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ABSTRACT

This dissertation research examines the political significance of plazas in ancient 

Maya society from the Late Preclassic period through the Terminal Classic period 

(ca. 150 B.C.- A.D. 900). I consider plazas not as by-products of temples and palaces, 

but as political arenas in which different social actors created and transformed social 

realities and values. My primary question is how power relations and ideologies emerge 

from people’s practices and their engagements with materiality—more specifically, 

the construction of plazas and ritual performances. I address this question through the 

combination of various methods including the following: spatial analyses based on GIS, 

extensive excavations, epigraphic studies, and material analyses through petrographic 

microscopy and particle-induced X-ray emission (PIXE). Using these methods, I 

conducted archaeological research at El Palmar, a Maya polity located in southeastern 

Campeche of Mexico. During the 2007-2014 field seasons, I investigated eleven plazas in 

total with eight located in the urban core and three in its outlying areas.

The results from the urban core suggest that the power relations at El Palmar changed 

through time. Such changes are reflected in the designs of both public and exclusive 

plazas and associated ritual events. The results in the north outlying plaza, where a 

hieroglyphic stairway was built around A.D.726, further suggest that a group of officials 

negotiated their status and power with rulers. The protagonist of the event was not an 

El Palmar ruler but an official who emphasized diplomatic relations with foreign rulers, 

giving the El Palmar ruler only scant reference. Considering inter-regional contexts, 

however, they were not only engaged in internal power struggles, but also cooperated to 

negotiate with foreign dynasties. This complex mechanism of power was closely tied to 

the remodeling of the plaza and ideological symbolism materialized by mortuary practice, 
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fire rituals, and termination rituals.

My dissertation concludes that ritual performances in outlying plazas were not 

merely a reflection of royal ideology promoted by rulers but could have introduced new 

power and ideological relations in the community, relations that would be difficult to 

identify solely through the analysis of the main plaza.
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CHAPTER 1

RITUAL PERFORMANCE IN PLAZAS: AN INTRODUCTION

Ritual performance in plazas has played a vital role in many societies. Regardless 

of differences in the historical trajectories experienced by various societies, ritual 

performance in plazas is ubiquitous throughout the world. Even today we witness the 

political significance of ritual performance in plazas. On September 15, 2003, I stood 

in the Zócalo, the largest plaza in Mexico City. From the central balcony of the National 

Palace facing the plaza, the Mexican President Vicente Fox celebrated the nation’s 

Independence Day. Tens of thousands of people in cramped conditions, including myself, 

shared fervent emotions and communal bonding during his ritualized speech. About ten 

years later on January 21, 2013, my wife and I were in Washington D.C. for the fifty-

seventh U.S. Presidential Inauguration. From a huge screen set at the edge of Capitol 

Hill we watched President Barack Obama’s speech with thousands of people. Unlike the 

experience in Mexico, this time we could not share the same emotions that the crowd 

experienced in the Capitol Grounds because a transit connection problem caused his 

performance to be displayed discontinuously.

Anthropologists have become increasingly concerned with the implication of people’s 

engagements with plazas in the process of community building and social change (e.g., 

Geertz 1980; Kertzer 1988; Low 2000; Moore 1996). Placing particular emphasis on 

people’s practices and experiences in public plazas of a community, these scholars have 

shown the implication of plazas in the constitutive process of social realities and cultural 

values. Ritual performance in plazas has deep roots in premodern society, and was 

essential to power relations embedded in rulership (Foucault 1977). Above all others, the 

ancient Maya constructed, extended, and remodeled various plazas in different sizes and 
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forms over a prolonged duration of time. Archaeological research in the Maya area has 

shown that successive rulers commissioned mass spectacles in a large plaza, in which 

royal performances took place in front of a large audience (Inomata 2006a). The Maya 

constructed and remodeled plazas only in the urban core, but also in its outlying areas 

(Becker 1990; Chase and Chase 2003). These outlying plazas were political stages upon 

which social actors negotiated power relations and ideologies through ritual events.

Considering these studies as a point of departure, my research aims to better 

understand social relations created and transformed by human practices and interactions 

through plaza activities. More specifically, the present study seeks to reveal the power 

relations and ideologies that emerged from plaza constructions and ritual performances 

at El Palmar, one of the major polities occupied in the central Maya lowland from the 

Late Preclassic (ca. 300 B.C.-A.D. 250) through the Terminal Classic period (ca. A.D. 

800-1000) (Figure 1.1). Sir J. Eric Thompson first conducted archaeological research 

at El Palmar in 1936 (1936a, 1994[1963]). During fieldwork, he reported monumental 

architecture with over 40 stone monuments. Despite his brief reports (Thompson 1936a; 

1936b; 1994[1963]), scholars recognize El Palmar as one of the major Maya centers 

during the Classic period (Adams 1981; Adams and Jones 1981; Šprajc 2008: 20-22, 41).

El Palmar consists of the urban core or Main Group, and several outlying groups. In 

the Main Group there are eight plazas in various sizes and forms, raising questions about 

diversity in the experiential aspects of human interactions. The outlying groups of El 

Palmar also feature a variety of plazas. Their presence is suggestive that El Palmar people 

consciously and unconsciously recognized the sociopolitical significance of plazas in 

community building.

In practice, archaeological research of plazas is not easy. Holley et al. (1993: 306) 

point out that archaeologists have tended to hold impressions that these vacant spaces 

offer few clues about their uses and meanings. Even today, we often face difficulties 
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Figure 1.1. Map of major Maya archaeological sites.
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in reconstructing specific plaza activities based on material remains because plazas 

were often swept clean after ceremonial events and other activities. In addition, a plaza 

is normally used for a variety of activities, leaving fragmented material evidence. The 

general scarcity of textual records regarding outlying plazas makes it even more difficult 

for us to understand the ritual performances and political interactions carried out there. 

Therefore, we should establish theoretical and methodological approaches to our better 

understanding of practices and perspectives that people experienced in plazas. The goal 

of this dissertation research is to build sophisticated approaches to the study of plazas.

Research Strategy

Among a variety of activities that took place in plazas, this study focuses on the 

implication of construction activities and ritual performances in the political process 

of Classic Maya society. In doing so, I apply practice theory and performance theory. 

Practice theory addresses the recursive processes between human practice and social 

structure (Bourdieu 1977; Giddens 1979, 1984). It asserts that human practices, including 

construction activities, are creative strategies that reproduce the existing structure and 

provoke changes. A newly built environment, in turn, shapes and constrains subsequent 

human practices. Performance theory highlights the dynamic process of social 

reproduction and transformation in face-to-face interactions (Goffman 1959; Hymes 

1975). Performance theorists do not see ritual performance simply as an enactment of 

preexisting order and meaning, but as a process which introduces a new situation into 

social relations (Bell 1997: 72-76). In the study of plazas, performance theory emphasizes 

the bodily copresence of the audience who evaluates and reinterprets their social realities 

and identities through symbolic enactments. Practice theory also perceives ritual 

performance not as a matter of enacting symbolic and cultural rules, but as strategic 

practices by which the political order is reproduced and reshaped (Bell 1997: 77-78). 
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Therefore, both practice and performance theories posit that ritual performance provides 

a medium through which people negotiate power relations and ideologies (Inomata 2006; 

Kertzer 1988).

How can we identify the transformation of power relations and ideologies derived 

from plaza activities in the archaeological record? We can do so by considering plazas 

as media and results of dynamic processes rather than static empty spaces, and from 

this perspective we can build better theoretical and methodological approaches to the 

political and social processes that form and transform plazas. Practice-based approaches 

have allowed archaeologists to examine the experiential aspects of human perception 

and the transformation of social and political order that result from the manipulation 

of public spaces (Clark 2004; Fogelin 2006; Joyce 2000, 2004; Joyce and Winter 1996; 

Moore 1996; Pauketat 2000, 2001; Pauketat and Alt 2005). More explicitly, the ways 

in which individuals might experience ritual architecture is one way in which public 

spaces can be analyzed. For example, Moore (1996) examines the experiential aspects 

of ritual architecture in coastal Peru during the prehispanic period. Through analyzing 

the morphological characteristics and spatial proximities of monumental architecture, he 

suggests that human visual perception from plazas to pyramidal temples was affected 

by the differential emphasis on factors such as the dimension, visibility, access, and 

elevation of pyramidal architecture. He argues that the sets of these factors represent the 

physical index of power relations. Applying Moore’s method to the study of El Palmar 

archaeological site, I examine the estimated capacity, visibility, and accessibility of plazas 

at El Palmar through spatial analyses using Geographic Information System (GIS), in 

conjunction with pedestrian surface surveys and topographic mapping.

When examining the experiential aspects of human physical interactions, we should 

keep in mind different cultural and historical trajectories between ancient Andean and 

Maya societies. In Andean sites, the estimated capacity of main plazas is not consistently 
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correlated with the estimated population of the settlements, which suggests that Andean 

plazas were used in diverse ways (Moore 1996). Contrastingly, for Classic Maya society 

Inomata (2006: 812-813) argues that the main plaza of a small or middle center was 

capable of accommodating the entire population of its settlement. He points out that even 

at a large center a substantial part of the population possibly participated in public events 

by occupying multiple plazas connected by causeways. At a small to middle center, he 

points out, the commemorative monuments of royal performances tend to have been 

erected in the main plaza, while at a large center these monuments are often found more 

dispersed in different plazas. The case studies in Andean and Maya societies demonstrate 

that we should use estimates of plaza capacities only in a heuristic manner, considering 

diachronic change in plaza capacities and other material settings throughout the site 

history.

While plazas were frequently used to gather a large audience, anthropological and 

archaeological studies also show that the process of plaza construction provided elite 

groups with an opportunity to control access to public spaces, which often resulted in the 

exclusion of certain groups of people from activities taking place in plazas (Cooper 1993; 

Joyce 2004, 2009; Kolb 1994; Low 1995, 2000; Ringle and Bay III 2001; Sanchez 2005).  

In Mesoamerica, Joyce (2004) examined diachronic changes in the spatial organization 

of the Main Plaza at Monte Albán from ca. 500 B.C. through ca. A.D. 800. According to 

Joyce, the Main Plaza was originally used as an arena for large-scale public ceremonies 

during the Terminal Formative period (100 B.C. –A.D. 200). During the Classic period 

(A.D. 200-800), however, elite architectural complexes with carved monuments were 

built around the plaza, effectively restricting access. Joyce concluded that the plaza in 

the Classic period became a locus of elite private ceremonies and private activities, 

increasingly excluding commoners from that space. The example of Monte Albán shows 

that even the political significance of the main plaza in a community could have been 
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transformed over time. 

The previous studies of plaza capacity, visibility, and accessibility indicate that we 

should examine plazas not through static approaches, but through diachronic approaches. 

Directly excavating plazas is a way to pursue the transformation of people’s experiences 

and perceptions in plazas in the course of history. The excavation never reveals the 

precise capacity of plazas in each period because in most cases we cannot excavate the 

entire plazas. The important point in archaeological research, however, is to identify 

the long-term process through which lived experiences changed under certain historical 

circumstances. In this sense, even limited excavation such as test pits in a large plaza 

can establish construction episodes, which represent the decision making of builders 

who continued to or ceased to use the spatial settings of plazas for community making. 

In other words, the test excavation can detect the continuity and discontinuity of plaza 

constructions which represent people’s concerns with specific types of plazas. If 

different types of plazas have different construction episodes, the political significance 

of specific plazas can be revealed in certain historical circumstances. If the plazas were 

contemporaneously built and rebuilt, then the multiplicity of plazas was essential to the 

political organization of that society. The location and text of carved monuments provide 

additional clues to the use of these plazas in a given period.

The excavation of plazas also sheds light on people’s dispositions towards plaza 

constructions. Constructing large plazas was a communal activity, in which a substantial 

portion of the population invested much time, energy, and resources in a shared labor 

project. The coordination of long-term monumental practices induces changes in existing 

social structures. These collaborative operations create shared bodily experiences and 

perceptions among participants. While shared bodily experiences stimulate social 

cohesion, a large construction project requires the coordination and organization of 

diverse labors, which often create a new scale of power relations in a community 
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(Pauketat 2001). The diachronic examination of plaza constructions has the potential 

of discerning the transformation of power relations. The volumetric estimate of fill 

used for plaza constructions offers an analytical parameter to reveal the degree of 

community’s labor investments in a long-term monumental project in a given period. As 

is the case with plaza capacity, limited excavations cannot calculate the precise volume 

of construction fill used for each plaza. However, we can trace changes in the social 

significance of a plaza or plazas in a community by examining the relationship between 

people’s investments in plaza constructions and historical circumstances.

To connect the construction episodes of El Palmar plazas to intra- and inter-site 

historical events, we need a sophisticated dating method to establish the construction 

sequence of each plaza and to examine the correlation among different plazas. Here I 

employ Bayesian modeling, which makes it possible to include multiple lines of evidence 

in the process of refining the range of calibrated radiometric ages for better chronology-

building. Excavation and ceramic analyses establish a relative chronological sequence of 

plaza constructions and modifications. The radiocarbon analysis provides radiometric 

ages. Bayesian modeling is a rational approach that connects radiometric ages to 

stratigraphic relations, ceramic phases, and construction episodes (Bachand 2008; Buck, 

et al. 1991; Munson 2012; Ramsey 2013). I combine these factors with the Maya calendric 

dates of historical events carved on stone monuments. The Maya commemorated the 

completion of ritual buildings and monuments with specific dates which we can convert 

into Western calendar dates (Lounsbury 1982). Bayesian modeling utilizes these Maya 

dates as important factors in the process of chronology building.

Another approach for evaluating people’s experiences in public spaces is proxemics 

(Hall 1968). This study places particular emphasis on the physical distance between 

individuals in a public space rather than focusing solely on an individual’s experience 

of the space itself and surrounding architecture as an uninhabited abstraction. Hall 
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(1968, 1990 [1966], 2003) argues that individuals have an innate distancing mechanism 

that mediates social relations. Distance among individuals varies according to the type 

of political relations and situations those individuals experience. In the case of plazas, 

performers often position themselves at ‘public distances’ from an audience in order 

to visualize their political importance. The size of plazas matters because diverse 

scales create a range of different public distances. Other architectural elements such as 

stairways, causeways, and platforms are often designed for the establishment of public 

distances between performers and the audience. The close examination of these elements 

and their changes over time will reveal the creation and transformation of power relations 

embedded in spatial settings.

An important ritual event that engenders social cohesion and power negotiation is 

feasting. In ritual events, feasting often becomes a central practice that allows social 

actors to reify their generosity and economic wealth, through which invisible social 

distance is enhanced. Ritual hosts sponsor festivals where they provide lavish meals 

served on large and luxurious vessels. Prestige vessels used for feasts with precious 

foods and drinks provide an effective means for the representation of social status and 

the significance of ritual events in a community (Dietler and Hayden 2001). Vessels 

and other ceramic objects entail symbolic, economic, and cultural values that are drawn 

from human practices. In Mesoamerica, feasting and the use of fancy vessels date back 

to about 1400 B.C.; feasts may have even triggered the development of social inequality 

(Clark and Blake 1994). During the colonial period in the Yucatan peninsula, calendrical 

ceremonies involved many days of festival feasting.  At the end of every ten and twenty 

year-period, lords and priests of lesser villages attended public rituals which lasted for 

three days with ritual dances, offerings, and feasts (Tozzer 1941: 162-163). A problem 

in archaeological research lies in the fact that excavations rarely yield complete vessels. 

Refitting sherds is a way to mitigate this problem. Refitting reconstructs a certain portion 
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of the rim orifice that allows us to measure the diameter of serving plates, dishes, and 

bowls. Archaeological and ethnographic studies have shown that people use large vessels 

over 30 cm in diameter for ceremonial feasts (Crown 1994; Mills 1999, 2007; Pauketat 

and Emerson 1991; Spielmann 1998; Rosenswig 2007). If the diameter of serving vessels 

found in ritual contexts exceeds the function of individual use, then they were probably 

used for feasting.

Textual and pictorial-based analyses offer a way of tracing significant historical 

continuity and disjunction of human practices, meanings, and social memories in the 

study of plazas. Specifically, epigraphic and iconographic studies of carved monuments 

introduce a variety of ways by which to examine how narrative information and human 

practices are initiated, maintained, and organized hierarchically within entire bodies of 

text (Bourdieu 1991; Hanks 1989, 2005). Speech act theory may help evaluate various 

aspects of social effectiveness in narratives (Austin 1975; Searle 1976), while discourse 

analysis holds the potential for understanding the formation of ideologies and power 

relations by conceiving of acts of speech, text-writing, and reading as distinct processes 

of perceiving the world (Butler 1993). Discourses associated with texts as they are recited 

over time are dependent on having an observer who receives information. In other words, 

early scripts and images were activated only when a knowledgeable witness could inject 

or extract elements of meaning, context, and speech (Houston 2004). In Classic Maya 

society, plazas become exhibition galleries of social hierarchies filled with images and 

texts of successive rulers over generations (Lucero 2003). These texts were probably 

uttered repeatedly by rulers during ceremonial events. 

The analyses of carved monuments and colonial documents have been applied to 

understanding the role of plazas in the Yucatan Peninsula. Using the analysis of colonial 

documents in conjunction with archaeological materials, Ringle and Bay (2001) highlight 

the political role of plazas and patios associated with multi-tiered official courts in the 
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northern Yucatan during the Terminal Classic and Post-Classic periods (A.D. 800-

1450). The placement of thrones and façade decorations in large plazas at Uxmal and 

Chichén Itzá suggests that open plazas were part of the public court used for tribute 

presentation and that the processions of warriors in the decorations were a form of 

political advertisement. The continuing existence of these durable materials in plazas 

in conjunction with ritual performances became important mnemonics in recalling and 

recognizing power relations. Studying the location of carved monuments in plazas has the 

potential for revealing the relationship between specific ritual performances and physical 

characteristics of plazas such as capacity, visibility, and accessibility. 

The Discovery of a Hieroglyphic Stairway

Archaeological research often needs to adjust the research strategy in accordance 

with unexpected findings in the field. I adjusted my research strategy after an important 

discovery at the north outlying group of El Palmar. During the second field season in 

2009, project crews and I conducted test excavations at the eight plazas of the Main 

Group, while we were mapping three of the outlying groups, including: the west outlying 

group named the Justo Group; the north group, or the Guzmán Group; and the south 

group, the 36 Glifos Group.

At the Guzmán Group, an outlying group formed by a small plaza compound, we 

discovered a hieroglyphic stairway. The hieroglyphic stairway is a stone monument which 

exhibits Mayan inscriptions on the front face (i.e. raiser) of stair blocks. The building of 

a hieroglyphic stairway must have been a specially marked practice for the ancient Maya 

because it appears to have been less common than the erection of other stone monuments 

such as stelae and altars. When we discovered the stairway at the Guzmán Group, some 

portions were already exposed on the surface. Although the entire stairway had yet to 

be uncovered, we observed at least four steps containing glyphs in the mid-section of 
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the façade, and it was likely that more existed in the lower and upper portions of the 

stairway. The Guzmán Group is on private land located 1.3 km north of the Main Group. 

It is isolated from the nearest village, Kiché Las Pailas, and is without on-site security, 

a situation that made this remarkable stairway highly vulnerable to looting at that time. 

Proper documentation and protection of the stairway were urgent.

In response to this important discovery, I expanded my research strategy to apply 

to broader comparative studies between the urban core and the outlying groups. Unlike 

previous studies that have tended to focus on a city’s main plaza, this comparative study 

holds much potential for revealing subtle, nuanced political interactions, which may not 

be elicited solely from the study of the main plaza at the urban core. The general scarcity 

of textual data in outlying groups at other Maya sites has made it difficult for researchers 

to investigate in detail the interactions between the royal authority of the urban core 

and those who were associated with the outlying groups in the constitutive process of 

the overall political landscape (Chase and Chase 2003; Smith 2003). The hieroglyphic 

stairway gives me an exceptional opportunity for examining the specific ritual 

performances that took place at the outlying group. The rich textual data in the Guzmán 

Group also makes it possible to apply the combination of multiple methods to the study of 

plazas without placing a disproportionate emphasis on the epigraphic studies in the Main 

Group.

The textual representations at the Main Group and the Guzmán Group, however, 

should not be taken at face value and need to be examined archaeologically. Attention 

must be paid to the process in which the ritual landscape of El Palmar was built and 

modified over a long period of time. Extensive excavations at the plaza and surrounding 

structures of the Guzmán Group contextualized the hieroglyphic stairway in the 

diachronic process of El Palmar’s spatial organization.

The hieroglyphic stairway is located not in an invisible place but in a public space. 
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We can assume that the stairway was closely articulated with plaza activities, and that 

people’s experiences, perspectives, and expectations in that plaza could have been 

different from those in the large plazas of the urban core. Spatial analyses associated with 

architecture between these two groups may reveal different material and spatial settings, 

reflecting material distinctions in socioeconomic and political status among varying 

social groups (Bourdieu 1984). Artifact production and allocation in a polity are critical 

parameters for understanding economic and sociopolitical relations (e.g., Brumfiel and 

Earle 1987; Costin 1991; Cowgill, et al. 1984; Dahlin and Ardren 2002; Fry 1980; Polanyi 

1957; Renfrew 1975, 1977; Rice 1981, 1984, 1987a, b; Triadan 1997; West 2002; Zedeño 

1998). The distinctions between local and exotic materials as well as between ritual 

and domestic artifacts provide a key means through which we can examine the power 

and ideological aspects of ritual performances. The distributional differences of these 

kinds of materials and artifacts along with technological knowledge for production are 

useful parameters for examining the control of political power and ideology (Foias and 

Bishop 1997; Inomata 2001; Lucero 2003; McAnany 1993). A group’s ability to control 

the access to prestige and/or non-local resources in a specific place may provide a basis 

for increasing their political power at the expense of competing groups. In particular, 

ritual assemblages that represent ideological symbolisms are material expressions of 

beliefs, norms, values, and political realities, and thus, the control of the production and 

distribution of ritual objects regulates social hierarchies (Kertzer 1988). It is possible that 

non-royal groups in an outlying plaza produce symbolic monuments and artifacts in order 

to negotiate their ideologies with the royal authority. Finally, the expressions of shared 

identities and political power are complex and multidimensional in nature. Portable 

goods such as vessels, lithics, figurines, and ornaments often indicate different social and 

political relationships than those expressed through architecture (Brumfiel 2004; Hendon 

2010; Nagao 1989). Therefore, multiple kinds of material culture should be examined to 
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understand the complex nature of power relations and ideologies that emerged from plaza 

activities at El Palmar.

Chapter Outline

The present study is the result of eight years of fieldwork and subsequent laboratory 

analyses between 2007 and 2014. All the data collected at El Palmar address a question of 

how power relations and ideologies emerged from people’s practices and their interactions 

in plazas. Chapter 2 provides my theoretical perspectives outlined by practice and 

performance theory. These theories call attention to the political dimensions of social 

relations by addressing questions of how human practices and interactions shape and 

are shaped by preexisting power and ideological relations. Through the lens of these 

theoretical perspectives, we recognize the plaza not as an empty space, but as a political 

arena in which different social actors negotiated power relations. The notion of power 

and ideologies has been broadly discussed among scholars and their definitions and 

arguments have broadened our perspectives. I review these arguments to clarify the 

intersection between ritual performance and the mechanism of power and ideologies. 

Chapter 3 provides background on the natural setting of the El Palmar region, 

previous research at El Palmar, and a summary of the Maya history from the Early 

Middle Preclassic through the Terminal Classic periods (ca. 1000 B.C.-A.D. 1000). The 

Maya lowlands encompass a variety of natural resources that distinguish one place from 

another. Such local differences in natural settings probably provided the Classic Maya 

with different opportunities for experiencing a variety of historical trajectories. Rather 

than describe all natural resources, this chapter centers on some important natural 

sources that could have been closely tied to the sociopolitical organization of El Palmar.

Judging from Thompson’s reports (1936a, 1995[1963]) and the results of surface 

surveys in neighboring areas (Ruppert and Denison 1943; Šprajc 2008), El Palmar could 
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have played a crucial but variable role in the political dynamics of Classic Maya society. 

In order to examine the data recovered from El Palmar in Classic Maya history, it is 

necessary to review historical circumstances surrounding El Palmar. I summarize the 

Maya lowland history through the examination of both archaeological and epigraphic 

publications in Chapter 3. I do not intend to synthesize the whole history of the central 

Maya lowland, which can be read in other excellent publications (e.g., Coe 2011; Houston 

and Inomata 2009; Sharer 2005). The goal of my literature review is to contextualize 

the results of El Palmar research in Classic Maya political history at the end of this 

dissertation.

The next two chapters detail the results of fieldwork from 2007 to 2012. Chapter 

4 describes the results of surface survey and topographic mapping at El Palmar. 

The study of spatial arrangements in a Maya polity is an essential pathway to better 

understanding the spatiality of power and ideologies. The results of Chapter 4 include 

the reconnaissance of areas surrounding the Main Group, topographic mapping in this 

group and three outlying groups, and the location of carved monuments. Based on the 

created map, I estimate the accommodated capacity of El Palmar plazas. Chapter 5 

presents the results of excavations at the Main Group, the Justo Group, and the Guzmán 

Group. At the Main Group and the Justo Group, I assess the sequential order of plaza 

constructions. Subsequently, I describe the extensive excavations at the Guzmán Group, 

which uncovered construction episodes of three structures and the plaza. I also detail 

architectural characteristics of each structure in this chapter.

Chapter 6 seeks the identification of social groups in the El Palmar polity. The 

epigraphic studies of carved monuments from the Main Group and the hieroglyphic 

stairway at the Guzmán Group are a principle means for the identification of ritual 

performers. The epigraphic studies also address regional interactions through ritual 

performances. Iconographic and epigraphic studies of carved monuments and portable 
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artifacts provide detailed information on historical events within a precise temporal 

framework, which we cannot often recover from other archaeological remains.

Chapters 7 and 8 present the results of artifactual analyses. The artifactual analyses 

provide the materiality of power and ideological relations beyond the official transcripts 

inscribed in the hieroglyphic texts. Chapter 7 concerns the ceramic analyses that I divide 

into three sections: 1) the type-variety analysis that builds ceramic phases of El Palmar, 

2) the size and location of serving vessels through refitting analysis that detects feasting 

in ritual events, and 3) the examination of regional interactions through petrographic 

analysis. Chapter 8 presents the result of lithic analyses that consist of the macroscopic 

typology and the particle-induced X-ray emission (PIXE). These two sets of analyses 

examine quantitative and qualitative similarities and differences in the allocation of 

domestic and exotic goods between the Main Group and the outlying groups.

Chapter 9 reconstructs the plaza history of El Palmar, using Bayesian statistical 

analysis for chronology-building. As I mentioned above, this analysis makes it possible 

to combine radiocarbon dating with relative dates such as stratigraphic relations, 

construction episodes, ceramic phases, and Maya calendric dates carved on stone 

monuments. Based on the chronometric dating established by the Bayesian analysis, I 

discuss how the accommodated capacity of the plazas and the volume of fill to construct 

plazas changed over time. These results reflect the degree to which people were engaged 

in specific plazas. The chapter also details plaza activities and ritual performances at the 

Guzmán Group. I examine the spatial distribution of termination deposits and attempt to 

reconstruct behavioral aspects of a termination ritual. At the end of this chapter, I discuss 

the significance of El Palmar plaza history in the overall Classic Maya history. This 

chapter provides me with an outline for understanding the materiality and spatiality of 

power relations, ideologies, and identities derived from practices in the plazas.

Chapter 10 presents my conclusions integrating the results of fieldwork and 
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laboratory analyses into my theoretical perspectives. This final chapter discusses the 

fundamental issue of this study; how power relations and ideologies were negotiated, 

redefined, and transformed through people’s engagements with plazas in ancient Maya 

society. Archaeologists have the unique ability to examine the dynamic process of social 

relations at different spatial and temporal scales. The archaeological and epigraphic 

studies about various plazas in the urban core and its outlying groups at El Palmar 

provide outlines for better understanding the materiality and spatiality of power relations, 

ideologies, and identities derived from long construction projects and ritual performances. 

My dissertation demonstrates that the spatial settings and ritual performances in the 

outlying plazas are not merely a reflection of dominant ideology but introduce new power 

and ideological relations in the community, relations that would be difficult to identify 

solely through the analysis of the main plaza.
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CHAPTER 2

POWER AND IDEOLOGIES: RITUAL PERFORMANCES IN PLAZAS

This chapter outlines my theoretical framework that provides bases for analyzing the 

political implications of plazas and ritual performance at El Palmar. In so doing, I use 

the term ritual performance to clarify my theoretical standpoint. Not all ritual practices 

are performative acts (Bell 1997; Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994) and not all performances 

are ritual (Goffman 1959; Inomata and Coben 2006). My research focuses on a type 

of ritual practices which premises the presence of both performers and an audience. I 

do not deal with ritual performance that merely serves to enact the preexisting social 

order and ideology. Instead, I argue that ritual performance is a vehicle of creating new 

power relations, ideologies, and identities. This theoretical standpoint is derived from 

two theories: practice and performance theory. A practice-oriented approach underlines 

the negotiation of power relations through ritual events, placing particular emphasis on 

the recursive mechanisms of human practices and structure (Bell 1992; Kertzer 1988). 

Performance theory emphasizes the significance of interactions between performers and 

an audience during a ritual event (Bell 1997; Goffman 1959; Inomata 2006a). Within 

a demarcated time and space, practice-oriented and performance theorists view ritual 

as a dynamic process that provokes reproductions and changes in cultural values and 

political realities. In addition to these two approaches, other social theorists also provide 

analytical insights into understanding the political implications of ritual performance in a 

community.

Based on the analysis of ritual performance, my central concern is to expose the 

political process that power and ideological relations are created and transformed. 

Practice-oriented and performance theorists are attentive to the political dimensions of 
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social relationships (Bell 1997: 76; Inomata 2006a) and often address questions of how 

human practices reproduce and change preexisting power and ideological relations. The 

notion of power and ideology has been broadly discussed among social scientists and their 

definitions and arguments have provided different perspectives. I review these arguments 

to clarify an intersection between ritual performance, power relations, and ideologies. 

The second part of this chapter connects these theoretical approaches to the study 

of plazas in Classic Maya society. The existence of various plazas at Maya sites suggests 

that people consciously or unconsciously recognized the significance of plazas, carefully 

designing the physical characteristics of plazas in terms of access, dimension, capacity to 

accommodate an audience, and visibility. To elicit such experiential aspects of plazas, we 

should focus directly on what people do in the plaza and how they built and remodeled 

the plaza rather than appreciating them as empty spaces.

Ritual as a Creative Practice

Unlike the static view of structuralism, which defines ritual as a matter of enacting 

beliefs and the unchangeable social order, practice theory recognizes ritual activities 

as the means by which people continuously reshape and reproduce social structure 

(for a holistic review of ritual theories, see Bell 1997: 3-89). As a structuralist, Leach 

(1968) considers ritual as symbolic enactment of a cultural system, transmitting cultural 

meanings and messages. In a similar perspective, Rappaport (1979) argues that ritual 

practices transmit both the immediate messages of the participants and enduring 

messages of symbolic meanings. For structuralism, rituals encode social structure that 

scholars should be able to decode through their research. When both structural and 

functional structural thinkers endeavor to determine effects and meanings in ritual 

activities, they tend to neglect temporal frameworks. They determine a ritual’s regulative 

effect on society through analyzing only a few aspects of rituals and ceremonial events 
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within a short period of time (Bloch 1986: 7-11). Practice theorists criticize this one 

directional view of ritual from social order to ritual practices by claiming the recursive 

nature of practices and structure (Bell 1992; Kertzer 1988). They emphasize that ritual 

does not encode belief, but is a medium by which belief is created and reintegrated in 

symbolic acts.

Before describing what roles practice theory plays in the understanding of ritual 

performance, I should note that many scholars have emphasized the creative nature 

of ritual practices in a community. Among those theorists, Durkheim and Marx shed 

light on the political implications of ritual. About a century ago Durkheim (2008[1912]) 

stressed the significance of ceremonial practices in the constitution of social relations. 

Durkheim argues that religion is the most essential element to constitute a society. For 

him, ritual is a medium of representing the religious beliefs, integrating and binding 

people together into a society. The mechanism of social solidarity embedded in ritual 

practices is the quintessence of his arguments. According to Durkheim, ritual generates, 

experiences, and affirms political realities. Periodic ceremonies invite people to 

experience a dramatized life in the sacred realms that they cannot experience in everyday 

life.

Durkheim (2008[1912]:36-41) states that the world is divided into the sacred and 

profane. People normally live in the profane world and ritual is a way of having access 

to the sacred world. During a ritual ceremony, performers use sacred objects that are 

the subject of attitudes of awe and veneration. The sacred things separate people from 

the profane world, allowing them to experience the sacred world during purification 

and initiation rituals. In other words, Durkheim underlines that ceremonial practices 

link people in the profane world of everyday life to the sacred world located outside 

ordinary experience. He argues that such ceremonial events give people similar sacred 

experiences which, in turn, create collective consciousness in a society. The creation 
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of collective consciousness through ceremonial practices unites people into one single 

moral community. Thus, for Durkheim, the role of ritual is to instill such collective 

consciousness in individuals as a socializing process.

Scholars criticize Durkheim’s sharp division of the world into the sacred and 

profane. They argue that the concept of sacred and profane is western European and in 

many communities the division between the sacred and profane blurs (Bell 1997; Bloch 

1986). They also disagree with his notion of society as a coherent unity organized under 

collective consciousness (Giddens 1979a, b; Joyce 2010). A community never becomes 

a unified society, but is always fragmented and constituted by ongoing negotiations of 

different social agents, although practice theorists agree that in certain circumstances 

ritual practices induce different forms of solidarity (Fogelin 2006: 60-61; Kertzer 1988).

The notion of ritual is often articulated with politics. Marxism contributed to the 

study of ritual from the lens of power relations. Fogelin (2006: 58) points out that for 

Marxism “the function of ritual and religion are reduced to a legitimizing role in the 

establishment of elite power and coercion.” Religious ideology is an expression of the 

dominant material relations; Marx often called it the dominant ideology, and ritual 

is a way of legitimizing the privileged status of ruling elites (see also Tucker 1978).

Undoubtedly, ruling elites perform public rituals and speeches for the legitimization of 

their political authority. And monumental architecture, commemorative monuments, and 

large open spaces such as plazas are permanent media that can inscribe the dominant 

ideology in order to overwhelm counter-ideologies of other groups (Connerton 1989). 

In the study of Classic Maya society, some scholars state that site planning of Classic 

Maya centers is predominantly oriented to the four cardinal directions that materialize 

the cosmological ideology of the central authority (Ashmore 1991; Ashmore and Sabloff 

2002; Tourtellot, et al. 2002). They suggest that this cosmological representation of site 

layout serves to legitimize the central authority. I will return this point more in detail at 
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the end of this chapter.

The Marxist view of ritual has shed light on political strategies of ruling elites as a 

medium to reproduce structure of domination. However, if we discern ritual as the mere 

legitimization of ruling elites, it may obscure the roles other social actors played in power 

negotiations during ritual events. The traditional Marxist view tends to overemphasize 

that only elites hold dominating power and ideology to induce social changes, although 

there exist a variety of interpretations about Marx’s philosophy. Commoners exist within 

a domain of “false consciousness” unless they break through the constraints of that 

domain in a revolutionary way. For traditional Marxism, ideology is a product of ruling 

class and social development is a way of surpassing this ideological distortion.

In contrast, practice-oriented and feminist theorists claim that a community is not 

shaped and controlled solely by ruling elites and is not constituted by a single ideology 

created by a dominant group (e.g., Bourdieu 1977; Butler 1993; Giddens 1979a, 1984; 

Sewell 1992). Practice theorists consider that even a dominant ideology is not the creation 

of ruling elites, but the outcome of power negotiations among different social actors.

The Recursive Process of Practice and Structure

One of the perspectives practice theory provides is to place ritual as central to the 

creative strategies of politics among different social actors (Bell 1992; Kertzer 1988). The 

underlying concept of practice theory resides in the recursive process of agent’s practices 

and structural properties. In the process of adopting practice theory in archaeological 

research, scholars have called special attention to the concept of “agency.” However, 

Hegmon (2003: 219-222) points out that some scholars have attempted to define agency 

without considering the recursive relationship between structure and practice (see also 

Joyce 2010: 25-27). The detachment of agency from the recursive nature of social life has 

provoked inconsistency in the definition of agency (Dobres and Robb 2000) and resulted 
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in treating it as if objects have agency (Latour 2005). Instead of extending the definition 

of agency, I think we should go back to the original definition of agency proposed by 

Giddens (1979a, 1984) in order to retain its usefulness for the archaeological study of 

social change.

Following Giddens (1979a: 55-56; 1984: 9), I define agency as people’s capability 

of actualizing a continuous flow of conduct during the events in the world. Both 

intended and unintended actions of agents reproduce or change structural settings which 

recursively enable and constrain subsequent actions. I stress that agency is attributed not 

solely to ruling elites, but also to other social members of a community. All the members 

of a community like those who lived in a city’s outlying areas hold the different degree of 

agency that we should not ignore. These people were not passive participants in political 

processes, but active agents who negotiate their ideologies, identities, interests, emotions, 

pathos, and dispositions in ongoing social relations (Joyce 2009: 191-192).

Bourdieu (1977) conceptualized this capability of people in his notion of habitus. 

Habitus is temporally durable dispositions embedded in humans, including their 

perceptions and particular knowledge. Unlike Gidden’s emphasis on people’s practical 

consciousness and their reflexive monitoring of previous actions (Giddens 1984: 5-8), 

Bourdieu’s notion of habitus is weighted toward the reproduction of unconscious practices 

in the immediate situation, that is to say, he does not emphasize conscious creative and 

deliberate actions that can provoke social changes (Joyce 2010; Ortner 1996; Sewell 

1992). Ortner (1996, 2006) points out that habitus primarily focuses on reproduction of 

internalized structures because habitus is itself “a virtual mirror of external limits and 

possibilities” (Ortner 1996: 11).

In contrast, Giddens (1984) considers agents knowledgeable and intentional. Agents 

refer to those who are “capable of putting their structurally formed capacities to work 

in creative or innovative ways” (Sewell 1992: 4). Agents are capable of reflecting on 
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their own actions which they can see in larger social and cultural contexts, although 

such intentions of agents often produce outcomes of unintended consequences (see also 

Comaroff and Comaroff 1992). Giddens (1979a: 56-59) partially shares with Bourdieu 

his idea that not all practices of agents are cognitively and emotionally pointed toward 

definite goals and not all actors can explain their actions in a discursive manner. 

Giddens argues that intentions exposed discursively by actors are often after-the-fact 

rationalizations. Furthermore, intentions and presuppositions of agents emerge from 

broader social and cultural sets of relationships which Giddens calls structural properties, 

characteristics of pattered social relations.

We cannot understand actions of agents without considering structure. Agents 

always reside in cultural fields such as race, family, kin, friend, occupation, and so 

forth. Likewise, agents are enmeshed within power relations and ideological relations, 

inequality, and competition (Ortner 2006: 130-131). In his theory of structuration Giddens 

(1979a, 1984) emphasizes the duality of structure in which structure is both the medium 

and outcomes of social practices and their reproductions. Under certain circumstances 

repetitive practices of agents create and reproduce consistent properties or patterns in 

social relations. Over time these properties become, in part, cultural rules or principles 

which in turn guide and define agent’s practices and their perception of the world. If 

agents or agents’ practices are powerful enough, their practices reconfigure the structural 

properties (Giddens 1979a, 1984).

According to Giddens (1984: 377), structure consists of rules and resources (Giddens 

1979a). He also calls rules generalizable procedures (Giddens 1984). Sewell (1992: 8-9) 

refines Giddens’s notion of rules, using a new term “schema.” He criticizes that Giddens 

did not develop the concept of rules or generalizable procedures with examples, resulting 

in leaving ambiguity in this important concept. Sewell argues that the rules of social life 

should include all the varieties of cultural schemas that anthropologists have uncovered in 
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their research. He points out that the concept of rules implies formally stated prescriptions 

such as constitutions, contracts, or liturgies. To avoid including the conceptual framework 

of this type of prescription, he introduced the term schema that is more informal.

While Sewell’s arguments of rules considerably improved Giddens’s theory 

of structuration, the term schema is too rhetorical for me to use in my arguments. 

Joyce (2010: 17-34) uses a more straightforward term “cultural principles,” which are 

equivalent to Sewell’s concept of cultural schemas. In fact, Sewell (1992: 6-8) uses the 

term principles to explain the mechanism of structures, arguing that the anthropological 

concept of culture is integral to understanding Giddens’s rules. For anthropological 

archaeologists including myself, the term cultural principles more directly refers to 

flexible shared instructions among members of a community. Therefore, I will use this 

term hereafter.

Cultural principles are generalizable, extendable, and applicable to other social 

situations. For example, in ancient Mesoamerica repetitive ritual performances often 

established and maintained the relationships between people, ancestors, and deities. These 

relationships in turn provided baselines as a cultural principle for the understanding of 

asymmetrical power and ideological relations among social groups, which were extended 

in other social realms including economic transactions, building projects, and social 

interactions in everyday life.

Another important element of structure is resources that can serve as a source of 

power in social interactions. While the conceptual argument Giddens (1984) put forward 

about resources remains obscure, Sewell (1992: 9) attempts to clarify it in a simple 

manner, that is, resources are both human and nonhuman. Human resources are physical 

strength, skill, and knowledge that can be used to enhance power and emotional as well 

as their efficacies in society. For example, physical capacities of enacting ritual practices 

and knowledge to produce ritual objects such as eccentric flints are human resources. 
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Nonhuman resources are naturally occurring and manufactured objects that can be used 

to enhance or maintain power. This type of resources includes land, pyramids, sacred 

caves, eccentric flints themselves, texts, and so on. In a similar manner, Bourdieu (1986) 

expresses resources, particularly human resources, as capital.  He divides the notion 

of capital into four different concepts: 1) economic capital, which is the possession 

of valuable objects including money and property rights; 2) cultural capital, referring 

to knowledge; 3) social capital, formed by social status; and 4) symbolic capital or 

social recognition accompanied by prestige and honor. The accumulation of capitals or 

resources conditions human interactions in power negotiations. We should keep in mind 

that the boundary between human and nonhuman resources is artificial and ambiguous.  

Therefore, we should not focus too much on the categorization of resources. What we 

should pay attention to is to understand that resources are unevenly distributed and 

partially controlled by agents of a community.

The two aspects of structure—cultural principles and resources—do not exist 

independently, but “are mutually intertwined, which is what we refer to as materiality” 

(Joyce 2010: 22). For example, eccentric flints as resources are valuable in so far 

as cultural principles of Maya ritual events inform on their social values and ritual 

knowledge. Simultaneously, the existence of eccentric flints enhances the cultural 

principles of Maya ritual practices. Using eccentric flints embodied and inculcated 

cultural principles. Therefore, cultural principles and resources are mutually effective and 

sustain each other, constraining and empowering agency, that is, people’s capability of 

actualizing a continuous flow of conduct in the world that constitutes “the subjectivity of 

the actor” (Joyce 2010: 26). 

Ritual as Performance

Performance theory has been broadly discussed among social scientists (e.g. Bell 
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1992, 1997; Goffman 1959, 1967; Hymes 1975; Schechner 1985; Tambiah 1979; Turner 

1986), but its application to archaeological research is relatively recent. Inomata (2006a; 

see also Inomata and Coben 2006) has introduced the significance of examining 

theatrical performance, allowing archaeologists to explore the relationship between 

large public events and the development of centralized polities. Inomata (2006a) has 

already made a detailed overview of the conceptual framework of performance theory 

and its intersection with other social theories. Instead of repeating it here, I focus on 

performative acts and theatricality embedded in public events that I would like to 

interlace with my theoretical perspectives on ritual performance. Following Hymes (1975: 

13-19), Inomata (2006a: 806) defines “performance as creative, realized, achieved acts 

which are interpretable, reportable, and repeatable in a domain of cultural intelligibility.” 

Performative acts are, per se, a citation of iterable and regulatory norms (Butler 1993). 

In the study of ritual performance, a crucial point of performance theory is to highlight 

interactions as media that create the sense of realities, affecting people’s perceptions and 

interpretations of a community.

Inomata (2006a: 806) places particular emphasis on theatricality inherent in 

performance, which refers to “the quality of communicative acts that requires the 

presence of an audience acting as observers and evaluators” (see also Beeman 1993: 

383-384). Theatricality distinguishes communicative acts consciously recognized 

by performers and an audience from unconscious acts of communication. Theatrical 

performance does not merely mirror and reproduce existing social norms, but creates 

new situations and social changes (Schechner 1994: 626-632). The interaction among 

participants during public theatrical events produces emotional, perceptual, and 

interpretative outcomes that shape and reshape a collective sense of a symbolic reality 

(Bloch 1974: 59-60; Inomata 2006a, b). Because performance theory sheds light on 

different social actors (performers, observers, evaluators, etc.), it allows us to enhance 
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the significance of diverse actors’ practices and their interactions, and thereby we can 

examine how these interactions are interrelated with other social, political, and economic 

factors.

Inomata’s notion of theatrical performance is not limited to public rituals. Theatrical 

performance can encompass any theatrical act from courtly interactions (Inomata 2001a, 

b; Inomata and Houston 2001), diplomatic events, sports events, and pilgrimages (Inomata 

and Coben 2006), to mass spectacles (Inomata 2006a). Because my concerns regarding El 

Palmar archaeological research is to identify the role of ritual performance in the process 

of community making, I adopt the notion of theatrical performance to examine specific 

ritual practices. As I mentioned before, my research on ritual does not embrace all ritual 

practices, but just focuses on ritual performance that has the precondition of the presence 

of an audience. Ritual performance is a part of theatrical performance, but to clarify my 

theoretical concerns I use the term ritual performance instead of theatrical performance 

that involves any other human activities with an audience. The integration of the concept 

of performance into ritual is not a new approach, but beginning in the 1960s, Turner 

(1979, 1982, 1986, 2009 [1969]), Rappaport (1979, 1999), Geertz (1980), Valeri (1985) 

and other scholars have examined the performative dimension in ritual activities. In the 

following section, I briefly review how anthropologists have integrated the notion of 

performance into the study of ritual practices.

Ritual Performance

Among anthropologists, Turner (1979, 1986) articulates the notion of performance 

together with ritual to argue the dramaturgical nature of certain ritual activities. There 

are two important concepts Turner calls for in his study of ritual performance: reflexivity 

and multivocality. He considers that ritual is not just a formalized action or reflective 

enactment of the preexisting social order, but ritual performance is a reflexive process 
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through which resources and structures are generated and readjusted. The reflexive 

process means that ritual performance is always exposed to the concomitant processes of 

self-reflection and the interpretation of performances evaluated by an audience. Turner’s 

notion of the reflexive process is congruent with what Giddens (1984: 5-8) calls “the 

reflexive monitoring of previous actions.”  The reflexive nature of ritual performance 

makes it possible to reconstitute a new situation in a community, provoking new bodily, 

emotional, and mental dispositions and values in participants (Turner 1979; see also 

Valeri 1985). In collaboration with Schechner (1985, 1994), who compares ritual to 

theater, Turner (1986: 75-81) argues that ritual is performance of a complex sequence of 

symbolic acts. Another important concept is multivocality, focusing on the reception of 

performative acts by an audience. In his study of Ndembu ritual, Turner (1967: 50; 2009 

[1969]: 52) emphasizes that ritual performance is multivocal because a symbolic act may 

involve a wide variety of meanings that different people perceive differently in different 

situations.

When discussing the performative and multivocal nature of ritual practices, 

scholars have adopted speech-act theory. Tambiah (1979: 78-86) brought the idea of 

a performative dimension as a central idea into ritual acts. He draws attention to the 

notion of “performative” or “illocutionary” speech acts developed by Austin (1975). 

Austin argues that the uttering of a sentence has impacts and consequences, a certain 

conventional force as does an action. Based on speech-act theory, Tambiah states that 

a ritual act is “performative” in nature, indicating that symbolic forms of ritual acts 

generate assumptions about the way things really are as well as the sense of reality in 

which participants experience the real world.

Valeri (1985) takes a similar stance to Turner in terms of the multivocality inherent 

in ritual performance. Although ritual practitioners use verbal expressions, he argues 

that the audience perceives and interprets both conventional (illocutionary) and 
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unconventional (perilocutionary) meanings. Austin (1975) defines perilocutionary as 

an act that projects both the intended consequence and unintended consequences to the 

hearer of words uttered by the performer. Valeri (1985) applies this notion to analyze 

human sacrifice carried out in Hawaiian ritual performance, arguing that rituals often 

contain formalized procedures performers follow. This unchangeable characteristic of 

rituals does not mean that ritual transmits only conventional meanings. He suggests 

that human sacrifices induce a transformative process in the relationships between 

ritual performer, god, and ritual participants, achieving both intended and unintended 

consequences. The image of gods is not always identical, but ritual constantly transforms 

it as people experience and perceive ritual differently. During a sacrificial ritual, the king 

becomes recognized as divine only when his performance of certain rituals becomes 

successful. Although these ritual practices attempt to reproduce typical experiences 

which give similar bodily, emotional, and mental dispositions to individuals, people 

do not perceive the same meanings in ritual because ritual experiences do not always 

connect expected results to social realities.

All the authors, Turner, Tambiah, Valeri, and Inomata claim that at a deeper 

level ritual performance transmits different meanings for different people in different 

situations, provoking both intended and unintended consequences. If these characteristics 

constitute the nature of ritual performance, archaeologists, who treat a society in a broad 

temporal framework, should examine “dynamic processes in which meanings are created 

and contested through embodied performance” (Inomata 2006a: 807) rather than seek 

preexisting fixed meanings.

The multivocal and reflexive nature of ritual performance generates its flexibility in 

merging with different social and political circumstances. For example, through his study 

of circumcision ritual in the Merina of Madagascar, Bloch (1986) demonstrates that ritual 

performance is attached to and detached from certain social and political implications 
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over time. Among the Merina, he indicates that the circumcision ritual was originally a 

domestic practice linking identities of descent groups to ancestors. Yet dating from the 

reign of a powerful king Adrianampoinimerina, the circumcision ritual became a state 

ritual performance embodying the political legitimization of the Merina rulers. Once 

the circumcision ritual was embedded in state ceremony during the nineteenth century, 

this largest-scale royal ritual represents the whole Merina population as one vast descent 

group rooted in a royal family and promotes national solidarity and identity. During 

this period, ritual was closely related to political organizations including periodic tax 

collections and military expansions. Simultaneously, rulers became involved in non-royal 

circumcision rituals that took place in the countryside, setting familial circumcision ritual 

into law and calendrical cycles in which non-royal people could conduct a circumcision 

only after royal rituals were done. The political significance of royal circumcision rituals, 

however, was reduced significantly after the French invasion in 1896. It returned to being 

a familial and hidden ritual until becoming reinscribed as a political practice in resistance 

to Christianity and the influence of urban bourgeoisies. 

Similarly, Lansing (2006) went beyond naïve ecological determinists and the 

detachment of ritual activities from political circumstances as Rappaport (1984) and 

structural anthropologists believed rituals to be. Based on the analysis of ritual practices 

conducted in engagement with water temples in Bali over a long period of time, 

Lansing found that the role of water temple rituals is vulnerable to changes in political 

circumstances. Lansing argues that self-governing groups called subak established a 

new type of temple network to coordinate irrigation with periodic ritual performances. 

However, a drastic change in the agricultural system called the Green Revolution lessened 

the influence of water temple rituals in the control of the irrigation system, resulting in 

the failure of agricultural production. Lansing concludes that ritual performance in water 

temples is a crucial way of maintaining the ecological balance in irrigation systems. 
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These two examples demonstrate that the flexibility of ritual performance in 

political circumstances provokes intended and unintended consequences. Such flexibility 

is probably due to the ambiguity of meanings and the uncertainty of effects in ritual 

performance (Bloch 1986: 191-192; Inomata 2006a: 808; Kertzer 1988: 69-76). The 

ambiguous nature of ritual enables performers to connect symbolic and imaginary 

aspects of ritual to the legitimization of their political authority without modifying its 

form. Thus, we should examine not only ritual performance per se, but also social and 

political circumstances in which the ritual performance was enacted. 

The recursive process of agents’ ritual performance and the creation and reproduction 

of structural properties always operate under two important aspects of social relations: 

power and ideology. 

Multidimensional Power

The mechanisms of power have been debated broadly in the social sciences and 

humanities (e.g., Foucault 1977, 1980; Lukes 2005; Mann 1986, 1993; Miller and Tilley 

1984; Tucker 1978; Weber 1978; Wolf 1999). While scholars have advocated a wide 

variety of concepts and mechanisms, the definition of power has tended to oscillate 

between two poles: Weber’s possessive notion of power and Foucault’s relational power. 

Weber (1978) who examines the mechanism of power embedded in both agents and 

institutions. His concept of possessive power refers to individuals, groups, or institutions 

that possess and execute power to achieve intended outcomes despite the resistance of 

others (Weber 1978: 53). 

Benton (1981) develops Weber’s notion of power by conceptualizing power over and 

power to. While the concept of power over follows Weber’s concept of power, Benton 

proposes a new concept of power to, referring to individual’s achievement of his or 

her objective in the absence of explicit conflict. In a similar manner, Giddens (1979a: 
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88) defines this mechanism of power to as the transformative capacity of an agent or 

a group of agents to reach definite outcomes. He argues that power is not a type of 

act, but it is instantiated in action and the transformative capacities of agents fostered 

by the asymmetrical distribution of resources (Giddens 1984). If we understand the 

mechanism of power as the transformative capacities of agents or institutions to reach 

expected outcomes, such a mechanism of power connotes that any individual, group, 

or institution can exercise more or less power depending on the accumulation of capital 

(Bourdieu 1986). Even if commoners cannot exercise power as rulers do in the form 

of naturalization and contestation of dominant regimes, commoners may penetrate 

structures of domination in the hidden discursive form of critique and resistance known 

as hidden transcripts (Scott 1990). The penetration into structures of domination can 

occur because variable sets of resources generate a great variety of agents’ transformative 

capacities that make it possible for them to negotiate current situations through 

interactions. In the course of power negotiations, ideologies of group leaders develop 

to legitimate a sociocultural order shaped by their sectional interests. Thus, the flow of 

power is not one-directional, but multi-directional, leading to the continual negotiation 

and contestation of social situations among different social segments.

In contrast to Weber’s concept of power, Foucault focuses on social relations in which 

power emerges (Foucault 1977, 1980, 2007). Through the examination of spatial settings 

and discourse, he argues that power does not belong to individuals, but is ubiquitous and 

emerges in any forms of social relations. Such relational power shapes human practices 

and perceptions in a disciplinary manner. He argues that in premodern societies power 

was exercised in the relationship between sovereign and subject. Rulers repeatedly 

carried out spectacles in public spaces for displaying sovereign power in action to a large 

audience. Public rituals, including public torture, human sacrifices, and royal ceremonies 

expose human bodies to codified, regulated practices, following procedures that were 
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well-defined from the instruments employed to the duration of the event. 

Foucault (1977) emphasizes that at the dawn of modern European states, spectacle-

based power was largely converted into another mechanism of power, which he calls 

disciplinary power. In modern society power is not a thing that needs to be much 

exhibited any longer. It has become hidden by being internalized in human bodies 

under disciplinary regimens. Certain spatial settings designed by the state produce 

surveillance of individual perceptions and physical movements. Disciplinary power is 

incorporated into and promulgated through many institutions such as clinics, prisons, 

churches, schools, and the military and police. In given spatial settings the effects of 

monitoring are ceaselessly in action even if the action of the observer is discontinuous, 

and, most importantly, becomes internalized by those under its influence. The whole 

point is to control and distribute individual bodies in a spatial order by which docility and 

disciplining of subjects are created (Foucault 2007; Rabinow 2003).

Despite his groundbreaking arguments of power, Foucault’s sharp contrasting of the 

two mechanisms of power has been criticized by a number of scholars (e.g., Agamben 

2005; Alonso 1994, 2005; Certeau 1984; Hansen and Stepputat 2006). Even in premodern 

society, disciplinary power likely emerged through a specific spatial setting that placed 

participants in different roles or categories by which people learned how to treat one 

another and their own images (Inomata and Coben 2006; Love 1999; Rabinow 2003; 

Tsukamoto 2009). Even rulers were interwoven into the web of power, reflected in the 

strict procedure of their ritual performance, attitudes, and appearances (Elias 2006[1994]; 

Geertz 1980). In Classic Maya society, repetitive ritual practices in a given ceremonial 

space and ancestral venerations could have created specific perceptions and docility in 

human bodies. 

Likewise, sovereignty expressed through ritual performance has not been done away 

with in modern societies because this mechanism of power has not become dispersed 
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and decentered to the degree Foucault argued that it had been. Alonso (2005) argues that 

centrifugal power created by modernity and globalization has been constantly responded 

to by the centripetal efforts of modern states to consolidate and stabilize mechanisms 

of power. Foucault (1977) might have oversimplified the strength of sovereignty in 

premodern society in order to disclose disciplinary power hidden in modern states. It 

seems that he did not make a detailed examination of the political organization behind 

monarchical societies. Instead of handling sovereignty as an attribute, therefore we should 

appreciate it as “an ongoing and variable project of states which is more or less realised 

in practice” (Alonso 2005). I argue that the two mechanisms of power, sovereign and 

disciplinary power, were and continue to be not mutually exclusive but complementary to 

one another in the course of political processes. 

The notions I have reviewed about possessive power and relational power imply that 

power is multidimensional. “All individuals and groups exercise power and are subject 

to its exercise” (Miller and Tilley 1984). That is, power is situated throughout the society 

and operates from the multiplicity of centers via a wide variety of mechanisms (Foucault 

1984; Miller and Tilley 1984: 6). The concept of power over highlights the inequality and 

domination of agents or institutions over others while that of power to exposes people’s 

capability of contesting and resisting domination. Foucault’s relational power provides 

a different dimension of power in which power is a component of all social practices, 

shaping a subject in a particular spatial setting. The examination of possessive power 

advances our understanding of imbalances in resource distributions among individuals, 

and that of relational power uncovers how power is widely diffused in social relations. 

Ideologies

Ideologies are essential for us to perceive the world. I consider that ideology is not a 

unique medium for the ruling class to manipulate the world as traditional Marxists often 
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emphasize. Rather, ideology is an integral element for all members of a community as 

lived experience in the constitution of social cohesion (Althusser 1971). Ideology is a 

medium of reading or misreading political facts. Ideologies are created by sophisticated 

discourse as Marx and Engels (1970[1846]) revealed, but at the same time they are 

also generated by people’s daily practices that regulate and harmonize our larger 

understandings of ourselves and others (Althusser 1971; Bourdieu 1977; Burke 2006: 

133). Through their ideologies, “people conceptualize their social world and react to 

other groups within the local and wider social landscape” (Burke 2006: 130). We should 

study the mechanism of ideology in a social process that incorporates individuals into 

an aspect of cultural principles which naturalize, conceal, and legitimize the sectional 

interests of a group as a universal view (Giddens 1979a: 6, 184-197; Joyce 2010: 29-31). 

Ideologies incorporate meanings, values, and beliefs of groups into a worldview that 

can be perceived and internalized by other social members. Ideology always operates in 

power relations that provide a basis for unequal accumulation and allocation of resources 

(Hirth 1996).

The proposed worldview is never static. An ideology is interpreted differently by 

different members of a community. Likewise, a community can have multiple ideologies 

created by different social actors in a given space and these ideologies are liable to be 

challenged by other social actors, although power relations bias ideological procedure 

(Comaroff and Comaroff 1992: 28-31; Inomata 2001a: 323-324). Ruling elites often 

deny or transmute counter-ideologies by naturalizing or reifying their own ideology as 

if current meanings, values, and beliefs are unchangeable aspects of the only possible 

worldview (Giddens 1979: 193-195; Joyce 2010: 29). Nevertheless, ruling elites not 

only manipulate specific ideologies in their political interest, but are also bound by 

the ideologies they believe in (Claessen 1996; Inomata 2001a). Thus, the ideology of a 

group provides a bounded realm within which ideological negotiation, contestation, and 
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resistance occur (Giddens 1979: 179-183; Joyce 2010: 30-31). By means of negotiating 

ideologies people compete for roles and positions in a community. Through various 

activities, including ritual performance and spectacles, people negotiate their ideologies 

as if their interests are universal. Ritual, more specifically ritual performance, serves as 

a medium of reifying ideologies, and symbolic architecture and material objects help to 

inscribe ideology in a persistent manner (Connerton 1989).

In archaeological research, which examines social reproductions and changes in 

large temporal frameworks, we can unveil the process of power relations and ideologies 

in a community through the examination of spatial and material settings. Kertzer (1988) 

examines the mechanism of power and ideologies embedded in ritual events. He focuses 

on the experiential aspects of ritual and examines how distinct social groups negotiate 

power relations and ideologies through public rituals (see also Fogelin 2006: 64-68). 

Regarding the experiential aspects of ritual, archaeological research often examines 

architecture with which builders control visibility, perception, and people’s movement 

in order to underscore asymmetrical power relations (Fogelin 2008; Moore 1996ab). 

Moore (1996b) demonstrates that public architecture reflects the physical index of power 

relations which shape human perspectives and the nature of social interactions through 

defining social distance among different members of a society. He emphasizes that we 

should not consider public ritual as having a marginal role, but focus on it as central in 

archaeological research. Thus, studying spatial setting is of a crucial importance for 

understanding the mechanisms of power.

In a large public space like the plaza, scholars have identified the interplay between 

power relations and ritual performance as an important process in helping to create 

shared political realities (Foucault 1977, 1984; Geertz 1980; Houston 1998; Inomata 

2006a; Inomata and Coben 2006; Rabinow 2003; Schechner 1985; Scott 1998; Turner 

1982). In many early complex societies some degree of direct interaction among 
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individuals in a large public space has been necessary to produce and reproduce sociality 

and a certain degree of solidarity (Durkheim 2008[1912]; Geertz 1980; Inomata 2006a). 

The technological development of mass media, including print devices, television, and the 

Internet, seemingly substitutes for and surpasses such face-to-face interactions, making 

them obsolete in modern society. As Inomata and Coben emphasize (2006) and I stress, 

however, ritual performance in plazas continues to be an important means for community 

building, and even today modern nations and states, such as the Zócalo in Mexico and 

the Capitol Grounds in the United States, depend upon public ceremonies as the medium 

through which a sense of community is embodied and reconstituted. In Classic Maya 

society, most polities had multiple plazas as primary spatial settings. The examination 

of plazas and their transformations as outlined by both practice theory and performance 

theory can reveal how ritual performance in plazas induced the negotiation of power and 

ideologies as political processes of community making.

Plaza as an Arena for Negotiations of Power and Ideologies

Plazas are a focal point of Mesoamerican public life. Throughout Mesoamerican 

history, plazas have been an essential component of the site layout of cities, towns, and 

even small villages. The integration of plazas into public spaces dates back to the Early 

Formative period (ca. 1650 B.C.) in Mesoamerica (Clark 2004; Hill and Clark 2001), 

and the plaza-centered design continues today in many Latin American cities (Low 

2000; Richardson 2003). Despite this ubiquity and long historical tradition, however, 

archaeological and historical studies of ancient Mesoamerican plazas have been limited 

compared to the studies of surrounding monumental architecture such as pyramidal 

temples and palaces.

Instead of considering plazas as by-products of buildings, I place plazas as central 

to the examination of power and ideological negotiations. I consider plazas as arenas in 
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which ritual performance and the erection of monuments induce power relations and 

ideologies and thus create political realities. In the process of examining plazas, both 

practice theory and performance theory underline socially mediated experiences from 

human practices as well as through the complex material aspects of those experiences. In 

addition, landscape approaches (Hirsch and O’Hanlon 2003[1995]; Knapp and Ashmore 

1999) as well as studies of bodily experiences and human perceptions in space (Certeau 

1984; Hall 1990 [1966]; Low 2000; Low and Lawrence-Zúñiga 2003; Lynch 2000[1960]; 

Munn 2003; Rabinow 2003) help us to better understand how perceptions and collective 

identities are inscribed and transformed throughout public life. Plazas, due to their nature 

as gathering spaces, can be considered as an integrative device for social interactions 

that generate contestation, collaboration, and competition among different members of a 

community. During shared bodily experiences in spectacles, people shape and reshape 

ideas of community, rulers, gods, and themselves—although their perceptions and 

experiences are often manipulated by dominant groups (Anderson 1991; Bell 1992, 1997; 

Geertz 1980; Giddens 1979a, 1984; Low and Lawrence-Zúñiga 2003).

Ritual Performance and Plazas in El Palmar Archaeological Research 

Whereas the political implications of ritual performance in the main plaza have been 

studied (Foucault 1977; Geertz 1980; Inomata 2006a; Joyce 2004), the close examination 

of ritual performance in a city’s outlying areas and its comparison to the main plaza 

remain underexplored. In Classic Maya society, a variety of public spaces were built 

and remodeled around the urban core and scholars call such diverse forms of space 

as plazuela (plazas located in the outlying areas), courtyards, patios, and quadrangles 

(Andrews 1975; Ashmore 1981). Because these typological classifications are not linked 

to specific functions and dimensions, I call them plazas.

As I mentioned before, some scholars have stated that Maya site plans were laid out 
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as microcosms for the legitimization of royal authority (Ashmore 1992; Ashmore and 

Sabloff 2002; Coggins 1980; Demarest, et al. 2003; Mathews and Garber 2004). They 

argue that the spatial arrangement of discrete outlying groups along cardinal directions 

represents cosmological ideology of cardinal directions. By examining the site layout 

of five major Maya centers, Ashmore and Sabloff (2002) assert that the cosmological 

template of directionality and emulation of spatial designs constituted the most prominent 

ideational foundations of Maya royal authority. Ashmore (1991) suggests that Classic 

Maya centers tend to hold quadripartite spatial arrangements, emphasizing the north-

south axis in which structures situated to the north represent the celestial supernatural 

realm or heaven while those to the south symbolize the underworld or xibalbá. Ashmore 

excavated Group 8L-10 and 8L-11of the Copán North Group and recovered remains 

of sculptures and ritual deposits associated with symbolic declarations of the celestial 

realm, thus corroborating her north-sky hypothesis (Ashmore 1991: Fig 7). In a similar 

manner, the systematic mapping at La Milpa, Belize, by Tourtellot et al. (2000; 2002, also 

see Estrada-Belli and Tourtellot 2005) identified four peripheral groups at the cardinal 

points, all of which are located 3.5 km equidistant from the Great Plaza. Estrada-Belli 

and Tourtellot (2005: 220) suggest that this site layout represents an urban cosmogram 

constructed by La Milpa rulers. These lines of evidence suggest that rulers promoted 

cosmological ideology of cardinal directions to legitimize the central authority in Classic 

Maya society and they may have conducted ritual performances in the outlying plazas. 

Spatial strategies of dominant groups are, however, seldom accomplished because 

individual experiences and perceptions are frequently diverse and distinct from the 

initial intended outcome designed by any specific group (Certeau 1984; Low 2000; Scott 

1998). Certeau (1984) emphasizes that dominant spatial designs are transformed and 

actualized by practices of different public ceremonies as well as daily practices that, in 

turn, recreate images of the city. Scott (1998) indicates that the expected outcomes of 
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dominant groups as embedded in city planning often fail because of people’s improvised 

practices. These authors criticize “a bird’s-eye view of the city” of other scholars who 

understand city planning as the seamless ordering and controlling of spaces to legitimize 

the central authority. They stress that everyday practices and discourses of people in the 

city can penetrate the hegemonic image of a city, and thus can transform cultural and 

cosmological structures. In a similar vein, the legitimizing actions of rulers in plazas is 

always evaluated and interpreted by the audience (Goffman 1959; Inomata 2006a).

The political significance of ritual performance can vary across scale in diverse 

social contexts (Inomata 2006a: 809). Interpreting the spatial organization of Classic 

Maya society solely by the top-down view masks ideology and power of other social 

groups. We should not treat Classic Maya plazas simply as loci of legitimizing the 

central authority in the form of cosmological ideology. We need to scrutinize the 

dynamic process in which ritual performance on both the main and outlying plazas 

recursively created and recreated political realities. While rulers could have sponsored 

ritual performances in outlying plazas in order to bind local groups together in a polity-

wide identity (Yaeger 2003), it is equally possible that local leaders organized ritual 

performance for political contestation and subversion. This means that we should 

examine how other social groups accepted, negotiated, or resisted the central authority 

and ideological manipulation. Thus, the comparative analyses of the main and outlying 

plazas hold the potential for elucidating the subtle, nuanced political strategies of different 

social groups and their power struggles that are often hard to distill solely in the analysis 

of theatrical events performed on the main plaza.
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CHAPTER 3

EL PALMAR AND ITS SETTING

Environmental Settings

The central Maya lowlands extend from southeastern Campeche and southwestern 

Quintana Roo in Mexico, to the Peten department in northern Guatemala and western 

Belize. The land is formed by limestone bedrock or its decomposed material called 

sascab. Local limestone in southeastern Campeche is particularly friable and therefore 

many of the carved monuments in this area are badly eroded. On the other hand, the 

friability of the limestone accelerates the decomposing process that provides abundant 

sascab as bedrock in this area. During the prehispanic period, sascab was an important 

construction material that allowed the Maya to construct monumental architecture as well 

as ancient causeways called sacbeob. 

The central Maya lowlands are located below 800 m in elevation and are categorized 

as having a tierra caliente climate (hot country climate). Because of its low altitude, the 

lowland Maya area gives an impression of uniformity in topography, vegetation, rainfall, 

and resources, but it actually represents considerable variation. In many cases, local 

topographies of the central lowlands undulate uphill and downhill and a wide variety of 

tropical forests result from variations in the amount and timing of annual rainfall as well 

as local drainage. The area around the El Palmar archaeological site is representative. 

Around the urban core or the Main Group of El Palmar, there are hills, shallow 

depressions, and a geological fault line, creating a mosaic micro-environment (Figure 3.1). 

A hot-humid climate characterizes the local environment with an average annual rainfall 

of 1365.5 mm. This amount of rainfall increases to an average of more than 2,500 mm 

in September (Pennington and Sarukhán 2005: 31-34). The ancient Maya of El Palmar 
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Figure 3.1. Aerial map of El Palmar with modern villages.
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placed the Main Group on a low-lying plateau, 20 m higher than the surrounding areas 

(Figure 3.2). Modern residents founded a village called Ejido Kiché Las Pailas within 

the Main Group of El Palmar. I should note that most modern maps including Mexican 

INEGI’s official map with a scale of 1:50,000 describe Kiché Las Pailas as Quiche Las 

Pailas, but the official stamp of the village uses the word of Kiché and therefore I will use 

Kiché Las Pailas hereafter. In the 1990s the village moved slightly to the western edge of 

the urban core of the site in response to a petition from a Mexican archaeologist, Carlos 

Brokmann.

Despite its tropical environment, water supply is a crucial issue in this area. Surface 

streams and natural sinkholes connecting to subterranean water bodies called cenotes 

are nearly absent in the El Palmar region; both ancient and modern inhabitants collected 

groundwater in shallow rain-filled, clay-lined basins called aguadas. As I mentioned 

above, much of the bedrock in the El Palmar region consists of sascab that quickly 

absorbs rain water so that it does not persist on the surface. Therefore, during the dry 

season, water in aguadas was a major source for the ancient residents of El Palmar. There 

are several aguadas in and around El Palmar, but some of those almost dry up during the 

dry season. Even today, the lack of water causes the modern residents of Kiché Las Pailas 

severe problems between March and April. 

There are some perennial and intermittent water sources around El Palmar, but these 

sources are too far away for the ancient Maya of El Palmar to have used as a daily water 

supply. The nearest cenote is located 10 km southeast of El Palmar and serves as an 

important water supply to residents of the modern village, Ejido 16 de Septiembre. There 

is a stream called Arroyo Escondido (hidden stream), located along the northwest of El 

Palmar. However, for the most part, this stream is intermittent and the perennial portion 

of this stream is located only in a modern village, Ejido El Carmen II, 12 km northwest 

of El Palmar. Two kilometers to the northwest of El Palmar is an extensive swamp called 
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Figure 3.2. Three dimensional modeling of the natural landscape surrounding El Palmar.
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bajo between Ejido El Carmen II and Ejido Kiché Las Pailas. These bajos might have 

been perennial water source during the Preclassic period, but no archaeological research 

has been conducted. To the south of the civic core of El Palmar is a geological fault in 

the form of a deep trench, 30 m lower than the surrounding areas. It is possible that 

intermittent water exists at the bottom of the trench during the rainy season, but we have 

not witnessed it during fieldwork. To resolve water issues, the modern residents of Kiché 

Las Pailas decided to excavate a large reservoir at the northwest end of the village in 

the 1990s and expanded two prehispanic aguadas located at the northeast corner of the 

Main Group. Most recently, in 2008, the Campeche state built a water tank for supplying 

potable water to the residents, destroying a small patio compound, located at the western 

edge of the Main Group. 

Local vegetation in the El Palmar region consists of a tall to medium semi-deciduous 

forest (subperenifolia). Ceiba (a sacred tree for the Maya), mahogany, sapote, and other 

species dominate the forest canopy, some 20-15 m above the ground. The sapote tree 

particularly provided the construction timber for lintels, vault stringers, and so on. 

Among various species in the understory below 15m in height, the representative trees are 

avocado trees, ramon (breadnut) trees, amate (American fig), and palms. At the village 

of Kiché Las Pailas we can observe coconut palms in the residents’ gardens (Cocos 

uncifera), but this species is not a native tree. McKillop (1996: 282-283) mentions that the 

coconut was originally imported to the Maya area for the production of coconut wine. 

After 1650, fresh fruit consumption surpassed coconut wine production, until the 1920s 

when copra (processed for coconut oil) became the main product. 

Archaeobotanical and ethnobotanical studies indicate that the ancient Maya used 

three native palms as significant resources during both the Classic (A.D. 300-900) and 

the Postclassic (A.D. 900-1500) period (McKillop 1996). These are Orbignya cohune, 

Acrocomia mexicana, and Bactris major. The palm tree Orbignya cohune is distributed 
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from southern Mexico to Columbia, but is most abundant in Belize, Guatemala, and 

Honduras, and Pennington and Sarukhán (2005: 116-117) illustrate the distribution of 

Orbignya cohune in southern Campeche. This palm produces large leaves and about 100 

small oval nuts as fruits annually, providing a valuable fuel for cooking and for smoking 

away insect pests. Even today, the Maya use components of the tree as charcoal, oil, food, 

house thatch, animal fodder, and insect repellent. Simultaneously, the heart of cohune is 

edible. Therefore, it was probably an important resource in the Classic Maya center of El 

Palmar. 

The palm tree Acrcomia mexicana is the most commonly reported at lowland Maya 

sites such as Tikal, Colha, Cerros, Copán, and Cerro Palenque. In Belize this species 

typically grows in upland well-drained soils near rivers. A tree yields fruits twice a year, 

producing about 500 fruits annually. The fruits were useful for producing oil and/or 

wine in ancient Mesoamerica and they taste like coconuts. The Maya used fibers from 

the trunk for weaving baskets, but they rarely used the spiny fronds for thatch.  Finally, 

archaeological research has detected the use of Bactris major at Cuello, Colha, and 

Copán. Modern botanical studies indicate its distribution area is in southern Belize, but 

rare in Mexico. As with the case of Acrcomia mexicana, the fruit of Bactris major tastes 

similar to coconut meat. The trunks are slender and covered with long spines that the 

Maya do not usually use today, though they might have been useful for fortifying houses. 

There is no doubt that maize was the most important crop for the subsistence of El 

Palmar. The ancient Maya managed local and regional environments with different types 

of soils, vegetation, and hydrological regimes which in turn constituted mosaic landscapes 

in the Maya lowlands (Fedick 1996). Decades ago, Turner II (1974) identified terraces 

and raised fields in the Río Bec region, roughly 50 km north of El Palmar (see also 

Thomas 1981). He argues that slash-and-burn cultivation was not the only way that the 

ancient Maya exploited their lands, but they used slopes and wetlands to prepare suitable 
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soil conditions for intensive agriculture. More recent research on ancient agriculture, 

however, points out that even if the Maya lowlands shared similar geological conditions 

including wetlands and slopes, there were a vast range of situations and challenges which 

led ancient agricultural engineers to make different decisions and carry out different 

exploitation strategies (Fedick 1996). Based on his research in the Puuc region of Mexico 

and the Pasión region of Guatemala, Dunning (1996) argues that there were selective 

processes, through which the ancient Maya exploited certain wetlands for intensive 

agriculture while they did not exploit other wetlands. He stresses that such decision-

making of ancient farmers derived not only from natural factors including soil conditions 

and hydrological regimes, but also from cultural factors embedded in economic and 

political situations.

The study of ancient agriculture at El Palmar is beyond the scope of my dissertation 

research, but we should not dismiss the importance of subsistence techniques articulated 

with sociopolitical processes, particularly power relations and the construction of 

ceremonial spaces. In addition, I should note the recent failure of maize cultivation based 

on slash-and-burn agriculture in Kiché Las Pailas. The yield of the annual crop of maize 

is unpredictable because the local soil is not very fertile and the region often suffers 

severe drought. The failure of maize cultivation and the poor nature of the soil may 

indicate that the ancient Maya of El Palmar had more effective strategies to exploit their 

fragile environment. One of these may have been the use of the swamp or bajo which 

embraces an extensive area 2.5 km northwest of El Palmar. None of the modern residents 

use this huge bajo for maize agriculture today, but future archaeological and ecological 

research on this area may help the local people of Kiché Las Pailas to improve their 

subsistence. In the last two decades pastoralism has gradually prevailed as an alternative 

agricultural strategy. This new subsistence technique has broadly impacted and changed 

local ecosystems through clearing forest land and planting grass. These activities have 
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accelerated the destruction of archaeological features at El Palmar.

Previous Studies at El Palmar

El Palmar is located in the southeastern corner of Campeche where the Guatemalan 

and Belize borders are adjacent within a distance of 30 km. A part of the El Palmar 

polity crosses the state border of Quintana Roo in Mexico (Figure 3.3). The geographic 

coordinates (WGS84) of this ancient settlement are 18° 04’ 41.5” north latitude and 

89° 20’ 15.8” west longitude. In 1936, Sir J. Eric Thompson directed fieldwork at El 

Palmar. During three weeks, Thompson, Harrington, and Kratz (1936a, 1994[1963]) 

conducted surface surveys, site mapping, test excavations, and the documentation of 

carved monuments. Harrington had charge of mapping the Main Group of El Palmar 

and Kratz made rubbings of inscriptions (Figure 3.4). Harrington’s map covered an area 

of 900 m north to south by 660 m east to west at the Main Group. Harrington’s map had 

been unpublished and archived in the Peabody Museum until Šprajc (2008, Plano 6) 

reproduced it in his monograph. Thanks to the Peabody Museum (Figure 3.5), I also have 

access to a copy of Harrington’s original map to analyze its accuracy through comparing 

it to our topographic map. His dairy, archived in the Peabody Museum of Archaeology 

and Ethnology, Harvard University, describes his equipment for mapping which included 

a theodolite, transit, 50 and 25 m tapes, and a Brunton compass. Despite these traditional 

mapping tools, his map is highly accurate with regard to the location of structures and 

carved monuments, though the numbering of some stelae is duplicated.

Important characteristics of El Palmar are the monumentality and uniqueness of an 

aguada located at the center of the Main Group. Thompson (1936a, 1994[1963]) reported 

two 36 m-high and 43 m-high pyramidal temples, a ballcourt situated close to the Great 

Plaza, and a palace group. On the center line of the ballcourt he found three undressed 

stones about equidistantly placed, but he was not sure if these were markers or blocks 
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Figure 3.3. Map of archaeological sites around El Palmar.
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Figure 3.4. The expedition of Eric Thompson at El Palmar. Thompson stands on the far 
left with Harrington on the far right (Courtesy of the Peabody Museum of Archaeology 
and Ethnology, Harvard University, #58-34-20/58302/CI577902). 
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Figure 3.5. Harrington’s map of El Palmar (Courtesy of the Peabody Museum of 
Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University, #58-34-20/74278.1/98430001).



86

collapsed from surrounding structures (Thompson 1994[1963]: 265). Harrington’s map 

shows that the center of the aguada holds a small island with a low platform and a plain 

stela, in front of which Thompson (1994[1963]) found 25 flint chips, three leaf-shaped 

flint blades, a notched flint, an obsidian core, and obsidian flakes. He mentions that these 

materials had nothing to do with the stela, but the set of flint blades, which we also found 

as a cache the common cache pattern related to stelae at El Palmar. For this reason, I 

provisionally call these deposits Cache 4. 

Another important characteristic is the existence of numerous carved monuments at 

El Palmar. Thompson (1936a) documented 44 stelae and 7 altars. He did not find Initial 

Series on the stelae, but five of them had period 

ending dates that were; 9.14.0.0.0?,  9.14.10.0.0, 

9.18.10.0.0,  9.19.10.0.0, and 10.2.15.0.0?. These 

are Stela 8, Stela 10, Stela 16, Stela 14 and 

Stela 41 respectively. Thompson originally 

interpreted the date of Stela 10 as 9.14.10.0.0. 

(October 9, A.D. 721), but after his publication 

in 1936, he (1994[1963]) corrected this as 

9.15.15.0.0. 9 Ajaw 18 Xul (May 31, A.D. 746) 

(Figure 3.6). This stela represents a personage 

standing upon a mask, an image similar to that 

on a stela found at the site of La Honradez. 

Some of these stelae were excavated by 

Thompson (1936a, b), but he did not specify 

Figure 3.6. Stela 10, El Palmar 
(Proskouriakoff 1950: Fig. 59).
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their location neither on the map nor in his report. He only described his findings such 

as a cache found beneath Stela 10 and a tentative chronology. I name this offering Cache 

1, which consists of seven eccentric 

flints, two leaf-shaped flint blades, 19 

obsidian cores, and several obsidian 

flakes (Figures 3.7 and 3.8). At the 

south corner of the stela he also found 

an extremely elaborate eccentric 

flint or “the masterpiece of stone-

working” (Thompson 1936a: 316; 

Tsukamoto et al. 2011) that represents 

four seated deities or persons with 

elaborate headdresses. He identified 

some similarities between the eccentric 

of El Palmar and that of Quirigua 

(Morley 1947: 436-441; Thompson 

1936a), although their relations remain 

unknown. In addition, Thompson’s 

excavations (1936b) recovered basal 

flanged bowls from a stratigraphic 

layer, below which he found laterally 

ridged bowls, a typical form of Early 

Classic ceramics. He also found Late Preclassic sherds mixed in with the deposits of the 

Late Classic period. According to him, El Palmar pottery tends to be closer to that of 

British Honduras (i.e., Belize) than that of the Peten region. 

Despite his recognition of its large size and monumentality, Thompson’s impression 

Figure 3.7. Eccentric flints in Cache 1 recovered 
under Stela 10 at El Palmar (Courtesy of the Peabody 
Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard 
University, #58-34-20/58248/CI577606).

Figure 3.8. Obsidian cores in Cache 1 recovered 
under Stela 10 at El Palmar (Courtesy of the Peabody 
Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard 
University, #58-34-20/58249/CI577607).
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of El Palmar was generally negative (Thompson 1936a: 125; 1994[1963]: 265). For 

example, he reported that El Palmar’s structures were built with a low quality of 

construction materials. The exposed walls of some structures were composed of 

unsquared and unfaced stone blocks covered with masses of mortar. Thompson (1936a: 

125) argued that this low quality of construction materials contrasted with the carefully 

faced stone veneer found at the sites of Río Bec and Ramonal. He speculated that the low 

quality of construction caused the collapse of the upper portion of many structures. My 

research, however, provides different perspectives on El Palmar. 

Some iconographic and epigraphic studies at El Palmar have been done in the past. 

Proskouriakoff (1950) briefly described El Palmar’s stelae with photos including Stelae 

8, 10, 12, 14, 16, 31, and 41. One of her important contributions to the study of El Palmar 

was to identify the erection date of Stela 12 

(Figure 3.9). It holds neither the Calendar 

Round nor the Long Count which may have 

been there at one time but are completely 

eroded. She analyzed the iconographic 

style of Stela 12, suggesting that it was 

erected on a date ranging from A.D. 593 to 

692. Decades later in the 1980s, Robertson 

(1995) made a rubbing of an altar which 

was, however, incorrectly numbered as 

being of Altar 1. A close examination of 

Harrington’s map shows that Thompson 

had already denominated another altar 

located at the Great Plaza as Altar 1. 

Therefore, we call this altar Altar 10 hereafter. At about 1980s two stelae from El Palmar 

Figure 3.9. Stela 12, El Palmar (Proskouriakoff 
1950: Fig. 47d).
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were transported by Antonio Benavidez to Campeche City and they were registered as 

Stelae 45 and 46. Soon after Mayer (1991) published the pictures of these stelae. More 

recently, Martin and Grube visited El Palmar where they drew Altar 10 (Simon Martin, 

personal communication 2012). 

In 1996, seventy years after Thompson’s expedition, Carlos Brokmann (1996, 1997), 

a Mexican archaeologist, directed an archaeological project at El Palmar. He attempted 

to relocate and document the monuments previously recorded by Thompson. During 

three and half months of fieldwork, he found only 25 of the 44 stelae that Thompson 

had recorded. Brokmann believed that his relocation did not match Thompson’s results 

because Thompson counted fragments of a single monument separately. Brokmann’s 

important contribution was the finding of a neighboring settlement called Tres Ruinas 

which is located about 2.5 km southeast of El Palmar, assuming that this site was a 

part of the El Palmar polity. Although Brokmann documented carved monuments and 

presented survey data in his preliminary report, the site map was not attached to this 

report. Furthermore, despite the fact that Brokmann reported his nomenclature with 

that of Thompson, the absence of the location map makes us difficult to understand 

the relationship between the two. During this research, he found eight chert lithics in a 

looter’s trench nearby a stela and some of these have eccentric forms. It consists of four 

eccentrics, one bifacial points, two oval bifaces, and one amorphous shape. The eccentric 

shapes were not similar to those recovered by Thompsons.

An additional finding occurred near the camphouse. When Brokmann (1997) 

excavated at the northeast corner of the camphouse for the construction of a bathroom, 

he found an altar. The altar was located 0.45 m below the current ground surface and on 

a plaster floor. Under the altar he detected a cache which I call Cache 2. There are no 

detailed descriptions of this cache, but his preliminary report shows pictures of 17 chert 

lithic tools and four obsidian cores. Although the badly photocopied pictures in the report 
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make me difficult to identify the types of lithic tools, cherts seem to be bifaces, eight of 

which are hafted projectile points, five are eccentrics, two are bifacial points, and two are 

unidentified shapes. The shapes of eccentrics are quite different from those recovered by 

Thomspon (Cache 1). Despite the fact that the archaeological project began with long-

term planning, after three months Brokmann stopped conducting fieldwork and never 

came back to El Palmar. 

In southeastern Campeche, two settlement studies have revealed the cultural and 

political significance of this region. In the 1930s, Karl Ruppert and John H. Denison 

(1943) conducted an extensive archaeological reconnaissance in southern Campeche 

and southwestern Quintana Roo. During this expedition, they documented surface 

characteristics of 29 large to small sites including Calakmul, Oxpemul, Becan, Río 

Bec, Hormiguero, and Xpujil. Over half a century later, from 1996 to 2005, Ivan 

Šprajc and his team (2008) significantly expanded archaeological information on 

southeastern Campeche produced by Ruppert and Denison. They revisited the sites 

previously registered by Ruppert and Denison, correcting their geographic coordinates 

and documenting more archaeological and epigraphic data in detail. Furthermore, they 

discovered new major sites such as Mucaancah and Yaxnohcah. As the aim of these 

two projects was reconnaissance, they did not provide excavation data to establish site 

chronologies. Nevertheless, they documented detailed information on architectural 

features and artifacts recovered from surface collections and looting trenches, which 

provide a baseline for the comparative analysis with El Palmar. 

The results of these previous studies question the roles El Palmar played in the 

political landscape of Classic Maya society. Did the El Palmar polity play significant 

roles in the ancient Maya history? How did El Palmar’s rulers interact with rulers of other 

polities? To address these questions in El Palmar archaeological research, I review the 

Maya political history from the Preclassic period to the Postclassic period.
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The Early Middle Preclassic Period (ca. 1000-700 B.C.)

Despite several architectural interventions and intensive excavations carried out 

over a century, little is known about the cultural history of the El Palmar region and 

its surrounding areas during the early half of the Middle Preclassic period or the pre-

Mamon phase (ca. 1000-700 B.C.). While we should not reject the possibility that hunter 

and gatherers and/or early farmers occupied this region during the pre-Mamon phase, 

the evidence has yet to be identified. In northern Guatemala, Richard Adams and his 

team (Adams 1999) reported possible pre-Mamon ceramics in the form of tecomates 

and a small cache of thin chert blades at the site of Río Azul. However, these materials 

are not associated with any architectural features at Río Azul. While we need to 

gather more excavation data, the absence of pre-Mamon occupations in southeastern 

Campeche contrasts with rich data of Pre-Mamon architecture from other regions such as 

Petexbatún, Chiapas, the central Peten, and Belize, some of which I describe below. 

The Late Middle Preclassic Period (ca. 700-300 B.C.)

In a large portion of the Maya lowlands, the construction program of monumental 

architecture began with the late Middle Preclassic period or the Mamon phase (700-300 

B.C.) (e.g., Aimers and Rice 2006; Clark and Hansen 2001; Laporte and Fialko 1995). 

During this period the Maya started constructing a distinctive ceremonial complex 

called E-Group. The E-Group complex consists of a pyramid temple on the western side 

of a plaza and three temples atop a rectangular structure on the east side of the plaza 

aligned along a north-south axis. From the end of the early Middle Preclassic through 

the late Middle Preclassic period (ca. 850-500 B.C.), the site of Ceibal as well as some 

sites in Chiapas such as Chiapa de Corzo became planned cities configured by a spatial 

arrangement called the Middle Formative Chiapas pattern (Clark and Hansen 2001). 

It is a north-south axial arrangement with an E-Group complex surrounded by large 
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platforms. Recent research directed by Inomata and Triadan (Inomata, et al. 2013) at 

the archaeological site of Ceibal shows that Ceibal’s E-Group assemblage dates back to 

around 1000 or 950 B.C, while those of others sites, including Mundo Perdido at Tikal 

and Nakbe were built after 700 B.C. An exception is the E-Group at Civial which may 

have been built between 800 and 700 B.C. (Estrada-Belli 2006). 

 In southeastern Campeche, Ruppert and Denison (1943) as well as Šprajc (2008) 

have reported E-Group like complexes at Calakmul, Mucaancah, Yaxnohcah, and 

Oxpemul. Only the site layout of Mucaancah, which is located about 18km southeast of 

El Palmar, somewhat resembles the Middle Formative Chiapas pattern, but its temporal 

framework remains underexplored. At Calakmul, the largest polity located 50 km west 

of El Palmar, Folan and his project team (1995) excavated the west part of the E-Group 

complex called Structure IV. Excavations detected a series of substructures that span the 

Late Preclassic to the Late Classic, but have not found any evidence of Middle Preclassic 

occupations in this E-Group. No other E-Group assemblages in southeastern Campeche 

have been excavated and therefore the genesis of the E-Group in this region remains 

unresolved.

So far, the earliest evidence of a public space in southeastern Campeche has been 

reported at Calakmul (Carrasco 2012a). Structure II is the largest pyramidal temple at 

Calakmul, which occupies the south end of the Central Plaza. Tunnel excavations directed 

by Ramon Carrasco (2000) over a decade exposed a Middle Preclassic substructure called 

Structure II Sub-c. Based on radiocarbon samples, this substructure dates between 400 

and 200 B.C., but the dating remains controversial (Houston and Inomata 2009: 88-89). 

Structure II Sub-c has two large stucco masks on the north façade, above which is a 

terrace surmounted by a wall with a central vaulted entrance. The wall above the level 

of the entrance is decorated by an elaborate frieze, which represents an anthropomorphic 

figure in a horizontal position flanked by supernatural birds. Carrasco (2012b: 90-91) 
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identifies a personified mountain (witz) on the frieze, suggesting that the vaulted passage 

symbolizes a cave (ch’e’n) or underworld.  Based on the elements of witz and ch’e’n, he 

suggests that Structure II Sub-c embodies the Maya cosmological concept of the sacred 

mountain and cave. This vaulted passage of Structure II Sub-c, before being covered by 

subsequent construction of Structure II, led to a plaza framed by three other structures 

(Carrasco 2000; Rodríguez 2009). This plaza had an area of approximately 1,225 m2, 

suggesting that plaza activities had already been integral at Calakmul by the time of the 

Late Preclassic period. 

Other than at Calakmul, archaeological research has yet to have found robust 

evidence of Middle Preclassic architecture in southeastern Campeche. At Mucaancah 

and Yaxnohcah, about 18 km southeast and 45 km southwest of El Palmar, respectively, 

García (2008) analyzed sherds recovered from surface surveys and looter’s trenches. 

Her table (García 2008: 144-147, Table 7.1.) shows some Middle Preclassic types, among 

which she categorized 105 Mamon sherds from Mucaancah and four from Yaxnohcah. 

García’s drawings of these Momon drinking vessels (García 2008: 166-167, Láminas 1 

ad 2), however, do not accord well with the typical forms of the Middle Preclassic period 

as reported at other lowland Maya sites, but resemble those of the Late Preclassic period 

during which most of the lowland Maya sites shared quite similar slips and forms in 

ceramic assemblages. In addition, Šprajc (2008) recovered all the Momon sherds from 

surface collections or late construction fills, meaning that no pure Preclassic depositions 

have been yet uncovered at these sites. Based on the monumentality and E-Group, 

Mucaancah and Yaxnohcah could contain Middle Preclassic occupations, but we should 

assess it through excavation.

In the Río Bec region, Thomas (1981: 100) studied settlement patterns in the outlying 

areas at Becan, a large polity located 70 km north of El Palmar. His surface surveys 

and test excavations suggest that during the Middle Preclassic (ca. 700-300 B.C.) a 
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small population lived in dispersed houses, which might have been made of perishable 

materials, although he did not find any architectural evidence from this period. Several 

archaeological projects have excavated monumental structures and households in this 

region (Bueno 1999; Campaña Valenzuela 2000, 2001, 2004; Carrasco 1994; Domínguez 

Carrasco, et al. 2010; Nondédéo, et al. 2010; Webster 1976), but none of these projects has 

unearthed Middle Preclassic buildings. All the data indicate that there is no clear evidence 

of public architecture in southeastern Campeche during the Middle Preclassic period. 

The Late Preclassic Period (ca. 300 B.C.- A.D. 250)

The substantial construction of monumental architecture took place around the 

El Palmar region during the Late Preclassic period (ca. 300 B.C.- A.D. 250). The most 

representative case was the Late Preclassic polity of El Mirador, located 70 km southwest 

of El Palmar. During the second half of this period, El Mirador people constructed huge 

pyramidal temples; the Danta pyramid reached 72 m in height and the 55 m-high Tigre 

pyramid (Hansen 1998). The façades of these massive pyramids are decorated by large 

stucco masks, likely painted with a red color. The emergence of El Mirador must have 

impacted polities in southeastern Campeche, but little is known about their relationships. 

During the Late Preclassic period, Tikal was still not a major player as El Mirador 

in the Maya lowlands, although some important historical events occurred at this site. 

Tikal, located about 90km south of El Palmar, became an adversary of the Snake, or 

Kaan dynasty during the Classic period, but in this period it was still one of the ordinary 

polities. In terms of construction programs, Tikal’s people devoted themselves to 

remodeling an E-Group at Mundo Perdido (Laporte and Fialko 1995). They remodeled 

Structure 5C-54-4, a pyramidal temple forming the west side of the E-Group and its 

façade held large stucco masks, an architectural style broadly shared among the lowland 

Maya centers from the Late Preclassic through the Early Classic period. This remodeled 
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structure increased in size to measure 60 m at its base and became 18 m in height.  

Around the second century B.C., Tikal builders created the North Acropolis with 

the pavement of its south area called the Great Plaza (Coe 1990). The North Acropolis 

contains rich interments (Burial 85), suggesting that the individual was the Tikal 

dynasty’s founder called Yax Ehb’ Xook, although no direct evidence supports this 

interpretation (Martin and Grube 2008: 26). At the Great Plaza we can observe today two 

massive structures that face each other, Temple I and Temple II. They define the west and 

east ends of the Great Plaza, respectively, but excavations directed by Coe (1990) revealed 

that these massive pyramids were still invisible by the Middle Classic period (A.D. 

378-600). Likewise, other massive pyramids such as Temples III, IV, V, and VI had not 

been built yet during this period. Thus, though the landscape of Tikal was transformed 

by substantial construction programs in this period, the magnitude of Tikal was not 

comparable to that of El Mirador and Nakbe. Rather, the size of Tikal barely reached that 

of middle-sized centers including Uaxactun and Río Azul.

Calakmul, Tikal’s future adversary, experienced substantial transformations at its 

urban core. Rodríguez (2009) reported that the ancient Maya completely buried Structure 

II Sub-c and three other structures forming the plaza, in order to construct a massive 

pyramidal temple Structure II Sub-b. This new 18 m-high temple consists of a pyramidal 

platform that is divided into two sections, supporting two superstructures. Three levels of 

the north façade possess large stucco masks flanking the central stairway as in the case 

of Tikal’s Mundo Perdido. In this period, the construction project at Calakmul extended 

to create the Central Plaza through the building of Structure VII Sub and Structure 

IV Sub-B, which formed the east portion of the E-Group Complex (Folan, et al. 1995). 

Because no archeological projects at Calakmul have yet explored Structure VI, the west 

side of the E-Group, the overall construction history of the E-Group assemblage remains 

unknown. 
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In addition to the E-Group, the Maya designed a new architectural arrangement 

called a triadic complex during the Late Preclassic period. The triadic complex consists 

of  “a primary structure flanked by two smaller buildings facing each other on a pyramid 

or platform” (Houston and Inomata 2009: 88). This spatial arrangement dates back to 

around 300 B.C. and broadly prevailed throughout the Maya lowlands (Hansen 1998). 

Calakmul has a possible triadic complex called Structure VII that defines the north end 

of the Central Plaza. As I mentioned above, the excavations by Folan and his team (1995) 

detected the Late Preclassic phase at this structure, but they did not determine the initial 

construction period of the triadic arrangement. The chronology of the triadic complex at 

Calakmul therefore needs to be studied.

In the vicinity of El Palmar, Adams and his project team (Adams 1999; Grazioso and 

Valdez 2006) revealed several Late Preclassic structures in and around Río Azul. Among 

these structures, Adams (1999) suggests that Structure G-103 was the most important 

ceremonial building, situated at the southwest of its urban core. Their tunnel excavations 

penetrated the structure’s core, exposing the earliest temple of Structure G-103 which is 

called, Structure G-103 Sub-2. This substructure is a plastered platform, which is about 

six to eight meters in height, and has a plaster sculpture with a geometric design that 

decorates its north façade. The geometric design of the sculpture represents a U sign with 

diagonal bands flanked by J shaped spirals. Valdez (1992) believes that this iconographic 

expression resembles the Izapa style and the construction period of Structure G-103 

Sub-2 was between the Middle Preclassic and the beginning of the Late Preclassic period 

(Grazioso and Valdez 2006: 734). For much the same reason, Adams (1999) dated the 

construction of Structure G-103 Sub-2 to about 500 B.C. Nonetheless, the excavations 

did not penetrate Structure G-130 Sub-2 and therefore the construction period remains 

tentative. 

During the Late Preclassic period, at Río Azul the Maya carefully covered Structure 
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G-130 Sub-2 with an immense platform built with cut stone and a thick plaster (Structure 

G-103 Sub-1). In the hinterland of Río Azul, Hendon (1989) excavated a small site 

called BA-20, about 2 km northeast of the urban core. Her excavations unearthed a 

Late Preclassic structure (Structure 1) which was built with masonry walls and a red-

painted plaster floor. The masonry technique of Structure 1 differs from those of other 

surrounding structures which were pole-and-thatch constructions. Because of its elaborate 

finish, she suggests that Structure 1 had a ceremonial or ritual purpose. Adams (1999: 

134-135), however, questions her interpretation due to the residential nature of similar 

structures reported at the sites of Uaxactun and Santa Rita. The comparative analysis 

suggested to him that Structure 1 could have been a residential building.

In the Río Bec region, located north of El Palmar, archaeological projects have 

reported the existence of Late Preclassic occupations at the sites of Río Bec and Becan. 

Michelet and his team (Michelet, et al. 2005; Nondédéo, et al. 2010) extensively excavated 

the site of Río Bec, which is located about 33 km north of El Palmar. Their excavations 

revealed Middle and Late Preclassic occupations, though there were no substantial 

structures during these periods. Another important site in this region is Becan, about 

70 km north of El Palmar (Figure 3.10). This site is well known among Mesoamerican 

archaeologists because a lengthy ditch of 1820 m encloses the urban core of Becan and 

its inner perimeter has an artificial embankment (Ruppert and Denison 1943). I detail the 

review of different archaeological investigations carried out at Becan because information 

recovered from this unique site provides clues to the Classic Maya political landscape in 

southeastern Campeche.

Becan during the Late Preclassic Period

Three different archaeological projects have been carried out at Becan and the 

excavations of these projects have uncovered Late Preclassic structures (Bueno 1999; 
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Campaña Valenzuela 2000, 2001, 2004; Potter 1977; Thomas 1981; Webster 1976). 

In 1970 and 1971, the research program of Tulane University conducted extensive 

excavations at Becan. Potter (1977) excavated Structure IV, which is one of the most 

elaborate structures at Becan, located at the north side of the East Plaza. His excavation 

detected a three-tiered substructure (Structure IV-sub) with an inset stairway built 

on a pyramidal platform which rises about 15 m above the present ground level. In 

the substructure fill immediately in front of the stairway, Potter found a dedicatory 

cache containing a trickle-painted jar and two monochrome red jars. Ball (1977: 50-51) 

Figure 3.10. Map of Becan showing monumental structures inside the ditch. Courtesy of Luz 
Evelia Campaña Valenzuela. 
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categorized the trickle-decorated jar as a Zapatista Trickle on-cream brown, a ceramic 

type that falls into the Late Preclassic period.  

The ditch and embankment could have been the major architectural program of 

the Late Preclassic period at Becan (Ball and Andrews 1978), but both the construction 

period and the function of such earthworks remain controversial. There are two 

possibilities as to when the ditch and embankment were constructed: during the latter part 

of the Late Preclassic period (ca. A.D. 100-250) or the Early Classic period (ca. A.D. 250-

300). Considering the nature of archaeological dating precision, the difference seemingly 

makes no difference. However, this difference is critical for our understanding political 

circumstances of southeastern Campeche with regard to the collapse of El Mirador 

approximately A.D. 150. 

Webster (1976) conducted several trench excavations in the embankment and ditch at 

Becan. His trench excavation (Trench 18), across the northeast embankment, just north of 

the large palace complex of Structure XIII, exposed the initial stage of construction with 

relatively abundant Chacsik sherds (A.D. 250-450). Moreover, he extensively excavated 

Structure XXV, which is located to the west behind Structure XIII. The results detected 

a sequence of construction episodes under a thick deposit of sascab (1-1.6 m). Although 

Structure XXV and its substructures were built from the Chacsik (ca. A.D. 250-450) to 

the Chintok period (ca. A.D. 700-830), he suggests that the sascab fill was originally 

an embankment which dates to ca. A.D. 250-500. The excavation data and associated 

materials suggested to Webster that the Maya constructed the ditch and embankment as 

a defensive system between A.D. 250 and 300 (1976: 33-36, 124, Table 4). Nevertheless, 

the construction date of the embankment seems not to accord well with his chronological 

interpretation because he recovered only one Chacsik sherd with abundant Pakluum 

sherds (ca. 300 B.C.-A.D. 250) from the sascab deposits of the embankment. Likewise, a 

test trench (Operation 4) across the south embankment near the Causeway 1 yielded only 
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Pakluum sherds. 

The extensive excavation of another small structure called Structure XXVII seems 

to provide clues to the temporal framework of the earthworks. This small structure, 

which is located in the north side of the embankment, was excavated by Webster 

in 1970 and subsequently by Ball in 1971 (Ball and Andrews 1978). The structure 

consists of a platform with an inset stairway flanked by vestigial apron moldings, a 

common architectural style in the Peten region from the Preclassic period. This shared 

architectural style led Ball and Andrews (1978) to suggest that Structure XXVII was 

built during the Late Preclassic period when cultural interactions occurred between 

the Río Bec region and the Peten region. Through his ceramic analyses, Ball (1977) 

points out that the Late Preclassic ceramic assemblages at Becan are identical with those 

in the Peten region in terms of their types, forms, and decorative modes, except the 

Zapatista trickle type. Moreover, Webster (1976: 74-84) found an Usulutan resist dish 

in construction fill about 60 cm below the center of the platform surface at Structure 

XXVII. It was an effigy vessel with parallel wavy-lines on the interior surface, a typical 

Usulutan resist pottery widely distributed in the Maya lowlands during the Protoclassic 

period (ca. 75 B.C.-A.D.150). Compositional analysis by Demarest and Sharer (1982) 

led them to conclude that the Usulutan resist vessels were produced in El Salvador and 

exported to other centers. During his excavations, Webster also recovered only sherds 

from the Late Pakluum (ca. A.D. 0-250).

While the construction period of Structure XXVII is apparent, the question is when 

people covered it with the construction fill of the embankment. Webster (1976: 85) argues 

that the temporal gap between the abandonment of Structure XXVII and construction of 

the embankment was short because a large portion of the stucco covering the wall and 

façade was nearly intact and the floors were almost completely preserved. He did not 

observe the renovation of stucco and paint on the original building, although the original 
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painting was mostly gone. Likewise, he did not find debris and humus between the 

external surface of the structure and the fill of the embankment, suggesting that Structure 

XXVII was covered shortly after its construction when it was still in use. Through the 

analysis of sherds recovered from the structure and the absence of layers created after the 

abandonment of the structure, Webster  (1976: 87) concluded that the embankment was 

constructed during the Early Chacsik phase (ca. A.D. 250-450) with a possibility of the 

very beginning of this phase (ca. A.D. 250-300). 

Ball and Andrews (1978) questioned Webster’s dating of the embankment through 

their further excavation at Structures XXV and XXVII. They argue that the small 

number of sherds recovered from the excavations at several structures show the 

population at Becan considerably declined during the Early Classic period (A.D. 250-

450), and it would be therefore difficult to manage such a large construction project 

during this period. Thus, Ball and Andrews (1978) concluded that the ditch and 

embankment were built during the final century of the Preclassic period (A.D.150-250) 

before the population decrease. 

Nevertheless, subsequent Mexican archeological projects show that the decline of 

Becan’s population during the Early Classic period (A.D. 250-450) is unlikely. Campaña 

Valenzuela (2000, 2001, 2004) has directed the Becan Archaeological Project. In this 

project, she excavated and consolidated monumental structures such as Structures I, II, 

III, IX, X, and XIII at the urban core of Becan. Her excavations have demonstrated that 

people carried out these massive building programs from the Late Preclassic through the 

Early Classic period without any interruption. The excavations and subsequent material 

analyses suggest that Structure IX, a massive pyramidal temple (Figure 3.11), was built 

during the second half of the Late Preclassic period (ca. A.D. 50-250), being remodeled 

continuously in the transition to the Early Classic period (Campaña Valenzuela 2005). 

Ceramic data from her report 2000-2001 (Campaña Valenzuela 2001) accord well 
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with this continuity of building 

programs. The analyses show that 

the number of ceramic assemblages 

at Becan increased from the 

Pakluum phase (2.1 %, N=4469) 

through the Chacsik phase (4.4 %, 

N=9349) and the Sabucan phase 

(5.9%, N=12679). Therefore, Ball’s 

chronological interpretation based 

on the assumption of Becan’s 

population decline is not supportable, although I should note that Campaña Valenzuela’s 

chronology lacks radiocarbon dates. Apart from the statement of population decline, 

the construction period of the earthworks proposed by Ball and Andrews between A.D. 

150 and A.D. 250 seems to be more reasonable than that of Webster, judging from their 

ceramic analyses. If this is the case, the construction of the earthworks has a likelihood of 

being associated with political turbulences caused by the collapse of El Mirador around 

A.D. 150.

Webster (1976) proposed the function of the dich and embankment at Becan as the 

defensive system, which has been widely accepted among scholars. Campaña Valenzuela 

(2005) and López Camacho (2001, personal communication), however, question this 

defensive function. On the embankment Webster (1976: 89) never found the traces of 

wooden palisades which, according to him, were preferably used for reinforcing the 

defensive systems of dry-ditch in other places. He mentioned that “the ditch would not 

seriously have affected water levels in the nearby bajos and would not have brought 

usable water appreciably closer to the site” (Webster 1976: 92). Detailed topographic 

mapping directed by López Camacho, however, revealed that the slope from north to 

Figure 3.11. Structure IX at Becan. 
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south serve to channels rainfall toward an artificial reservoir, Aguada Camelita, instead 

of accumulating that water in the ditch. Surface survey and mapping in Becan’s outlying 

areas directed by Thomas (1981) support López Camacho’s interpretation. The results 

of Thomas’s research shows that there are no masonry buildings or platforms in areas 

between the south end of the ditch and the aguada, except a causeway connected to 

a group located to the south, while structures can be observed in all the other areas. 

Around the aguada, particularly the west area, Thomas identified artificial terraces that 

may indicate intensive agriculture (see also Turner II 1974). In addition, no competitive 

centers appear to have existed around Becan during the Late Preclassic and Early Classic 

periods. None of the researchers at Becan have found evidence of warfare. Based on 

these data, Campaña Valenzuela (2005: 49-50) suggests that the ditch and embankment 

were designed, not for a defensive system, but for the control of rainwater to support 

agriculture as well as for a solution of drainage problems during the rainy season.

Since 2001 I have thought the new interpretation advocated by López Camacho and 

Campaña Valenzuela more plausible than that of Webster. The detailed reexamination of 

Webster’s publication (1976), however, led me to notice that their interpretation contains a 

critical problem. First, the ditch was not a continuous construction, but from its inception 

the ditch was divided by seven causeways, some of which were unaltered natural deposits 

of sascab capped with hard limestone, indicating that people at Becan never excavated 

these parts to provide a channel for the flow of water (Figure 3.12). This division of the 

ditch indicates that rainfall captured in the north, east, and west sections of the ditch 

cannot pass into the south area where Aguada Camelita and the bajos are located.

I do not rule out the possibility that Becan’s ditch had a drainage system as Campaña 

Valenzuela and López Camacho propose. It also could have had both a defensive and 

drainage function. During my excavation of Structure I-B at Becan in 2004 (Tsukamoto 

and Campaña Valenzuela 2004), I detected a small canal to the east of the structure 
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that directs rainfall toward the 

ditch. This finding indicates that 

the ancient Maya at Becan were 

conscious of water management. 

Webster pointed out that the ditch 

“was never intended to be a water-

filled moat, for no constant water 

level could have been maintained” 

(1976: 88), indicating that the 

ditch could have drained excessive 

water during rainy season. His 

excavation also showed the bottom of the ditch consists of yellowish-white sascab which 

was unsealed and could never have maintained water. This porous sascab in southeastern 

Campeche is ideal for the drainage system. 

I analyzed the Webster’s excavation report, particularly paying close attention to 

the descriptions of the west side of the ditch (Trench 15) and that of Structure XXV. He 

exposed sascab deposits 1.6 m thick below Structure XXV and these materials resemble 

those of the embankment. The elevation above this layer is 17 m based on his artificial 

datum and the bottom level of the ditch is 8.15 m, indicating that the depth of the west 

side of the ditch already had a 9 m difference before the construction of Structure XXV. 

This significant depth is reasonable for the defensive system, but excessive for the 

drainage function. 

The data recovered from the ditch and embankment by Webster (1976) and Campaña 

Valenzuela (2000) have not yet provided a robust basis for determining the function of the 

earthworks at Becan. A long trench excavation at the bottom of the ditch as well as the 

excavation of canals could address these questions. Because these earthworks at Becan 

Figure 3.12. Causway VI at Becan. The photo was taken 
by the author immediately after a hurricane in 2002. The 
left side shows rainwater that cannot pass to the right 
side.
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are critical parameters for our understanding of natural and political circumstances in 

southeastern Campeche, decoding its function is urgent. The study of surrounding centers 

including El Palmar may also provide some clues to Becan’s political circumstances.

Outside of the embankment, Thomas (1981) reported significant population 

growth during the Late Preclassic period, forming plaza groups (or plazuela groups) 

in all directions except the area south of the ditch. The Preclassic occupations include 

Structures XXVIII and XXIX, and the northwest outlying group called Mundo Perdido. 

Besides Becan and Calakmul, archaeological research of this period in southeastern 

Campeche still remains underexplored. 

By the end of the Late Preclassic period, El Mirador and other Preclassic cities faded 

from the front stage of Maya civilization. We do not still know what kind of impacts the 

fall of El Mirador around A.D. 150 had on the sociopolitical organization of El Palmar, 

but archaeological and epigraphic data signal that the Preclassic collapse event raised 

other survivors such as the Tikal and the Kaan dynasties to the position of central players 

during the Classic period. 

The Early Classic Period (ca. A.D. 250- 378)

Despite the fall of El Mirador and other Preclassic sites nearby around A.D. 

150, some centers in southeastern Campeche and Peten survived without substantial 

interruption. At Tikal, Preclassic architectural complexes, including the E-Group at 

Mundo Perdido and the North Acropolis, received continuous renovations throughout the 

Early Classic period (A.D. 250-378). By A.D. 378, epigraphic studies suggest that after the 

founder Yax Ehb’ Xook there were thirteen successive rulers at Tikal, although available 

data have revealed only the names of the 11th to 14th rulers without their material 

evidence (Martin 2003). At Río Azul, the other northern Peten site, the inhabitants 

continued to use the temple structures at C-103, BA-20, and the small building in an 



106

excavation area called Operation 25. Archaeological remains signal Río Azul’s gradual 

development and no dramatic sociopolitical change occurred until A.D.385 (Adams 1999: 

138-139).

In the Río Bec region, the Preclassic settlement pattern continued with an increase 

in population. Thomas (1981: 97) reported that the population outside the central precinct 

at Becan continued to expand during the Early Classic period. The settlement patterns of 

plazuela groups maintained with considerable depositions of Early Classic sherds in most 

of the house mounds he excavated. At other Río Bec centers such as Hormiguero and 

Chicanná, archaeologists have detected occupations from the Early Classic period (Bueno 

1999; Carrasco 1994). 

At Becan the population may have increased gradually (Thomas 1981), but 

investigations suggest the political authority having rapidly become centralized. Campaña 

Valenzuela’s explorations at Structures II, III, IX, X, and XIII (2000, 2001, 2004) 

represent substantial construction programs at Becan during the Early Classic period. 

Structures II and III have evidence of Early Classic occupations. In the upper portion 

of Structure IX, she conducted trench excavations which detected a vaulted room with 

spectacular offerings but without human remains. Recovered objects include a wooden 

sculpture, shell ornaments, hematite mirrors, three obsidian prismatic blades, and 15 

elaborate vessels, one of which represents an iguana with a face of an individual inside its 

mouth. The anthropomorphic iguana is surrounded by three Maya deities of pawahtuun, 

an aged quadripartite divinity who stands at the four corners of the universe, sustaining 

the earth and sky. The three obsidian prismatic blades were gray color, not green obsidian 

associated with Teotihuacan. The ceramic analysis suggests that the offerings were buried 

between A.D. 250 and 450 (Boucher, et al. 2004). In addition to these opulent goods in the 

large pyramidal temple of Structure IX, ruling elites at Becan demonstrated their political 

power by constructing two large palaces, Structures X and XIII, that were possibly 
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designed for elite residences and administrative facilities. At this time Structure X-Sub 

contained 22 rooms. Because no radiocarbon samples have been used to determine the 

construction episode of these monumental structures, Campaña Valenzuela’s construction 

chronology (2005) falls in a broad temporal framework beginning from A.D. 250 to 600. 

Future research should refine the determination as to whether they were built during the 

Early Classic or the Middle Classic period. 

The Middle Classic Period (ca. A.D. 378-600)

At the very beginning of the Middle Classic period, on January 15, A.D. 378, the 

arrival of a particular individual in the Maya lowlands transformed Classic Maya political 

landscape (Martin and Grube 2008: 29-30; Stuart 2000a). According to inscriptions 

carved on stone monuments, an agent called Ochk’in K’awiil Sihyaj K’ahk’ (West K’awiil 

Fire Born) arrived (huliiy) at the site of El Perú-Waka’ on January 7, A.D. 378. On Stela 

15 at this site, he wears militaristic attire associated with the Mexican highlands, most 

likely representing affiliation with Teotihuacan, the largest metropolis in the New World 

during this period. According to Freidel, Escobedo, and Guenter (2007: 193), Stela 15 

at El Perú-Waka’ depicts a king of El Perú-Waka’, K’inich Bahlam, who accompanied 

Sihyaj K’ahk’ in unknown events. The journey of Sihyaj K’ahk’ continued and eight days 

later on January 15, he arrived (huliiy) at Tikal, located 78 km east of El Perú-Waka’. On 

the same day the ruler of Tikal, Chaahk Took’ Ich’aak I “entered the water” (och-ha’), a 

metaphorical expression for death (Stuart 2000a: 478). Martin and Grube (2008: 29) argue 

that the Classic Mayan word huliiy, “arrival” is associated with the establishment of a new 

political order.

From decades before the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’, the spatial function and political 

implication of the Mundo Perdido plaza at Tikal changed. Laporte and Fialko (1990) 

determined that the Mundo Perdido plaza was originally designed for carrying out 
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calendric rituals associated with the E-Group. Between A.D. 300 and 378, however, 

this plaza became a funeral place where ruling elites, possibly including Chaahk Took’ 

Ich’aak I, and captives were buried. Sixteen or seventeen individuals were scarified and 

buried in a small radial platform, located at the foot of the eastern rectangular structure 

which forms the east part of the E-Group at Mundo Perdido (Laporte and Fialko 1990). 

They included male and female adults and children with offerings of utilitarian objects. 

The central temple of the western structure is Structure 5D-86-6 where Laporte and 

Fialko (Laporte and Fialko 1990, 1995; Laporte and Zea 1987) reported graffiti and a 

tomb. The graffiti depicts five nude captives who were mutilated and stripped (Figure 

3.13a). They stand on one 

knee with their wrists bound 

with rope. Glyph-like attire on 

their backs suggests that they 

were elite. Laporte and Fialko 

(1990) suggest that the human 

sacrifices and graffiti occurred 

at the end of Manik 1 phase 

(ca. A.D. 300), but could have 

occurred during the latter half 

of Manik 2 (A.D. 350-378) when the small radial platform was covered with a new plaza 

floor. A possible tomb (PNT-019) of Chaahk Took’ Ich’aak I was found in a chamber 

located at the central temple of the western structure of the E-Group. A broken monument 

called Stela 39 was also found as an offering in the same temple, depicting his effigy, 

with the commemoration of the K’atun period-ending in A.D. 376 (Laporte and Zea 

1987). The ruling lineage of Chaahk Took’ Ich’aak I was replaced by that of Yax Nuun 

Ahiin I who was not the son of this former ruler, but was from a new patrilineal lineage. 

Figure 3.13. Elite captive figures: a. graffiti located at 
Structure 5D-86-5 of Mundo Perdido, Tikal. b. a captive 
incised on the columnar altar at Structure A-3 Sub-2 
(after Laporte and Fialko 1990, Fig. 3.8). 
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His father was Spearthrower Owl, a lord from an unknown place, but his name indicates 

a close association with a military concept, quite likely a connection with Teotihuacan 

(Stuart 2000a). The spear thrower or atlatl was a distinctive weapon used in the Mexican 

highlands and Teotihuacan murals often represent owls armed with spear throwers, 

shields, and darts. Yax Nuun Ahiin I ascended to the throne by order of Sihyaj K’ahk’ on 

September 12, A.D. 379 (Martin and Grube 2008:32).

The establishment of the new order by Sihyaj K’ahk’ and Spearthrower Owl was 

not limited to El Perú-Waka’ and Tikal. Epigraphic studies indicate that their hegemonic 

campaign extended to other neighboring Maya centers because the name of Sihyaj 

K’ahk’ appeared in Uaxactun, La Sufricaya, Bejucal, and Río Azul. Iconographic and 

epigraphic studies suggest that Sihyaj K’ahk’ presided over Bejucal in A.D. 381 and at 

Río Azul in A.D. 393 (Martin and Grube 2008: 30). At Río Azul, Adams (1999) found 

three altars in front of Substructure A-3-2a, a large pyramidal complex built about A.D. 

385 at the heart of Río Azul. Based on the stratigraphic relation, ceramic remains, and 

iconographic styles, he dated the altars to between A.D. 380 and A.D. 392. Much as 

Tikal’s graffiti show, these altars at Río Azul depict five stripped captives whose wrists 

are bound with rope (Figure 3.13b). They stand on one knee and wear glyph-like attire on 

their backs. Adams (1990: 34) suggested that these individuals were Río Azul’s former 

rulers who were conquered and humiliated by Tikal. Hieroglyphic texts drawn on the 

wall of Tomb 12 refer to Tikal’s ruler Yax Nuun Ahiin I. Likewise, inscriptions on the 

wall of Tomb 1, one of the most splendid tombs in the Maya lowlands, record a Río Azul 

ruler who is the son of a Tikal’s powerful ruler, Sihyaj Chan K’awiil II. The father of 

Sihyaj Chan K’awiil II is Yax Nuun Ahiin I and they are both portrayed on Tikal’s Stela 

31. Stela 31 represents Sihyaj Chan K’awiil II holding in his right hand a headdress with a 

Teotihuacan representation of an owl, shield, and spears. He is flanked by two portraits of 

the former ruler Yax Nuun Ahiin I. Sihyaj Chan K’awiil II wears another headdress with 
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an iconographic image of Tikal’s founder Yax Ehb Xook, suggesting that this monument 

represents the fusion of Maya and Teotihuacan cultures (Martin and Grube 2008). 

Subsequently, the Maya buried the altars by the addition of Structure A-3 Sub-

2 at Río Azul. By A.D. 500, this structure had become Temple Complex A-3, which 

anticipated in form and size Tikal’s architectural style, but its height of approximately 

35 m surpassed all of Tikal’s contemporaneous structures. The highest structure at Tikal 

in this period was Structure 5C-54, reaching 31 m in height. In addition, Adams (1990: 

30; 1999: 66-69) excavated three tombs with a temporal range between A.D. 390 and 

500, which yielded Balanza Black cylinder tripods and lids, suggesting an imitation of 

Teotihuacan pottery. Judging from all the data mentioned above, Adams (1990) suggests 

that Río Azul was conquered and reestablished by the Tikal dynasty during the Middle 

Classic period. 

Adams’s interpretation of the conquest of Tikal at Río Azul has been accepted among 

scholars, but the recent advance of epigraphic studies together with new archaeological 

data from different sites provides a slightly different scenario. Rather, the supreme ruler 

in the northern Peten, Sihyaj K’ahk’, likely elevated Tikal to become a central player 

among the Middle Classic Maya kingdoms. Estrada-Belli, et al. (2009: 241-246) point 

out that at some centers, including Tikal, Bejucal, and Ik’, local rulers called themselves 

“the vassal of Sihyaj K’ahk’” (yajaw Sihyaj K’ahk’). This expression indicates that the 

supreme ruler in the region was Sihyaj K’ahk’ rather than Yax Nuun Ahiin I of the Tikal 

dynasty. Freidel, Escobedo, and Guenter (2007) also argue that Tikal was not a major 

polity in the Maya lowlands during the late fourth century. It was one of the moderately 

sized Maya polities. Around this period Tikal’s builders appear to have created the 

earlier version of the Great Plaza, but the magnitude of the site was much smaller 

than that we can see today. Coe (1990) excavated the Great Plaza compound including 

Temple I (Str. 5D-1), Temple II (Str. 5D-2), and the North Acropolis. The exploration 



111

revealed that the substructures of Temple I (Str. 5D-1-2nd) and Temple II (Str. 5D-2-2nd) 

were built between A.D. 325 and 550 (Coe 1990: 806-838). These data suggest that the 

monumentality of Tikal was less emphasized during this period. In addition, iconographic 

studies show that Teotihuacan-related images became common at several sites such as 

Tikal, Copán, El Perú-Waka’, Río Azul, Uaxactun, and Becan, indicating that Sihyaj 

K’ahk’ and Spearthrower Owl were the major players who redrew the political landscape 

of Classic Maya society. 

Teotihuacan’s association with the Tikal dynasty is representative at Mundo Perdido 

and Group 6C-XVI, which is located 350 m south of Mundo Perdido. At Teotihuacan 

builders highly standardized its architectural style using a wall formed by a vertical panel 

and a sloping apron known as talud-tablero. Laporte and Fialko (Laporte 1989, 2003; 

Laporte and Fialko 1990) found a structure with the talud-tablero style at both Mundo 

Perdido and Group 6C-XVI. The talud-tablero style first appeared at this group at the end 

of the fourth century (AD. 350-378) and during the fifth century Tikal’s builders adopted 

this style for remodeling structures at Mundo Perdido, some of which were an important 

pyramidal temple called Structure 5C-49 and the east platform of the E-Group (5D-

84/88). 

Excavations at Group 6C-XVI recovered a large sculpture of a ballcourt marker, 

quite similar to that of Teotihuacan (Laporte 1989; Laporte and Fialko 1990, 1995; 

Laporte and Zea 1987). The marker represents the name of Spearthrower Owl and four 

circles in which a symbolic representation of talud-tablero is carved. The upper section 

of the marker is decorated by a feathered medallion which depicts his name. The upper 

and middle sections of the marker are sustained by a round column which depicts a long 

glyphic text (Laporte 2003: 211-213). Martin and Stuart (Martin and Grube 2008: 31, 

footnote 21) independently deciphered the text that records two important events: the 

accession of Spearthrower Owl in an unknown place called Jo’ Noh Witzs on May 5, A.D. 
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374 and the arrival event of Sihyaj K’ahk’ at Tikal on January 15, A.D. 378 (Estrada-Belli, 

et al. 2009: 241-243). The dedication of this monument dates to A.D. 416, meaning that 

the events were retrospective. Because the center of the feathered medallion represents 

his name, it most likely was dedicated to Spearthrower Owl. Subsequent Tikal rulers 

continued to emphasize the new political order with Teotihuacan symbolism, until Tikal’s 

21st ruler, Wak Chan K’awiil, was defeated by the Kaan kingdom in A.D. 562 (Martin 

and Grube 2008: 39). 

Teotihuacan-Tikal ideology reached the southern border of Classic Maya society, 

in which a spectacular site of Copán was flourished. It is located in the southern border 

of Classic Maya culture, about 400 km south of El Palmar. The Copán kingdom was 

established by K’inich Yax K’uk Mo’ who was dressed in Teotihuacan attire. He arrived 

at Copán on September 5, A.D. 425 and his associated architecture, the talud-tablero 

style of Teotihuacan and the style with inset-corner and apron mouldings provenient from 

Tikal, represents Teotihuacan-Tikal affiliations (Fash 2005; Martin and Grube 2008). 

Epigraphic studies suggest that political friction between the Tikal dynasty and the 

Kaan kingdom impacted the El Palmar region at the end of this period. The Tikal, or 

Mutal (its ancient name) dynasty was a major adversary of Kaan dynasty (Figure 3.14). 

The Kaan dynasty was the largest polity in the Maya lowlands from the Middle Classic 

period through the Late Classic period, but its genesis remains controversial. Decades 

ago, Marcus (1973) suggested that the polity of the Kaan dynasty was Calakmul, which 

is located 50 km east of El Palmar. Her interpretation had been broadly accepted among 

epigraphers until Martin and Grube (Grube 2004; Martin and Grube 2008) questioned 

its origin based on new epigraphic data recovered from centers in southern Quintana 

Roo. They analyzed the temporal distribution of the Kaan emblem glyph carved on stone 

monuments at different Maya sites and identified that before the seventh century this 

emblem glyph was concentrated in southern Quintana Roo where the large archaeological 
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site of Dzibanché flourished. Simultaneously, Martin and Grube revealed that the use of 

the Kaan emblem in Calakmul monuments was limited to between A.D. 630 and 736. 

Martin (2005), instead, identified another emblem glyph, the so-called Bat emblem glyph 

(reading remains unknown) on stone monuments of Calakmul. His epigraphic analysis 

revealed that the Calakmul rulers used the Bat emblem glyph before A.D. 500 and 

after A.D. 741, suggesting that the Kaan dynasty was originally seated at Dzibanché in 

southern Quintana Roo and by A.D. 630 its political identity or the royal family shifted to 

Calakmul in southeastern Campeche, located about 125 km southeast of Dzibanché. 

The polity relocation of the Kaan dynasty provides insights into the dynamic nature 

of the political landscape surrounding El Palmar during the Middle Classic period. 

Figure 3.14. Diagram showing the political landscape of the Classic Maya (Drawing by 
Simon Martin. Courtesy of Simon Martin).
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About the middle of the sixth century, a powerful Kaan ruler, Sky Witness, exercised 

his political power in this region. On April 30, A.D. 561, he oversaw the accession of a 

ruler, Sak B’aah Witzil, at Los Alacranes, which is located 18km southeast of El Palmar 

(Grube 2008: 193-195). The political intervention of Sky Witness extended to the site 

of Caracol in Belize, 150 km south of El Palmar. Through the alliance with the Caracol 

ruler, Yajaw Te’ K’inich II, the Kaan dynasty’s Sky Witness probably defeated the Tikal 

ruler Wak Chan K’awiil in A.D. 562 (Martin and Grube 2008: 89-90). By this period, 

Naranjo, Caracol’s neighboring polity, was already under the hegemonic power of the 

Kaan dynasty. Tikal’s defeat signaled that the Kaan dynasty resisted and competed with 

the hegemony of Teotihuacan-Tikal by conducting a military campaign in southeastern 

Campeche, southern Quintana Roo, and the northern Peten beginning from the sixth 

century (Freidel, et al. 2007).

The defeat of Tikal most likely affected its alliance partners. A representative case 

is Río Azul with an event that occurred around A.D. 530. Adams (1999) revealed the 

deliberate destruction of the site, including the burning of palaces where rooms were 

filled with debris and fragments of human bones, the mutilation of Stelae 1 and 3, and 

looting of royal tombs. There are no archaeological and epigraphic data to assess whether 

or not the destruction of Río Azul was associated with the Kaan kingdom. However, 

Adams suggests that royal elites of Río Azul, who were most likely descendants of Sihyaj 

Chan K’awiil II, the Tikal ruler, abandoned the center for about 130 years while the Kaan 

dynasty enjoyed hegemonic power in this area.

A Teotihuacan affiliation is evident at Becan, but the degree of its political 

intervention at this site remains elusive. At Structure XIV, Ball (1974) reported a 

cylindrical vase as a cache which contained numerous obsidian blades, small molded 

figurines, and a large hollow figurine. One of the molded figurines wears a Teotihuacan 

headdress with the characteristic goggle eye and another represents a shield-bearing 
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owl. The hollow figurine is a seated cross-legged statuette, a typical terracotta figurine 

found at Teotihuacan. The obsidian blades include projectile points of green obsidian, 

undoubtedly from Pachuca, the Mexican mine north of Teotihuacan. The cylindrical vase 

is supported by three solid slab feet, also a common Teotihuacan style. Simultaneously, 

the relief of the cylindrical vase displays a Maya deity and a monster below which cacao 

beans were modeled. Ball (1977: 170-171) mentions the presence of large quantities 

of human skeletal remains in construction fill of the Middle Classic period at Becan. 

However, subsequent archaeological projects have not found further evidence of the 

presence of Teotihuacan at Becan (Bueno 1999; Campaña Valenzuela 2000, 2001, 

2004). These data suggest that the political intervention and/or ideological impact of 

Teotihuacan-Tikal did not last at Becan. 

Thomas (1981: 99-100) reported an important shift of settlement patterns in Becan’s 

outlying areas during the Middle Classic period. People abandoned several large plazuela 

groups constructed in earlier periods. Instead, dispersed isolated mounds were built from 

A.D. 450 to 630. Thomas suggests that the transformation of settlement patterns in the 

outlying areas was due to the removal of the Middle Classic elite at Becan. This reported 

shift from plazuela groups to the dispersed settlement pattern in the outlying areas might 

be somewhat related to Ball’s report of Teotihuacan materials. While the cause of this 

transformation of spatial organization remains unclear, it is clear that ritual practices 

with regard to the outlying plazas changed dramatically. A similar, but less clear event 

occurred at the Río Bec site where the activities at an architectural group, Group II, 

ceased (Nondédéo, et al. 2010: 47). Alternatively, these phenomena could have been tied 

to the installation of Sky Witness of the Kaan dynasty as well as hegemonic intervention 

of the Teotihuacan-Tikal in and around southeastern Campeche. However, much remains 

to be unknown about political circumstances in southeastern Campeche during this 

period.
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The Late Classic Period (ca. A.D. 600-800)

The Kaan dynasty continued to redraw the political landscape of the central Maya 

lowlands during the Late Classic period. Particularly, the hegemonic expansion of the 

Kaan dynasty was notable during the first half of this period (A.D. 600-736). By the 

time the most powerful ruler, Yuknoom Ch’e’n II or Yuknoom the Great was enthroned 

in A.D. 636, the Kaan dynasty had incorporated several centers into its hegemony. 

These centers are located in the Petexbatún region, Usumacinta region, the Peten, and 

southeastern Campeche. Grube (2005) identified a lack of full emblem glyphs at the 

centers of southeastern Campeche, suggesting that this feature represents the hegemonic 

power of the Kaan dynasty over those centers. The centers include Uxul, Champerico, 

Los Alacranes, and Oxpemul, and all of these lack the title of k’uhul, “holy or divine” 

signs.

The subsequent two rulers in the Kaan dynasty continued to exercise hegemonic 

power in these regions as well as at other centers in Belize, until Tikal’s ruler Jasaw Chan 

K’awiil I defeated Calakmul’s king Yuknoom Yich’aak K’ahk’ in A.D. 695. Yuknoom 

Took’ K’awiil (A.D. 702-731) succeeded Yuknoom Yich’aak K’ahk’ and attempted to 

restore his political authority in the central Maya lowlands. Calakmul allied with Naranjo, 

Caucuen, Dos Pilas, El Perú, La Corona, and Uxul (Martin and Grube 2008). In A.D. 

736, Yuknoom Took’ K’awiil seems to have allied with a ruler K’ahk Tiliw Chan Yopaat 

of Quirigua, a satellite polity of Copán. Two years later on April 29, A.D. 738, K’ahk 

Tiliw Chan Yopaat decapitated Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil, the 13th ruler of the Copán 

kingdom (Schele and Freidel 1990: 317). Although there are no epigraphic data, the 

circumstance evidence suggests that Calakmul was behind this event. Nevertheless, the 

military campaign of Yuknoom Took’ K’awiil was interrupted by Tikal’s ruler Yik’in 

Chan K’awiil who defeated this Kaan king some time between A.D 733 and 736 (Martin 

and Grube 2008). 
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Archaeological data in the construction projects of monumental architecture loosely 

reflect these epigraphic data. Calakmul’s builders modified Structure II several times 

during the Late Classic period. Around A.D. 721, Yuknoom Took’ K’awiil ordered the 

rebuilding of Structure I and the erection of six stelae at the foot of this second largest 

pyramid at Calakmul. Carrasco (2012a) suggests that Yuknoom Took’ K’awiil intervened 

in the construction program that resulted in a large portion of the currently visible 

structures. 

At Tikal, Jasaw Chan K’awiil I and his son Yik’in Chan K’awiil ordered the largest-

scale construction projects than ever before. Jasaw Chan K’awiil I expressed his political 

authority through the construction of the Great Plaza compound during his reign from 

A.D. 682 to 734 (Martin and Grube 2008). He remodeled Temple I, which reached a 

height of 47 m, for his mortuary place and commemorated his triumph against Yuknoom 

Yich’aak K’ahk’ of the Kaan dynasty on September 14, A.D. 695. His ambitious project 

extended to the renovation of the Central Acropolis and Temple II. The latter building 

contains a carved lintel that depicts Jasaw Chan K’awiil’s queen. Moreover, Jasaw Chan 

K’awiil I revived Teotihuacan ideology in the Tikal dynasty. Martin and Grube (2008: 45) 

argue that Jasaw Chan K’awiil I intentionally selected this date for the commemoration 

because it was the 13th K’atun anniversary of the death of Spearthrower Owl, a lord 

related to Teotihuacan. In fact, a carved lintel shows Jasaw Chan K’awiil I wears a mosaic 

helmet and holds a spear-thrower and darts. 

His son, Yik’in Chan K’awiil, continued his father’s ambitious construction project 

by building Temples IV and VI, the East Market complex, probably some of the twin-

pyramid complexes, and the considerable renovations of the Central Acropolis and of the 

internal causeways (Martin and Grube 2008). Particularly, Temple IV, the tallest building 

at Tikal with a height of 65 m, has a single construction episode dating to about A.D. 

741. A wooden lintel (Lintel 3) located in the upper shrine of this temple depicts a victory 
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procession of Yik’in Chan K’awiil who is carried on an elaborate palanquin. It is possible 

that the major causeways were used for procession rituals (Inomata 2006a; Reese-Taylor 

2002). After his reign from A.D. 734 to 746, the next two rulers completed the building of 

Temple VI and two twin-pyramid complexes labeled Q and R. However, Tikal’s glory did 

not continue beyond two centuries. By A.D. 794 political alliances with El Perú, Naranjo, 

and Caracol came to an end (Martin and Grube 2008: 50-51).

The political achievement of the Tikal dynasty during the seventh and eight 

centuries appears not to have helped Río Azul to revive its glorious prosperity. The Maya 

reoccupied Río Azul during the Late Classic period, but Adams (1999: 145) identified 

that most of the construction projects during this period were the renovation of older 

structures, which people filled in and used as platforms. Adams did not find any evidence 

of linkage with Tikal during this period, but he suggests diplomatic relations with the 

site of La Milpa, located about 13km east of Río Azul and 40 km southeast of El Palmar. 

One of Río Azul rulers commissioned to erect Stela 2 whose inscriptions depict the 

birthdate of a Late Classic ruler of Río Azul and his or her relative. Robichaux (2000, 

Figures 2ab and 3) studied the texts and identified the arrival event of a ruler from La 

Milpa. He identified the emblem glyph of La Milpa on heavily damaged glyphic blocks 

A7 and B7 located to the east side of the stela followed by a verb huliiy, “arrived” on A8. 

I question  his interpretation because the glyphic block A8 is most likely a part of the 

lunar series than a verb and the Initial Series continues from B8 on the east side to D2 

on the west side. Despite the fact that it is partially fragmented and eroded, I can see the 

glyphic block D1 as K’ABA’ which is known as Glyph B of the supplementary series. 

The location of a tzolk’in date at D2 surpasses my epigraphic knowledge, but following a 

heavily eroded glyph at C3, we can identify a ritual event, u-CHOK-AW, u chokaw, “He 

casts incenses,” which rulers often conducted in Classic Maya polities during the period-

endings. Because no other evidence associated with La Milpa has been reported at Río 
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Azul, we do not know the diplomatic relation between Río Azul and La Milpa. Adams 

(1999) concludes that Río Azul faded away from hegemonic interactions among the 

polities in the central Maya lowlands after A.D. 690. 

La Milpa is a medium-sized center located in Belize. La Milpa’s urban core is 

divided into the north and south sections. The north section has the Great Plaza with 

three large pyramidal temples, two ballcourts, and 17 stelae. The tallest temple is 24 m 

in height. A causeway connects this northern section to the south part where an acropolis 

forms small plazas and courtyards. In areas surrounding the urban core of La Milpa, 

systematic mapping identified four outlying groups at the cardinal points, all of which 

are located 3.5 km equidistant from the Great Plaza (Tourtellot et al. 2000; 2002, also see 

Estrada-Belli and Tourtellot 2005). Estrada-Belli and Tourtellot (2005: 220) suggest that 

this site layout represents an urban cosmogram constructed by La Milpa rulers.

Based on archaeological and epigraphic data, scholars have proposed two different 

histories at La Milpa. Excavations under the direction of Boston University’s La Milpa 

Archaeological Project from 1992 to 2002 revealed Late Preclassic buildings and a 

modest construction from the Early Classic period covered by Late Classic renovations 

at the Great Plaza (Hammond, et al. 1998; Tourtellot, et al. 1993). Hammond, Tourtellot, 

and Clarke (1998) assume that there was a dramatic decline of La Milpa in the sixth 

and seventh centuries A.D. and resurgence with rapid urban development in the eighth 

century. Hammond and Tourtellot (2004) suggest that a ruler of the La Milpa dynasty 

called Ukay was responsible for many of these structures and the dynasty was rapidly 

expanded during his reign. Moreover, they suggest that most visible monumental 

structures at the north and south sections were built during the Late Classic period, but 

some of them were not completed. 

In contrast to the interpretation of Hammond, Tourtellot, and Clarke (1998), Zaro and 

Houk (2012) suggest that the construction projects took place gradually during the Late 
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Classic period. Their recent excavations exposed a series of construction sequences in 

the southern part of Plaza B. Zaro and Houk (2012) argue that the urban core at La Milpa 

increasingly expanded during the Late Classic period and continued to do so until the 

tenth century when the monumental construction project ceased. 

The inscriptions of carved monuments seem to support the argument of Zaro and 

Houk. Grube (1994b) studied 16 carved monuments recovered from the urban core at La 

Milpa and identified a continuity of the La Milpa dynasty from the Early Classic period 

through the Terminal Classic period. While most stelae are heavily weathered, Stelae 1 

and 7 provide important information on the history of the La Milpa dynasty. The upper 

half of Stela 1 is broken, but the lower half shows a ruler’s feet with elaborate knotted 

leggings which point in the same direction, a common characteristic of the Early Classic 

iconography (Proskouriakoff 1950). Stela 7 is the best preserved monument with the 

Initial Series including a long count of 9.17.10.0.0 (November 28, A.D. 780). Other legible 

texts depict the ruler’s name, Ukay, and two possible emblem glyphs of La Milpa, but 

these emblem glyphs are too eroded to read with confidence. Despite these different 

interpretations, all the researchers concur that the major growth of La Milpa occurred 

during the Late Classic period. 

Building renovations in the Río Bec region began with the Late Classic period. At 

Becan, Structures II, IV, VIII, IX, X, and the ballcourt or Structure XI were markedly 

remodeled during the first half of the Late Classic period or Bejuco phase (A.D. 600-730). 

The Maya constructed a large ballcourt in the largest plaza at Becan, the West Plaza. To 

the east of this integrative facility is Structure X, which was remodeled with multiple 

rooms with the main entrance decorated by a zoomorphic mouth in this period. Large 

masks of Structure IX were covered with a new façade and Structure IV was extended by 

attaching rooms on the second level (Bueno 1999). 

In areas outside the ditch of Becan, Thomas (1981) suggests considerable population 
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growth during this phase. He reported 34 of 36 excavations in large mounds and 

platforms yielded Bejuco components and some of the excavations uncovered vaulted 

rooms. The tendency toward the building of isolated structures occurred in the Middle 

Classic period and became even more apparent during the Late Classic, though this does 

not imply that plazuela groups were completely abandoned. In addition, the construction 

of agricultural terraces as well as the gathering of chert nodules for producing lithic tools 

reached a peak during the Late Classic period. 

At the site of Chicanná, located around 3 km west of Becan, people constructed 

Structures I and IV (Carrasco 1994). Currently, these two monumental structures hold 

twin towers, a typical architectural feature of the Río Bec style, but these twin towers 

were attached in the later period after A.D. 730. Likewise, Structures X and XI appear 

to have been built during this period. At the site of Río Bec, several monumental groups 

appeared simultaneously from A.D. 550 to 700, but they were scattered without forming 

the urban core (Nondédéo, et al. 2010) (Figure 3.15). The construction program of 

monumental architecture in the Río Bec region reached a climax during the second half 

of the Late Classic period or Chintok phase (A.D. 730-830) at about the time when the 

Kaan dynasty was defeated by Tikal in A.D. 736. As I mentioned above, one of the most 

prominent architectural style in the Río Bec region was twin tower architecture. Twin 

towers were built at several centers during the Chintok phase (A.D. 730-830) and some 

of these were located at the centers of Chicanna and Hormiguero. At Becan, Campaña 

Valenzuela (2005) reports that the massive twin towers of Structure I dates from A.D. 

800 to 1000 and possibly another twin towers of Structure VIII was also built during this 

later period. 

Instead of having built the twin towers, the Maya at Becan were likely engaged 

in the construction of elite residences during the period between A.D. 730 and A.D. 

800.  Campaña Valenzuela (2004) uncovered a series of residential rooms at several 
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buildings which include the south side of Structure I, the levels 3 and 4 of Structure IV, 

the south façade of Structure IX, and Structure X. Particularly, Structure X became 

a large palace complex with 70 rooms. The expansion of such residential facilities 

suggests that the number of elite factions increased and they played important roles in 

the political organization at Becan during the second half of the Late Classic period. 

In Becan’s outlying areas Thomas (1981: 102) reported that the inhabitants abandoned 

previously built isolated mounds and once again constructed plazuela groups with vaulted 

structures. In addition to such new compounds, most of the plazuela groups that had been 

abandoned during the Middle Classic period and the first half of the Late Classic period 

were reoccupied at this time. Unfortunately, no pure midden deposits from the second 

half of the Late Classic period have been recovered from Becan and its surrounding areas 

(Ball 1977). On the basis of admittedly limited data, Ball (1977: 133-134, 161) identified 

a tendency toward technological simplification and stylistic regionalization in ceramic 

Figure 3.15. Río Bec Group B.
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assemblages during this period. He also notes the appearance of slate ware and a sharp 

reduction in the size of ceramics. 

Between A.D. 736 and 900 a large number of carved monuments were erected in 

southeastern Campeche. At the site of Río Bec, ruling elites commissioned 11 stelae 

between A.D. 790 and 805 and one of them represents some rulers as warriors with 

captives (Nondédéo, et al. 2010: 52). The site of the Altar de Los Reyes, located 12 km 

southwest of El Palmar, has a set of stela (Stela 1) and an altar (Altar 3) (Grube 2008). 

Stela 1 has the half-period ending of 9.18.10.0.0 or August 16, A.D. 800 when a possible 

local ruler conducted a scattering incense ritual. Altar 1 does not have a date, but the 

text on its lateral side depicts a series of emblem glyphs including those of Tikal, Kaan, 

Palenque, Edzna, Motul de San José, Chatan winik, and an unknown site. Other glyphs 

are heavily eroded, but based on the space available on the lateral side of the altar and 

the size of each glyph, Grube (2008: 181-82) suggests that there were originally a total 

of 13 emblem glyphs. At the site of Oxpemul, local rulers commissioned the erection of 

numerous stelae from A.D. 731 to 849. Grube (2005) assumes that the intensive activities 

of erecting carved monuments in southeastern Campeche after A.D. 730 was provoked by 

the demise of the Kaan dynasty’s hegemonic power. 

The Terminal Classic Period (A.D. 800-1000)

Numerous polities in the central and southern Maya lowlands lost their central 

authority. By A.D. 850 the hegemonic power of the Tikal dynasty significantly 

diminished and, apart from Temple III, no further monumental architecture was built at 

the urban core of the Tikal polity. At Calakmul, successive rulers after Yuknoom Took’ 

K’awiil continued to order the erection of carved monuments until A.D. 899 or 909, but 

they were not been associated with the Kaan dynasty. Martin (2005) identified that the 

rulers stopped using the Kaan emblem and instead they employed the Bat emblem, used 
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among Cakalmul’s earlier rulers before A.D. 630. We do not know if the royal family of 

the Kaan dynasty moved to other place or their lineage was vanished at Calakmul. The 

collapse of other royal authorities during the Terminal Classic period included those at La 

Milpa, Naranjo, Palenque, Caracol, and Copán. Despite the collapse of central authority, 

at the latter two polities, population levels were maintained for several hundred years 

thereafter (Chase and Chase 2004; Webster, et al. 2007).

The collapse of central authority in the central and southern Maya lowlands was 

not the case in the Río Bec region. By the beginning of the Xococom phase (A.D. 

800-900), massive twin towers were built at Structure I (Campaña Valenzuela 2005) 

and Structure VIII, as I described above. At Structure VIII a series of large columns 

originally sustained the main doorway. Campaña Valenzuela’ report (2002) also shows 

the largest quantity of sherds (42.2 %, N = 90,185) in Becan’s ceramic assemblages during 

the Xococom phase, although we should be careful with this result considering the main 

objective of her archaeological project, which focused on liberation of Late to Terminal 

Classic buildings. The construction of twin towers during this period is observed at 

Xpujil’s Structure I, Chicanná’s Structure X, and several structures at Río Bec (Figure 

3.15). The architectural style of Río Bec spread out to distant polities such as El Tigre, 

Kohunlich, Calakmul, Oxpemul, and Naachtun, until A.D. 950 when these centers in the 

Río Bec region started being abandoned. 
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CHAPTER 4

SURFACE SURVEYS AND TOPOGRAPHIC MAPPING

This chapter focuses on the spatial configuration of El Palmar. Using the Geographic 

Information System (GIS), the goal of spatial analyses is to reveal the configuration 

of plazas, which are distributed both in the urban core and its outlying groups. During 

three field seasons between 2007 and 2011, surface surveys and topographic mapping 

systematically recorded natural and archaeological features and other archaeological 

remains such as stone monuments. 

Many major Maya centers, including El Palmar, consist of the urban core and 

outlying groups. The relationship between the urban core and the outlying groups often 

provide clues to the nature of spatial organization in Classic Maya society (Ashmore 

1981, 1991; Chase and Chase 2003). By outlying groups, I am referring to a discrete 

cluster of structures around the urban core. Outlying groups have been called by different 

terms, including “architectural groups” (Ashmore 1991), “building clusters” (Kurjack 

and Garza 1981), “hinterland settlements” (Yaeger 2003), “plazuela groups” (Thompson 

1931), and, more commonly, “minor centers” (Bullard 1960). This research uses the term 

outlying group, a term which implies no specific function or meaning but just a cluster of 

structures surrounding the urban core. The term “minor center” could be useful because 

Bullard (1960:359–360) originally designated a minor center as a cluster of pyramidal 

temples with lower buildings arranged around plazas. Minor center is, however, a loaded 

term, and a consensus has not been reached among Maya archaeologists regarding its 

meaning (Chase and Chase 2003:108; Conlon and Powis 2004; Chase 2004; Iannone 

2004; Iannone and Connell 2003). Here, I will refer to such clusters of buildings as 

outlying groups, for the sake of convenience.
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Methods

Harrington’s map shows that the urban core of El Palmar extends 900 m north-south 

by 600 m east-west (Chapter 3). I had not had access to his map in 2007 when I initiated 

the El Palmar Archaeological Project with my co-director Javier López Camacho, from 

the Escuela Nacional de Antropología e Historia (National School of Anthropology and 

History or ENAH) of Mexico. We did not also know whether El Palmar extended beyond 

Harrington’s mapped area. As I mentioned in Chapter 3, Carlos Brokmann’s preliminary 

report does not contain the site map. To better understand the full extent of the site, we 

decided to repeat topographic mapping in the same area where Harrington had mapped 

before. Simultaneously, the Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia of Mexico 

(INAH) asked us to map the site as part of permission for fieldwork. In the field, tropical 

forest and secondary vegetation, a consequence of modern agriculture, blocked our 

visibility and made it difficult to map the site. During field seasons in 2007 and 2009 we 

spent considerable time carrying out vegetation clearance at the Main Group, even though 

we did not cut down any large trees but trimmed their branches. Clearing vegetation in 

the Main Group took three month during two seasons. 

Despite the fact that Maya archaeological research has commonly mapped 

architectural features rectilinearly in the field (Ashmore 1981; Thomas 1981; Willey et 

al. 1975), I covered them with topographic mapping because the rectilinear method is 

based on the subjective judgment of the researcher (Black 1990: 281). Instead, I created a 

planimetric map, based on the topographic map with the measurement of archaeological 

features recorded in the field. To control our topographic mapping, we employed a 

datum point installed by the Mexican National Commission of Water. It is installed in 

front of the elementary school in the village of Kiché Las Pailas, three minutes’ walk 

from our camphouse. The UTM coordinates (WGS84) of this datum are carved on the 

metal plate (252330.43 m Easting, 2000146.37 m Northing, and 259.266 m Elevation). 
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To evaluate their accuracy, we set our portable GPS with an antenna on the center of the 

metal plate. The result was 252329.04 m Easting, 2000147.18 m Northing, and 263.65 m 

Elevation (error ranges: ± 1.77 m). Because of their closeness to the Easting and Northing 

coordinates, I concluded that the UTM coordinates of the plate are reliable. It is important 

to note that the elevation data derived from the portable GPS usually results in a 

significant error. I decided to employ the UTM coordinates of the metal plate as a point of 

reference. A lack of another reference, however, resulted in inaccuracy in the orientation. 

To resolve this problem, we placed a new datum point as a back point using the portable 

GPS with an antenna at the corner of a basketball court, about 50 m from the metal plate. 

We established the orientation between this new point and the metal point through the 

digital aerial photos published by INEGI and the online Bing Map which is more accurate 

than other digital maps including Google Earth. The coordinates of the second datum are 

252304.686 m Easting, 2000108.839 m Northing, and 258.765 m Elevation. Topographic 

mapping began with these two datum points using a total station to collect terrain data 

(i.e. X, Y, and Z coordinates of each point). In and around the Main Group, I set six pairs 

of fixed datum points (Table 4.1), from which I created closed and open traverses (for 

procedures see Inomata 1995: 847-856). The enclosing errors of the traverses are below 12 

cm per kilometer or 0.012 % which I distributed among all mapping stations of a traverse.

Surveys and mapping strategies were different between operations at the Main Group 

and those in the outlying areas. In the 2007 field season, our research concentrated on 

the Main Group, documenting archaeological features in detail through a total coverage 

survey and topographic mapping. In the outlying areas, we conducted a reconnaissance 

based on information from local informants and digital aerial photos. We documented 

not only clusters of mounds as outlying groups, but also features such as reservoirs 

or aguadas and caves. Most of the outlying groups were located on private lands and 

therefore I named each outlying group the landowner’s name if it had not been designated 
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by Brokmann’s previous research (Brokmann 1997). In the 2009 field season, our 

mapping area extended to the north, south, and west areas surrounding the Main Group, 

in addition to finishing the mapping of the palace sector of the Main Group.

Our criteria to extend the topographic mapping to the north, west, and south areas 

were based on the presence of important features such as monumental mounds and stone 

monuments, in addition to their proximity to the Main Group. Among eight outlying 

groups recorded during surface surveys, I decided to conduct topographic mapping in 

the following three groups; the Justo Group located to the west of the Main Group, the 

Guzmán Group to the north, and the 36 Glifos Group to the south. I mapped the Justo 

Group because of its monumentality and proximity to the Main Group. The 36 Glifos 

Group had a fragment of a stela with 36 glyph blocks reported by Brokmann (1997) 

and to contextualize this fragment spatially I mapped this group. Finally, I mapped the 

Guzmán Group because we detected a hieroglyphic stairway. In order to clarify the 

spatial relationship between the Main Group and the outlying groups, we conducted 

transect surveys in two areas; one is between the Main Group and the Justo Group in 

Table 4.1. List of the datum points at El Palmar. For the code of site names see Table 4.2.

Datum ID Site Easting Northing Elevation Notes
BN1 PM 252330.43 2000146.37 259.266 Metal plate
BN2 PM 252304.686 2000108.839 258.765 Basketball court
BN7 GZ 252457.791 2001723.807 252.938
BN8 GZ 252469.793 2001732.944 252.72
BN9 GZ 252432.168 2001764.002 252.391
BN10 GZ 252436.167 2001784.008 252.184
BN11 JT 251724.364 2000515.748 263.9885
BN12 JT 251734.756 2000544.624 263.3236
BN13 GZ 252441.038 2001786.277 252.006
BN14 GZ 252412.159 2001753.746 252.534
BN15 PM 252529.859 2000174.281 260.458
BN16 PM 252551.944 2000169.631 260.554
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2009 and another is between the Main Group and the Guzmán Group in 2011. Because 

of time constrains, we did not set a transect between the Main Group and the 36 Glifos 

Group. These results hold clues to the spatial continuity or discontinuity of settlements 

between the Main Group and the outlying groups. We documented other outlying groups 

detected during reconnaissance and plotted them with a portable GPS on a regional map I 

created based on INEGI’s digital topographic maps (Figure 4.1). 

I photographed stone monuments and measured them when possible. Some of these 

monuments were deeply buried or covered with debris; thereby, it was impossible to 

measure their dimensions. Many of the carved monuments reported by Thompson (1936a) 

and later Brokmann (1997) are still located in situ, but some of them are missing. For 

instance, Stela 8 that Thompson located and photographed in 1936 has not been relocated 

yet. The recording number of the monuments was designated by following Thompson’s 

numbering system. When the monuments contained inscriptions in a good state of 

preservation, the project epigrapher, Octavio Esparza Olguín, and I took several pictures 

at night using spot lights with different angles for the purpose of making linear-drawings 

and epigraphic studies in the laboratory. 

Data Recording and Conversion

I processed data points recorded by a total station through a computer program, 

Surfer, which creates topographic contours based on linear Kriging statistics with 1 m 

cell size. I exported the results to other programs such as AutoCad and ESRI ArcMap for 

spatial analyses. Using a total station, I documented all natural and architectural features, 

stone monuments, and looter’s trenches on the map in the selected three outlying groups 

mentioned above. In other outlying groups I documented these data with a portable 

GPS. I documented and photographed all exposed architectural elements such as vaulted 

rooms, walls, staircases, and platforms. Most structures located at the Main Group, the 
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Justo Group, and the Tres Ruinas Group have been looted and I measured and plotted 

these on the map. The results show that there are a total of over 50 looters’ trenches on 

structures located at the Main Group and two trenches at the pyramidal temples of the 

Justo Group.

To designate mounds systematically, I established discrete groups with codes 

that are described in Table 4.2. For instance, when a new mound or platform was 

found, we labeled a consecutive number after the group code (e.g. PM1, PM2, etc. for 

the Main Group). Attached mounds and architectural complexes were labeled by a 

consecutive letter after the code and number (e.g. PM19A, PM19B, PM19C, etc.). This 

nomenclature enables us to remember structure names more easily than with the grid 

based designations that were used initially during the 2007 field season (Tsukamoto 

2009; Tsukamoto and López Camacho 2008). Before the extensive excavations in 2010-

2011, most structures were represented as mounds which were covered with debris and 

vegetation. To reveal the characteristics of structures, I produced a rectified map based on 

the contour map and the structures in the following maps are represented by the rectified 

lines. 

Architectural Group Code
Main Group PM
Justo Group JT

Guzmán Group GZ
Tres Ruinas Group TR

36 Glifos Group 36G
Arco Group AR

Barahona Group BH
Hernandez Group HN

Table 4.2. Codes for the designation of architectural groups.
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The Spatial Configuration of El Palmar

The results of our surface surveys show that El Palmar consists of the Main Group 

and at least eight surrounding outlying groups, which cover an extension of approximately 

10 km2 (Figure 4.1). The largest and furthest group, which Brokmann (1997) called 

the Tres Ruinas Group, is located 2.5 km southeast of the Main Group. Due to the 

considerable distance between the Main Group and the Tres Ruinas Group, our research 

was limited to ground reconnaissance in this group without mapping. The other groups 

are the Justo Group, the Guzmán Group, the 36 Glifos Group, the Sánchez Group, the 

Barahona Group, the Arco Group, and the Hernandez Group. The first three groups were 

investigated by both surface surveys and topographic mapping, while the others were 

only by reconnaissance. It is possible to find more groups through surveying the east area 

of the Main Group in future research.

Topographic mapping covering approximately 1.03 km2 (100 ha) was carried out 

by the author, López Camacho, Esparza Olguín, and Salinas Méndez (Tsukamoto, et 

al. 2010; Tsukamoto and López Camacho 2008) (Figure 4.2). We took a total of 23,172 

Total Station points from 149 mapping stations (of these, thirteen are fixed datum). 

Although the mapping of El Palmar in its entirety has yet to be completed, we detect that 

most settlements are situated on a limestone ridge. Particularly, the Main Group rises 

approximately 20 m above the surrounding areas and this natural elevation accentuates 

the monumentality of El Palmar. The distances between the Main Group and outlying 

groups vary from 0.5 to 2.5 km and the areas among these are covered by thick tropical 

forest, secondary vegetation, stock raising and agricultural farms, or modern houses. 

The west to the Main Group is currently settled by the Ejido Kiché Las Pailas’s 

residences (Figure 4.3). The village consists of 186 houses and public buildings that 

include pre-, elementary and junior high schools, assembly hall, water tank, and a clinic. 

The modern village is spatially divided by six streets in east-west direction and four 
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Figure 4.1. The location of the Main Group and its outlying groups. 
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Figure 4.2. Topographic Map covering the Main Group, the Justo Group, the Guzmán 
Group, and the 36 Glifos Group.
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Figure 4.3. The location of Ejido Kiché Las Pailas adjacent to the Main Group.



135

streets in the north-south. At the northwest corner of this village there is an artificial 

reservoir, which was built in 1990s according to local informants. The village was 

originally located within the monumental area of the Main Group, particularly on two 

plazas which I named Plaza E and the López Plaza, but it moved to the current location 

in response to Brokmann’s petition in 1997. The main street originally came from one 

village, La Lay de Fomento, connecting to the other, El Blasillo, was modified because 

the street crossed the Main Group, dividing it into the north and south area. When the 

modern village was reestablished in the current location, it is possible that some small 

mounds and platforms were destroyed and unfortunately there is no way to reconstruct 

them on our map.

The Main Group

As Thompson described (1936b), the Main Group is formed by monumental 

architecture with a large number of carved monuments. Our topographic mapping 

covered approximately 700 m east-west by 900 m north-south, slightly larger than 

Harrington’s map (Tsukamoto, et al. 2010; Tsukamoto and López Camacho 2008). Within 

this area, we recorded a total of 93 structures (Figure 4.4). The civic axis is roughly 

oriented north-south, but there is no principal orientation that dominates the directionality 

of structures at the Main Group. Structures located at the east side of Temple I tend to 

be oriented 5-10° east from north orientation while others located to the west are built 

12-17° east from north orientation (Figure 4.5). I have not identified whether these two 

orientations imply temporal differences or symbolic and political implications.

A reservoir or aguada and two pyramidal temples create the ritual landscape of 

El Palmar and the location of the aguada seems to be important in terms of El Palmar 

symbolic representations (Figure 4.6). The aguada, which we designated as the central 

aguada lies at the center of the Main Group and two large pyramidal temples (Temples 
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Figure 4.4. Three dimensional modeling of the Main Group.
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Figure 4.5. Map of the Main Group.
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I and II) stand to its north and south respectively. The dimension of the central aguada 

measures 100 m x 50 m, but its perimeter changes dependent on the seasons. During 

the dry season the aguada is almost dried up while during the rainy season it is filled 

with water, although these could be recent phenomena and the ancient Maya may have 

continuously cleaned it to keep perennial water. At the center of the aguada, there is 

a small mound with a plain stela and a circular altar. Two other aguadas are located 

northeast of the Main Group, and one other aguada is located further north of the group. 

We found a polyhedral core of chert and chert bifaces in the northeast aguada during the 

dry season in 2007. A local worker mentioned that the northeast aguadas were amplified 

for the necessity of water catchment several years ago, meaning that archaeological 

contexts associated with the aguadas were altered. In addition to the aguada, two 

pyramidal temples characterize the urban landscape of the Main Group. To north of the 

Figure 4.6. The central aguada at the Main Group.
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central aguada is Temple I, the largest pyramidal temple at the site that measures 80 

m x 70 m at its base and is 30 m in height. To the south is Temple II, the second largest 

pyramidal temple measuring 53 m at its base and is 29 m in height. Thus, the central 

aguada, flanked by the pyramidal temples forms the landmark of El Palmar. 

Substantial plazas with numerous stone monuments exhibit the prosperity of the El 

Palmar polity. So far, we have documented 35 stelae and 15 altars that were originally 

erected at eight plazas: the Great Plaza, the Central Plaza, the K’awiil Plaza, the López 

Plaza, and Plazas E-H. The Great Plaza was unquestionably the most important open 

space for ritual performance at El Palmar because of its largest space with the largest 

number of stone monuments. Within an area measuring 140 m north-south by 100 m 

east-west, eight stelae and two altars were erected on the plaza. The main access to 

the Great Plaza is located in its northeastern corner, and the southeast and southwest 

corners have smaller access to the other plazas of Plaza E and the Central Plaza. These 

accesses to the Great Plaza were intentionally created by placing an immense palace and 

monumental structures in the framing spaces. The Great Plaza is enclosed from the north 

to west by the north part of palace and a temple of Structure PM5, which measures 55 m 

by 45 m at its base and is 11 m in height. It is possible that these structures might have 

been built independently and then integrated into the palace section by filling the space 

between them with a rectangular building of Structure PM78. We need to examine the 

architectural transformation of this palace complex through extensive excavations. 

Temple I closes the south side of the Great Plaza, but its stairway is attached to the 

east façade, implying that the pyramid was designed for the other plaza, that is to say, 

the Central Plaza. The east side of the Great Plaza is formed by five cascaded structures, 

and beyond them further to the east is a ballcourt with a north-south axis. The ballcourt 

is formed by the east façade of Structure PM11 and the west façade of Structure PM12. 

The length of the ballcourt measures about 20 m, indicating its relatively small size 
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when comparing it to those of neighboring centers such as Becan and Tikal. Thompson 

(1994[1963]) reported three ball markers between the parallel structures, but we could not 

find any of these monuments during our surveys and mapping. Further east of Structure 

PM12 is a large pyramidal temple, Structure PM4, which measures 41 m by 37 m at its 

base and is 12.5 m in height. The east façade holds a platform near the upper shrine. This 

is an isolated pyramidal temple without demarcating a plaza or any other ceremonial 

spaces. The east side of this pyramidal temple faces the northeastern aguadas. I suggest 

that there is some relationship between Structure PM4 and the aguadas, but excavations 

are necessary to confirm this hypothesis. 

Several looting trenches expose multiple construction episodes of structures. At 

Temple I we detected two looter’s tunnels on its west façade, exposing finely cut-stones 

and densely accommodated construction fills. One tunnel uncovers a capstone of a 

vaulted roof while another shows that Temple I was modified at least three times (Figure 

4.7). At the east side of the Great Plaza, Structure PM10 has a looter’s trench, similarly 

exposing finely cut-stones. 

The second largest open plaza at the Main Group is Plaza E which is located to the 

west of Temple I. The plaza measures 140 m x 70 m, and the main access is located at 

the northeast side. The irregular 

shape of the plaza suggests that 

the surrounding structures were 

modified and enlarged over time. 

Particularly, Structures PM44, 

PM45, and PM46 seem to have been 

built to control the flow of people 

during a later period. There are eight 

stone monuments (four stelae and five 
Figure 4.7. Looter’s trench located at the west 
façade of Temple I at the Main Group.
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altars) located in Plaza E, indicating that this open space played important roles for ritual 

performances. A rectangular platform attached to the east face of architectural complex 

(PM3) presumably served as a theatrical stage because three stelae each paired with an 

altar face this platform. The platform leads to the entrance of the massive architectural 

complex PM3, whose upper part encompasses Plaza G. 

In contrast to the Great Plaza and Plaza E, visibility of and access to Plaza G are 

rigorously controlled by the elevation above the ground surface of Plaza E and rectangular 

structures surrounding the Plaza G. Plaza G defines the west side of Plaza E and is 

elevated 10 m from the Plaza E ground level. The open area of the plaza has a rectangle 

shape with dimensions of 20 m x 45 m. It is well defined by surrounding structures 

that are located to the north, east, and south sides of the plaza and detailed topographic 

mapping reveals an irregular surface on atop of these structures, suggesting that these 

were originally vaulted corridors. These rectangular structures enclosing the plaza make 

invisible for any activity took place in Plaza G. A massive pyramidal temple, Structure 

PM3A, further enhances the monumentality of its entire architectural complex PM3. 

Structure PM3A stands at the west end of Plaza G and adds to the already high elevation 

of Plaza G’s base platform. Indeed, from the Plaza E ground level Structure PM3A 

measures 26 m high, the third highest structure at El Palmar. At the northwest corner of 

Plaza G is a small access to a large palace formed by several vault chambers surrounding 

patio courtyards. The largest patio is 1,000 m2 in extent while the smallest one is 52 m2. 

Despite its elaborate space, it is important to note that there are no stone monuments 

erected in this palace sector. In addition, we observed some low alignments of uncut 

stones and pebbles enclosing a rectangular space in the patio courtyards during the 

topographic mapping. We do not know their exact function, but they might have served 

for horticulture, the delimitation of a garden, or post-abandonment occupations. Using the 

west slope of the palace, an open space is formed by three lower platforms. The space is 
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relatively large (1,357 m2), but the absence of ceremonial structure suggests that this space 

was used for not so much ritual performances as other activities. 

To the southwest of the palace group is Plaza F, which measures 100 m x 70 m. The 

most important structure of the plaza seems to be Structure PM48, which is located at the 

west side. Plaza F is relatively a large space, but it contains only two stelae, suggesting 

that the plaza was used during short periods of time. It is also important to note that 

Structure PM49, which closes the west side of Plaza F, forms an E-Group like spatial 

configuration along with Structure PM48. In fact, Structure PM48, the eastern platform 

of the E-Group, holds three mounds on the platform. While we should not dismiss the 

possibility of the E-Group, the distance between these two structures (17 m) appears to be 

too short for a ceremonial space. 

The Central Plaza is located to the southeast of the Great Plaza, and measures 130 m 

north-south by 100 m east-west. The relevant structures at this plaza are Temple I located 

at its west end and an architectural complex (PM17-20) that closes the east end of the 

plaza. This architectural complex consists of six structures on a large platform and three 

of these upper structures (PM19A to C). This complex together with Structure PM16, 

which is located at the center of the plaza, configures a possible E-Group. The complex 

is heavily looted with nine trenches in the east façade and they expose a vaulted room 

which is formed by a plastered wall built with fine cut-stones. Two of them, located at 

the west façade of Structures PM19B and C, expose finely cut-stones, which are well 

accommodated and covered with thin plaster. Another looter’s trench reaches the interior 

room of Structure PM18, exposing the exterior wall and a single vaulted room, in which 

a plain stela (Stela 50) stands on the plaster floor (Figure 4.8). Thompson (1936a) did 

not report Stela 50. The room interior shows the remains of plaster stucco, suggesting 

that the room wall and vault were originally plastered. Unlike the exterior façade of 

the architectural complex, however, interior wall stones were not finely cut, instead 
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horizontally long blocks with considerable spaces between them. The west façade of the 

architectural complex consists of a large platform, on which one stela and two altars are 

erected. At the center of the plaza stands a pyramidal temple (Structure PM16) with Stela 

33 at the foot of its east façade. A large looter’s trench, measuring 7.2 m long by 1.9 m 

wide with a 2.3 m depth, is located at the center of Structure PM16, but it exposes only 

collapsed debris. Another structure is Structure PM15, which is located north of Structure 

PM16. It is a rectangular platform that likely served as a stage for ritual dances. In the 

north façade of Structure PM15 there is a looter’s trench exposing a solid core filled up 

with stones. The unusual location of Structure PM15, which significantly reduces the 

north area of the Central Plaza, suggests that this was not the original configuration of the 

plaza to which Structure PM15 was at some point added. If this is the case, the ballcourt 

(Structures PM11 and PM12) was originally associated with the Central Plaza. Because 

of the presence of Structures PM15 and PM16, the Central Plaza is much smaller than the 

Great Plaza. Nevertheless, the Central Plaza appears to have been important judging from 

the existence of 30m-high Temple I and numerous carved monuments including six stelae 

Figure 4.8. Looter’s trench showing a room inside of Structure 
PM16 where a stela is located. 
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and three altars. In fact, the main access of Temple I is the east side facing the Central 

Plaza because of its steep west façade and two platforms in the middle and lower portion 

of the east façade. The north and south corners of the east façade of Temple I are the main 

access points to the Central Plaza and two more accesses are located at the northeast 

corner and at the southwest of the plaza. That southwest access to the plaza (bounded by 

the southeast corner of Temple I) connects to the central aguada.

An extensive platform defines the east side of the monumental area. To the south of 

the Central Plaza is the Great Platform where several structures were built. The Great 

Platform is a 7 m-high platform that measures 177 m x 95 m at its base. On the south half 

of the platform five structures create a small plaza called Plaza H, which measures 52 

m x 40 m. Unlike the Great Plaza and the Central Plaza, there is no stone monument on 

Plaza H, which may indicate the nature of this plaza. The main access to Plaza H is most 

likely to the south side where an internal causeway connects the plaza to the south area of 

the Main Group. There is an additional access in the north extreme of the Great Platform. 

To the north of the plaza is an architectural complex (PM23) which consists of four small 

structures (PM23A-D), located on a basal platform which was modified at least six times 

based on the examination of a looter’s trench. Likewise, the west side of the plaza is 

closed by Structure PM24, where a looter’s trench exposes the western façade to be of 

finely cut stones (Figure 4.9).

The south area of the Main Group is not extensive when comparing its dimension to 

the north area. This does not, however, means that the south area is less important than 

the north area. On the contrary, the second highest pyramid and three causeways imply 

the importance of this area for ritual performance. To the south of the central aguada is 

the K’awiil Plaza. It measures 62 m x 50 m and three internal causeway or sacbeos are 

connected to the base of Temple II which stands on the east side of the K’awiil Plaza. 

The first sacbe is derived from the central aguada, the second comes from Plaza H, and 
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the third is from the López Plaza which is located to the west of the K’awiil Plaza. Three 

sacbeos and Temple II evoke Tikal’s ritual processions (Reese-Taylor 2002). At the foot of 

Temple II, a well-preserved round altar (Altar 10) is placed with a large stela which is now 

broken because a local villager attempted to crane it decades ago. Structure PM33 sits 

on the south end of the K’awiil Plaza, and is composed of three pyramidal temples on a 

rectangular platform. Looters’ trenches show that the central and western temples of this 

architectural complex were modified at least four times. They also expose horizontally 

long cut-stones employed for decorating both interior and exterior walls. Five stelae and 

one altar indicate that the K’awiil Plaza was used intensively for ritual performance. 

However, the small capacity of the plaza to accommodate an audience may indicate that 

the function of the K’awiil Plaza differs from other open spaces of the north sector and it 

may have been used for ritual processions.

The east sacbe of the K’awiil Plaza connects to the López Plaza that measures 32 

m x 30 m. The López Plaza consists of a small temple and rectangular structures. A 

looter’s trench behind the south façade of Structure PM36 shows a small room facing 

to the outside of the plaza. Local workers reported that the plaza had been occupied by 

Figure 4.9. Looter’s trench representing cut stone at Structure PM24.



146

modern wattle-and-daub houses only a few decades ago. During surface survey in 2007 

some small mounds were located to further east of the López Plaza. Similarly, a small 

compound was found to the west of the K’awiil Plaza. It consists of three rectangular 

structures that form a small patio and the north end of the patio is open most likely for 

the access to the patio. Three sherds of Tinaja Red/Nanzal and one of Aguila Orange 

were found on the surface of the patio, suggesting that the compound was built by the 

Early Classic period and continued being occupied at least during the Late Classic 

period. In 2008 a water tower was built at the center of the patio, partially destroying this 

compound. 

There are several features located around the Main Group. The most representative 

one is a large cave located 400m to the south of the K’awiil Plaza. The UTM coordinates 

taken by a handy GPS are 252500 m Easting and 1999662 m Northing with an elevation 

of 260 m (Figure 4.10). This is the largest cave ever found at El Palmar. The chamber is a 

dome shape measuring over 5 m high. We collected some Early and Late Classic sherds 

on the surface of the floor, suggesting that it was used at least during the Classic period. 

The north end of the cave seems to extend the chamber, but it is now filled with soil and 

debris. In addition to this natural feature, small residential structures are distributed 

around the Main Group. In particular, surface surveys detected these to the east and north 

of the Main Group. However, no monumental structures have been found near these 

areas. Clusters of mounds are discretely distributed from 500 m to 2.5 km around the 

Main Group and I named one of the nearest monumental groups the Justo Group.

The Justo Group

The Justo Group is located 500m to the west of the Main Group (Figure 4.2). While 

the Main Group is still located in tropical forest, the current environment of the Justo 

Group has been converted to bet suitable for ranching (Figure 4.11).  All structures are 



147

Figure 4.11. General view of the Justo Group

Figure 4.10. A cave, located the south of the K’awiil Plaza.
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Figure 4.12. Map of the Justo Group.
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covered with debris and soil making mounds and some walls built with cut stones are 

exposed by looters’ trenches. We mapped 41 structures in the summer of 2009, including 

four isolated platforms located between the Main Group and the Justo Group. During 

the surface survey, we observed numerous small mounds surrounding our mapping area. 

The mounds at the Justo Group do not have a dominant orientation, except that structures 

forming Plaza B are placed 10° east from north. 

 The Justo Group has two plazas with two pyramidal temples and rectangular 

structures (Figure 4.12). Plaza A is located at the west side of the group and measures 

44 m east-west by 41 m north-south. A pyramidal temple (Structure JT1) and six other 

structures configure the plaza. Structure JT1 is the largest pyramidal temple at the Justo 

Group and the main access to the plaza is located at the northeast and southeast corners. 

Structure JT1 stands at the west of the plaza and measures 28 m by 28 m at its base and 

is 10 m in height. The other side of the plaza has a smaller pyramidal temple, Structure 

JT5, which measures 15 m by 15 m at its base and is 4 m in height. Behind Structure JT1, 

there is a large residential structure enclosing a patio in a C-shape (Structure JT9). The 

structure measures 48 m x 44 m and within the patio there is a small altar-like platform. 

Another plaza at the Justo Group is Plaza B, which is located 200 m east of Plaza A. 

This is a rectangular plaza (73 m x 53 m) and the south end of the plaza has a wide access. 

Other accesses are in the east and north sides. The north end of the plaza is occupied by a 

pyramidal temple (JT18), which measures 24 m x 17 m at its base and is 6 m in height. As 

with Structure JT1, there are residential structures forming a small patio behind Structure 

JT18. Rectangular structures JT17, JT18, JT38, and JT40 enclose the east and west sides 

of the plaza, and a stela (Stela 52) is located at the west façade of Structure JT38. Stela 

52 is broken into two parts and the upper half is located to the east side of the base. It is 

heavily eroded, but we can slightly identify a ruler or noble’s headdress. 

No unified orientation was applied to the placement of small structures and platforms 
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distributed outside the two plazas. Our transect (TR1) of 450 m long and 300 m wide 

between the Main Group and the Justo Group detected only a few structures. This near 

absence of structures underlines a possible boundary between the Main Group and Justo 

Group. 

The Tres Ruinas Group

The Tres Ruinas Group is the largest architectural group in the area surrounding the 

urban core of El Palmar (Figure 4.1). It is located about 2.5 km to the southeast of the 

Main Group and was originally reported by Brokmann (1997). The UTM coordinates of 

this group are 254550 m Easting and 1998852 m Northing with the elevation of 274 m. 

It consists of two large plazas, each of which is associated with a large pyramidal temple 

over 15 m high. During my first visit to El Palmar in 2006, the landowner, Don Anaman, 

invited me to this group. On the surface near the two large pyramidal temples, there were 

several bichrome and polychrome sherds, identifiable as the Terminal Classic (ca. A.D. 

800-1,000) (Figure 4.13). During the 2009 field season, one of our workers reported that 

a vaulted structure was exposed about 200 m to the west of the plazas. This undesignated 

structure had a looter’s trench, 

exposing the exterior wall 

built with cut-stones and also 

Terminal Classic ceramics 

such as Tinaja Red/Tinaja. 

The structure is positioned 

on a large platform and with 

other mounds it configures a 

patio. Due to limited time and 

accessibility from the Main 

Figure 4.13. Late and Terminal Classic sherds found on 
the surface of the Tres Ruinas Group. 
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Group, we could not map this group during fieldwork.

The Guzmán Group

In contrast to the Justo Group and the Tres Ruinas Group, the Guzmán Group 

is a much more modest architectural group. It is located 1.3 km north of the Main 

Group and seven structures form a small plaza (Figure 4.2). Despite its small size, the 

Guzmán Group was likely an important settlement in the El Palmar polity as it holds a 

hieroglyphic stairway. The presence of glyph blocks was reported by one of our local 

workers, Mr. Gudier Guzmán Guzmán, on his brother’s private land during the 2009 

field season. We immediately documented these blocks (Figure 4.14) and mapped 

nine structures at the group (Figure 4.15). Topographic mapping shows that the main 

structure, or Structure GZ1, with the hieroglyphic stairway is located at the east side 

of a rectangular plaza called Plaza A, which is formed by surrounding lower structures 

(Structures GZ2- GZ6, and GZ9). Plaza A is a rectangular space, measuring 45 m x 25 

m. Structure GZ1 measures 15 m x 14 m at its base and is 3 m in height, and a lower 

platform is attached to the south side (Structure GZ2). A plaza with the east shrine is a 

typical spatial configuration that crosscuts the Maya lowlands (Becker 1991). However, 

this eastern temple, Structure GZ1, is not located at the center of the east side of the plaza. 

Instead, builders placed it in the north part of the east side, suggesting that the spatial 

layout of the plaza was transformed over time.

Although the entire stairway was covered with soil and debris in 2009, in the mid-

section of the structure four steps with glyphic texts were recognizable, and at that time 

we considered it likely that more existed in the lower and higher portion of the stairway. 

Structures GZ2, GZ4, GZ5, GZ6, and GZ9 have a rectangular shape, while Structure GZ3 

is a quadrangular structure, suggesting that this is another, but modest temple. During 

the mapping and surface surveys in 2009, Structures GZ6 and GZ9 were identified 
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Figure 4.14. Glyphic blocks found at the Guzmán Group.

Figure 4.15. Map of the Guzmán Group.
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as a single structure with offset shape, but subsequent excavations confirmed these as 

two independent structures (Tsukamoto and López Camacho 2011). We mapped two 

structures (Structures GZ7 and GZ8). Outside the plaza, Structure GZ7 appears to be the 

most elaborate architecture in the Guzmán Group.  It measures 20 m x 10 m at its base 

and is 5 m in height with two rectangular platforms, forming a small patio (10 m x 10 

m). Another structure outside the plaza is Structure GZ8 located 30 m south of Plaza A. 

The result of mapping shows that the eastern area of the plaza extends a large flat surface 

while the western area is sharply-sloped. We found small mounds surrounding Plaza A, 

but we could not finish mapping them due to time restrictions.

Three orientations configure the structures at the Guzmán Group. Structures GZ1, 

GZ2, and GZ8 have a 15-17° east from north orientation, structures GZ3-GZ6, and GZ9 

have a 0-5° east from north orientation, and finally structure GZ7 has 10° east from north 

orientation. There were no looter’s trenches in the structures. We do not know whether 

these different orientations are associated with temporal frameworks or ideological 

symbolism. 

The 36 Glifos Group

The 36 Glifos Group was originally reported by Brokmann (1997), although he 

did not recognize it as an architectural group. He found a stela and its fragments that 

contained 36 glyphs. The group stands on a low hill, located 500 m to the south of the 

Main Group and consists of small mounds forming two plazas (Figure 4.16). During 

fieldwork in 2009, we identified two small plazas, but we could not finish mapping 

them because of the constant rains. Five mounds have been mapped and a cave was 

documented. The largest structure (36G1) has a C-shape form, which measures 40 

m x 12 m and is 2.5 m in height. The fragment of the stela (Stela 53) was relocated at 

the northwest corner of Structure 36G1 (Figure 4.17). The UTM coordinates of this 



154

Figure 4.16. Map of 36 Glifos Group.
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fragmented stela are 252323 m Easting and 1999526 m Northing with the elevation of 259 

m. During the field season in 2009, we transported Stela 53 from the site to the storage 

of the Ejido Kiché Las Pailas for security reasons. Another stela was found three meters 

north of this fragment. This last stela had neither images nor glyphs, but is probably a 

part of Stela 53 because of its proximity. To the north of Structure 36G1 is a rectangular 

mound called Structure 36G2. There is a cave about 10 m to the east of this structure, and 

it was filled with debris and some prehispanic sherds. In and around the 36 Glifos Groups 

there are other cave-like depressions, suggesting that they are naturally created. 

Figure 4.17. Stela 53 found at the 36 Glifos Group.



156

The Other Outlying Groups

There are four additional outlying groups that we documented with a portable GPS 

during reconnaissance 2007-2011 (Figure 4.1). However, time restrictions prevented us 

from mapping these groups. Here, I describe the general characteristics of each group; 

1) The Arco Group stands on a hill, which is located about 1.5 km to the southwest of 

the Main Group. The UTM coordinates are 251373 m Easting and 1999428 m Northing 

with an elevation of 289 m. It consists of a small plaza configured by a 7 m-high temple 

and low platforms. In front of the temple there is a plain stela; 2) The Sánchez Group 

is located 1.6 km south of the Main Group. Recent agricultural activities have exposed 

lower platforms around the group. The group is configured by a 15 m-high structure and 

other rectangular structures. The UTM coordinates are 252305 m Easting and 1998840 

m Northing with an elevation of 270 m. The principal structure faces toward the Main 

Group and it is oriented 6° east from north; 3) The Barahona Group is located 1.4 km 

southeast of the Main Group and agricultural activities show two mounds 4 m high. The 

UTM coordinates are 253050 m Easting and 1999058 m Northing with an elevation of 

258 m. There was no low platform around the structures; and 4) we visited the area east 

of the Main Group and detected small mounds in 2011. A cluster of mounds is particularly 

located about 2 km northeast of the Main Group. The UTM coordinates are 254341 m 

Easting and 2001111 m Northing with an elevation of 259 m. I provisionally called this 

cluster of mounds the Hernandez Group, but more research is needed to examine the 

spatial configuration of this group in the eastern areas of the Main Group.

Causeways (Sacbeob)

We have detected four causeways, or sacbeob at El Palmar. Three are located at the 

Main Group and a fourth connects the Main Group and the Guzmán Group (Figure 4.5). 

As I mentioned before, a causeway (Sacbe 1) at the Main Group connects the central 
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aguada and K’awill Plaza. It measures 160 m long and 25 m in width and half way along 

the length of the causeway there is a rectangular 2 m-high mound. The second internal 

causeway (Sacbe 2) connects between Plaza H and the K’awiil Plaza and it measures 

150 m long and 30 m in width. As with Sacbe 1, there is a rectangular mound half way 

along the length of Sacbe 2 and it is 2 m in height. At the west end of the K’awiil Plaza, 

the third causeway (Sacbe 3) links to the López Plaza. It has an L-shape, measuring 90 

m long and 15 m wide. There are two lower platforms in the middle of the causeway. As 

I described in Chapter 3, Brokmann (1997) found an altar with a cache at the north end 

of Sacbe 1when constructing a bathroom at his camphouse. According to his preliminary 

report, the cache had six eccentrics and four obsidian cores, most likely a dedication to 

the sacbe. 

To assess the existence of a sacbe between the Main Group and the Guzmán Group, 

we set a transect between them and conducted surface surveys and topographic mapping. 

My co-director Javier López Camacho directed this operation in the 2010-2011 field 

season. Starting from the Guzmán Group, we placed a mapping station every 20 m to 

serve as a transect’s axis, clearing secondary vegetation developed by recent agricultural 

activities. We established about a 1.3 km baseline from north to south with 83 mapping 

stations. From each mapping station a brecha (a meter wide path) was extended 100 m to 

east. Subsequently, we conducted topographic mapping using two total stations. 

The surface survey detected a causeway, whose elevation from the base ground 

level is not as pronounced as those the other internal causeway at the Main Group. The 

elevation of this causeway ranges from 0.2 to 2 m, and it was clearly visible only in four 

sections (A to D) of the transect (Figure 4.18). Despite the discontinuous appearance 

of the causeway, different growths of ferns enabled us to identify the direction of the 

causeway (Figure 4.19). It is likely that the different growth patterns of the ferns were 

caused by different drainages resulted from the construction fills of the causeway. 
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Figure 4.18. Map of a transect, showing visible sections of the causeway between the 
Main Group and Guzmán Group.

Figure 4.19. The different elevation of ferns on the causeway. 
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Another important feature to determine the causeway was the distribution of residential 

compounds that are located along the alignment of ferns. A part of the causeway has 

been destroyed due to a recent road construction, uncovering some Late Classic sherds 

in its fill. These ceramics suggest that the causeway was constructed or used during this 

period.

Stone Monuments

One of the prominent characteristics at the El Palmar archaeological site is a large 

number of stone monuments. So far, we have documented 38 stelae, 15 altars, and one 

hieroglyphic stairway at El Palmar (Tables 4.3 and 4.4). At the Main Group, stelae and 

altars are concentrated in the Great Plaza, the Central Plaza, Plaza E, and the K’awiil 

Plaza (Figure 4.20). Particularly, the east end of the Great Plaza was a gallery place to 

erect stone monuments. Two stelae from the site are currently located in Campeche City. 

I assume that there are more stone monuments, not only in unsurveyed areas, but also at 

the Main Group. The size of the stelae varies from 0.9 to 3.9 m in length, from 0.5 to 1.6 

m in width, and from 0.2 to 0.6 m in thickness (Table 4.3). The diameter of altars also 

varies from 1.2 to 2.23 m with a range between 0.2 and 0.6 m thick (Table 4.4). Some 

stone monuments were fragmented or buried, and for those reasons they could not have 

been measured.

The Estimated Capacity of Plazas at El Palmar

Analyzing the size of plazas may not provide a straightforward answer about power 

relations and ideologies through ceremonial spectacles because these spaces probably 

were used in multiple ways and changed through time (Inomata 2006a; Moore 1996b). 

Yet the size of plazas provides a quantitative measure of capacity, which together with 

the location, visibility, and accessibility of each plaza, can elicit the magnitude of ritual 
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Table 4.3. The list of stelae at El Palmar.

Stela 
ID

Length Width Thickness Note

1 0.9 0.9 0.3

3 1.4 0.9 0.3 Carved, but weathered. 

4 4.3 1.1 0.4 Fragmented into two pieces

6 Fallen with debris.

7 1.0 0.5 0.3 Carved

8 The location is based on Thompson’s map, 
but it is currently missing.

9 3.0 1.3 0.5

10 3.9 1.3 0.4 A ruler’s effigy and inscriptions are laid 
face-down. 

11 Plain and buried

12 3.7 1.3 0.5 A ruler’s effigy and inscriptions on the face 

13 2.3 0.7 0.3

14 2.8 1.1 0.3 A ruler’s effigy is located on the face and 
inscriptions on the sides.

15 1.7 1.6 0.5 Free-standing and inscriptions are located on 
the face.

16 2.3 0.98 0.42 A ruler’s effigy is located on the face and 
inscriptions on the sides.

17 Fragmented.

18 4.8 1.6 0.5 Fragmented into five pieces.

20 Buried.

22 2.1 1.1 0.5 Plain.

23 1.95 1 0.5 Heavily weathered, but a ruler’s effigy is 
seen on the face. 

27 Plain and buried

28 2.4 1.1 0.5 Fragmented. 

31 4.3 1.3 0.6 A ruler’s effigy and inscriptions are located 
on the face.
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Stela 
ID

Length Width Thickness Note

33 2 0.5 0.3 Fragmented. 

35 Plain and buried

36 Plain and buried

37 Inscriptions are located at the north side. The 
location is provisional. 

39 2.6 1 0.5 A ruler’s effigy is seen face-down and 
inscriptions on the side.

40 1.8 1.2 0.3 Only the superior part was found.

41 2.9 0.9 0.5 Heavily eroded and fragmented into two. 

42 4.0 1.63 0.6 Fragmented  into two pieces, but a ruler’s 
effigy can be observed on the face.

43 1.8 0.9 0.2 Possible inscriptions on a side. 

45 A ruler’s effigy is located on the face and 
inscriptions on the sides.

It is currently located at the Soledad 
museum, Campeche City.

46 2.93 0.78 0.61 A ruler’s effigy is located on the face and 
inscriptions on the sides.

It is currently located at the Guadalupe 
storage, Campeche City.

48 0.6 1.1 0.5 Geometric designs. Fragmented into two 
pieces. 

49 2.0 1.6 .53 Buried.

50 1.1 0.6 0.2 Plain

52 1.3 0.9 0.3 Located at Just Group. Fragmented into two 
pieces. Eroded but possible an effigy with 
headdress on the eastern side of the stela.

53 2.5 0.9 0.4 Located at 36 Glifos Group. A fragmented 
piece contains over 30 glyph blocks. 

54 1.0 1.0 0.3 Located at Arco Group. Plain. 

Table 4.3-Continued. The list of stelae at El Palmar.
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Table 4.4. The list of altars at El Palmar.

Altar 
ID

Diameter (m) Thickness 
(m)

Note

1 2.0 0.4 Plain. Heavily eroded.
2 Buried
3 Buried
4 1.2 0.2
6 1.4 1.3

7 1.4 0.3 Eroded and fragmented by three pieces. 
Evidence of carving.

9 1.5 0.3 Plain

10 2.2 0.6 A ruler and four deities’ effigies and 
inscriptions on the face. 

11 2 0.4 Plain.
12 1.4 0.2 Fragmented
13 1.0 0.2 Partially buried 
14 1.2 0.3 Partially buried 
15 2.0 0.4 Buried and reported by Brokmann.
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Figure 4.20. The location of carved monuments at the Main Group.
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events that the audience experienced. Moore (1996b: 151-153) estimated the capacity 

of open spaces for ritual participants in Andean archaeological sites (see Chapter 

1). With some modifications in the percentage of space allotted per person, Inomata 

(2006a: 811-812) has estimated the capacity of plazas for three Maya sites: Tikal, Copan, 

and Aguateca. Unlike Moore’s result of Andean plazas, Inomata’s result shows more 

consistent with city’s population, suggesting that they were designed as integrative 

facilities for accommodating substantial part of the population during public events. I use 

Inomata’s formula which allows readers to compare my results to those of the three Maya 

centers (Table 4.5).

I did not measure the plaza areas from the maximum length and the maximum width 

of plazas. I did it by AutoCad, which enabled to calculate the irregular areas of plaza 

shapes more accurately. The results suggest that the Great Plaza (14,135 m2) and the area 

around the central aguada (22,360 m2) could have accommodated the substantial number 

of El Palmar population during ritual performance. Commemorative monuments found in 

the Great Plaza and the central aguada strongly supported the ceremonial nature of these 

spaces. The number of people that could have been accommodated at the Great Plaza 

ranged from 3,926 to 30,728 persons, which is twice the capacity of the Central Plaza 

(from 1,854 to 14,509 persons). Nevertheless, the presence of five stelae and three altars 

suggest that the Central Plaza was also an important place for ritual performance. Other 

than the Great Plaza and the areas around the central aguada, Plaza E likely served for 

mass spectacles. It measures 9,096 m2, which could have accommodated nearly 20,000 

persons if each person occupied 0.46 m2 of the plaza. Plaza F has a smaller area (6,134 

m2), but it is also designed for a public space.

The ratio of the maximum estimated capacity of exclusive plazas to that of the 

Great Plaza sheds light on social distinctions that emerged at the El Palmar polity during 

this period. The exclusive space of Plaza G measures only 1050 m2. The quantitative 
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Table 4.5. Estimated capacity of plazas at El Palmar.

Main Group 
Size Estimated Capacity

Plaza Area(m2) 0.46m²/person 1m²/person 3.6m²/person
Great Plaza 14,135 30,728 14,135 3,926

Central Plaza 6,674 14,509 6,674 1,854
K’awiil Plaza 3,161 6,872 3,161 878

Plaza E 9,096 19,774 9,096 2,527
Plaza F 6,134 13,335 6,134 1,704
Plaza G 1,050 2,283 1,050 292
Plaza H 2,455 5,337 2,455 682

López Plaza 890 1,935 890 247
Area around the 
central aguada

22,360 48,609 2,162 6,211

Justo Group
Size Estimated Capacity

Plaza Area(m2) 0.46m²/person 1m²/person 3.6m²/person
Plaza A 2,162 4,700 2,162 601
Plaza B 3,775 8,207 3,775 1,049

Guzmán Group
Size Estimated Capacity

Plaza Area(m2) 0.46m²/person 1m²/person 3.6m²/person
Plaza A 968 2,104 968 269
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capacity analysis of Plaza G results in a much lower capacity range of 292 to 2,283 

persons. This maximum estimated capacity of Plaza G (2,283 persons) is 7.4 % of the 

estimated capacity of the Great Plaza (30,728 persons). Based on colonial documents, 

Restall (2001:353–358) suggests that dynastic elites in colonial Maya society occupied 

five percent of the entire population in a dynasty. The similar ratio between my 

comparative data (7.4%) and his colonial result suggests that the accommodated capacity 

of Plaza G is an index of the ratio that ruling elites occupied in the El Palmar polity. 

Thus, I suggest that the performers and audience for private ceremonies that took place 

at Plaza G were exclusively ruling elites, insomuch that asymmetrical interactions 

became more pronounced at El Palmar. Another restricted space is Plaza H (2,455 m2) 

has an accommodated capacity ranging from 5,337 to 682 persons. The visibility and 

accessibility of this plaza are looser than those of Plaza G, suggesting that the roles of 

Plaza G and Plaza H played in the El Palmar dynasty were different, although the both 

plazas do not hold any stone monument.

The area of the K’awiil Plaza (3,161 m2) is much smaller than the other public plazas 

and it could have accommodated at most 6,872 people during ritual events. The estimated 

capacity in the range of 878 to 6,872 persons for the K’awiil Plaza is not enough to 

accommodate an entire population for full participation in large spectacles (Table 4.5). 

Rather, with the causeways it was presumably designed for the continuous flow of people 

during ritual events. In the Maya area, ethnographic and ethnohistoric evidence shows 

that the spatial organization of the epicenter and peripheries is frequently associated with 

ritual circuits (Gossen 1974; Ringle 1999; Vogt 1976:42-44). During the colonial period, 

Bishop Diego de Landa documented that procession rituals in the Yucatan peninsula were 

conducted from the cardinal directions located in the peripheries of the dynasty to the 

center (Tozzer 1941). Based on Landa’s ethnohistoric data, Reese-Taylor (2002) examined 

Tikal’s internal causeways that connect twin pyramid plazas, the Great Plaza, Temple 
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IV, and Temple VI, suggesting that they were used for ritual circuits (see also, Inomata 

2006a: 817). The connections between the K’awiil Plaza, the central aguada, and Plaza H 

are comparable to the spatial use of Tikal. 

The estimated capacity of outlying plazas at the Justo Group and the Guzmán Group 

shed light on the roles of outlying plazas. The estimated capacity of Plaza B (3,775 m2) at 

the Justo Group ranges from 1,049 to 8,207 persons as being similar to that of the K’awiil 

Plaza at the Main Group. While the placement of the K’awiil Plaza on an elevated area 

may have allowed the audience to see ritual performance from distant places, the flat 

level of Plaza B in the Justo Group indicate that to see ritual performance the audience 

possibly stayed inside the plaza. This plaza design suggests that ritual participants at the 

Justo Group were not the entire population in the El Palmar dynasty, but were probably 

people lived in residential structures around the Justo Group. Similarly, the plaza 

capacity of the Guzmán Group is limited. It measures only 968 m2 and the estimated 

capacity ranges from 269 to 2,104 persons. Nonetheless, the Guzmán Group’s plaza 

holds a hieroglyphic stairway, remarkable architecture designed for representing political 

ideology to the audience. Who were ritual performers and the audience in the Guzmán 

Group’s plaza? I examine the question through the epigraphic study of the inscriptions 

carved on the stairway in Chapter 6. 

Summary

 Our surface survey and topographic mapping have shown that El Palmar consists 

of the Main Group and eight outlying groups distributed in surrounding areas from 0.5 

to 2.5 km away, although it is possible that there are more outlying groups beyond this 

area. The Main Group is characterized by monumental architecture, substantial plazas, 

and a large number of carved monuments. The image of several rulers and inscriptions 

caved on the monuments suggest that El Palmar was organized as a dynasty as were 
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other lowland Maya centers. Because most monuments are located in public spaces of 

plazas, stone monuments could have represent ritual performances carried out there. The 

visibility of ruling elites was likely controlled by monumental architecture including the 

palace complex and Plaza G. While the Great Plaza and Plaza E hold high visibility for 

the audience, the visibility of Plaza G is highly restricted. This control of visibility and 

accessibility implied that El Palmar builders were conscious about their political effects 

that mark hierarchical relations between people who were permitted to enter and others 

were not.

The inconsistency of orientations in structures and different proximities of the 

outlying groups may indicate that the overall spatial configuration of El Palmar was 

not based on a master plan. A portion of the Main Group was, however, planned with a 

certain degree of coordination and formalization to create a ritual landscape. Different 

proximities of the outlying groups to the Main Group and their inconsistent orientations, 

however, suggest that local groups of each outlying group held a substantial degree of 

decision-making in terms of spatial organization.

Questions remain as to how the Main Group was established and developed through 

the foundation of the El Palmar polity, and how the outlying groups were created and 

interacted with the royal authority. The next chapter describes results of the excavations 

that elucidate how the spatial configuration of the El Palmar dynasty was created and 

transformed over time.
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CHAPTER 5

EXCAVATION

Surface survey and topographic mapping have revealed the spatial layout of El 

Palmar, which consists of the Main Group and at least eight outlying groups, which hold 

multiple plazas. The presence of several plazas in the El Palmar polity raises questions 

of when and how these plazas were formed and transformed. Through intensive and 

extensive excavations, this chapter assesses the process of plaza constructions at the Main 

Group, the Justo Group, and the Guzmán Group, addressing the following questions:

At the Main Group and the Justo Group, how were plazas constructed and modified?

At the Guzmán Group, how was the building of the hieroglyphic stairway associated 

with the construction and/or remodeling of Plaza A and other surrounding structures?

Did the technologies and materials used for the plaza construction change spatially 

and temporally? 

Excavation Procedures

After having cleaned leaves and other small debris in the excavation areas, both 

test and extensive excavations at all plazas and structures proceeded to follow a 2 m x 

2 m grid system. Test excavations at the eight plazas of the Main Group and two of the 

Justo Group were established parallel to the longest axis of the buildings. Once test units 

were placed on the ground surface, their locations were recorded by the site datum with 

the UTM coordinates and were projected on the digital topographic map. To facilitate 

the control of elevation data according to the UTM coordinates, we set a station derived 

from the site datum for each excavation unit. Independent of architectural groups, the 

designation of test excavations was consecutive (e.g. TP1, TP2, TP3, etc.). Some test 
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excavations were occasionally extended beyond the 2 m square when exposed special 

deposits, architectural features, or conserving the latter features.

At the Guzmán Group all excavations were located according to a grid system, 

established by the UTM coordinates with quadrant north orientation instead of placing 

them parallel to the longest axis of the building. Each unit of a 2 m square grid was 

assigned in an alpha-numeric system which consisted of combining letter designations 

in alphabetical order from east to west (A, B, C…) with numbers from south to north (1 

, 2, 3…).  For instance, a unit located at the southwest corner is labeled as A1, and then 

continues B1, B2, B3… toward the east and A2, A3, A4… toward the north. Based on 

this grid system, we extensively excavated Structure GZ1 with the hieroglyphic stairway, 

Structure GZ6, and Plaza A. In addition, we conducted a trench excavation at Structure 

GZ5. At all the structures, we conducted test excavation under the floor in order to 

determine their temporal frameworks and stratigraphic correlations.

For controlling provenance in the excavations, stratigraphic layers were determined 

by both natural and cultural change, designated by roman numerals from the top layer 

to the bottom (I, II, III). In general the layers I and II indicate humus and construction 

collapse respectively. Since some of the field crews are Mexican archaeologists, we did 

not use the term “level” as it is easily confused with the Spanish term “nivel” (meaning 

level in English), commonly used in Mexican archaeology for artificially designating the 

vertical subdivisions in a layer. Instead, we used a term “lot” that subdivides a layer both 

horizontally and vertically. For example, a lot number was designated for in situ artifacts 

on a plaster floor. When a layer was more than 20 cm in thickness, it was subdivided 

into two lots (e.g. III-1, III-2). While each lot was documented and associated materials 

were separated in different bags during fieldwork, I do not describe each of them in this 

chapter if they do not mark significant differences. Otherwise, insignificant separations 

may make readers confused.
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We screened soil and debris with 1/4” mesh during the excavation in order to recover 

small artifacts and fragments. When we encountered significant deposits of artifacts such 

as caches, burials, and other ritual deposits, we switched the size of the mesh to 1/16” 

mesh. Artifacts found in situ and exposed architectural features were documented in 

detail through 3D mapping with a total station, photographs, and line-drawings. These 

3D data (for both artifacts and architecture) were subsequently modeled using computer 

programs such as Surfer, AutoCad, and ESRI ArcGIS for spatial analyses. Except special 

deposits such as a cache, burials, and glyph blocks, which were drawn in a scale of 1:1 

or 1:5, all drawings of excavations were based on a scale of 1:10. At the end of the test 

excavations all four profiles of each unit were photographed and at least two of them were 

documented by line-drawings. We drew relevant features in both plan and section views. 

To retrieve the overall construction history of plazas, most excavations exposed 

bedrock with the exception of TP6, which is located at Plaza G with an elevation of 10 m. 

All operations were directed by Kotegawa Hirokazu, Luz Evelia Campaña Valenzuela, 

and the author. We excavated a total of 285.94 m3 (Table 5.1). The following descriptions 

are based on our preliminary report (Tsukamoto and López Camacho, 2010 and 2012). 

I redrew some of the original drawings in order to standardize the limit of excavations 

(dot and line) and cultural and natural features and layers (continuous line). I briefly 

include the results of ceramic analyses in order to contextualize the construction episode 

of different plazas in a broad temporal framework. I detail El Palmar plaza history based 

on ceramic analyses and radiocarbon dating calibrated by Bayesian statistical analysis in 

Chapter 9.

The Main Group

At the Main Group, we conducted nine test excavations at eight plazas; two 

excavation units are located at the Great Plaza and a single unit at each of the other seven 
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plazas. Figure 5.1 shows the location of each unit in the plazas. The excavations exposed 

different construction episodes at the plazas and we detected a cache in the excavation 

unit associated with Altar 10 at the K’awiil Plaza. We excavated a total of 47.56 m3 at the 

Main Group (Table 5.1). 

Table 5.1. Excavation volume for test pits and extensive excavations at El Palmar. 

Main Group Justo Group Guzmán Group
Exc. Units Volume (m3) Exc. Units Volume (m3) Structure Volume (m3)

TP1 14.45 TP10 4.32 GZ1 103.87
TP2 2.16 TP11 7.84 GZ5 10
TP3 3.728 GZ6 93.45
TP4 7.36 Plaza 18.9
TP5 4.8
TP6 8.8
TP7 1.72
TP8 2
TP9 2.54

Subtotal 47.56 12.16 226.22 
Total 285.94 m3
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Figure 5.1. The location of test excavations at the Main Group of El Palmar. 
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The Central Plaza

At the center of the Central Plaza, we placed a test excavation of 2 m x 2 m (TP1) at 

the foot of Structure PM16. Together with the three mounds (PM19A-C) located atop the 

architectural complex PM19, which closes the east end of the plaza, it appears to comprise 

an E-Group architectural assemblage. A stairway at Structure PM16 seems to be located 

on the east façade, in front of which Stela 33 was erected. Some glyphs appear to have 

been carved on Stela 33, but they were completely eroded and thereby the date for the 

erection of the stela remains unknown. The test excavation of TP1 was placed at the foot 

of the stairway along the central east-west axis of the structure. Kotegawa directed the 

excavation and detected a long construction sequence of the Central Plaza from the Late 

Preclassic period (ca. 300 B.C.-A.D. 250) through the Terminal Classic period (ca. A.D. 

800-1000) (Figure 5.2). 

The Central Plaza, Bedrock

Irregular marl, or bedrock was exposed 3.6 m below the current surface of the 

Central Plaza. This bedrock is composed of sticky brown marl that had weathered in 

place from limestone. Neither artifacts nor post holes were detected in this deposit. 

The Central Plaza Floor 7 and a Construction

The irregular surface of bedrock was leveled with a thick layer of fill (Layer XIII). 

It consisted of moisture-containing soil and small stones, creating a layer of 10 to 50 

cm thickness. This soil contained rich organic materials reflected in its black color, 

suggesting that they were carried from swamp areas or similar wet land. The layer was 

subdivided into three lots with every 10 or 20 cm. The upper two lots contained limestone 

rocks and a small number of sherds and lithic flakes, and the bottom lot was black soil 

mixed with sticky brown marl. On this layer XIII a plaster floor (Floor 7) was paved. At 
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the south half of the excavation unit and above the floor, three uncut rocks were aligned 

from east to west (Figure 5.3). These rocks appear to have been part of a construction. 

The nature of this construction remains unknown due to the limited excavation area, but 

I suggest that it was a platform. The construction fill of the possible platform was small 

stones and gray soil (Layer XII), above which a plaster floor was paved. The north part of 

Floor 7 continued to be used for the platform, suggesting that the construction was placed 

relatively short periods of time after the pavement of Floor 7. 

Ceramics recovered from layers XIII, XII, and XI represent a mixture of Juventud 

Sierra, Achiote, Sapote, and Flor groups (N = 31), suggesting that the platform and 

Floor 7 were constructed during the Late Preclassic period (ca. 300 B.C.-A.D. 250). We 

recovered two fragments of the Mateo Red-on-cream types from the layers XIII and XII. 

Mateo Red-on-cream became common during the Protolclassic period, so it is possible 

that Floor 7 and the platform was constructed during the first part of the Protoclassic 

period (ca. 75 B.C.-A.D. 150). 

Figure 5.3. Aligned rocks found in Layer XII, the Central Plaza at the Main Group. Photo 
by Hirokazu Kotegawa.
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The Central Plaza Floor 6

The platform and Floor 7 were covered by dark brown soil with inclusions of small 

stones and fragments of disintegrating limestone known as sascab. This fill was 20 cm 

thick above which Floor 6 was constructed. Sherds, lithic debris, and animal bones were 

recovered from the fill. Ceramics included one fragment of Aguila Orange and two 

sherds of Mateo Red-on-cream, suggesting that the floor was built during the second half 

of the Protoclassic period (ca. A.D. 150-250). Because the plaster surface of Floor 6 was 

totally eroded, there may have been a temporal gap between this floor and subsequent 

floor (i.e. Floor 5). 

The Central Plaza Floor 5

A substantial modification occurred at the Central Plaza with a new plaster floor 

(Floor 5). The surface level of the plaza was raised by a thick layer of fill with about 1.2 

m in height. The fill was composed of sascab mixed with brown, yellow, and light gray 

soils and stones in different sizes. Before paving Floor 5, the excavation detected evidence 

of three leveling episodes of fills (Lot 1-4), which were most likely done for preventing 

ground subsidence at the plaza. For the first leveling (Layer IX-4), the characteristic of 

fill was a dark brown soil with large stones from which we recovered abundant sherds, 

cherts, obsidian, and animal bones. During the second and third leveling (Layer IX-2 and 

3), fine sascab was used for raising the plaza surface. The sherds included the Middle 

Classic types, such as Aguila Orange/Flamboyan, Pita Incised, and Quintal Unslipped. 

These types may indicate that the Floor 5 was constructed during the Middle Classic 

period (ca. A.D. 400-600). In addition, the excavation recovered a lithic tool categorized 

as domed smoother from this layer. In the Río Bec region, this lithic type has been 

identified as diagnostic of the beginning of the Late Classic (Rovner and Lewenstein 

1997: 21). Judging from ceramic types in Layer IX, however, it is possible that this lithic 



178

tool started being used at El Palmar from the end of the Middle Classic period. Thus, 

Floor 5 was likely constructed during the end of the Middle Classic period (A.D. 500-

600). 

 

A Dating Problem of Floors 4 to 2 at the Central Plaza

I cannot determine the construction dates of floors 4, 3 and 2 because ceramic types 

recovered from their fills were from the Middle Preclassic through the Early Classic 

types. The Middle Classic ceramics under the fill of Floor 5, nevertheless, indicate that 

these floors were constructed during the Middle Classic through the Late Classic period 

(ca. A.D. 500-800). 

The Central Plaza Floor 4

The floor level of the Central Plaza was further raised by the construction of Floor 4. 

The 40 cm thick fill consisted of fine sascab and small stones. The amount of ceramics 

recovered from this layer (Layer VIII) was relatively low (N=120, 6.2%). Ceramics 

included the Middle and Late Preclassic and Early Classic types, but the Middle and 

Late Classic types were not identified. The deposits of earlier ceramics in the fill could 

indicate that the Maya gathered debris from a place of earlier occupation. 

The Central Plaza Floor 3

Floor 4 was modified by a thin fill of Floor 3. This is a slight modification with a 10 

cm thickness of fill with the small number of ceramics (N = 40, 2.1%). Lithic tools made 

of chert and obsidian and shells were also recovered from the fill. As with Floor 4, this 

construction episode cannot be dated with certainty, but I suggest that it was constructed 

during the Late Classic period.  
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The Central Plaza Floor 2

After the slight modification of Floor 3, the Central Plaza was raised over 50 cm 

by constructing Floor 2. The fill was composed of compacted gray soil and small and 

medium stones (Layer V). Similar to Floor 3, ceramic remains did not include Late 

Classic ceramic assembles. A square pit was found to be intruded from the subsequent 

floor to Floor 2 at the southeast corner of the excavation unit (Layer IV). It appears to be 

associated with Stela 33 which is located to the south of the excavation unit. However, 

neither a cache nor a base for the stela was found in this intrusion. 

The Central Plaza Floor 1

About 30 cm below the current surface of the Central Plaza, Floor 1 was exposed. 

It was heavily eroded and was only conserved in the east part of the unit. The floor was 

supported by a 20 cm thick fill, including small stones, artifacts, and cream soil (Layer 

III). Ceramics included the Late Classic type of Encanto Striated mixed with earlier 

types. Floor 1 was covered with the collapsed materials of Structure PM16 and topsoil 

(Figure 5.4), in which the Terminal Classic types such as Tinaja Red/Tinaja and Encanto 

Striated/Yocat were found. 

The Great Plaza

The Great Plaza is the largest public space at the Main Group, surrounded by 

monumental architecture. Numerous stone monuments define the public nature of this 

space. In order to reveal the construction history of this extensive plaza, we conducted 

two test excavations (TP3 and TP9). The test excavation of TP3 is located in front of 

Structure PM5 (Figures 5.5. and 5.6). TP3 originally measured 2 m x 2 m, but was 

extended 2 m square to the east because of having exposed a stairway of Structure PM5 

(Figure 5.7). The test excavation of TP9 is located in front of Altar 1 behind of which 
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Figure 5.4. Floor 1 with collapsed stones from Structure PM16. Modified from 
Kotegawa (Tsukamoto and López Camacho 2010: Fig3.3).
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Figure 5.6. West profile drawing of TP3, Structure PM5, the Great Plaza at the Main 
Group.  Modified from Kotegawa (Tsukamoto and López Camacho 2010: Fig 3.25).
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Figure 5.7. Architectural features of Structure PM5, the Great Plaza at the Main Group. 
Photo by Hirokazu Kotegawa.
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Structure PM10 with Stela 9 stands and it measures 2 m x 2 m (Figure 5.8). Excavation at 

TP3 was directed by Kotegawa and at TP9 by Campaña Valenzuela. 

The Great Plaza Bedrock

Irregular marl, or bedrock was exposed at a 0.8 m depth from the ground surface of 

the Great Plaza. This material consists of decomposed white mark with sticky light gray 

soil. Neither artifacts nor post holes were detected in either of the excavation units. The 

clay-rich sterile together with a lack of post holes suggests that this area was not used for 

a residential area before paving a plaster floor. In fact, neither archaeological features nor 

artifacts were observed on its surface. 

The Great Plaza Floor 4 and a Platform

At the end of the Early Classic period or the beginning of the Middle Classic period, 

the Great Plaza was partially occupied by a humble platform in the area around Structure 

PM5. On irregular marl, black soil was filled for leveling the surface only around 

Structure PM5 (Layer IX). Once the surface was leveled, plaza builders used medium 

stones and brown soil to elevate the ground level 20 cm (Layer VIII) on which a plaster 

floor was paved (Floor 4). The presence of the Early Classic types such as Aguila Orange, 

Balanza Black, and Triunfo Striated, indicate that this floor was constructed during the 

Early Classic period (ca. A.D. 250-400). During this period, the area around Structure 

PM10, located at the east end of the plaza, was still exposed to bedrock without any 

evidence of settlement. 

The Maya build a humble platform of uncut stones on Floor 4 (Figure 5.9). The 

excavation exposed medium to large stones in the construction fill of the platform and at 

the bottom of the fill Floor 4 was detected. Because Floor 4 was observed in a good state 

of preservation below the fill of the platform, the construction period between Floor 4 and 
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Figure 5.8. North and West profile drawings of TP9, Structure PM10, the Great Plaza at 
the Main Group.  Modified from Campaña Valenzuela (Tsukamoto and López Camacho 
2010: Figs 3.60 and 3.61).

Figure 5.9. A modest platform and Floor 4 exposed below the platform, Structure PM5, 
the Great Plaza at the Main Group. Photo by Hirokazu Kotegawa.
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the platform appears to have been relatively short. Actually, Floor 4 continued to be used 

for the ground floor of the platform, which was observed at the east end of the excavation 

unit. During the excavation, Kotegawa detected a thin layer composed of fine white soil 

on the platform, suggesting that it was the original surface of the platform. Because of its 

modest construction technique, the platform was likely a domestic residence rather than a 

ceremonial building. In the construction fill of the platform, the Middle Classic ceramic 

types of Triunfo Striated/Acahual and a lithic tool of domed smoother were recovered. 

These materials may indicate that the platform was constructed during the Middle Classic 

period (ca. A.D. 400-600). 

Judging from the good preservation of Floor 4 within the fill of the platform and 

the Middle Classic ceramic types, I suggest that Floor 4 was paved during the end of the 

Early Classic period (ca. A.D. 350-400) and then the platform was built at the beginning 

of the Middle Classic period (ca. A.D. 400-600). These construction dates are provisional 

and we need to collect more data to determine the first constructions of the Great Plaza. 

The Great Plaza Floor 3 

During the Middle Classic period (ca. A.D. 400-600), the Great Plaza extended to 

the north of the Main Group by paving a plaster floor. The platform adjacent to Structure 

PM5 was completely buried with a new plaster floor (Floor 3) and fill. While the upper 

part of the platform was paved with a new plaster without a fill, the east edge was leveled 

with small stones and dark gray soil in order to level Floor 3. Floor 3 of Structure PM5 

is located 55cm below the current ground surface. During the Middle Classic period, 

the area around Structure PM10 was paved with a plaster floor, but plaza builders did 

not employed a thick layer of stone fills and compacted soils on sticky marl, which was 

a common construction technique observed in other plazas such as the Central Plaza. 

Paving a plaster floor without solid construction fills may indicate that the Great Plaza 
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Figure 5.10. Ground subsidence of plaster floors occurred under Altar 1, the Great Plaza at 
the Main Group.
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was constructed quickly with low labor investments. This rapid preparation with thin fill 

provoked ground subsidence in a later period when Altar 1 was placed (Figure 5.10). I 

suggest that Floor 3 was built during the Middle Classic period, but this is provisional. 

The Great Plaza Floor 2

The Great Plaza seems to have been newly repaved during the Late Classic period 

(ca. A.D. 600-800). The floor level was raised by fill of a 25-40 cm thickness, with a 

composition of small stones and fine soil of light gray color. Kotegawa identified an 

intrusion with a square form at the northwest corner of the excavation unit at Structure 

PM5, but neither archaeological features nor special deposits were observed in it. 

Ceramics included the Late Classic types of Encanto Striated, suggesting that the Floor 2 

was constructed during the Late Classic period (ca. A.D. 600-800). 

The Great Plaza Floor 1 and Structure PM5

When the last architectural modification of Structure PM5 was carried out, the 

Great Plaza was remodeled with Floor 1 and its 15-cm thick fill. The excavation unit TP3 

exposed a stairway of Structure PM5, constructed of finely cut veneers of a square shape, 

which measure 20 to 30 cm on a side. Though the test excavation did not expose the 

stairway in its entirety, it revealed that Floor 1 was attached as a base to the lowest step.  

Ceramics in the fill below Floor 1 included the Late Classic types of Tinaja Red/Nanzal, 

Encanto Striated, and Cambio Unslipped, suggesting that the construction of Floor 1 and 

the latest construction episode of Structure PM5 occurred during the Late Classic period. 

Altar 1, associated with Structure PM10, was placed on Floor 1, but its heavily eroded 

condition precludes recognition of the date for the erection. 
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Plaza E

Plaza E is the second largest public space at the Main Group. Because of numerous 

carved monuments and its proximity to the massive architectural complex PM3, Plaza 

E probably played a significant role for ritual performances. We placed a test excavation 

(TP2) at the center of the plaza where three stelae and altars are aligned from north to 

south (Figure 5.11). More specifically, TP2 is placed between Stela 14 and Altar 3. The 

excavation was directed by Kotegawa. 

Plaza E Bedrock

The irregular bedrock was a composite of wet brown marl with large blocks of silica-

rich limestone, exposed about 1.0 m below the current ground surface. Neither artifacts 

nor postholes were associated with bedrock. Irregular limestone blocks occupied the 

south half of the excavation and the part of these blocks reach the current ground surface 

(Figure 5.12). We do not know why these limestone blocks are located at the center of 

Plaza E. 

Plaza E Floor 3

The irregular marl was leveled with a 25 cm thick fill. The fill was a composite of 

brown soil and small stones. Under Floor 3, Kotegawa identified a thin white layer that 

appears to have been a plaster floor. Sherds in the fill included the Early Classic types of 

Aguila Orange and Triunfo Striated, which may indicate that the floor was constructed 

during the Early or more likely at the beginning of the Middle Classic period, judging 

from the construction period of Plaza G described below and the construction period of 

Floor 3 at the Main Group. The excavation showed that the limestone blocks located at 

the south of the excavation unit were exposed during this period. 
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Figure 5.12. Limestone blocks exposed in the excavation unit TP2, Plaza E 
at the Main Group. Photo by Hirokazu Kotegawa.
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Figure 5.11. North and West profile drawings of TP2, Plaza E at the Main Group. 
Modified from Kotegawa (Tsukamoto and López Camacho 2010: Fig 3.13).
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Plaza E Floor 2

Plaza E was repaved and elevated 20 cm from the level of Floor 3. Floor 2 was 

sustained by gray soil and small stones. The excavation showed that the limestone blocks 

at the south of the excavation unit were exposed at the time of the pavement. Despite the 

fact that ceramics in the fill below Floor 2 continued to contain the Early Classic types, 

Floor 2 may have been constructed during the Late Classic period, around the same time 

when the Great Plaza was repaved with its Floor 2. 

Plaza E Floor 1

This is the latest remodeling of Plaza E before the abandonment of the site. The 

plaster surface of the floor was heavily eroded and, at the northeast corner of the 

excavation unit, the floor was partially destroyed by a square intrusion which contained 

modern trash. The undisturbed part of the fill had a 15 cm thickness and was composed 

of small stones and brown soil. The excavation revealed that the limestone rock was 

partially exposed during the period of Floor 1. We are not sure whether this limestone 

rock was raised by post-natural activities, after the site had been abandoned or the plaza 

builders left it within the construction of floors, but it is unusual to leave that kind of 

obstacles on a public ceremonial space like this plaza. 

Plaza F

Plaza F is relatively a large open space surrounded by rectangular structures. The 

presence of only two stelae in the plaza may indicate the short history of its use. A test pit 

(TP8) was placed to the north of Stela 37, which is located at the north half of the plaza 

(Figure 5.13). The excavation was directed by Kotegawa.
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Plaza F Bedrock

As with the other plazas, the bedrock of Plaza F was composed of irregular muddy 

gray marl. The natural ground was exposed 30 cm below the current ground surface and 

the Late Classic sherd of Tinaja Red/Nanzal and lithic debris were recovered from the 

surface of the marl. 

 

Plaza F Floor 1

A plaster floor was paved on a 20 cm thick fill. The floor fill consisted of black soil 

with small and medium stones. The plaster surface of the floor was completely weathered 

and only its flattened surface was observed. A south portion of the excavation unit was 

likely to have been excavated or altered. For this reason, it is possible that ceramics 

recovered from the fill could be mixed with those of the current topsoil. This supposition 

is indicated as the ceramics include the Terminal Classic types of Ticul Thin Slate and 

Tinaja Red/Tinaja. Therefore, it is difficult to determine the construction period of Plaza 

F, but I suggest that this was built at least during the second half of the Late Classic or the 

Terminal Classic period. 

Plaza G

Figure 5.13. South and East profile drawings of TP8, Plaza F at the Main Group. Modified 
from Kotegawa (2010: Figs 3.55 and 3.56).
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Plaza G is a highly restricted space located 10 m above the ground surface of Plaza 

E. I placed a test excavation (TP6) along the central axis of the Structure PM3A (Figure 

5.14). The excavation reached down 3.8 m from the current ground surface of Plaza G, but 

I could not reach bedrock.

Plaza G Floor 3 and Platform

The excavation exposed a low platform partially at the north half of the excavation 

unit (Figure 5.15). It was formed of cut stones, among which fine sascab was compacted. 

A well preserved plaster floor (Floor 3) was attached to the south side of the platform. 

Construction fill of Floor 3 is over 3.15 m in depth and consists of well-accommodated 

stones which are filled by the ancient cement of the Maya known as mezcla and 

occasionally leveled by gray soil with charcoals. Sherds recovered from the fill include 

the Early and Middle Classic types such as Quintal Unslipped, Aguila Orange, Triunfo 

Striated, Dos Arroyos Orange polychrome, San Blas Red on Orange, Balanza Black, and 

Lucha Incised, in addition to Late Preclassic ceramics. These ceramics types, particularly, 

Lucha Incised, suggest that the platform on Plaza G and Floor 3 were built and thereby 

Structure PM3 was elevated 10 m high during the Middle Classic period (ca. A.D. 450-

600).

Plaza G Floor 2

The low platform on the northern half of the excavation and Floor 3 were sealed 

under Floor 2 with 10 cm-thick fill, which included small stones and sascab. I observed a 

stair block at the north western corner of the excavation unit, but Floor 2 did not support 

it. A few sherds were recovered from fill (N= 13, 5.8%), including Aguila Orange. Based 

on the dating of Floor 3, I suggest that the Floor 2 was constructed during the Late 

Classic period. 



193

Figure 5.14. North and West profile drawings of TP6, Plaza G at the Main Group. 
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Plaza G Floor 1

A heavily eroded floor appeared 10 cm above the floor 2. A small portion of Floor 

1 appears to have been attached to the stair which was located at the northwest corner 

of the excavation unit. The stair was formed by a fine-cut stone, measuring 50 cm by 40 

cm. The stair and Floor 1 seem to have been contemporaneous, but no other blocks were 

observed in the excavation area. Only ten sherds were recovered and a body fragment 

of Aguila Orange was the latest type in this deposit. It is therefore difficult to determine 

the construction period of Floor 1, but among collapsed materials on the floor were 

included the Late to Terminal Classic types such as Tinaja Red/Tinaja and Traino Brown, 

suggesting that this floor was built during the Late Classic and used until the Terminal 

Classic period. 

Figure 5.15. Architectural features of TP6, Plaza G at the Main Group. 
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Plaza H

This loosely restricted space on the Great Platform is elevated 5 m high above the 

ground surface. The test excavation (TP4) was placed along the central axis of Structure 

PM23, which closes the north end of the plaza. As I mentioned in Chapter 4, a looter’s 

trench exposes six construction episodes of Structure PM23. The dimension of TP4 began 

as 2 m x 2 m, and extended 1 m to the south because of a stone alignment, which was 

located at the north half of the excavation unit, limited the excavation area (Figure 5.16).

Plaza H Bedrock and Floor 7

Unlike sticky marl in other plazas, marl at Plaza H is solid and dry. The bedrock was 

leveled as a floor (Floor 7) (Figure 5.17). A sherd was found in the fill of Floor 7, but it 

was too eroded to categorize a ceramic type. Therefore, the construction period of Floor 7 

remains unknown. 

Plaza H Floor 6

Floor 7 was repaved with Floor 6 and fill, which is composed of compacted gray soil 

with fragmented stuccos, likely remains of a plaster floor. Despite the fact that the plaster 

surface of Floor 6 was partially eroded, the presence of plaster in the southwest corner 

of the excavation unit is reliable evidence enough to identify this surface as a floor. On 

this floor surface we collected a piece of charcoal for radiocarbon dating (AA86923). The 

number of ceramics recovered from this layer (Layer VIII) was relatively high (N=120, 

33.2%) and they included the considerble quantity of Protoclassic types such as Iberia 

Orange and Mateo Red-on-cream (N = 39), suggesting that Floor 6 was constructed 

during the second half of the Protoclassic period (ca. A.D.150-250). 
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Figure 5.16. North and East profile drawings of TP4, Plaza H at the Main Group. Modified 
from Kotegawa (Tsukamoto and López Camacho 2010, fig.3.33 and 3.34).

Figure 5.17. East profile of TP4, showing plaster floors of Plaza H at the Main Group. 
Photo by Hirokazu Kotegawa.
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Plaza H Floor 5

Floor 6 was filled with large rocks, small stones, and brown soil (Layer VII), raising 

the level 40 cm from Floor 6. Above Floor 6, the Maya leveled the surface in the first 

20 cm (Layer VII-2) with sascab and dark gray soil, and then the rocks and stones of 

fill were carefully positioned in the second 20 cm (Layer VII-1). The plaster surface of 

Floor 5 was already eroded when the excavation exposed it. This bad state of preservation 

may indicate a temporal gap between this floor and the subsequent floor (i.e. Floor 4) 

Recovered sherds include a fragment of San Blas Red-on-cream and predominating 

the Late Preclassic and Protoclassic types. The result of ceramic analyses might that 

Floor 5 was constructed during the Early Classic period (ca. A.D. 250-400), but it is 

equally possible that these Early Classic sherds intruded from the upper strata because 

of the eroded surface of the subsquent floor (i.e. Floor 4). In terms of the construction 

technique, Floor 5 was not completely leveled, but slightly inclined from the southwest to 

the northeast corner of the excavation unit, likely for drainage. 

Plaza H Floor 4

The heavily eroded surface of Floor 5 suggests a temporal gap between Floor 4 and 

Floor 5. In fact, ceramics recovered from the fill of Floor 4 were the Late Classic type 

of Tancachacal Slate and the Terminal Classic type of Trapiche Incised, supporting this 

hypothesis of the temporal gap. Whether this floor was constructed during the second 

half of the Late Classic or the Terminal Classic remains unclear, but I suggest that Plaza 

H ceased to be used by the Early Classic period. More excavation data are needed to 

determine the construction period of Floor 4. As with Floor 5, Floor 4 was heavily 

eroded. The fill supporting Floor 4 (Layer VI) was 20 cm thick and was a composite of 

dark brown soil and small and medium stones. As with Floor 5, this floor was slightly 

inclined toward the northeast corner. 
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Plaza H Floor 3

Unlike the earlier floors, the plaster surface of Floor 3 was relatively well preserved. 

The plaster was 10 cm thick and was supported by a 30 cm thick fill which was composed 

of gray soil and tightly fitted stones of different sizes (Layer V-2-3). Under the stone fill, 

a thin layer of dark brown soil was laid (Layer V-4). Ceramics include Cambio Unslipped 

and Encanto Striated, and no slipped sherds were found. Floor 3 was probably constructed 

from the Late Clacci period through Terminal Classic period. 

Plaza H Floor 2

Unlike the careful construction of Floor 3, the fill of Floor 2 was only 10 cm thick, a 

composite of compacted light gray soil and small and medium stones. The plaster surface 

of Floor 2 was still identifiable, but was partially destroyed at the west of the excavation 

unit. Ceramics were sorted as Tinaja Red, Cambio Unslipped, and Encanto Striated, 

suggesting that this floor was constructed during the Terminal Classic period (ca. 800-

1000). 

Plaza H Floor 1

The latest floor was found about 40 cm below the current ground surface of Plaza 

H. The fill supporting the floor was a composite of dark brown soil with small stones, 

measuring 15 cm thick. The excavation showed that Floor 1 continued under a rock 

alignment whose shape was unlikely a stairway of PM23, though more excavations are 

needed to examine the nature of this alignment. Recovered sherds included the Terminal 

Classic types of Altar Fine Orange and Tinaja Red/Tinaja, suggesting that Floor 1 was 

built during the Terminal Classic period.  
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The K’awiil Plaza

The significance of ritual events is reflected in several features located on the K’awiil 

Plaza. For example, three internal causeways connect the plaza to the central aguada, 

Plaza H, and the López Plaza. The second largest pyramid at El Palmar is Temple II, 

which closes the east side of the plaza. There are five stelae and one altar that indicate 

the importance of the K’awiil Plaza for ritual performance at least from the Middle 

Classic to the Terminal Classic period (A.D. 554-884). Campaña Valenzuela directed a 

test excavation (TP5) in front of Altar 10 along with its central axis of Temple II (Figure 

5.18). The excavation uncovered three occupations including a large square pit hollowing 

bedrock (Figure 5.19). 

The K’awiil Plaza Bedrock

The excavation exposed a large square pit excavated in bedrock which consisted of 

solid marl or sascab. The square pit measured 87 cm x 84 cm with 20 cm in depth (Figure 

5.20), and it was detected 92 cm from the current surface of the plaza. It was most likely a 

feature of human occupation, but no artifact was found on its surface. 

The K’awiil Plaza Cache 3 and Floor 2

The square pit was filled with dark gray soil and calcite stones (Layer IV), in which 

a cache was recovered (Figure 5.21). We named this as Cache 3 because two caches had 

been previously recovered at El Palmar by Thompson (1936) and Brokmann (1997). It 

was located at the east end of the excavation unit, where Altar 10 was placed. The spatial 

proximity between Cache 3 and Altar 10 suggest that the cache was the dedicatory 

offering for its erection. Cache 3 consisted of nine eccentric cherts and 44 obsidian cores 

and flakes. This deposit pattern –nine cherts with obsidian cores and flakes –resembles 

that of Thompson’s Cache 1 (1936). The eccentrics and obsidian of Cache 3 overlapped 
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Figure 5.18. The location of TP5 in front of Altar 10 and two 
fragments of Stela 47 at the K’awiil Plaza. 
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Figure 5.19. North profile drawing of TP5, the K’awiil Plaza at the 
Main Group. Modified from Campaña Valenzuela (Tsukamoto and 
López Camacho 2010, fig.3.41).
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Figure 5.21. Cache 3, located in front of Altar 10 at the 
K’awiil Plaza of the Main Group. 

Figure 5.20. Square pit excavated in bedrock, TP5, the 
K’awiil Plaza at the Main Group. 
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each other in an area of 30 cm x 40 cm. Symbolic implications, if any, of their placements 

remains unclear. Some obsidian cores were already exhausted, but others had an enough 

volume to produce prismatic blades. The cache was sealed by two rectangular rocks and 

paved over with a plaster floor (Floor 2), though the plaster surface was heavily eroded 

and thereby its remains were only observed at the southeast corner of the excavation unit. 

Judging from stratigraphic relations and the location of the cache, Altar 10 originally 

seems to have been placed on Floor 2 and then relocated when a subsequent floor 

was paved. Ceramics included Aguila Orange/Flamboyan and Dos Arroyos Orange 

polychrome, supporting the supposition that Cache 3 was buried with Floor 2 during the 

Middle Classic period, most likely around A.D.554 when Altar 10 was erected. 

The K’awiil Plaza in front of Altar 10 Floor 1

Floor 2 of the K’awiil plaza was remodeled with a 40 cm thick fill supporting a new 

plaster floor (Floor 1). The fill was a composite of dark gray soil and small calcite stones. 

The plaster surface of Floor 1 was gone, thereby only a leveled surface was observed 

during the excavation. Altar 10 currently sits on this floor. During the excavation around 

Altar 10, we found modern debris that indicates post-depositional disturbances. Ceramics 

in the fill below Floor 1included a Late Classic type of Corona Red, suggesting that Floor 

1 was constructed during the first half of the Late Classic period and continuously used 

for a ritual space. 

The López Plaza

In comparison to other plazas at the Main Group, the López Plaza is much smaller 

in its dimension. It is a small plaza defined by structures and platforms. Its proximity 

and connection to the K’awiil Plaza through an internal causeway, however, signal a 

significant role that this small plaza played in the El Palmar dynasty. 
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The largest structure at the López Plaza is Structure PM36 which measures at its 

base 18 m by 16 m and 5 m high and closes the west side of the plaza. A test excavation 

(TP7) was placed at the western foot of Structure PM36 and exposed one occupation with 

a shallow fill (Figure 5.22). The operation was directed by Campaña Valenzuela.

The López Plaza Bedrock

Irregular bedrock, which consists of moisture-containing brown marl, was exposed 

70 cm from the ground surface of the López Plaza. Neither artifacts nor post holes were 

detected. Because of its muddy nature and the absence of archaeological features, as with 

the Great Plaza, I suggest that this place was not occupied as a residential area before 

being paved with a plaster floor, although more excavations need to test this hypothesis.

The López Plaza Floor 1

Muddy marl was filled over with 20 cm thick dry soil and small stones. The plaster 

surface of Floor 1 was completely eroded and only its tamped surface had survived. 

Ceramics include the Late Classic types of Tinaja Red/Nanzal, Traino Brown, and 

Encanto Striated, suggesting that López Plaza was established during the Late Classic 

period. 

Floor 1

South Profile

265.477 m 

266.157 m 

I

II

III Bedrock

0 50 cm

Figure 5.22. South profile of TP7, the López Plaza at the Main Group. Modified from 
Campaña Valenzuela (Tsukamoto and López Camacho 2010, fig.3.52).
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The Justo Group

The Justo Group was one of the major outlying groups at El Palmar. In addition to 

its monumentality, the distance between the Justo Group and the royal palace of the Main 

Group is only 500 m, suggesting that the plazas of the Justo Group played important roles 

for the political organization of El Palmar. Plaza A of the Justo Group is located about 700 

m to the west of the Main Group and Plaza B is about 500 m. Two test excavations were 

located at Plazas A and B of the Justo Group (Figure 5.23). These areas had been recently 

used for pastoral activities which caused compaction of the ground surface. Kotegawa 

directed both excavations which exposed the Late Classic occupations with a chultun. He 

excavated a total of 12.16 m3 at the Justo Group (Table 5.1).

The Justo Group Plaza A

A test excavation (TP11) was placed at the western base of Structure JT1, the largest 

structure at the Justo Group. It measures 28 m x 25 m at its base and is 10 m in height. 

The text excavations uncovered three floors of the Late Classic period at Plaza A of the 

Justo Group (Figure 5.24). 

The Justo Group Plaza A Bedrock

The irregular bedrock was detected 1.3 m from the current surface and was a 

composite of dray marl or sascab and small stones. Neither postholes nor artifacts were 

found on the bedrock. 

The Justo Group Plaza A Floor 3

The bedrock was filled with small to large stones consolidated by grayish brown clay 

mixed with black soil, measuring 30 cm thick (Layer IV). The plaster surface of the floor 

was completely eroded away or the first occupants of this area may not have constructed 
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Figure 5.23. Map showing the location of test excavations at the Justo Group.
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the floor surface with plaster. Ceramics (N =72, 72%) in the fill included the Late Classic 

types of Tinaja Red/Nanzal, Pantano Impressed, and Encanto Striated, suggesting that 

Plaza A of the Justo Group was established during the Late Classic period. 

The Justo Group Plaza A Floor 2

Floor 3 was remodeled with fill composed of stones varying in sizes (5-40 cm) and 

grayish brown clay, on which a new plaster floor (Floor 2) was paved. The plaster surface 

of Floor 2 was heavily eroded, but we partially observe its fragments. On the floor level 

the excavation exposed unknown rock alignment which could have corresponded to a 

substructure of Structure JT1. Ceramics (N= 10, 10%) included Tinaja Red/Nanzal and 

Triunfo Striated/Acahual, suggesting that Floor 2 was constructed during the Late Classic 

period (ca. A.D. 600-800). 

The Justo Group Plaza A Floor 1

The latest paved floor (Floor 1) was 10 cm below the current ground surface. The 

plaster surface of the floor was severely damaged, but many fragments of stucco were 

Figure 5.24. South and West profile drawings of TP11, Structure JT1 at Plaza A, the Justo 
Group. Modified from Kotegawa (Tsukamoto and López Camacho 2011, fig.10.30).
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observed on the surface. Floor 1 was supported by a thick fill, which was composed of 

small stones and dark brown soil, accommodated between large stones more than 30 cm 

in size. The floor was attached to a rock alignment which was located at the west end 

of the excavation unit. The alignment was formed by finely cut blocks which were most 

likely the stairway of Structure JT1. Ceramics (N = 5, 5%) in the fill included Tinaja 

Red/Nanzal and Triunfo Striated/Acahual, suggesting that Floor 1 and the stairway of 

Structure JT1 were built during the Late Classic period.

The Justo Group Plaza B

Plaza B is located about 200 m to the east of Plaza A. The largest structure at Plaza 

B is Structure JT18, which closes the north side of the plaza. Structure JT 18 measures 

5 m in height and 25 m x 17 m at its base. A test excavation (TP10) was placed along the 

central axis and at the south façade of the structure. The excavation uncovered a chultun 

and seven floors of the Late Classic period (Figure 5.25). 

The Justo Group Plaza B Bedrock

The irregular bedrock was composed of dry white marl and sascab. We found a 

chultun which excavated the bedrock. The location of the chultun provided insights into 

an original spatial organization of this area before the establishment of Plaza B (Figure 

5.26). It was located at the northeast corner of the excavation unit and measured 0.6 

m in diameter and 1.5 m in depth. There was a lack of a plaster floor surrounding the 

chultun. We only excavated the south half of the chultun to observe its profile (Figure 

5.27). It was sealed with uncut stones and the excavation showed that the chamber had an 

irregular shape extending to the east end of the excavation unit. The chultun was filled 

with dark brown soil and stones of different sizes (Layer XI), in which Late Preclassic 

and Early or Middle Classic ceramics (N=303, 16%), including Triunfo Striated/Acahual, 
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Figure 5.25. North and East profile drawings of TP10, Structure JT18 at Plaza B, the Justo 
Group. Modified from Kotegawa (Tsukamoto and López Camacho 2011: fig.10.21).
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Figure 5.27. The excavation process of chultun. Only a south half of 
chultun was excavated to document its profile. Photo by Hirokazu 
Kotegawa.

0 50 cm

M.N.

Layer XII

“Chultún”

Layer XI

Figure 5.26. The location of chultun, sealed with uncut stones. TP10, Structure 
JT18, Plaza B, the Justo Group. Modified from Kotegawa (Tsukamoto and López 
Camacho 2011: fig.10.13).
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were recovered together with obsidian blades and cherts. These artifacts may indicate 

that this feature was used until the Early or Middle Classic period. The location of the 

chultun at the base of the plaza and the absence of an associated plaster floor suggest that 

this chultun area was not used as a ceremonial space, but as a domestic place by the Late 

Classic period. 

The Justo Group Plaza B Floor 7

The chultun was sealed by stones, and then filled with artifact debris and dark 

brown soil. The fill measured about 50 cm thick and subsequently a plaster floor (Floor 

7) was capped. When the excavation exposed it, however, the plaster surface of Floor 7 

was heavily eroded and was only observed at the north of the excavation unit. The fill 

contained large fragments of ceramics, which were categorized as the first half of the 

Late Classic types, including Tinaja Red/Nanzal and Molino Black, suggesting that Floor 

7 was constructed between A.D. 600 and 726. 

The Justo Group Plaza B Floor 6 

Floor 7 was repaved with a thick plaster floor (Floor 6) without having a substantial 

fill. The plaster was 10 cm thick and the thin fill below it contained small stones 

compacted in gray soil (Layer IX). A fragment in the fill of Tinaja Red/Nanzal signals 

that Floor 6 was paved within a short period after the construction of Floor 7. 

The Justo Group Plaza B Floor 5

The surface of the plaza was continuously remodeled with thick plaster floors in 

short temporal spans. Floor 5 was constructed with a fill of small stones in a loose light 

yellowish brown soil, creating a 2 cm-thick layer (Layer VIII), and the thickness of the 

floor was even thicker than Floor 6 at 15 cm. In addition to Late Classic ceramics such as 
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Saxche Orange Polychrome, Tinaja Red/Nanzal, and Molino Black, the fill contained an 

obsidian flake and numerous chert lithics. 

The Justo Group Plaza B Floor 4

Unlike the two previous floors, Floor 4 is thin, measuring less than 1 cm thick, but 

its associated fill is 35 cm thick, composed of yellowish light brown soil and small stones. 

Recovered sherds included Desquite Red-on-Orange (N=3) and Infierno Black (N=6), 

suggesting that the floor was paved during the second half of the Late Classic period 

(A.D. 726-800). Moreover, other Late Classic types such as Tinaja Red/Nanzal (N=34, 

18%) and Saxche Orange Polychrome (N=1) were also recovered from this fill. 

The Justo Group Plaza B Floor 3

Floor 3 had a thin fill which consisted of same soil of previous layers and small 

stones. Artifacts included a mano for metate, in addition to ceramics and lithics. Among 

sherds, Infierno Black was categorized (N= 4), indicating that the floor was constructed 

during the Late Classic period. 

The Justo Group Plaza B Floor 2 

During the Late Classic period, the plaza was remodeled with Floor 2 whose surface 

was heavily eroded. As with previous floors at the Justo Group, this was also placed on 

a thin fill, consisting of small stones and grayish brown soil. We categorized sherds as 

Tinaja Rojo/Nanzal (N = 8). 

The Justo Group Plaza B Floor 1

The latest floor was paved during the Terminal Classic period, judging from the 

ceramic type of Tinaja Red/Tinaja (N=3) in the fill. The floor was found 20 cm below the 
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current ground surface and its plaster surface was eroded, but partially observed at the 

north end of the excavation unit. On the floor surface, Kotegawa found two oval bifaces. 

The fill of the floor was a composite of dark brown soil with small stones, creating a 

layer 30 cm thick. Artifacts included in the fill were ceramics (N= 595, 33%), an obsidian 

prismatic blade, two chert bifaces, and other debris. Ceramics suggest that this latest floor 

was constructed during the Terminal Classic period (ca. A.D. 800-1000). However, no 

slate or fine orange wares were recovered from the excavation. 

Extensive Excavations at the Guzmán Group

As mentioned in Chapter 4, the Guzmán Group is located 1.3 km north of the Main 

Group and consists of seven mounds (Structure GZ1-GZ6, and GZ9) forming a small 

plaza (Plaza A). The main mound (Structure GZ1) with the hieroglyphic stairway is 

located at the east side of Plaza A. It measures 3 m in height and 15 x 12 m at its base 

with an orientation of 17° east of north. A small mound (Structure GZ2) is attached to 

the south side of Structure GZ1. Alignments of the hieroglyphic stairway were exposed 

partially on the western façade and two blocks with glyphic carving were fallen down 

at its base. We set 2 m x 2m grids based on UTM coordinates at Plaza A (Figure 5.28). 

Operations were directed by the following archaeologists: Structure GZ1 by the author 

and Campaña Valenzuela, Structures GZ5 and GZ6 by Kotegawa, the author, and López 

Camacho, and Plaza A by the author (Figure 5.29). We excavated a total of 226.22 m3 

at the Guzmán Group (Table 5.1). Esparza Olguín documented the inscriptions of the 

hieroglyphic stairway in situ.

The Guzmán Group Structure GZ1

Before extensive excavations, Structure GZ1 formed a mound measuring 3 m in 

height and 15 m x 14 m at its base (Figure 5.30). From December 8, 2010 until January 
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Figure 5.28. Structure GZ1. Stakes are placed every two meters based on UTM 
coordinates. 
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Figure 5.29. The location of excavated units at the Guzmán Group.
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27, 2011, we excavated 40 excavation units of a 2m x 2m grid, or an area 160 m2, which 

covered most parts of the building. The excavation began with a trench on the primary 

axis of Structure GZ1, exposing the length of the stairway and then was extended 

horizontally to define its width. The excavations uncovered the north and south walls of a 

base platform completely, but the eastern rear was only partially excavated because of its 

poor state of preservation (Figure 5.31). 

Under the humus, excavations exposed a thick collapse layer, including finely cut 

stones, vault stones and capstones. Finely cut stones had the characteristic shape of a 

veneer, measuring 20 to 40 cm in length and width, but only 10 cm in thickness. This 

limestone veneer had been adopted in buildings of the Río Bec region (Andrews 1999: 

329) and can be observed at other centers surrounding El Palmar (Ruppert and Denison 

1943; Šprajc 2008). Vault stones were mostly found on the upper part of the mound and 

they measure 50 to 70 cm in length, 40 to 50 cm in width, and 12 to 15 cm in height. The 

capstone was formed by a finely cut flat surface on one side and a roughly cut convex 

face on the other. 

Structure GZ1 consisted of a single upper room that was supported by a rectangular 

platform, measuring 10.5 m north-south and 7.5 m east-west. A hieroglyphic stairway was 

attached to the west façade and it measures 8 m x 3.7 m at its base. With the stairway, 

Structure GZ1 formed a square shape, measuring 10.5 m in its sides. 

The Guzmán Group Structure GZ1, the Hieroglyphic Stairway

We undertook the excavation of the hieroglyphic stairway in two phases. First, 

we exposed and documented glyphic blocks in situ without aligning them in their 

original positions (Figure 5.32). Most carved blocks were inclined and displaced, but not 

completely disordered or fallen. The lower steps were in a good state of preservation, but 

higher steps such as Steps V and VI were displaced and eroded. Once all blocks and their 
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Figure 5.30. Plan of Structure GZ1. After excavations. 
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Figure 5.31. The East-West Section of Structure GZ1.
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Figure 5.33. The hieroglyphic stairway after the relocation of blocks in their original 
positions, Structure GZ1, the Guzmán Group. 

Figure 5.32. The hieroglyphic stairway showing stair blocks in situ. Structure GZ1, the 
Guzmán Group.
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fragments were documented by photographs and line-drawings, subsequently Campaña 

Valenzuela reestablished the original configuration of the hieroglyphic stairway (Figure 

5.33).

The extensive excavations exposed that the hieroglyphic stairway, which was 

composed of six steps faced with 111 blocks carved originally with 164 glyphs, some of 

which were totally eroded or missing. Blocks were missing particularly at the north and 

south ends of the stairway. Each step of the stair, of which the glyph blocks formed the 

step faces, had a 25 to 30 cm riser and 77 cm tread width. Each stone contained one or 

two glyphic blocks and the average stone measured 40 cm (+/- 10.40) in length, 25 cm 

(+/- 3.44) in width, and 17 cm (+/- 3.71) in depth. The documentation of the hieroglyphic 

stairway at the Guzmán Group followed the alpha-numeric designation established by 

Graham (1975) (Figure 5.34). Chapter 6 details the documentation of the blocks. 

The Guzmán Group Structure GZ1, Upper Shrine

The sixth step of the stairway connects a terrace in front of upper shrine, which may 

have served as a ritual stage. Architectural debris suggests that the upper shrine was 

originally vaulted and finely-cut cornices were used on the façade. The room measured 

6.6 m x 1.9 m and had two stone benches at its north and south ends. The benches were 

made of finely cut double stones, measuring about 1.8 m in length, 1.6 m in width, and 

0.4 m in height. The north bench had a small niche at the west end, measuring 55 cm by 

40 cm, but no artifact was observed inside the niche. The doorway had 1.6 m in width and 

it was most likely supported by wooden lintels. Corbels measured 50 cm x 40 cm x 10 cm 

and many of them were found on the front platform or behind the structure. 

On the western wall and adjacent to the doorway, two cord holders were framed 

by a circular ceramic inset which was made of a red jar neck sorted as Tinaja Red/

Nanzal (Figure 3.35). There was no direct evidence, but such insets may have served to 
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Figure 5.34. Number assignment of the hieroglyphic stairway, Structure GZ1, the 
Guzmán Group. 

Cord holder

Termination deposits

Burned �oor
Capstone

North Bench

Figure 5.35. The room interior of the superstructure at Structure GZ1. A photo represents 
termination deposits, a cord holder, and a capstone of vault roof on the burned floor.  
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sustain a curtain or to partition the space from the outside area because a textile curtain 

is frequently observed in the courtly scenes on polychrome vessels (e.g., Kerr 1992; 

1994). The exterior walls of the shrine were built of finely faced veneers decorated with 

a thin coat of plaster and red paint (Figure 5.36). The size of veneer blocks varied, but on 

average measured 20 to 40 cm on a side and about 15 cm in thickness. The room inside 

was also decorated with plaster and red paint, but the wall was built not of faced veneers, 

but of horizontally long blocks of varying sizes with considerable joint gap. The blocks 

measured 30 to 50 cm in width and is 10 cm in height. Their faces were cut but not as 

finely as the limestone veneers of the exterior. The floor of the room inside was plastered, 

but had been burned with sherds at the north and south ends and on the east side of the 

bench when the termination ritual took place. 

As was mentioned above, between the upper shrine and the stairway, there is a flat 

surface that measures 8 m x 2 m. On this stage and in front of the doorway, a tripod dish 

was found with other sherds and a bifacial chert. A burned floor was limited to the area 

in front of the doorway where we found artifact scatters. 

The Guzmán Group Structure GZ1, the Base Platform

As described above, the upper shrine was supported by a rectangular base platform. 

The north and south walls of the shrine had remaining six courses of stone blocks to a 

height of 1.6 m high, but the walls were originally higher by one or two more blocks, and 

probably measured about 2 m in height (Figures 5.37-38). The original form of the east 

façade was difficult to understand due to a poor state of preservation. The walls were 

finished by veneer stones of different sizes. Unlike veneer stones of the walls, the inset 

corner was built with rectangular stone blocks measuring 28 cm x 17 cm x 14 cm. 
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Figure 5.36. A survived red paint with a thin coat of plaster at Structure GZ1, the Guzmán 
Group. 
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Figure 5.37. North wall of the base platform, Structure GZ1, the Guzmán Group.
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Figure 5.38. South wall of the base platform, Structure GZ1, the Guzmán Group.
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The Guzmán Group Structure GZ1, Termination Ritual Deposits (TR1)

The excavations detected ritual deposits at Structure GZ1. A large number of broken 

objects with black and ashy soil were found on the burned floor of the north and south 

inset corners (Figure 5.39) and along the south wall of the base platform (Figure 5.40). 

Likewise, the room inside of the upper shrine and a ritual stage in front of its doorway 

were burned and deposited scattered ceramics. Meanwhile, no artifact was found along 

the north wall and in front of the stairway. These deposits contained ceramic fragments of 

the second half of the Late Classic types mixed with Terminal Classic ceramics, chipped 

stone tools, and animal bones. It is possible that these objects represent termination ritual 

deposits of a type that has been broadly reported across the Maya area, where certain 

buildings were ritually destroyed and broken objects were scattered on the burned floor 

of these buildings (Freidel and Schele 1989; Garber 1983; Inomata, et al. 2001; Mock 

1998). Because there is no evidence that the hieroglyphic stairway was dismantled, these 

deposits were likely put in place by the inhabitants of the Guzmán Group rather than as a 

result of destruction by an enemy or other elite factions. Because the south and east wall 

of the upper shrined were dismantled, I suggest that the vaulted roof collapsed at the time 

of the termination ritual. 

The Guzmán Group, Structure GZ1, Substructures

Three test excavations (TP12-14) of 2 m x 2 m were carried out; TP12 was located at 

the center of the upper shrine, TP13 was at the middle of the stairway, and TP14 was at 

the base along the primary axis of the stairway. TP12 showed the construction sequence 

of Structure GZ1, which had six substructures and one brief remodeling of a plaster floor 

(Figure 5.41). The excavation did not reach bedrock; however, it is probable that bedrock 

is located tens of centimeters below the fill of the sixth substructure judging from the 

elevation of bedrock detected in front of the stairway. The Structure GZ1-Sub 6 was 
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built 1.9 m below the current room floor with fills of black soil and small stones (Layers 

XXIII and XXIV). A large amount of charcoals were recovered with ceramics, lithics, 

obsidian blades, and human bones. Despite the fact that we did not exposed the bedrock, 

the characteristics of these artifacts, numerous charcoals, and its depth compared to the 

bedrock level in front of the hieroglyphic stairway (describe below), suggest the remains 

of a termination ritual, contemporaneous with that found on Structure GZ5-Sub 5 built 

with bedrock (also described below). Ceramics included diagnostic types of the first half 

of the Late Classic period (ca. A.D. 600-726), including Saxche Orange Polychrome and 

Corona Red. The deposit of the termination ritual was covered with a thin fill (Layer 

XXII) of light yellow soil, above which Structure GZ1-Sub 6 was built. The fill contained 

a sherd of Chantuori Black-on-Orange which was decorated with an effigy of a person, 

presumably elite. Moreover, in the fill was a fragment of barkbeater made of fine chert. 

Due to the limited excavation area, only these associated plaster floors were exposed and 

thereby the nature of this substructure and subsequent substructures (Structure GZ1-Sub 

6-2) remains unclear. They were superimposed one over another by a fill of 25-40 cm 

thick and artifacts such as ceramics and a large number of chert cores. Before the final 

building of Structure GZ1, a burial was interred by intruding Structure GZ1-Sub1 and 2.  

The Guzmán Group, Structure GZ1, Burial 1

Burial 1 was the first interment detected at El Palmar (Figure 5.42). It had a cist 

limited by stones in different sizes, one of which was a fragment of metate. They were 

covered with seven large slabs, measuring 190 cm x 68 cm. The orientation of the 

burial is parallel to that of Structure GZ1 (17°). With removal of the covering slabs, an 

individual with two polychrome vessels appeared (Figure 5.43). The individual had small 

circular dental inlays of jade and pyrite and two polychrome vessels. Jessica Cerezo-

Román analyzed the burial and identified the individual as a male person 35 to 50 years 
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Figure 5.39. Concentration of termination deposits (TR1) on the southwest corner of 
Structure GZ1, the Guzmán Group.

Figure 5.40. The excavation process of termination deposits (TR1) on the 
southwest corner of Structure GZ1, the Guzmán Group. 
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Figure 5.41. The north profile drawing of a test excavation (TP12), located at the 
center of the upper shrine, Structure GZ1, the Guzmán Group. 
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Figure 5.42. A cist found at the center of the upper shrine, Structure GZ1, the Guzmán 
Group. 
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Figure 5.43. A burial that contains an individual and two polychrome vessels. 
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old (Tsukamoto and Cerezo-Román 2013). Small circular inlays of jade and pyrite in the 

incisors suggest that this individual had a relatively high status. Nevertheless, the lingual 

enamel of a canine showed a small circular orifice without a decorative piece. Since the 

orifice contained a certain amount of calculus, this male person lost the decorative piece 

during his life and he did not or could not recover it before his death. This evidence in 

conjunction with the modest offering of only two polychrome vessels suggests that his 

social status was not too high. A piece of femur was used for radiocarbon dating (AA 

95405), but the small proportion of collagen (0.2 %) contained in the bone resulted in an 

imprecise dating result. 

Two polychrome vessels in the offering were a cylinder vase and a tripod bowl or 

hawante. The cylinder vessel depicts two fire ritual scenes in which two nobles or priests 

wearing luxurious headdresses are seated on a decorated bench (see figure 7.18 in Chapter 

7). In both scenes the nobles grasp animal-like flames (one probably representing a 

white-tailed deer) in front of which servants stand, as if they are conducting a fire ritual. 

Three bands of pseud-glyphs are drawn on the upper and middle parts of the vessel. 

The scenario was drawn on an orange slip of Saxche Orange Polychrome. Another 

polychrome vessel is a tripod bowl (see figure 7.19 in Chapter 7). A water bird is drawn 

on both sides, which are divided by red colored partitions. Unlike the cylinder vase, this 

bowl was slipped with a cream color of Zacatel Cream Polychrome. Inside the bowl there 

were two clay balls that might imitate tamales. 

On the cist the excavation detected a large amount of charcoals. A lack of 

associated artifacts differentiates this burning evidence from termination rituals; it 

was probably a fire ritual dedicated to the interment of the individual or reentry. There 

are two possibilities for the timing of the fire ritual in association with Burial 1. The 

first possibility is that the burial and fire ritual are associated with the building of the 

hieroglyphic stairway if the stair was built in one construction episode. If this was the 
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case, the burial and fire ritual were dedicated to the building of the hieroglyphic stairway 

around A.D. 726. Another possibility is that the burial and fire ritual were sealed with 

the second to the last floor decades later when Step VI was added to the stairway (A.D. 

726-775). This second hypothesis premises that the stairway was built in two different 

construction episodes. We believe future excavations will determine which hypothesis 

seems more likely. The burial and fire ritual were covered with a floor of the upper 

shrine (Floor1b), which was repaved decades later (Floor 1a). The fill supporting Floor 1b 

consists of large stones, some of which are over 35 cm in diameter. 

Test excavation TP13 was placed on Steps III and IV along the central axis of the 

hieroglyphic stairway (Figure 5.44). The excavation exposed three steps of a previous 

stairway, which were built of a double line of roughly cut stones. The riser of the first 

step was attached to a plaster floor or platform, below which an additional step was 

found. The tread width of this modest stairway was 23 cm, much shorter than that of the 

hieroglyphic stairway (77 cm) (Figure 5.45). 

A test excavation was located in front of Step I of the hieroglyphic stairway 

(TP14) and exposed three plaster floors (Figure 5.46). At least one of two sub-floors 

(Floors 2 and 3) apepar to have articulated with a platform of the stairway-Sub 1, but 

more excavations are needed for determining building correlations. Unlike other test 

excavations at Structure GZ1, TP14 reached irregular bedrock, which was located 40 cm 

below the floor of the hieroglyphic stairway. The bedrock consisted of a solid marl or 

sascab. 

The Guzmán Group Structure GZ5

Structure GZ5 closes the northwest area of Plaza A, opposite Structure GZ1. This 

is a rectangular mound, measuring 1.5 m in height and about 18 m x 8.8 m at its base. 

A trench excavation was placed from the plaza to the highest point of the structure. 
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Figure 5.44. A test excavation (TR13) representing a stairway of Structure GZ1-Sub. The 
excavation unit is located between Steps III and IV of the hieroglyphic stairway. 
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Figure 5.45. The north profile of a test pit (TP13), Structure GZ1, the Guzmán Group. Drawing by Luz Evelia Campaña 
Valenzuela.
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Figure 5.46. The north and east profiles of a test pit (TP14), Structure GZ1, the Guzmán Group. 
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The trench measures 2 m north-south by 6 m east-west (Units R42, S42, and T42) and 

the excavation unit of R42 exposed substructures reaching bedrock (Figure 5.47). The 

excavation was directed by Kotegawa. 

The Guzmán Group Structure GZ5-Sub 5 (Bedrock)

In the unit R42, excavations reached bedrock, which was a composite of solid 

yellowish marl or sascab. As with the K’awiil Plaza at the Main Group, the north half 

of the bedrock was carved linearly and leveled from west to east with a deviation of 17° 

from east, an orientation adopted for Structure GZ1 and Platform A, but not by other 

structures (Figure 5.48). The upper portion of the linearly carved bedrock was likely 

served as a platform while the bottom portion (the south half of the excavation unit) was 

paved with a plaster floor (Structure GZ5-Sub 5). 

The Guzmán Group Structure GZ5, Termination Ritual Deposits (TR2)

Decades later a termination ritual (TR2) was conducted on the platform of Structure 

GZ5-Sub 5 and its associated floor. The TR2 deposits contained the sherds of Saxche 

polychrome dishes, drinking vases, dishes, and bowls. There were also chert lithics 

and burned seeds (Figure 5.49), one of which was identified as a seed of a palm tree 

(Orbignya cohune) in association with the top half of a broken jar. Since a palm tree 

produces seeds annually and such seeds cannot be preserved in a tropical environment 

over years, the recovered seed most likely points to the precise date of the termination 

ritual. Judging from ceramic analyses and stratigraphic relations as well as the timing of 

the building of the hieroglyphic stairway in A.D. 726 (probably correlated with Structure 

GZ5-Sub 1), the termination ritual (TR2) and the construction of Structure GZ5-Sub 4 

likely occurred around A.D. 650-700. 

The associated broken jar was used for liquid supplies before having been destroyed 
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Figure 5.47. The north and west profiles of Structure GZ5, the Guzmán Group. Modified from Hirokazu 
Kotegawa (Tsukamoto and López Camacho 2011, Fig. 7.30).
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Figure 5.48. The linearly carved marl (bedrock), Structure GZ5-Sub 5, the Guzmán 
Group. Photo by Hirokazu Kotegawa.

Figure 5.49. A burned corozo seed (Orbignya 
Cohume), recovered from the Termination Ritual 2 
(TR2), at Structure GZ5-Sub 5. A photo represents 
both the external side (1) and internal side (2). 
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in a termination ritual. I categorized this vessel as Tinaja Red/Nanzal, which is 

horizontally burnished on the exterior and partially on the interior from the lip to the 

neck. From the end of the neck to the body the interior surface was smoothed. The form 

consists of a narrow-mouth (Diameter: 11.6 cm) with slightly bulging-neck and a thin 

wall. These characteristics resist liquid supplies. As mentioned before, Structure GZ1-

Sub 6 was established on construction fills that included a large number of charcoals, a 

large number of sherds from monochrome and polychrome vessels, chert lithics, obsidian 

prismatic blades, and human bones. The resemblance between this deposit of Structure 

GZ1 and TR2 at Structure GZ5-Sub 5 may imply that these materials were also from a 

termination ritual. In fact, the floors of these two structures were similarly raised by over 

50 cm of construction fills after the ritual activities.

The Guzmán Group Structure GZ5-Sub 4

A heavily weathered plaster floor is supported by 50 cm of two construction fills; the 

upper fill consists of sticky black soil and artifacts such as ceramics, cherts, and obsidian 

blades, while the lower fill was a composite of compacted light yellow soil mixed with 

upper black stratum soil. Ceramic types included Saxche Orange Polychrome, Chantuori 

Black-on-orange, and Tinaja Red/Nanzal. As mentioned above, this building was 

constructed around A.D. 660.

The Guzmán Group Structures GZ5-Sub 3 and Sub 2

Structure GZ 5-Sub 4 was covered over by Structures GZ5-Sub 3 and Sub 2 about 

between A.D. 680 and A.D. 700 respectively. Both substructures are composed of dark 

brown soil and fragments of sascab. Ceramic types included Tinaja Red/Nanzal, Saxche 

Orange Polychrome, Molino Black, and Cambio Unslipped. Due to a lack of deposits with 

primary contexts, the construction dates of these two substructures remain tentative. 
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The Guzmán Group Structure GZ5-Sub1 and a ritual dump

In A.D. 726 when the hieroglyphic stairway was attached to Structured GZ1, 

Structure GZ5-Sub 1 might have been constructed with a thick plaster floor supported 

by a fill composed of small stones and compacted sascab. Within the construction fill 

a midden deposit or ritual dump contained a large number of ceramics (N = 2942) and 

lithics (N= 148). A round disc made of stucco was also found in the deposit. A wide 

variety of ceramic types were identified. We categorized them as the early and late facets 

of the Late Classic period, including Corona Red, Tinaja Red/Nanzal, Saxche Orange 

Polychrome, Infierno Black, Chinos Black-on-cream, Chantuori Black-on-orange, 

Desquite Red-on-Orange, Egoista Resist, Traino Brown, and so on. However, there were 

no slate and fine orange wares, supporting that the deposition event occurred before the 

ninth century, more likely around A.D.726. In addition, a wide variety of chert lithics 

were recovered from the deposit and they were eight bifaces, three knives, a polishing 

stone, seven scrapers, and three doomed smoothers, and numerous flakes. A fragment of 

obsidian prismatic blade and a mano, a shell ornament, and an unidentified animal bone 

were also found in the deposit. 

I speculate that substantial parts of Structure GZ5 were built contemporaneous with 

this plaster floor, but the limited excavation does not allow proving this hypothesis at this 

time.

The Guzmán Group Structure GZ5

The latest floor (Floor 1) at Structure GZ5 likely occurred between A.D. 726 and 

850. The plaster floor was preserved in the Unit R42 and the northwest corner of the Unit 

S42 where facing stones were aligned from east to west. Excavation identified that this 

portion of Structure GZ5 was severely destroyed and thereby the nature of Structure GZ5 
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remains obscure. A large amount of collapsed wall and possible vaulting stones covered 

this plaster floor. Unlike other structures, no evidence of termination ritual was found on 

this floor.

The Guzmán Group, Structure GZ6, and a Termination Ritual (TR1)

Structure GZ6 is located at the north end of Plaza A. The topographic mapping 

shows a mound with an offset shape, measuring 1.5 m in height and 40 m by 10 m at its 

base. Kotegawa, the author, and López Camacho directed extensive excavations (U50-51, 

V50-51, a part of W49 and W50-51, X50-51, Y50-51, Z50-51, AA48-51, AB49-51, AC59-

51, and AD50) with a total area of 112.5 m2 in the western area of the mound. Because 

of an offset shape to be of a single mound and we denominated each part of the offset 

shape as Structure GZ6a and GZ6b. However, the excavation detected that this feature 

consisted of two independent structures whose collapsed materials formed this shape. 

Therefore, the west mound maintained its name of Structure GZ6 while the east mound 

was denominated as Structure GZ9. The excavations were carried out during three field 

seasons from 2010 to 2012.

At Structure GZ6, the excavations uncovered three rooms, including a large west 

room, a small central room, and an east room (Figure 5.50). These rooms were not 

interconnected with interior doorways, but each room had a different entrance. The 

structure measures about 18 m long and 5.4 m width and collapsed stones suggest that 

it was originally vaulted. The thickness of the exterior wall is about 75 cm and it was 

originally decorated by thin plaster. Similar to the construction technique of Structure 

GZ1, the exterior walls were built of finely faced veneers decorated with a thin coat of 

plaster. The room interiors were also decorated with relatively a thick plaster, and the wall 

was built of horizontally long blocks of varying sizes with considerable joint gaps that 

were filled with flat stones.
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The west room was the largest rectangular room at Structure GZ6 and the room 

interior measured approximately 10.2 m (E-W) x 2 m (N-S). The room had a single 

doorway at the south of the structure and it measured approximately 1.2 m in width. 

In front of the doorway the excavation uncovered a small step that was approximately 

40 cm long. The step surface was originally finished by plaster, but it had been mostly 

weathered. Several corbelled vault stones and medial corbels for medial moulding were 

recovered around the doorway. An average size of vault stones was approximately 

0.53 m long by 0.47 m wide with a height of 0.3 m (Figure 5.51). The medial corbels 

were approximately 0.78 m long by 0.4 m wide with a height of 0.28 m. While the west 

doorjamb was relatively preserved, the east doorjamb was completely dismantled and 

only the foundation was left. I suggest that it was not the result from a natural collapse 

occurred after the abandonment, but artificially destroyed during the termination ritual. 

The west room had two stone benches, one was located at its center (Central Bench) 

and another (Lateral Bench) at the west end (Figure 5.52). The central bench was more 

elaborate than the lateral bench and it had a rectangular shape with unusual height and 

asymmetrical location compared to the dimension of the central room. The central bench 

measured 0.7 m in height and approximately 3.7 m x 1.7 m at its base. The location of the 

central bench was unusual because it was moved 1.5 m to the west from the central axis 

of the doorway, which was located at the south of the room. The west part of this central 

bench was heavily destroyed and on this destroyed surface as well as preserved surface 

a large number of sherds were placed as termination ritual. Because sherds were equally 

distributed on the preserved and destroyed surface of the central bench, ritual performers 

may have first partially destroyed the central bench and then casted sherds and other 

artifacts. There was no evidence of burning trace on the upper surface of the central 

bench, but the floor surface in front of the bench was burned. The lateral bench runs the 

entire length from the north to south wall of the west end of the room with 1 m wide. This 
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Figure 5.51. A vault stone found in the west room of Structure GZ6, the Guzmán Group.
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Figure 5.52. Stone benches found in the west room of Structure GZ6, the Guzmán Group.
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was a low bench 0.2 m high and there was no evidence of any destruction and burning 

trace. Except for a few sherds, no artifact was found on the plaster floor of this west 

bench. Likewise, the east portion of the room held only a few sherds on the plaster floor 

which did not have burning evidence.

Termination deposits were recovered from the outside of the west wall of the 

doorway. They were concentrated at the Units W49 and W50. The deposits consisted 

of a chert eccentric of anthropomorphic shape, a complete prismatic blade of obsidian, 

shells, and numerous sherds and cherts. Most artifacts found on the surface of Structure 

GZ6 were concentrated in this area and on the central bench. We excavated the Unit W49 

partially and it is most likely that more deposits will be found when excavating this unit 

completely. Substructures of the west room remain obscure due to the lack of excavations 

below the plaster surface of the room. 

The central room was a tiny quadrangular space, which measures approximately 2.1 

m x 2.1 m at its base (Figure 5.53). This building had a single doorway at the south and 

the entrance is approximately 0.75 m wide. The room seems to have been vaulted, judging 

from collapsed construction materials such as capstones and vault stones. When removing 

the collapsed materials inside the room, we found a half top of a broken jar placed on a 

broken dish with sherds on the plaster floor where heavy traces of burning were shown. 

The burning trace and scattered sherds were concentrated at the corners of the room, 

in contrast to its central portion where these remains were absent. At the west end of 

the room, there was a white soil layer between the vessels and the plaster floor. As with 

the other cases above mentioned, these deposits appear to have been termination ritual 

deposits. 

A test excavation (TP15) with a dimension of 1.5 m by 1.0 m was placed at the center 

of the central room (Figure 5.54). Two layers of 52 cm-thick fill were detected below the 

latest plaster floor with the deposits of ceramic, chert lithic, and charcoal. Removing the 



244

Figure 5.53. The central room with termination deposits on a burned floor. Structure GZ6, the Guzmán Group.
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Figure 5.54. South and west profile drawings of a test excavation (TP15), located at the center of the central room, 
Structure GZ6, the Guzmán Group. Modified from Kotegawa (Tsukamoto and López Camacho 2014).
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fill exposed a well-preserved plaster floor (Structure GZ6-Sub 1). Structure GZ6-Sub 

2 was found 18.5 cm below Structure GZ6-Sub 1. Unlike the plaster floor of Structure 

GZ6-Sub 1, this plaster floor was badly eroded and we observed fragments of the plaster. 

When the excavation continued to excavate the fill of Structure GZ6-Sub 2, excavators 

detected a rock alignment, running to the west room. The rock alignment formed an 

enclosure with the west interior wall of the central room. The excavation detected that the 

feature had 80 cm depth in which a large amount of carbon were deposited, suggesting 

that it was more likely a hearth. If so, the central room or this area could have been used 

for a cooking space. The excavation revealed that the feature was surrounded by a plaster 

floor (Structure GZ6-Sub 3), and below the feature the second earliest floor (Structure 

GZ6-Sub 4) was built with two layers of light gray (5YR 6/1) and a dark brown (7.5YR 

3/2) soil. As with Structure GZ5-Sub 5, numerous charcoals including carbonized wood 

were recovered from the fill above bedrock and the earliest floor was paved on the fill 

(Structure GZ6-Sub 5). We need to date the radiocarbon samples recovered from TP15 for 

the determination of the construction periods at Structure GZ6 and its substructures, but 

this earliest construction episode of Structure GZ6-Sub 5 with numerous charcoals in its 

fill might have been correlated with Structure GZ1-Sub 6 and Structure GZ5-Sub 5. 

The east room had a T- shape rectangular form, which are approximately 4.5 m long 

and 1.7 m wide (Figure 5.55). Unlike the other two rooms, the east room is oriented to 

the east, thereby the access to the room is located at the east side. The doorway has about 

1.5 m width with two steps from the outside to the inside of the room. The excavation 

detected numerous capstones and vault stones in the room interior, illustrating that the 

room was originally vaulted. When the roof and wall collapses were removed, some 

sherds as termination deposits were recovered on the burned floor inside the room. 

Sherds found on the floor of the room at Structure GZ6 were of the Late Classic types 

mixed with a few Terminal Classic ones, including Tumba Black on Orange and Tinaja 
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Figure 5.55. Plan of the east room at Structure GZ6, the Guzmán Group. Drawing 
by Kotegawa.
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Red/Tinaja. Judging from these transitional ceramics, I suggest that the termination 

rituals at both Structures GZ1 and GZ6 were carried out around A.D.800-900.

The Guzmán Group Plaza A

Plaza A has a rectangular shape, measuring 45 m north-south by 25 m east-west 

according to topographic mapping. I decided to excavate an area between Structure GZ1 

and Structure GZ5, which is located at the north half of the plaza. Excavation units in 

this area are X43, Y41-42, Z41-44, and a 2 m x 2 m square located at the corner of four 

units including V41-42 and W41-42. Two excavation units, X43 and Z43 reached down to 

bedrock, exposing a series of plaster floors. 

The Guzmán Group Plaza A, Bedrock

Bedrock was exposed about 1.9 m below the ground surface of Plaza A at the Unit 

Z43 (Figures 5.56 and 5.57). At the Unit X43, however, the bedrock was observed at 1.4 

m depth (Figures 5.58). This means that the bedrock has an irregular shape from the east 

to the west of the plaza. The bedrock was a composite of yellow marl. At the Unit Z43, 

the Maya excavated the bedrock in the form of a chultun. Because this was found at the 

southwest corner of the excavation unit, we could not expose its total dimension. In the 

chultun, no special deposit was found except seven Late Preclassic sherds and two Early 

Classic ceramics of Aguila Orange. It is difficult to determine when it was built, but this 

one ceased to be in use in the Late Classic period according to the construction date of a 

platform over the chultun. 

The Guzmán Group Plaza A, Platform A

By sealing the chultun, a possible quadrangular platform (Platform A) was built 

(Figure 5.59). The excavation exposed the east end and west corner of Platform A which 
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Figure 5.56. The north profile of Platform A, Excavation Unit Z43, Plaza A, the 
Guzmán Group.
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Figure 5.57. The east profile of the Units Z42-44, Plaza A, the Guzmán Group.
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Figure 5.58. The east profile of the Unit X43, located at the center of Platform A, Plaza A, 
the Guzmán Group.
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possibly measured 0.4 m in height and 5.8 x 5.8 m at its base. As with the stairway of 

Structure GZ1-Sub 1, it was built with uncut or roughly cut stones covered with stucco 

(Figure 5.60). A large number of Late Preclassic ceramics were recovered from the fill 

(N=357, 36%), mixed with Late Classic sherds sorted as Pastelaria Composed, Other 

Molino Black/Fluted, and the same type of the Impressed variety. Moreover, a dark 

brown or black sandy fill used for supporting the plaster surface of Platform A resembles 

that found at Structure GZ1 which dated to the Late Classic period. 

The Guzmán Group Plaza A, Floors 2-5

Platform A was remodeled at least once while new plaster floors (Floors 2-5) of the 

plaza gradually buried the platform. No diagnostic sherds of the Late Classic period were 

found in the construction fills of these floors at the units X43 and Z43. The fills were 10 

to 30 cm thick and were a composite of stones in different sizes and soils. 

The Guzmán Group Plaza A, Floor 1

About 1.5 m above the bedrock, a new plaster floor completely buried Platform 

A. Supporting Floor 1, a fill of 40 cm thickness was composed of sandy gray soil and 

stones with different sizes from 10 to 30 cm. Based on stratigraphic correlations with 

Structures GZ1 and GZ5, this floor was likely contemporaneous with the building of 

the hieroglyphic stairway. The plaster surface of the floor was completely eroded. The 

fill measured 40 cm in thickness and was a composite of stones from 10 to 30 cm and 

sandy gray soil. Ceramics were sorted as the first part of the Late Classic types of Corona 

Red and Molino Red, mixed with a few sherds of the second half of the same period, 

including Tinaja Red/Tinaja and Infierno Black. Because this floor had the same level of 

the floor that supported the first step of the hieroglyphic stairway, I suggest that they are 

contemporaneous. 
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Figure 5.59. Plan of Platform A, Plaza A, the Guzmán Group. 
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Figure 5.60. Aerial view of Platform A, Plaza A, the Guzmán Group.
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Summary

The excavation in conjunction with radiocarbon dating has shown a long construction 

sequence of plazas at the Main Group and relatively short periods of occupations at the 

Justo Group and Guzmán Group. During the Late Preclassic period (ca. 300 B.C-A.D. 

250) to the Early Classic period (ca. A.D. 250-400), El Palmar was a relatively small site 

where integrative spaces for ritual performance were only the Central Plaza and Plaza H. 

It is possible that these plazas ceased to be used for a while after A.D. 250. I suggest that 

the northern part of the Great Plaza formed a ceremonial space during the early period 

because of the monumentality of Structure PM8. However, we have not found evidence 

of plaster floors of this period at the Great Plaza. The ground surface near Structure PM5 

and PM10 consisted of clay rich soil that became a muddy and unstable surface during the 

rainy seasons, indicating that the place was not adequate for public events. The same is 

true of Plaza E during the early period. 

The construction at the bottom of the Central Plaza, the bedrock surface of the 

K’awiil Plaza and the platform found at the Great Plaza might have been domestic 

structures. That is to say, residential households could have been distributed around the 

Central Plaza and Plaza H during the Late Preclassic through the Early Classic period. 

A major transformation of the ritual landscape at El Palmar occurred during the 

Middle Classic period (ca. A.D. 400-600). The areas around the Central Plaza and Plaza 

H at the Main Group were leveled with plaster floors with which the Great Plaza and 

Plaza E were built to accommodate a large audience. The modest platform adjacent 

to Structure PM5 at the Great Plaza was buried by a plaster floor that extended to the 

area of Structure PM10. I suggest that the construction program of the Great Plaza was 

short because the plaster floor in front of Structure PM10 lacks substantial fills and this 

unstable thin fill caused the ground to subside at the east end of the plaza. 

In the Middle Classic period (A.D. 400-600), social hierarchy was enhanced through 
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the restriction of access to Plaza G, the erection of stone monuments, and exotic goods 

through long distance trades. At the west part of the Main Group, the architectural 

complex of PM3 was built together with Plaza G, a highly restricted space for ritual 

ceremonies. Test excavation TP6 could not reach bedrock on Plaza G, but the excavation 

confirmed that the plaza was already elevated 10 m above the ground surface by A.D. 

600. The area of the K’awiil Plaza was paved contemporaneous with Plaza G and in 

A.D.554 a cache (Cache 3) was deposited to dedicate the erection of Altar 10. Cache 3 

consists of nine eccentrics with obsidian cores and flakes which were imported through a 

long distance trade. As I mentioned in Chapter 3, two stelae that are currently located in 

Campeche City. Each of them represents a ruler’s image and they probably date back to 

the Early Classic period, suggesting that the El Palmar dynasty was already established 

during this period. Nevertheless, the dynasty was likely a small polity. In outlying areas 

surrounding the Main Group, some Late Preclassic and Early Classic sherds mixed with 

those of the Late Classic period suggest that residential structures were scattered without 

forming a ceremonial space of the temple-plaza pattern until the Late Classic period. 

By the seventh century, the El Palmar polity was further expanded by constructing 

the temple-plaza compounds surrounding the Main Group. At the Main Group Plaza 

F and the López Plaza were established during the Late Classic period and the other 

plazas continued to have been remodeled. A large number of carved monuments were 

continuously erected at the plazas of the Main Group. In outlying areas including the 

Justo Group and the Guzmán Group were formed by the temple-plaza compound. It is 

likely that Stela 52 at Plaza B of the Justo Group was erected during the Late Classic 

period, but its heavily eroded condition prevents us from determining the erection date. 

Around A.D. 726, a hieroglyphic stairway was built at the Guzmán Group. 

The Guzmán Group had experienced several remodeling before the hieroglyphic 

stairway was built. At the bottom of Structure GZ5 of the group, the excavators detected 
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a platform made of bedrock, suggesting that the Guzmán Group was a modest compound 

before the eight century. The modest characteristic of the Guzmán Group is evidenced 

by uncut or roughly cut stones used for the early buildings of Structure GZ1-Sub 1 and 

Platform A. The foundation of the Justo Group is needed to be examined with extensive 

excavations. An important question is whether this group was established by autonomous 

local residents or with the support of the central authority. The Guzmán Group was 

abandoned with termination ritual around A.D. 800-900 according to the result of 

radiocarbon dating and ceramic remains.

At the Main Group and the Justo Group, most ceramic remains were recovered 

from construction fills where early and late deposits were often mixed. In contrast, at 

the Guzmán Group three deposits were primary contexts in which we could collect 

radiocarbon samples, two deposits resulting from termination rituals and one from ritual 

dump. These deposits enable us to establish a reliable ceramic sequence in the Late 

Classic period and to examine the correlation of ceramic change with other sociocultural 

change. The deposits also provide important insights in material evidence of ritual 

performances in the plaza.
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CHAPTER 6

RITUAL PERFORMANCE IN TEXT AND IMAGE

This chapter addresses the identification of social actors who appear in text and 

image. Iconographic and epigraphic studies of carved monuments and portable artifacts 

provide detailed information on ritual performance and historical events within a precise 

temporal framework, which we cannot often recover from other archaeological remains. 

The written media are official transcripts that operate to promulgate ideology of a social 

group to the rest of the population (Scott 1990). Epigraphic studies have revealed that 

Classic Maya rulers often commissioned stone monuments placed on the main plaza as a 

strategy to legitimize political authority, but they were not a unique social actor in ritual 

performances. The goal of this chapter is to reveal different social actors who enacted 

ritual performances in order to negotiate power and ideological relations with other social 

groups.

Our surface surveys and excavations documented a large number of stone 

monuments. Due to the vulnerability of local limestone in southeastern Campeche, some 

of those monuments are heavily damaged and illegible. Nevertheless, careful epigraphic 

and iconographic analyses can recover valuable data for the history of the El Palmar 

dynasty. At the Main Group we have documented 34 stelae and 12 altars (Figure 6.1). 

At the Guzmán Group the extensive excavation uncovered a hieroglyphic stairway in its 

entirety. The collapse process of the structure altered the original position of the steps, 

but we were able to relocate these without any problem (Figure 6.2). The relocation work 

resulted in well-ordered glyphic texts carved on most blocks, suggesting that they were 

not recycled blocks used for later occupants. We can consider alternative hypotheses on 

who owned or commissioned the stairway: 1) El Palmar rulers, 2) Sub-royal or higher 
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Figure 6.1. Map of the Main Group showing the location of carved monuments discussed 
in this chapter. 
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Figure 6.2. Structure GZ1, the hieroglyphic stairway at the Guzmán 
Group.
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elites, and 3) Intermediate or lower-elites. El Palmar rulers comissioned the erection of 

stone monuments at the Main Group, so epigraphic studies of these monuments provide 

bases for our better understanding of the inscriptions at the Guzmán Group.

Using the Main Group’s epigraphic and iconographic data as comparative basis, 

this chapter seeks to clarify the political implication of the hieroglyphic stairway at El 

Palmar. Epigraphic research has demonstrated that carved monuments located in city’s 

outlying groups shed light on Classic Maya political and spatial organization. In many 

cases the placement of commemorative monuments in the outlying groups emphasizes 

royal ideology represented in the cosmological directionality (Ashmore 1991), diplomatic 

ties between a ruler and a provincial noble (Chinchilla and Houston 1992), or the 

existence of officials who played significant roles in courtly activities (Jackson and 

Stuart 2001; Zender 2004). A key question is whether the hieroglyphic stairway helped to 

incorporate the Guzmán Group into the overall ritual landscape of El Palmar, or served 

as an ideological medium for non-royal people to negotiate power relations with rulers. 

Epigraphic studies of the hieroglyphic stairway at the Guzmán Group can assess the 

ideological formation of a social actor who appears to have performed ritual speech on 

the step.

After reviewing the hieroglyphic texts of the stairway, I will compare new 

information to data recovered from other Maya areas in order to discuss the dynastic 

network and internal political composition of the El Palmar polity. The comparative 

approaches reveal how the El Palmar polity confronted sociopolitical situations in Classic 

Maya political landscape and how different social actors shaped and were shaped by 

power relations, ideology, and identity though text and image. 

Before continuing I should mention that Octavio Q. Esparza Olguín (2008, 2010) 

is in charge of epigraphic studies for the El Palmar Archaeological Project. During the 

field seasons 2007 and 2009, he and I documented four stelae (Stelae 12, 14, 16, and 
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42) and Altar 10 at the Main Group, and we published the results elsewhere (Esparza 

and Tsukamoto 2011; Tsukamoto, et al. 2010). Based on our publications and his project 

reports (Esparza Olguín 2008, 2010), I reexamined the monuments through the scope of 

ritual performance. Furthermore, I analyzed epigraphic and iconographic characteristics 

of four additional stelae (Stelae 8, 10, 41, 45). Despite the fact that the results of my 

epigraphic studies are preliminary, such approaches deepen our understanding of ritual 

performance carried out at the Main Group.

Procedure of Epigraphic Analyses

The documentation of carved monuments follows the alpha-numeric designation 

established by Graham (1975). While I employed this well-developed method for all the 

monuments at the Main Group, one important deviation is in the labeling of the steps for 

the hieroglyphic stairway at the Guzmán Group. Hieroglyphic stairways at other centers 

such as Copán (Stuart 2005), Dos Pilas (Houston 1993), Ceibal (Graham 1990), Yaxchilan 

(Graham 1982) are read from the top step to the bottom step, but the hieroglyphic 

stairway of the Guzmán Group is read from the bottom to the top. Therefore, we decided 

to label the six steps as I to VI from the bottom to the top and the first glyph located at 

the left corner of the bottom step as the glyph A1 of the Step I (Figure 6.3). Since the 

majority of the blocks contain only one row of glyph blocks, most were designated by 

a letter and then consecutive numbers (e.g. A1, B1, C1, and so on). Some missing glyph 

blocks were assigned letters, in the hope that we would recover additional fragments at 

surrounding structures in future research. Indeed, we found a fragment with a glyph 

block on the surface of Structure GZ6 and its dimension suggests that the block was 

originally located as the glyph block A1 of the Step IV. 

In the field, I photographed all the monuments, and based on these photos Esparza 

Olguín drew each glyph block, providing its preliminary reading. In the laboratory, 
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he finished the drawings and readings of stelae and altars. I verified the details of the 

drawings and readings and refined them when necessary. In so doing, I consulted others 

sources that include Thompson’s photographs from the Peabody Museum of Archaeology 

and Ethnology, Harvard University and those from Tatiana Proskouriakoff’s monumental 

work, A Study of Classic Maya Sculpture (Proskouriakoff 1950), Merle Greene 

Robertson’s rubbings (Robertson 1995), Karl Mayer’s study of monuments of unknown 

provenance (1991), and my photographs. In terms of the hieroglyphic stairway, Esparza 

Olguín and I read the texts independently and verified them with each other. We then 

compared the Guzmán Group’s texts with other inscriptions recovered from the Main 

Group, as well as those from other sites.

My description of the inscriptions here is based on the transcription and 

transliteration formats proposed by G. Stuart (1988), and I followed Robertson, et al. 

(2007), which was amended by Lacadena and Wichmann (2004), for some specific 

features of writing the transcription and transliteration, including vowel length, glottal 

stop, and pre-consonantal /h/. I should note that the orthographic issue of transliteration 

is an on-going debate (Lacadena and Wichmann 2004; Robertson, et al. 2007; Wichmann 

2006), arguments that are beyond the scope of my dissertation.

Based on the orthographic guidelines of these publications, I described each glyph 

with transcription (in bold), transliteration (in italics), and a translation (in double 

quotation mark). In the transcription, I used the upper case for logograms (e.g., HUL) 

and the lower case for syllables (e.g., li). For example, the glyphs I1 and J1 of the Step 

I of the hieroglyphic stairway read 13-ji-ya HUL-li-ya (transcription), uxlajuunjiiy 

huliiy (transliteration), “13 days have passed” (translation). I added a question mark after 

transcribed values to express that the identification of the assigned logographic or syllabic 

value remains uncertain (e.g., NIK?). In a similar fashion, I added a question mark 

enclosed in parentheses to uncertain phonetic readings and meanings (e.g., sakho’ok(?), 
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“White Valley(?)”). Hieroglyphic signs marked by a T-number (e.g. T182), indicates that 

the hieroglyphic signs are not recognized, but numbered and catalogued by Thompson 

(1991[1962]). The pound sign denotes a segment eroded or fragmented beyond legibility 

(e.g., #-K’INICH). By analyzing other clauses of the stairway and corpus of Maya 

inscriptions, we are able to deduce some missing or eroded glyphs, which are marked by 

asterisk (e.g., AJ-ti-*xa-ha). 

Finally, the Long Count and Calendar Round are converted into Julian calendar dates 

using 584,285 GMT (Goodman-Martinez-Thompson) correlation constant, which was 

advocated by Lounsbury (1982: 166). 

Stone Monuments at the Main Group

 Most stone monuments at the Main Group were erected on the plazas, suggesting 

Figure 6.3. The alpha-numeric designations of the hieroglyphic stairway at the Guzmán 
Group.
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that they served as memory devices that helped people to remember pathos and emotions 

induced from ritual events there. So far, we have identified eight carved monuments 

that represent ritual performances of El Palmar rulers from the end of the Early Classic 

period (A.D. 554) to the Terminal Classic period (A.D. 884) (Table 6.1). Among seven 

monuments at the Main Group, Esparza Olguín drew and read Altar 10, and Stelae 12, 

14, and 16, while I read four additional stelae. The following section describes epigraphic 

studies of the carved monuments in accordance not with the nomenclature, but with the 

chronological order of the monuments. 

Unknown Provenance, Stela 45 

It is currently located at the Soledad Museum of Campeche City (Figure 6.4). The 

stela was originally located near the Main Group at El Palmar and transported with 

another stela named Stela 46 by Antonio Benavides in 1985 (personal communication, 

2009). During our field seasons from 2007 to 2010, local people in Kiché Las Pailas told 

me that one of these was originally located at the Arco Group, an outlying group we 

documented during reconnaissance in 2007. Villagers’ comments are congruent with the 

stelae’s location reported by Merle Greene Robertson (PARI 1984: 2) and Peter Mathews 

(1985: 7). Decades later Karl H. Mayer (1991: 12-13, Plate 33) labeled the stelae as 45 and 

46 and published photographs, one of which shows a column of glyph blocks on Stela 

45’s back side. The glyph blocks are eroded and the picture was taken under day light 

blurring their details. Unfortunately, we do not have access to the back side anymore 

because the stela is mounted at the very corner of the exhibit hall at the Soledad Museum 

in Campeche City. We can currently observe three sides of the stela; the front face of 

the stela represents a ruler and the lateral sides depict glyph blocks. The ruler wears a 

ceremonial costume with a large headgear and hangs a mask on his back. He is carrying 

a thick ceremonial bar that represents a serpent head at both ends. Iconographic and 
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Table 6.1. The list of ritual performance depicted on carved monuments at the Main Group*. 

Monument 
Number

Associated 
plaza

Long 
Count

Calendar 
round

Julian Date 
with 584,285 
GMT 
correlation

Ruler Events Accompanied 
figures

Altar 10 K’awiil Plaza 9.6.0.0.0 9 Ajaw 3 Wayeb March 20, 
A.D.554

K’ahk’…laj 
Chan Yopaat

The erection of 
the altar

Four deities
GI

Stela 45 ? ? ? ? Early Classic
A.D. 250-600

? Ceremonial 
bar

Stela 12 Plaza E ? ? ? A.D. 639-692 ? Royal Dance Yuknoom 
Ch’e’en II

Stela 10 Great Plaza 9.14.0.0.0
or 
9.15.15.0.0

6 Ajaw 13 Muwan or
18 Xul

December 1, 
A.D. 711 or
May 31, 
A.D. 746

Upakal(?) 
K’inich

? None

Stela 8 Great Plaza 9.14.10.0.0 5 Ajaw 3 Mak October 9, 
A.D. 721

? ? Unknown 
person

Stela 7 Great Plaza 9.15.0.0.0 4 Ajaw 13 Yax August 18,
A.D. 731

? ? ?

Stela 16 Great Plaza 9.18.10.0.0 10 Ajaw 8 Sak August 16,
A.D. 800

…Bo? Casting 
incenses

Dwarf

Stela 14 Plaza E 9.19.10.0.0 8 Ajaw 8 Xul May 3,
A.D. 820

? Casting 
incenses

None

Stela 41 K’awiil Plaza 10.2.15.0.0 8 Ajaw 8 Mol May 27, 
A.D. 884?

? Conjuring ritual ?

*Note that the monuments are ordered by the erected dates.
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Figure 6.4. Stela 45, located at the Soledad Museum, Campeche City. Courtesy of Centro 
INAH Campeche.
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epigraphic styles suggest that the stela was carved during the Early Classic period (A.D. 

250-600). Some glyph blocks are preserved on the right lateral, but their meanings remain 

unclear. 

The K’awiil Plaza, Altar 10

This round altar is located at the foot of Temple II which closes the northwest 

corner of the K’awiil Plaza at the Main Group (Figure 6.5). The altar shows on its top 

five heads which are divided by mat designs, a symbol of Maya royalty. The edge of 

the altar is enclosed by 23 glyph blocks that celebrate a dedication ritual occurred in 

the sixth K‘atun period-ending (9.6.0.0.0, March 20, A.D. 554) (Mathew 1985: 7; Mayer 

1991; Tsukamoto, et al. 2010). I suggest that the central deity is an impersonated ruler 

surrounded by four deities, one of which can be identified as God GI. In the tenth Annual 

Tulane Maya Symposium and Workshop on February 24, 2013, Esparza Olguín read 

the first seven glyph blocks (A-G) as ALAY?-ya PAT-ja u? ?-TUN 9 Ajaw 3 Wayeb’, 

that I slightly change as ALAY?-ya tz’a-?-pa-ja KUCH-TUN 9 Ajaw 3 Wayeb’, alay?-

tz’apaj kuch tuun b’aluun ajaw ox wayeb, “Here, a burden stone (= Altar 10) is planted 

on the day 9 Ajaw 3 Wayeb’.” The glyph block A1 tentatively reads a-LAY?-ya, alay(?), 

“here” or, perhaps, “this (one)” (MacLeod and Polyyukhovich 2005). The following 

three glyph blocks (H-J) help set the Calendar Round in the Long Count. They record 

HAAB TZUTZU-yi? 6-WINKIKHAAB, meaning that it completed the sixth K’atun 

period-ending (9.6.0.0.0. or March 20, A.D. 554). Following Esparza Olguín, the rest 

of the inscriptions read IL-ji, K’AHK ?-la-ja CHAN-na YOPAAT ja?-ta-ma ?-? ? 

? K’AWIL-la ? SAK-o-ka? 6-PIIT?-AJAW, ilji k’ahk ?-laj chan yopaat jatam? ?-? 

? ? k’awiil ? sakho’ok(?) wak piit(?) ajaw, “He witnessed, K’ahk’…laj Chan Yopaat 

Jatam?...K’awiil…White Valley(?), the lord of six litters(?). ” SAK-o-ka is transliterated 

and translated as sak[h]o’ok, “White Valley,” by Lacadena and Wichmann (2004: 152). 
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Figure 6.5. Altar 10, located at the foot of Temple II, the K’awiil Plaza, the Main Group. 
Drawing by Octavio Q. Esparza Olguín. 
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The reading of the glyph PIIT? is uncertain, but the meaning could be “litter” or 

“palanquin” (Dmitri Beliaev, in Stone and Zander 2011: 99).

These two glyphic blocks, sakho’ok(?) wak piit(?) ajaw, are El Palmar royal titles 

that were continuously carried by successive rulers throughout the Classic period. The 

altar is paired with Stela 42 that depicts a possible ruler’s effigy who wears a decorated 

headdress and a large pectoral with a knife and a shield in his hands (Figure 6.6). Because 

glyph blocks are completely eroded, we cannot prove whether the personage is the ruler 

K’ahk’…laj Chan Yopaat Jatam?...K’awiil…or other protagonist.  

Plaza E, Stela 12

Stela 12 is placed in the west end of Plaza E at the Main Group (Figure 6.7). It 

records a royal dance, AK-ta-ja, possibly under the witness of Yuknoom Ch’e’n II, the 

most powerful ruler of the Kaan dynasty from A.D. 636 to 686 (Martin and Grube 2000). 

Because glyph blocks between royal dance and Yuknoom Ch’e’n II’s name are heavily 

damaged, we cannot discern the syntactical relation between them. Nevertheless, the 

iconographic style and the presence of Yuknoom Ch’e’n II, suggest that the stela was 

erected between A.D. 636 and 692 (Esparza and Tsukamoto 2011; Proskouriakoff 1950).

The Great Plaza, Stela 8

We have not relocated Stela 8 in the Great Plaza, but we can recover important 

information on ritual performance from Thompson’s picture (Figure 6.8). The stela 

depicts two personages with three columns of inscriptions. Following Graham (1975), I 

designate these columns from left to right by the letters A, B, and C. The front face of 

the stela represents a ruler who wears an elaborated headdress, pectoral, and an ear flare. 

The ruler holding a ceremonial staff faces a seated person, above which glyph blocks are 

carved (Column A). The first two glyph blocks A1 and A2 represent the Calendar Round 



271

Figure 6.6. Stela 42, located at the foot of Temple II, the K’awiil Plaza, the Main 
Group. Drawing by Octavio Q. Esparza Olguín. 
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Figure 6.7. Stela 12, located at Plaza E, the Main Group. Drawing by Octavio Q. Esparza 
Olguín. 
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Figure 6.8. Stela 8, located at the Great Plaza, the Main Group. Photograph by J. Eric 
S. Thomson in 1936. Courtesy of the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, 
Harvard University, [58-34-20/58258]. 
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5 Ajaw 3 Mak and next glyph block A3 looks like the Tun period ending, *TAM-LAM-

ja, tan lamaj, though the picture does not clearly represent this. If this is the case, the 

corresponding Long Count should be 9.14.10.0.0 (October 9, A.D. 721) which is congruent 

with Thompson’s date (1936a). The last glyph blocks (A4) are clearly legible and depict 

CHOK-wa, chokaw, “he or she scatters.” The ruler’s name may be carved on column B, 

but they are partially damaged and therefore the readings remain undefined. Column C 

has the longest text which consists of 11 glyph blocks (C1-C11). While readings of this 

column remain understudied, it appears that the glyph block C4 records aj-K’UH-na, 

ajk’uhuun. Ajk’uhuun is one of the subsidiary titles recorded in numerous hieroglyphic 

texts throughout the Maya Lowlands during the Late Classic period (e.g., Coe and Kerr 

1998: 91; Houston 1993: 130-134; Jackson 2005: 130-175; Schele and Miller 1986: 155), 

and title holders have been interpreted as ritual specialists as priest or worshiper (Zender 

2004). If my reading is correct, a person seated in front of the ruler could be an ajk’uhuun 

official and he assists the ruler during the scattering ceremony. Thus, the texts read “On 

the day October 9, A.D. 721, a ruler conducted a scattering-incense ritual.” 

The Great Plaza, Stela 10

It is currently fallen down in the Great Plaza, but between the stela and the ground 

there is a small space which allows me to observe a portion of the frontal face. Besides 

this field observation, I examined the stela based on Thompson’s pictures: one provided 

by the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University (Figure 6.9) 

and another from A Study of Classic Sculpture (Proskouriakoff 1950, Fig. 59a). Figure 6.9 

shows five glyph blocks located on the left end of the frontal face. The first two blocks 

depict the Calendar Round, which Thompson (1936a) originally read as 6 Ajaw and 13 

Muwan (9.14.0.0.0, December 1, A.D. 711). However, he later questioned the date and 

corrected it as 9 Ajaw and 18 Xul (9.15.15.0.0, May 31, A.D. 746) in accordance with the 
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Figure 6.9. Stela 10, located at the Great Plaza, the Main Group. Photograph by J. Eric 
S. Thomson in 1936. Courtesy of the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, 
Harvard University, [58-34-20/58227]. 
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artistic style of an eccentric flint he discovered at its base (see also Chapters 3 and 7). 

The figure shows that the number of the haab date is weathered, but we could recognize 

at least three dots and a bar. The right side of the haab date represents a syllabic sign 

ni and the logogram looks like an animal’s profile with a pointed ear, characteristics 

of both Muwan or Xul sign. This means the haab date could be either 13 Muwan (A.D. 

711) or 18 Xul (A.D. 746). Unfortunately, the picture does not clearly show a verb next 

to the Calendar Round. However, we can read the following glyph block as u-pa-ka?-? 

K’INICH, upakal(?) k’inich, “Upakal(?) K’inich.” The last glyph block should be his 

title that I cannot identify with the picture. The right side of the glyphic blocks shows 

a ruler with a decorated costume and parallel strand gaiters. He stands on a possible 

witz monster. In sum, Stela 10 represents a ruler Upakal(?) K’inich who conducted or 

experienced something on the day December 1, A.D. 711 or 9.15.15.0.0, May 31, A.D. 746. 

The Great Plaza, Stela 16

Stela 16 is located at the north end of the Great Plaza. As with the case of Stela 8, it 

depicts a ruler’s scattering incense ritual (Figure 6.10). The front face represents a ruler 

with a possible k’awiil scepter in hand, an elaborate headdress, and pectoral. At the foot 

of the ruler, a dwarf sits or stands. The representation of dwarfs in ritual performance 

was prevalent in the central Maya lowlands during the Classic period. Particularly, 

monumental sculptures depict dwarfs in companion of a ruler during the period-ending 

rituals including bloodletting, casting incenses, and grasping k’awiil scepter (meaning 

that he or she grasps political authority), and less frequently a ball game (Miller 1985). 

The dwarf depicted on Stela 12 at El Palmar is partially eroded, but we can see his tied 

headdress and an ear flare. His arms seem to be bound, but the eroded surface limits to 

be determined. There are inscriptions on both right and left lateral faces, but only those of 

the right lateral have survived. The texts of right lateral begin with a Calendar Round date 
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Figure 6.10. Stela 16, located at the Great Plaza, the Main Group Drawing by Octavio 
Q. Esparza Olguín.
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of 10 Ajaw 8 Sak and the Tun period ending glyph, ta?-LAM-wa. The Long Count in 

the cycles of 8, 9, and 10 Baktuns that matches a period-ending of the Calendar Round 10 

Ajaw 8 Sak is only 9.18.10.0.0 (August 16, A.D. 800). The Calendar Round is followed by 

a transitive verb, u-CHOK-ch’a-ji*, uchokch’aaj, “He scatters incense.” The left lateral is 

heavily weathered and an only syllabic sing b’o is visible. 

Plaza E, Stela 14

As with Stelae 8 and 16, Stela 14 depicts a scattering incense ritual in the Tun period 

ending (Esparza Olguín and Tsukamoto 2011). It is erected with two other stelae and three 

altars in front of a platform stage that leads to the entrance of the immense Structure 

PM3. Unlike the other paired monuments whose glyphs are eroded, Stela 14 is relatively 

well-preserved. The front face represents a ruler who wears a headdress, a pectoral, and 

an ear flare. While a small caption on the front face is too eroded to read, but glyph 

blocks carved on the lateral faces are legible (Figure 6.11). The texts of left lateral begin 

with the Calendar Round date of 8 Ajaw 8 Xul. Because the following glyph blocks 

represent the Tun period ending of TAN-na LAM-wa, the Long Count falls on 9.19.10.0.0 

or May 3, A.D. 820. Next glyph blocks depict a scattering incense ceremony, uchokch’aaj, 

followed by a ruler’s name ?-la-Il-ni? Polaw?-Chan Yopaat. After two eroded glyphic 

blocks, we can identify El Palmar royal title SAK-o-ka, sakho’ok(?), “White Valley(?).” 

The right lateral is heavily eroded, but we can see a glyph block i?-IL-ji, indicating an 

overseen event occurred.  

The K’awiil Plaza, Stela 41

Stela 41 is the small fragment of a large stela and Thompson photographed its upper 

part (Figure 6.12). It is located at the K’awiil Plaza. The left corner of the fragment has 

four glyph blocks and the first two glyph blocks (A1 and A2) are a Calendar Round date, 
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Figure 6.11. Stela 14, located at the Great Plaza, the Main Group. Drawing by Octavio Q. 
Esparza Olguín.



280

1

2

3

BA

Figure 6.12. Stela 41, located at the K’awiil Plaza, the Main Group 
(Proskouriakoff 1950: Fig. 59b, the nomenclature added by the author). 
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which Thompson and Morley read as 10.2.15.0.0?? 8 Ajaw 8 Mol or May 27, A.D. 884. 

But, Proskouriakoff questions this date:

   From what little can be seen of its sculpture, Stela 41, which Morley 
places in a very late period (10.2.15.0.0), is a monument not unlike Stelae 
12 and 31; in fact its headdress, with its vertical band placed at an angle 
to the central mask element, strongly suggests an early date. The nose of 
the mask, turning forward, is a later feature, however. None of the detail 
suggests either dynamic arrangement or decadence, and however hesitant 
one may be to base judgment on such a small fragment, there seem to 
be sufficient stylistic grounds to refute the suggestion of a very late date 
[Proskouriakoff 1950: 128]. 

The glyphs are heavily eroded, but the first glyph block (A1) clearly shows 6 or 8 

Ajaw. The second glyph block (A2) is even more difficult to define, but three dots and 

a bar can be 8 or 6. The haab date appears to be either Mol or Yaxk’in. Judging from 

the common syntactic pattern in El Palmar inscriptions, the third glyph block (A3) is 

most likely to depict the Tun period ending. There is no Calendar Round corresponding 

6 or 8 Yaxk’in with Ajaw date from 9.0.0.0.0 to 11.0.0.0.0. The only Tun period ending 

that corresponds to Ajaw and Mol during this date is 8 Ajaw and 8 Mol. Therefore, the 

date of Stela 41 might be 10.2.15.0.0 8 Ajaw 8 Mol or May 27, A.D. 884, as Morley and 

Thompson interpreted, although we need to examine this in the field.

The left side of the fourth glyph block (B1) located on the upper right part might be 

the “fish-in-hand” logogram TZAK, tza’k, “to conjure,” although I should confirm it in 

the field. If this is the case, Stela 41 depicts the conjuring ritual performance. The right 

side of the glyph block B1 is too eroded to identify, but it is likely to be the name of the 

ritual performer.

In summary, all the eight monuments at the Main Group represent ritual performance 

of El Palmar rulers during K’atun or Tun period-endings. The steale depict a scattering-

incense ceremony, conjuring ritual, and royal dance. The monuments indicate that there 
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are at least seven rulers who reigned in the El Palmar dynasty from A.D. 554 to A.D. 884 

(Table 6.1). Moreover, other social actors such as dwarf and possibly ajk’uhuun officials 

assisted rulers’ ritual performances. 

The Hieroglyphic Stairway at the Guzmán Group

As I described in the previous chapters, the hieroglyphic stairway is located at the 

Guzmán Group, 1.3 km north of the Main Group. The stair is composed of six steps 

with 109 facing stones, forming a text that we estimate to have encompassed 164 glyph 

blocks (Figure 6.2). This number includes eroded and missing blocks which appear to 

have contained glyphs. While the local limestone in southeastern Campeche is friable 

and easily eroded, the first five steps preserved relatively well, particularly in comparison 

with the sixth step and other limestone veneers used for decorating the architectural 

walls. It is possible that raw materials were imported from other sources, but this has yet 

to be rigorously investigated. Most carved blocks were in place or slightly moved when 

found. The average stone measures 40 cm (+/- 10.40) in length, 25 cm (+/- 3.44) in width, 

and 17 cm (+/- 3.71) in depth. The following section describes the full readings of each 

step. 

The Hieroglyphic Stairway Step I

The opening Initial Series provides the Long Count date *9.14.*14.*13.19 in the 

glyph blocks A1-R1, corresponding to June 24, A.D. 726 (Figures 6.13. and 6.14). The 

glyph blocks at A1, B1, D1, and E1 are fragmented, but can be reconstructed based on the 

legible numbers and syntactic orders. The corresponding Calendar Round should be 8 

Kawak 17 Yaxk’in. While the haab component in R1 is plausibly 17 Yaxk’in, the tzolk’in 

in Q1 clearly features the day sign Ajaw. The resulting Calendar Round –*9 Ajaw 17 

Yaxk’in –has the appearance of a so-called Puuc date, where the numerical coefficient of 
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Figure 6.13. Step I of the hieroglyphic stairway at the Guzmán Group. 
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Figure 6.14. Step I of the hieroglyphic stairway at the Guzmán Group. Drawing by Octavio Q. Esparza Olguín. 
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the haab is one less than expected (Proskouriakoff and Thomson 1947). Peter Mathews 

(2001[1977]: 406) has shown that one can explain a date of this type at Dos Pilas by 

supposing that the tzolk’in advances ahead of the haab –presumably turning during the 

previous night –while the haab advances at sunrise the next day. Puuc-style dates of this 

kind were probably used to record nighttime events (See also Stuart 2004). In our case, 

it seems that the tzolk’in of 8 Kawak had changed to 9 Ajaw during the night, while 

the haab day 17 Yaxk’in remained unchanged. At sunrise, the Calendar Round would 

reach the next “normal” date 9 Ajaw 18 Yaxk’in, corresponding to the Long Count date 

9.14.14.14.0 (June 25, A.D. 726). 9 Ajaw 17 Yaxk’in was carved instead of the “normal” 

Calendar Round to indicate that the associated event happened at night.

The Puuc-style date of 8 Kawak 17 Yaxk’in may be associated with the two glyph 

blocks (O1-P1) immediately preceding the Calendar Round. As with Altar 10, the glyph 

block O1 tentatively reads a-LAY?-ya, alay(?), “here” or, perhaps, “this (one)” (MacLeod 

and Polyyukhovich 2005). This sign occasionally precedes a date in monumental 

inscriptions (Stuart 1989: 152-153), but still another glyph intervenes on block P1 before 

the Calendar Round. The glyph at P1 is too fragmented to fully identify, but Simon 

Martin (personal communication 2012) suggests that it could serve to indicate a nighttime 

event in the same manner that (ta)-yi-IHK’K’IN?-ni does at Yaxchilan, Piedras Negras, 

and Dos Pilas. The outline of a probable yi sign can just be made out at the top left of the 

P1 block. 

The Supplementary Series for the date includes the glyph G9 (although the date 

9.14.14.14.0 calls for G1) and glyph F (G1and H1 respectively); the glyphs E and D (I1) or 

the moon age 13-ji-ya, HUL-li-ya, uxlajuunjiiy huliiy, “thirteen days have passed” (I1 

and J1), following the glyphs C (K1), X (L1), B (M1) or u-ch’o-ko K’ABA’, uch’ok k’aba’, 

“his young name,” and A (N1) or “30 days.”

Glyph blocks at S1-Y1 record a historical event and a foreign ruler, along with his 
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titles. Glyph S1 is an intransitive verb of motion which reads T’AB[-yi], t’abayi, “to 

ascend or to go up” (Houston, et al. 2000: 330; Kaufman and Norman 1984; Stuart 1998). 

The left side of the glyph block at T1 is eroded, but together with the glyph block at U1 

it can be read as *3-wi-ti-ki CHAN-na CH’E’N, ux witik chan ch’e’n, “Ux Witik sky-

cave.” Such “sky-cave” glyphs are associated with locations, and it is very common for 

toponyms to immediately follow verbs of motion in the script (Marc Zender, personal 

communication 2013). Ux Witik is known to be the Copán toponym (Stuart and Houston 

1994: 12, 23), and this combination of ux witik and chan ch’e’n can be seen on the Temple 

21 bench at the site (Stuart, et al. 1999: Figure 170).

Glyph blocks V1 and W1 read ti-BAT-ku-pi? a-AJAW, ti-BAT-kuup(?) ajaw, “the 

lord of Copán,” which likely represents the Copán emblem glyph (see Stross 1989). 

The phonetic reading of the BAT sign has been proposed as xu by Grube (Grube 1992: 

211, Footnote 5), but it is still uncertain. A similar BAT emblem glyph appears on the 

monuments at Calakmul and Oxpemul in southeastern Campeche during the Classic 

period, but Martin (2005: 5, Footnote 11) points out that it lacks the suffixes pi (and/

or pu?) seen in Copán emblem glyph. When K’UHUL appears as prefix to the AJAW 

sign, the resultant emblem glyph serves as the exclusive title of principal lords (Stuart 

and Houston 1994: 3-7). In this case, the K’UHUL sign is absent, but the AJAW sign 

(following by the preposition ti) precedes the name of the ruler 18-u-BAAH-K’AWIL, 

waxaklajuun ubaah k’awiil (glyphs X1 and Y1). It is well known that Waxaklajuun Ubaah 

K’awiil (his nick name is 18 Rabbit) is the thirteenth lord of the Copán dynasty (Martin 

and Grube 2008: 203). I surmise that the lack of the K’UHUL sign in this example of 

the Copán emblem glyph may be due to the hegemonic influence of the nearby Kaan 

dynasty, an important point to which I will return. Additionally, the syntax of this 

statement is noteworthy because the intransitive verb of motion and toponym are followed 

by pared prepositional sub-clauses (i.e., ti…ti…). A few similar examples can be seen 
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at the Hieroglyphic Stairway 2 of Dos Pilas and Stela F of Copán; the former case in 

particular resembles the Guzmán passage. Here, the preposition ti before the name of 

Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil emphasizes that this king did not go up Copán, but rather 

that an individual or group from El Palmar did so in order to see him. In summary, on 

June 24, AD 726 at night an El Palmar party “went up Copán, to [see] the Copán ruler, 

Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil.” 

The glyphic clause at Z1-FF1 records the name of Copán local deities after a possible 

verbal expression and a relational glyph. These read che-ka-ja yi-chi-NAL? CHAN-na-

TE’-a-AJAW-wa 9-K’AWIL-la k’u-yu-NIK? -AJAW?, chehkaj yichnal chan te’ ajaw 

b’aluun k’awiil k’uy nik(?) ajaw…, “It is visible in the company of the four lords, B’aluun 

K’awiil, K’uy Nik(?) Ajaw…” The verbal expression chehkaj is very rare, appearing only 

here and on Caracol Stela 6, where it is a personal name (Grube 1994; Grube and Martin 

2004: 65-67; Houston 1989). Because of the context, Stuart (personal communication, 

2011) suggests that the verb chehkaj indicates “being visible” or “to get presented.” In 

the Ch’orti, the noun chek means “image, reflection, image used by sorcerer” and the 

derived passive verb chektah means “be seen, visible, come into view, appear” (Wisdom 

1950: 698). This is followed by the relational glyph yichnal “before or in front of,” which 

introduces a list of Copan’s local deities—Chante’ Ajaw, B’aluun K’awiil, and K’uy 

Nik(?) Ajaw –who frequently appear on carved monuments at Copán (Newsome 2001; D. 

Stuart, et al. 1999: 190-192) (Figure 6.15). Regarding the glyph EE1, Nik(?), David Stuart 

(personal communication 2011) has recently proposed the alternative reading SAAK 

“seed.”  To judge from the inscriptions of Copán, glyph blocks FF1 of the Step I and A1-

C1 of the Step II could well provide the name of two additional gods frequently associated 

with the aforementioned (i.e., Mo’ Witz Ajaw and/or Tukun Witz Ajaw), but the blocks 

are too fragmented to allow certainty.
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Figure 6.15. Copan local deities: (a) Step I of the hieroglyphic stairway at the Guzmán 
Group: Chan Te’ Ajaw (BB1 and CC1), Baluun K’awiil (DD1), Kuy Nik? Ajaw (EE1), 
and undeciphered glyph block (FF1) (drawing: Octavio Q. Esparza Olguín); (b) bench in 
Copan Temple 21: Chan Te’ Ajaw (B), Kuy Nik? Ajaw (C), Mo’ Witz’ Ajaw (D), Tu Kun 
Witz’ Ajaw. (E), and Baluun K’awiil (F) (after Stuart et al. 1999:190, Fig. 170).



289

The Hieroglyphic Stairway Step II

Apart from the aforementioned possibility that the opening blocks of Step II contain 

the name of additional Copán gods; it is equally possible that they now at least provide 

the name of the subject of the t’abayi verb from glyph block S1, or that they provide a 

relational glyph or additional titles of that subject (Figures 6.16 and 6.17). Unfortunately, 

a block corresponding to the glyph block at A1 of the Step II is missing, and the glyph 

blocks at B1 and C1 are heavily weathered and broken. The readable portions of glyph 

block C1 are #-yu?-wi, but without more context the meaning is elusive. After the 

undeciphered glyph block at D1 ?-na, the glyph blocks at E1-F1 read AJ-pa-ch’a wa-li, 

ajpach’ waal, “Ajpach’ Waal,” likely referring to an individual, though in Ch’orti, pach’ 

means “crushing, pressing, trapping” (Wisdom 1950:561). Because the name Ajpach’ 

Waal appears elsewhere in the hieroglyphic stairway, I suggest that this is the name (or 

at least part of the name) of the subject of the t’abayi event from Step 1, Glyph S1. The 

following three glyph blocks at G1-I1 read AJ-ti-*xa-ha CHAN-na so?-ni *xa-MAN-na 

#-CH’E’N, ajtixah chan soon xaman …ch’e’n, “he of Tixah, four soon, north…place.” By 

comparison with glyph blocks R1-U1 or Z1-CC1 of Step IV, Esparza Olguín reconstructed 

a broken syllable xa on glyph block G1 and a reading of soon on H1. Tokovinine (2008: 

263-265) has identified the regional distribution of so-called “numbered titles” consisting 

of NUMBER-T501[544]-ni, within which set the title Four-T501[544]-ni is found in 

connection with Bonampak ruler Yajaw Chan Muwaan and an individual from Motul de 

San José, among others. Zender (2011) tentatively proposed reading glyph T501[544] as 

so? in the context of a recently discovered inscription at Cahal Pech, Belize. Based on 

these decipherments, I suggest that the phrase ajtixah chan soon xaman …ch’e’n indicates 

a string of titles preceded by a title of origin, within which I consider that xaman …ch’e’n, 

“north…place” might be associated with the northern location of the Guzmán Group, 

or perhaps of El Palmar, as seen from Copán. Whereas the term ch’e’n literally refers to 
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Figure 6.16. Step II of the hieroglyphic stairway at the Guzmán Group. 



291

            B                           C                   D                                E                           F                             G                        H                     I

J                       K                              L          M1    B14                                                                                                    N                             O                          P        

                                       Q                   R                                         S                   T                              U                                   V                       W                    X                                     Y 

A

 1

 M2

Figure 6.17. Step II of the hieroglyphic stairway at the Guzmán Group. Drawing by Octavio Q. Esparza Olguín.
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“caves and cavernous features,” the term was probably used for refering more generally 

to a physical place such as a village, town, or center, as may be the case here (Bíró 2011: 

108; Helmke 2009; Martin 2004; Tokovinine 2008; Velásquez García 2004: 83-84; Vogt 

and Stuart 2005). Dmitri Beliaev (personal communication 2012) suggests to us that xah 

or tixah means “lowlands” or “plains.” As he notes, Ch’olti’ xahlum means “flat, plains” 

(Morán 1965:135) and Ch’orti’ xah means “plain, grassy area, open country, meadow, and 

lowlands” (Wisdom 1950:647). I reserve his valuable argument for future discussion.

The following glyph blocks from J1 of Step II to B1 of Step III record parentage 

statements of Ajpach’ Waal. The seven blocks at J1-L1 and at O1-R1 of Step II refer to 

the mother of Ajpach’ Waal. The blocks at J1-L1 read ya-YAL *K’UH-T182-la-IX IX-

WINIKAJAW-wa, yaal k’uhul(?)…ix ixwinik ajaw, “the child of mother, Lady Winik 

Ajaw.” Between her name and titles, an iconographic scene represents two ballplayers 

facing off on either side of a large ball. A small caption (the glyphs M1 and M2), 

located on the upper left corner of the left player, possibly refers to one of their names, 

but these are too eroded to read. Continuously, the glyphs N1-P1 record ba-AJAW-wa 

IX-to-k’a a-AJAW-WINIK-ki, baah ajaw ixtook’ ajaw winik, “the head lord, Lady 

Flint Ajaw Winik.”  Stephen Houston (personal communication 2012) suggests that by 

complementing IX signs the glyph blocks from K1 to P1 represent chiasmus such as Lady 

Winik Ajaw, *Lady Baah Ajaw, Lady Took’, *Lady Ajaw Winik. The title baah ajaw 

is reported at other sites, in which it serves to designate heirs or the first among many 

(Bernal Romero 2009; Fash and Stuart 1991; Houston 1993), suggesting that Ajpach’ 

Waal’s mother possessed high social status. Likewise, the glyph blocks at Q1-W1 record 

the names and titles of the father of Ajpach’ Waal. They read yu-ne AJ-lu-#-chi-hi AJ-

ti-xa-ha u-LAKAM u-pa-ka-la # ? ? (glyphs W-Y are missing), yunen ajlu..chih ajtixah 

ulakam, upakal… “the son of Ajlu…Chih, he of Tixah, he is a lakam of Upakal…” 

Interestingly, the title Ajtixah of Ajlu…Chih is shared with his son Ajpach’ Waal. The 
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glyph block at V1 is heavily eroded, but it is likely a LAKAM logogram based on a 

comparison with the glyph block at H1 of Step III. I discuss this title below.

Despite the fact that part of the name is fragmented and missing, Esparza Olguín and 

I suggest that Upakal and the missing glyph blocks at W1-Y1 of Step II and the block at 

A1 of Step III are a ruler’s name because the following block B1 of Step III, SAK-o-ka, 

sakho’ok(?), “White Valley(?),” is the royal title for El Palmar rulers. Alternatively, in 

Ch’olti’ <hoc> is a noun meaning “mud” (Morán 1695: 134).

Lakam Officials in the Hieroglyphic Stairway

The inscriptions in Step II suggest that the protagonist of the inscription is Ajpach’ 

Waal who is a descendent of lakam officials. This lakam title provides crucial insight 

into understanding Classic Maya officials. Stuart (1992 [2010]) originally identified the 

“banner” glyph as LAKAM in an informal note. He also suggested that those bearing 

the title were a kind of ambassador (Stephen Houston, personal communication 2012). 

Certainly in Tzeltal the term lakam refers to “standard, banner” (Humberto Ruz 1968: 

75). Lacadena (2008) later expanded on the role of the lakam title through the analysis of 

Late Classic polychrome vessels from the Petén region. Based on iconographic evidence, 

he suggests that the lakam glyph is associated with tributary and military organizations. 

In fact, a vessel from the Ik’ site (probably Motul de San José) depicts a courtly scene 

where three lakam officials dedicate tribute to a ruler (Houston and Stuart 2001: 69-70, 

Fig. 3.3). Moreover, prior to the discovery of the hieroglyphic stairway at the Guzmán 

Group, Lacadena (2008) rightly remarked that the title is not carved on stone monuments. 

He concluded that lakam groups may have held lower social ranks and lived in districts 

or architectural groups surrounding the civic-ceremonial core. I will discuss the role of 

lakam officials in more detail below. 
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The Hieroglyphic Stairway Step III

The glyph block at A1 of Step III is missing, and as I mentioned above, the glyph 

block at B1 reads SAK-o-ka, sakho’ok(?), “White Valley(?)” (Figures 6.18 and 6.19). The 

rest of the Step III provides a list of Ajpach’ Waal’s ancestors and the rulers to whom 

they were subordinate. The list begins with the glyph block at C1, reading u-TZ’AK-bu-

li, utz’akbuul. The glyph block at D1 is heavily eroded, but we can probably reconstruct 

it as u-KAB-ji, ukabjiiy, because these two verbs (the glyph blocks at C1 and/or D1) 

repeat in the following sentences. This paired pattern u-TZ’AK-bu-li (or u-TZ’AK-bu-

ji) u-KAB-ji appears in other texts, including Tikal Stela 31, and it can be translated as 

“he/she/it fulfills or completes the work of…”,  presumably expressing the fulfillment of 

the works or ritual acts during the period ending (Stuart 2011: 3-4). Because this paired 

expression is reiterated, the same rituals or journey to Copán might have been followed 

over generations by rulers along with the lakam officials. In addition, the phrases TZ’AK-

bu and TZ’AK-bu-li are “a verb root known from the successor-in-office expression” 

(Lacadena and Wichmann 2004: 105). The glyph blocks at E1-K1 provide the first 

official’s name and his possible ruler, reading MAM-K’AWIL-la to-k’a u-LAKAM 

AHK ? SAK-o-ka, maam k’awiil took’ ulakam ahk… sakho’ok(?). Stuart (2000b) 

identified the MAM logogram as “grandfather/grandson” and “ancestor,” suggesting 

that it could serve as an honorific when it appears at or near the beginning of a personal 

name phrase. The same is true of the glyph block at E1. I do not know the reading of the 

glyph block at J1, but this is the “Quadripartite badge,” an important iconographic motif 

showing a type of censer-burner or sacrificial bowl as well as the world tree (Kubler 

1969; Robertson 1974; Stone and Zander 2011; Stuart 1988; Taube 2009: 154-155). In sum, 

including the phrase utz’akbuul ukabjiiy, the full statement could be: “It fulfills the work 

(ritual acts?) of ancestor K’awiil Took’, (who was) the lakam of Ahk…, White Valley(?).” 

Thus, the order of ancestors may go back in history (i.e., from Ajpach’ Waal’s father to 
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Figure 6.18. Step III of the hieroglyphic stairway at the Guzmán Group. 
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Figure 6.19. Step III of the hieroglyphic stairway at the Guzmán Group. Drawing by Octavio Q. Esparza Olguín. 



297

grandfather). 

Glyph blocks L1-P1 refer to another lakam official, reading u-TZ’AK-bu-ji u-KAB-

ji-ya i-si-ja-ta u-LAKAM-ma # ? , utz’akbuuj ukabjiiy isjat(?) ulakam…, “It fulfilled the 

work of Isjat(?), he is a Lakam of…”  Isjat(?) is a Lakam official, but the following phrase 

is eroded and missing. The transcription of i-si-ja-ta might be si-i-ja-ta, but we here 

propose the former one because the order of the glyph blocks is obvious. For the Ch’orti 

language, Sij is adjective meaning “black” (Wisdom 1950:636) and at is a noun referring 

to “bath, bathing” (Wisdom 1950: 453), but again the glyph order may be isjat.

The meaning of the following statements is unclear. The glyph block at R1 (ha-i, 

haa’) provides either an independent pronoun with the third-person singular meaning 

“he/she/it here,” or a demonstrative pronoun meaning “this one/that one” (D. Helmke, 

et al. 2006; Hull, et al. 2009; Stuart, et al. 1999: 52-53). The following glyph blocks la-

ka-#-ta-ja, laka…taj(?), are damaged, and therefore the meaning in conjunction with 

haa’ is opaque. Glyph block T1, reading K’AN-na could be read either k’an meaning 

“yellow, ripe” or k’ahn meaning “bench, base, stool, chair, stair” (Lacadena 2004: 

176-177). It is difficult to determine which meaning was intended, given that I cannot 

identify the exact significance of the following glyphs, T594-wa wi-tzi, T594-wa witz, 

“…mountain” (though Zender 2011 has pointed out a potentially parallel K’AN-na-T594-

wa construction at Cahal Pech). In addition, there is a damaged stone block with graffiti 

between the glyph blocks at P1 and Q1, but its implication remains obscure. The glyph 

blocks at V1-Z1 concern an El Palmar ruler. V1-X1 read u-KAB-ji-ya ?-BAHLAM 

SAK-o-ka, ukabjiiy …bahlam sakho’ok(?), “it was the work of …Bahlam, White 

Valley(?).” The glyph blocks at Y1 and Z1, reading ha-i, u-ko-bo, haa’ ukob, appear at 

other monuments such as Ballcourt Marker 3 at Caracol, Stela 35 at Naranjo, and the 

Tablet of 96 Glyphs and the doorjamb texts of Temple 18 at Palenque (Helmke, et al. 

2006). According to Helmke et al. (2006), the phrase haa’ ukob might be “that one is 
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engendered,” but the sense here remains elusive. 

Glyph blocks at AA1-DD1 possibly represent another official, but most of the glyphs 

are missing. We can only read AA1-BB1 as u-TZ’AK-bu-ji-ya u-# and EE1 as u-TZ’AK-

AJ, utz’akaj, “it is set in order.” There is probably a following glyph block at FF1, which 

connects to utz’akaj, but we did not recover any fragment of the block during excavations. 

The Hieroglyphic Stairway Step IV

The first sentence of the fourth step is difficult to understand because of missing 

glyphs (Figures 6.20 and 6.21). A possible fragment of glyph block at A1 was recovered 

from another Structure GZ6, located northwest of Structure GZ1. However, the location 

of this block is still tentative. The glyph blocks at A1 and B1 read #-K’INICH SAK-o-

ka, …k’inich sakho’ok(?), “…K’inich, White Valley(?).” Judging from the royal title of 

sakho’ok(?), A1 appears to be part of an El Palmar ruler’s name. Glyph blocks C1-H1 read 

pa-ya-*AJ u-k’a[ba] 3-MUWAAN-CHAHK-ki SAK-o-ka ba-ka-ba, pahyaj uk’ab, 

ux muwaan chahk sakho’ok(?) baah kab, “it is guided by Ux Muwaan Chahk, White 

Valley(?), first of the earth.” In Ch’olti’ paya meant “to call” (Morán 1695: 134), while 

in Colonial Yucatec <pay> refers to “guide” (Swadesh, et al. 1970: 73. See also Boot 

2009b:18). There are some parallel glyphic constructions, including a potential agentive 

form on Yaxchilan Stela 18, AJ-pa-ya-la, ajpayal, (Mathews 1997: 162, Fig.5-16). 

The next sentence refers to an historical event. Glyph blocks at I1-L1 read u-TZ’AK-

AJ i-u-ti 11 AJAW18-SAK, utz’akaj iuti b’uluk ajaw waxaklajuun sak, “it is the setting 

in order, and then it happens on the day 11 Ajaw 18 Sak.” Based on the previous Long 

Count, this Calendar Round date most likely corresponds to September 13, A.D. 726 

(9.14.15.0.0). Then the glyph block at M1 reads u-BAT-lu-Aj, u…l-aj(?), “it is carved.” 

Stuart (1989: 154-155) was the first epigrapher who associated the lu-BAT glyph with 

carving. As with Copán emblem glyph, the phonetic reading of the BAT sign remains 
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Figure 6.20. Step IV of the hieroglyphic stairway at the Guzmán Group. 
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Figure 6.21. Step IV of the hieroglyphic stairway at the Guzmán Group. Drawing by Octavio Q. Esparza Olguín. 
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uncertain and for recent discussions concerning the BAT sign, see Boot (2009a) and 

MacLeod (2004: 294). While I recognize that the phonetic reading of lu-BAT sign 

compound is an important topic, its resolution is beyond the scope of my dissertation. 

Instead, I focus on the content analysis of this step and it is clear that this sentence refers 

to the carving of the hieroglyphic stairway of Structure GZ1.

The following glyph block at N1 probably provides the structure’s name, but it is 

damaged. The sentence finishes with the glyph block at O1, NAAH-hi, naah, “structure,” 

and the subsequent clauses refer to the owner of the same structure. Thus, the glyph 

blocks at P-U read u-K’ABA’ yo-OTOOT-ti AJ-pa-ch’a wa-li AJ-ti-xa-ha CHAN-

na so?-ni, uk’aba’ yotoot ajpach’ waal ajtixah chan soon(?), “It is its name, the house 

of Ajpach’ Waal, he of Tixah, four soon.” As discussed above, we resolved the names 

and titles of Ajpach’ Waal on Step II based on this sentence. Here, Ajpach’ Waal is 

accompanied by his spouse. The glyph blocks at V1-DD1 read yi-ta-ji IX-hi-HIX mu-

tu-lu? ya-ta-na AJ-pa-ch’a wa-li AJ-ti-xa-ha xa-MAN-#-*CH’E’N ? ?, yitaaj ix hix 

mutul(?) yatan ajpach’ waal ajtixaj xaman…ch’e’n…, “in the company of the Lady Hix 

Mutul, the spouse of Ajpach’ Waal, he of Tixaj, north…place…” These clauses suggest 

that Ajpach’ Waal possessed Structure GZ1 of the Guzmán Group, and the hieroglyphic 

stairway is owned by him, not an El Palmar ruler.

The Hieroglyphic Stairway Step V

The first three or four glyphs of Step V continue the previous sentence (Figures 

6.22 and 6.23). Subsequently, the same carving event is commemorated in the company 

of two foreign rulers and an El Palmar ruler. Unfortunately, only the glyph block at B1 

recording TAHN-#, tahn…, survives within the first three or four glyph blocks at A1-C1. 

TAHN, tahn, “within,” is a possible locative (Stuart and Houston 1994: 26), and more 

recently, and Robertson, et al. (2007: 45) translate it as “chest, front.” There is no way to 
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reconstruct the missing glyphs, but I speculate that these refer to the original place name 

of the Guzmán Group where Structure GZ1 and its hieroglyphic stairway are located. 

The next sentence begins at D1, where we read 18-SAK, waxaklajuun sak. Since 

the sentence repeats the same carving event recorded on Step IV, this most likely refers 

to the same date recorded at K1 and L1 of Step IV, or 9.14.15.0.0. (September 13, A.D. 

726). The glyph blocks at E1-H1 of Step V read i-u-ti yu-BAT-lu-li AJ-pa-ch’a *wa-li, 

iuti yu…lil? ajpach’ waal, “and then it happens, it is his carving, Ajpach’ Waal.” I noted 

earlier that the phonetic reading of the BAT sign remains debated. However, in this case 

the expression is composed of a noun, combined with the third person possessive pronoun 

y to the vowel of stem and possessed suffix IL. More recently, Barbara MacLeod has 

studied the spelling and meaning, but has not been published (Boot 2009a: 11, Endnote 

17; see also Boot 2010: 5 Footnotes 9-10). The glyph blocks at I1-M1 read *u-CHA’N-

nu 18-u-BAAH K’AWIL BAT-ku-pi? a-AJAW, ucha’n waxaklajuun ubaah k’awiil 

BAT-kuup(?) ajaw, “He is a guardian of Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil, the lord of Copán.” 

Despite the damage, the affix of glyph block at I1 could be reconstructed as u-, given 

that the phrase u-CHA’N-nu appears at other monuments, including Dos Pilas Panel 9 

(Houston 1993: Fig. 4-19), Yaxchilan HS 3 (Graham 1982:169-171), and Lintel 25 (Graham 

1977: 55-56). The likely meaning here is “guardian” or “master” (Houston 1993:118, 

Fig.4-22; Lacadena and Wichmann 2004: 140-141). Thus Ajpach’ Waal might have been 

the guardian/master of Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil, the thirteenth king of Copán, though 

their relation remains uncertain. The important point here is that Ajpach’ Waal claims 

a political relationship with a foreign ruler rather than one of El Palmar. The following 

glyph blocks at N1 and O1 are heavily eroded, but the syntax order suggests that they 

contained either a relational glyph or secondary verb. Glyph block P1 is partially eroded, 

but the spelling is similar to H1 of Dos Pilas Stela 8 (Graham 1971; see also Mathew 

2001[1977]: Figure 40.2), referring to the Calakmul lord Yuknoom Took’ K’awiil, who 
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Figure 6.22. Step V of the hieroglyphic stairway at the Guzmán Group. 
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Figure 6.23. Step V of the hieroglyphic stairway at the Guzmán Group. Drawing by Octavio Q. Esparza Olguín. 
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ruled from A.D. 702 to 731 (Martin and Grube 2008: 112). This is supported by the 

subsequent glyph block at Q1, which reads K’UHUL-ka-KAN-AJAW-wa, k’uhul 

Kaan(?) ajaw, “the holy lord of Kaan.” The Kaan dynasty was seated in Calakmul during 

this period. 

The final clause provides insights into the identification of the El Palmar toponym. 

Glyph blocks at S1-X1 read yi-ta-ji yu-ne-SAK-o-ka 6-PIIT? AJAW, yitaaj yunen…

sakho’ok(?) wakpiit(?)ajaw, “in the company of Yunen…, White Valley(?), the lord of six 

litters.” The person named is most likely a contemporaneous El Palmar ruler because of 

the royal title sakho’ok(?) and the El Palmar toponymic title of wakpiit(?) ajaw, both of 

which are also carved on Altar 10 of the Main Group. The glyph blocks at Y1 to BB1 are 

too eroded or fragmented to read. Glyph block CC1 reading BAT-ku-pi? AJAW, BAT-

kuup(?) ajaw,  “the lord of Copán” was moved from the original position; therefore, the 

location should be regarded as tentative.

The Hieroglyphic Stairway Step VI

This final step, Step VI, shows a series of AJAW signs attached to numbers from 13 

to 1 (Figures 6.24. and 6.25). During the analysis of this step, Takeshi Inomata (personal 

communication 2011) pointed out to me that this seems to comprise a calendrical 

sequence. The reduction of the coefficients from 13 to 1 may correspond to the 10 Baktun 

or 10 Tun cycle. In the case of the Guzmán stairway, this probably refers to the 10 Tun 

cycle. Moreover, he suggests that the last glyph block at N1 refers to a 130-year cycle. 

This is consistent with the fact that every 10 Tun or 10 Baktun cycle the same tzolk’in 

day repeats, but with a coefficient of one less. For example, the Long Count 9.0.0.0.0 

corresponds to the tzolk’in day of 8 Ajaw. Then, 10 Tun later, 9.0.10.0.0 falls on 7 Ajaw. In 

the next 10 Tun cycle on 9.1.0.0.0, the tzolk’in day becomes 6 Ajaw. We have not found a 

calendrical representation with the Tun cycle like this elsewhere. The Dresden Codex and 
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Figure 6.24. Step VI of the hieroglyphic stairway at the Guzmán Group. 
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Figure 6.25. Step VI of the hieroglyphic stairway at the Guzmán Group. Drawing by Octavio Q. Esparza Olguín.
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Grolier Codex display 13 different numbers with each tzolk’in sign lined up vertically, 

their order indicates the Venus cycle, but this does not seem to fit our case. 

Another important characteristic of this step is its carving style which was identified 

by Esparza Olguín during fieldwork 2010-2011. When comparing the AJAW logogram of 

this step to that of glyph K of Step IV, the stylistic difference is notable. The carving style 

of the final step resembles Hieroglyphic Stairway 1 of Edzna, which is located about 190 

km to the northwest of El Palmar (Mayer 2004).

There are several hypotheses regarding this step. For example, it might have been 

attached during a later period. If so, it may have nothing to do with Ajpach’ Waal. 

Alternatively, this symbolic representation may be related to Ajpach’ Waal, his title 

ajtixaj, or his ancestor’s title of lakam. If so, then Ajpach’ Waal and/or other lakam 

officials played priestly or quasi-priestly roles in charge of the calendrical system or 

related rituals in the period endings, which might be expressed by the phrase utz’akbuul 

ukabjiiy. It is also possible that time keepers lived in the Guzmán Group and officiated in 

calendrical ceremonies. I should note that all the monuments with the calendar date we 

documented at the Main Group have either the K’atun or Tun period-ending. However, in 

the text of other steps there is no phrase that indicates a priestly role and therefore these 

interpretations are highly speculative.

In summary, the major protagonist of the hieroglyphic stairway is Ajpach’ Waal. The 

hieroglyphic records suggest that he was not a ruler, but a lakam official, and likely a 

descendent of other lakam officials. This is evident in the texts that describe a succession 

of lakam officials –including the father of Ajpach’ Waal–who were subordinate to El 

Palmar rulers. These lakam title-holders may have repeated the same duties undertaken 

by Ajpach’ Waal, including pilgrimages to Copán and other practices. Epigraphic studies 

suggest that on June 24, AD 726 (9.14.14.13.19), Ajpach’ Waal and possibly an El Palmar 

ruler, went to Copán to see the thirteenth ruler of the Copán dynasty, Waxaklajuun Ubaah 
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K’awiil. About three months later, on September 13, AD 726 (9.14.15.0.0.), Ajpach’ Waal 

celebrated the completion of the hieroglyphic stairway in the company of an El Palmar 

ruler and presumably Calakmul ruler, Yuknoom Took’ K’awiil, though the engagement of 

the latter ruler with the event remains obscure. 

El Palmar Royal Court in Icaiché’s Polychrome Vessel

A polychrome vessel depicts El Palmar court scene. It was recovered by Cortés de 

Brasdefer (1996: 6, Fig. 6;) in a site located about 18 km east of El Palmar (Figure 6.26). 

He called this site El Señor de Petén, but more recently Šprajc (2008: 93-94) identified it 

as an outlying group of a center called Icaiché. There are four actors in the court scene 

with four vertical texts, two L-shaped texts and a diagonal text. The main text (A1-

A6), located at the left side of the scene, begins with the Primary Standard Sequence, 

“a highly formulaic text that always occupies a primary position on ceramics and, very 

infrequently, on monuments” (Coe and Stone 2005: 99). The protagonist of the scene 

must be the El Palmar ruler Aj Sak B’ohb’ Pat (Zender 2004: 222), who carries the royal 

title of sakho’ok(?) baah kab wak piit(?) ajaw. He sits on the highest position against 

a backdrop of a throne. Facing the ruler is a royal elite, Aj Yax Tohlook who holds the 

title of sakho’ok(?). He is seated one step lower than the ruler. Behind Aj Yax Tohlook, 

and seated another step lower is a young man Bapom who does not hold any title except 

ch’ok (youth). The iconographic image of this court scene suggests to me that Aj Yax 

Tohlook and Bapom are El Palmar ruler’s relatives. Surrounding these royal elites, two 

ajk’uhuun officials sit or stand (Jackson and Stuart 2001: 217-218, Fig. 2). As I mentioned 

in the descriptions of Stela 8, ajk’uhuun is an official whose duty could have been ritual 

activities (Zender 2004). Thus, the vessel depicts the existence of ajk’uhuun officials in 

the El Palmar polity. I will discuss the implication of this vessel in the nature of El Palmar 

titles below.
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Figure 6.26.  El Palmar court scene on Icaiché’s vessel recovered by Cortés de Brasdefer (1996). Drawing by the author. 
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Ritual Performance, Internal Organization, and Dynastic Networks of El Palmar

Epigraphic and iconographic studies have revealed ritual performance of El Palmar 

rulers and lakam officials. At the Main Group several rulers performed scattering rituals 

and royal dance in large public plazas such as the Great Plaza and Plaza E where a 

substantial number of people could have been accommodated. The iconographic image 

of the rulers show in common gorgeous headdresses, ceremonial bars, pectorals, and 

sandals, all the items probably helped the audience induce pathos and emotions during the 

ceremony. All the rituals carved on the stone monuments took place in a period ending. 

In other words, the rulers celebrated the period ending of the Long Count. 

At the Guzmán Group there is no iconographic representation of lakam officials 

aside from ball players, but the syntactical analysis of the hieroglyphic stairway sheds 

light on their ritual performance. The inscriptions are structured not by a prose style, 

but by regulated verse that includes rhyme, chiasmus, parallelism, and couplets. Modern 

Quiché speakers in the Guatemalan highlands intentionally use couplets –the repetition 

of a syntactic structure with slightly altered words, phrases, or sentences- to make spoken 

languages ceremonial (Norman 1980). Likewise, the Yucatec Maya in the sixteenth 

century wrote the Calkiní codex in which parallelism and rhyme are present (Okoshi 

2009). In the case of the Guzmán hieroglyphic stairway, the repetition of a syntactic 

structure, utz’akbuul (or utz’akbuuj) ukabjiiy, person’s name, ulakam, ruler’s name, 

sakh’ook(?), creates regulated verse. Regulated verse is not just rhetoric, but alters a 

written language to a mnemonic medium by keeping rhythm in sentences. Moreover, 

the presence of regulated verse in hieroglyphic inscriptions may indicate that the texts 

were uttered by a performer during ritual events. Even though the texts in the stairway 

highlight a diplomatic event rather than ritual ceremonies, the syntactical technique of 

regulated verse made ritual performer’s utterances ceremonial. 

What did Ajpach’ Waal attempt to claim through glyphic discourse?  First, we should 
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consider the frequency of individual appearances in the Guzmán hieroglyphic stairway. 

With the exception of Ajpach’ Waal as protagonist, Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil is the 

only person who appears twice in the texts, while the El Palmar ruler contemporaneous 

with Ajpach’ Waal appears once at the end. Secondly, the texts refer to Ajpach’ Waal 

as a guardian of Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil instead of being the guardian of the El 

Palmar ruler. This is evidence that Ajpach’ Waal insists more on his political ties with 

Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil than with the El Palmar ruler. Thus, the textual discourse 

emphasizes an unusual master-subordinate relationship between the foreign ruler 

Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil and Ajpach’ Waal as a local official of El Palmar. Finally 

and most importantly, the repetition of carving words at M1 of Step IV and F1 of Step 

V contains Ajpach’ Waal’s political overtones. I argue that the possessed suffix IL 

attached to yu-BAT-lu, “it is carving” reflects Ajpach’ Waal’s political claim in which 

he emphasizes that the Guzmán Group is not designed for El Palmar ruler, but for lakam 

officials.

What did Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil achieve during his reign? Textual records 

show that he oversaw several architectural projects at Copán, including Temple 26 with 

the lower steps of the hieroglyphic stairway (Stuart 2005), Structure 10L-22 (Fash 1991), 

the main ballcourt with its markers (Martin and Grube 2008: 203-205), the erection 

of several stelae (Morley 1920, see also Newsome 2001) and possibly the North Group 

(Ashmore 1991). Notably, the same period-ending recorded by the Guzmán Group 

hieroglyphic stairway (9.14.15.0.0.) was celebrated with the erection of Copán Stela 4, in 

which Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil impersonated the local deity of K’uy Nik(?) Ajaw 

(Stuart 1986). Furthermore, it is interesting that he is related textually to the construction 

of ceremonial architecture at the north group of both Copán and El Palmar.  

The absence of the K’UHUL sign in the royal title of Copán and in the El Palmar 

toponymic title in the Guzmán Group hieroglyphic stairway may highlight the political 



313

hierarchy in southern Campeche during the Classic period. Grube (2005, 2008) has 

studied the political implication of the lack of full emblem glyphs at sites of southern 

Campeche. His analysis of toponymic titles at Uxul, Champerico, Los Alacranes, and 

Oxpemul suggests that the lack of K’UHUL signs at these sites expresses Calakmul’s 

hegemonic power over them. The presence of Kaan emblem glyph at the Guzmán 

hieroglyphic stairway and that of Yuknoom Ch’e’n II at Stela 12 of the Main Group signal 

a close association between Calakmul and El Palmar during the Late Classic period. 

Judging from the spatial proximity between the two centers, El Palmar ruler could have 

been under the hegemonic power of Calakmul, while the political relationship between 

Calakmul and Copán remains unclear.

Beyond the southern Campeche region, the distribution of the El Palmar toponymic 

title in other places denotes the dynastic network of El Palmar. Beliaev (personal 

communication 2012) points out that a possible El Palmar ruler, Upakal K’inich, with 

the title sakho’ok(?) wak piit(?) ajaw is drawn in Drawing 29 of the Naj Tunich cave 

(MacLeod and Stone 1995:166, Fig. 7-8) (Figure 6.27). This ruler might be the same ruler 

shown in the glyph blocks from W1-Z1 of Step II through A1-B1 of Step III. I agree with 

Beliaev that the ruler named in Naj Tunich cave is likely to be the ruler to whom Ajpach’ 

Waal’s father was subordinate, but the dating of Drawing 29 proposed by MacLeod and 

Stone (1995: 163) is not consistent with his reign. By comparing it with other texts, they 

suggest that the Calendar Round is May 27, A.D. 771. Since the stairway mentioned a 

subsequent El Palmar ruler in A.D. 726, the El Palmar ruler, Upakal …, must have lived 

much earlier than A.D. 771. However, there is an alternative dating for the Calendar 

Round of the Drawing 29. Indeed, MacLeod and Stone (1995: 163) mention that it could 

be placed at 9.14.7.11.3 (June 9, A.D. 719). If the latter is the case, the rulers are most likely 

the same person. It is equally possible that a personage Upakal K’inich carved on Stela 10 

at the Main Group of El Palmar is the same ruler. If so, the Calendar Round of this stela 
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Figure 6.27. Royal title Sakho’ok and El Palmar toponymn Wak Piit? Ajaw found in 
Classic Maya texts. a). A ruler’s name Upakal K’inich with the royal title and toponymn 
drawn on the Naj Tunich cave, Drawing 29 (After MacLeod and Stone 1995:166, Fig. 7). 
b). Royal title and toponymn recorded on the vessel of Señor de Peten (After Cortes de 
Cortés de Brasdefer 1996). C). Royal title and toponymn carved on the Step VI of the 
hieroglyphic stairway, Guzmán Group. Drawing by Octavio Q. Esparza Olguín.  
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must be 6 Ajaw and 13 Muwan (9.14.0.0.0, December 1, A.D. 711) rather than 9 Ajaw and 

18 Xul (9.15.15.0.0, May 31, A.D. 746) as Thompson later corrected. It is also possible that 

there are two different rulers who shared the same name during this century. At any rate, 

the Naj Tunich cave’s evidence suggests that El Palmar rulers made a pilgrimage as far 

south as Naj Tunich during the Late Classic period. If the lakam groups played the role 

of banner-bearers or ambassadors, as Stuart suggests, they might have accompanied El 

Palmar rulers for the journey. 

The Political Implication of Glyphic Titles 

 The hieroglyphic stairway at the Guzmán Group and the polychrome vessel from 

Icaiché provide clues to the nature of El Palmar royal title. The hieroglyphic stairway 

lists the successive rulers, but only the current ruler, Yunen, holds the royal title of wak 

piit(?) ajaw, the lord of six litters. All the ancestral rulers at the stairway, even the ruler 

of Ajpach’ Waal’s father, Upakal …, does not hold the wak piit(?) ajaw title, but the 

sakho’ok(?) title. Likewise, Icaiché vessel depicts the only ruler, Aj Sak B’ohb’ Pat, who 

possesses the title of wak piit(?) ajaw, while Aj Yax Tohlook in front of the ruler only 

holds the sakho’ok(?) royal title. Furthermore, a young person, Bapom, behind Aj Yax 

Tohlook is not even allowed to carry the sakho’ok(?) title. I suggest that the current ruler 

was the only person who could have held the title of six litter lord, while the rest of El 

Palmar royal lineage was allowed to carry the sakho’ok(?) title. When a royal elite was not 

an adult, however, he could not hold the sakho’ok(?) title as in the case of a young Bapom. 

Thus, while the sakho’ok(?) title was shared among El Palmar royal relatives, the wak 

piit(?) ajaw title was inherited only from the previous ruler to his successor. In a similar 

manner, the lakam title was inherited from father to son rather than assigned by personal 

achievement as known for the bureaucracy of ancient China. 

The identification of the sakho’ok(?) title goes far beyond El Palmar cultural history. 
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For example, both Yaxchilán Lintel 26 and Río Azul Stela 2 depict a sculptor’s name with 

the title of sakho’ok(?) (Stanley Guenter, personal communication 2013). Most recently, 

Tokovinine (2014) points out that the El Palmar ruler Upakal K’inich drawn in the Naj 

Tunich cave also carries the title of holy ibil person which can be seen together with 

the title of sakho’ok(?) on an earflare recovered from Calakmul’s Tomb 4 (Figure 6.28). 

I am not sure whether the title of sakho’ok(?) depicted in Yaxchilán Lintel 26 and Río 

Azul Stela 2 is associated with the El Palmar dynasty. If so, these sakho’ok(?) titles may 

indicate that El Palmar royal relatives carved these monuments. 

Another important title is ajk’uhuun. Were ajk’uhuun officials contemporaneous with 

lakam officials at El Palmar? If I correctly read ajk’uhuun on Stela 8, they were present in 

the El Palmar polity at least around A.D. 721. Jackson (2005: 166-168) and Zender (2004) 

examined the temporal distribution of the ajk’uhuun titles across the Maya lowlands, and 

their studies suggest that the title was reasonably common during the Late Classic period 

(A.D. 600-800). This temporal framework falls into the Calendar Round on El Palmar 

Stela 8 (A.D. 721) and is roughly congruent with that of lakam officials at the Guzmán 

Group (A.D. 650-850), suggesting that they coexisted in the El Palmar polity. 

Residences of ajk’uhuun have yet to be identified at El Palmar, but studies at other 

sites offer evidence for their social position in a given period. A prominent example of 

the archaeological evidence is Group 9N-8, known as Las Sepulturas, an outlying group 

located outside the civic-ceremonial core of Copán. Extensive excavations and detailed 

artifact analyses carefully examined the status of social groups who occupied Structure 

9N-82, or the “House of Bacabs”, the largest complex of buildings in the architectural 

group. (Hendon 1991; Webster 1989; Webster and Abrams 1983). A hieroglyphic bench-

throne is located in the central room of the structure. Jackson and Stuart (2001: 228, 

Appendix) and Zender (2004) fully deciphered the long inscription, suggesting that the 

protagonist of the bench text and the owner/commissioner of the building was named 
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Figure 6.28. Earflare with the titles of sakho’ok(?) and holy ibil person, recovered from 
Tomb 4 in Structure 2 at Calakmul. Drawing by Simon Martin. Courtesy of Simon 
Martin. 
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Mak’ Chanal, a holder of the ajk’uhuun title. In sharp contrast to the elaborated residence 

of ajk’uhuun nobles at Copán, the size and construction of the Guzmán Group is modest. 

If the ajk’uhuun officials of El Palmar possessed social stations reflected in architecture 

similar to those of Copán, the lakam officials at the Guzmán Group may have held social 

status lower than ajk’uhuun. Indeed, there are much larger groups with monumental 

architecture surrounding the Main Group at El Palmar. Conversely, the list of lakam 

ancestors along with El Palmar rulers in the hieroglyphic stairway and some courtly 

scenes (e.g. Kerr 1994: 640[K4996]) show their proximity to the rulers, suggesting their 

high social status. The political relationship between court elites with rulers probably 

varied over time and space in Classic Maya society (Golden, et al. 2008; Jackson 2005), 

and we should consider regional and diachronic variability. 

Summary

In this chapter I have analyzed ritual performance represented in text and image. 

Epigraphic and iconographic studies identified ritual performers that include not only 

El Palmar rulers but also other social actors such as ajk’uhuun and lakam officials, a 

dwarf, and foreign rulers. At the Main Group El Palmar rulers performed scattering-

incense rituals in the Great Plaza and Plaza E during the Tun period-ending. These two 

large plazas could have accommodated most of the population, suggesting that people 

witnessed ruler’s ritual performances. The monuments represent the rulers in goegeous 

costumes that increased the dramatic impact of the ceremony. The presence of a dwarf 

and possible ajk’uhuun official in the monuments erected on the Great Plaza may imply 

that they played an important role for theatrical performance to a large audience. Despite 

their damages, a large number of carved monuments in the Main Group’s plazas suggest 

that ritual performance was a vehicle of maintaining the El Palmar dynasty. 

 Nevertheless, epigraphic studies of the Guzmán Group hieroglyphic stairway 
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made it clear that glyphic discourse was not an exclusive means for rulers in the El 

Palmar polity during the Late Classic period. Other social actors were also capable 

of building a hieroglyphic stairway in their own space. In glyphic narratives of the 

hieroglyphic stairway Ajpach’ Waal, a descendant of lakam officials, appears as a 

protagonist who claims political ties not with the local ruler but with a foreign ruler. The 

emphasis on Ajpach’ Waal’s possession of the hieroglyphic stairway may indicate that the 

Guzmán Group was not built to legitimize the royal authority. I suggest that it was the 

political space in which the lakam officials created their identity and ideology. 

El Palmar royal titles, sakho’ok(?) wak piit(?) ajaw, enabled to assess El Palmar 

political ties to the Copán dynasty. Despite the fact that no material and glyphic evidence 

of the El Palmar dynasty has yet to be found at Copán, the depiction of El Palmar ruler, 

Upakal K’inich, in Drawing 29 at the Naj Tunich cave suggests that El Palmar parties 

indeed traveled to the southeastern Maya area. The epigraphic study of the El Palmar 

titles has potential for shedding light on the dynamics of Classic Maya polities.
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CHAPTER 7

CERAMIC ANALYSIS

Ceramic analyses are essential to build a site chronology in archaeological research. 

Although two projects had been carried out previously, the ceramic chronology of El 

Palmar had yet to be systematically established (Brokmann 1997; Thompson 1936a, 

1994[1963]). A series of construction sequences revealed by our excavations at the Main 

Group, the Justo Group, and the Guzmán Group, imply social dynamics, with which 

technological and stylistic changes in ceramic production may or may not have been 

correlated.

The goals of my ceramic analysis are three-fold: 1) to establish a chronological 

framework for El Palmar, 2) to assess whether the Late Classic ceramic assemblage at 

El Palmar highlights political boundaries, and 3) to examine the role of serving vessels 

in ritual performance. The establishment of a site chronology is a point of departure to 

examine the roles the El Palmar dynasty played in the political landscape of the Maya 

lowlands. When analyzing ceramic assemblages, we should consider at least three 

political circumstances surrounding El Palmar. The first is that we need to examine 

whether or not the collapse of El Mirador around A.D.150 influenced El Palmar ceramic 

assemblages. The second is the political adversary between Tikal and Calakmul or 

the Kaan dynasty during the Classic period (ca. A.D. 500-736). Epigraphic studies 

have shown that the El Palmar dynasty was closely associated with Calakmul during 

the Late Classic period (ca. A.D. 600-800). The conflict between Tikal and Calakmul 

possibly created a political boundary that may or may not have been reflected in ceramic 

production and circulation. Thirdly, around the seventh and eighth centuries, centers at 

the Río Bec regions flourished with the construction of unique twin-tower structures. 
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During this period, some ceramics at Becan, located 70 km to the south of El Palmar, 

were identified as ceramic types produced in northern Yucatan (Ball 1977). It is possible 

that El Palmar potters had contacts with those of the Río Bec region, resulting in the 

appearance of the Río Bec vessels or its imitations in El Palmar ceramic assemblages. 

Finally I assess whether serving vessels from ritual deposits represent specific ritual 

performances. Thus, ceramic analyses are crucial for our understanding of both intra- and 

inter-site dynamics. 

The following sections describe: 1) analytical procedures, 2) the results of the 

ceramic chronology and typology at El Palmar, 3) measuring ritual performance 

and feasts through examining the size and spatial distribution of serving vessels at 

the Guzmán Group, 4) the ceramic production through petrographic analysis, and 5) 

summary. All ceramics recovered from surface surveys and excavations in the El Palmar 

Archaeological Project were analyzed in the Lowland Maya Laboratory of the National 

School at Anthropology and History in Mexico from 2008 to 2014.

Critical Issues in the Type-Variety Analysis

I analyzed El Palmar ceramic assemblages based on the type-variety method (Gifford 

1960; Sabloff and Smith 1970; Smith, et al. 1960; Willey, et al. 1967). This method uses 

a uniform nomenclature that links broad regional areas. A major strength of the type-

variety system lies in its temporal and spatial specificity. While the type-variety system 

is a powerful sorting technique, scholars have discussed the problem of the relative value 

of classification and questioned the social significance of sorting sherds by a combination 

of attributes without placing greater emphasis on vessel shape, production techniques, and 

details of vessel morphology (Culbert and Rands 2007; Shepard 1985[1956]: xiv). Another 

problem is that one ceramic type does not necessarily fall in the same period at different 

sites. Therefore, I combined a type-variety system with detailed analyses of vessel shape 
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and production techniques without limiting types to the chronological framework of other 

sites (Forsyth 1989).

To classify El Palmar sherds in a type-variety system, I mainly referred to Uaxactun 

(Smith 1955), Becan (Ball 1977), Tikal (Culbert 1993), and El Mirador (Forsyth 1989). 

I also used the work of James C. Gifford (1976) at Barton Ramie, María del Rosario 

Dominguez Carrasco (1994) at Calakmul, Jeremy A. Sabloff (1975) at Ceibal, and J. 

Eric Thompson (1939) at San Jose. Because my sample size is not enough to establish 

the overall El Palmar ceramic complex, I used the Uaxactun ceramic chronology, 

occasionally combining it with Becan’s one (Figure 7.1). As I discussed above, some types 

could overlap periods, although a ceramic type in practice defines a limited time period 

in many sites (Forsyth 1989:5). When a type crosscuts two or three ceramic phases, I 

therefore describe it in the text and table. 

A challenge of ceramic analysis in the lowland Maya area is the subdivision of the 

Late Classic period into two facets. Smith (1955), Ball (1977), Culbert (1976) subdivided 

this period into A.D. 600-700/730 and A.D. 700/730-830. However, this subdivision 

was established within uncertain archaeological contexts. Ball (1977: 133-134) noted at 

Becan that “no pure deposits of Chintok (A.D. 730-830) were obtained during the 1969-71 

program.” Forsyth (1989: 6-7) expressed opposition to such a subdivision and bracketed 

the subdivided ceramic assemblages into one period. Decisions similar to that of Forsyth 

were made at Ceibal (Sabloff 1975), Barton Ramie (Gifford 1976: 205-208), and Calakmul 

(Dominguez Carrasco 1994). More recently, Eberl (2007: 80-101) argues that polychrome 

vessels between Tepeu 1 (A.D. 600-700) and Tepeu 2 (A.D. 700-830) have changes in 

modes rather than in types. Through the analysis of rich ceramic assemblages recovered 

from the rapid abandonment of Aguateca, Inomata (2010b) also identified gradual 

changes in the shapes of polychrome vessel similar to those reported at Uaxactun (Smith 

1955: Fig. 36) and Tikal (Culbert 1993:Figs. 42-44). These studies have shown that during 
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Figure 7.1. Ceramic sequence of major lowland Maya sites, based on studies by Ball 
(1977), Smith (1955), Gifford (1976), and Culbert (1993).
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the Tepeu 1 period the shape of polychrome vessels held round-based tripod places with 

small basal ridges, plates and bowls with outcurving sides, and round-sided polychrome 

bowls or vases, while the shapes during the Tepeu 2 period changed to flat-based plates 

and bowls with less outcurving sides.

When I compared ceramic literatures of Uaxactun (Smith 1955) and Tikal (Culbert 

1993) to Becan (Ball 1977), I noticed differences in the shapes of the same type from 

the Middle through the Terminal Classic periods (A.D. 400-1000). Particularly, during 

the Late Classic period (AD 600-850) there are substantial differences in the ceramic 

production of red monochrome bowls and dishes. The shape of bowls from the Tepeu 

1 period at Uaxactun consists of restricted orifices with thickened rims and relatively 

thin walls (0.2-0.5 mm) (Smith 1955: 162), while at Becan this shape was uncommon in 

this period, and instead bowls and dishes have outsloping sides with thick walls (0.4-

0.7 mm), flat-bottoms, and often interior offsetting (Ball 1977: 133). Because El Palmar 

is located between the Río Bec and Peten regions, it is possible that El Palmar ceramic 

assemblages have characteristics of either one region or both regions. If we examine 

modes, particularly ceramic shapes, rather than types, we may identify these different 

characteristics and subdivide El Palmar ceramic assemblages into two phases. When I 

identified changes in the mode of a type during two periods, I used a variety name. For 

example, I used Tinaja Red/Nanzal for the Late Classic period and Tinaja Red/Tinaja 

for the Terminal Classic period. These two varieties do not represent changes in all the 

attributes of the Tinaja Red type, but their shapes were clearly transformed from one 

period to another. 

Measuring Ritual Performance

The second phase of my ceramic analysis is to examine the set of vessels used for 

ritual events. The refitting applied to sherds allowed us to address important questions: 
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1) the minimum number of vessels used for ritual activities in the excavation units, 2) 

the original vessel forms and sizes, and 3) the behavioral aspects of termination rituals, 

particularly assessing if ritual performers smashed vessels in situ or those vessels were 

brought from middens. I examined these questions by recording the location of each sherd 

with total station or at least per 2 m x 2 m grid and then we refitted one by one in the 

laboratory. 

Although I recognize that the estimate of maximum diameter based on sherds is not 

the best proxy measure of the overall vessel size (Mills 1999: 106), serving vessels at El 

Palmar tend to have relatively symmetrical shapes and I believe that error ranges between 

0.5 cm and 2 cm do not significantly affect the identification of the overall tendency of 

continuities and changes in the vessel size through time. I measured jars, but my focus for 

this analysis was on plates, dishes, and bowls. With five project crews, I started refitting 

sherds of excavation bags within the same context and afterword we tried to do it among 

different bags from different excavation areas. This is tremendously time consuming 

work in the laboratory and the result is not always successful since we did not excavate 

the entire area. To speed up the process we mainly focused on ritual deposits more than 

those of construction fill. 

We dedicated considerable time to refitting ceramics recovered from ritual deposits 

found on the burned floors and ritual dump at the Guzmán Group. Once all ceramic 

remains were refitted and sorted by the type-variety system, we documented the forms 

and measured their rim diameter. While we can directly measure the rim diameter 

as complete or semi-complete, a common problem in studying the original form of 

archaeological vessels is that most remains are broken and incomplete rather than 

whole vessels. A way of reconstructing the original dimensions is to measure geometric 

projection that directly represents the curvature of the rim (for detailed procedure see 

Appendix A). We should note that the result is an approximation and a common problem 
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in this procedure arises from asymmetry (Rice 1987b: 223). Also, data gathered by this 

method may not represent subtle changes in rim diameter, but they still provide a useful 

parameter for assessing the relationship between serving vessels and feastings associated 

with ritual performance. I selected plates, diches, and bowls, for the examination of 

feasts in ritual deposits and I assessed the minimum number of vessels (MNV) in ritual 

contexts recovered from the excavated areas at the Guzmán Group. I also examined the 

spatial distribution of sherds to reveal the behavioral aspect of termination rituals.

To distinguish the results of direct measurement from the estimated results of the 

line-drawing, we used different terms with reference to the Aguateca Archaeological 

Project (Inomata 2010a: 161). When a vessel was complete or semi-complete, I use the 

term Measured, meaning that the diameter was measured directly at the two highest 

points of the lip. Estimate means that the diameter was measured from the geometric 

projection. During our experiments with a whole vessel, the error significantly increased 

when drawing with under 10% of the total circumference. Therefore, I selected rim sherds 

with more than 10% for measuring their circumferences to reconstruct the original size, 

and drew only profiles for those with less than 10% of the total circumference. In addition 

to line drawing, we used rubbing to capture surface details of some vessels, particularly 

those with striations or incisions. Because drawing striations is a most time-consuming 

process, rubbing is an efficient method to show the accurate orientation of striations or 

incisions on a line drawing in a limited time. We analyzed all drawn vessels and sherds, 

documenting information in detail as shown in Appendix A. We then produced line 

drawings that enabled us to reconstruct the original form of a vessel and to estimate its 

original dimension. During this drawing process, we further analyzed and described 

detailed information for each vessel, including paste, temper, surface finish (smoothed, 

burnished, scraped, etc.), and decoration technique. 

I selected representative ceramics and prepared thin-sections for analyzing ceramic 
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production with a petrographic microscope. The petrographic analysis addresses 

fundamental aspects in our understanding of transmitting technological knowledge or 

a mental template over generations (Zedeño 1995). The transmission of technological 

knowledge is conveyed by the operational sequence of ceramic productions which entails 

the acquisition of an idea, the formation of motor habits, and the existence of a receptive 

social and cultural setting, that is, face-to-face interactions among potters (Schiffer and 

Skibo 1987). In contrast, design style is not necessarily transferred in the same way 

because it can be reproduced by seeing finished products. 

Ceramic Chronology and Typology

We analyzed a total of 19,127 sherds according to the type-variety system, but thirty-

two percent of all recovered sherds (N = 4,872) were too eroded to identify the type 

(Table 7.1). The distribution of ceramic types by area is showed in the Tables 7.2-7.4. The 

following section describes an overview of ceramic characteristics and their changes 

through time. There are two substantial changes of ceramic technology that may have 

been correlated with the construction of ceremonial architecture and ritual performance. 

The first innovation occurred during the Middle Classic period (A.D. 400-600) and the 

second was in the Late Classic Period (A.D. 600-700).

Middle Preclassic Mamon Complex (600-300 B.C.)

All the Mamon sherds classified during our laboratory analyses were mixed with 

later secondary deposits, principally in construction fill. We classified all slipped sherds 

of this period as Paso Caballo Waxy ware, previously identified by Smith (1955) as 

belonging to the Late Preclassic Chicanel Complex (300 B.C.-A.D. 250). As was the case 

at other sites such as El Mirador (Forsyth 1989) and Aguateca (Inomata and Triadan 

2010), the absence of pure Mamon deposits at El Palmar made it impossible to distinguish 
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Table 7.1. The distribution of sherd frequencies by area.

Group Frequency (N) Eroded (N)
Main Group 4,316 1,472

Guzmán Group 11,639 3,473
Justo Group 3,099 1,399

Tres Ruinas Group 14 0
Other Group 52 3

Subtotal 19,127 - 4,872
Total of 

classified ceramics
14,255  
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Table 7.2. The distribution of ceramic types by area at El Palmar.

Note that the data of the Guzmán Group contain sherds from structures.
Period Total for All 

Areas
Total of the 

Main Group
Total of

Guzmán Group
Total of

Justo Group
Tres Ruinas

Group
Total of

other areas
Middle Preclassic Mamon 

Complex (600-300 BC)

Paso Caballo Waxy Ware

Juventud Ceramic Group N % N % N % N % N % N %

Juventud Red 12 0.06 8 0.19 4 0.03

Xexcay Floted 1 0.01 1 0.02

Repollo Impressed 1 0.01 1 0.01

Subtotal 14 0.07 9 0.21 5 0.04

Late Preclassic Chicanel 
Complex (300 BC-AD 250)

Uaxactun Unslipped Ware

Achiote Ceramic Group N % N % N N N % N %

Achiote Unsplipped 50 0.26 22 0.51 17 0.15 11 0.35

Sapote Ceramic Group

Sapote Striated 1339 7.01 831 19.25 223 1.92 285 9.20

Paso Caballo Waxy Ware

Sierra Ceramic Group

Sierra Red 970 5.08 450 10.43 262 2.25 257 8.29

Lagartos Punctated 1 0.01 1 0.01

Repasto Black-on-Red 24 0.13 24 0.56

Lagna Verde Incised 7 0.04 1 0.02 5 0.04 1 0.03

Alta Mira Fluted 2 0.01 2 0.02

Hongo Composite 3 0.02 2 0.02 1 0.03

Polvero Ceramic Group

Polvero Black 157 0.82 62 1.44 46 0.40 49 1.58
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Period Total for All 
Areas

Total of the 
Main Group

Total of
Guzmán Group

Total of
Justo Group

Tres Ruinas
Group

Total of
other areas

Other Polvero Group/Fluted 1 0.01 1 0.02

Other Polvero Group/Reed-
Impressed

6 0.03 5 0.04 1 0.03

Flor Ceramic Group

Flor Cream 260 1.36 130 3.01 26 0.22 104 3.36

Protoclassic period (75BC-
AD 150)

Flor Ceramic Group

Mateo Red-on-Cream 52 0.27 32 0.74 5 0.04 15 0.48

Escobal Ceramic Group

Escobal Red-on-Buff 25 0.13 19 0.16 6 0.19

Iberia Ceramic Group

Iberia Orange 33 0.17 33 0.76

Undetermined 2 0.01 2 0.05

Subtotal 2,932 15.35 1,588 36.79 613 5.28 730 23.56 1 0.01

Early Classic Chacsik 
Tzakol Complex (AD 250-

400)

Uaxactun Unslipped Ware

Triunfo Ceramic Group N % N % N % N % N % N %

Triunfo Striated/Aliso (AD 
400-800)

354 1.85 8 0.19 333 2.87 6 0.19 7 0.04

Peten Gloss Ware

Aguila Ceramic Group

Aguila Orange 1260 6.60 838 19.42 234 2.01 184 5.94 1 7.14 3 0.02

Table 7.2-continued. The distribution of ceramic types by area at El Palmar.
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Period Total for All 
Areas

Total of the 
Main Group

Total of
Guzmán Group

Total of
Justo Group

Tres Ruinas
Group

Total of
other areas

Balanza Ceramic Group

Balanza Black 43 0.23 21 0.49 16 0.14 5 0.16 1 7.14

Lucha Incised 6 0.03 3 0.07 2 0.02 1 0.03

Dos Arroyos Ceramic Group

Dos Arroyos Orange 
Polychrome

35 0.18 8 0.19 27 0.23

Dos Arroyos Orange 
Polychrome/Opuesto

9 0.05 9 0.08

San Blas Red-on-Orange 38 0.20 25 0.58 13 0.11

Tigrillo Brown-on-Orange 6 0.03 6 0.05

Subtotal 1751 9.17 903 20.92 640 5.51 196 6.32 2 14.29 10 0.05

Middle Classic Sabucan 
Complex (AD 400-600)

Uaxactun Unslipped Ware

Triunfo Ceramic Group N % N % N % N % N % N %

Triunfo Striated/Acahual (AD 
400-720)

1840 9.63 82 1.90 1310 11.27 448 14.46

Quintal Unslipped Ware

Quintal Ceramic Group

Quintal Unslipped 6 0.03 6 0.14

Peten Gloss Ware

Aguila Ceramic Group

Aguila Orange/Flamboyan 28 0.15 10 0.23 6 0.05 11 0.35 1 0.01

Pita Incised 3 0.02 2 0.05 1 0.01

Pucte Ceramic Group

Table 7.2-continued. The distribution of ceramic types by area at El Palmar.
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Period Total for All 
Areas

Total of the 
Main Group

Total of
Guzmán Group

Total of
Justo Group

Tres Ruinas
Group

Total of
other areas

Chorro Fluted 5 0.03 3 0.03 2 0.06

Pucte Brown 14 0.07 11 0.09 3 0.10

Subtotal 1896 9.93 100 2.32 1331 11.46 464 14.97 1 0.01

Late Classic Bejuco 
Complex (AD 600-720)

Uaxactun Unslipped Ware

Cambio Ceramic Group 
(AD 600-1000)

N % N % N % N % N % N %

Cambio Unslipped 128 0.67 18 0.42 107 0.92 3 0.10

Pastelaria Composite 2 0.01 2 0.02

Encanto Ceramic Group

Encanto Striated/Alambre 
(AD600-1000)

1646 8.62 4 0.09 1603 13.80 39 1.26

Encanto Striated/Unspecified 
(AD 600-1000)

68 0.36 59 1.37 8 0.07 1 7.14

Peten Gloss Ware

Corona Ceramic Group

Corona Red 80 0.42 80 0.69

Becanchen Ceramic Group 30 0.16

Becanchen Brown 18 0.09 18 0.15

Tinaja Ceramic Group

Tinaja Red/Nanzal (AD600-
850)

2951 15.45 51 1.18 2700 23.24 200 6.45

Pantano Impressed (AD600-
1000)

4 0.02 2 0.02 1 0.03 1 7.14

Table 7.2-continued. The distribution of ceramic types by area at El Palmar.
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Period Total for All 
Areas

Total of the 
Main Group

Total of
Guzmán Group

Total of
Justo Group

Tres Ruinas
Group

Total of
other areas

Molino Ceramic Group

Molino Black 111 0.58 93 0.80 18 0.58

Other Molino Group/Fluted 10 0.05 10 0.09

Other Molino Group/
Impressed

5 0.03 5 0.04

Saxche Orange Group

Saxche Orange Polychrome 
Early Facet

334 1.75 1 0.02 332 2.86 1 0.03

Chantuori Red-on-Orange 
(AD 600-850)

45 0.24 45 0.39

Zacatel Ceramic Group

Zacatel Cream Polychrome 
(AD 600-800)

12 0.06 1 0.02 11 0.09

Egoista Resist 1 0.01 1 0.01

Xpujil Slate Ware

Tancachacal Group

Tancachacal Slate 31 0.16 1 0.02 30 0.16

Subtotal 5446 28.51 135 3.13 5017 43.18 262 8.45 2 14.29

Late Classic Chintonk 
Complex (AD 720-800)

Encanto Ceramic Group N % N % N % N % N % N %

Encanto Striated/Pepino (AD 
720-1000)

9 0.05 9 0.08

Peten Gloss Ware

Achote Ceramic Group

Table 7.2-continued. The distribution of ceramic types by area at El Palmar.
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Period Total for All 
Areas

Total of the 
Main Group

Total of
Guzmán Group

Total of
Justo Group

Tres Ruinas
Group

Total of
other areas

Carro Modeled 1 0.01 1 0.02

Infierno Ceramic Group

Infierno Black 46 0.24 30 0.26 15 0.48 1 0.01

Other Infierno Group/
Appliqued

1 0.01 1 0.01

Other Infierno Group/Plano-
Relief

2 0.01 2 0.02

Saxche Orange Group

Saxche Orange Polychrome 
Late Facet

53 0.28 3 0.07 42 0.33 2 0.06 1 0.07 5 0.03

Desquite Red-on-Orange (AD 
720-850)

159 0.83 156 1.28 3 0.10

Zacatel Ceramic Group

Chinos Black-on-Cream 45 0.24 45 0.39

Naranjal Red-on-Cream 11 0.06 11 0.09

Yucatan Gloss Ware

Traino Ceramic Group

Traino Brown 69 0.36 4 0.09 65 0.56

Subtotal 396 2.07 8 0.19 350 3.01 20 0.65 1 7.14 6 0.03

Terminal Classic Tepeu 3 
Xcocom Complex (AD 800-

1000)

Encanto Ceramic Group N % N % N % N % N % N %

Encanto Striated/Yocat 26 0.14 9 0.21 17 0.15

Peten Gloss Ware

Table 7.2-continued. The distribution of ceramic types by area at El Palmar.
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Period Total for All 
Areas

Total of the 
Main Group

Total of
Guzmán Group

Total of
Justo Group

Tres Ruinas
Group

Total of
other areas

Tinaja Ceramic Group

Tinaja Red/Tinaja 106 0.55 43 1.00 52 0.38 3 0.10 8 57.14

Achote Group

Achote Black 14 0.07 14 0.11

Fine Orange Ware

 Altar Ceramic Group

Altar Fine Orange 13 0.07 13 0.30

Trapiche Incised 2 0.01 1 0.02 1 0.01

Tumba Black-on-Orange 1 0.01 1 0.01

Puuc Slate Ware

Muna Ceramic Group

Muna Slate 1 0.01 1 0.02

Ticul Ceramic Group

Ticul Slate 7 0.04 5 0.12 2 0.02

Subtotal 170 0.89 72 1.67 77 0.66 3 0.10 8 57.14 1 0.01

Tejo 2 0.01 2 0.02

Unidentified 167 0.87 36 0.83 111 0.96 19 0.61 1 0.07

Eroded 6352 33.26 1,472 34.11 3473 29.89 1404 45.32 3 0.02

Total 19127 100.00 4,323 100.09 11639 100.00 3099 100.00 14 100.00 52 0.27

Table 7.2-continued. The distribution of ceramic types by area at El Palmar.
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Table 7.3. The distribution of ceramic types by area at the Main Group.

Period
Total of 

the
Main 

Group

Great
Plaza

Central 
Plaza Plaza E Plaza F Plaza G Plaza H K’awiil

 Plaza
López
Plaza

East Area
(Surface) Cave Water

Tank

Middle Preclassic Mamon 
Complex (600-300 BC)

 Paso Caballo Waxy Ware

Juventud Ceramic 

Group
N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N %

Juventud Red 8 0.19 8 0.19

Xexcay Floted 1 0.02 1 0.02

Subtotal 9 0.21 8 0.19 1 0.02

Late Preclassic Chicanel 
Complex (300 BC-AD 250)

 Uaxactun Unslipped Ware

Achiote Ceramic 

Group
N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N %

Achiote 

Unsplipped 

(300BC-AD400)

22 0.51 1 0.02 13 0.30 5 0.12 1 0.02 1 0.02 1 0.02

Sapote Ceramic Group

Sapote Striated 831 19.25 52 1.20 519 12.03 8 0.19 33 0.76 43 1.00 143 3.31 28 0.65 5 0.12

 Paso Caballo Waxy Ware

Sierra Ceramic Group

Sierra Red 450 10.43 10 0.23 274 6.35 3 0.07 19 0.44 3 0.07 126 2.92 14 0.32 1 0.02

Repasto Black-

on-Red

24 0.56 1 0.02 13 0.30 8 0.19 2 0.05

Lagna Verde 

Incised

1 0.02 1 0.02

Polvero Ceramic Group

Polvero Black 62 1.44 13 0.30 28 0.65 4 0.09 15 0.35 2 0.05
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Period
Total of 

the
Main 

Group

Great
Plaza

Central 
Plaza Plaza E Plaza F Plaza G Plaza H K’awiil

 Plaza
López
Plaza

East Area
(Surface) Cave Water

Tank

Other Polvero 

Group/Fluted

1 0.02 1 0.02

Flor Ceramic Group

Flor Cream 130 3.01 8 0.19 49 1.14 3 0.07 61 1.41 9 0.21

Mateo Red-on-

Cream

32 0.74 4 0.09 13 0.30 15 0.35

Iberia Ceramic Group

Iberia Orange 33 0.76 33 0.76

Undetermined 2 0.05 2 0.05

Subtotal 1,588 36.79 89 2.06 911 21.11 15 0.35 60 1.39 47 1.09 403 9.34 55 1.27 7 0.16 1 0.02

Early Classic Tzakol 
Complex (AD 250-400)

Uaxactun Unslipped Ware

Triunfo Ceramic 

Group
N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N %

Triunfo Striated/

Aliso (AD 400-

800)

8 0.19 2 0.05 3 0.07 1 0.02 1 0.02 1 0.02

Peten Gloss Ware

Aguila Ceramic Group

Aguila Orange 838 19.42 95 2.20 457 10.59 31 0.72 44 1.02 51 1.18 36 0.83 112 2.59 9 0.21 1 0.02 2 0.05

Balanza Ceramic Group

Balanza Black 21 0.49 4 0.09 12 0.28 3 0.07 2 0.05

Lucha Incised 3 0.07 2 0.05 1 0.02

Dos Arroyos Ceramic 

Group

Dos Arroyos 

Orange 

Polychrome

8 0.19 5 0.12 1 0.02 2 0.05

Table 7.3-Continued. The distribution of ceramic types by area at the Main Group.
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Period
Total of 

the
Main 

Group

Great
Plaza

Central 
Plaza Plaza E Plaza F Plaza G Plaza H K’awiil

 Plaza
López
Plaza

East Area
(Surface) Cave Water

Tank

San Blas Red-on-

Orange

25 0.58 1 0.02 15 0.35 1 0.02 6 0.14 2 0.05

Subtotal 907 21.01 100 2.32 491 11.38 31 0.72 48 1.11 64 1.48 39 0.90 121 2.80 10 0.23 1 0.02 0 0.00 2 0.05

Middle Classic Sabucan 
Complex (AD 400-600)

Uaxactun Unslipped Ware

Triunfo Ceramic 

Group
N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N %

   Triunfo 

Striated/Acahual 

(AD 400-720)

82 1.90 11 0.25 28 0.65 13 0.30 29 0.67 1 0.02

Quintal Unslipped Ware

  Quintal Ceramic Group

   Quintal 

Unslipped

6 0.14 5 0.12 1 0.02

Peten Gloss Ware

  Aguila Ceramic Group

   Aguila Orange/

Flamboyan

10 0.23 1 0.02 1 0.02 4 0.09 4 0.09

   Pita Incised 2 0.05 1 0.02 1 0.02

Subtotal 92 2.13 13 0.30 35 0.81 13 0.30 30 0.70 1 0.02

Late Classic 

Bejuco Complex 

(AD 600-720)

Uaxactun Unslipped Ware

Cambio Ceramic 

Group (AD 600-

1000)
N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N %

Table 7.3-Continued. The distribution of ceramic types by area at the Main Group.
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Period
Total of 

the
Main 

Group

Great
Plaza

Central 
Plaza Plaza E Plaza F Plaza G Plaza H K’awiil

 Plaza
López
Plaza

East Area
(Surface) Cave Water

Tank

Cambio 

Unslipped

18 0.42 1 0.02 1 0.02 15 0.35 1 0.02

Encanto Ceramic Group

   Encanto 

Striated/Alambre 

(AD600-1000)

4 0.09 3 0.07 1 0.02

 Encanto Striated/

Unspecified (AD 

600-1000)

59 1.37 13 0.30 1 0.02 2 0.05 37 0.86 2 0.05 4 0.09

Peten Gloss Ware

Tinaja Ceramic Group

Corona Red

Tinaja Red/

Nanzal (AD600-

850)

51 1.18 12 0.28 4 0.09 13 0.30 17 0.39 2 0.05 3 0.07

Saxche Orange Group

Saxche Orange 

Polychrome Early 

Facet

1 0.02 1 0.02

Zacatel Ceramic Group

Zacatel Cream 

Polychrome (AD 

600-800)

1 0.02 1 0.02

Xpujil Slate Ware

Tancachacal Group

Tancachacal Slate 1 0.02 1 0.02

Subtotal 132 3.06 17 0.39 2 0.05 14 0.32 57 1.32 15 0.35 21 0.49 2 0.05 1 0.02 3 0.07

Late Classic Chintonk 
Complex (AD 720-800)

Table 7.3-Continued. The distribution of ceramic types by area at the Main Group.
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Period
Total of 

the
Main 

Group

Great
Plaza

Central 
Plaza Plaza E Plaza F Plaza G Plaza H K’awiil

 Plaza
López
Plaza

East Area
(Surface) Cave Water

Tank

Encanto Ceramic 

Group
N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N %

Peten Gloss Ware

Achote Ceramic Group

Carro Modeled 1 0.02 1 0.02

Saxche Orange Group

Saxche Orange 

Polychrome Late 

Facet

3 0.07 3 0.07

Yucatan Gloss Ware

Traino Ceramic Group

Traino Brown 4 0.09 1 0.02 3 0.07

Subtotal 8 0.19 1 0.02 1 0.02 3 0.07 3 0.07

Terminal Classic Tepeu 
3-Xcocom Complex (AD 

800-1000)
Encanto Ceramic 

Group
N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N %

Encanto Striated/

Yocat

9 0.21 9 0.21

Peten Gloss Ware

Tinaja Ceramic Group

Tinaja Red/Tinaja 43 1.00 7 0.16 5 0.12 8 0.19 2 0.05 21 0.49

Fine Orange Ware

Altar Ceramic 

Group

Altar Fine Orange 13 0.30 13 0.30

Trapiche Incised 1 0.02 1 0.02

Table 7.3-Continued. The distribution of ceramic types by area at the Main Group.
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Period
Total of 

the
Main 

Group

Great
Plaza

Central 
Plaza Plaza E Plaza F Plaza G Plaza H K’awiil

 Plaza
López
Plaza

East Area
(Surface) Cave Water

Tank

Puuc Slate Ware

Muna Ceramic 

Group

Muna Slate 1 0.02 1 0.02

Ticul Ceramic 

Group

Ticul Slate 5 0.12 3 0.07 1 0.02 1 0.02

Subtotal 72 1.67 7 0.16 14 0.32 8 0.19 3 0.07 2 0.05 36 0.83 1 0.02 1 0.02

Tejo

Unidentified 36 0.83 8 0.19 1 0.02 2 0.05 6 0.14 9 0.21 7 0.16 3 0.07

Eroded 1,472 34.11 269 6.23 473 10.96 90 2.09 207 4.80 72 1.67 241 5.58 78 1.81 42 0.97

Total 4,316 100.00 503 11.65 1,933 44.79 161 3.73 339 7.85 225 5.21 787 18.23 273 6.33 84 1.95 4 0.09 2 0.05 5 0.12

Table 7.3-Continued. The distribution of ceramic types by area at the Main Group.
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Table 7.4. The distribution of ceramic types by area at the Guzmán Group and the Justo Group.

Period

Total of
the Guzmán 

Group GZ1 GZ5 GZ6 GZ9 Plaza A
Total of the
Justo Group Plaza A Plaza B

Middle Preclassic Mamon Complex 
(600-300 BC)

Paso Caballo Waxy Ware

Juventud Ceramic Group N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N %

Juventud Red 4 0.03 1 0.01 1 0.01 2 0.02

Repollo Impressed 1 0.01 1 0.01

Subtotal 5 0.04 2 0.02 1 0.01 2 0.02

Late Preclassic Chicanel Complex 
(300 BC-AD 250)

Uaxactun Unslipped Ware

Achiote Ceramic Group N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N %

Achiote Unsplipped 
(300BC-AD400)

17 0.15 17 0.15 11 0.35 11 0.36

Sapote Ceramic Group

Sapote Striated 223 1.92 4 0.03 28 0.24 1 0.01 190 1.64 285 9.20 3 0.10 282 9.12

Paso Caballo Waxy Ware

Sierra Ceramic Group

Sierra Red 262 2.25 1 0.01 7 0.06 254 2.19 257 8.29 20 0.65 237 7.66

Lagartos Punctated 1 0.01 1 0.01

Lagna Verde Incised 5 0.04 3 0.03 2 0.02 1 0.03 1 0.03

Alta Mira Fluted 2 0.02 1 0.01 1 0.01

Hongo Composite 2 0.02 2 0.02 1 0.03 1 0.03

Polvero Ceramic Group

Polvero Black 46 0.40 1 0.01 3 0.03 42 0.36 49 1.58 49 1.58
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Period

Total of
the Guzmán 

Group GZ1 GZ5 GZ6 GZ9 Plaza A
Total of the
Justo Group Plaza A Plaza B

Other Polvero Group/Reed-
Impressed

5 0.04 5 0.04 1 0.03 1 0.03

Flor Ceramic Group

Flor Cream 26 0.22 1 0.01 8 0.07 17 0.15 104 3.36 2 0.06 102 3.30

Mateo Red-on-Cream 5 0.04 5 0.04 15 0.48 15 0.48

Escobal Ceramic Group

Escobal Red-on-Buff 19 0.16 1 0.01 1 0.01 17 0.15 6 0.19 6 0.19

Subtotal 613 5.28 12 0.10 47 0.40 1 0.01 553 4.76 730 23.56 26 0.84 704 22.76

Early Classic Tzakol Complex 
(AD 250-400)

Uaxactun Unslipped Ware

Triunfo Ceramic Group N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N %

Triunfo Striated/Aliso (AD 400-800) 333 2.87 21 0.18 268 2.31 4 0.03 0 0.00 40 0.34 6 0.19 1 0.03 5 0.16

Peten Gloss Ware

Aguila Ceramic Group

Aguila Orange 234 2.01 56 0.48 143 1.23 2 0.02 1 0.01 32 0.28 184 5.94 6 0.19 178 5.75

Balanza Ceramic Group

Balanza Black 16 0.14 5 0.04 10 0.09 1 0.01 5 0.16 5 0.16

Lucha Incised 2 0.02 1 0.01 1 0.01 1 0.03 1 0.03

Dos Arroyos Ceramic Group

Dos Arroyos Orange Polychrome 27 0.23 1 0.01 26 0.22

Dos Arroyos Orange Polychrome/
Opuesto

9 0.08 9 0.08

San Blas Red-on-Orange 13 0.11 5 0.04 8 0.07

Table 7.4-continued. The distribution of ceramic types by area at the Guzmán Group and the Justo Group.
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Period

Total of
the Guzmán 

Group GZ1 GZ5 GZ6 GZ9 Plaza A
Total of the
Justo Group Plaza A Plaza B

Tigrillo Brown-on-Orange 6 0.05 6 0.05

Subtotal 640 5.51 95 0.82 465 4.00 6 0.05 1 0.01 73 0.63 196 6.32 7 0.23 189 6.11

Middle Classic Sabucan Complex 
(AD 400-600)

Uaxactun Unslipped Ware

Triunfo Ceramic Group N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N %

 Triunfo Striated/Acahual 
(AD 400-720)

1,310 11.27 177 1.52 1,039 8.94 3 0.03 91 0.78 448 14.46 31 1.00 417 13.48

Peten Gloss Ware

Aguila Ceramic Group

Aguila Orange/Flamboyan 6 0.05 1 0.01 2 0.02 3 0.03 11 0.35 11 0.36

Pita Incised 1 0.01 1 0.01

Pucte Ceramic Group

Chorro Fluted 3 0.03 3 0.03 2 0.06 2 0.06

Pucte Brown 11 0.09 1 0.01 10 0.09 3 0.10 3 0.10

Subtotal 1,331 11.46 179 1.54 1,055 9.08 94 0.81 464 14.97 31 1.00 433 14.00

Late Classic Bejuco Complex 
(AD 600-720)

Uaxactun Unslipped Ware

Cambio Ceramic Group 
(AD 600-1000)

N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N %

Cambio Unslipped 107 0.92 73 0.63 23 0.20 6 0.05 1 0.01 4 0.03 3 0.10 3 0.10

Pastelaria Composite 2 0.02 2 0.02

Table 7.4-continued. The distribution of ceramic types by area at the Guzmán Group and the Justo Group.
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Period

Total of
the Guzmán 

Group GZ1 GZ5 GZ6 GZ9 Plaza A
Total of the
Justo Group Plaza A Plaza B

Encanto Ceramic Group

Encanto Striated/Alambre 
(AD600-1000)

1,603 13.80 1225 10.54 63 0.54 230 1.98 75 0.65 10 0.09 39 1.26 2 0.06 37 1.20

Encanto Striated/Unspecified 
(AD 600-1000)

8 0.07 2 0.02 6 0.05

Peten Gloss Ware

Corona Ceramic Group

Corona Red 80 0.69 72 0.62 7 0.06 1 0.01

Becanchen Ceramic Group

Becanchen Brown 18 0.15 4 0.03 14 0.12

Tinaja Ceramic Group

Tinaja Red/Nanzal (AD600-800) 2,700 23.24 1,157 9.96 1,168 10.05 184 1.58 88 0.76 103 0.89 200 6.45 20 0.65 180 5.82

Pantano Impressed (AD600-1000) 2 0.02 1 0.01 1 0.01 1 0.03 1 0.03

Molino Ceramic Group

Molino Black 93 0.80 14 0.12 79 0.68 18 0.58 18 0.58

Other Molino Group/Fluted 10 0.09 10 0.09

Other Molino Group/Impressed 5 0.04 5 0.04

Saxche Orange Group

Saxche Orange Polychrome 
Early Facet

332 2.86 20 0.17 312 2.69 1 0.03 1 0.03

Chantuori Black-on-Orange 
(AD 600-850)

45 0.39 13 0.11 32 0.28

Zacatel Ceramic Group

Zacatel Cream Polychrome 
(AD 600-800)

11 0.09 4 0.03 7 0.06

Table 7.4-continued. The distribution of ceramic types by area at the Guzmán Group and the Justo Group.
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Period

Total of
the Guzmán 

Group GZ1 GZ5 GZ6 GZ9 Plaza A
Total of the
Justo Group Plaza A Plaza B

Egoista Resist 1 0.01 1 0.01

Subtotal 5,017 43.18 2585 22.25 1728 14.87 421 3.62 164 1.41 119 1.02 262 8.45 23 0.74 239 7.73

Late Classic Chintonk Complex 
(AD 720-800)

  Encanto Ceramic Group N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N %

Encanto Striated/Pepino 
(AD 720-1000)

9 0.08 8 0.07 1 0.01

Peten Gloss Ware

Infierno Ceramic Group

Infierno Black 30 0.26 20 0.17 2 0.02 8 0.07 15 0.48 15 0.48

Other Infierno Group/Appliqued 1 0.01 1 0.01

Other Infierno Group/Plano-Relief 2 0.02 2 0.02

Saxche Orange Group

Saxche Orange Polychrome 
Late Facet

42 0.36 25 0.22 13 0.11 4 0.03 2 0.06 2 0.06

Desquite Red-on-Orange 
(AD 720-850)

156 1.34 23 0.20 126 1.08 7 0.06 3 0.10 3 0.10

Zacatel Ceramic Group

Chinos Black-on-Cream 45 0.39 5 0.04 40 0.34

Naranjal Red-on-Cream 11 0.09 11 0.09

Yucatan Gloss Ware

Traino Ceramic Group

Traino Brown (AD 720-850) 65 0.56 41 0.35 13 0.11 6 0.05 5 0.04

Subtotal 361 3.11 125 1.08 204 1.76 17 0.15 7 0.06 8 0.07 20 0.65 20 0.65

Table 7.4-continued. The distribution of ceramic types by area at the Guzmán Group and the Justo Group.
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Period

Total of
the Guzmán 

Group GZ1 GZ5 GZ6 GZ9 Plaza A
Total of the
Justo Group Plaza A Plaza B

Terminal Classic Tepeu 3-Xcocom 
Complex (AD 800-1000)

Encanto Ceramic Group N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N %

Encanto Striated/Yocat 17 0.15 17 0.15

Peten Gloss Ware

Tinaja Ceramic Group

Tinaja Red/Tinaja 52 0.45 35 0.30 1 0.01 12 0.10 4 0.03 3 0.10 3 0.10

Achote Ceramic Group

Achote Black 14 0.12 10 0.09 4 0.03

Fine Orange Ware

Altar Ceramic Group

Tumba Black-on-Orange 1 0.01 1 0.01

Ticul Ceramic Group

Ticul Slate 2 0.02 2 0.02

Subtotal 86 0.74 64 0.55 1 0.01 17 0.15 4 0.03 3 0.10 3 0.10

Tejo 2 0.02 2 0.02

Unidentified 111 0.96 16 0.14 66 0.57 5 0.04 24 0.21 19 0.61 1 0.03 18 0.58

Eroded 3,473 29.89 1425 12.26 794 6.83 613 5.28 208 1.79 433 3.73 1404 45.32 170 5.50 1229 39.73

Total 11,639 100.00 4,505 38.77 4,361 37.53 1,083 9.32 380 3.27 1,310 11.27 3,099 100.00 258 8.34 2,835 91.66

Table 7.4-continued. The distribution of ceramic types by area at the Guzmán Group and the Justo Group.
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the Paso Caballo Waxy ware from the Flores Waxy ware of the Middle Preclassic Mamon 

Complex (600-300 B.C.). Therefore our classification in this time period is provisional. 

Likewise, unslipped types of the Middle Preclassic period were indistinguishable from 

those of the Late Preclassic period. Common forms include dishes with outcurved-

rims, tecomates, and jars, some of which are fluted at the neck (Figure 7.2). The low 

frequencies of the Middle Preclassic sherds (n= 14) may indicate Middle Preclassic 

occupations at El Palmar were quite small and probably dispersed. It is equally possible 

that these sherds correspond to the Late Preclassic period and the Maya did not live in the 

Main Group of El Palmar. The sherds were found at the Central Plaza and Plaza H of the 

Main Group and the Guzmán Group, but the absence of associated floors suggests that 

these areas were not formal ceremonial complexes.

Late Preclassic Chicanel Complex (300 B.C.- A.D. 250)

The considerable divergence and increase in Late Preclassic ceramic sherds 

(N=2,932) may indicate a population increase at El Palmar. The Late Preclassic plazas at 

the Main Group were limited to the Central Plaza and Plaza H. Some Chicanel ceramics 

were mixed with the construction fill of other plazas. At the Guzmán Group and the 

Justo Group, some Chicanel materials were identified principally in chultun deposits, but 

no associated floor was detected. I suggest that there were dispersed settlements in and 

around these areas, though they have yet to be found. Some decoration techniques are 

applied for red slip vessels of the Sierra ceramic group, including Laguna Verde Incised, 

Alta Mira Fluted, and Hongo Composite. Moreover, vessels with the black slip of the 

Polvero ceramic group and cream slip of the Flor ceramic group became common during 

this period (Figures 7.2 and 7.3). Evidence of coiling technique was regularly observed 

in the sections of Sierra Red and Polvero Black while some small vessels were made by 

a pinching technique. Slips are generally burnished horizontally, but the rough surface 
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finish allows us to observe noticeable burnishing lines. A tecomate was identified as the 

Sierra Red type. The paste of this type is medium texture and its temper contains red 

and gray inclusions, sherd temper, and crushed limestone. The use of roughly screened 

clay with sherd temper was common at El Palmar during the Late Preclassic period. We 

recovered sherds with white slip using this same technique at the Main Group. We have 

not found any polychrome vessel of this period.

For cooking vessels, the form of jar categorized as Sapote Striated type is mostly 

short and with outcurved necks with fine striations from the lip to the base. Achiote 

Unslipped includes jars with relatively wide and long necks and thick walls. These were 

produced from coarse pastes with granulose calcite-temper. They are local production 

rather than imported ceramics judging from the paste and temper.

The Protoclassic Period (ca. 75B.C.–A.D.250)

The Maya produced a small amount of bichrome pottery during the latter half of 

the Late Preclassic period known as Terminal Preclassic or Protoclassic period (ca. 75 

B.C.-A.D. 250). They are Mateo Red-on-Cream and Escobal Red-on-Buff (Figure 7.3k) 

which we found at the second earliest floor of the Central Plaza and Plaza H, suggesting 

that these plazas were remodeled during this period. Iberia Orange and undetermined 

white slip sherds were found at Plaza H. The forms of these three types included dishes or 

bowls with grooved-hooked (gancho) rims, incurved dishes, and ring bases. Some sherds 

of Sierra Red (Figure 7.2v) and Polvero Black (Figure 7.3h) with gancho rims correspond 

to this period. The Aguila Orange type also started appearing during this period. 

The Early and Middle Classic Periods (A.D. 250-600)

Ceramic assemblage during the Early and Middle Classic periods (N=2,970) can 

be subdivided into two complexes (Tzakol and Sabucan) because of the replacement 
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Figure 7.2. Middle and Late Preclassic ceramics. (a) Juventud Red jar, Cat. 416. (b) Juventud 
Red, Tecomate, Cat. 409. (c) Xaxcay Fluted jar, Cat. 414. (d-z) Sierra Red. (d) Cat. 412. (e) Cat. 
407. (f) Cat. 416. (g) Cat. 411. (h) Cat. 403. (i) Cat. 190. (j) Cat. 420. (k) Cat. 154. (l) Cat. 149. (m) 
Cat. 162. (n) Cat. 151. (o) Cat. 271. (p) Cat. 406. (q) Cat. 148. (r) Cat. 152. (s) Cat. 402. (t) Cat. 258. 
(u) Cat. 422. (v) Cat. 191. (w) Cat. 423. (x) Cat. 417. (y) Cat.  385. (z) Cat. 386.
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Figure 7.3. Late Preclassic ceramics. (a-j) Polvero Black. (a) Miniature, Cat. 380. (b) Cat. 
146. (c) Cat. 153. (d) Cat. 443. (e) Cat. 433. (f). Cat. 444. (g) Cat. 435. (h) Cat. 445. (i) Cat. 
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Striated. (l) Cat. 451(m) Cat. 235. (n) Cat. 255. (o) Cat. 256. 
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of sherd temper with volcanic ash temper and the appearance of Quintal Unslipped 

vessels around A.D. 400. These changes in ceramic production accord in time with 

the construction of substantial plazas, such as the Great Plaza, Plaza G, and Plaza E at 

the Main Group. The process of technological changes in ceramic production was not 

abrupt, but gradual within the same ceramic types, creating difficulties in separating 

them into two complexes. Some types such as Aguila Orange, Balanza Black, and Dos 

Arroyos Polychrome continued to be used as serving vessels until the Late Classic period. 

Therefore, I only selected diagnostic types for the Sabucan Complex while others were 

included in the Tzakol Complex. 

Early Classic Tzakol Complex (A.D. 250-400)

As with neighboring centers (Smith 1955; Ball 1977), red slipped vessels were 

replaced with orange slipped ones during the time of the Early Classic Tzakol Complex. 

Another important change was the emergence of polychrome vessels, some of which 

represented geometric designs. The types include Aguila Orange, Balanza Black, Dos 

Arroyos Orange Polychrome, San Blas Red-on-Orange, and Tigrillo Brown-on-Orange 

(Figure 7.4). A substantial portion of slipped vessels were recovered from the construction 

fill of the Central Plaza (N=489), suggesting that it still served as an integral ritual space 

during the Early Classic period. Plates and bowls with basal flanges were important 

characteristics during this period. Some composite forms were also observed.

 In terms of cocking vessels, Sapote Striated jars were replaced with those of 

Triunfo Striated/Aliso during the Early Classic Tzakol Complex (Ball 1977). The Triunfo 

Striated jars have medium to long necks with inverted-V shaped rims in section and 

striations which go from the neck to the base (Figure 7.4 i-m). The process of changing 

from short neck to long neck was probably gradual and a few sherds represent a direct 

rim with medium neck and striations that do not reach the lip. The texture of the paste 
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Figure 7.4. Early Classic ceramics. (a-e) Aguila Orange. (a) Cat. 453. (b) Cat. 455. (c) 
Cat. 459. (d) Cat. 468. (e) Cat. 474. (f) Balanza Black, Cat. 490. (g) San Bras Red-on-
orange, Cat. 476. (h) Dos Arroyos Orange Polychrome, Cat. 507. (i-m) Triunfo Striated/
Aliso. (i) Cat. 177. (j) Cat. 176. (k) Cat. 16. (l) Cat. 35. (m) Cat. 15.



354

is medium, and harder and finer (i.e. well screened) than that of Sapote Striated. The 

past color is light yellowish brown (10YR 6/4) and the cross section often shows a firing 

core with a gray (10YR 5/1) to dark gray color (10YR 4/1). These paste characteristics of 

Triunfo Striated crosscut the Main Group, Justo Group, and Guzmán Group, suggesting 

that the production technology of utilitarian vessels was shared by different social groups 

or redistributed from one centralized place.

Middle Classic Sabucan Complex (A.D. 400-600)

 Middle Classic Sabucan Complex can be clearly identified by substantial building 

programs at the Main Group and probably a new lithic innovation. Likewise, I observed 

an innovation in ceramic production in the use of volcanic ash temper as an important 

temper for serving vessels. The uneven use of volcanic ash in serving vessels during this 

period suggests that the Maya was experimenting on this technique during this period 

and became highly standardized in the Late Classic period. 

Coarse unslipped vessels (Achiote Unslipped) were replaced with the medium fine 

texture of Quintal Unslipped (Figure 7.5). While Achiote Unslipped can be easily eroded, 

Quintal Unslipped is more durable. The paste also changed from porous to compact. This 

ceramic technology was employed for the production of striated ceramics categorized 

as Triunfo Striated/Acahual. The rim shape of Triunfo Striated changed from the Aliso 

variety to the Acahual variety as identified by Ball (1977). The distinctive characteristics 

of the Acahual variety are teardrop-shaped rims and necks tend to be shorter than those of 

the Aliso variety (Figure 7.5 c-k). Based on the ceramic analyses of the Guzmán Group, 

I suggest that Triunfo Striated continued in use until around A.D. 720 and gradually 

replaced by Encanto Striated after A.D. 720. 

In the Aguila ceramic group, vessels with a uniformly red-like orange slip (2.5YR 

5/8) appeared from this period. The paste consists of a medium texture with volcanic ash 
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and fine calcite tempers. The paste color is very pale brown (10YR 8/4). We recovered a 

fragment of a dish with outsloping sides (Figure 7.5a) and an externally bolstered rim. We 

also found a possible bowl with rounded sides. Ball (1977:41-42; Fig.15a-b, c; Fig.16d-e) 

categorized these as the Flamboyan variety for these vessels, a distinctive variety of 

Aguila Orange distributed in the Río Bec region during the Sabucan phase (A.D. 400-

650). The gradual change of color from orange to red and the thickened rim fit with the 

replacement of Aguila Orange by Corona Red or Tinaja Red/Nanzal during the Late 

Classic period. Apart from Triunfo Striated/Acahual, which continued until about A.D. 

720, the small sample size (N=31) of slipped vessels in this period makes it difficult to 

understand the nature of ceramic production for this period. 

The Late Classic Period (A.D. 600-800)

A large number of recovered sherds (N=5,505) demonstrate that the Late Classic 

was the most flourishing period of ceramic production and consumption at El Palmar. A 

wide variety of ceramic types indicates that the interactions between El Palmar and other 

centers at the Peten and Río Bec regions increased (Figures 7.6-14). We identified Río 

Bec types and varieties in our samples that had not been reported either at Tikal (Culbert 

1993), or at Uaxactun (Smith 1955). Following Ball (1977) and Smith (1955), I subdivided 

the Late Classic period into two complexes using the name of Becan’s ceramic complexes 

(Bejuco and Chintok) for emphasizing these ceramic interactions. The Late Classic 

ceramic assemblage was subdivided into two complexes based on the rich deposits at 

the Guzmán Group (N=5,365), while we loosely determined this subdivision in sherds 

recovered from the Main Group (N=140). 

Late Classic Tepeu1-Bejuco Ceramic Complex (A.D. 600-720)

Red and black monochrome types may signal the interactions between El Palmar and 
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Figure 7.5. Middle Classic ceramics. (a) Aguila Orange/Flamboyan, Cat. 485. (b) Triunfo 
Striated/Acahual. (b) Cat. 494. (c) Cat. 29. (d) Cat. 11. (e) Cat. 497. (f) Cat. 13. (g) Cat. 61. 
(h) Cat. 63. (i) Cat. 64. (j) Cat. 211. (k) Cat. 42. (l) Quintal Unslipped. (l) Cat. 493. (m) 
Cat. 496.
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other regions during Late Classic Tepeu1-Bejuco Ceramic Complex. The monochrome 

types of El Palmar shared with the Río Bec region are Corona Red (Ball 1977: 21-22, Fig. 

9a) and Becanchen Brown (Ball 1977: 26, Fig. 9b). In the case of El Palmar, the shape of 

sherds is shared with those of Becanchen Brown, but the surface was finished by a red 

slip (2.5YR 4/8) of Corona Red rather than by reddish brown (5YR 4/3-4, 5/3-4) which 

is categorized as Becanchen Brown. The El Palmar ceramics of this hybrid type consist 

of dishes and bowls which tend to have offset decoration on the interior surface and a 

thickened rim (Figures 7.6-7.7). Many of them have flared sides or slightly incurved sides 

with unrestricted orifices. From the same era, I detected other red slipped dishes and 

bowls without the characteristics of Corona Red (Figure 7.8). I categorized them as Tinaja 

Red/Nanzal within the timespan between A.D. 600 and 800 because of their similarity to 

the contemporaneous red slips of ceramics from the Peten and Calakmul regions. Scholars 

categorized these monochrome red vessels as Tasital Red (Smith and Gifford 1966) and 

Nanzal Red (Dominguez Carrasco 1994) or Tinaja Red/Nanzal (Forsyth 1989). I followed 

Forsyth’s criteria and classification (1989) for these red vessels. 

The differentiation between Corona Red and Tinaja Red/Nanzal is not easy when 

the fragment only represented body sherds. The paste of both Corona Red and Tinaja 

Red/Nanzal is prepared with a medium grain with calcite temper and is compact and 

hard finishing. The interior surface is well burnished horizontally. The upper half of 

the exterior surface tended to be horizontally smoothed and roughly slipped, while the 

lower part is also smoothed, but diagonal scraping was occasionally observed. Despite 

its lustrous finish, lines of burnishing and smoothing are visible to the naked eye. 

Judging from its large size with thick walls, Corona Red vessels may have been used 

for suprahousehold events such as feasts. These sharing techniques made me difficult 

to separate from the plates, dishes, and bowls of the Corona Red type from those of the 

Tinaja Red type. Therefore, I may have categorized many of the sherds of Corona Red as 
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Figure 6.6. Corona Red: Bowl. Cat. 136. The interior surface is burnished. The half top of the exterior surface is  smoothed, 
while other half is scraped. Burnishing and smoothing are slightly curved along the vessel shape.   

Figure 7.6. Corona Red: Bowl. Cat. 136. The interior surface is burnished. The half top of 
the exterior surface is  smoothed, while other half is scraped. Burnishing and smoothing 
are slightly curved along the vessel shape. 
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Figure 7.7. Corona Red. The interior surface of all vessels are burnished and the exterior 
smoothed. The lower part of exterior surface is scraped. Dishes (a, b, f, g); Bowls (c-e, 
h-i). Note that the bowls  (h and i) are probably transitional forms from Corona Red to 
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Cat. 115. (e) Cat. 20. (f) Cat. 58. (g) Cat. 159. (h) Cat. 24. (i) Cat. 97.
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Figure 6.8. Tinaja Red/Nanzal. Bowl (a, b, e, f ); Dish (c and d). (a) Cat. 124. (b) Cat. 117. (c) Cat. 107. (d) Cat. 119.
(e) Cat. 23. (f ) Cat. 21. 
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Figure 7.8. Tinaja Red/Nanzal: Bowl (a, b, e, f); Dish (c and d). (a) Cat. 124. (b) Cat. 117. 
(c) Cat. 107. (d) Cat. 119. (e) Cat. 23. (f) Cat. 21.
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Tinaja Red/Nanzal.

The production techniques of red plates, dishes, and bowls contrasts with the other 

contemporaneous red slipped jars classified as Tinaja Red/Nanzal (Figures 7.9 and 7.10). 

Tinaja Red jars were made from a medium-soft paste with a small amount of calcite 

temper. Some red jars are characterized by a bulging neck, which is the dominant shape 

of the Tepeu 1 red jar at Uaxactun (Smith 1955:25). Tinaja Red/Nanzal jars during this 

period tend to have vertical or slightly outcurved necks with pointed rims, which contrast 

with the later Tinaja Red/Tinaja type that is characterized by a strongly outcurved neck 

with squared rim. 

Black slipped cylinder vessels from the Bejuco ceramic complex succeeded 

the characteristics of Balanza Black, a thin-walled form reported in the Río Bec 

region during the Sabucan complex (Ball 1977: 33), although thickened walls were 

simultaneously used for dishes and plates. We categorized these sherds as Molino Black, 

differentiating them from subsequent black slipped vessels of the second half of the Lte 

Classic period (Figure 7.11). 

In terms of polychrome vessels, the characteristics of some shapes are shared with 

those of Uaxactun, Tikal, and Aguateca. During the Tepeu 1 phase, polychrome plates 

and dishes tend to have outcurved sides and rounded bases (Figure 7.11l-w), while those of 

the Tepeu 2 phase are characterized by flared sides with flat bases. Likewise, round-sided 

polychrome bowls are detected in this period, although there is no sharp division between 

this early shape of round base with the latter shape of round base. The change may 

have been gradual from Tepeu 1 to Tepeu 2. I did not recognize significant differences 

in the paste compositions and surface decorations between the earlier and later facets. 

I categorized polychrome vessels with cream slip base as Zacatel Cream Polychrome, 

which was used until about A.D. 800 (Figure 7.12).

Bichrome vessels using the same slip of Saxche Orange Polychrome and began 
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Figure 6.9. Tinaja Red/Nanzal: Jar. All jars are horizontally burnished on the exterior surface and the interior is slipped 
from the lip to the neck. (a-d) Cat. 214. (e) Cat. 225. (f ) Cat. 89. (g) Cat. 239. (h) Cat. 93. (i) Cat. 169. (j) Cat. 88. 
(k) Cat. 112. (l-m) Cat. 362. (n) Cat. 135.  
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Figure 7.9. Tinaja Red/Nanzal: Jar. All jars are horizontally burnished on the exterior 
surface and the interior is slipped from the lip to the neck. (a-d) Cat. 214. (e) Cat. 225. (f) 
Cat. 89. (g) Cat. 239. (h) Cat. 93. (i) Cat. 169. (j) Cat. 88. (k) Cat. 112. (l-m) Cat. 362. (n) 
Cat. 135.  
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Figure 6.10. Tinaja Red/Nanzal: Jar. All jars are horizontally burnished on the exterior and interior neck. The interior body 
is smoothed without slip. (a, b) Cordholders found at the sh�nre of GZ1. (k) Dotted circiles represent evidence of 
horizontal seam pressed by �ngers. (a-d) Cat. 367. (e-h) Cat. 369. (i) Cat. 98. (j) Cat. 100 (k) Cat. 220.  
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Figure 7.10. Tinaja Red/Nanzal: Jar. All jars are horizontally burnished on the exterior 
and interior neck. The interior body is smoothed without slip. (a, b) Cordholders found 
at the shrine of Structure GZ1. (k) Dotted circiles represent evidence of horizontal seam 
pressed by fingers. (a-d) Cat. 367. (e-h) Cat. 369. (i) Cat. 98. (j) Cat. 100 (k) Cat. 220.  
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Figure 6.12. Zacatel Cream Polychrome: Cylinder vase (a-c); Bowl (d-k, m), Plate (l), Dishes (n-q). (a-c). Cat. 305. (d-e) Cat. 329
(f-h) Cat. 325. (i) Cat. 127. (j) Cat. 232. (k) Cat. 327. (l) Cat. 299. (m) Cat. 326. (n-q) Cat. 228.  
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Figure 7.12. Zacatel Cream Polychrome: Cylinder vase (a-c); Bowl (d-k, m), Plate (l), 
Dishes (n-q). (a-c). Cat. 305. (d-e) Cat. 329. (f-h) Cat. 325. (i) Cat. 127. (j) Cat. 232. (k) Cat. 
327. (l) Cat. 299. (m) Cat. 326. (n-q) Cat. 228.  
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during this period and continued being produced until about A.D. 800. I categorized them 

as Chantuori Black-on-Orange (Figure 7.13). As mentioned above, Quintal Unslipped 

and Triunfo Striated/Acahual continued to be used during this facet and were gradually 

replaced by Cambio Unslipped and Encanto Striated/Alambre, respectively (Figure 7.14). 

Figure 7.14h is an example of a transitional form between Triunfo Striated/Acahual and 

Encanto Striated/Alambre. 

Late Classic Tepeu 2-Chintok Ceramic Complex (A.D. 720-800)

As mentioned before, the shape of Saxche Orange Polychrome plates gradually 

changed to have flared sides with a flat base between A.D. 720 and 800 (Figure 7.15). 

In addition to a bichrome of Chantuori Black-on-Red which appeared in the previous 

period, Desquite Red-on-Orange became common at the Guzmán Group in the Chintock 

ceramic complex (Figure 7.16). Desquite Red-on-Orange has a wide variety of sizes and 

forms including barrel shaped bowls, other shapes of bowls, dishes, plates, and tripod 

plates. Geometric designs were painted on many of the bichrome vessels, some of which 

are identical to those of Saxche Orange Polychrome of this period. As with Chantuori 

Red-on-black, archaeological contexts suggest that Desquite Red-on-Orange was used 

until about A.D. 850. Molino Black was replaced by Infierno Black which has a medium 

grain paste with red and large gray inclusions and walls relatively thicker than those of 

Molino Black (Figure 7.17). When compared to Molino Black, Infierno Black is a roughly 

finished product. Contemporaneously, El Palmar potters produced small bowls of Chino 

Black-on-Cream with geometric designs. The cream slip of this type is the same as 

Zacatel Cream Polychrome. 

Two polychrome vessels from the offerings of Burial 1 date to about A.D. 726, 

according to the construction date of the hieroglyphic stairway. A drinking cylinder vase 

was classified as Saxche Orange Polychrome, which consists of rounded rim and flat 
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Figure 6.13. Chantuori Black-on-orange: Plate (a, j-k); Dishes (i); Bowls (b-h).  Scale: a 1/2; b-k 1/4.  (a-c). Cat. 437. (d) Cat. 350.
(e) Cat. 85. (f ) Cat. 300. (g) Cat. 224. (h) Cat. 347. (i) Cat. 340. (j) Cat. 180. (k) Cat. 221. 
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Figure 7.13. Chantuori Black-on-orange: Plate (a, j-k); Dishes (i); Bowls (b-h).  Scale: a 
1/2; b-k 1/4.  (a-c). Cat. 437. (d) Cat. 350. (e) Cat. 85. (f) Cat. 300. (g) Cat. 224. (h) Cat. 
347. (i) Cat. 340. (j) Cat. 180. (k) Cat. 221. 
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(f ) Cat. 389. (g) Cat. 172. (h) Transitional form between Triunfo Striated and Encanto Striated, Cat. 39. 
(i-j) Encanto Striated/Alambre. (i) Cat. 5. (j) Cat. 7. (k) Encanto Striated/Pepino, Cat. 37.  
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Striated and Encanto Striated, Cat. 39.  (i-j) Encanto Striated/Alambre. (i) Cat. 5. (j) Cat. 
7. (k) Encanto Striated/Pepino, Cat. 37.
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Figure 6.17. (a-d) In�erno Black. Bowl: (a) Cat. 343. (b) Cat. 236. (c) Cat. 295. (d) Cat. 194. Dish: (e) Cat. 195. 
(f-g) Other In�erno Group/Applique. Bowl, Cat. 289.   (h-o) Chinos Black-on-cream. Bowl: (h) Cat. 197. (i) Cat. 307. (j) Cat. 196.
(k) Cat. 310. (l) Cat. 309. (m-o) Cat. 263. 
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Figure 7.17. (a-d) Infierno Black. Bowl: (a) Cat. 343. (b) Cat. 236. (c) Cat. 295. (d) Cat. 
194. Dish: (e) Cat. 195. (f-g) Other Infierno Group/Applique. Bowl, Cat. 289. (h-o) Chinos 
Black-on-cream. Bowl: (h) Cat. 197. (i) Cat. 307. (j) Cat. 196. (k) Cat. 310. (l) Cat. 309. 
(m-o) Cat. 263. 
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base (Figure 7.18). The exterior wall has two fire ritual scenes with pseud-glyphs (for 

more detailed observation see Chapter 5). Because this is an unbroken vessel, I could 

not analyze the paste in detail, but it seems to be medium-fine similar to a typical paste 

employed for Saxhe Orange Polychrome. Another polychrome vessel is Zacatel Cream 

Polychrome, a tripod bowl with slightly outcurved sides and three tiny supports (Figure 

7.19). On the cream slip, two birds were drawn with black paints around which zones of 

red paint is applied. Coggins (1975) categorized the dual motif of a polychrome vessel as 

Imix ceramics (A.D. 700-850). The red slip is lustrous, and horizontal burnishing can be 

observed. The paste has a medium-fine texture with calcite temper and red inclusions. 

During this period some plates of Saxche Orange Polychrome have large dimensions, 

suggesting that they were used for feasting along with other large monochrome or 

bichrome vessels. In addition to red jars, brown jars of Traino Brown were also produced 

during this period and continued into the Terminal Classic period (Figure 7.20). 

After A.D. 720, the shape of Corona Red gradually shifted to more vertical or 

incurved sides without offset decoration (compare rim shapes of Figure 7.7h-i to those of 

Figures 7.21 and 22), but is more clearly represented in those of Tinaja Red/Tinaja after 

A.D. 800. 

Terminal Classic Tepeu 3-Xcocom Complex (A.D. 800-1000)

As with the case of other Maya sites, at El Palmar fine orange and slate wares 

highlight this period. We recovered these wares more at the Main Group than at the Justo 

Group and Guzmán Group, suggesting that these outlying groups were abandoned in the 

transition between the Late and Terminal Classic periods dating to about A.D. 800-900. 

Evidence for the abandonment with termination ritual was found at the Guzmán Group 

where numerous broken vessels were recovered on the burned floors of Structures GZ1 

and GZ6. 
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Figure 7.18. Cylinder Vase: Saxche Orange Polychrome, recovered from Burial 1.
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Figure 7.19. Tripod Bowl: Zacatel Cream Polychrome, recovered from Burial 1. 



375

0 10 cm

Figure 6.20. Traino Brown: Jar. (a) Cat. 56. (b) Cat. 57. (c-f ) Cat. 215.  
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Figure 7.20. Traino Brown: Jar. (a) Cat. 56. (b) Cat. 57. (c-f) Cat. 215.



376

a

c

b

d

e

h

f g

Burnished
Burnished

Burnished
Burnished

Burnished Burnished

Figure 6.21. Tinaja Red/Tinaja: Incurved Bowl with exterior thickened lip, recovered from Termination ritual 1 at GZ1. (a) Cat. 212. (b) Cat. 102. 
(c) Cat. 17. (d). Cat. 104. (e) Cat. 101. (f-h) Cat. 25. 
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Figure 7.21. Tinaja Red/Tinaja: Incurved Bowl with exterior thickened lip, recovered from 
Termination Ritual 1 at Structure GZ1. (a) Cat. 212. (b) Cat. 102. (c) Cat. 17. (d). Cat. 104. 
(e) Cat. 101. (f-h) Cat. 25. 
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Figure 7.22. Tinaja Red: Incurved Bowl with exterior thickened lip, recovered from 
Termination Ritual 1. (a-g) at Structure GZ1; (h-j) at Structure GZ6. (a) Cat. 105. (b-d) 
Cat. 133. (e) Cat. 200. (f) Cat. 46. (g) Cat. 103. (h) Cat. 77. (i) Cat. 219. (j) Cat. 44.  
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The deposits present evidence of the transformation of Tinaja Red/Tinaja from 

unrestricted to restricted orifices (Figures 7.21 and 7.22), and numerous bowls with 

incurved sides (Figure 7.23) were recovered. Moreover, a large tripod plate with red 

lines on orange slip sorted as Desquite Red-on-Orange was located at Structure GZ1, at 

the center of the upper platform in front of the doorway. At the same structure, a bowl 

with glyphs was recovered on the burned floor. Wide mouth striated jars were deposited 

in Termination Ritual 1 (Figure 7.25). We found a few fine orange and slate vessels in 

the deposit of Termination Ritual 1, suggesting that the termination ritual occurred at 

the beginning of the Terminal Classic period. Fine orange sherds were found from the 

construction fills from Floor 4 to Floor 1 at Plaza H of the Main Group, suggesting that 

this place was actively used during this period. Because of the absence of Postclassic 

vessels, I suggest that El Palmar was abandoned during the Terminal Classic period (ca. 

A.D. 800-1000), but more excavation data in and around the Main Group are needed to 

prove this hypothesis.

Identifying Ritual Performances in Ceramic Assemblages

The size and form of serving vessels used in public areas provides an important 

insight into understanding group gatherings. Ethnographic, ethnoarchaeological, and 

archaeological studies have demonstrated that the size of serving vessels is correlated 

with the degree of ritual performances and feastings (e.g., Van Keuren 2004; Longacre 

1985; Mills 2007; Pauketat and Emerson 1991; Rosenswig 2007). “Big ceremonies require 

big pots” (Pauketat and Emerson 1991: 923). Scholars suggest that large bowls over 30 cm 

in diameter were often used for feasts (e.g., Crown 1994; Mills 1999; Spielmann 1998). 

In terms of vessel forms in Classic Maya society, Houston, Stuart, and Taube (1989) 

identified the emic classification of vessel forms and examined associated foods through 

epigraphic data, suggesting that vases were used for drinking cacao, plates and dishes as 
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Figure 6.23. Tinaja Red/Tinaja: Bowl.  All vessels have the reduction e�ect of �ring and the lip tends to be pointed. 
Recovered from Termination ritual 1 at GZ1. (a-d) Cat. 361. (e) Cat. 110. (f ) Cat. 118. (g) Cat. 78. (h-j) Cat. 359.
(k) Cat. 92. (l) Cat. 363. (m) Cat. 242. (n) Cat. 210.  
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Figure 7.23. Tinaja Red: Bowl.  All vessels have the reduction effect of firing and the lip 
tends to be pointed. Recovered from Termination Ritual 1 at GZ1. (a-d) Cat. 361. (e) Cat. 
110. (f) Cat. 118. (g) Cat. 78. (h-j) Cat. 359. (k) Cat. 92. (l) Cat. 363. (m) Cat. 242. (n) Cat. 
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Figure 6.24. (a-m) Tinaja Red/Tinaja: Jar (a-m). The exterior surface and a part of the interior from the lip to neck are burnished. 
 The interior  body is smoothed without slip. (a-d) Cat. 75. (e-h) Cat. 111. (i) Cat. 365. (j) Cat. 240. (k) Cat. 99. 
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Figure 7.24. (a-m) Tinaja Red/Tinaja: Jar (a-m). The exterior surface and a part of the 
interior from the lip to neck are burnished. The interior  body is smoothed without slip. 
(a-d) Cat. 75. (e-h) Cat. 111. (i) Cat. 365. (j) Cat. 240. (k) Cat. 99. (l) Cat. 366. (m) Cat. 75. 
(n) Pantano Impressed: Jar, Cat. 344.  
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a

Figure 6.25. Encanto Striated/Yocat: Jar  (a) Cat. 528. (b) Cat. 83. (c) Cat. 4. (d) Cat. 32. (e) Cat. 120.  (f ) Cat. 2. 
(g) Cat. 526. (h) Cat. 114.  (i) Cat. 1. 
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Figure 7.25. Encanto Striated/Yocat: Jar  (a) Cat. 528. (b) Cat. 83. (c) Cat. 4. (d) Cat. 32. (e) 
Cat. 120.  (f) Cat. 2. (g) Cat. 526. (h) Cat. 114.  (i) Cat. 1. 
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platters for tamales, and small bowls for atole. 

Table 7.5 shows the number of different vessel forms recovered from the three 

contexts at the Guzmán Group (Figure 7.26). I combined plates and dishes into a 

single category as dish because the ancient Maya appear not to have terminologically 

distinguished dishes from plates. Instead, these vessel forms were all cased lak (Houston, 

et al. 1989; LeCount 2001: 945). The minimum number of vessels (MNV) used for 

each ritual events are; 121 vessels for Termination Ritual 1 (TR1) within the excavation 

area; 18 for Termination Ritual 2 (TR 2); and 139 vessels found in the ritual dump from 

Structure GZ5. The ceramic density of TR1 is 3.1 vessels per square meter (N = 121 in 

excavation area of 39 m2) and that of TR 2 is 4.5 vessels per square meter (N = 18 and the 

excavation area of 4 m2). The density of ritual dump is 257 vessels per cubic meter (N = 

139 and the excavation volume of 0.54 m3). I used the floor area to calculate the density 

of termination deposits and the cubic meter for the ritual dump because we recovered the 

ritual dump not on the floor surface but from the stratum of Structure GZ5. Although 

the MNV of TR2 is lesser than the MNV of TR1, the result shows that TR2 had dense 

ceramic deposits (TR2 = 4.5/m2 and TR1 = 3.1/m2). 

The size of diches and bowls may indicate the evidence of feasting at the Guzmán 

Group (Figure 7.27). Due to the small sample size of Termination Ritual 2, this is 

provisional, but the mode of the three different contexts shows that lakam officials 

preferred to use serving vessels with a size ranging from 15 to 25 cm for ritual events. 

The size is appropriate to individual use rather than to place a large amount of food for 

group gatherings. The standardized size of small bowls may have been used for aqueous 

foods such as atole, although the chemical analysis of organic residues is needed to verify 

vessel functions. 

Drinking vase was also an important container for ritual events in Maya society. 

Based on the uneven distribution of vases in elite and commoner’s residences at 
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Table 7.5. Reconstructed vessels classified by forms in different contexts.

Bowl Dish (lak) Jar Cylinder Vase Not-Identifiable

N % N % N % N % N % Total 
(N) %

Termination Ritual 2 
(ca.A.D. 600-660) 3 16.67 8 44.44 3 16.67 2 11.11 2 11.11 18 100

Ritual Dump at GZ5 
(ca. A.D. 726) 38 27.34 52 37.41 31 22.30 13 9.35 5 3.60 139 100

Termination Ritual 1 
(ca. A.D. 800-900) 57 47.11 15 12.40 41 33.88 0 0.00 8 6.61 121 100

Total 98 35.25 75 26.98 75 26.98 15 5.40 15 5.40 278 100
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Figure 7.26 . Ceramic vessels recovered from the three contexts;1) Termination Ritual 2 
(TR2), a) Tinaja Red/Nanzal, Jar. b) Saxche Orange Polychrome, Dish. c) Other Infierno 
Balck/Impressed, Dish; 2) Ritual Dump at Structure GZ5:  d) Chantuori Black-on-
orange, Bowl. e) Saxche Orange Polychrome, Dish. f) Chino Black-on-cream, Bowl; 3) 
Termination Ritual 1 (TR1), g-h, l) Chantuori Black-on-orange, g-h Bowl, l Dish. i) Tinaja 
Red, Bowl. j) Traino Brown, Jar. k) Desquite Red-on-orange, Tripod dish. m-p) Tinaja 
Red: Bowl. a,c-e, and f-o drawing by Aban Flores Morán and b and o by the author. 
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Figure 7.27. Histograms of dishes and bowls used for different ritual activities at the 
Guzmán Group. 
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Xunantunich, LeCount (2001: 947) suggests that chocolate drinking was a relatively 

private, but a highly charged ritual during the Late Classic period. Vogt (1976) argues 

that chocolate drinking is associated with ritualized political activities including official 

assignments in the modern Zinacatan Maya. The cylinder vase in Burial 1 (Figure 7.18) 

was most likely used for drinking chocolate, and those in Termination Ritual 2 and ritual 

dump might have been used for chocolate drinking during the ritual events. In contrast, 

the absence of cylinder vase in Termination Ritual 1 suggests the lakam officials either 

carried away cylinder vases when abandoning the Guzmán Group or did not perform 

ritualized chocolate drinking during the Terminal Classic period.

The large dishes and bowls in ritual deposits are the material evidence of feasting.  

The large vessels over 30 cm account for over 30% of all the vessels in the ritual dump 

and Termination Ritual 1 (TR1). In the latter context lakam officials used huge bowls 

and dishes. About 40% of bowls (N = 29/74) in the deposit of termination ritual 1 (TR1) 

exceed 30 cm in maximum diameter. I detected seven bowl and two dishes with over 50 

cm in diameter in the deposit of TR1. This high percentage strongly suggests that they 

were feasting items. Most of these large vessels had the evidence of heavy use-wear. 

Despite the fact that the serving vessels were found inside the room, slip and decoration 

was worn off, indicating that people used them for several years. Ethnoarchaeological 

data show that serving vessels for feastings tend to have a long use-life while cooking 

vessels are broken by thermal shocks within a short period of time (Nelson 1991: 174-

175). Therefore, large bowls and dishes recovered from TR1 may have been used not only 

for feasting, immediately before the abandonment event but also for several feastings that 

took place long before the abandonment. 

The distributional analysis of scattered sherds in the deposit of Termination Ritual 

1 (TR1) details the behavioral aspects of ritual performance at El Palmar. Figure 7.28 

represents the location of grid-based sherds with a shaded area, while cross signs 
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represents all other materials documented by total station. When we could refit sherds 

in the laboratory, I drew a line between two or more sherds on the map, indicating that 

these were originally the same vessel. The results suggest that ritual performers smashed 

vessels after feasting and then scattered them in the different places of the Guzmán 

Group. The refitting reconstructed five vessels at Structure GZ1. We found some of 

these fragments in and in front of the upper shrine and the others along the south wall. 

At Structure GZ6, the ritual performers smashed seven vessels and then scattered 

some of these in the three rooms and others on the plaza surface along the south wall. 

The line connecting two sherds between the room inside of Structure GZ1 and that of 

Structure GZ6 is particularly important because this evidence confirms that termination 

events found at these structures were contemporaneous. Despite the fact that we could 

not reconstruct complete vessels in the termination deposits, this result provides the 

possibility that we may be able to reconstruct complete vessels if we excavate the entire 

group. Refitting a large number of sherds in and around the structures at the plaza also 

indicate that scattered sherds were not taken from domestic middens as in the case of 

Aguateca (Inomata and Triadan 2010) but were smashed by ritual performers during the 

termination ritual.

I argue that the performers did not scatter sherds randomly. The refitting 

reconstructed the upper part of three jars in the west, central, and east rooms of Structure 

GZ6 (Figure 7.29). This implies that ritual performers placed each jar on the floor surface 

of each room because it is unlikely that randomly scatted sherds coincidently form 

the upper part of a jar without any sherd of the bottom part in each room. The nearly 

absence of sherds in the east room particularly imply the performer’s intention about the 

placement of the jar on the burned floor. They also placed three fourths of a large dish 

under the top half of the jar in the central room. The meaning of this ritual behavior is 

not clear, but all the data suggest that ritual performers smashed vessels after feasting in 
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Figure 7.29. Three smashed jars deposited in Structure GZ6. The jars from left to right were found in the west, central, and east 
room respectively. 
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the plaza, and deposited them in the rooms immediately before the abandonment of the 

Guzmán Group.

Technological Analyses through Petrographic Microscopy

Petrography is a powerful method for the technological analyses of archaeological 

pottery. The goal of this microscopic analysis was to examine whether or not 

technological changes in ceramic production were correlated with social changes of 

El Palmar. For this reason, I sampled ceramic types for thin sections from the Late 

Preclassic through the Terminal Classic periods, addressing the questions of paste 

composition and temper. I do not repeat the method of petrographic analysis in detail 

here because numerous authors have published it (e.g., Rice 1987: 377-382; Shepard 

1985[1956]). I prepared 68 thin sections including 15 sherds from the Main Group, 48 

from the Guzmán Group, two from the Justo Group, and four from other groups. All 

thin sections were prepared by Spectrum Petrographic, Inc. with a 27 x 46 mm slide 

of uniform thickness (0.03 mm) which can be confirmed by the pale yellow color of 

quartz grains added around the sliced samples. My petrographic analysis for this study is 

qualitative rather than quantitative or point counting because the objective of this study 

was neither to seek ceramic provenance, nor clay sources, but technological change.

Temper

El Palmar potters used different types of temper, and volcanic ash is particularly a 

temporal marker of ceramic production at El Palmar. They started to experiment volcanic 

ash from the Middle Classic period (ca. A.D. 400-600) and commonly used it during 

the Late Classic period (ca. A.D. 600-800). Several scholars have reported the use of 

volcanic ash as a temper in the Classic Maya pottery (e.g., Ford and Glicken 1987; Ford 

and Rose 1995; Shepard 1939; Simmons and Brem 1979; Smith 1955). Ford and Gilcken 
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(1987) suggest that volcanic ash is unlikely to have been a restricted exotic good in 

distribution because vessels with ash temper were recovered from both elite residences 

and commoner’s households in the central Maya lowlands. Simmons and Brem (1999) 

argue that ash temper was originally distributed in the central lowlands during the Early 

Classic period, particularly at the sites of Uaxactun, Barton Ramie, San Jose, and Benque 

Viejo. In the Late Classic period, the use of ash temper extended to Chiapas and to the 

northern Yucatan. 

Most recently, scholars discuss the evidence of volcanic ash fall in the Maya 

lowlands sometime between A.D. 440 and 540 due to the Ilopango TBJ (Tierra Blanca 

Joven) eruption (e.g., Coffey at al. 2014; Tankersley et al. 2011). However, volcanic glass 

quickly weathers into smectite clay in the Maya lowlands (Tankersley et al. 2011). Coffey 

et al. (2014) analyzed ash tempers from the Maya archaeological site of El Pilar and 

concluded the multiple sources of volcanic ash in the Maya pottery. While I do not rule 

out the possibility that El Palmar potters gathered ash fall in situ during the Ilopango 

TBJ eruption, the constant use of volcanic ash for El Palmar serving vessels throughout 

the Late Classic period suggest that volcanic ash was imported from highlands. In fact, 

my petrographic analysis identified that ash temper detected in the El Palmar samples 

is fresh and unweathered, retaining amorphous shapes and isotropic properties. These 

characteristics have been documented for Late Classic pottery of Maya sites (Shepard 

1985[1956]). Therefore, it is unlikely that the potters used only volcanic ash fell in the El 

Palmar region. 

The timing of experimenting ash temper accords well with the construction of 

substantial plazas at the Main Group of El Palmar. Two samples (TS-8 and TS-12), 

recovered from the same fill of Floor 5 at the Central Plaza, suggest that the Middle 

Classic was an experimental period for ash temper. The sample TS-8 sorted as Balanza 

Black does not contain this temper while TS-12 sorted as Aguila Orange contains a large 
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amount of volcanic ash. These two types are contemporaneous. I also identified this 

experimental aspect in the Middle Classic when comparing these with other thin sections 

sorted as Aquila Orange (TS-1, TS-31, and TS-59) and Balanza Black (TS-25 and TS-44). 

During the Late Classic period, most slipped ceramics at El Palmar contained a large 

amount of volcanic ash. In contrast, throughout the history of ceramic production at El 

Palmar, volcanic ash was never used for striated vessels and unslipped vessels except a 

single sherd of Quintal Unslipped. During the Terminal Classic period, fine orange ware 

was produced without volcanic ash temper. Many of the sherds with volcanic ash temper 

also contain biotite mica (Figure 7.30), suggesting that these two minerals came from the 

same source. Volcanic ash and biotite mica are likely stable additives under the low firing 

of El Palmar ceramic production while the use of limestone results in expansion of the 

limestone particles, which can damage the vessels walls (Ford and Glicken 1987: 484). 

Nevertheless, tempering materials for striated vessels are most likely local limestone or 

sands, suggesting that potters avoided wall cracking by using porous paste and firing at 

relatively low temperatures.  

Before their use of volcanic ash as a tempering material, El Palmar potters preferred 

sherds as a tempering agent. Some Late Preclassic sherds (TS-4, 7, and 9) contain ceramic 

fragments as tempering material. Figure 7.31 shows that a Sierra Red ceramic includes 

a fragment of red monochrome. The use of ceramic fragments as a temper material is 

limited to Preclassic sherds and it is not observed after this period.  

Slip and Paints

At El Palmar, most paints for vessels were made of ferrous clays (iron oxide) 

regardless of colors. A reflective light of the petrographic microscopy allowed to observe 

small particles of hematite in the ferrous clay of seven samples, but it seems to be 

naturally included rather than intentionally added by potters (Figure 7.32). A black paint 
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Figure 7.30. Photomicrograph of volcanic ash temper taken at 20 X magnification (TS-3). The center of the picture is biotite 
mica surrounded by fresh volcanic ash. Ceramic type: Aguila Orange. Left: Plane light. Right: Polarized light. 
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Figure 7.31. Photomicrograph of grog-tempered sherd taken at 10 X magnification (TS-4). 
A ceramic fragment inside Sierra Red sherd retains red slip.

Figure 7.32. Photomicrograph of red slip taken at 40 X magnification with reflective 
light (TS-14). Small mottles in red slip are hematite. Red slip is composed of iron oxide. 
Ceramic type: Tinaja Red.
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used for drawing glyphs is made of carbon, which is a post-firing process.  

Paste Composition 

Petrographic analyses divide clays used for El Palmar ceramics into three different 

compositions. For most unslipped or striated sherds, the clay is composed of large 

particles of limestone sands and of calcite, agate (chalcedony), and well-crystalized 

quartz, and three of nine samples contain feldspar. These cooking vessels do not contain 

amphibole, which I often identified in slipped vessels. In terms of serving vessels, the 

paste usually contains different amounts of quartz, feldspar, and amphibole. For fine 

orange ware (TS-23 and 33), the third type of paste include many small particles of 

biotitte mica without volcanic ash, and crashed calcite and feldspar. A chunk of clay is 

observed, regardless of ceramic type, suggesting that this was resulting from the ability of 

potters who did not pug clays well rather than from the technological changes over time. 

I did not observe differences in paste composition between sherds from the Main Group 

and those from other outlying groups. 

Summary

Different ceramic analyses resulted in: 1) establishing the site chronology of El 

Palmar, 2) showing the inter-site interactions of ceramic technology between El Palmar 

and other centers, and 3) identifying feasting in ritual deposits. Type-variety classification 

established the ceramic phase of El Palmar. During the Late Preclassic period (300 B.C.-

A.D. 250), El Palmar potters used sherd temper in ceramic productions. 

Surface treatments and decoration techniques were shared as a cultural template with 

neighboring sites located in the central Maya lowlands. By the Middle Classic period (ca. 

A.D. 400) an innovation in ceramic production was correlated with the urban expansion 

of El Palmar. Plaza constructions and mass spectacles in the plazas could have provoked 
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a flow of human interactions which may have resulted in introducing new ceramic 

technologies and styles from other regions at El Palmar. One of the Río Bec types 

introduced at El Palmar is Aguila Orange/Flamboyan, which is characterized by a redder 

slip, exterior folded rim, and occasionally interior offsetting (Ball 1977: 40-42, fig. 15d). 

From the same region during the Late Classic period, Corona Red type was introduced 

at El Palmar. El Palmar potters began to use volcanic ash as a tempering agent, which 

became durable practices for them to produce serving vessels during the Late Classic 

period. Whether volcanic ash was collected locally or imported from distant source areas 

remains unclear, but it is clear that El Palmar potters shared technological knowledge with 

those of other regions. 

Spatial analysis of sherd distribution at the Guzmán Group provided insights into 

the implication of serving vessels in ritual performance. The ceramic analyses detected 

the high percentage of large serving vessels in this deposit. The refitting results show 

that ritual performers smashed these vessels and scattered them around Structures GZ1 

and GZ6. The top half of a jar in each room of Structure GZ6 suggests that performers 

intentionally scattered specific vessels. These results suggested to me that ritual 

performers did not brought sherds from midden deposits, but they used large dishes 

and vessels for feasting in the plaza and then smashed and scattered them during the 

termination ritual. Thus, ceramic assemblages at the Guzmán Group were closely tied to 

ritual performance in the plaza.
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CHAPTER 8 

LITHIC ANALYSIS

Lithic artifacts were indispensable for many activities in Prehispanic Maya society. 

They were used for cultivating, hunting, cooking, carving, building and decorating 

structures, and warfare. Ritual performers also used lithic items such as eccentrics 

during the events and deposited them under plazas and structures. The analyses of lithic 

artifacts, therefore, provide clues for the continuity or disjunction of these activities in 

spatial and temporal frameworks. The spatial and temporal contexts of lithic artifacts also 

provide insights into power relations, through which social groups could have access to 

certain objects and raw materials. 

My study of lithic artifacts addresses the following questions:

1. Did people associated with plazas at the Main Group, the Justo Group, and the  

Guzmán Group have different access to finished products or to raw materials for 

lithic manufacture? If so, how were these materials distributed at El Palmar? 

2. How was obsidian, known as an exotic material in the Maya lowlands, distributed 

in the El Palmar polity? If El Palmar people procured obsidian from different 

sources, were they equally distributed throughout the polity?

3. What are characteristics of lithic artifacts used for ritual performance? Did their 

forms and materials change over time?

To answer these questions, I conducted a typological analysis including the 

identification of raw materials, sourcing analysis of obsidian, and the study of ritual 

objects. 
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Typological Analysis

Morphological typology has always played an essential role in lithic analyses. It 

allows us to order different final forms into groups and to consider the sociocultural 

implications of those forms. While this is an indispensable step, we should note that a 

type of lithic artifacts is not always tied to a specific function (Andrefsky 2005: 202-

210). For instance, one of the most well-known lithic forms in all parts of the world is 

the endscraper. Researchers have recognized that the function of endscrapers is to scrape 

animal skins or hide (Nissen and Dittemore 1974). Odell (1981), however, showed multiple 

functions of endscrapers through the analysis of microwear traces on endscrapers 

recovered from a Mesolithic site in the Netherlands. The results show the multiple 

functions that include engraving, boring, chopping, and use as a projectile in addition 

to scraping meat or hide. In a similar manner, Dumont (1983) studied microwear traces 

on endscrapers recovered from the archeological site of Star Carr in North Yorkshire, 

England. The results show that endscrapers were used to work hide, bone, wood, and 

antler. Maya archaeologists have also identified multiple functions for other lithic types. 

Aoyama (2007) analyzed microwear evidence in lithic assemblages recovered from elite 

households at the Classic Maya polity of Aguateca. Aguateca is a medium sized center 

located in the Petexbatún region of Guatemala. Around A.D. 810, when the site was 

attacked and burned by enemies, local elites rapidly abandoned their households, leaving 

their household implements, including production tools (Inomata, et al. 2002). Under this 

unusual situation of rapid abandonment, excavators recovered rich lithic assemblages 

in situ from small single-room to large multi-room structures. The lithic tools from the 

in situ deposits at the elite residences include chert bifaces, bifacial points, cores, and 

flakes together with hammerstones. Aoyama’s microscopic usewear analyses showed 

the obsidian and chert artifacts were used for a variety of craft productions and domestic 

activities. For instance, he identified that obsidian prismatic blades were used for working 
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wood, hide or meat, and shell or bone. These studies demonstrate that most lithic tools 

were used in multifunctional ways and a single lithic form is not always correlated with 

a specific function. Instead of attempting to identify the functional correlation with lithic 

types, therefore, my typological analysis presupposes that a lithic tool or a set of different 

lithic types could represent cultural, economic, and political conditions of different 

groups or different sectors of a group in a given spatial and temporal context.

I consider that lithic artifacts in ritual contexts such as caches, termination rituals, 

ritual dumps, and burials represent group identities. Because caches are usually found 

under floors, only people who witnessed the ritual performance can repeat the same 

depositional activity. The continuity of using specific lithic forms in similar ritual 

contexts over time may reflect the continuity of group affiliation. The transformation 

of depositional activities may or may not indicate political, cultural, economic, and/or 

traditional changes. Broken or unbroken lithics deposited on burned floors of a building 

or site during termination rituals could reflect the social situations of ritual participants. 

Ritual performers, either residents or enemies, may have expressed their realities and 

values embedded in lithic objects through breaking and depositing them. Thus, the 

typological analysis of lithic objects is a first step toward our understanding of people’s 

engagements with lithics. 

Exotic Stone Artifacts

The procurement and allocation of nonlocal materials used for the production of 

lithic tools shed light on social networks, not only among different social segments in a 

polity, but also among polities. One of the exotic materials in El Palmar is obsidian. The 

sourcing analysis can examine the relationship between obsidian artifacts from different 

sources and people associated with the Main Group, the Justo Group, and the Guzmán 

Group. Obsidian had to be imported from distant mines including El Chayal, San Martin 
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Jilotepeque, Ixtepeque in the Guatemalan highlands or even farther from the Mexican 

highlands. The linear distances between El Palmar and these three Guatemalan sources 

is 385 km (El Chayal), 395 km (San Martin Jilotepeque), and 410 km (Ixtepeque). These 

long distances between El Palmar and obsidian sources indicate that obsidian was not 

easily accessible for El Palmar people. Thus, the distributional analyses of obsidian within 

El Palmar is an index of the relationship between social groups and exotic materials. 

In addition to obsidian, fine grained brown chert appears to have had values in 

southeastern Campeche. Andrieu (2013) analyzed Late Classic lithic assemblages 

recovered from Calakmul and Río Bec, and distinguished a possible this nonlocal chert 

from other lithic assemblages (see also Hester and Shafer 1984; Rovner and Lewenstein 

1997; Willey 1972: 169-172; 1978: 102). The color of brown cherts varies from brown, 

dark chocolate, reddish brown, to even light coffee. The surface is often semi-opaque, 

fine-grained, and extremely smooth with an easily distinguishable white cortex (Andrieu 

2013: 29).While most chert lithics were used for a variety of different tool types, she 

suggests that brown chert is a non-local material because of the small quantities at both 

sites (1% or n = 365 of the lithic collection at Río Bec and 1.2 % or n = 112 at Calakmul). 

Her analysis shows that flint knappers specifically used brown chert for producing thin 

bifaces and knives at the sites. No provenance studies have yet to be done for this high 

quality chert and its sourcing analysis is beyond the scope of my study. This chapter 

examined their spatial and temporal contexts at El Palmar in order to assess the social 

significance of fine grained brown cherts in the polity. 

Ritual Stone Artifacts

Ritual stone items deposited under plazas or structures surrounding plazas were 

most likely associated with ritual performance. At El Palmar lithic artifacts have been 

found in caches and termination deposits (see Chapter 5). Thompson (1936b, 1994[1963]) 
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reported one cache (Cache 1) associated with Stela 10 located at the Great Plaza of the 

Main Group. At the north side of the same stela he also found a gorgeous eccentric flint 

representing multiple human or deity effigies (Thompson 1936b). A set of lithic items 

found in the central aguada may have been a cache (Cache 4) (Thompson 1994[1963]). 

In 1997 Brokmann detected a cache (Cache 2) under an altar near our camphouse at the 

Main Group. Although I cannot directly analyze Thompson’s and Brokmann’s caches, 

based on their preliminary reports and pictures I compared their morphological types to 

our recovered materials. During fieldwork our excavation recovered a cache (Cache 3) in 

front of Altar 10 at the K’awiil Plaza of the Main Group. In termination deposits at the 

Guzmán Group, we recovered obsidian prismatic blades, an eccentric flint, a greenstone 

celt, chert bifaces, and chert flakes. The lithic analyses of these ritual deposits provide 

clues for understanding the materialization of group identities and power relations among 

different members of the El Palmar polity. 

Methods

My lithic analyses consist of macroscopic and sourcing approaches. For the 

macroscopic analyses, the first step was to identify the raw materials of lithic 

assemblages and examine their quantitative differences among architectural groups. I 

examined the distribution of raw materials between the Main Group, the Justo Group, 

the Guzmán Group, and other outlying groups. After the distributional analysis of raw 

materials, we separated obsidian and ritual stone artifacts from other stone assemblages 

for detailed analyses including sourcing analysis.

The second step was to conduct typological analyses. From 2008 to 2012, Kotegawa 

and I (Tsukamoto and Kotegawa 2010, 2012) conducted the preliminary analyses of lithic 

assemblages by categorizing types. Based on the data, I further refined morphological 

types to compare them to those recovered from other Maya sites, taking pictures of each 
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type, and making drawings of relevant tools. During this process, I re-categorized some 

type designations initially used in our preliminary reports based on typological names 

more commonly employed in Maya lithic studies. In the following sections, I use the 

refined morphological types which are different from our preliminary reports. 

I divided lithic assemblages into eight broad types: (1) bifacial tools, (2) unifacial 

tools, (3) hammer stones, (4) cores, (5) flakes, (6) unidentified chipped stones, (7) ground 

stones, and (8) obsidian tools. Eccentrics are not included in this morphological typology 

because I designated them as separate category of ceremonial objects. I divided each of 

the classified lithic assemblages into further types. I classified bifacial flints into (1-

a) oval bifaces, (1-b) pounders, (1-c) laurel-leaf bifaces, (1-d) knives, (1-e) chisels, and 

(1-f) projectile points. Unifacial flints are divided into: (2-a) drills, (2-b) endscrapers, 

(2-c) sidescrapers, (2-d) domed smoothers, and (2-e) unifacial blades. In our samples, I 

found some cores used for (3) hammerstones. I categorized these cores as hammerstones 

distinguishing from the bifacial pounder because these hammmerstones had considerable 

areas of unretouched surface. In contrast, bifacial pounders have flake scars on most 

surfaces and their forms are more or less standardized. I categorized chert cores as (4-a) 

polyhedral cores and (4-b) multidirectional cores. During the analysis we found a single 

polyhedral chert core and therefore I described them together. We did not collect chert 

nodules because a large number of these appeared in excavation units and we were not 

sure if they were brought for lithic preparation or for construction fill because they did 

not have any evidence of use.  

We classified chert flakes into four subcategories: (5-a) decortication flakes, (5-b) 

flakes with useware, (5-c) flakes without useware, and (5-d) microflakes. We analyzed 

chert flakes with a 10x hand lens, meaning that we identified those with useware only 

based on apparent evidence of use. In other words, we did not identify what they were 

used for. 
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I classified ground stones based on (7-a) greenstone celts, (7-b) manos, (7-c) metates, 

(7-d) barkbeaters, and (7-e) other polished stones. 

After having sorted chipped stone tools and ground stone tools by types, I analyzed 

obsidian. The obsidian artifacts we recovered from excavations and surface surveys 

were exhausted polyhedral cores, prismatic blades, and flakes. Prismatic blades are tools 

extracted from polyhedral cores. Most prismatic blades were found in a fragmented 

condition.  Thus, I classified obsidian into: (8-a) complete prismatic blades, (8-b) proximal 

fragments, (8-c) medial fragments, (8-d) distal fragments, (8-e) flakes, and (8-g) cores. I 

also documented exhausted polyhedral cores that lithic producers diminished to the point 

of not being able to extract more prismatic blades. When we found proximal blades, we 

analyzed their striking platforms, the bulb of force, and dorsal scars for the identification 

of technological differences between blades. A striking platform is a flat surface which 

lithic producers struck, hit, or applied pressure to in order to remove blades or flakes. 

For most obsidian prismatic blades during the Classic period (A.D. 250-900), the Maya 

used the pressure technique or indirect percussive technique to remove prismatic blades 

instead of the direct percussive technique.

As mentioned, El Palmar people had to acquire obsidian through a long distance 

trade. To identify the source of obsidian recovered from excavations, we conducted a 

particle-induced X-ray emission (PIXE) analysis, which can identify chemical signatures 

of both major and trace elements. The analysis was carried out in collaboration with 

Dr. Jose Luis Ruvalcaba Sil at the Department of Physics of the National Autonomous 

University of Mexico (UNAM). During the analyses we established a database of the 

source areas from El Chayal, San Martín Jilotepeque, and Ixtepeque in the Guatemalan 

highlands. This sourcing analysis assessed whether or not obsidian from different sources 

were used differently between the Main Group, the Justo Group, and the Guzmán Group. 

In terms of lithic tools associated with ritual activities, I conducted a detailed analysis 
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of chert tools such as eccentrics, bifaces, and obsidian pieces recovered from Cache 3 

at the Main Group and from termination rituals at the Guzmán Group. In addition to a 

general macroscopic analysis, I conducted a distributional analysis and the analysis of raw 

materials. The spatial analysis of material distributions allows me to contextualize ritual 

lithic objects in a specific spatial and temporal framework. The analysis of raw materials 

used for the production of ritual objects examines the relationship between the quality of 

raw materials and social status.

Results

I analyzed a total of 7,585 lithics with a total weight of 184,155.0 g. Table 8.1 shows 

the frequency and weight of different raw materials used for lithic assemblages recovered 

from surface surveys and excavations at El Palmar during the 2007-2012 field seasons. 

The results show that El Palmar flint knappers used chert most commonly (N = 7,436; 

98.04%), followed by obsidian (N = 119; 1.57%). All the other lithic tools are under 1% 

of the total number recovered, indicating that the flint knappers heavily relied on chert 

and obsidian. In our samples, most of chert artifacts are opaque white in color varying 

to yellowish white, pinkish white, and grayish white. An abundance of chert nodules 

found in excavations leaves little doubt that chert was locally sourced and was probably 

procured from the northwest and east bajos. In contrast, we found a small number of fine 

grained brown cherts, some of them deposited in Cache 3 and termination rituals. I do not 

have brown chert cores in our samples, but identified decortication flakes made of this 

fine-grained material. We recovered formal tools mostly from special deposits such as 

Cache 3 and the termination rituals as well as from surface surveys. The small number of 

brown chert and its presence in the ritual deposits suggest that fine-grained brown chert 

lithics were non-local materials. We found only three fragments of greenstone during our 

fieldwork and all of these were recovered from the Guzmán Group. 
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Table 8.1. A total of frequency and weight of raw materials used for lithic production at El 
Palmar.

Raw Material Frequency (N) Percentage (%) Weight (g) Percentage 
(%)

Chert 7,436 98.04 176,288.3 95.73
Obsidian 119 1.57 1,304.9 0.71

Metamorphic stone 6 0.08 2,314.2 1.26
Basalt 5 0.07 678.6 0.37

Sandstone 5 0.07 678.9 0.37
Granite 4 0.05 2,020.7 1.10

GreenStone 3 0.04 147.6 0.08
Limestone 2 0.03 547.4 0.30

Unknown rock 5 0.07 174.3 0.09
Total 7,585 100 184,155.0 100
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Table 8.2 represents the distribution of lithic assemblages classified by raw materials 

in different groups. The results show that there is no significant difference in the use of 

raw materials between the Main Group, the Justo Group, and the Guzmán Group. Note 

that this analysis does not include the sourcing analysis of obsidian. In each architectural 

group, chert occupies over 98% of lithic materials, followed by obsidian. We found basalt 

artifacts at the Main Group, the Guzmán Group, and the Tres Ruinas Group during our 

surface surveys from 2007 to 2014. The quantitative differences in obsidian artifacts 

among the architectural groups are most likely a sample bias created by the difference in 

the extent of the excavation areas between the three groups rather than differences in the 

redistribution of obsidian. The obsidian section below details the obsidian accessibility of 

each architectural group. The general scarcity of obsidian in our samples may indicate the 

social significance of this exotic object in the El Palmar dynasty. The repetitive deposition 

of obsidian cores in caches at the Main Group supports this hypothesis. 

Table 8.3 represents the frequency and weight of lithic types at the Main Group 

(PM), Justo Group (JT), Guzmán Group (GZ), and other groups (OG). The presence of 

chert cores in all architectural groups suggests that flint knapping was a common practice 

among different social groups. The following section describes the results for each tool in 

detail. 

Bifacial tools 

From a total of 7,585 pieces (184,155.0 g) in this study, bifacial tools accounted for 

200 (39,542.3 g) artifacts. Bifacial tools refer to lithic assemblages that contain retouches 

or flake scars on both the dorsal and ventral surfaces. These tools normally have a single 

edge that circumscribes the tool, although bifacial chisels have thicker bodies without a 

clear edge. In the sample I categorized them as (1-a) oval bifaces, (1-b) pounders, (1-c) 

laurel-leaf blades, (1-d) knives, (1-e) chisels, (1-f) projectile points, and (1-g) pick.
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Table 8.2. The distribution of raw materials used for lithic production, recovered from architectural groups.

Main 
Group

Justo 
Group

Guzmán 
Group

Other
Group

Raw Materials N % Weight 
(g)

% N % Weight 
(g)

% Group % Weight 
(g)

% N % Weight 
(g)

%

Chert 1,924 96.73 30,682.0 95.08 2,101 99.29 21,265.8 96.59 3,408 98.02 123,729.9 95.78 3 75.00 610.8 88.04

Obsidian 62 3.12 1,249.5 3.87 12 0.57 6.9 0.03 45 1.29 47.9 0.04

Metamorphic 
Rock

6 0.17 2,314.2 1.79

Basalt 2 0.10 339.0 1.05 2 0.06 256.6 0.20 1 25.00 83 11.96

Sandstone 5 0.14 678.9 0.53

Greenstone 3 0.09 147.6 0.11

Granite 3 0.14 743.0 3.37 1 0.03 1,277.8 0.99

Limestone 2 0.06 547.4 0.42

Unknown Stone 5 0.14 174.3 0.13

Total 1,988 100.00 32,270.5 100.00 2,116 100.00 22,015.6 100.00 3,477 100.00 129,174.6 100.00 4 100.00 693.80 100.00
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Table 8.3. The distribution of lithic types at different architectural groups.

Total 
(N) % Total (g) %

Main Group Justo Group Guzmán Group Other Group
Lithic Types N Weight (g) N Weight (g) N Weight (g) N Weight (g)
Barkbeater 4 0.05 843.3 0.46 3 760.3 1 83.0

Chisels 3 0.04 641.9 0.35 3 641.9

Cores 137 1.81 34,250.4 18.60 32 4,044.2 9 3,351.9 96 26,854.3

Decortication flakes 2,388 31.48 33,935.5 18.43 752 10,430.0 582 4,500.4 1054 19,005.1

Doomed smoothers 20 0.26 6,184.5 3.36 4 268.0 3 599.9 13 5,316.6

Drills 7 0.09 249.2 0.14 1 10.4 6 238.8

Eccentrics 9 0.12 1,127.6 0.61 8 1,095.5 1 32.0

End srapers 44 0.58 3,269.5 1.78 5 520.0 11 350.2 28 2,399.3

Flakes with useware 1,659 21.87 30,796.0 16.72 321 5,491.3 371 5,565.9 967 19,738.9

Flakes without useware 2,846 37.52 11,074.5 6.01 777 2,754.0 1054 2,958.4 1015 5,362.1

Greenstone celts 3 0.04 147.6 0.08 3 147.6

Hammerstone 14 0.18 6,106.7 3.32 4 1,834.0 2 617.4 8 3,655.4

Knives 12 0.16 493.1 0.27 4 171.0 7 235.3 1 86.8

Laurel-leaf bifaces 3 0.04 141.1 0.08 2 132.5 1 8.6

Manos 7 0.09 3,922.7 2.13 3 983.0 4 2,939.7

Metates 2 0.03 734.3 0.40 2 734.3

Micro flakes 74 0.98 22.8 0.01 29 16.0 23 3.9 22 2.9

Other polished stones 6 0.08 740.5 0.40 2 216.0 4 524.5

Oval bifaces 128 1.69 24,427.9 13.26 16 2,681.0 15 1,695.8 95 19,527.1 2 524.0

Picks 8 0.11 803.1 0.44 1 47.0 7 756.1

Pounders 31 0.41 11,909.2 6.47 1 503.0 1 28.6 29 11,377.6

Prismatic blades 92 1.21 91.8 0.05 22 20.0 25 26.4 45 45.5

Projectile points 10 0.13 266.9 0.14 1 1.0 1 1.6 8 264.4
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Total 
(N) % Total (g) %

Main Group Justo Group Guzmán Group Other Group
Lithic Types N Weight (g) N Weight (g) N Weight (g) N Weight (g)
Side scrapers 2 0.03 224.7 0.12 2 224.7

Unifacial blades 8 0.11 27.8 0.02 8 27.8

Unknown bifaces 5 0.07 859.2 0.47 5 859.2

Unidentified 63 0.83 10,863.5 5.90 5 1,110.0 17 2,258.0 41 7,495.4

Total 7,585 100.00 184,155.0 100.00 1988 32,270.5 2116 22,015.6 3477 129,175.0 4 693.8

Table 8.3-Continued. The distribution of lithic types at different architectural groups.
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1-a. Oval bifaces. Archaeological research in the Maya lowlands has broadly 

reported oval bifaces. We recovered 128 artifacts (24,427.9 g) from surface surveys and 

excavations at different architectural groups of El Palmar (Figure 8.1 and Table 8.4). This 

chipped stone implement has a teardrop shape with one end broader and more rounded 

than the other (Stoltman 1978: 21). The longitudinal cross section of the artifact forms 

generally an elongated oval, pointed toward the distal end where a haft element was most 

likely attached (Shafer and Hester 1991: 91, fig. 5). Scholars have called this common 

tool different names such as General Utility Form or General Utility Chopper(s) (Kidder 

1947; Willey 1972, 1978), Biface Celts (Rovner and Lewenstein 1997; Willey 1972, 

1978), Standard Biface (Stoltman 1978), and Oval Biface (Aoyama 2009; Fowler 1991). 

I prefer to use the term Oval biface because this name represents its shape rather than 

function. Researchers have demonstrated multiple functions of oval bifaces based on their 

archaeological contexts and the usewear analysis (Kidder 1947; Shafer 1982; Stoltman 

1978; Wilk 1978a, 1978b). In most cases, the result of useware analyses show that oval 

bifaces were used for woodworking, forest clearing, and ground working. Through the 

analysis of contextual evidence and macroscopic observation of wear patterns, Stoltman 

(1978) examined the function of oval bifaces recovered from the archaeological site 

of Becan. Over twenty four of forty one species found at Becan were associated with 

residential units such as house mounds and terraces. These artifacts contain the frequent 

presence of a high gloss or polish on the proximal end, suggesting evidence of ground 

working rather than of wood cutting. In contrast, Wilk (1978a, 1978b) suggests that oval 

bifaces were hafted as axes and used as land-clearing tools. He analyzed the usewear of 

oval bifaces recovered from the archaeological sites of Barton Ramie and Ceibal. The 

results showed a consistent set of key patterns. From the proximal end the striations went 

diagonally across the artifacts along with evidence of battering and of polishing. He also 

observed evidence of polishing from friction with a handle in the lower middle section of 
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the artifact (Wilk 1978b: 59-61). Based on the analysis of oval bifaces recovered from the 

archaeological site of Colha, Shafer (1982) identified intra-site functional differences of 

this artifact at the archaeological site of Kichpanha in Belize. He observed impact damage 

to oval bifaces from work on hard materials and analyzed patterns of polishing produced 

by a fine abrasive. In sum, oval bifaces were common implements used for a wide variety 

of domestic activities including agriculture and construction (Aoyama 2009).

Some oval bifaces recovered from El Palmar have a fractured proximal end, 

suggesting that the artifacts received the impact of most blows in this proximal area and 

wore out as the result of hard use (Figure 8.1a- g, j, k). There is also evidence of polishing 

and battering that may indicate their use for land clearing. Oval bifaces at El Palmar are 

made of medium to coarse local white, yellowish white, and pale red cherts.  None of our 

samples were made of fine-grained brown chert. Among complete pieces, the range in 

size is 23.50-11.58 cm in length, 7.28-5.69 in width, 4.87-2.58 cm in maximum thickness, 

and 503.0-190.1 g in weight. While oval bifaces mostly came from construction fill and 

surface surveys, we recovered a complete artifact from Termination Ritual 1 (TR1) on 

the fifth step of the hieroglyphic stairway at the Guzmán Group (Figure 8.1a, Figure 8.2). 

Unlike the other artifacts, this oval biface is relatively large and thick (L = 19.9 cm, W = 

6.65cm, T = 2.60 cm). The lower middle lateral margins of the tool are slightly notched, 

suggesting that the tool was originally attached to a haft element. The proximal end has 

evidence of fractures, indicating that the tool was in use for chopping or cutting activities. 

Other oval bifaces (Figure 8.1c, d) have a high gloss or polish on the proximal end that 

may indicate evidence of ground working. 

Two artifacts (Figure 8.1l, m) seem to be adzes or tranchet-bit bifaces as reported 

at Cuello, Colha (Potter 1991), Ceibal (Wilk 1978a; Willey 1978), and Cerros (Mitchum 

1991). This type of tool has been recovered mainly from northern Belize sites from the 

Middle Preclassic through the Postclassic period. By definition, adzes or tranchet tools 
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Table 8.4. Photographed oval bifaces recovered from different architectural groups at El Palmar. Note that the ID numbers 
correspond to those of figure 8.1.

ID Bag 
ID

AG Length
(cm)

Width
(cm)

Thickness
(cm)

Weight(g) Munsell Color M. Chert Contexts

a 753 GZ 19.90 6.65 2.60 377.8 WHITE 2.5Y 8/1 GZ1, Termination ritual
b 860 GZ 14.20 7.02 2.67 253.0 DARK GRAY 2.5Y 4/1 GZ1, Construction fill
c 535 GZ 13.77 5.74 3.61 262.7 WHITE 10YR 8/1 GZ5, Fill
d 233 3R 12.97 6.20 3.72 299.9 VERY PALE 

BROWN
10YR 8/3 Surface collection

e 216 3R 11.58 6.30 2.84 222.0 PALE BROWN 2.5Y 7/3 Surface collection
f 827 GZ 12.42 5.69 2.58 190.1 PALE BROWN 2.5Y 8/2 GZ1, Fill
g 860 GZ 10.42 6.09 2.16 142.9 PINKISH GRAY 5YR 7/2 GZ1, Fill
h 142 PM - - - 365.0 PALE RED 5R 7/4 PM3, Surface
i 233 PM - - - 299.0 PALE RED 5R 7/4 PM6, Surface
j 875 GZ 13.76 6.54 3.04 231.5 LIGHT GRAY 10R 7/1 GZ, Surface collection
k 821 GZ - - - 183.4 WHITE 10R 8/1 GZ1, Termination ritual
l 821 GZ - - - 163.1 WHITE 10YR 8/1 GZ1, Termination ritual, Possible Adze
m 375 GZ 10.14 6.94 2.26 159.4 WEAK RED 10R 5/2 GZ9, Collapse, possible Adze

 *Note that lithic tools 8, 9, 11, and 12 are fragmented and therefore we did not measure their dimensions. 
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Figure 8.1. Oval bifaces recovered from the Main Group and the Guzmán Group at El Palmar. For detailed 
information on each artifact see Table 8.4. 
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Figure 8.2. Detailed drawing of oval bifaces shown in Figure 8.1.a. The artifact was 
probably associated with Termination Ritual 1. 
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are triangular in outline and their proximal end is formed by removal of a transverse 

or tranchet flake forming a beveled flat surface (Shafer 1991: 33). Unlike adzes found 

at other sites, the artifacts found at El Palmar do not clearly show the characteristic of 

removal of a single tranchet flake, but multiple flakes form a beveled flat surface on the 

proximal end. While I do not rule out the possibility that these were adzes, I included 

them among oval bifaces in this study because of uncertainty about the sample size. We 

need more samples to confirm the presence of adzes at El Palmar.  

Spatial and Temporal Contexts. Table 8.3 shows that oval bifaces were found at all 

the architectural groups. We recovered most of this tool type from the Guzmán Group 

(N=95, 74%), but I suggest that this large proportion is due to the large excavation areas 

we uncovered at this group. We did not find oval bifaces in Preclassic and Early Classic 

contexts. Our earliest dated example of this type was recovered from the Middle Classic 

context in Layer IX-6 of Operation TP1 at the Central Plaza of the Main Group, although 

this could have been produced in the earlier periods. At many lowland Maya centers, 

flint knappers produced this tool type during all the periods from the beginning of their 

occupations until the time of their abandonments (e.g., Aoyama 1999; Mitchum 1991; 

Potter 1991; Willey 1978). 

We found nine oval bifaces in the context associated with Termination Ritual 1 of 

Structure GZ6. These bifaces could have been used for ceremonial purposes, but may 

have also been used for everyday activities judging from their apparent usewear and then 

deposited during the termination ritual. 

1-b. Pounders. I categorized 29 of 200 bifacial tools as Pounders or Chopper-

Pounders (11,909.2 g) (Table 8.3). Bifacial pounders have an ovoid form in outline and a 

rounded shape in cross-section (Figure 8.3, Table 8.5). Because this ovoid form has blunt 

edges, we cannot distinguish one end from the other. Kidder (1947: 160-161) and Willey 

(1978: 108-109) named this implement chopper-pounders. Pounders at El Palmar are made 
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of cherts of similar medium to low quality as used for the production of oval bifaces. The 

raw materials have a medium to coarse texture. As with oval bifaces, flint knappers did 

not use fined-grained brown chert for this type. Many of the pounders we recovered from 

excavations were fractured and among complete tools the range in size is 13.10-8.20 cm 

in length, 9.55-5.07 cm in width, 5.68-2.02 cm in maximum thickness, and 728.7-323.5 g 

in weight. The measurement results indicate that pounders tend to be smaller and thicker 

than oval bifaces, as scholars have reported at other sites (e.g. Kidder 1947). We did not 

observe a heavily fractured working edge on either the proximal or distal ends as we 

could for oval bifaces. Likewise, we did not identify evidence of polishing and battering 

in the complete pieces. 

Spatial and Temporal Contexts. At the Main Group, we found only one piece on 

the surface of Structure PM88, a low residential platform located 100m east of the Great 

Platform. We did not recover this tool from excavations at the Justo Group. All the other 

pieces came from the excavations at the Guzmán Group. While many of them were found 

in construction fill or contexts associated with collapsed materials, we identified seven 

pounders in the context associated with Termination Ritual 1 of Structure GZ6. 

1-c. Laurel-leaf blades. Laurel-leaf blades have bipoints at both the proximal and 

distal ends. They are normally much thinner than other lithic types such as oval bifaces 

and pounders (Figure 8.4., Table 8.6). We found only two complete pieces and one 

fragmented piece at El Palmar. Between two complete tools, the range in size is 19.7-9.99 

cm in length, 4.6-3.21 cm in width, 1.1-0.79 cm in maximum thickness, and 107.1-25.4 g 

in weight. The measurement results show that the length and width have high variability 

while the maximum thickness is relatively standardized. 

Spatial and Temporal Contexts. We recovered one complete example from Cache 3 

and another one from surface surveys at the Main Group. I will describe laurel-leaf biface 

recovered from Cache 3 in detail in the section of ritual lithic objects. Another example 
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Table 8.5. Photographed bifacial pounders recovered from different architectural groups at El Palmar. Note that the number of 
ID corresponds to that of Figure 8.3.

ID BagID AG Length(cm) Width(cm) Thickness(cm) Weight(g) Munsell Color M. Chert Contexts
a 145 PM 12.77 7.28 4.87 503.0 PINKISH 

GRAY
7.5R 7/2 PM88, Surface 

collection
b 901 GZ 13.1 9.55 5.68 728.7 PALE RED 10R 7/2 GZ1, Fill
c 535 GZ 12.26 6.32 4.3 351.6 PALE RED 10R 6/2 GZ5, Fill

Table 8.6. Photographed laurel-leaf blades recovered from different architectural groups at El Palmar. Note that the number of 
ID corresponds to that of Figure 8.4.

ID Bag ID AG Length
(cm)

Width
(cm)

Thickness
(cm)

Weight(g) Munsell 
Color

M. Chert Context

a 155 PM 9.99 3.21 0.79 25.4 BLACK 7.5YR 2.5/1 PM NE Aguada, 
Surface

b 844 GZ 3.55 3.48 0.67 8.6 DARK GRAYISH 
BROWN

10YR 4/2 GZ1, 
Termination Ritual 1
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Figure 8.3. Bifacial pounders recovered from the Main Group and the Guzmán Group at 
El Palmar. For detailed information on each artifact see Table 8.5.

Figure 8.4. Laurel-leaf blades recovered from the Main Group and the Guzmán Group 
at El Palmar. Note that the artifacts were made of fine-grained brown chert. For detailed 
information on each artifact see Table 8.6. 
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was recovered by our local worker from an aguada located northeast of the Main Group 

during his agricultural activity, meaning that we are not sure about the exact provenience 

of the product. It is a fine-grained dark brown chert that measures 9.99 cm in length, 

3.21 in width, 0.79 in thickness, and weighs 25.4 g (Figure 8.4a). At the Guzmán Group, 

we found a fragmented laurel-leaf biface whose color is similar to the former product. 

The fragmented piece was recovered from Termination Ritual 1 along the south wall of 

Structure GZ1. 

1-d. Knives. Knives are proportionally narrower, thicker, and more roughly chipped 

than the Laurel-leaf blades. Willey (1972:172-173) reported these characteristics of 

knives at the archaeological site of Altar de Sacrificios and he subdivided them into six 

subtypes according to different outlines. In this study I categorized them as one type 

because his subdivision does not show any implication. At El Palmar, generally knives 

are ovals, triangle, or asymmetry in outline and some of these have a round or square 

base. I categorized 12 of 200 bifacial tools as knives (493.1 g) (Table 8.3, Figure 8.5), four 

of which remain complete. Among complete pieces the range in size is 14.72-11.14 cm in 

length, 6.12-2.71 cm in width, 3.27-0.97 cm in maximum thickness, and 250.0-29.3 g in 

weight. A piece in oval outline is made of a fine-grained dark brown chert (Munsell color: 

Very Dark Graish Brown, 2.5Y 3/2) and is remarkably narrow in width (2.71 cm) (Figure 

8.5g, Figure 8.6). Although it is chipped, I suggest that one end was originally pointed 

while another end is slightly rounded. Among the recovered pieces this knife is the most 

elaborate product, although it is rougher than the laurel-leaf blades. Another oval piece is 

made of a pinkish white chert (Munsell color: Pale Red, 7.5R 7/2) (Figure 8.5h). This is 

relatively rough finished and the proximal end has evidence of several reshapes. A piece 

in triangular form is made of pinkish white chert and relatively rough finished. It has a 

flat end which might have been used as a blade (Figure 8.5i). A piece in asymmetrical 

form represents that the blade on the one side is curved while on the other side the 
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shoulder is straight without a blade shape (Figure 8.5j). It is made of a coarse chert and 

pinkish white in color. 

Spatial and Temporal Contexts. We recovered knives from the Main Group, the Justo 

Group, the Guzmán Group, and areas surrounding the north causeway between the Main 

Group and the Guzmán Group. Because all of them come from secondary contexts such 

as construction fill, collapsed debris, top soil, and surface collection, I cannot associate 

them with spatial and temporal frameworks. In this limited context we know that knives 

were used during the Late Classic period. 

1-e. Chisels. Chisels are elongated forms in outline and of rounded shape in 

transversal section. In the sample we identified only three chisels, in which one piece is 

complete. The complete piece is bifacially retouched and one end has a slightly rounded 

edge while the other end has a flat base (Table 8.8; Figure 8.7). It is red in color (Munsell 

color: Weak Red, 7.5R 5/4). It measures 11.55 cm in length, 3.47 cm in width, 2.15 cm in 

maximum thickness, and is 99.2 g in weight. 

Spatial and Temporal Contexts. We recovered the complete piece from the top soil 

of Structure GZ1 at the Guzmán Group and found two fractured pieces in the deposits 

of Termination Ritual 1: one alongside the north wall of Structure GZ1 and the other at 

Structure GZ6.  

1-f. Projectile points. As reported at other Maya centers (Willey 1978), the projectile 

points at El Palmar tend to be small and thin (Table 8.9). Projectile points are triangular 

in outline and the base end of the stem generally is tapered (Figure 8.8). In one sample, 

the side of the stem is notched (Figure 8.8d). Flint knappers at El Palmar used different 

qualities of cherts whose colors include a fine-grained brown, black, translucent white, 

and light gray. We identified 10 pieces as projectile point and two of them are complete. 

We recovered one complete projectile point during the surface survey at the north 

causeway (Figures 8.8e and 8.9). It is made of transparent white chert (Munsell color: 
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White, GLEY1 8/N) and measures 9.11 cm in length, 3.81 cm in width, 0.87 cm in 

thickness, and is 31.1 g in weight. One side of the upper triangular shoulder is slightly 

chipped, which probably occurred during its use. Another complete piece was recovered 

from collapsed debris at Structure GZ1. It is made of black chert (Munsell color: Black, 

2.5Y 2.5/1) and measures 7.46 cm in length, 3.27 cm in width, 0.9 cm in thickness, and is 

19.9 g in weight (Figures 8.8c and 8.10). Unlike the former projectile point, on which we 

can see careful retouches, I suggest that it was made relatively quickly because only the 

triangular edges are retouched. 

Spatial and Temporal Contexts. We recovered these projectile points from the Justo 

Group, the Guzmán Group, and areas around the north causeway. Our temporal contexts 

show that the projectile points were used during the Late Classic through the Terminal 

Classic periods, but we do not know when the projectile point began to be used at El 

Palmar. I suggest that the absence of the projectile point at the Main Group is a sampling 

bias rather than some sociopolitical implications. 

In addition to these types, we have five pieces of bifaces (859.15g) whose tool types 

we could not identify due to their fragmented conditions. 

1-g. Picks. Picks are similar in shape to chisels. They are an elongated form, round 

in cross section and the end of the tool is semispherical  (Figure 8.11). They are made of 

medium to coarse cherts. Unlike chisels, picks tend to be polished. We sorted six picks, 

but all of them are fragmented (Table 8.10). 

Spatial and Temporal Contexts. All pieces were recovered from the Guzmán Group 

and two of them were found in the termination ritual deposits which were located along 

with the north wall of Structure GZ1. 

Unifacial Tools

From a total of 7,585 pieces (184,155.0 g) in this study, there are 81 unifacial tools 
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Table 8.7. Photographed knives recovered from different architectural groups at El Palmar. Note that the number of ID 
corresponds to that of Figure 8.5.

ID Bag ID AG Length
(cm)

Width
(cm)

Thickness
(cm)

Weight
(g)

Munsell 
Color

M. Chert Context

a 611 GZ 4.46 3.17 0.79 11.1 VERY DARK 
GRAY

2.5Y 3/1 GZ6, Collapse

b 281 JT 4.66 4.03 2.61 49.6 PALE RED 7.5R 7/2 Plaza B, Fill
c 739 GZ 5.55 4.05 2.17 45.2 REDDISH 

GRAY
2.5YR 6/1 GZ6, Collapse

d 284 JT 6.02 4.2 1.97 46.5 WHITE 10R 8/1 Plaza B, Fill
e 913 North 

Causeway
6.72 4.78 3.48 124.0 WHITE 2.5Y 8/1 Surface

f 323 GZ 8.88 3.82 2.39 82.3 YELLOW 10YR 7/6 Plaza A, Fill
g 447 GZ 11.14 2.71 0.97 29.3 VERY DARK 

GRAYISH 
BROWN

2.5Y 3/2 GZ, Plaza, 
Top soil

h 624 GZ 13.82 4.37 2.96 184.0 PALE RED 7.5R 7/2 PISO 6 Y 
RELLENO

i 168 North 
Causeway

13.22 3.81 1.9 86.8 PINKISH 
GRAY

7.5R 7/1 Surface

j 147 PM 14.72 6.12 3.27 250.0 WHITE 7.5R 7/1 PM8, Upper 
part

Table 8.8. A photographed chisel recovered from Structure GZ1 at the Guzmán Group, El Palmar. 

Bag ID AG Length 
(cm)

Width(cm) Thickness(cm) Weight(g) Munsell Color M. Chert Context

419 GZ 11.55 3.47  2.15 99.2 WEAK RED 7.5R 5/4 GZ1, top soil
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Figure 8.5. Knives recovered from different architectural groups at El Palmar. For 
detailed information on each artifact see Table 8.7.
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Figure 8.6. Detailed drawing of a knife represented in Figure 8.5.g. Note that the artifact 
was made of fine-grained brown chert. Drawing by Mariana Favila Vázquez

Figure 8.7. A chisel recovered from Structure GZ1 at the Guzmán Group, El Palmar. For 
detailed information see Table 8.8.
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Table 8.9. Photographed projectile points recovered from different architectural groups at El Palmar. Note that the number of 
ID corresponds to that of Figure 7.8.

ID Bag 
ID

AG Length
(cm)

Width
(cm)

Thickness
(cm)

Weight
(g)

Munsell Color M. Chert Context

a 273 JT 2.18 1.77 0.561 1.6 VERY DARK 
GRAYISH BROWN

10YR 3/2 Plaza B, JT18

b 583 GZ 5.87 3.02 0.82 15.5 LIGHT GRAY 5YR 7/1 GZ6, TopSoil
c 680 GZ 7.46 3.27 0.9 19.9 BLACK 2.5Y 2.5/1 GZ1, Collapse
d 445 GZ 6.35 3.35 0.93 22.5 LIGHT OLIVE BROWN 2.5Y 5/3 Plaza A, Fill 
e 913 North 

Causeway
9.11 3.81 0.87 31.1 WHITE GLEY1 8/N Surface Collection

Table 8.10. Photographed picks recovered from the Guzmán Group at El Palmar. Note that all tools were fragmented.

Bag ID AG Length(cm) Width(cm) Thickness(cm) Weight(g) Munsell Color Munsell Chert Contexts
680 GZ 7.71 3.16 2.02 71.8 PINK 5YR 7/3 GZ1, Collapsed debris
827 GZ 9.02 5.38 3.06 188.3 LIGHT OLIVE 

GRAY
2.5Y 5/4 GZ1, Termination Ritual 1

827 GZ 11.97 6.01 5.41 512.9 WHITE 2.5Y 8/1 GZ1, Termination Ritual 1
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Figure 8.8. Projectile points recovered from the different architectural groups at El 
Palmar. For detailed information on each artifact see Table 8.9.

Figure 8.9. Detailed drawing of a projectile point represented in Figure 8.8.e.
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Figure 8.10. Detailed drawing of a projectile point represented in Figure 8.8.c. Drawing 
by Aban Flores Morán. 

Figure 8.11. Picks recovered from the Guzmán Group at El Palmar. For detailed 
information on each artifact see Table 8.10.
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(9,955.6 g) (Table 8.3). Unifacial tools refer to lithic assemblages that contain retouches 

or flake scars only on the dorsal face. These tools normally have a single edge that 

circumscribes a certain part of the tool. In our sample we identified (2-a) drills, (2-b) 

endscrapers, (2-c) sidescrapers, (2-d) domed smoothers, and (2-e) unifacial blades.

2-a. Drills. Drills are also known as perforators (Stoltman 1978: 13-15), gravers, 

or beaks (Rovner and Lewenstein 1997: 17-18). It is a unifacial tool with an elongate 

projection and triangular in cross section. To produce the triangular form, flint knappers 

retouched a steep-sided preform. We identified seven drills (249.2 g) in unifacial tools 

and five of them are complete, although triangular ridges were mostly chipped (Table 

8.3). Among complete pieces the range in size is 10.70-7.10 cm in length, 5.88-2.77 cm in 

width, 3.85-1.41 cm in maximum thickness, and 143.0-53.5 g in weight. Flint knappers 

used different colors of chert, but they tended to use decortication flakes to produce drills 

(Table 8.11 and Figure 8.12). 

Spatial and Temporal Contexts. All pieces were recovered from the Guzmán Group 

in contexts such as collapsed debris, construction fill, and top soil. This implies that we 

cannot associate this tool type with a spatial setting in a given temporal framework.

2-b. Endscraper. Among the unifacial tools, endscrapers are the most common 

product in our collection. We identified 44 of 81 unifacial tools as endscrapers (3,269.48 

g) (Table 8.3), but only four pieces remain complete. Among complete pieces the range in 

size is 8.39-6.93 cm in length, 8.19-5.76 cm in width, 2.52-1.28 cm in maximum thickness, 

and 194.5-50.5 g in weight (Table 8.12). Endscrapers have a plano-convex shape in cross 

section. Regularly, people retouch only the distal or proximal end of the dorsal face and 

use the ventral face to scrape. As I mentioned in the earlier section, however, people used 

endscrapers for multiple purposes. At El Palmar, flint knappers used different cherts, but 

tended to use decortication flakes for the manufacture of endscrapers, judging from a 

cortex that covers a large part of the dorsal face (Figure 8.13). While most cherts used for 
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Table 8.11. Photographed drills recovered from the Guzmán Group at El Palmar. 

ID Bag 
ID

AG Length(cm) Width(cm) Thickness(cm) Weight(g) Munsell Color Munsell Chert Context

a 769 GZ 7.1 3.21 1.41 25.9 WHITE GLEY 1 8/N GZ1, Collapsed debris
b 610 GZ 8.34 4.5 3.13 83.0 BROWNISH YELLOW 10YR 6/6 GZ5, Fill
c 769 GZ 10.7 2.77 1.78 53.5 STRONG BROWN 7.5YR 5/6 GZ1, Collapsed debris
d 332 GZ 8.9 5.88 3.85 143.6 WEAK RED 10R 4/2 GZ9, Top Soil

Table 8.12. Photographed endscrapers recovered from the Guzmán Group at El Palmar. 

ID Bag 
ID

AG Length(cm) Width(cm) Thickness(cm) Weight(g) Munsell Color Munsell 
Chert

Context

a 540 GZ 6.93 5.76 1.92 85.1 GRAY 7.5YR 6/1 GZ5, Construction Fill
b 357 GZ 7 5.96 2.29 123.0 BROWNISH YELLOW 10YR 6/6 GZ9, Collapsed debris
c 375 GZ 5.24 5.47 2.44 60.9 WHITE 2.5YR 8/1 GZ9, Collapsed debris
d 555 GZ 8.39 6.86 1.28 50.5 WHITE 10R 8/1 Plaza A, Construction 

Fill
e 413 GZ 8.01 8.19 2.52 194.5 PALE BROWN 2.5Y 7/4 Plaza A, Construction 

Fill

Table 8.13. A photographed sidescraper recovered from the Guzmán Group at El Palmar. 

Bag ID AG Length(cm) Width(cm) Thickness(cm) Weight(g) Munsell 
Color

Munsell
Chert

Context

540 GZ 8.6 5.24 2.24 113.0 WHITE 7.5YR 8/1 GZ5, 
Construction 

Fill
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Figure 8.12. Drills recovered from the Guzmán Group at El Palmar. For detailed 
information on each artifact see Table 8.11.

Figure 8.13. Endscrapers recovered from the Guzmán Group at El 
Palmar. For detailed information on each artifact see Table 8.12.
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endscrapers were from relatively medium to coarse raw materials, we identified a broken 

endscraper manufactured from a decortication flake of a fine-grained dark brown chert. 

Spatial and Temporal Contexts. All tools were recovered from the Guzmán Group in 

contexts such as collapsed debris and construction fill. They were most likely used during 

the Late and Terminal Classic periods, but we cannot associate this tool type with specific 

structures. 

2-c. Sidescrapers. We categorized some scrapers as sidescrapers because of the 

presence of retouches on the lateral sides instead of the proximal or distal end. There were 

only two sidescrapers we identified in our collection and both of them came from the 

Guzmán Group. Between them, the only piece remains complete (Table 8.13, Figure 8.14). 

Spatial and Temporal Contexts. Two pieces were recovered from the Guzmán Group 

in the context of construction fill. They are likely to have been used during the Late and 

Terminal Classic periods, but we cannot associate this tool type with specific structures. 

2-d. Domed Smoother. Domed smoothers are representative tools in southeastern 

Campeche. They are halved chert cores which are flaked at the lateral margin semi-

circumferentially or circumferentially. The dorsal surface of hemispherical body is used 

for grasping the tool while the ventral planar base serves for smoothing. Unlike the 

scraper whose working edges tend to be concave, the doomed smoother has a convex base 

at the ventral face. I categorized 20 of 81 unifacial tools as domed smoothers (6,184.5 

g) (Table 8.3) and nine pieces were complete (Figure 8.15). Among recovered pieces 

the range in size is 11.39-6.97 cm in length, 10.51-5.82 cm in width, 6.09-3.83 cm in 

maximum thickness, and 512.5-145.6 g in weight (Table 8.14). Because of stucco remains 

in cracks and crevices of the tools, Rovner (1974: 130) has suggested that it was used 

for smoothing stucco. Many of our collection have evidence of rubbing on the ventral 

surface, but I did not identify stucco remains as Rovner reported. The size and weight of 

domed smoothers also seems not to be adequate for smoothing stucco. The large number 



432

of domed smoothers suggests that they were used not only for smoothing stucco, but 

also other activities including stone monument working. We need to test this hypothesis 

through the useware analysis with experiments. 

Spatial and Temporal Contexts. We recovered the domed smoothers from the Main 

Group, the Justo Group, and the Guzmán Group. Although Rovner and Lowenstein 

(1997: 21) argue that the presence of domed smoothers is diagnostic of the beginning of 

the Late Classic period (ca. A.D. 600), our excavations at El Palmar show that the domed 

smoothers started to be used at least from the Middle Classic period (ca. A.D. 400-600) 

through the Terminal Classic period (ca. A.D. 800-1000). Nevertheless, the pieces of the 

Middle Classic period (N = 3) are scarce and we recovered these from construction fill. 

Thus, this temporal framework is provisional. 

2-e. Unifacial Blades. I identified eight unifacial blades (27.8 g) in our samples (Table 

8.3). They are retouched only on the dorsal face and rough finished. All pieces were 

fragmented. 

Spatial and Temporal Contexts. All unifacial blades came from the Guzmán Group. 

Some of them were recovered from the deposits of Termination Ritual 1 on the central 

bench at Structure GZ6 of the Guzmán Group, implying that they were used until around 

A.D.800-900. 

Hammerstones

Hammerstones are made of chert cobbles or chert cores. I identified 14 

hammerstones in the collection and most of them were complete (Table 8.3). Among 

complete pieces the range in size is 10.40-5.55 cm in length, 8.92-4.01 cm in width, 5.58-

2.45 cm in maximum thickness, and 546.9-70.5 g in weight (Table 8.15, Figure 7-17). 

Spatial and Temporal Contexts. Hammerstones are fundamental tools for lithic 

production and we found hammerstones at the Main Group, the Justo Group, and the 
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Table 8.14. Photographed domed smoothers recovered from the Main Group and the Guzmán Group at El Palmar.

ID Bag 
ID

AG Length(cm) Width(cm) Thickness(cm) Weight(g) Munsell Color Munsell 
Chert

Context

a 794 GZ 9.46 7.96 6.09 512.5 DARK REDDISH 
GRAY

5R 4/1 GZ1, Construction Fill

b 838 GZ 7.1 7.9 4.38 146.7 WHITE 2.5Y 8/1 GZ1, Construction Fill
c 265 GZ 8.43 7.86 3.94 314.9 PALE BROWN 2.5Y 8/3 Plaza A, Surface collection
d 535 GZ 11.13 8.04 4.01 409.8 REDDISH GRAY 2.5YR 6/1 GZ5, Construction Fill
e 451 GZ 11.39 8.21 4.38 485.5 PALE RED 10R 7/3 Plaza A, Construction Fill
f 833 GZ 6.86 6.05 3.29 145.6 VERY DARK GRAY GLEY1 3/N GZ1, Construction Fill
g 226 PM 6.97 5.82 3.83 200.0 WHITE GLEY1 8/N Plaza F, Construction Fill

Table 8.15. Photographed hammerstones recovered from the Guzmán Group at El Palmar. 

ID Bag ID AG Length(cm) Width(cm) Thickness(cm) Weight(g) Munsell Color M. Chert Context
a 360 GZ 5.68 4.01 2.45 70.5 LIGHT GRAY 10YR 7/1 GZ1, Upper shrine
b 879 GZ 8.2 6.5 4.04 256.3 LIGHT PINK 7.5R 8/2 GZ1, Construction Fill
c 514 GZ 6.41 5.22 5.31 189.5 PALE RED 7.5R 7/3 Platform A, Top soil
d 413 GZ 8.99 7.89 5.66 507.4 WHITE 2.5Y 8/1 Plaza A, Construction Fill
e 635 GZ 7.7 6.9 4.7 318.8 GRAY 10YR 6/1 GZ5, Construction Fill
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Figure 8.14. A sidescraper recovered from the Guzmán Group at El Palmar. For 
detailed information on each artifact see Table 8.13.

Figure 8.15. Domed smoothers recovered from the Main Group and Guzmán Group at El 
Palmar. For detailed information on each artifact see Table 8.14.
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Figure 8.16. Detailed drawing of a domed smoother found at the Main Group.
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Figure 8.17. Hammerstones recovered from the Guzmán Group at El Palmar. For detailed 
information on each artifact see Table 8.15.

Figure 8.18. Cores recovered from different areas at El Palmar. For detailed 
information on each artifact see Table 8.16.
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Guzmán Group.

Cores

Chert cores were essential for El Palmar’s flint knappers to produce lithic tools. 

We recovered 137 pieces (34,250.4 g, 18.6%) from surface surveys and excavations 

at different architectural groups of El Palmar (Table 8.3). Although I distinguished 

polyhedral cores (4-a) from multidirectional cores (4-b), so far we have identified a single 

polyhedral core in our samples (Table 8.16d, Figure 8.18d), and therefore I describe these 

two subtypes together in this section. 

Flint knappers at El Palmar tended to prepare multidirectional cores for chert flakes 

rather than polyhedral cores which they preferred for obsidian. Polyhedral cores have 

a single platform from which flint knappers remove flakes. Flint knappers prepare 

polyhedral cores when they want to produce similar flakes in form and size. In contrast, 

multidirectional cores have multiple platforms from which knappers can produce as 

many unifacial blades as possible (Andrefsky 2005). Because the multidirectional cores 

have different platforms, the measurements of length, width, and thickness of the core 

may not be significant. In contrast, the dimensions of polyhedral cores can be important 

for understanding the size of standardized blades removed from the core. The recovered 

polyhedral core measures 11.2 cm in length, 8.19 cm in width, 5.46 cm in thickness, and 

weighs 916.0 g. This means that flint knappers attempted to remove blades of about 11 cm 

long. We recovered a wide variety of qualities and colors of chert cores at El Palmar, but 

we have not found cores made of fine-grained dark brown chert. 

Spatial and Temporal Contexts. We found chert cores in all temporal and spatial 

contexts. The absence of fine-grained brown cherts may indicate that they were 

imported materials. To test this hypothesis, we need to conduct surface surveys in bajos 

surrounding El Palmar. 
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Chert Flakes

Chert flakes were the most abundant lithic materials at El Palmar. The total 

number of flakes is 6,967 pieces and 75,632.0 g (Table 8.17). Decortication flakes are 

removed pieces whose dorsal faces have the original cortical surface of the chert nodules 

(Andrefsky 2005: 254). Within the total number of chert flakes, we categorized 2,388 

decortication flakes (34.28%) with a total weight of 33,935.5 g (44.87%) (Table 8.17, 

Figure 8.19a,d,f-g, l,p). Among recovered flakes I identified apparent evidence of useware 

with a 10x hand lens, which we classified as flakes with useware (5-b). They account for 

1,659 pieces which weigh 30,796.0 g (Figure 8.20a-h). I categorized a total of 2846 flakes 

without useware (5-c), which weigh 11,074.5 g. During the analyses I noticed that some 

chert flakes were likely to have been extracted from polyhedral cores (Figure 8.21a-h). In 

terms of micro-flakes (5d) we sorted a total of 74 pieces (1.07%) that weigh 22.8 g (0.01 

%) (Figure 8.22). The low number of microflakes may indicate that there were specific 

workplaces for the finishing process of lithic production, which we have not yet located. 

Despite the absence of cores, we identified fine-grained brown cherts in all the flake 

subtypes recovered from the Main Group, the Justo Group, and the Guzmán Group.  

Spatial and Temporal Contexts. The decortication flakes, flakes without cortex, 

and microflakes indicate that lithic production using chert was a common activity in 

the El Palmar polity and most chert artifacts were local resources rather than imported 

materials. All four different subtypes of flakes were found at the Main Group, the Justo 

Group, and the Guzmán Group, suggesting that different social segments of El Palmar 

participated in lithic manufacture. Judging from fine-grained brown flakes from these 

architectural groups, I suggest that different social groups had access to this precious 

material.
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Table 8.16. Photographed cores recovered from different architectural groups at El Palmar.

 
ID Bag ID AG Length(cm) Width(cm) Thickness(cm) Weight(g) Munsell Color M. Chert Context
a 375 GZ 6.82 4.42 3.73 134.7 BLUISH GRAY GLEY2 

5/5PB
GZ9, Collapsed 

debris
b 310 JT 12.24 7.82 7.74 822.4 PALE RED 10R 7/2 Plaza B, 

Construction Fill
c 812 JT 11.72 8.42 8.65 523.1 PALE RED 7.5R 7/3 Plaza A, 

Construction Fill
d 148 PM 11.2 8.19 5.46 916.0 WHITE 7.5YR 8/1 Aguada NE, 

Surface
e 800 GZ 13.43 11.07 6.21 1113.6 LIGHT GRAY 2.5Y 7/1 GZ1, Collapsed 

debris

 
Table 8.17. A list of chert flakes recovered from different architectural groups at El Palmar. Note that this table excludes 

obsidian flakes.

Main Group Justo Group Guzmán Group Other Group
Flake Types Total 

(N)
% Total (g) % N Weight (g) N Weight (g) N Weight (g) N Weight 

(g)
Decortication flakes 2,388 34.28 33,935.5 44.87 752 10,430.0 582 4,500.4 1054 19,005.1
Flakes with useware 1,659 23.81 30,599.3 40.46 321 5,295.2 371 5,565.9 967 19,738.3
Flakes w/o useware 2,846 40.85 11,074.5 14.64 777 2,754.0 1054 2,958.4 1015 5,362.1

Micro flakes 74 1.06 22.8 0.03 29 16.0 23 3.9 22 2.9
Total 6,967 100.00 75,632.0 100.00 1988 18,495.2 2030 13,028.6 3058 44,108.3
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Figure 8.19. Chert flakes made of different qualities of cherts. All the flakes were recovered from the Main Group at El Palmar. 
Note that flakes with the numbers a and j are fine-grained brown cherts. 
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Figure 8.20. Flakes with apparent evidence of useware. All the flakes were recovered 
from the Main Group.  

Figure 8.21. Flakes removed from polyhedral cores. All the flakes were recovered from 
the Guzmán Group.
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Figure 8.22. Micro-flakes recovered from the Guzmán Group. 
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Unidentified Chipped Stones

  During the analysis of chert lithics, 68 retouched stones did not fit in any category.  

Five of them seem to be bifacial preforms and their outlines are amorphous. With more 

data from future excavations, we may be able to sort them into types. 

Ground Stones

I followed Willey (1978: 54) to categorize the ground stone tools produced by the 

abrasive techniques of pecking, grinding, and polishing, or some combination of these. 

We identified a total of 22 ground stones in our collection (Table 8.18). Those were (7-a) 

greenstone celts, (7-b) manos, (7-c) metates (7-d) barkbeaters, and (7-e) other polished 

stones. Compared to chipped stone tools, ground stones are quite scarce in our samples 

(N = 0.29%, W =3.47%).  However, we should remember that manos and metates were 

indispensable for cooking activities, particularly maize grinding. Except three manos 

and two other polished stones recovered from the Main Group, the spatial context of the 

ground stones is largely the Guzmán Group and therefore the temporal context dates from 

the Late Classic period to the Terminal Classic period. Because of these limited data, I do 

not describe the spatial and temporal contexts separately in the section on ground stones.  

7-a. Greenstone celts. We recovered three greenstone celts from excavations at the 

Guzmán Group (Table 8.19, Figure 8.23). Two of three celts were found in the west and 

east rooms of Structure GZ6. In the east room, we found a complete greenstone celt 

which measures 5.98 cm in length, 3.72 cm in width, 1.98 cm in thickness, and 67.8 g 

in weight (Figure 8.23a). The form of the celt is trapezoidal and the surface texture is 

fine. Excavators reported that this greenstone celt was found inside the wall between the 

central and east rooms, in which the excavators observed a niche like space that enclosed 

the tool. Although the celt could have been included in construction fill of the wall, their 

observation may indicate that the celt was placed or abandoned in the niche that the 
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collapsing process destroyed.  

Likewise, we recovered a broken greenstone celt close to the plaster floor surface 

of the west room of Structure GZ6 where collapsed debris of the wall and roof were 

mixed (Figure 8.23b). The third greenstone celt was found under the latest floor on 

Plaza A. Unlike the other two pieces, this greenstone celt was made of relatively coarse 

raw material (Figure 8.23c). Based on the useware analysis, Aoyama (2009) suggests 

that greenstone celts found in elite residences of Aguateca served exclusively for stone 

carving, probably of stelae. Aguateca’s case has a special context and the same tool does 

not imply that El Palmar’s greenstone celt had the same function, but this is an interesting 

question that we can address in future research.  

7-b. Manos. I categorized seven manos in the samples. The raw materials of 

manos are not limited to cherts, but also basalts, fine-grained limestone, and unknown 

metamorphic stones. Because basalts are non-local rocks, they were likely imported 

from volcanic mountains. Most of the manos were broken and a single cylindrical mano 

was complete. The complete mano was made of fine-grained limestone (Munsell Color: 

WHITE, 2.5Y 8/1) and measures 15.9 cm in length, 7.52 cm in width, 5.9 cm in thickness, 

and weighs 1277.8 g (Table 8.20d, Figure 8.24d). The cross section is uniformly rounded. 

We found this piece inside the south wall at Structure GZ6 of the Guzmán Group. Other 

fragmented pieces were recovered from the Main Group and the Guzmán Group. Our 

samples date from the Middle Classic period through the Terminal Classic period, but 

they were mostly recovered from construction fill. 

7-c. Metates. We found two fragmented metates during fieldwork. They were 

so fragmented that we could only discern their raw materials such as basalt and 

metamorphic rock (Table 8.20, Figure 8.25). We found them at Structure GZ6 of the 

Guzmán Group. The small number of manos and metates may indicate the nature of 

Structure GZ6 or the Guzmán Group, but more excavations are needed to examine this 
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hypothesis. 

7-d. Barkbeaters. Barkbeaters are well known implements throughout Mesoamerica 

for the manufacture of bark or amate paper. They generally have quadrangular or 

rectangular forms with grooved upper and lower surfaces. The presence of a groove 

along with lateral sides suggests that the Maya used barkbeaters with a cord or supple 

split wooden handle with which the Maya battered stripped pieces of barks (Rovner and 

Lewenstein 1997: 55-56). We found four fragmented barkbeaters (Table 8.18, Figure 

8.26). They were made of fine-grained limestone whose color ranges from grayish white 

to pinkish gray. Rovner and Lewenstein (1997: 36) reported barkbeaters in the Río Bec 

region and only in Terminal Classic and Early Postclassic contexts. In contrast, we found 

a fragmented piece under Structure GZ1-Sub 6 (Table 8.22b; Figure 8.26b), suggesting 

that this implement had been used at the beginning of the Late Classic period. In addition, 

we found an exhausted barkbeater under the hieroglyphic stairway which was added 

to Structure GZ1 in A.D. 726. This evidence may indicate that the lakam officials at 

the Guzmán Group were engaged in the manufacture of bark papers. Nevertheless, we 

should not link the existence of barkbeaters with social status or specific occupation 

because archaeologists have reported barkbeaters in different contexts including modest 

residential compounds (e.g., Willey 1978). 

Obsidian

Obsidian is a rare material in southeastern Campeche that accounts for less than 5 

% of the lithic artifacts (Rovner and Lewenstein 1997: 111-135). We identified a total of 

119 obsidian artifacts (1.57 %) recovered from surface surveys and excavations at the 

Main Group, the Justo Group, and the Guzmán Group of El Palmar (Table 8.23). All the 

obsidian blades were translucent gray to black and some with black bands, but no green 

obsidian blades were recovered during our research. Obsidian types from El Palmar 
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Table 8.18. A list of ground stones recovered from different architectural groups at El Palmar.

Main Group Justo Group Guzmán Group Other Group
Lithic Types Total 

(N)
% Total 

(g)
% N Weight 

(g)
N Weight 

(g)
N Weight 

(g)
N Weight 

(g)
Barkbeater 4 18.18 843.3 13.20 3 760.3 1 83.0

Greenstone celts 3 13.64 147.6 2.31 3 147.6
Manos 7 31.82 3,922.7 61.40 3 983.0 4 2,939.7
Metates 2 9.09 734.3 11.49 2 734.3

Other polished stones 6 27.27 740.5 11.59 2 216.0 4 524.5
Total 22 100.00 6,388.3 100.00 1988 1,199.0 0 0.00 19 5,106.3 1 83.0

Table 8.19. Photographed greenstone celts recovered from different architectural groups at El Palmar.

ID Bag ID AG Length
(cm)

Width
(cm)

Thickness
(cm)

Weight
(g)

Munsell Color M. Chert Context

a 2044 GZ 5.98 3.72 1.98 67.8 DARK GREENISH GRAY GLEY2 4/2 GZ6, East room
b 967 GZ 3.42 2.61 1.7 50.8 DARK GREENISH GRAY GLEY2 4/2 GZ6, West room
c 452 GZ 3.51 3.6 1.7 29.0 VERY DARK GREEN GRAY GLEY1 3/1 Plaza A, Construction Fill

Table 8.20. Photographed manos recovered from the Guzmán Group at El Palmar.

ID Bag 
ID

AG Length(cm) Width(cm) Thickness(cm) Weight(g) Munsell Color Munsel 
Chert

Context

a 414 GZ 5.98 9.38 3.55 295.0 DUSKY RED 5R 3/3 Plaza A, Fill
b 556 GZ 8.88 7.82 4.55 428.8 GRAY 5YR 6/1 Platform A, Fill
c 762 GZ 11.1 6.04 4.88 603.5 WHITE 10YR 8/1 GZ1,  Collapsed Debris
d 2184 GZ 15.9 7.52 5.9 1277.8 WHITE 2.5Y 8/1 GZ6, In the south wall
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Table 8.21. Photographed metates recovered from the Guzmán Group at El Palmar.

ID Bag ID AG Length(cm) Width(cm) Thickness(cm) Weight(g) Munsell Color M. Chert Context
a 2029 GZ 8.83 6.49 2.84 541.5 LIGHT GRAY 5Y 7/1 GZ6, Collapsed debris
b 2039 GZ 8.12 2.57 1.22 192.8 LIGHT GRAY 2.5Y 7/1 GZ6, Collapsed debris

Table 8.22. Photographed barkbeaters recovered from the Guzmán Group at El Palmar.

ID Bag ID AG Length(cm) Width(cm) Thickness(cm) Weight(g) Munsell Color M. Chert Context
a 907 GZ 8.07 5.68 3.7 363.6 WHITE 2.5Y 8/1 GZ, Surface
b 876 GZ 6.72 3.78 0.28 126.4 LIGHT GRAY 10YR 7/1 GZ1, Construction fill
c 923 GZ 8.89 4.25 3.51 269.1 PALE RED 2.5YR 6/2 GZ1, under Staircase
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Figure 8.23. Greenstone celts (axes) recovered from the Guzmán Group at El Palmar. The  
complete celt (a) was found at the East room of Structure GZ6 while a broken celt (b) was 
found at the central room of the same structure. The lower quality celt (c) was recovered 
under the latest floor of Plaza A. For detailed information see Table 8.19. 



449

Figure 8.24. Manos recovered from the Guzmán Group at El Palmar. For detailed 
information on each artifact see Table 8.20.

Figure 8.25. Metates recovered from the Guzmán Group at El Palmar. For detailed 
information on each artifact see Table 8.21.
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Figure 8.26. Barkbeaters recovered from the Guzmán Group at El Palmar. For detailed 
information on each artifact see Table 8.22.
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consist of prismatic blades, polyhedral cores, flakes, and a rejuvenation flake. No other 

obsidian artifacts such as projectile points, scrapers, and eccentrics were recovered during 

this study. Below I describe the results of typological analyses and sourcing analysis 

based on PIXE. 

8-a. Prismatic blades. Among 69 prismatic blades only two pieces were nearly 

complete. The others represent proximal segments, medial segments, or distal segments, 

all of which are distributed at the Main Group, the Justo Group, and the Guzmán Group 

(Table 8.24; Figures 8.27, 8.28, 8.29). The results may indicate that all the inhabitants who 

were associated with these three groups had access to prismatic blades. We recovered a 

nearly complete blade from Termination Ritual 1 in front of Structure GZ6, suggesting 

that this prismatic blade was used for a ceremonial purpose (Figure 8.30). The prismatic 

blade was made of translucent obsidian with black bands and measures 7.28 cm in 

length, 1.32 cm in width, 0.31 cm in thickness, and weighs 3.4 g. The apparent evidence 

of useware is observable in the marginal edges, but the macroscopic analysis could not 

determine if the useware is associated with the termination ritual or was marked during 

other domestic activities. The absence of cortex in the obsidian artifacts suggests that 

they were mostly imported as polyhedral or multidirectional cores without cortex. 

8-b.c. Obsidian flakes and cores. In Cache 3 we recovered polyhedral cores, 

exhausted cores, rejuvenation flakes with platforms, and flakes, but we did not find 

prismatic blades. As I mentioned before, Thompson (1936a) and Brokmann (1997) also 

found obsidian cores in Cache 1 and Cache 2, respectively, during their research (Figure 

8.32). All cores are polyhedral cores for the production of prismatic blades and the 

flakes did not fit the polyhedral cores. On the platform of rejuvenation flakes I observed 

striations on the platform, a common preparatory technique before the extraction of 

prismatic blades during the Classic period. Most flakes were recovered from Cache 3 

(N= 22/25, 92%). When I found these flakes in the cache, I speculated that the Maya 
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knapped these flakes from the deposited cores during the dedication ceremony of Altar 

10. However, during the laboratory work we could not refit any of these flakes and cores, 

indicating that the flakes were knapped elsewhere and extracted from different cores.

Measurement of Obsidian Accessibility

I calculated obsidian accessibility indices at El Palmar. Sidrys (1977) developed 

the obsidian density (OD) index by calculating the number of grams per cubic meter of 

excavation fill. This analysis represents the level of access to obsidian, in which higher 

densities imply greater access to this exotic material (see also McKillop 1996). Sidrys 

(1977) points out that the analysis should exclude all special deposits such as caches, 

burials, and ritual deposits because these deposits provide bias in the result. Therefore, 

I excluded all these deposits from the analysis. I first analyzed OD between the Main 

Group, the Justo Group, and the Guzmán Group and then compared the obsidian density 

of El Palmar to that of other sites studied by Sidrys (1977). In terms of the Copan valley, 

I used Aoyama’s data (1999:136-144) because his study includes more data than that 

of Sidrys. Another important method to reveal the obsidian accessibility is the cutting 

edge to mass ratio (CE/M index) developed by Sheets and Muto (1972). The results are 

still preliminary because we excavated structures only at the Guzmán Group and have 

not recovered any midden deposits at El Palmar. Nevertheless, the results provide some 

clues to the distribution of obsidian at El Palmar. Table 8.25 shows that the obsidian 

density at the Guzmán Group is lower than that of the Main Group and the Justo Group. 

This tendency is consistent with different criteria including OD (N/m3), OD (g/m3), and 

Obsidian/Sherds (N), except Obsidian/Chart ratio (%). The CE/M index of the Guzmán 

Group, however, is higher than those of the Main Group and the Justo Group. 

Table 8.26 shows that the overall accessibility of obsidian at El Palmar is low. The 

OD index of 0.2 in El Palmar is similar to that of Barton Ramie (0.3), suggesting that 



453

Table 8.23. A list of obsidian types recovered from different architectural groups at El Palmar.

Type Total 
(N)

Total 
Weight (g)

Main Group Justo Group Guzmán Group
N % Weight 

(g)
% N % Weight 

(g)
% N % Weight 

(g)
%

Prismatic blades 69 59.4 15 21.74 15.4 25.85 12 17.65 6.9 11.59 42 60.00 37.1 62.56
Flakes 25 196.7 23 92.00 196.1 99.69 2 8.00 0.6 0.31
Core 24 1,042.6 22 91.67 1,032.2 99.00 2 8.33 10.4 1.00

Rejuvenation flake 1 5.8 1 100.00 5.8 100.00
Total 119 1,304.5

Table 8.24. Distribution of prismatic blade segments in different architectural groups at El Palmar.

Prismatic Blades Total Main Group Justo Group Guzmán Group
Segment type N % Weight

(g)
% N % Weight

(g)
% N % Weight

(g)
% N % Weight

(g)
%

Proximal Segments 20 28.99 20.8 35.04 5 25.00 6.2 29.86 2 10.00 1.7 8.12 13 65.00 12.9 62.01
Medial Segments 40 57.97 31.2 52.53 8 20.00 8.4 26.93 8 20.00 4.1 12.98 24 60.00 18.7 60.09
Distal segments 7 10.14 3.6 6.11 2 28.57 0.7 20.20 2 28.57 1.1 31.50 3 42.86 1.8 48.29
Nearly complete 

blades
2 2.90 3.8 6.32 2 100.00 3.8 100.00

Total 69 100.00 59.4 100.00
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Table 8.25. Preliminary analysis of obsidian accessibility at El Palmar.

 Group Excavation 
Volume (m3)

Ceramic 
sherds (N)

Cherts (g) Obsidian 
N

Obsidian 
Mass (g)

OD (N/
m3)

OD (g/
m3)

Obsidian (N)/
Sherds

Obsidian/Chert 
ratio (%)

CE/M 
index

Main 
Group

47.6 4316 30682.0 17 19.0 0.4 0.4 0.0039 0.062 2.92

Justo 
Group

12 3099 21265.8 12 6.9 1.0 0.6 0.0039 0.032 3.18

Guzmán 
Group

226.22 11639 123729.9 37 39.4 0.06 0.2 0.0032 0.032 3.81

Total 285.82 19054 175677.7 66 65.2 0.2 0.2 0.0035 0.037 3.30

Table 8.26. Comparative analysis of obsidian availability.

Site Excavation volume (m3) Obsidian Mass (g) Obsidian density (g/m3)
El Palmar 286 65 0.2

Altar 6790 3500 0.5

Barton Ramie 2213 700 0.3

Tikal 544 8297 15.3

Uaxactun 213 481 2.3

Ceibal 197 220 1.1

Copan Valley 273 47061 172.4
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Figure 8.27. Detailed drawing of obsidian recovered from the Main Group. (a-g). 
Proximal segments of prismatic blades; (h-o) Medial segments; (p-o) Distal segments; (r) 
flake. Drawing by Hirokazu Kotegawa.
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Figure 8.28. Detailed drawing of obsidian recovered from the Justo Group. (a-h) Medial 
segments of prismatic blades; (i-j) Distal segments of prismatic blades. Drawing by (a, i) 
Mariana Favila Vázquez; (b-h, j) Aban Flores Morán.
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Figure 8.29. Detailed drawing of obsidian recovered from the Guzmán Group. (a-d) 
Proximal segments of prismatic blades from Structure GZ1; (e-f) Medial segments from 
GZ1;  (g-h) Proximal segments from Structure GZ5; (i-m) Medial segments from GZ5; 
(n-p) Proximal segments from Structure GZ6; (q) Medial segments from GZ6; (r) Distal 
segments from GZ6; (s) Distal segment from Plaza A; (t) Exhausted core from surface 
survey. Drawing by (a,e, g-h,k,m) Aban Flores Morán; (c, f, I-j,l,o) Araceli Villegas 
Vázquez; (d,p,s-t) Hirokazu Kotegawa; (g, h, r) Mariana Favila Vázquez. 
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Figure 8.30. Nearly complete prismatic blade from the termination ritual deposits of 
Structure GZ6, the Guzmán Group, El Palmar.

Figure 8.31. Obsidian cores and flakes from Cache 3 at the K’awiil Plaza, the Main Group, 
El Palmar.
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Figure 8.32. Obsidian cores from Cache 1 at the Great Plaza, the Main Group, El Palmar. 
Recovered by Sir Eric Thompson in 1936. Courtesy of Peabody Museum of Archaeology 
and Ethnology, Harvard University, [58-34-20/58249].
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obsidian was a scarce material. The CE/M index of 3.3 in El Palmar, which is lower than 

other sites such as 3.86 of the Copan valley (Aoyama 1999:144) and 4.67 of Wild Cane 

Cay in south-coastal Belize (McKillop 1996:54). I am not sure whether the relatively 

high ratio of CE/M (3.81) at the Guzmán Group represents the characteristic of this 

group or our sample bias. The low availability of obsidian at El Palmar is notable in the 

comparative analysis (Table 8.26). These results show scarcity of obsidian at El Palmar 

and I suggest that obsidian was an important material among El Palmar people.

Sourcing Analysis of Obsidian through a Particle-Induced X-Ray Emission (PIXE)

As I mentioned before, a particle-induced X-ray emission (PIXE) analysis was 

conducted under direction of Dr. Jose Luis Ruvalcava in the Laboratory of Accelerator 

Pelletron 3MV at the Institute of Physics of the National Autonomous University of 

Mexico (UNAM). Because the detailed methodological background of PIXE is beyond 

the scope of my study, I describe the characteristics of PIXE briefly. Particle-induced 

X-ray emission is a non-destructive technique used for the determination of trace 

elements. In our study, Dr. Ruvalcava used two detectors (Amptek Si-PIN with flow 

of He) and (LEGe Canberra) which provided a determination of major and minor trace 

elements, including Al, Si, P, Cl, K, Ca, Ti, Mn, Fe, Cu, Zn, Ga, As, Rb, Sr, and Zr.  

Within 119 obsidian artifacts we recovered from surface collection and excavations, 

we used 93 samples for the analysis of PIXE. We also used source data, five obsidian 

blades from the El Chayal mine, five from the San Martin Jilotepeque mine, both mines 

in the Guatemalan highlands, and five obsidian blades from the Ixtepeque mine located 

in southern Guatemala (Figure 8.33b). Table 8.27 shows the composition of obsidian 

determined by PIXE. Ruvalcava analyzed the cluster of nine relevant elements (Al, Si, 

K, Mn, Fe, As, Rb, Sr, Zr), using the base 10 logarithm and Euclidian distances with 

weighted pair group averages in order to avoid having cluster chains (Figures 8.33a and 
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8.33b).

The results of PIXE suggest that the El Palmar polity was subject to a trade network 

along which El Chayal obsidian was transported. Table 8.28 shows that most obsidian 

at El Palmar came from the El Chayal mine (1,186.4g / 93.19%) followed by San Martin 

Jilotepeque (70.4g / 5.53%) and Ixtepeque (15.8g / 1.25%). PIXE also detected quartz 

in our samples (Lab no 7a). Despite the considerable number of samples at the Guzmán 

Group, there was no obsidian from San Martin Jilotepeque and Ixtepeque (Figure 8.34).  

In contrast, the obsidian pieces found at the Main Group and the Justo Group contain 

Ixtepeque and San Martin Jilotepeque obsidian. Obsidian artifacts in Cache 3 consisted 

of three cores and three flakes from San Martin Jilotepeque and the rest of 39 pieces from 

El Chayal. The unequal distribution of obsidian artifacts from the three different mines in 

the El Palmar polity might imply that they had different social or economic values. 

Table 8.29 shows the preliminary result of obsidian accessibility analysis based on 

three sources at the three groups. The results show the complex distribution of different 

obsidian sources at El Palmar, which was not shown in Table 8.25. The CE/M indexes of 

3.39 and 3.81 for El Chayal at the Justo Group and the Guzmán Group are much higher 

than that of 1.76 at the Main Group. In contrast, the CE/M index of 3.09 for Ixtepeque 

at the Main Group is notable when comparing this to that of the Justo Group. The high 

CE/M index of San Martin Jilotepeque obsidian at the Justo Group is not reliable because 

this is the result of one sample. This different CE/M indexes between the Main Group, the 

Justo Group, and the Guzmán Group might be sample bias or people in each group have 

different access to sources. This is an interesting question that I will address in future 

research. 

Eccentric Flints as Ritual Objects

Eccentric flints were non-utilitarian objects that served in dedication rituals for 
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commemorative monuments and structures in Mesoamerica. The Maya deposited 

eccentric flints as caches under or in front of monuments as well as along the central 

axis of structures during the Prehispanic period. The eccentric flints are characterized 

by stylized geometric, zoomorphic, and anthropomorphic forms. While eccentric flints 

with geometric and zoomorphic forms were common across the lowland Maya centers, 

anthropomorphic forms were rare. The former eccentrics were often made of chert with 

different qualities and the latter were of the fine-grained dark brown or gray chert. The 

anthropomorphic eccentrics have been reported at a few sites which include Copan, 

Quirigua, Altun Ha, and El Palmar. At Copan three eccentric flints were recovered 

under the altar on the central axis inset into the base of the hieroglyphic stairway (Fash 

1988) and five pieces from a termination ritual were found inside Rosalila, one of the 

substructures before the building of the hieroglyphic stairway (Agurcia and Fash 2005: 

209-210). At Quirigua one anthropomorphic flint was found under Zoomorph Altar O 

which dates to 9.18.0.0.0 11 Ajaw, 18 Mak (October 7, A.D. 790) (Strómsvik 1941: 83, 

Figure 32a). Anthropomorphic eccentrics at Altun Ha are different from those of the 

Maya sites, but resemble those of Teotihuacan (Pendergast 1979). 

So far, two eccentric flints with an anthropomorphic form have been recovered at El 

Palmar. Thompson (1936b) reported an elaborate anthropomorphic flint under Stela 10, 

which dates to 9.15.15.0.0. 6 Ajaw 18 Xul (May 31, A.D. 746). Stela 10 is on the east side 

of the Great Plaza at the Main Group. The design of the eccentric flint represents two 

effigies back to back and is made of fine-grained dark brown chert. The artifact measures 

31.2 cm in length and 24.5 cm in width. Unlike Thompson’s elaborate eccentric flint, our 

research recovered a less elaborate eccentric flint with an anthropomorphic shape from 

the termination ritual deposits in front of Structure GZ6 at the Guzmán Group (Table 

8.30; Figure 8.35). It is of fine-grained brown chert and measures 7.5 cm in length, 3.83 

cm in width, 0.92 cm in thickness, and 32.0 g in weight. While this eccentric flint could 
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have been produced at El Palmar, whether or not Thompson’s eccentric flint was locally 

produced or imported from distant areas remains unclear. The detailed technological 

analysis comparing this eccentric flint to those of Copan and Quirigua could assess if 

they were manufactured from one place or multiple places. 

In addition to these two anthropomorphic flints, our excavations uncovered eight 

eccentric flints and one laurel-leaf blade in Cache 3 (Figure 8.36). Altar 10 includes the 

Calendar Round that corresponds to 9.6.0.0.0.  9 Ajaw and 3 Wayeb (March 20, A.D. 554). 

The laurel-leaf biface is made of fine-grained  brown chert (Munsell Color: Pale Brown, 

2.5Y 7/4) and it measures 19.7 cm in length, 4.6 cm in width, 0.99 cm in thickness, and 

weighs 107.1 g (Figures 8.36b and 8.37). The very thin profile of the artifact indicates that 

this was not designed for a utilitarian purpose. Other forms of eccentric flints recovered 

from Cache 3 include geometric styles such as a scepter like axe (Figures 8.36a and 8.38), 

a crescent (Figures 8.36c and 8.39), a serrated knife (Figures 8.36d and 8.40), a ring 

(Figures 8.36f and 8.42), a notched double-pointed blade (Figures 8.36g and 8.43) and a 

bifurcate (Figures 8.35h and 8.44) as well as zoomorphic designs that represent a serpent 

(Figures 8.36e and 8.41) and a scorpion (Figures 8.36i and 8.45). Among the eccentric 

flints we recovered in Cache 3, the serrated knife, ring, notched double-pointed blade, 

and bifurcate are made of fine-grained brown chert. 

In terms of lithic technology and function, these eccentric flints were carefully 

produced by the combination of indirect percussion and pressure, judging from large 

flake scars in a conchoidal (shell like) shape located in areas where direct percussion 

flaking is impossible. Some conchoidal flake scars exceed 3-4 cm in width. Based on 

experimental analyses, Titmus and Woods (2003) argue that large flake scars over 4 

cm wide located in narrow areas were removed through indirect percussion flaking 

techniques. We do not observe any apparent useware on these flints, suggesting that they 

served exclusively for the dedication ritual. 
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Table 8.27. Composition of obsidian determined by PIXE. 

AG Lab 
no 

BagID Al
%

Si
%

P
%

Cl
%

K
%

Ca
%

Ti
%

Mn
%

Fe
%

Cu
ppm

Zn
ppm

Ga
ppm

As
ppm

Rb
pmm

Sr
ppm

Zr
ppm

PM 1 12 5.61 35.2 0.027 0.281 5.45 2.71 0.152 0.093 1.88 4 20 29 12 202 227 357
PM 2 15 8.3 42.1 0.025 0.18 4.2 1.1 0.125 0.054 1.3 12 20 8 180 178 64
PM 3a 28 8.47 43.3 0.017 0.209 4.13 1.24 0.123 0.061 1.25 3 14 23 12 163 178 78
PM 3b 28 8.2 44.2 0.02 0.19 4.18 1.18 0.115 0.052 1.4 10 20 8 170 172 65
PM 4 31 8.6 44 0.016 0.11 4.03 0.72 0.105 0.063 1.24 4 16 25 11 159 184 43
PM 5a 50 7.93 38.9 0.014 0.107 3.9 1.15 0.144 0.048 1.84 4 12 18 4 95 172 66
PM 5b 50 8.15 42 0.025 0.11 3.85 1.2 0.15 0.05 1.7 8 20 120 165 57
PM 5c 50 8.05 41.5 0.028 0.105 4.1 1.25 0.14 0.052 1.8 6 10 18 115 175 73
PM 6a 58 7.94 43.1 0.02 0.261 4.51 1.38 0.112 0.059 1.24 17 25 15 160 185 91
PM 6b 58 7.8 44.2 0.018 0.24 4.3 1.33 0.12 0.06 1.35 4 20 21 12 162 183 80
PM 6c 58 7.68 46.7 0.016 0.256 4.72 1.65 0.118 0.063 1.44 22 22 11 170 159 75
PM 7a 63 1.05 47 0.021 0.15 5 2 8
PM 7b 63 8.01 40.2 0.02 0.25 4.2 1.4 0.12 0.05 1.51 20 10 120 170 80
PM 8a 82 7.9 39.2 0.016 0.113 3.94 1.32 0.134 0.046 1.79 3 13 25 4 109 175 69
PM 8b 82 8.15 41.2 0.018 0.16 4.01 1.1 0.128 0.05 1.55 10 18 12 110 165 75
PM 8c 82 8.2 42.2 0.012 0.15 3.95 1.2 0.125 0.048 1.6 7 5 21 8 115 172 78
PM 9 109 8.76 43.9 0.02 0.199 4.19 0.89 0.112 0.058 1.19 3 15 22 12 160 158 64
PM 10 F1 8.35 41.3 0.017 0.134 5.73 1.11 0.118 0.059 1.25 15 26 12 153 166 45
PM 11 F2 8.69 43.9 0.02 0.16 4.09 0.86 0.12 0.059 1.21 3 16 27 12 167 180 54
PM 12 F3 8.84 44.8 0.023 0.164 4.19 0.83 0.116 0.053 1.11 3 14 26 11 146 158 39
PM 13 F4 8.78 43.8 0.021 0.122 4.02 0.98 0.103 0.059 1.23 3 17 25 12 156 181 41
PM 14 F5 8.67 43.8 0.023 0.088 4.02 0.82 0.112 0.059 1.25 2 16 25 11 158 179 36
PM 15 F6 8.18 39.4 0.015 0.654 3.89 2.25 0.106 0.069 1.58 6 22 25 14 171 176 47
PM 16 F7 8.13 40.4 0.018 0.271 3.83 2.89 0.097 0.069 1.47 4 20 27 14 171 203 50
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AG Lab 
no 

BagID Al
%

Si
%

P
%

Cl
%

K
%

Ca
%

Ti
%

Mn
%

Fe
%

Cu
ppm

Zn
ppm

Ga
ppm

As
ppm

Rb
pmm

Sr
ppm

Zr
ppm

PM 17 F8 8.87 42.7 0.021 0.547 4.08 1.51 0.103 0.058 1.24 14 21 25 13 157 184 37
PM 18 F9 8.33 41.3 0.016 0.245 3.89 1.22 0.096 0.07 1.5 9 21 24 13 162 182 37
PM 19 F10 8.61 43.9 0.02 0.233 4.09 0.86 0.099 0.061 1.22 3 16 21 10 151 173 38
PM 20 F11 8.85 44.7 0.021 0.178 4.21 0.96 0.12 0.053 1.1 3 15 21 10 146 147 39
PM 21 F12 7.77 38.8 0.014 0.735 4.02 2.78 0.095 0.069 1.6 6 24 25 12 184 216 52
PM 22 F13 8.56 44.1 0.021 0.153 4.09 0.77 0.1 0.059 1.22 17 29 13 158 182 39
PM 23 F14 8.85 44.8 0.019 0.254 4.19 0.78 0.106 0.053 1.11 5 16 23 13 145 183 48
PM 24 F15 8.69 45 0.021 0.224 4.33 0.78 0.082 0.056 1.07 3 16 23 13 169 165 40
PM 25 F16 8.59 43.2 0.021 0.164 4.04 0.93 0.103 0.065 1.29 3 16 29 11 167 192 49
PM 26 F17 8.38 42.3 0.02 0.194 3.96 0.94 0.104 0.067 1.4 5 18 26 10 175 178 42
PM 27 F19 8.71 43.4 0.019 0.199 4.09 1.04 0.114 0.061 1.24 3 17 24 12 160 196 38
PM 28 F21 8.66 42.9 0.02 0.145 3.96 0.89 0.104 0.066 1.32 5 19 28 13 165 185 40
PM 29 F24 8.28 42 0.018 0.149 3.88 0.94 0.113 0.068 1.45 3 18 26 14 179 195 54
PM 30 F35 8.65 43.7 0.02 0.206 4.07 0.84 0.116 0.06 1.24 3 17 22 10 158 179 40
PM 31 F36 8.53 43.1 0.017 0.12 4.02 0.94 0.116 0.064 1.32 4 15 23 10 161 182 38
PM 32 F27 8.66 43.4 0.022 0.196 4.03 0.91 0.111 0.063 1.27 3 16 24 10 158 169 51
PM 33 F28 8.89 44.7 0.021 0.185 4.18 0.88 0.115 0.054 1.11 3 14 22 12 154 174 42
PM 34 F29 7.22 34.7 0.01 2.632 4.44 3 0.105 0.064 1.8 70 48 18 11 175 178 41
PM 35 F30 8.44 42.6 0.017 0.394 4.11 2.25 0.112 0.057 1.23 9 20 25 14 159 185 42
PM 36 F31 8.52 43.1 0.019 0.193 4.08 0.96 0.121 0.063 1.3 4 18 25 13 155 176 44
PM 37 F37 8.46 42.9 0.018 0.206 4.01 0.68 0.104 0.066 1.35 4 18 26 13 166 188 52
PM 38 F38 8.4 42.1 0.017 0.161 3.97 0.8 0.114 0.069 1.43 4 17 32 12 174 204 58
PM 39 F39 8.41 42.6 0.016 0.189 4.02 0.86 0.113 0.066 1.37 0 17 24 13 163 198 35

Table 8.27-Continued. Composition of obsidian determined by PIXE.
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AG Lab 
no 

BagID Al
%

Si
%

P
%

Cl
%

K
%

Ca
%

Ti
%

Mn
%

Fe
%

Cu
ppm

Zn
ppm

Ga
ppm

As
ppm

Rb
pmm

Sr
ppm

Zr
ppm

PM 40 F40 8.44 42.5 0.017 0.135 3.98 0.78 0.11 0.068 1.4 3 18 24 12 175 199 39
PM 41 F41 8.46 43.1 0.02 0.129 4.03 0.76 0.121 0.066 1.33 0 16 25 14 172 172 43
PM 42 F42 9 46 0.026 0.15 4.39 0.69 0.119 0.044 0.96 3 15 20 9 142 158 36
PM 43 F43 8.79 44.3 0.02 0.199 4.22 0.82 0.105 0.057 1.16 3 16 23 10 152 182 41
PM 44 F44 8.94 45.6 0.024 0.152 4.33 0.69 0.114 0.048 1.01 3 15 21 11 148 167 41
PM 45 F45 8.91 45.7 0.024 0.178 4.31 0.62 0.103 0.048 1.01 0 14 22 10 145 164 39
PM 46 F46 8.23 39.2 0.014 1.165 4.11 1.36 0.115 0.068 1.6 12 22 24 16 176 205 40
PM 47 F47 8.66 43.6 0.02 0.165 4.09 0.99 0.105 0.061 1.24 4 16 29 13 155 183 48
PM 48 F48 8.72 44.2 0.02 0.145 4.15 0.72 0.103 0.056 1.2 2 17 19 12 148 175 48
PM 49 F49 8.52 43 0.021 0.136 4.01 0.7 0.096 0.067 1.34 4 15 29 12 151 186 43
PM 50 F50 8.72 45.2 0.021 0.203 4.57 0.94 0.094 0.053 1.02 3 14 22 11 160 162 23
PM 51 F51 8.35 42.2 0.018 0.18 3.97 0.93 0.126 0.069 1.41 0 18 23 13 173 182 52
PM 52 F52 8.56 43.5 0.019 0.173 4.1 0.86 0.106 0.061 1.26 6 19 21 12 162 180 46
PM 53 F53 8.25 42.2 0.019 0.311 4.02 0.97 0.106 0.069 1.4 3 19 30 12 175 195 45
JT 274 8.54 43.05 0.0189 0.157 4.07 0.56 0.152 0.069 1.40 13 14 21 13 153 190 47
JT 285 7.79 40.01 0.0180 0.149 3.81 0.75 0.108 0.073 1.48 0 16 20 16 168 191 47
JT 290 7.51 39.62 0.0179 0.184 3.71 1.07 0.152 0.059 1.51 7 15 21 11 114 255 49
JT 303A 8.07 41.05 0.0157 0.193 4.00 0.87 0.141 0.073 1.44 11 17 24 16 162 203 33
JT 303B 6.65 34.11 0.0138 0.115 3.50 0.67 0.155 0.043 1.69 3 10 17 6 79 161 55
JT 306A 6.55 33.02 0.0155 0.254 3.35 0.68 0.149 0.044 1.72 7 12 18 5 90 159 65
JT 306B 8.29 42.02 0.0204 0.237 4.11 0.74 0.122 0.067 1.42 9 14 21 15 170 184 53
JT 306C 7.67 40.55 0.0184 0.157 3.79 0.64 0.101 0.071 1.47 12 17 25 15 166 182 51
JT 306D 7.08 36.28 0.0148 0.211 3.46 0.85 0.125 0.077 1.57 12 18 18 15 161 190 40

Table 8.27-Continued. Composition of obsidian determined by PIXE.
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AG Lab 
no 

BagID Al
%

Si
%

P
%

Cl
%

K
%

Ca
%

Ti
%

Mn
%

Fe
%

Cu
ppm

Zn
ppm

Ga
ppm

As
ppm

Rb
pmm

Sr
ppm

Zr
ppm

JT 306E 8.38 42.96 0.0209 0.197 4.01 0.73 0.114 0.070 1.40 7 17 22 13 152 184 43
JT 345 7.97 40.41 0.0153 0.168 3.83 0.91 0.104 0.072 1.46 13 18 20 13 165 197 52
GZ 510 7.59 38.49 0.0160 0.142 3.61 0.67 0.092 0.074 1.52 5 17 25 16 167 197 48
GZ 532 7.30 37.94 0.0171 0.233 3.64 0.89 0.112 0.077 1.52 4 17 24 16 164 192 45
GZ 537 7.56 39.45 0.0192 0.187 3.69 0.73 0.118 0.074 1.49 6 18 26 18 168 197 41
GZ 576A 8.17 41.74 0.0198 0.185 4.05 0.52 0.119 0.071 1.43 0 17 24 13 153 193 57
GZ 576B 7.46 39.08 0.0186 0.190 3.66 0.60 0.109 0.074 1.51 0 16 24 15 157 189 43
GZ 578 7.59 38.74 0.0137 0.202 3.63 0.70 0.117 0.074 1.51 10 17 23 12 161 194 44
GZ 605 7.17 37.60 0.0149 0.201 3.57 0.65 0.055 0.077 1.54 3 18 23 16 160 194 49
GZ 609 7.37 37.40 0.0149 0.168 3.53 0.84 0.107 0.077 1.54 0 16 23 14 161 197 46
GZ 637 7.69 39.46 0.0144 0.083 3.69 0.67 0.130 0.073 1.50 0 17 24 14 167 186 49
GZ 642 7.73 39.36 0.0156 0.133 3.70 0.71 0.127 0.076 1.49 2 18 20 16 156 194 61
GZ 651 7.70 39.56 0.0204 0.153 3.69 0.64 0.146 0.074 1.49 0 16 22 17 168 197 45
GZ 682 7.55 39.27 0.0148 0.239 3.78 0.72 0.121 0.076 1.49 7 18 25 16 155 186 48
GZ 698 7.83 39.41 0.0182 0.135 3.77 0.70 0.148 0.073 1.49 4 18 22 16 169 213 54
GZ 701 7.38 37.77 0.0161 0.102 3.60 0.66 0.101 0.075 1.54 0 16 26 15 164 182 39
GZ 750 7.59 38.95 0.0149 0.225 3.63 0.60 0.116 0.075 1.51 2 17 20 14 158 178 52
GZ 772 7.67 39.33 0.0140 0.410 3.78 0.75 0.120 0.074 1.49 6 17 19 15 164 205 45
JT 780 7.80 39.95 0.0130 0.174 3.81 0.78 0.104 0.073 1.48 3 18 19 15 164 196 38
GZ 848A 7.64 38.91 0.0156 0.198 3.69 0.62 0.128 0.076 1.50 6 15 21 14 161 183 46
GZ 848B 7.62 38.45 0.0108 0.176 3.62 0.61 0.102 0.075 1.52 0 18 24 16 158 177 42
GZ 854 7.79 38.62 0.0133 0.266 3.67 0.78 0.122 0.077 1.50 17 18 23 14 160 212 46
GZ 857 7.54 38.84 0.0176 0.139 5.43 0.65 0.099 0.071 1.46 4 15 19 13 161 190 53

Table 8.27-Continued. Composition of obsidian determined by PIXE.
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AG Lab 
no 

BagID Al
%

Si
%

P
%

Cl
%

K
%

Ca
%

Ti
%

Mn
%

Fe
%

Cu
ppm

Zn
ppm

Ga
ppm

As
ppm

Rb
pmm

Sr
ppm

Zr
ppm

Chayal 1 OR1 8.30 42.50 0.0190 0.150 4.05 0.65 0.100 0.075 1.45 8 20 25 18 170 198 50
Chayal 2 OR2 8.15 43.10 0.0185 0.185 4.10 0.75 0.115 0.080 1.55 8 25 20 12 165 175 45
Chayal 3 OR3 8.61 44.62 0.0222 0.202 4.28 0.50 0.118 0.068 1.36 9 16 23 14 161 189 42
Chayal 4 OR9 8.97 46.52 0.0218 0.162 4.46 0.91 0.126 0.064 1.35 10 11 17 11 154 193 49
Chayal 5 OR12 8.78 45.76 0.0182 0.153 4.41 0.74 0.128 0.073 1.52 8 11 17 11 153 197 42

Ixtepeque 6 OR4 6.86 34.44 0.0181 0.187 3.52 0.78 0.155 0.042 1.68 6 11 16 5 91 169 76
Ixtepeque 7 OR5 6.27 31.88 0.0170 0.116 3.28 0.89 0.148 0.044 1.75 8 10 17 6 93 161 61

Jilotepeque 8 OR6 8.58 44.66 0.0196 0.195 4.10 0.98 0.162 0.056 1.38 3 15 20 10 121 222 50
Jilotepeque 9 OR7 7.84 40.21 0.0197 0.168 3.79 0.70 0.124 0.058 1.50 7 15 22 9 125 234 41
Jilotepeque 10 OR8 8.13 41.15 0.0179 0.211 3.85 0.87 0.138 0.058 1.47 26 14 22 11 128 235 36
Jilotepeque 11 OR10 8.93 45.49 0.0219 0.192 4.31 1.01 0.151 0.054 1.36 8 14 17 10 114 238 41
Jilotepeque 12 OR11 8.74 43.76 0.0193 0.124 4.05 0.95 0.162 0.054 1.41 7 13 20 9 120 228 42

Table 8.27-Continued. Composition of obsidian determined by PIXE.
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Figure 8.33a. The results of cluster analysis showing the relations between source obsidian and our samples. Note 
that the numbering of samples corresponds to laboratory numbers (Lab No). Courtesy of Jose Luis Ruvalcaba Sil. 
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Figure 8.33b. The results of cluster analysis showing the relations between source obsidian and our samples. Note 
that the numbering of samples corresponds to their BagID. Courtesy of Jose Luis Ruvalcaba Sil.
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Table 8.28. The distribution of obsidian of the three mines at the Main Group, the Justo Group, and the Guzmán Group. 

Total Main Group Justo Group Guzmán Group
Source N % Weight

(g)
% N % Weight 

(g)
N % Weight (g) % N % Weight 

(g)
%

El Chayal 69 74.19 1,186.4 93.19 40 43.01 1,164.7 9 9.68 4.9 0.38 20 21.51 16.9 1.33
Ixtepeque 16 17.20 15.9 1.25 14 15.05 14.4 2 2.15 1.5 0.12

San Martin 
Jilotepeque

7 7.53 70.4 5.53 6 6.45 69.9 1 1.08 0.6 0.04

Quartz 1 1.08 0.5 0.04 1 1.08 0.5
Total 93 100.00 1,273.2 100.00

Table 8.29. Blade with and CE/M indexes from three sources at the Main Group, the Justo Group, and the Guzmán Group. 

El Chayal Ixtepeque San Martin Jilotepeque
Group Blade Width

(cm)
CE/M Blade Width

(cm)
CE/M Blade Width 

(cm)
CE/M

Main Group (N=16) 1.39 1.76 1.23 3.09 N/A N/A
Justo Group (N=12) 1.02 3.39 1.32 2.20 1 3.95

Guzmán Group ( N=13) 1.00 3.81 N/A N/A N/A N/A

Note: The samples are selected on the basis of non-ritual artifacts with the analysis of PIXE.
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Table 8.30. List of eccentric flints recovered from El Palmar during the field seasons from 2009 to 2012.

Foto ID ID AG Form Length 
(cm)

Width 
(cm)

Thickness 
(cm)

Weight 
(g)

Contexts Possible dates

Figure 7.35e
F18 PM Serpent 9.6 3.5 1.8 134.1 Cache 3 9.6.0.0.0 (March 20, A.D. 554)

Figure 7.35d F20 PM Serrated knife 15.6 4.5 1.7 115.8 Cache 3 9.6.0.0.0 (March 20, A.D. 554)
Figure 7.35h F22 PM Bifurcate 12.1 7.6 1.2 106.6 Cache 3 9.6.0.0.0 (March 20, A.D. 554)
Figure 7.35f F23 PM Ring 14.1 12.2 1.6 184.3 Cache 3 9.6.0.0.0 (March 20, A.D. 554)
Figure 7.35c F25 PM Crescent 11.6 3.2 1.5 84.3 Cache 3 9.6.0.0.0 (March 20, A.D. 554)
Figure 7.35a F26 PM Scepter like axe 21.3 8.8 2.5 284.1 Cache 3 9.6.0.0.0 (March 20, A.D. 554)
Figure 7.35g F32 PM Notched double-

pointed blade
13.3 5.6 1.1 68.7 Cache 3 9.6.0.0.0 (March 20, A.D. 554)

Figure 7.35i F33 PM Scorpion 13.6 5.9 1.6 117.6 Cache 3 9.6.0.0.0 (March 20, A.D. 554)
Figure 7.35b F34 PM Laurel-Leaf Blade 19.7 4.6 0.99 107.1 Cache 3 9.6.0.0.0 (March 20, A.D. 554)
Figure 7.34 GZ562 GZ Anthropomorphic 7.5 3.83 0.92 32.0 Termination 

Ritual 1
A.D. 711-974cal AD

(ca. A.D. 850)
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Figure 8.34. Distribution of obsidian artifacts by source at the different architectural 
groups of El Palmar. 
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The forms of eccentrics represented in Cache 3 were commonly produced across the 

lowland Maya centers (e.g. Kidder 1947; Pendergast 1979; Willey 1972). The forms of 

eccentric flints deposited in Cache 3 are shared with those of Cache 1 which Thompson 

found with the anthropomorphic eccentric (Figure 8.46). As with Cache 3, Cache 1 

includes a ring, serpent, scepter-like axe, laurel-leaf blades, and a notched double-

pointed blade, although this cache did not have eccentric flints with scorpion, bifurcate, 

and crescent forms. Our excavation did not detect an anthropomorphic eccentric in the 

Cache 3 deposit. The quality of manufacture of the eccentric flints in Cache 3 (A.D. 

554) seems to be higher than that of Cache 1 (A.D. 746). In addition to eccentric flints, 

Thompson also found obsidian cores in Cache 1, suggesting that the depositional pattern 

for dedication rituals continued for nearly 200 years at El Palmar. 

The meaning of eccentric forms remains unclear, but a total of nine eccentrics 

including the laurel-leaf blade may represent Maya symbolism of the underworld. For the 

ancient Maya, certain numbers such as 9, 13, and 52 represent symbolic meanings. Above 

all, the Maya believed that the number 9 represents the nine divisions of the underworld 

where God L lives as a Lord of the Night.  

Implications of Lithic Analyses for El Palmar

The lithic analyses assessed the manufacture and distribution of chipped stones and 

ground stones in the El Palmar polity. The results suggest that different social segments 

associated with the Main Group, the Justo Group, and the Guzmán Group had access 

to finished products of chert and obsidian as well as the raw materials. Even though the 

lithic analyses of the Main Group and the Justo Group were provisional due to the small 

sample size, the distribution of different stages of flakes and cores at the three groups 

may imply that different social groups were engaged in the manufacture of lithic artifacts. 

The results of typological analyses show that El Palmar people produced and used similar 



475

lithic forms. Above all, oval bifaces were the most common lithic tools manufactured at 

El Palmar. In contrast, the scarcity of greenstones at El Palmar may indicate social and 

cultural values are attached to this item.  

As with other centers in southeastern Campeche, obsidian at El Palmar is scarce 

(N= 119, 1.57%) relative to chert (N = 7,436, 98.04%) and the ratio of weight is 0.04%. 

The obsidian accessibility of El Palmar is lower than other major centers such as Tikal, 

Ceibal, and Copan (Table 8.26). Obsidian artifacts were recovered from the Main Group, 

the Justo Group, and the Guzmán Group, suggesting that different elite factions had 

access to obsidian. The different distribution of obsidian sources between the three 

groups, however, might indicate different access to the sources among them, although 

the results are provisional. The presence of obsidian polyhedral cores and flakes found 

in Caches 1, 2, and 3 at the Main Group suggest that obsidian was a valuable material 

not only as a utilitarian tool, but also as a symbolic object for ritual performance. Two 

exhausted obsidian cores found at the Guzmán Group suggest that the lakam officials of 

the Guzmán Group were not recipients of prismatic blades as finished products, but could 

have been agents who made prismatic blades from polyhedral cores.  

The sourcing analysis of obsidian by means of PIXE refined the allocation of 

obsidian in the El Palmar polity. While all the social groups at El Palmar had access to El 

Chayal obsidian, Ixtepeque and San Martin Jilotepeque obsidian was limited to those of 

the Main Group and the Justo Group. I should note that the Guzmán Group did not have 

any Ixtepeque obsidian which was closely associated with the Copán dynasty, and most 

of Ixtepeque obsidian artifacts were recovered from the Main Group. This result may 

indicate either sampling bias or that the diplomatic relation, carved on the hieroglyphic 

stairway (see Chapter 6), may not have been correlated with the acquisition of obsidian. 

 The continuity of depositional patterns between Cache 1 (A.D. 746) and Cache 

3 (A.D. 554) suggests that dedication rituals continued over nearly 200 years. El Palmar 
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rulers conducted these two rituals as completion ceremonies during the period-ending. 

During these ceremonies and termination rituals, eccentrics were important goods that 

emphasized the formality of ritual performance. 
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Figure 8.35. Anthropomorphic Eccentric Flint recovered from the termination ritual 
deposits of Structure GZ6, the Guzmán Group, El Palmar.
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Figure 8.36. Eccentric flints and a laurel-leaf blade in Cache 3, recovered from the K’awiil 
Plaza at the Main Group, El Palmar. 

Figure 8.37. Detailed drawing of a laurel-leaf blade in Cache 3, recovered from the 
K’awiil Plaza at the Main Group, El Palmar. 
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Figure 8.38. Detailed drawing of eccentric flint “scepter” in Cache 3, recovered 
from the K’awiil Plaza at the Main Group, El Palmar. 

Figure 8.39. Detailed drawing of eccentric flint “crescent” in Cache 3, 
recovered from the K’awiil Plaza at the Main Group, El Palmar. 
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Figure 8.40. Detailed drawing of eccentric flint “serrated knife” in Cache 3, recovered 
from the K’awiil Plaza at the Main Group, El Palmar. 

Figure 8.41. Detailed drawing of eccentric flint “serpent” in Cache 3, recovered from 
the K’awiil Plaza at the Main Group, El Palmar. 
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Figure 8.42. Detailed drawing of eccentric flint “ring” in Cache 3, recovered from the 
K’awiil Plaza at the Main Group, El Palmar. 

Figure 8.43. Detailed drawing of eccentric flint “notched blade” in Cache 3, recovered 
from the K’awiil Plaza at the Main Group, El Palmar. 
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Figure 8.44. Detailed drawing of eccentric flint “bifurcate” in Cache 3, recovered from 
the K’awiil Plaza at the Main Group, El Palmar. 

Figure 8.45. Detailed drawing of eccentric flint “scorpion” in Cache 3, recovered from 
the K’awiil Plaza at the Main Group, El Palmar. 
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Figure 8.46. Eccentric flints in Cache 1 recovered by Sir Eric Thompson in 1936. These 
flints were located at the base of Stela 10, the Great Plaza, the Main Group, El Palmar. 
Courtesy of Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University, [58-
34-20/58248].
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CHAPTER 9: 

THE HISTORY OF EL PALMAR PLAZAS

In Chapters 4 through 8 I presented the material evidence for plaza constructions 

and ritual performances at El Palmar. The results show that El Palmar people constructed 

and remodeled multiple plazas that varied in capacity, access, and visibility from the 

Late Preclassic period (ca. 300 B.C. –A.D.250) through the Terminal Classic period (ca. 

A.D. 800-1000). Eight plazas are located at the Main Group, two at the Justo Group, and 

one at the Guzmán Group. This chapter reconstructs El Palmar’s plaza history based 

on Bayesian statistical analysis in conjunction with the construction sequence of plazas, 

ceramic phases, and epigraphic studies of carved monuments. At the end of this chapter, 

I discuss the political significance of the outlying plazas in the overall political landscape 

of Classic Maya society.

Chronometric Dating

I applied two chronometric dating techniques to reconstruct El Palmar’s plaza 

history: radiocarbon or 14C dating and the Maya Calendar. Since I discussed the 

epigraphic studies of stone monuments with calendrical dates in Chapter 6, this chapter 

does not repeat them in detail, but integrates these calendrical dates of inscriptions in the 

process of reconstructing El Palmar plaza history. In terms of chronometric methods, 

dendrochronology is not useful in the Maya lowlands because constant humidity prevents 

trees from producing pronounced seasonal growth rings. The chronometric dating used 

for chronology building in the Maya lowlands is therefore radiocarbon dating. 

Since Willard Libby invented radiocarbon dating in the late 1940s, archaeologists 

have increasingly employed this radiometric method as a foundation for establishing 
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a site chronology. Nonetheless, most archaeologists recognize that there are certain 

problems with radiocarbon dating. One problem lies in the fact that the level of 14C in the 

atmosphere has not been constant, and therefore radiometric dates often show wiggles in 

the calibration curve (Reimer, et al. 2013). Another problem is potential contamination of 

radiocarbon samples in archaeological contexts. Problematic radiocarbon dates could be 

caused by both natural and artificial factors that include: the redeposition of old charcoal; 

stratigraphic mixing; the use of old wood in constructions; and marine and freshwater 

reservoir effects on human and animal bones. 

Maya archaeologists recently started applying Bayesian statistical analysis for the 

improvement of chronology building (e.g., Bachand 2008; Inomata, et al. 2013; Munson 

2012). The Bayesian statistical method is a mathematical approach that makes it possible 

to include multiple lines of evidence in the process of establishing the range of calibrated 

radiometric ages (Buck, et al. 1991). It is a rational procedure that connects radiometric 

age to field observation and laboratory results including stratigraphic relations, ceramic 

phases, and architectural sequences. Bayesian statistical analysis considers these 

archaeological data as prior interpretations with which we can calibrate radiocarbon 

ranges for chronology building. Formally speaking, the logical process is built on Bayes’s 

(1763) theorem, in which the posterior probability of a hypothesis is determined by 

combining the prior probability of a hypothesis with new evidence.  As such, Bayes’s 

mathematical formula is: 

P(A/B) = P(B/A) P(A)/P(B)

P(parameters/data) = P(data/parameters) P(parameters)/P(data)

where P(A/B) is the posterior probability being defined by combining P(A) (the prior 

probability for A) with B (the new data). 
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I would like to clarify that my main purpose for employing the Bayesian probability 

analysis is to detect problematic radiocarbon samples that should be eliminated for 

chronology building. Once we eliminate the problematic samples, we can confine the 

highest posterior density region (HPD), or credible interval (Buck, et al. 1996: 152-160). 

This method does not rectify radiocarbon dates, but it leads us to consider multiple 

factors in the process of building a site chronology. In some cases, when a ceramic phase 

in a construction episode shows later than the result of radiocarbon samples recovered 

from secondary fill, I place priority on the ceramic phase. That is to say, the Bayesian 

analysis is an analytical tool to enrich our archaeological interpretations, not to determine 

the date. For two sigma calibration and Bayesian statistical analysis, I ran Oxcal 4.2.2 

program (Ramsey 2013).

Bayesian Modeling

Nineteen radiocarbon samples recovered from different excavation contexts were 

analyzed at the AMS Laboratory of the University of Arizona. In the laboratory, each 

sample was labelled with a number (e.g. AA86915). All samples were collected from 

a sealed stratum, with seven samples coming from primary contexts and twelve from 

secondary fill. These twelve samples were recovered from construction fill, which are 

not as reliable as the rest of the samples from primary contexts. Table 9.1 shows the result 

and context of each sample and Figure 9.1 shows stratigraphic relations with radiocarbon 

samples and ceramic phases at El Palmar. 

Figure 9.2ab shows the results of Bayesian modeling (see also Table 9.2). 

Radiocarbon samples were collected from five plazas at the Main Group and from 

four structures (including substructures) at the Guzmán Group. At the Main Group, 

I examined the construction sequence of the Central Plaza, Plaza H, Plaza G, and the 

Great Plaza. The results show that six samples appear to be problematic. They were 
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Table 9.1. AMS Radiocarbon Dates with Ceramic Phase. 

No. AA Material Uncal 
14C 

date(BP)

± 
age

2-σ Calibrated 
date (95.4%)

Ceramic 
Phase

Group Plaza / 
Structure

Layer Lot Floor 
No.

Context

1 AA86915 Charcoal 2,159 36 360-94 calBC Chicanel Main Group Central Plaza 12 1 Floor7 
Const. 1

Secondary fill

2 AA86912 Charcoal 2,110 100 384calBC-65calAD Sabucan Main Group Central Plaza 9 5 5 Secondary fill
3 AA86910 Charcoal 1,807 35 126-330 calAD Sabucan Main Group Central Plaza 9 3 5 Secondary fill
4 AA86907 Charcoal 2,557 36 806-547 calBC Chacsik 

Tzakol
Main Group Central Plaza 8 3 4 Secondary fill

5 AA86905 Charcoal 1,831 35 83-316 calAD Sabucan
Bejuco

Main Group Central Plaza 6 1 3 Secondary fill

6 AA86906 Charcoal 1,800 45 87-343calAD Sabucan
Bejuco

Main Group Central Plaza 7 1 3 Secondary fill

7 AA86920 Charcoal 1,789 36 131-335 calAD Chacsik 
Tzakol

Main Group Great Plaza 5 1 2 Secondary fill

8 AA86923 Charcoal 2,084 36 199-1 calBC Chicanel Main Group Plaza H 8 1 6 On the floor
9 AA86924 Charcoal 2,104 35 343-41 calBC Chicanel Main Group Plaza H 8 1 6 Secondary fill
10 AA86925 Charcoal 2,858 37 1127-916 calBC Chicanel Main Group Plaza H 8 2 6 Secondary fill
11 AA86926 Charcoal 1,597 36 391-546 calAD Sabucan Main Group Plaza G 6 1 3 Secondary fill
12 AA86927 Charcoal 1,768 36 137-378 calAD Sabucan Main Group Plaza G 6 7 3 Secondary fill
13 AA86928 Charcoal 1,592 36 395-548 calAD Sabucan Main Group Plaza G 6 15 3 Secondary fill
14 AA95404 Seeds 1,334 37 642-769 calAD Bejuco Guzmán 

Group
Str. GZ5 

Sub-4
13 1 6 Termination 

ritual
15 AA95398 Charcoal 1,446 38 551-656 calAD Bejuco Guzmán 

Group
Str. GZ5 sub-1 6 2 4 Ritual dump

16 AA95401 Charcoal 1,311 37 653-770 calAD Bejuco-
Chintok

Guzmán 
Group

Str. GZ1 Sub-1 8 1 1 Fire ritual

17 AA95402 Charcoal 1,220 37 687-890 calAD Xcocom Guzmán 
Group

Str. GZ1 5 1 1 Termination 
ritual

18 AA95400 Charcoal 1,180 44 713-974 cal AD Xcocom Guzmán 
Group

Str. GZ6 3 1 1 Termination 
ritual

19 AA95405 Human 
Bones

1,820 100 38calBC-415calAD Bejuco-
Chintok

Guzmán 
Group

Str. GZ1 Sub-1 15 1 2 Burial 1
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Table 9.2. Calibrated Results based on Bayesian Statistical Analysis.

No. ASM lab No. Plaza/Structure 2-σ Calibrated date 
(95.4%)

Bayesian HPD (95.4 
%)

A P C

1 AA86915 Central Plaza 360-94 calBC 349-52 calBC 82.8 99.3
2 AA86912 Central Plaza 384 calBC-65calAD Outlier 98.4
3 AA86910 Central Plaza 126-330 calAD 88-239 calAD 102 99.7
4 AA86907 Central Plaza 806-547 calBC Outlier 98.4
5 AA86905 Central Plaza 83-316 calAD 138-322 calAD 97.7 99.7
6 AA86906 Central Plaza 87-343 calAD 141-343 calAD 102.1 99.6
7 AA86920 Great Plaza 131-335 calAD 133-334 calAD 100.4 99.5
8 AA86923 Plaza H 199-1 calBC 171-3 calBC 105.5 99.7
9 AA86924 Plaza H 343-41 calBC 201-60 calBC 107.6 99.7
10 AA86925 Plaza H 1127-916 calBC Outlier 0.4 99.4
11 AA86926 Plaza G 391-546 calAD 391-546 calAD 99.8 99.4
12 AA86927 Plaza G 137-378 calAD Outlier 99.1 99.3
13 AA86928 Plaza G 395-548 calAD 395-549 calAD 99.9 99.2
14 AA95404 Str. GZ5 Sub-4 642-769 calAD 642-767 calAD 102.3 99.5
15 AA95398 Str. GZ5 sub-1 551-656 calAD Outlier 1.1 99.3
16 AA95405 Str. GZ1 Sub-1 38 calBC-415 calAD Outlier 88 98.3
17 AA95401 Str. GZ1 653-770 calAD 654-724 calAD 106.4 99.8
18 AA95402 Str. GZ1 687-890 calAD 732-888 calAD 109.9 99.6
19 AA95400 Str. GZ6 713-974 calAD 729-942 calAD 113.3  99.5
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Figure 9.1. Stratigraphic relations and ceramics phases of radiocarbon samples from El 
Palmar.
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Figure 9.1 (Continued). Stratigraphic relations and ceramics phases of radiocarbon 
samples from El Palmar.
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Figure 9.2a. The results of the Bayesian analysis of radiocarbon dates from the Main 
Group. Note that problematic samples are represented by red color. 
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Figure 9.2b. The results of the Bayesian analysis of radiocarbon dates from the Guzmán 
Group. Note that the problematic samples are represented by red color. 
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collected from the Central Plaza (AA86912, AA86907), Plaza G (AA86927), Plaza H 

(AA86925) at the Main Group, and from Structure GZ5-Sub4 (AA95398) Structure GZ1-

Sub1 (AA95405) at the Guzmán Group. The ceramic analysis and stratigraphic relations 

suggest that the floor 5 of the Central Plaza was built during the Sabucan phase (A.D. 

400-600), but the samples AA86912 and AA86907 date to 384 cal BC-65 cal AD and 

806-547 cal BC, respectively. Judging from the ceramic analysis, the result of AA86910 

(126-330 cal AD) seems to be earlier than the construction date of the floor 5. This early 

date is probably due to the context of AA86910, which is secondary fill. The result of the 

sample AA 86925 (1127-916 cal BC) at Plaza H is too old because there does not exist 

corresponding ceramic assemblages at El Palmar. The sample AA86927 is associated 

with sherds recovered from the floor 3 at Plaza G, but the other two samples (AA86926 

and AA86928) from the same context represent younger than AA86927 and their dates 

are close enough to suggest the construction date of this floor. I conclude that these 

problematic samples were the redeposition of old charcoals. Therefore, I excluded them 

from Bayesian calibration.

I detected two problematic samples at the Guzmán Group. The sample AA95405 

is a human bone from Burial 1. Multiple lines of evidence derived from stratigraphic 

relations, ceramic typological analysis, and the calendric date of the hieroglyphic stairway 

signal that the radiocarbon date of this sample is too old. The imprecise dating of this 

sample was likely due to the small proportion of collagen (0.2 %) contained in the piece 

of femur used for dating. Another sample AA95398 was recovered from the deposit of 

possible ritual dump that is a primary context. However, I detected the problem with this 

sample based on the stratigraphic correlations with the radiocarbon sample AA95404. 

The AA95404 sample is carbonized fruits of a palm tree (Orbignya Cohune). Since a 

palm tree produces fruits annually and such fruits cannot be preserved in a tropical 

environment over an extended period, this fruit most likely points to the precise date 
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of Termination Ritual 2 that took place before the building of Structure GZ5-Sub 4. 

The result of this sample dates to 642-769 cal AD and the sample from the ritual dump 

(AA95398) dates to 551-656 cal AD. From the viewpoint of stratigraphy, the ritual dump 

occurred posterior to Termination Ritual 2 and the radiocarbon dates of the two samples 

overlap 14 years, but there exist two substructures between the termination ritual and 

ritual dump. It is unlikely that builders remodeled the structure three times within 14 

years. Again, the dating problems with the sample AA95398 could be due to old charcoals 

that should be removed from Bayesian analysis. 

The Bayesian result of Plaza H refined its construction episodes. The calibrated 

dates of two samples (AA86923 and AA86924) from Plaza H appear to be consistent.  

The first sample AA86924 (201-60 cal BC) was collected under Floor 6 and the second 

sample AA86923 (171-3 cal BC) was collected on the surface of Floor 6. The presence 

of Protoclassic sherds in the construction fill of Floor 6 suggests that this second earliest 

floor of Plaza H was probably built around 75-60 cal BC. The second sample may 

represent the end of using the floor and the construction of a subsequent floor (Floor 

5), which could have been around 60-3 cal BC according to the radiocarbon dates. The 

construction fill of Floor 5, however, included a fragment of San Blas Red on Orange that 

is younger than the radiocarbon date of AA86923. There can be two possibilities for the 

old date of this sample. One is that the sample has the old wood problem. Another is that 

the Early Classic sherd was mixed in the construction fill of Floor 5. The latter case is 

more likely than the former one because the plaster surface of Floor 5 was eroded and the 

sherds could have intruded into the floor through bioturbation (see Chapter 5). The piece 

of charcoal recorded as radiocarbon sample AA86923 was probably the remains of some 

activities with fire. Considering all these factors, I suggest that the Bayesian calibration 

of Plaza H properly represents the floor dates. That is to say, the construction period of 

Floor 6 dates to 75-60 cal BC and that of Floor 5 is 60-3 cal BC. 
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A radiocarbon sample (AA86920) collected from the Great Plaza appears to date 

older than the real construction period. The sample is collected in the construction fill of 

Floor 2 and the two sigma calibration dates to 131-335 cal AD. However, we identified 

the Middle Classic sherds (A.D. 400-600) in the construction fill of Floor 3 and Floor 4 

as well as that of the platform. Because these floors and platforms were located under 

Floor 2, Floor 2 was built before A.D. 400. I assume that the temporal gap between the 

radiocarbon date and ceramic analysis is due to the old wood problem or redeposition of 

old charcoal. It is reasonable to consider that Floor 2 was built during the Middle Classic 

period (ca. A.D. 400-600) rather than the date that the radiocarbon sample indicates. 

Plaza G has three samples collected from construction fill under Floor 3. Despite its 

uncertain context, the results of radiocarbon dating are consistent with ceramic analysis 

and the dates of two of the three samples are quite close. The results of Bayesian analysis 

suggest that the sample AA86926 dates to 391-546 cal AD and sample AA96928 dates to 

395-549 cal AD.  The ceramic analysis supports that Floor 3 was built during the Middle 

Classic period. The calibrated date of the third sample AA86927 (137-378 cal AD) is 

too old given the ceramic deposits and the close dates of the two former samples. The 

temporal difference between AA86926 (391-546 cal AD) and AA96928 (395-548 cal AD) 

is subtle in the scope of archaeological research. In this case, we should select the later 

date (i.e. 395-548 cal AD) when we obtain the temporal gap from two different samples 

in the same context. Thus, considering the presence of Middle Classic sherds in the 

construction fill, I suggest that Floor 3 of Plaza G was built between A.D. 400 and 550.

At the Guzmán Group, radiocarbon samples dated to different ritual events. The 

Bayesian analysis suggests that the first termination ritual (Termination Ritual 2) was 

carried out between 642-767 cal AD when Structure GZ5-Sub 4 was constructed. A 

charcoal collected from a fire ritual in Structure GZ1 dates to 654-724 cal AD. The 

remains of the fire ritual were sealed by a plaster floor, most likely associated with the 
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building of the hieroglyphic stairway. Because the stairway was built around A.D. 726, 

the fire ritual could have occurred right before the completion of the stairway. 

We collected a total of two radiocarbon samples (AA95402 and AA95400) from 

Termination Ritual 1 at Structure GZ1 and Structure GZ6. Ceramic analysis suggests 

that the termination ritual was carried out around A.D. 800-900. Bayesian analysis of two 

samples suggests that it took place in 709-940 cal AD, which accord with the ceramic 

phase. Therefore, Termination Ritual 1 occurred between A.D. 800 and 900. The results 

of the Bayesian statistical analysis provide a robust outline for reconstructing the history 

of El Palmar plazas.

The History of El Palmar Plazas

I attempt to reconstruct the plaza history of El Palmar based on the results of the 

Bayesian analysis. In doing so, I highlight experiential aspects in the El Palmar plazas 

by describing changes in the capacity, access, visibility, and the labor investment. I also 

present preliminary results of volume estimates for the construction and remodeling of 

plazas. People’s engagements with ritual activities were not limited at the moment these 

events occurred. Rather, most of their time and energy were consumed in construction 

events and the preparation of ritual events. I infer the degree of people’s commitments to 

plaza constructions over time based on the volume of construction fill. The calculation 

consists of the sum of a plaza area multiplied by the depth of each plaza’s construction 

fill. We did not excavate entire plazas and there is a lack of experimental analysis 

to estimate how many persons per square meter were required for building plazas. 

Nevertheless, I consider these result suggestive of understanding changes in labor 

investments for plaza constructions over time. 

Table 9.3 and Figure 9.3 show the preliminary results of changes in accommodated 

capacity of the plazas and their volumetric estimates over time. The volume of fill needed 
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Table 9.3. Sizes and estimated capacities of El Palmar plazas and their changes over time.

Size Estimated Capacity  
Plaza (Main Group) Area(m2) 0.46m²/person 1m²/person 3.6m²/person

Great Plaza 14,135 30,728 14,135 3,926
Central Plaza 6,674 14,509 6,674 1,854
Plaza K’awiil 3,161 6,872 3,161 878

Plaza E 9,096 19,774 9,096 2,527
Plaza F 6,134 13,335 6,134 1,704
Plaza G 1,050 2,283 1,050 292
Plaza H 2,455 5,337 2,455 682

Plaza López 890 1,935 890 247
Plaza A of the Guzmán Group 968 2,104 968 269

Size Total Estimated 
Capacity of Plazas 

per Period
Period Area(m2) 0.46m²/person 1m²/person 3.6m²/person

Protoclassic (75 B.C.-A.D. 200) 9,129 19,846 9,129 2,536
Early Classic (A.D. 200-400) 9,129? 19,846? 9,129? 2,536?

Middle Classic (A.D. 400-600) 36,571 79,502 36,571 10,159
Late Classic  (A.D. 600-800) 43,595 94,772 43,595 12,110

Terminal Classic (A.D. 800-1,000) 43,595 94,772 43,595 12,110
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Figure 9.3. Volumetric estimates of plaza constructions at the Main Group over time.
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to construct plazas significantly increased from the Late Preclassic (3,204 m3) through 

the Late Classic period (16,134 m3). The fill volume totaling 25,832 m3 during the Middle 

Classic period was about three times greater than the sum of the Late Preclassic (3,204 

m3) and the Protoclassic period (5,557 m3). The results hence show that people mostly 

invested their resources into plaza constructions during the Middle Classic period, 

although I need to refine these estimated volumes through future excavation.

A focus of my dissertation is to reveal the significance of outlying plazas in 

community building. To highlight the implication of the outlying plazas, I describe the 

plaza history of the Main Group and that of the Guzmán Group separately. In this regard, 

I examine the spatial distribution of termination deposits at the Guzmán Group and 

attempt to reconstruct behavioral aspects of a termination ritual. 

The Rise of Ceremonial Spaces at the Main Group (ca. 150 B.C. –A.D. 250) 

Archaeological evidence of the earliest occupation at El Palmar resembles that of 

other centers in southeastern Campeche. We categorized Middle Preclassic sherds (0.07%, 

N=14) from later construction fill of the Central Plaza and Plaza H at the Main Group 

and of Plaza A at the Guzmán Group At the several areas of both the Main Group and 

the Guzmán Group we detected the modified marl which might be evidence of initial 

occupations at El Palmar. This evidence may indicate that people inhabited the areas in or 

around the Main Group and Guzmán Group before or during the Late Preclassic period, 

but the small quantity of Middle Preclassic sherds indicate that even if the settlement 

existed, it must have been small and dispersed. It is equally possible that El Palmar was 

not inhabited during the Middle Preclassic period. 

The results of my research suggest that the Maya at El Palmar constructed 

ceremonial spaces between the Late Preclassic and the Protoclassic periods (ca. 150-60 

B.C.). The results of excavations and material analyses suggest that the ceremonial space 
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of the Main Group was first configured by two of the eight plazas: the Central Plaza 

(6,674 m2) and Plaza H (2,455 m2). The Central Plaza is an open space located northeast of 

the central reservoir (or aguada). It possesses three entrances in the northeast, northwest, 

and southwest corners, indicating that this was a public space. In particular, the southwest 

corner was likely the main entrance because of its greater width (30 m). In addition to 

those entrances, the south end of the Central Plaza has a narrow staircase that ascends 

the Great Platform. The surrounding structures emphasize the ceremonial nature of the 

plaza. The west side of the plaza is enclosed by Temple I, the largest pyramidal temple 

in the El Palmar polity, while the east side is defined by Architectural Complex PM19 

that consists of six temples on a large platform. The excavation exposed a platform built 

with large uncut rocks below the Central Plaza. One radiocarbon sample recovered from 

its construction fill dates to 360–94 cal BC. Considering the presence of the Protoclassic 

sherds in the fill, I assume that this platform was built during the Protoclassic period 

(ca. 75 B.C.-A.D. 250). The considerable increase in Late Preclassic and Protoclassic 

sherds (15.35%, N=2,932) suggests that the El Palmar population increased between the 

first century B.C. and the third century A.D. In the outlying areas we recovered Late 

Preclassic materials mostly in chultun deposits, but the excavations at the Justo Group and 

Guzmán Group did not detect any Late Preclassic floors, suggesting that the settlement of 

these two outlying groups were small and dispersed.  

In contrast to the public space of the Central Plaza, a small square called Plaza H 

(2,455 m2) might have been built as a sort of private space, judging by the relatively 

confined access to the elevated Great Platform. The main access to Plaza H is located 

at its south end where an internal causeway connects the plaza to the K’awiil Plaza. I 

mentioned above that there is another access point to Plaza H at the north end of the 

Great Platform. The narrowness and elevation of these two entrances could have enabled 

ceremonial organizers to control the flow of people.
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Nevertheless, it is unlikely that Plaza H was designed as an exclusive space. The 

elevation of the Great Platform, about 5 m high without surrounding walls, was not 

probably enough to conceal ritual events from the areas surrounding the Great Platform. 

Instead, ritual performances in the plaza could have been visible to the public. In fact, 

the excavation shows that the surface level of Plaza H during this period was 1.6 m lower 

than the most recent floor level, meaning that the elevation of the Great Platform was 

3.4 m. Thus, during the Late Preclassic period El Palmar builders subtly set the visibility 

distinction between the Central Plaza and Plaza H, but did not build an exclusive space for 

rulers. While the earliest construction period of Plaza H remains unclear, the radiocarbon 

sample from the second earliest floor at Plaza H and the Protoclassic sherds in its fill 

indicate that this second floor was built around 75-60 B.C., roughly contemporaneous 

with the first construction of the Central Plaza. The floor of Plaza H was remodeled with 

densely accommodated chert and limestone for construction fill around 60-3 B.C. 

How were the construction activities of the Central Plaza and Plaza H at El Palmar 

associated with the geopolitical dynamics of the Maya lowlands? During the Late 

Preclassic and Protoclassic periods, at neighboring centers such as Calakmul (Carrasco 

2012), Becan (Campaña 2001), and Río Azul (Adams 1999), the Maya were engaged in 

building substantial ceremonial architecture surrounding plazas. Thomas (1981) reported 

considerable population in the outlying areas of Becan where people constructed plaza 

groups. These data suggest that the plaza activities played integrative roles and through 

these activities people gathered together in this region during the Late Preclassic period. 

In contrast, the space of public gathering at El Palmar was limited until the end of the 

Preclassic period (ca. 150 B.C.), suggesting the El Palmar was founded after other centers 

were established. 

The construction program of the Central Plaza and Plaza H might have been 

associated with the collapse of El Mirador in A.D. 150. The available data at El Palmar 



502

show that builders remodeled the Central Plaza and Plaza H during the second half of 

the Protoclassic period (A.D. 150-250). These plaza activities suggest that El Mirador’s 

collapse did not immediately affect El Palmar, although during the subsequent period 

(A.D. 250-400) El Palmar experienced the disruption of plaza activities. 

The estimated capacity of public plazas could characterize the scale of ritual events 

at the Main Group during the Late Preclassic and the Protoclassic periods (150 B.C. -A.D. 

250). Taking into consideration the possible variation of the area occupied by one person 

(0.46 to 3.6 m2/person), the number of people that could have been accommodated in 

the Central Plaza ranges from 1,854 to 14,509 persons while Plaza H has a capacity of 

from 682 to 5,337 persons. The highest ranges of participant density might have occurred 

when important spectacles were conducted. Who was the audience? The ratio between 

the open and private plazas may provide clues to the characteristics of ritual participants. 

Through analyzing colonial documents, Restall (2001:353–358) argues that a dynastic 

elite comprised about five percent of the population. The maximum estimated capacity 

of Plaza H (5,337 persons) is 36.8 percent of the Central Plaza’s maximum estimated 

capacity (14,509 persons). This result may indicate that the audience of Plaza H was not 

exclusively ruling elites.

The preliminary results of estimated volume of plaza constructions provide a 

comparative basis for people’s dedication to ritual activities over time (Table 9.3). The 

results show that El Palmar builders moved 3,204 m3 of fill to construct the Central Plaza 

during the Late Preclassic period (ca. 150-75 B.C.). They remodeled the Central Plaza 

and Plaza H with an estimated volume of 5,557 m3 during the Protoclassic period (ca. 75 

B.C.-A.D. 250). These labor investments are small compared to the Middle Classic period, 

although more excavation data are needed to obtain more accurate estimates. 
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The Disruption of Plaza Activities at the Main Group during the Early Classic period (ca. 

A.D. 250-400)

The erosion of plaster floors at the Central Plaza and Plaza H suggest that plaza 

activities stopped during the Early Classic period (ca. A.D. 250-400). The modest 

platform detected at the Great Plaza might have been part of the plaza, but the absence 

of this floor in the east side of the plaza indicates that these construction projects are not 

likely to have been associated with the construction of the Great Plaza. So far, we have 

not detected any evidence that the Maya constructed a new plaza or remodeled the exiting 

plazas at the Main Group during this period. Except the modest platform found at the 

Great Plaza, the excavations at the Great Plaza, Plaza E, and the K’awiil Plaza revealed 

unpaved areas that may have exposed vertisol soils by the Middle Classic period (ca. 

A.D.400-600). During rainy seasons such soils became muddy and unstable and, without 

a plaster floor, the areas was an inadequate space for ceremonial events. We have not 

detected plaza groups in the outlying areas during this period.

The absence of plaza activities at the Main Group does not accord well with the 

presence of early monuments in the El Palmar polity. Stela 45 and possibly Stela 46 were 

erected from the end of the Protoclassic through the Early Classic period (ca. A.D. 250-

400). An explanation for this discrepancy may be that El Palmar people did not construct 

or remodel plazas in the urban core during this period, but continued to occupy its 

outlying areas where these stelae were recovered. Another explanation is that these stelae 

were erected at the very beginning of the Middle Classic period. This latter interpretation 

seems not to be the case because our preliminary analysis of Stela 46 dates to September 

5, A.D. 176. More excavation and epigraphic data are needed to examine the relationship 

between the plaza activities of El Palmar and the collapse of El Mirador.

Material analyses have suggested that long distance exchange between El Palmar 

and distant centers was relatively limited from the Late Preclassic through the Early 
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Classic period. Our excavations have not recovered obsidian and jade from the Late 

Preclassic and Early Classic deposits. In contrast, scholars reported these exotic goods 

at Becan (Rovner and Lowenstein 1997), indicating that the merchants of Becan already 

had a regional network. Pakluum trickle-decorated Zapatista, an important vessel 

characterizing Becan ceramic assemblages, is absent at El Palmar. Petrographic analyses 

suggest that tempers used for ceramic production are local and El Palmar potters did 

not have access to exotic temper such as volcanic ash until the Middle Classic period. 

Instead, they used sherd temper, a common ceramic technology at Uaxactun (Smith 

1955:21-22), but apparently absent at Becan (Ball 1977: 154). This absence suggests that 

the sociopolitical network between El Palmar and Becan was not intensive before the 

Middle Classic period. Judging from all lines of evidence mentioned above, I propose the 

hypothesis that the El Palmar polity was not a regional center such as Calakmul, Becan, 

and Uaxactun during the Late Preclassic period (ca. 300-75 B.C.). During the Protoclassic 

period, El Palmar people established ceremonial spaces at the Central Plaza and Plaza 

H, but the cessation of construction activities after around A.D. 250 suggest that ritual 

performances took place in these spaces may not have been successful. We need to 

examine this hypothesis through the excavations of monumental structures surrounding 

the Central Plaza and Plaza H at the Main Group.

Building the Ritual Landscape at El Palmar (ca. A.D. 400-600)

The Middle Classic (ca. A.D. 400-600) appears to be a period of political turbulence 

in southeastern Campeche and the northern Peten (for detailed arguments over the Middle 

Classic period in the central Maya lowlands, see Chapter 3). Epigraphic studies have 

suggested that the competitive political expansion of agents possibly from Teotihuacan, 

and subsequently from the Tikal and Kaan dynasties, redrew the political landscape 

of Maya polities (Freidel, et al. 2007; Martin and Grube 2008; Stuart 2000a).  Among 
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several polities in the central Maya lowlands, epigraphic data show that two neighboring 

polities, Río Azul, 34 km south of El Palmar, and Los Alacranes, 18 km to the southeast, 

were involved in the political expansion of Teotihuacan-Tikal and Kaan dynasties during 

the Middle Classic period.

Under this political turbulence the ritual landscape of El Palmar changed 

dramatically. We can observe such changes in the comparative analysis of the estimated 

capacity and labor investment of plazas through time. During the Late Preclassic and 

Protoclassic periods, the sum of the maximum estimated plaza capacity was 19,846 

persons calculated at 0.46m2 per person. In contrast, during the Middle Classic period 

this maximum increases to 79,502 persons, about four times more than during the 

previous periods. The excavation at the Great Plaza revealed a brief occupation with a 

modest platform in the early phase of this period, and subsequently surrounding areas 

with vertisol soils were paved with plaster floors. The volume needed to construct and 

remodel plazas during the Middle Classic period was a total of 25,832 m3, about three 

times greater than that of the previous periods (8,761 m3). Despite the fact that I do not 

yet have data on population estimates, the result shows that different social groups at El 

Palmar, probably including neighboring inhabitants, may have become more intensively 

involved in the construction project of plazas and ritual performances at the Main Group 

during the Middle Classic period. 

This transformation of spatial settings may indicate that El Palmar became a regional 

center, with an increase in population and material flows, and alteration in the political 

organization, calling for ever larger ceremonial events. Above all, four large plazas 

had become essential elements in El Palmar ritual landscape by the end of the Middle 

Classic period: the Great Plaza, Plazas E and G, and the K’awiil Plaza. The stratigraphic 

excavations, radiocarbon dating, and ceramic analyses suggest that these plazas were 

constructed during the Middle Classic period (ca. A.D. 400–600). Among the open 
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spaces, the Great Plaza (14,135 m2) became the largest public plaza at the site. It has 

access from its northeastern corner where a causeway connects it to the north outlying 

group, the Guzmán Group. The western and northern perimeter of the Great Plaza is 

defined by monumental architecture, which consists of several vaulted structures and a 

platform. In particular, Structure PM5, a pyramidal temple with a wide staircase at the 

west side of the plaza, was presumably a main stage for royal performance. The east side 

of the plaza is formed by five structures and beyond them farther to the east is a ballcourt. 

The number of people that could have been accommodated at the Great Plaza ranged 

from 3,926 to 30,728 persons, which is twice the capacity of the Central Plaza.  Other 

than the Great Plaza, Plaza E could have served for mass spectacles during the Middle 

Classic period. It is located to the southwest of the Great Plaza and is irregularly shaped 

by monumental structures (PM3, PM5, PM6, and PM45–47). Similar to the Great Plaza, 

Plaza E (9,096 m2) can also accommodate a large audience of nearly 20,000 persons if 

each person occupied 0.46 m2 of the plaza. The main access opens to the east side while 

other areas are closed by monumental architecture. Moreover, the west end of Plaza E has 

a platform stage that leads to the entrance of the immense Structure PM3, whose upper 

part encompasses Plaza G.

In contrast to the Great Plaza and Plaza E, visibility of and access to Plaza G are 

rigorously controlled by vaulted rectangular structures and Plaza G’s elevation from 

the ground. The construction of this exclusive space is contemporaneous with the 

construction of the Great Plaza. Judging from the contemporaneity of two radiocarbon 

dates and the presence of Lucha Incised ceramic type, it is likely that the earliest floor of 

Plaza G was built during 450-545 cal AD. Plaza G defines the west side of Plaza E and is 

elevated 10 m from the ground level of Plaza E. The inside area of Plaza G measures 1050 

m2, indicating that only a limited number of people witnessed the ritual events in Plaza 

G. In fact, the high elevation of the base along with the rectangular structures enclosing 
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the plaza renders invisible any activities in Plaza G from the surrounding areas. When 

compared with Plaza H, which was built during the Protoclassic period, the access to 

and visibility of Plaza G is much more restricted. The ratio of the maximum estimated 

capacity of Plaza G to that of the Great Plaza (7.4%) is considerably small. This result 

seems to be closely tied to the restricted access to and invisibility of Plaza G. I assume 

that the performers and audience for private ceremonies that took place at Plaza G were 

exclusively ruling elites. The physical separation of public spectacles from elite rituals 

suggests that asymmetrical social relations became more pronounced at El Palmar during 

this period.

In addition to the north section, a test excavation in conjunction with ceramic 

analysis and epigraphic data indicates that the southern section of the Main Group was 

paved with a plaster floor about the middle of the sixth century. To the south of the 

central aguada is the K’awiil Plaza, which stands on a natural rise 7 m high, making the 

plaza broadly visible from the surrounding areas. The main access is by three internal 

causeways connected to the central aguada, Plaza H, and the López Plaza. The K’awiil 

Plaza is a rectangular space measuring 3,161m2, with Temple II standing at the east 

side of the plaza. While excavations in the plaza did not yield radiocarbon samples, the 

construction period of the K’awiil Plaza could be dated from the inscription of Altar 

10 located at the foot of Temple II. Except Stelae 45 and 46, Altar 10 has been the 

earliest monument at the Main Group. The inscriptions with 23 glyph blocks record 

the celebration of the sixth K’atun period ending (9.6.0.0.0. or March 20, A.D. 554). In 

the west side of Altar 10 the excavation recovered a cache (Cache 3) beneath the plaza 

floor. The absence of intrusion into the plaza floor suggests that the deposition of the 

cache and the construction of the plaza floor were contemporaneous, which means that 

the plaza was completed around A.D. 554. The specific function of the K’awiil Plaza 

remains unknown, but its limited capacity ranging from 878 to 6,872 persons and three 
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internal causeways connecting the plaza to other sectors of the Main Group may signal 

a ritual procession, comparable to the use of a pair of causeways that connect to Temple 

IV at Tikal proposed by Reese-Taylor (2002:157–159). The three causeways connected 

to the K’awiil Plaza may have been designed for the continuous flow of people, although 

the elevation and visibility of the K’awiil Plaza allowed the audience to see ritual the 

performances from surrounding areas. 

The glyphic narratives carved on Altar 10 might reflect the political landscape of 

southeastern Campeche during the Middle Classic period. The altar records that a ruler 

K’ahk’ . . . laj Chan Yopaat commissioned to erect this monument in A.D.554. He holds a 

string of royal titles specific to El Palmar, sakho’ok? wakpiit? ajaw, “White Valley?, the 

lord of six litters.” He does not hold the k’uhul sign, suggesting that the powerful Tikal 

or Kaan dynasties, or both, exercised political power to the El Palmar polity around A.D. 

554. From the Middle Classic through the Late Classic period the absence of k’uhul sign 

in the royal title occurred at many centers in the region (Grube 2005), and El Palmar was 

the case. The El Palmar polity was probably under a certain degree of political influence 

of Tikal or Calakmul during the Middle Classic period. 

The dramatic transformation of the ritual landscape at the Main Group during the 

Middle Classic period is correlated with changes in material culture. Cache 3 contains 

22 obsidian cores and 22 obsidian flakes. The sourcing analysis of PIXE determined 

that the recovered obsidian artifacts at Cache 3 came from El Chayal and San Martín 

Jilotepeque. So far, no Mexican obsidian has been recovered at El Palmar, suggesting that 

the direction of trading was toward the southern Maya area. Moreover, the presence of 

a new lithic tool, a doomed smoother, may indicate changes in craft production during 

the Middle Classic period. Ceramic production also changed during this time. The use 

of volcanic ash temper and the absence of clay chunks in ceramic paste demonstrate 

innovations in ceramic technology. However, the uneven use of volcanic ash in serving 
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vessels suggests an experimentation period for this new technology or people imported 

these products from distant centers. These results indicate that the El Palmar people 

participated in socioeconomic networks involving a long distance trade. 

Despite the multiple lines of evidence that indicate the urban transformation of the 

Main Group during the Middle Classic period, there is a discrepancy in the material 

correlation with the social change. The Middle Classic sherds occupies 9.93 % (N = 

1896) of the total quantity and within the Main Group we recovered only 2.32 % (N 

= 100), representing a considerably low ratio in the entire ceramic assemblages at El 

Palmar. This gap might be derived from two problems; 1) we categorized some portion 

of the Middle Classic sherds as Late Classic types because of temporal differences in 

the use of certain ceramic types between the lowland Maya centers (in particular, red 

monochrome and striated types), and 2) our excavation areas in the Main Group were too 

small to yield Middle Classic deposits. Nevertheless, multiple lines of evidence support 

the interpretation that the Great Plaza, Plaza E, Plaza G, and the K’awiil Plaza were 

built during the Middle Classic period.  The discrepancy between spatial settings and 

material evidence during the Middle Classic period could be examined through extensive 

excavations of monumental architecture at the Main Group. 

Ritual performances at the Main Group (ca. A.D. 600-884)

During the Late Classic period (ca. A.D. 600–800), ceremonial spaces were further 

amplified at El Palmar. Plaza F (6,134 m2) and the López Plaza (890 m2) were constructed 

at the Main Group in addition to the remodeling of previous plazas. These construction 

activities involved high labor investments (16,133.50 m3). The construction program of 

plazas extended to its outlying areas including the Justo Group and the Guzmán Group.

In large public spaces of El Palmar the ritual performances of successive rulers 

were commemorated in numerous stelae and altars. Stela 12, which was erected at 
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Plaza E probably between A.D. 636 and 692, records a royal dance in the physical or 

symbolical presence of Yuknoom Ch’e’n II, the most powerful ruler of the Kaan dynasty 

seated in Calakmul (Martin and Grube 2008). Four of eleven stelae erected at the Great 

Plaza at A.D. 721, 731, 746 (711?), and 800, served to exhibit royal authority as well as 

to materialize the social memory of public ceremonies. During the period ending in 

A.D. 721 and 800, rulers performed scattering incense rituals in the Great Plaza. The 

monuments depict a dwarf and ajk’uhuun official who accompanied the rulers during the 

ceremony. During the Late Classic period, Naj Tunich inscriptions record a pilgrimage 

of an El Palmar ruler Upakal K’inich between A.D. 711 and 771. This evidence suggests 

that El Palmar political network extended to the southeastern Maya areas in the eighth 

century. 

The Abandonment of El Palmar during the Terminal Classic period (A.D. 820-1000)

Our archaeological and epigraphic data remain silent on the precise period when 

the El Palmar polity collapsed. Excavations indicate that they repaved Plaza H during 

the Terminal Classic period (ca. A.D. 800-1000), and epigraphic data show that Plaza 

E was continuously used for celebrating the Tun period ending. On May 3, A.D. 820, a 

ruler, ?-la-Il…Polaw? Chan Yopaat performed a scattering incense ceremony at Plaza 

E. Sixty four years later on May 27, A.D. 884, a stela was erected to commemorate the 

Tun period ending, although the Calendar date of this stela remains controversial. By 

this time most of the public plazas such as the Great Plaza, the Central Plaza, Plaza E, 

and the K’awiil Plaza became exhibition galleries for stelae and altars that manifested El 

Palmar royal ideology. We have not identified evidence of when and how the El Palmar 

dynasty collapsed, but the results of ceramic analysis suggest that the Main Group had 

been abandoned during the Terminal Classic period. It is possible that El Palmar political 

organization collapsed around A.D. 820-900, but I do not have robust data to determine 



511

the last moment of the El Palmar polity. 

The results from the Main Group suggest that ritual performances in plazas were 

not always successful; this unsuccessful event in conjunction with external factors such 

as the collapse of El Mirador resulted in the disruption of plaza activities at the Main 

Group. The construction of both inclusive and exclusive spaces at the Main Group 

suggests that power relations among El Palmar social groups changed dramatically 

during the Middle Classic period (ca. A.D. 450-550). Mass spectacles took place at open 

plazas during the Tun period ending, filling the public spaces with numerous stone 

monuments that depicted the political propaganda of El Palmar rulers. The inclusive and 

exclusive plazas surrounded by monumental architecture and numerous commemorative 

monuments apparently indicate that the political power of El Palmar’s central authority 

increased through time. The results from the Guzmán Group, however, narrate another 

history behind the official transcript of the El Palmar dynasty promoted by the ideational 

landscape of the Main Group.

The Plaza History of the Guzmán Group

The Guzmán Group is an outlying plaza group located 1.3 km north of the Main 

Group. Surface survey and topographic mapping between the Main Group and the 

Guzmán Group detected a causeway, whose elevation from the base ground level is not 

as pronounced as those at other centers such as Tikal and Cobá. Recent road construction 

activities in 2010 destroyed part of the causeway and exposed some Late Classic sherds.  

The results show the physical ties between the Main Group and the Guzmán Group at 

least during the Late Classic period.

While the Main Group consists of monumental structures and large plazas, our 

mapping shows that the Guzmán Group is a cluster of small mounds surrounding a small 

rectangular plaza, which we call Plaza A (968 m2). Plaza A consists of one temple mound 
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(Structure GZ1) to the east side of the plaza and six low structures (Structures GZ1-GZ6 

and Structure GZ9). This is a patterned spatial arrangement broadly reported in the Maya 

lowlands (Becker 1991). Although I have not completed the mapping of the Guzmán 

Group in its entirety, our surface surveys confirmed that this is the most prominent 

plaza compound because of a hieroglyphic stairway attached to Structure GZ1. Structure 

GZ5 and Structure GZ6 enclose the west and north sides of the plaza respectively. The 

plaza has an elongated V-shape resulted from the different orientations of the structures. 

Structures GZ1 and GZ2 have an orientation of 17 degrees while other structures 

including Structure GZ3-GZ6, and GZ9 align nearly in the north cardinal direction, an 

orientation of five degrees from north. 

The excavations at the three structures (GZ1, GZ5, and GZ6) and the plaza (Plaza 

A) showed the construction sequence of the Guzmán Group over time. All the excavated 

structures were built and remodeled between ca. A.D. 600 and 850. In response to the 

renovation and abandonment of the structures, artifacts were found originating from two 

termination rituals on burned floors. 

The Foundation of the Guzmán Group (ca. A.D. 600-650)

Excavations revealed that about A.D. 600 the Maya modified and paved with a 

plaster floor the irregular marl (bedrock), the areas now where Plaza A and Structure 

GZ5 were built at the Guzmán Group. At Plaza A, while no clear architectural remains 

have been detected by excavations before A.D. 600, we found a chultun, in which some 

Middle and Late Preclassic sherds were mixed with the Late Classic deposits. The chultun 

is located at the north half center of Plaza A and was presumably used for domestic 

activities during earlier periods, but we have not detected any diagnostic materials. 

Around A.D. 600-650 the chultun was sealed by a possible quadrangular platform 

(Platform A) with a deviation of 17 degrees from the north. Unlike the later structures 
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(Structure GZ1 and Structure GZ6), whose exterior walls were built with fine veneer-like 

flat stones, Platform A was roughly finished by uncut or roughly cut stones covered with 

stucco.  

The spatial setting of Plaza A appears to have been different during this time. 

Platform A reduced the plaza’s gathering capacity from 968 m2 to 934 m2, and the 

presence of the platform in the middle of the plaza may have interfered with the visibility 

of ritual participants. If Platform A had had a superstructure, participants could not have 

seen ritual activities taking place at the other side of the platform. 

At the base of Structure GZ5 bedrock was linearly carved and leveled to form a 

platform (Structure GZ5-Sub 5). Structure GZ5-Sub 5 is oriented from west to east with a 

deviation of 17 degrees from east, an orientation adopted for Structure GZ1 and Platform 

A, but not for other structures. The bottom portion of Structure GZ5-Sub 5 was paved 

with a plaster floor. At the base of Structure GZ6, bedrock was possibly modified for 

domestic activities, but it is not as clear as that of Structure GZ5. 

Creating a Ritual Space at the Guzmán Group (ca. A.D. 650-726)

Decades later a termination ritual (Termination Ritual 2) was conducted on Structure 

GZ5-Sub 5 and under Structure GZ1-Sub 6 (Table 9.4). The termination deposits on 

Structure GZ 5-Sub 5 contained sherds, chert lithics, and carbonized fruits. They also 

included the top half of a broken jar that has a transition characteristic from the Middle 

Classic to the Late Classic period. Close to the red jar, we detected a carbonized fruit 

of a palm tree. Bayesian analysis of radiocarbon dating from the fruit suggests that 

the termination ritual (Termination Ritual 2) was carried out during 642-769 cal AD. 

At the bottom of Structure GZ1, the construction fill of Structure GZ1-Sub 6 includes 

a large amount of charcoals, sherds from monochrome and polychrome vessels, chert 

lithics, obsidian prismatic blades, and human bones. Judging from ceramic analyses 
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and stratigraphic correlations as well as the timing of the building of the hieroglyphic 

stairway in A.D. 726 (probably correlated with Structure GZ5-Sub 1), Termination Ritual 

2 likely occurred around A.D. 660.

After the Termination Ritual 2, a series of new plaster floors were subsequently 

superimposed at Structures GZ1, GZ5, and GZ6, Platform A, and Plaza A until around 

A.D. 726.  During these construction episodes, a non-hieroglyphic stairway was built at 

Structure GZ1-Sub1 with functionally normal steps measuring 23 cm in depth.  As with 

the Platform A, this earlier stairway was built with uncut or roughly cut stones that were 

finished by being covered with thick plaster coats. 

Building the Hieroglyphic Stairway around A.D. 726

By the early eighth century the Plaza A compound at the Guzmán Group may 

have taken on the present spatial configuration by the building of at least the currently 

observable Structures GZ1, GZ5, and GZ6.  The plaza was transformed as a political 

arena by the building of a hieroglyphic stairway around A.D. 726. The depth of steps at 

Structure GZ1 was enlarged from 23 to 77 cm (Figure 9.4). At the top of the stairway a 

terrace probably served as a stage for ritual performance. Around the same time Platform 

A was buried to level the surface of Plaza A. This last architectural modification created 

an open space where an audience could have had higher visibility that induced face-to-

face interactions and higher crowd density than in the former periods. 

Epigraphic analysis suggests that the hieroglyphic stairway was commissioned not 

by the royal authority, but by lakam officials who might have played roles of banner-

bearers and/or ambassadors. The lakam officials claimed their identity and ideology 

through the celebration of diplomatic relations with the Copán and Kaan dynasties during 

the inauguration ceremony of the stairway. The texts begin with an historical event. An 

individual Ajpach’ Waal or possibly with a party of El Palmar visited the thirteenth ruler 
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Figure 9.4. Different depths of the stairway at Structure GZ1 of the Guzmán Group; the 
left side is the hieroglyphic stairway and the right side the substructure. 
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of the Copan dynasty, Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil. On June 24, A.D. 726 (9.14.14.13.19), 

they arrived at the Principle Group of Copán where Copán’s patron gods were visible. The 

text narrates that Ajpach’ Waal is a descendant of lakam officials and holds a string of 

titles, tixah chan soon(?) xaman …ch’e’n. It appears that the last part of the titles, xaman 

…ch’e’n, “north…place” points to either the north location of the Guzmán Group seen 

from the Main Group or the north location of the El Palmar polity from Copán. Three 

months later on September 13, A.D. 726 (9.14.15.0.0.), the Tun period ending, Ajpach’ 

Waal cerebrated his visit to the Copán king through the building of a hieroglyphic 

stairway at the Guzmán Group. The inauguration of the hieroglyphic stairway took place 

with the physical presence of the El Palmar Yunen lord and the physical or symbolic 

presence of Calakmul’s ruler Yuknoom Took’ K’awiil. 

The texts narrates Ajpach’ Waal’s lineage. His mother is Lady Winik Ajaw who is 

presented by a form of chiasmus such as Lady Winik Ajaw, Lady Baah Ajaw, Lady Took’, 

Lady Ajaw Winik. The repetition of ajaw (lord) sign and the title baah ajaw (the first 

lord) emphasize her high status. Ajpach’ Waal’s father Ajlu…Chih is the lakam official. 

Beginning with his father, the stairway lists the preceding ancestors of lakam officials 

and their associated rulers. This ancestor veneration indicates that Ajpach’ Waal claimed 

genealogical ties to lakam officials, suggesting that the lakam position was hereditary. 

Ajpach’ Waal’s emphasis on the possession of the hieroglyphic stairway and 

Structure GZ1 implicitly claims to the audience that this stairway was not given by the El 

Palmar ruler. The text emphasizes Ajpach’ Waal’s close relationship with the Copán lord 

of Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil, while the El Palmar Yunen lord appears with a relational 

glyph block, yitaaj, “in the company of,” without any specific esteem. This represents an 

atypical political relationship with the local ruler because the El Palmar Yunen lord was 

supposed to govern the lakam officials. The El Palmar ruler is referred to only once and 

almost at the end of the inscriptions, while Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil appears twice. 
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I suggest that Ajpach’ Waal claims political power by emphasizing his proximity to the 

powerful lord of Copán in the textual narratives and likely by public speech during the 

ceremony. The textual discourse thus makes an audience aware of an unusual relationship 

not only between the foreign ruler and the local elite, but also between the local ruler and 

the lakam official.

When Ajpach’ Waal commissioned the building of the hieroglyphic stairway, the 

upper shrine of Structure GZ1 may have also been remodeled. This time builders used 

finely faced veneers decorated with a thin coat of plaster and red paint on the exterior 

walls of the shrine, and on the north and south walls of the platform. Architectural debris 

suggests that the shrine was vaulted and that finely-cut cornices were used on the façade. 

The room has two stone benches at its north and south ends, and on the western wall 

adjacent to a doorway two cord holders are framed by a circular ceramic inset made from 

a red jar neck. Although there is no direct evidence, they may have served to sustain a 

curtain or to partition the space from the outside area, as textile curtains are frequently 

observed in the courtly scenes on polychrome vessels. 

The symbolic significance of Structure GZ1 was reinforced by the mortuary practice 

and fire ritual. A test excavation detected a cist beneath the upper shrined of Structure 

GZ1. The cist contained one individual with small circular dental inlays of jade and pyrite 

interred along with two polychrome vessels. Above the cist we observed a large quantity 

of charcoal and ash, probably the material remains of fire ritual. Stratigraphic relations, 

radiocarbon dates, Bayesian analysis, and the timing of the stairway construction 

suggest that the fire ritual was performed when the hieroglyphic stairway was built. The 

remodeling of the upper shrine, mortuary practice, and fire ritual could have served to 

materialize the ideologies of lakam officials.

When Structure GZ1 was remodeled with the hieroglyphic stairway and burial, other 

structures may have been also remodeled. Around A.D. 726, Structure GZ5-Sub 1 was 
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built with a concentration of artifacts beneath its construction fill. I identified it as a ritual 

dump rather than a termination deposit because materials were not deposited directly on 

the floor surface, but in the construction fill, decreasing its quantity as the excavation 

was reaching the surface of Structure GZ5-Sub 2. No evidence of burned floor or large 

quantity of charcoal was identified during the excavation. The presence of a Tepeu 2 

ceramic assemblage and stratigraphic correlations with plaza floors suggest that Structure 

GZ5-Sub 1 dates to around A.D. 726. We have not discerned the overall architectural 

shape of Structure GZ5 because the excavation only exposed its heavily collapsed part, 

leaving two aligned blocks of a wall.

In contrast to Structure GZ5, excavations uncovered Structure GZ6 in its entirety. 

It is a rectangular structure with three rooms that consist of a large west room, a small 

central room, and an east room. Collapsed debris suggests that it was vaulted because 

several corbeled vault stones varying in size were recovered inside the rooms as well 

as around the structure. These rooms are not interconnected with interior doorways, 

but each room has a different entrance. The construction technology is the same as the 

latest construction of Structure GZ1, adopting a veneer facing blocks covered with a 

think plaster and red paint. The west room is the largest rectangular room at Structure 

GZ6 and has a single doorway at the south of the structure. The room interior has two 

masonry benches placed in its center and west end. The central higher bench could have 

been used for receptions and meetings while the west lower bench may have been used 

for domestic activities and/or sleeping. In fact, on the north western corner of the bench 

our excavations found a miniature bowl used for burning incense and a round mano. The 

central room is a tiny quadrangular space (2.1 m x 2.1 m) with a single doorway at the 

south. The function of the central room remains unclear, but the small size suggests a 

storage room. The east room is a T-shape rectangular space and, unlike the other rooms, 

is oriented to the east with its façade and doorway on the east side. The test excavation 
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in the central room suggests that the internal room divisions of Structure GZ6 were 

remodeled rather than designed from the beginning. 

Termination Ritual and the Abandonment of the Guzmán Group during the Terminal 

Classic Period (ca. A.D. 800-950)

The Guzmán Group was abandoned along with a termination ritual (Termination 

Ritual 1) (Figure 9.5). Bayesian analysis and artifacts remaining on the floor surface 

at Structure GZ1 and Structure GZ6 point to the event that could date to ca. A.D. 800- 

900. The excavations identified termination deposits along the south and north walls of 

Structure GZ1, and inside the excavated rooms of, as well as in, the south entrance of 

Structure GZ6. In contrast, I should note that there were no termination deposits in front 

of the hieroglyphic stairway and no blocks of the stairway seem to have been dismantled, 

which has often been reported as part of termination rituals at other centers (e.g. Inomata, 

et al. 2001). The ritual deposits on the burned floors of Structure GZ1 and Structure GZ6 

included a large quantity of broken vessels, obsidian prismatic blades, shell, an eccentric, 

greenstone celts, and chert lithic tools. Most recovered sherds corresponded to the Late 

Classic ceramic complex (Tepeu 2) with exception to a few slate ware and fine orange 

dating to Tepeu 3 in Central Peten (Smith 1955: 25) or Early Xcocom Complex in the 

Río Bec region (Ball 1977: 134-136), suggesting Termination Ritual 1 occurred in the 

transitional period between the Late and Terminal Classic period (ca. A.D. 800-900).

The results of Bayesian analysis support the timing of the termination ritual around 

to A.D. 800-900. The two sigma calibration of two radiocarbon samples (AA95402 and 

AA95400) dates the termination ritual in the range from A.D.720 to 940. No temporal 

gap between the two structures was observed in the ceramic assemblages located on 

their floor surfaces. Rather, in both areas the Late Classic sherds were mixed with a few 

Terminal Classic ones. 
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Figure 9.5. The location of termination deposits (Termination Ritual 1) at the Guzmán Group.
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Table 9.4. List of ritual deposits at the Guzmán Group. 

Termination Ritual 2 Ritual Dump Termination Ritual 1
Materials/Contexts GZ1_

sub6
GZ5-sub5 Subtotal % GZ5 % GZ1 GZ6 Subtotal % Total %

Ceramic Vessels
Monochrome Vessel 53 118 171 41.61 1,078 36.64 573 323 896 35.14 2,145 36.34

Bichrome Vessel 3 9 12 2.92 240 8.16 18 55 73 2.86 325 5.51
Polychrome Vessel 10 70 80 19.46 240 8.16 8 20 28 1.10 348 5.90
Unslipped Vessel 75 63 138 33.58 1,184 40.24 790 462 1,252 49.10 2,574 43.60

Thin Orange Vessel 2 2 0.08 2 0.03
Spindle whorl 1 1 0.24 1 0.03 2 0.03

Eroded or not-identified sherds 4 5 9 2.19 198 6.73 77 222 299 11.73 506 8.57
Palette 1 0.03 1 0.02

Subtotal sherds by context 146 265 411 100.00 2,942 100.00 1,466 1,084 2,550 100.00 5,903 100.00

Chert Lithics
Biface 1 1 1.56 8 5.48 10 12 22 18.18 31 9.37

Projectil Point 1 1 0.83 1 0.30
Knife 3 2.05 3 0.91
Chisel 1 1 0.83 1 0.30
Pick 1 1 0.83 1 0.30

Polishing stone 1 0.68 1 0.30
Greenstone artifact 2 2 1.65 2 0.60

Scraper 7 4.79 2 2 1.65 9 2.72

*Note that the quantity of vessels represents the individual number, not sherd counts. 
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Termination Ritual 2 Ritual Dump Termination Ritual 1
Materials/Contexts GZ1_

sub6
GZ5-sub5 Subtotal % GZ5 % GZ1 GZ6 Subtotal % Total %

Doomed Smoother 3 2.05 1 1 0.83 4 1.21
Chopper 1 1 1.56 1 1 0.83 2 0.60

Core 1 1 1.56 7 7 5.79 8 2.42
Decortication Flake 3 6 9 14.06 15 10.27 7 25 32 26.45 56 16.92
Flake with use ware 1 5 6 9.38 51 34.93 15 11 26 21.49 83 25.08

Flake without use ware 13 31 44 68.75 54 36.99 10 12 22 18.18 120 36.25
Barkbeater 1 1 1.56 1 0.30
Eccentrics 0.00 1 1 0.83 1 0.30

Not identified cherts 1 1 1.56 4 2.74 1 1 2 1.65 7 2.11
Subtotal chert lithics by 

context
18 46 64 100.00 146 100.00 49 72 121 100.00 331 100.00

Obsidian 2 2 4 N/A 1 N/A 9 9 N/A 13 N/A
Mano N/A 1 N/A 1 1 N/A 1 N/A
Shell N/A 1 N/A 3 3 N/A 3 N/A

Animal bone N/A 1 N/A 1 1 N/A 1 N/A
Human Bone 1 1 N/A N/A 1 1 N/A 2 N/A

Table 9.4 (Continued). List of ritual deposits at the Guzmán Group. 
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Figure 9.6. The spatial distribution of vessels deposited in and around Structure GZ6 
during Termination Ritual 1. Note that unidentified sherds are excluded from the 
map. 

Figure 9.7. The spatial distribution of lithic tools deposited in and around 
Structure GZ during Termination Ritual 1.
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Table 9.4 shows the list of termination deposits and ritual dumps. The refitting 

process of sherds revealed detailed information on termination rituals. The results show 

that the top half of a broken jar was placed in each room of Structure GZ6 (see Figure 

7.30). As we described before, the top half of a broken jar was also found in Terminal 

Ritual 2 at Structure GZ5, dated to about A.D. 660. The meaning of this ritual practice 

remains unclear and it could have changed over time, but the repetitive practice of the top 

half of a jar indicates the continuity of ritual practice for about two centuries.

The refitted sherds revealed a possible feasting during the termination ritual. In 

Termination Ritual 1 (A.D.800-900), we identified about forty percent of bowls (N = 

29/74) that exceed 30 cm in maximum diameter. Because many of the large vessels show 

usewear, I suggest that feastings took place a number of times before the termination 

ritual. The distribution of termination deposits in and around Structure GZ6 does not 

represent any spatial pattern in terms of artifact types (Figures 9.6 and 9.7). Nevertheless, 

the result of refitting might indicate that ritual performers smashed vessels in the plaza 

and scattered them both inside and outside of Structure GZ1 and Structure GZ6. 

After the termination ritual, the Guzmán Group was abandoned and no later 

occupation has been detected in our excavations. 

Calakmul Encirclement

What was the political significance of the diplomatic event carved on the 

hieroglyphic stairway in overall Classic Maya society? The spatial distribution of glyphic 

blocks in the hieroglyphic stairway provides clues to the nature of this event, and I 

suggest that Calakmul was a central player. The relationship between Calakmul and 

El Palmar already existed by the time of the Calakmul lord of Yuknoom Ch’e’n’s reign 

(A.D. 636-686), and the lack of k’uhul sign at the royal title of El Palmar may signal 

its subordination under the realm of the Calakmul kingdom (Grube 2005). Figure 9.8 
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shows the location of kings’ name in the hieroglyphic stairway. The red box shows that 

the Calakmul lord of Yuknoom Took’ K’awiil was placed along the central axis of the 

structure. His name with Calakmul emblem glyph is flanked by Waxaklajuun Ubaah 

K’awiil (Green box) and El Palmar Yunen lord (Yellow box). This spatial setting of glyph 

blocks suggests that Calakmul acted as the scriptwriter behind the scene, even though 

Ajpach’ Waal emphasizes his relationship with the Copán lord of Waxaklajuun Ubaah 

K’awiil.

I argue that El Palmar was entangled in the political maneuvering of Calakmul 

during the early eighth century. Epigraphic data have shown that Calakmul started 

losing political power in the Maya lowlands after the Tikal lord of Jasaw Chan K’awiil 

I defeated Calakmul’s ruler Yuknoom Yich’aak K’ahk’ on August 5, A.D. 695 (Martin 

and Grube 2008). New evidence of his visiting La Corona on January 29, A.D. 696, 

however, suggests that Yuknoom Yich’aak K’ahk’ lost in the dynastic battle, but does not 

seem to have been decapitated or killed by Jasaw Chan K’awiil I (Stuart 2012). Despite 

the victory, the political expansion of the Tikal dynasty seems to have been limited, 

and conflicts with Naranjo in A.D. 695 and Dos Pilas in A.D. 705 could have limited its 

political authority to the east and south areas of the Maya lowlands (Martin and Grube 

2008: 46). I argue that Tikal’s limited authority in the eastern and southern areas allowed 

Calakmul to reestablish the diplomatic power over other polities in these areas during this 

time, and one of the political strategies was to establish a political alliance with Copán 

through El Palmar. Copán was an important polity that influenced neighboring polities in 

southeastern Maya lowlands (Bill and Braswell 2005). Epigraphic and archaeological data 

indicate that this kingdom allied with Tikal over the centuries. Establishing the political 

alliance with Copán, therefore, was an important tactic for Calakmul to break Tikal’s 

diplomatic connections. We can see Calakmul’s strategy was to encircle the Tikal dynasty 

(Martin 1996; Schele and Freidel 1990), when we compare our data to recent epigraphic 
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evidence about Calakmul’s political interventions in western polities including Caucuen, 

Dos Pilas, El Perú, La Corona, and Uxul, and in eastern polities such as Naranjo and 

Xultun (Martin and Grube 2008:109–112) (Figure 9.10). 

I assume that the political alliance between Calakmul and Copán was an unequal 

relationship because the royal title of Copán in the hieroglyphic stairway does not 

contain the k’uhul sign. Because of this unequal relationship or the Copán’s royalty to 

Tikal, the Calakmul king and Ajpach’ Waal apparently failed to persuade the Copán 

ruler. Epigraphic data suggest that Calakmul changed its strategies, and probably aided 

Quirigua in its rebellion against Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil who was decapitated by the 

Quirigua ruler K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Yopaat in A.D. 738 (Looper 1999, 2003; Schele and 

Freidel 1990: 317). 

A crucial point of the diplomatic event carved on the Guzmán stairway is that the 

mediator for the alliance between Calakmul and Copán was not the El Palmar Yunen lord, 

but a lakam official, Ajpach’ Waal, who was assigned to its emissary. Another important 

point is that the commemoration of this important alliance was not carried out by Yunen 

lord in the main plaza of the Main Group, but by Ajpach’ Waal in the small plaza of the 

Guzmán outlying group, indicating that the outlying plazas also played significant roles in 

Classic Maya political organization.
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Figure 9.8. The location of three rulers’ name in the hieroglyphic stairway.
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Figure 9.9. Calakmul encirclement
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CHAPTER 10 

POLITICS IN PLAZAS: CONCLUSION 

The reconstruction of the El Palmar history provides an outline for understanding 

the materiality and spatiality of power relations, ideologies, and identities derived from 

people’s practices in the plazas. This final chapter returns to the fundamental question 

that drives this study; how different social groups in a Classic Maya polity negotiated, 

redefined, and modified power and ideological relations through their engagements with 

construction programs and ritual performances in plazas. I argued that ritual performance 

is a way of negotiating power relations and ideologies (Chapter 2). Ritual activities in 

plazas, including labor projects, shape and reshape cultural values and political realities 

which, in turn, guide and constrain people’s subsequent practices. Excavations and 

material analyses have shown that the El Palmar people constructed and remodeled plazas 

over a long period of time. The newly created ritual landscape may have transformed 

people’s prior practices and perceptions. The study of plazas and ritual performance at 

different spatial and temporal scales deepens our understanding of political processes in 

human society. 

Power and Ideology in the Spatial Organization of the El Palmar Polity

From the Late Preclassic to the Early Classic period (150 B.C.–A.D. 250), the 

ambiguous spatial distinction between the Central Plaza and Plaza H suggests that group 

affiliations did not clearly distinguish royal elites from the rest of the population, even 

though the political symbolism of rulers could have played a crucial role for the formation 

of collective identities. In contrast, the data associated with the Middle Classic period 

(A.D. 400–600) suggest changes in the political implications of ritual performance at El 

Palmar. The elevated and restricted space of Plaza G established the control of access 
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and visibility that may have created new public distances and social interactions during 

ritual events through which new power and ideological relations emerged. At the same 

time the construction of integrative facilities such as the Great Plaza and Plaza E enabled 

rulers to carry out mass spectacles that could have incorporated people who lived in areas 

surrounding the Main Group. Why was the nature of ritual events transformed at the 

Main Group during the Middle Classic period (ca. A.D. 400-600)? 

While my limited data cannot reasonably reconstruct El Palmar political organization 

during this period, archaeological research in other societies has suggested that changes 

in ritual practices in societies often occurred during periods of social and/or ecological 

disruption (Aldenderfer 1993, 2012; Schachner 2001). Epigraphic data from the 

neighboring centers surrounding El Palmar indicate that the Middle Classic was a period 

of political turbulence in the central Maya lowlands. The sacrifices of local elites depicted 

on the altars at Río Azul (Adams 1971) and the accession of a ruler from Los Alacranes 

overseen by the ruler of the Kaan dynasty (Grube 2008) may signal that the El Palmar 

polity was not isolated from the political turbulence provoked by the Teotihuacan-Tikal 

and Kaan dynasties. The appearance of Río Bec cereamic types at El Palmar during this 

period may signal that the transformation of El Palmar’s urban landscape was associated 

with the abandonment of plazuela groups in the outlying groups of Becan between A.D. 

450 and A.D. 630 (Thomas 1981). The relationship between the collapse of Río Azul 

around A.D. 530 (Adams 1991) and El Palmar’s urban transformation remains unclear, but 

the commemoration date of Altar 10 at El Palmar (A.D. 554) suggest that the Río Azul’s 

collapse did not affect the political organization of the El Palmar dynasty. 

The abrupt increase in the labor investments of plaza constructions, from the Late 

Preclassic (3,202 m3) and the Protoclassic periods (5,557 m3) through the Middle Classic 

period (25,832 m3), likely indicates that much of El Palmar population directly and 

indirectly experienced long-term construction projects of ceremonial architecture during 
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the Middle Classic period. People who lived in areas surrounding the Main Group may 

have been also involved in the new social interactions with other groups through plaza 

constructions and ritual events. 

The long-term construction projects of monumental architecture and repetitive public 

rituals set people on a specific task, instilling order and discipline into their bodies. In 

a similar manner, ruling elites must have learned how to organize and control the rest 

of the population by supervising the construction programs and mass spectacles. Once 

monumental architecture was built, people became dependent on it as a materialized 

ideology that shaped and reshaped their perceptions and experiences. The differential 

accesses to and diverse forms of the plazas at the Main Group distributed the bodies of 

social groups in an order, controlling their movements and perceptions as social norms 

that made them political subjects. Thus, the plaza constructions and ritual events as 

social practices during the Middle Classic period provoked the transformation of social 

relations.

The construction programs of the plazas at the Main Group might have created 

the material representation of Maya cosmological symbolism. At the center of the 

Main Group lies the central reservoir, which itself has a small mound with a plain stela 

and altar at its center. A cache dedicated to the stela indicates that ceremonial events 

were carried out in this place. Although Thompson (1994[1963]) suggests that a cache 

containing artifacts does not have direct association with the stela, the set of flint blades 

and obsidian associated with carved monuments resemble those from Cache 1 and Cache 

3 of the Main Group. To the east side of the central reservoir is Stela 23, which depicts a 

ruler. The carved monuments and caches in and around the central reservoir support the 

fact that rulers conducted ritual performances at this place that was probably articulated 

with Maya symbolism of the watery world. To the north and south of the central reservoir, 

there are Temples I and II, artificial mountains that highlight the monumentality of 
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the Main Group. A cave, located about 350 m south of the K’awiil Plaza, may have 

represented the underworld. Thus, the spatial configuration of pyramidal temples, the 

plazas, the central reservoir, and the cave might reflect a certain degree of cosmological 

symbolism in the site layout of the Main Group, although extensive excavations are 

needed to establish their temporal frameworks and to recover additional material evidence 

to examine the nature of ideational dimension in the urban layout of El Palmar. While 

the cosmological layout represented by the Main Group is discernible, a question remains 

as to whether the placement of this group and the Guzmán Group represents the Maya 

cosmological ideology of the central authority. If so, how was it created and transformed? 

Ritual Circuits and Ritual Processions

Surface survey and topographic mapping between the Main Group and the Guzmán 

Group detected a causeway that reveals the special relationships between lakam officials 

and the royal authority during the Late Classic period (A.D. 600-800). As previously 

mentioned, ethnographic and ethnohistoric evidence shows that spatial organization 

of the central plaza and outlying plazas is frequently associated with ritual circuits 

(Gossen 1974; Reese-Taylor 2002; Vogt 1976:42-44). In the Yucatan peninsula during the 

Colonial period, Landa documented that ruling elites conducted procession rituals along 

the cardinal directions from the peripheral plazas of the dynasty to the central plaza of 

the urban core (Tozzer 1941). Based on ethnographic and ethnohistoric analogies, some 

scholars (e.g. Ashmore 1991; Ashmore and Sabloff 2002; Estrada-Belli and Tourtellot 

2005) have proposed that the placement of outlying settlements in cardinal directions 

represents the directionality of cosmological symbolism, and the spatiality of the 

dominant ideology that allowed rulers to legitimize their political authority.  

The physical connection created by the causeway between Plaza A of the Guzmán 

Group and the large plaza of the Main Group may indicate its use for ritual processions. 
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Indeed, the terminus of the causeway at the Main Group lies at the main access to the 

Great Plaza, where the largest audience at El Palmar could have been accommodated 

for mass spectacles. The texts of the hieroglyphic stairway record that the El Palmar 

Yunen lord was accompanied in the inauguration ceremony of the stairway at Plaza A 

of the Guzmán Group, suggesting that he and his vassals came to the Guzmán Group by 

the causeway. If we see the title of Ajpach’ Waal, xaman…ch’e’n, “north…place” at the 

Guzmán Group through the lens of the dominant ideology, it appears that all the data 

reflect the legitimization of the El Palmar central authority. Epigraphic and archaeological 

data from the Guzmán Group, however, provide an alternative interpretation about the 

nature of power relations and ideologies.

Power and Ideologies in the Outlying Plazas

Multiple lines of evidence from the Guzmán Group suggest that El Palmar ideologies 

emerged not from false consciousness of ruling elites, but from practices and interactions 

among different social actors. By claiming an intimate relationship with a foreign king 

as well as displaying prerogative knowledge of writing skills to the audience, Ajpach’ 

Waal may have differentiated his social group (i.e. lakam officials) from other El Palmar 

members. The genealogical list of lakam officials also lends legitimacy and authority to 

the political office of the lakam groups in the El Palmar polity. This means that the lakam 

officials attempted to create their ideologies through discourse carved on the hieroglyphic 

stairway.

We have not found any evidence that El Palmar’s royal authority was associated with 

the foundation of the Guzmán Group. On the contrary, architectural data suggest that it 

was the results of local efforts. The construction technique for the building of Structure 

GZ5-Sub 5 was to alter bedrock rather than to use cut stones as in the case of the 

structures of the Main Group. After this occupation, builders paved and repaved plaster 
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floors on construction fill. While we detected the several construction episodes before the 

building of the hieroglyphic stairway, the construction technique used for structures such 

as the stairway of Structure GZ1-Sub 1 and the platform was uncut or roughly cut stones. 

This modest construction technique indicates that the lakam officials did not have access 

to the same resources that the central authority used for the building of monumental 

architecture at the Main Group.

Ideologies cannot operate without human practices. When building the hieroglyphic 

stairway, the lakam officials remodeled Plaza A as a political arena. The leveling of Plaza 

A by burying Platform A enabled them to accommodate a larger audience and increase 

the visibility of ritual performances at Structure GZ1. They transformed this structure 

into a stage for ritual performances and speeches by enlarging the steps and building 

a terrace, creating a public distance between ritual performers and the audience. The 

elaboration of the structure evidenced by finely cut stones coated by thin lime plaster and 

red paint may have enhanced it as the ideological symbol of lakam officials. The central 

bench in the west room of Structure GZ6 may have formalized and regularized human 

interactions during meetings and the reception of visitors. 

Unlike the monumental architecture such as Temple I and Temple II, located at the 

public plazas of the Main Group, public distance at the Guzmán Group is less marked. It 

appears that Structure GZ1 and Plaza A are small enough to hear a performer’s speech 

during ceremonies. Public speech can serve as performative utterance that affects people 

(Austin 1975). Ritual performance along with public speech does not simply express 

cultural values or symbolic codes, but also effects changes in social situations (Bell 1997: 

73-75; Coben and Inomata 2006). In particular, the citation of formal sentences creates a 

norm that authorizes performers to exercise political power (Butler 1993). The iteration 

of the regulated verse, utz’akbuul (or utz’akbuuj) ukabjiiy, person’s name, ulakam, ruler’s 

name, sakh’ook(?), in the hieroglyphic stairway may have materialized the political 
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authority of lakam officials. This regulated verse must have been associated with ancestor 

venerations that enhanced a local ideology and identity among lakam officials. Ancestor 

veneration played “a vital role in establishing the criteria of group membership and, 

conversely, exclusion from membership” (McAnany 1995: 113). The mortuary practice 

at Structure GZ1 (Burial 1) may have bound together ancestors and the lakam officials 

in the plaza of the Guzmán Group. Thus, I suggest that the Guzmán Group represented a 

genealogy of place not for El Palmar rulers but for lakam officials.

The material representation of cosmological ideology at the Guzmán Group is 

complex. The placement of the Guzmán Group in the north may have emphasized the 

cosmological ideology of the central authority. From epigraphic perspectives, the title of 

Ajpach’ Waal, xaman…ch’e’n, “north…place” might represent the north location of the 

Guzmán Group, but a broken glyph between “north” and “place” prevents us from the 

specific meaning of this glyph block. The iconographic image of a polychrome bowl in 

Burial 1 represents a dual water bird, which might symbolize not so much north-sky-

heaven as the watery underworld. The scene of ballgame in the hieroglyphic stairway 

may also represent the underworld. 

In Mesoamerica, scholars have increasingly recognized the significance of a 

fire ritual that gives performers powerful insignia of office linked to cosmological 

symbolism (Fash, et al. 2009; Stuart 1998). At the Guzmán Group both archaeological 

and iconographic data show evidence for fire rituals. The mythological scene of fire 

rituals drawn on a polychrome vase of Burial 1 may display not only the aesthetic value 

of the vessel, but also the ideology of lakam officials. The mythological flame may have 

materialized when fire rituals were conducted above the cist of Burial 1. At the bottom of 

Structures GZ1 and GZ5 ritual performers also employed a fire during the termination 

ritual. 

The evidence of termination rituals imply that symbolic values were once embedded 
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in associated structures and artifacts. The political and symbolic implications of 

Termination Rituals 1 and 2 could have been different, and the meanings of these 

ritual activities among different social actors may have been different at a deeper level 

(Inomata 2006: 807; Turner 1967: 50). We may not reconstruct the meanings people 

perceived during the ritual events, but the material evidence of termination rituals at these 

structures suggests that the Guzmán Group was ideologically charged. 

The ideology and iconography of lakam officials is not completely different from that 

of the central authority. The words and phrases as well as calligraphic style used in the 

texts are also observed in the carved monuments of the Main Group. The construction 

mothods are not a peculiar technique invented by lakam officials, rather it was broadly 

shared in southeastern Campeche during the Late Classic period. Greenstone celts were 

a prestige good for ruling elites (Aoyama 2009) and ritual objects that go back to the 

very beginning of Maya public life (Inomata, et al. 2013). Obsidian prismatic blades and 

eccentric flints were found in the ritual deposits of both the Main Group and the Guzmán 

Group at El Palmar. By sharing aesthetic values with the ruling elites, lakam officials 

could have manifested distinctive social status in the El Palmar polity. 

It is possible that the symbolic significance of outlying groups in the El Palmar 

polity changed during the Classic period, as Haviland (1981) and Chase and Chase 

(2003) demonstrated at Tikal and Caracol, respectively. Furthermore, we cannot reject 

the possibility that El Palmar rulers assigned the land of the Guzmán Group to lakam 

officials without allocating construction materials, in order to enhance the cosmological 

directionality in the site planning. The data with regard to the foundation of the Guzmán 

Group are limited, so more excavations are needed to examine the relationship between 

the Guzmán Group and possible cosmological order emanating from the central authority. 

The hieroglyphic stairway embodies the multidimensional nature of power. Around 

A.D. 726 lakam officials built a hieroglyphic stairway at the eastern side of Plaza A, an 
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important ritual place at the outlying groups of many Classic Maya centers (Becker 1991). 

The glyphic narratives record that Ajpach’ Waal was the owener of the hieroglyphic 

stairway, claiming that the El Palmar rulers did not commission its building in order to 

consolidate the dominant ideology of their royal authority. The text states that Ajpach’ 

Waal played a key role in the diplomatic relationships between Calkmul, Copán, and El 

Palmar, meaning that his political status in the El Palmar polity must have been high. In 

the texts, he claims a diplomatic relationship with Copán’s ruler, Waxaklajuun Ubaah 

K’awiil, emphasizing his proximity to foreign power. The text demonstrates that Ajpach’ 

Waal bound his identity to Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil rather than to El Palmar Yunen 

lord. The historical narratives begin with the appearance of Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil 

and end with Ajpach’ Waal’s political affiliation with him. In contrast, the El Palmar 

ruler, who should have had governing status over the lakam officials, appears with a 

relational glyph, yitaj, “in the company of,” without any expression of specific esteem. 

His name was carved almost at the end of the inscriptions. These data represent Ajpach’ 

Waal’s power struggles with the El Palmar ruler. Nevertheless, we should note that 

Ajpach’ Waal’s distinctive political position stems not only from power struggles and 

diplomatic connection but also from cooperative power relations with the El Palmar royal 

authority. Corporate activities, such as the diplomatic event described in the hieroglyphic 

stairway, enabled the El Palmar polity to negotiate power relations with Calakmul and 

Copán. Ajpach’ Waal could not have become an ambassador without recognition by the 

royal authority of El Palmar. Ajpach’ Waal’s important roles played in the diplomatic 

event could have raised his political status in the El Palmar dynasty. The hieroglyphic 

stairway thus reflects both competitive and cooperative power relations. 
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Implications of the Study

I have discussed the significance of plazas and ritual performance in ancient Maya 

political organization. In a plaza there are several activities that allow people to have 

a variety of experiences and emotions. A plaza can be a locus of markets, protests, 

processions, public speeches, exhibition galleries, or meeting with friends, each of which 

induces different experiences and emotions to people. Among the several activities that 

likely took place in plazas, I focused on ritual performances and construction activities, 

which I considered to be two important elements for understanding ancient Maya 

polities. Through the examination of ritual performances and plaza constructions in a 

long temporal framework, I highlighted the structuring process of power relations and 

ideologies. Excavation data have demonstrated that the Maya devoted considerable time 

and energy to the construction and remodeling of plazas at El Palmar over a millennium, 

but ritual performances and construction activities were not always successful. The 

failure of these activities may have provoked the disruption of human interactions in the 

plazas.

The large number of stelae and altars in the Main Group may well reflect the political 

significance of mass spectacles that defined power relations and ideology in the El Palmar 

polity. The archaeological and epigraphic data suggested to me that ritual performances 

in the central plazas gave people extraordinary experiences and emotions that shaped and 

reshaped their social realities and cultural values, while long-term plaza constructions 

instilled discipline and order in individual bodies. I believe for many ancient Maya 

polities these two mechanisms played crucial roles in the development of political 

centrality.

An important focus of this study is the implication of outlying plazas in Classic 

Maya political organization. I have examined how people’s experiences, perspectives, 

and expectations of mass spectacles in the main plaza were materialized in the building 
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of outlying plazas and associated ritual performances. The results of the archaeological 

and epigraphic research at the Guzmán Group have shown that the Classic Maya outlying 

plazas served not only for the legitimization of the central authority but also as a political 

arena in which subsidiary officials negotiated power relations, ideologies, and identities 

with rulers through ritual performances and plaza constructions. The officials were not 

merely subordinate to the central authority and symbolic monuments located in outlying 

areas were not always designed for the legitimization of kingship. Furthermore, their 

activities at the outlying plazas were linked with broader geopolitical relations among 

polities in the Maya lowlands. 

My epigraphic studies shed light on the nature of the Classic Maya court. The 

inscription on the hierolgyphic stairway clearly indicates that the office of lakam, and 

possibly many other courtly positions were hereditary. This implies that Classic Maya 

society was not probably bureaucracy-oriented politics through individual achievement 

such as the imperial examination adopted by ancient Chinese dynasties or the 

examination system of modern bureaucracy. We should keep in mind that the lakam’s 

courtly positions were shared by several persons, which fact is depicted on polychrome 

vessels (Kerr 1992: 640 [K4996], 2000: 937 [K5763]). The texts also suggests Ajpach’ 

Waal’s high political power as opposed to Lacadena’s claim (2008: 33) that lakam officials 

were lower-ranked courtiers. 

The textual evidence of the hieroglyphic stairway calls our attention to the possibility 

that ideology is not a unique medium solely for ruling elites but an integral element for 

the rest of the population as well. Different ideologies emerged from lived experiences of 

a social group are liable to be challenged by others. Ritual performances in Classic Maya 

outlying plazas thus were not merely a reflection of the dominant ideology promoted 

by ruling elites but could have introduced new power and ideological relations into the 

community, relations which are often difficult to identify solely through the analysis of 
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APPENDIX A 

CERAMIC CATALOG

The following describes the method of geometric projection (Figure A2-1) ; 1) Set a 

rim sherd with its lip edge down on a piece of paper, touching the paper with the center 

(Point B) and both ends of the lip (Points A and C). Trace an outer border of the sherd 

with a pencil; 2) On t Point A of the traced curve, set the base end of a compass and to 

draw a semi-circle toward the center of the rim circle; 3) Repeat 2 setting the base end of 

the point C and then draw a line passing through the two intersecting points of the those 

semi-circles (line P); 4)  Set the base end of the compasses on the point of intersection 

of that straight line and the rim and draw a semi-circle toward the point C and repeat 

this setting for point A. As with the line P, draw a line passing through the two intersect 

points of the semi-circles (line Q). The intersect point (point F) of two lines (lines P and 

Q) is the center of the rim circle and distance from the point M to the center point F is a 

radius of the rim.

Because there are a large number of drawings and not all are relevant in terms 

of archaeological contexts, I selected relevant samples from the Guzmán Group for 

individual descriptions.  I used others for an overview of the ceramic chronology and 

typology. We drew 128 rims and bases from the Main Group and 406 from the Guzmán 

and other contexts. 

Catalog number: Each drawn piece was given a unique ceramic catalog number. 

Bag No: Bag numbers are assigned in the field and are used for the control of 

provenience. All ceramic remains were numbered with permanent ink in the laboratory. 

The bag number contains information about architectural group, associated structure, 
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large events in the main plaza.
Figure A-1. Step by step procedure for measuring radius of the rim through 
geometric projection. 
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grid number, layer and lot, register’s name, date, and note. Occasionally, it includes a total 

station number with the UTM coordinates when it was associated with a specific context 

such as ritual deposits or burials. Some sherds are labeled with a thin section number 

showing TS-number for petrographic analysis. 

Provenience: We use this term to describe the context and location of the drawn 

pieces. The depositional context is described such as construction fill, midden, ritual 

deposit, termination ritual, burial, and so on. 

Type and Variety: Types and Variety are classified according to the type-variety 

system. The variety of most sherds was classified as Unspecified.  

Form: We used the terms and criteria defined by Sabloff and Willey for Ceibal 

ceramic analysis (Sabloff 1975: 22-32). 

Dimension: In addition to the rim dimension discussed above, we measured base 

diameter, rim, wall, and base thickness and height of the vessel when they were possible 

to measure or estimate.

Paste, temper, and firing: The paste color and name are identified based on the 

Musell Soil Color Charts. When core is present in the paste, the color is indicated by the 

same chart. Pastes are classified into fine, medium grain, and coarse categories through 

direct observation. Temper and other inclusions are observed and described. The paste 

and temper of selected sherds were analyzed through petrographic microscope. 

Surface finish and decoration: We used the terms defined by Robert Smith (1955: 

37-61). Additionally, we analyzed surface finishing techniques and their orientations 

based on Owen Rye’s criteria (84-90). Surface finishing techniques are Scraping, 

Smoothing, Burnishing, and Polishing, while orientations describe horizontal, vertical, 

diagonal, mixed. 

Register: Register lists the researcher’s name who conducted the analysis and line-

drawing.
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Corona Red/Unspecified: Dish and Bowl

Period: Late Classic Bejuco Complex A.D. 600-720

Cat. 136; Bag No: 534, 539; TS-41 (Figure 7.6 a-c)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Bowl with flared sides and squared rim. The wall becomes thinner from the rim to 

the base. Interior wall is offset. 

Dimension: Maximum (Rim) diameter: 54.8 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness 1.18 cm; 

Wall thickness: 0.87 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing: Pink (7.5YR 6/6), medium-fine grain with gray and red 

inclusions. Paste is compact and hard. A core with diffused margin is observed. The 

interior core is Pale red (10R 7/4) with different Red color (7.5R 5/8) on the exterior due to 

an uneven cooling process.  Detailed information about paste and temper is described in 

the petrographic analysis’s section.

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 4/8). The interior surface and the lip exterior are 

burnished. The upper half of the exterior surface is horizontally smoothed and roughly 

slipped, while the inferior half is diagonally scraped and smoothed without red slip. 

Burnishing and smoothing are visible through unaided inspection. The width of the 

scraper was 2.8 cm. 

Drawing: Araceli Vázquez Villegas

Cat. 22; Bag No: 634 (Figure 7.7a)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Termination ritual 2, on the burned Floor 6.

Form: Dish with outflared sides and round lip. 

Dimension: Maximum (Rim) diameter: 39 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness 0.87 cm; Wall 

thickness: 1.0 cm. 
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Paste, temper, and firing: Pink (7.5YR 7/4), medium grain. Paste is compact, hard, and 

completely oxidized. Medium calcite temper is visible. 

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 5/8). Exterior surface is smoothed with slip and interior 

surface is burnished with slip. Burnishing and smoothing are slightly curved along with 

the vessel shape and visible through unaided inspection.. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 87; Bag No: 536 (Figure 7.7b)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Dish with flared sides and exterior thickened rim. The wall thins from the rim to 

the base. 

Dimension: Maximum (Rim) diameter: 40.4 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness 1.18 cm; Wall 

thickness: 0.67 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing: Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium grain with gray 

inclusions. Paste is compact, hard, and completely oxidized. Medium calcite temper is 

visible. 

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 4/8). Exterior surface is smoothed with slip and interior 

surface is burnished with slip. On the exterior, the evidence of scraping is observed. 

Burnishing and smoothing are slightly curved along with the vessel shape and visible 

through unaided inspection. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 60; Bag No: 539 (Figure 7.7c)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Bowl with flared sides and exterior thickened rim. The wall thins from the rim to 

the base. Interior wall is offset. 
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Dimension: Maximum (Rim) diameter: 48.3 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness 1.38 cm; Wall 

thickness: 0.57 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing: Reddish yellow (5YR 6/6), medium-fine grain with gray 

inclusions. Paste is compact, hard, and completely oxidized. Medium calcite temper is 

visible. 

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 4/8). Exterior surface is smoothed and interior surface is 

burnished. Both sides are slipped, but the interior slip is more uniform than the exterior. 

Burnishing and smoothing are slightly curved along with the vessel shape and visible 

through unaided inspection. 

Drawing: Hirokazu Kotegawa

Cat. 115; Bag No: 808 (Figure 7.7d)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Bowl with flared sides and exterior thickened rim. The wall thins from the rim to 

the base. Interior wall is offset. 

Dimension: Maximum (Rim) diameter: 49.4 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness 1.11 cm; Wall 

thickness: 0.98 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing: Brown (7.5YR 5/4), medium-fine grain with gray and red 

inclusions. Paste is compact, hard, and completely oxidized. Medium calcite temper is 

visible. 

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 4/6). Exterior surface is smoothed and interior surface is 

burnished. Both sides are slipped, but the interior slip is more uniform than the exterior. 

However, some uneven slipped surface is also visible on the exterior. Burnishing and 

smoothing are slightly curved , following the vessel’s form and visible shape and visible 

through unaided inspection. 

Drawing: Araceli Vázquez Villegas
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Cat. 20; Bag No: 850 (Figure 7.7e)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Construction fill to support Floor 8.

Form: Bowl with flared sides and exterior thickened rim. The lip is squared. The wall 

thins from the rim to the base. Interior wall is offset. 

Dimension: Maximum (Rim) diameter: 49 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness 1.22 cm; Wall 

thickness: 0.83 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing: Light brown (7.5YR 6/4), medium grain with large block 

inclusions. Medium calcite temper is visible. Paste is compact, hard, and completely 

oxidized.  

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 4/6). Exterior surface is smoothed and interior surface is 

burnished. Both sides are slipped, but the interior slip is more uniform than the exterior, 

which is roughly slipped. Burnishing and smoothing are slightly curved along with the 

vessel’s form and visible through unaided inspection. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 58; Bag No: 539 (Figure 7.7f)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Bowl with flared sides and exterior thickened rim. The wall becomes thinned from 

the rim to the base. Interior wall is offset. 

Dimension: Maximum (Rim) diameter: 51.8 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness 1.18 cm; Wall 

thickness: 0.53 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing: Brown (7.5YR 6/6), medium-fine grain with gray and red 

inclusions. Paste is compact, hard, and completely oxidized. Medium calcite temper is 

visible. 

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 4/8). Exterior surface is smoothed and interior surface 
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is burnished. The lip exterior is burnished. Both sides are slipped, but the interior slip 

is more uniformly than the exterior. On the inferior half of exterior surface is scraped. 

Burnishing and smoothing are slightly curved along with the vessel shape and visible 

through eyes. 

Drawing: Hirokazu Kotegawa

Cat. 159; Bag No: 778 (Figure 7.7g)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Bowl with flared sides and squared rim. The wall becomes thinned from the rim to 

the base. Interior wall is offset. 

Dimension: Maximum (Rim) diameter: 55 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness 1.32 cm; Wall 

thickness: 0.63 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing: Light brownish gray (10YR 6/2), medium-fine grain with gray 

and red inclusions. Paste is compact, hard, and completely oxidized. Medium calcite 

temper is visible. 

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 4/6). Exterior surface is smoothed and interior surface 

is burnished. The lip exterior is burnished. Both sides are slipped, but the interior slip 

is more uniform than the exterior. The inferior half of the exterior surface is scraped. 

Burnishing and smoothing are slightly curved along with the vessel shape and visible 

through unaided inspection. 

Drawing: Mariana Favila Vázquez

Transition from Corona Red to Tinaja Red

Period: Late Classic Complex circa. A.D. 720

Cat. 24; Bag No: 859 (Figure 7.7h)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Construction fill of the north wall. Because the slip is 
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well preserved, it was relatively contemporaneous with the building of the north wall, that 

is circa A.D. 720.

Form: Bowl with slightly flared sides and beveled rim. The wall becomes thins from the 

rim to the base. Interior wall is offset. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 60.6 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness 1.63 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.84 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing: Very pale brown (10YR 7/3), medium grain with gray 

inclusions. Paste is compact, hard, and completely oxidized. Mediutm calcite temper is 

visible. 

Surface finish: Reddish yellow slip (5YR 6/8). Exterior and interior surfaces are 

burnished and slipped. Burnishing is slightly curved along the vessel’s shape and visible 

to unaided inspection. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 97; Bag No: 859 (Figure 7.7i)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Construction fill of the north wall. Because the slip 

is well preserved, it was relatively contemporaneous with the building of the north wall, 

circa A.D. 720.

Form: Bowl with slightly incurved sides and squared rim. The wall becomes thinned 

from the rim to the base. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 49.2 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness 1.76 cm; Wall thickness: 

1.0 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing: Reddish yellow (5YR 7/6), medium grain with gray inclusions. 

Paste is compact, hard, and completely oxidized. Mediutm calcite temper is visible. 

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 4/8). Exterior and interior surfaces are burnished and 

slipped. Burnishing is slightly curved along with the vessel shape and visible through 
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eyes. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Tinaja Red/Nanzal: 

Period: Late Classic Complex A.D. 600-800

Cat. 124; Bag No: 539 (Figure 7.8a)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Incurved bowl with incurved base. 

Dimension: Base diameter: 10.4 cm [Measured]; Wall thickness: 0.52 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 6/6), medium grain. Medium calcite 

temper. The paste is compact and hard. A gray core (10YR 5/1) is observed. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is slipped Dark red (2.5YR 3/6) and burnished, 

while the interior was smoothed without slip. The burnishing and smoothing are multi-

directions. 

Drawing: Mariana Favila Vázquez

Cat. 117; Bag No: 538 (Figure 7.8b)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Incurved bowl with vertical neck. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 28 cm [Estimated]; Wall thickness: 0.54 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing: Light brownish gray (10YR 6/2), medium grain. Medium calcite 

temper. The paste is compact and hard, and completely oxidized.

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are slipped, Dark red (2.5YR 5/8) and 

burnished horizontally.

Drawing: Mariana Favila Vázquez



550

Cat. 107; Bag No: 543 (Figure 7.8c)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Incurved dish. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 32.3 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.94 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.64 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing: Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium-fine grain. Medium 

calcite temper. The paste is compact and hard and completely oxidized.

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are slipped Dark red (2.5YR 5/6) and 

burnished horizontally.

Drawing: Hirokazu Kotegawa

Cat. 119; Bag No: 533 (Figure 7.8d)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Dish with flared sides. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 42.4 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 1.1 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.95 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing: Brownish yellow (7.5YR 6/8), medium-fine grain. Medium 

calcite temper. The paste is compact and hard and completely oxidized.

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are slipped Dark red (2.5YR 5/8) and 

burnished horizontally.

Drawing: Mariana Favila Vázquez

Cat. 23; Bag No: 539 (Figure 7.8e)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Dish with incurved sides with vertical neck. The lip is squared. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 47.4 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 1.1 cm; Wall thickness: 
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0.65 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing: Pink  (7.5YR 7/4), medium grain. Medium calcite temper. The 

paste is compact and hard, and completely oxidized.

Surface finish: The interior surface is slipped with Red (2.5YR 4/8) and burnished 

horizontally. The exterior is smoothed and roughly slipped. 

Drawing: Mariana Favila Vázquez

Cat. 21; Bag No: 850 (Figure 7.8f)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Construction fill to support Floor 8.

Form: Bowl with flared sides and exterior folded rim. The lip is squared. The wall 

becomes thinned from the rim to the base. Interior wall is offset. 

Dimension: Maximum (Rim) diameter: 52.8 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness 1.1 cm; Wall 

thickness: 0.57 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing: Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium grain with large 

block inclusions. Medium calcite temper is visible. Paste is compact and hard. The 

incompleteness of oxidation produced Light gray core (GLEY1 7/1) The margin of 

the core is sharp, suggesting that the vessel was subject to a reduced firing and then 

cooled rapidly in air (Rye 1981: 116-117). The relatively large core area indicates that the 

reducing process was proceeded over a  prolonged time.

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 5/6). Exterior surface is smoothed and interior surface is 

burnished. Both sides are slipped, but the exterior remains roughly finished. Burnishing 

and smoothing are slightly curved along with the vessel shape and visible through 

unaided inspection. On the interior there are black stains, which probably result from use 

wear rather than from a reducing atmosphere.

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán
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Tinaja Red/Nanzal: Jar

Period: Late Classic Bejuco Complex A.D. 600-726

Cat. 214; Bag No: 775, 638; TS-37 (Figure 7.9a-d)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Termination Ritual 2, on the burned Floor 6.  The 

mouth of the vessel was downwardly located on the burned floor. A seed of palm tree was 

found inside the jar and it dates to 642-773 cal. A.D. A large number of body sherds were 

refitted, but the inferior body and base sherds were not found during the excavations. It is 

likely that the vessel was smashed in another place and placed without the inferior part. 

Form: Jar with outcurved and slightly bulging neck. Direct thinned rim.  

Dimension: Rim diameter: 11.1 cm [measured]; Rim thickness 0.64 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.4 cm; Neck hight: 4.7 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing: Strong Brown (7.5YR 5/6), medium grain with red and gray 

inclusions. Hardness is medium-soft. Small calcite temper. Paste is completely oxidized. 

Detailed information about paste and temper described in the petrographic analysis’s 

section. 

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 4/8). Exterior surface is burnished with slip and interior 

surface burnished with slip only from the lip to the neck. Interior surface of body is 

smoothed without slip.  Burnishing and smoothing are marked horizontally and clearly 

observed through unaided inspection. On the exterior, there are black stains that likely 

result from firing reduction. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 225; Bag No: 846 (Figure 7.9e)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination Ritual 2, on burned Floor 8.  It was 

recovered from the test excavation (TP12) inside the GZ shrine. 

Form: Jar with outcurved neck. Direct thinned rim.  
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Dimension: Rim diameter: 11.7 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness 0.64 cm; neck hight: 4.62 

cm

Paste, temper, and firing: Pink (7.5YR 7/4), medium grain. Hardness is medium-soft. A 

large amount of calcite temper and some large particles of calcite are observed. Paste is 

completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Red slip (10Y 5/8). Exterior and interior surfaces are burnished with slip. 

Burnishing is marked horizontally and clearly visible to unaided inspection. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 89; Bag No: 538 (Figure 7.9f)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill of paved Floor 2. 

Form: Jar with outcurved neck. The interior surface of the neck is undulant. Direct 

thinned rim.  

Dimension: Rim diameter: 10.3 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness 0.64 cm; neck hight: 4.5 

cm

Paste, temper, and firing: Reddish yellow (7.5YR 8/6), medium grain. Hardness is 

medium-soft. A small amount of calcite temper and some large particles of calcite are 

observed. Paste is completely oxidized. On the neck section, coiling joints are clearly 

visible to unaided inspection. 

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 5/8). Exterior and interior surfaces are burnished with 

slip. Burnishing is marked horizontally and clearly visible. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 239; Bag No: 808 (Figure 7.9g)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill of paved Floor 2. 

Form: Jar with outcurved neck. Direct pointed rim.  
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Dimension: Rim diameter: 12.6 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness 0.46 cm; neck hight: 4.1 

cm.

Paste, temper, and firing: Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium grain. Hardness is 

medium-soft. Large particles of calcite are observed. Paste is completely oxidized. On the 

neck section, coiling joints are clearly visible. 

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 4/8). Exterior and interior surfaces are burnished with 

slip. Burnishing is marked horizontally and clearly visible to unaided inspection. 

Drawing: Mariana Favila Vázquez

Cat. 93; Bag No: 539 (Figure 7.9h)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill of paved Floor 2. 

Form: Jar with outcurved neck. Direct pointed rim.  

Dimension: Rim diameter: 12.1 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness 0.46 cm; neck hight: 4.1 

cm

Paste, temper, and firing: Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium grain. Some large 

particles of calcite are observed. Hardness is medium-soft. Paste is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 5/8). Exterior and interior surfaces are burnished with 

slip. Burnishing is marked horizontally and are visible to unaided inspection. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 169; Bag No: 538 (Figure 7.9i)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill of paved Floor 2. 

Form: Jar with outcurved neck. Direct pointed rim.  

Dimension: Rim diameter: 10.2 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness 0.59 cm; neck hight: 3.4 

cm.

Paste, temper, and firing: Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium grain. Hardness is 
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medium-soft. Some large particles of calcite are observed. Paste is completely oxidized. 

End here

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 4/8). Exterior surface is burnished with slip and interior 

surface is burnished with slip only from the lip to the neck. The interior surface of the 

body is smoothed without slip.  Burnishing and smoothing are marked horizontally and 

are clearly visible to unaided inspection. 

Drawing: Mariana Favila Vázquez

Cat. 88; Bag No: 778 (Figure 7.9j)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill of paved Floor 2. 

Form: Jar with outcurved neck. Direct pointed rim.  

Dimension: Rim diameter: 10.3 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness 0.60 cm; neck hight: 4.2 

cm

Paste, temper, and firing: Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium grain. Hardness is 

medium-soft. Small particles of calcite are observed. Paste is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 4/8). Exterior surface is burnished with slip and interior 

surface is burnished with slip only from the lip to the neck. The interior surface of body 

is smoothed without slip.  Burnishing and smoothing are marked horizontally and are 

clearly visible to unaided inspection.. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 112; Bag No: 543 (Figure 7.9k)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill of paved Floor 2. 

Form: Jar with bulging neck and direct rim.  The bulging neck is identified as of Tatistal 

Red (Tepeu 1) by Smith (1955: Fig.47a). 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 10.3 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness 0.60 cm; neck hight: 4.2 
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cm

Paste, temper, and firing: Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium-fine grain and compact. 

Small particles of calcite are observed. Paste is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 4/8). Exterior surface is burnished with slip and interior 

surface is burnished with slip only from the lip to the neck. The interior surface of body 

is smoothed with a rough slip.  Burnishing and smoothing are marked horizontally and 

are clearly visible to unaided inspection.. 

Drawing: Hirokazu Kotegawa

Cat. 362; Bag No: 533, 639; TS-46 (Figure 7.9l-m)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill of paved Floor 2. 

Form: Jar with direct neck and pointed lip. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 11.2 cm [measured]; Rim thickness 0.54 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.4 cm; Neck hight: 4.7 cm

Paste, temper, and firing: Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium grain with red and 

gray inclusions. Hardness is medium-soft. Large calcite temper and other gray and red 

inclusions are visible. The exterior half of the paste is reduced. Detailed information 

about paste and temper described in the petrographic analysis’s section. On the neck 

section, coiling joints are clearly visible to unaided inspection..

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 5/8). Exterior surface is burnished with slip and interior 

surface is burnished with slip only from the lip to the neck. The evidence of finger 

pressing on the seam area between the neck and shoulder is visible. Coiling joints are 

also visible to unaided inspection.. Interior surface of the body is smoothed without slip.  

Burnishing and smoothing are marked horizontally and are clearly visible to unaided 

inspection.. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán
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Cat. 135; Bag No: 539 (Figure 7.9n)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill of paved Floor 2. 

Form: Jar with slightly bulging neck and direct rim.  The bulging neck is identified as 

Tatistal Red (Tepeu 1) by Smith (1955: Fig.47a). 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 15.0 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness 0.78 cm; neck hight: 5.4 

cm

Paste, temper, and firing: Brownish yellow (10YR 6/6), medium grain. Hardness is 

medium-soft. Large particles of calcite are observed. Paste is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 4/8). Exterior surface is burnished with slip and 

interior surface is burnished with slip only from the lip to the neck. The evidence of 

finger pressing on the seam area between the neck and shoulder is visible. The interior 

surface of the body is smoothed with rough slip. Burnishing and smoothing are marked 

horizontally and visible to unaided inspection.. 

Drawing: Araceli Vázquez Villegas

Cat. 367; Bag No: 877; TS-20 (Figure 7.10a-d)

Provenience: Cordholder. Guzmán Group, GZ1, shrine room inside, the north side of 

western wall. 

Form: Jar with ourcurving neck and direct rim.  

Dimension: Rim diameter: 11.8 cm [Measured]; Rim thickness 0.75 cm; neck hight : 5.9 

cm

Paste, temper, and firing: Reddish yellow (5YR 7/6), medium grain. Hardness is medium-

soft. Small gray and red particles are observed. Paste is completely oxidized. Detailed 

information about paste and temper described in the petrographic analysis’s section.

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 5/8). Exterior surface is burnished with slip and 
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interior surface is burnished with slip only from the lip to the neck. The evidence of 

finger pressing on the seam area between the neck and shoulder is visible. The interior 

surface of the body is smoothed with rough slip. Burnishing and smoothing are marked 

horizontally and visible to unaided inspection.. The evidence of a coiling joint between 

the neck and shoulder is clearly visible. This joint seam is probably finger smoothed. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 369; Bag No: 422 (Figure 7.10e-h)

Provenience: Cordholder. Guzmán Group, GZ1, shrine room inside, the south side of 

western wall. 

Form: Jar with ourcurving neck and direct rim.  

Dimension: Rim diameter: 12 cm [Measured]; Rim thickness 0.75 cm; neck hight: 5.9 cm

Paste, temper, and firing: Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium grain. Hardness is 

medium-soft. Large calcite temper and other gray and red particles are clearly visible. 

Paste is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 5/8). Exterior surface is burnished with slip and 

interior surface is burnished with slip only from the lip to the neck. The evidence of 

finger pressing on the seam area between the neck and shoulder is visible. The interior 

surface of the body is smoothed with rough slip. Burnishing and smoothing are marked 

horizontally and visible to unaided inspection.. 

Drawing: Hirokazu Kotegawa

Cat. 98; Bag No: 538, 808 (Figure 7.10i)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill of paved Floor 2. 

Form: Jar with outcurving neck and direct rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 11.1 cm [Measured]; Rim thickness 0.62 cm; Wall thickness: 
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0.52 cm; Neck hight: 5.2 cm

Paste, temper, and firing: Pink (7.5YR 7/4), medium grain with red and gray inclusions. 

Hardness is medium-soft. Large calcite temper is visible. On the neck section, coiling 

joints are clearly visible to unaided inspection.. Paste is completely oxidized.

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 5/8). Exterior surface is burnished with slip and interior 

surface is burnished with slip only from the lip to the neck. Seams of coiling of the neck 

as well as between the neck and shoulder are clearly visible. Interior surface of the body 

is smoothed without slip.  Burnishing and smoothing are marked horizontally and are 

clearly visible. The exterior joint between the neck and shoulder is fluted. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 100; Bag No: 292 (Figure 7.10j)

Provenience: Justo Group, JT18, construction fill of paved Floor 6 of Plaza B. 

Form: Jar with outcurving neck and slightly thickened rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 11.1 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness 0.62 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.85 cm; Neck hight: 6.1 cm

Paste, temper, and firing: Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium grain with gray 

inclusions. Medium calcite temper is visible. Hardness is medium-soft. Paste is 

completely oxidized.

Surface finish: Red slip (10R 5/8). Exterior surface is burnished with slip and interior 

surface is burnished with slip only from the lip to the neck. Seams of coiling of the 

neck are visible to unaided inspection.. Interior surface of the body is smoothed with 

rough slip. Coiling joints between the neck and shoulder are also visible. Burnishing and 

smoothing are marked horizontally and are clearly visible to unaided inspection.. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán
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Cat. 220; Bag No: 778 (Figure 7.10k)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill of paved Floor 2. 

Form: Jar with outcurving neck and slightly thickened rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 17.4 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness 0.83 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.77 cm; Neck hight: 6.1 cm

Paste, temper, and firing: Reddish yellow (7.5YR 6/6), medium grain with gray 

inclusions. Medium calcite temper is visible. Hardness is medium-soft. Paste is 

completely oxidized.

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 4/6). Exterior surface is burnished with slip and interior 

surface is burnished with slip only from the lip to the neck. Seams of coiling of neck as 

well as between the neck and shoulder are clearly visible to unaided inspection.. Interior 

surface of the body is smoothed and with a rough slip.  Burnishing and smoothing are 

marked horizontally and are clearly visible. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Molino Black/Unspecified 

Period: Late Classic Tepeu 1 Complex A.D. 600-720

Cat. 193; Bag No: 569 (Figure 7.11a)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Construction fill of Floor 3. 

Form: Small bowl with incurved sides. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 9.8 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.72 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.63 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium-fine grain. The paste is 

compact and its hardness is medium-soft. 

Surface finish: The exterior and interior surfaces are slipped in Black (GLEY1 

2.5/N), which was derived from a Red color (2.5YR 4/8). Slipped areas are burnished 
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horizontally. 

Drawing: Araceli Vázquez Villegas

Cat. 301; Bag No: 543 (Figure 9.11b)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill of paved Floor 2. 

Form: Cylinder vase with incurved sides and pointed lip. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 11.2 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.55 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.48 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium-fine grain. The paste is 

compact and completely oxidized. Hardness is medium-soft. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is slipped in Black (7.5YR 2.5/1) which was derived 

from a Red color (2.5YR 4/8). The interior surface is slipped 2.4 cm from the lip. Slipped 

areas are burnished while the inferior part of the interior is smoothed. The burnishing and 

smoothing directions are diagonal. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 303; Bag No: 538 (Figure 7.11c)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill of paved Floor 2. 

Form: Cylinder vase with vertical sides and pointed lip. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 15.6 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.49 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.51 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/4), medium-fine grain. The paste is 

compact and completely oxidized. Hardness is medium-soft. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is slipped in Reddish black (2.5YR 2.5/1) which was 

derived from a Red color (2.5YR 4/8). The interior surface is slipped 4.3 cm from the lip. 

Both slipped and unslipped areas are burnished horizontally.
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Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 304; Bag No: 634, 638 (Figure 7.11d-f)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Termination ritual 2, on the burned Floor 6. 

Form: Cylinder vase with vertical sides and pointed lip. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 13.2 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.55 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.5 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium-fine grain. The paste is 

compact and completely oxidized. Hardness is medium-soft. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is slipped in Black (7.5YR 2/1) derived from a Red 

color (2.5YR 4/8). The interior surface is slipped 2.7 cm from the lip. Both slipped and 

unslipped areas are burnished horizontally.

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 52; Bag No: 830 (Figure 7.11g)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Construction fill of paved Floor 6. 

Form: Dish with outcurving sides. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 38 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 1.1 cm; Wall thickness: 

1.04 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Gray (10YR 6/1), medium grain with red inclusions. The paste 

is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The interior surface is slipped in Black (GLEY1 2.5/N). The exterior 

surface appears to be smoothed without slip. The smoothing and burnishing are 

horizontal. 

Drawing: Hirokazu Kotegawa
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Other Molino Group/Fluted

Period: Late Classic Tepeu 1 Complex A.D. 600-720

Cat. 296; Bag No: 638 (Figure 7.11h)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Termination Ritual 2, on the burned Floor 6.  

Form: Cylinder vase with fluted sides. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 16.4 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.49 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.36 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pale brown (2.5YR 7/3), medium grain with small red and gray 

inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Both interior and exterior surfaces are horizontally burnished and slipped 

in Black (GLEY1 2.5/N) with a mottling of Yellowish red (5YR 4/6). Horizontal flutes are 

observed 2.5 cm below the rim. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán 

Other Molino Group/Impressed

Period: Late Classic Tepeu 1 Complex A.D. 600-720

Cat. 264; Bag No: 539, 543; TS-32 (Figure 7.11i)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill of paved Floor 2. 

Form: Plate with flared sides. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 30 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.76 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.96 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Brown (7.5YR 4/2) on the interior section. The exterior section 

is observed as a Dark gray core (7.5YR 4/1). The interior section seems to be more 

oxidized and the exterior surface was reduced. Medium-fine grain with small black and 

red inclusions. A few gray inclusions are also observed. Crashed calcite temper. Detailed 

information about paste and temper is described in the petrographic analysis’s section.
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Surface finish: Both interior and exterior surfaces are burnished and slipped in a Reddish 

black (2.5YR 2.5/1). The exterior surface is heavily weathered. On the basal angle, finger 

impressions are observed. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 265; Bag No: 623 (Figure 7.11j)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, Plaza A, Contruction fill to pave Floor 6. 

Form: Bowl with vertical sides and beveled-out lip. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 35.4 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.76 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.96 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Light gray (10YR 7/1), medium grain with black and red 

inclusions.  Medium calcite temper. The past is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Both interior and exterior surfaces are burnished and slipped by Very dark 

brown (10YR 2/2) with red mottling (2.5YR 4/8). The interior surface is weathered. A 

series of three reed impressions are observed on the wall. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Egoista Resist/Unspecified

Period: Late Classic Bejuco Complex A.D. 600-720

Cat. 358; Bag No: 538; TS-63 (Figure 7.11k)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Cylinder vase with fluted sides.

Dimension: Rim diameter: 19.8 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.51 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.65 cm

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pink (7.5YR 7/3), medium grain with fine calcite temper. The 

Black core (GLEY 2.5/N) is observed in the cross section. Detailed information about 
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paste and temper describes in the petrographic analysis’s section.

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished with double slips. The primary ship is 

Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/8) and secondary slips are Red (2.5YR 4/8) and Black (5YR 

2.5/1). The interior surface is burnished and slipped by Dark gray (2.5YR 4/1). 

Drawing: Kenichiro Tsukamoto

Saxche Orange Polychrome/Unspecified

Period: Late Classic Tepeu 1 Complex A.D. 600-720

Cat.137; Bag No: 850 (Figure 7.11l)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Construction fill to support Floor 8.

Form: Bowl with flaring sides and round rim. 

Dimension: Rim dimension: 15.7 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.63 cm; Wall 

thickness: 0.80 cm

Paste, temper, and firing:  Yellow (10YR 8/6), medium-fine grain with medium calcite 

temper and gray inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Red (10R 4/8). The 

interior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (7.5YR 6/6) on which Black 

lines (GLEY1 2.5/N) are painted horizontally. 

Drawing: Mariana Favila Vázquez

Cat.314; Bag No: 634 (Figure 7.11m)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Termination ritual 2, on the burned Floor 6.

Form: Dish with flaring sides and pointed rim. 

Dimension: Rim dimension: 18.2 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.51 cm; Wall 

thickness: 0.59 cm

Paste, temper, and firing:  Yellow (10YR 7/6), medium-fine grain with medium calcite 
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temper and gray inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Red (10R 4/8). The 

interior surface is burnished and slipped by Yellowish red (5YR 6/8) on which Black lines 

(GLEY1 2.5/N) with red geometric designs (10R 4/8) are painted. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat.351; Bag No: 634; TS-53 (Figure 7.11n)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Termination ritual 2, on the burned Floor 6.

Form: Bowl with incurving sides and small flat base. 

Dimension: Base dimension: 5.4 cm [Measured]; Wall thickness: 0.34 cm

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (5YR 6/8), medium-fine grain with crashed 

calcite temper nad small gray inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Light red (2.5YR 6/8) 

on which geometric designs are painted by Black (GLEY1 2.5/N) and Red (10R 4/8). The 

interior surfaces was originally burnished and slipped by Light red (2.5YR 6/8), but is 

heavily weathered. The direction of burnishing cannot be identified.

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat.72; Bag No: 573 (Figure 7.11o)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Construction fill of Floor 4.

Form: Dish with flaring sides, round rim, round base. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 22.8 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.6 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.73cm

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pink (7.5YR 7/4), medium-fine grain with crashed calcite 

temper nad small gray inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is horizontally burnished and slipped by Very pale 
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brown (10YR 8/3) on which geometric designs are painted by Black (GLEY1 2.5/N) and 

Red (10R 4/8). The interior surfaces is horizontally burnished and slipped by Reddish 

yellow (5YR 6/8) on which Black (GLEY1 2.5/N) and Red (10R 4/8) are horizontally 

painted. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat.349; Bag No: 775: TS-45 (Figure 7.11p)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Termination Ritual 2, on the burned Floor 6.  

Form: Dish with flaring sides, rounded rim, and rounded base. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 23.8 cm [Estimated]; Base diameter: 9.8 cm; Rim thickness: 

0.67 cm; Wall thickness: 039cm; Height: 7.1cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pink (7.5YR 7/4), medium-fine grain with small calcite temper 

and small gray and red inclusions. The paste is compact and the light gray core (GLEY1 

7/N) is observed in the interior half of the cross section.  

Surface finish: The exterior surface is horizontally burnished and slipped by Reddish 

yellow (5YR 6/6) on which geometric designs are painted by Black (GLEY1 2.5/N) and 

Dark red (2.5YR 3/6).  The interior surfaces is horizontally burnished and slipped by 

Yellowish red (5YR 5/8) on which Black lines (GLEY1 2.5/N) are horizontally painted. 

Drawing: Kenichiro Tsukamoto

Cat.229; Bag No: 775: TS-24 (Figure 7.11q-s)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Termination Ritual 2, on the burned Floor 6.  

Form: Dish with flaring sides, rounded rim, and rounded base. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 29.5 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.71 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.55cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Yellow (10YR 8/6), fine grain with crashed calcite temper 
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and small gray inclusions. The paste is compact and the light gray core (GLEY1 7/N) is 

observed in the interior half of the cross section.  

Surface finish: The exterior surface is smoothed, but unslipped. The interior surfaces is 

burnished and slipped by Yellow (10YR 7/6) on which Red lines (2.5YR 4/8) and Black 

lines (GLEY1 2.5/N) are horizontally painted. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat.249; Bag No: 634 (Figure 7.11t)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Termination ritual 2, on the burned Floor 6.

Form: Plate with flaring sides and beveled rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 38.2 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.89 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.72cm.

Paste, temper, and firing: Pink (7.5YR 7/4), medium-fine grain with calcite temper. The 

paste is compact and completely oxidized.  

Surface finish: The exterior surface is smoothed, but unslipped. The interior surfaces is 

burnished and slipped by Light red (2.5YR 6/8) on which geometric designs are painted 

by Red (2.5YR 4/8) and Black (GLEY1 2.5/N). 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat.223; Bag No: 580 (Figure 7.11u-w)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Construction fill of Floor 4.

Form: Dish with flaring sides and beveled rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 38.65 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.70 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.77cm.

Paste, temper, and firing: Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium-fine grain with calcite 

temper. The paste is compact and completely oxidized.  
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Surface finish: The exterior surface is smoothed, but unslipped. The interior surfaces 

is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 7/8) on which geometric designs are 

painted by Red (2.5YR 5/8) and Black (GLEY1 2.5/N). 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Zacatel Cream Polychrome/Unspecified

Period: Late Classic Tepeu 1 and 2 Complex A.D. 600-800

Cat. 305; Bag No: 538 (Figure 7.12a-c)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Cylinder vase with pointed rim. 

Dimension: Dimension: 8 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.57 cm; Wall thickness: 0.74 

cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 8/6), medium-fine grain with a large 

number of crashed calcite temper. The paste is compact and completely oxidized.

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by White (7.5YR 8/1) on 

which geometric designs are painted by Red (10R 4/8) and Black (GLEY1 2.5/N), though 

the design is heavily eroded. The interior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish 

yellow (5YR 6/6) on which Red (10R 4/8) band is painted. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 329; Bag No: 851 (Figure 7.12d, e)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 2, on the burned Floor 8.  It was 

recovered from the test excavation (TP12) inside the GZ shrine.

Form: Bowl with flared sides and pointed rim. 

Dimension: Dimension: 18.3 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.58 cm; Wall thickness: 
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0.74 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/4), medium grain with calcite temper. 

The paste is compact, medium-soft, and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Pale yellow (2.5Y 8/3) on 

which geometric designs are painted by Light Red (2.5YR 6/8) and Black (GLEY1 2.5/N). 

The interior surface is burnished and slipped by Light Red (2.5YR 6/8) and Red (10R 4/8). 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 325; Bag No: 851 (Figure 7.12f-h)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 2, on the burned Floor 8.  It was 

recovered from the test excavation (TP12) inside the GZ shrine.

Form: Bowl with vertical sides and beveled rim. 

Dimension: Dimension: 15.7 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.76 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.75 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pink (7.5YR 7/4), medium-fine grain with calcite temper and 

gray inclusions. The paste is compact, medium-soft, and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Pale yellow (2.5Y 8/2) on 

which geometric designs are painted by Yellowish red (5YR 5/8), Reddish yellow (5YR 

6/8), and Black (GLEY1 2.5/N). The interior surface is burnished and slipped by Pale 

yellow (2.5Y 8/2) and Red (10R 4/8). 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 127; Bag No: 793; TS-58 (Figure 7.12i)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Fire ritual.  It was recovered from the test excavation 

(TP12) inside the GZ shrine. 

Form: Bowl with outcurved sides and rounded rim. 
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Dimension: Dimension: 16.2 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.86 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.92 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  reddish gray (2.5YR 5/1), medium-fine grain with calcite 

temper and gray inclusions. The paste is compact and Strong brown (7.5YR 5/6) core can 

be observed in the interior side of cross section. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Pale yellow (2.5Y 8/3) 

on which Black (10YR 2/1) and Red (10R 4/8) lines are painted. The interior surface is 

burnished and slipped by Red (10R 4/8).  on which Black (10YR 2/1) line is painted. 

Drawing: Hirokazu Kotegawa

Cat. 232; Bag No: 859 (Figure 7.12j)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Construction fill of the north wall. Because the slip is 

well preserved, it was relatively contemporaneous with the building of the north wall, that 

is circa A.D. 720.

Form: Bowl with outcurved sides and rounded rim. 

Dimension: Dimension: 16.8 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.75 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.67 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Dark gray (10YR 4/1), medium-fine grain with calcite temper 

and gray inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized.

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Pink (7.5Y 8/3) on which 

geometric designs are painted by Light Red (2.5YR 6/8). The interior surface is burnished 

and slipped by Reddish yellow (7.5YR 6/6) with Red (10R 4/8) band. 

Drawing: Mariana Favila Vázquez

Cat. 327; Bag No: 533 (Figure 7.12k)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 
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Form: Bowl with flared sides and pointed rim. 

Dimension: Dimension: 19.5 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.75 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.67 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/4), medium-fine grain with small 

calcite temper and gray inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized.

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Very pale brown (10YR 

8/3) on which geometric designs are painted by Very dark brown (7.5YR 2.5/2), Black 

(GLEY1 2.5/N), and Red (10R 4/8). The interior surface is burnished and slipped by 

Reddish yellow (5YR 6/8) on which Red (10R 4/8) and Black (GLEY1 2.5/N) lines are 

painted. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 299; Bag No: 544 (Figure 7.12l)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Plate with flared sides and beveled rim. 

Dimension: Dimension: 23.8 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.82 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.83 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pale brown (10YR 6/3), medium-fine grain with medium 

calcite temper and gray inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized.

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Very pale brown (10YR 

8/2), but heavily eroded. The interior surface is burnished and slipped by Very pale brown 

(10YR 8/2) on which geometric designs are painted by Red (10R 4/8) and Black (10YR 

2/1). 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 326; Bag No: 851 (Figure 7.12m)
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Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 2, on the burned Floor 8.  It was 

recovered from the test excavation (TP12) inside the GZ shrine.

Form: Bowl with incurved sides and pointed rim. 

Dimension: Dimension: 24.9 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.56 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.92 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/4), medium-fine grain with medium 

calcite temper and gray inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized.

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Pale yellow (2.5Y 7/4) on 

which Yellowish Red lines (10R 4/8) are horizontally painted. Other geometric designs 

did exist, but the vessel is heavily eroded.

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 228; Bag No: 778; 533; TS-51 (Figure 7.12n-q)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Dishes with flared sides, pointed rim, and flat base. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 24.1 cm [Measured]; Base diameter: 16.3 cm; Rim thickness: 

0.64 cm; Wall thickness: 0.9 cm; Base thickness: 0.79 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 8/2), medium-fine grain with gray and 

red inclusions. The paste is compact and the pink core (7.5YR 8/4) can be observed in the 

interior half of the section. Detailed information about paste and temper describes in the 

petrographic analysis’s section. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Very pale brown 

(10YR 8/2) on which geometric designs are painted by Red (10R 4/8) and Reddish black 

(10R 2.5/1). The interior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 7/8) 

on which Red (10R 4/8) lines are painted. While both exterior and interior walls are 

horizontally burnished, the bottom is crossly burnished. 
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Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Chantuori Black-on-orange/Unspecified

Period: Late Classic Tepeu 1 and 2 Complex A.D. 600-850

Cat. 437; Bag No: 850 (Figure 7.13a-c)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Construction fill to support Floor 8.

Form: Plate with an effigy.

Dimension: Base thickness: 0.8 cm

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium grain with small calcite 

temper and red inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The interior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 6/8) 

on which an effigy is painted by Black (10R 2.5/1). The figure is painted by fine brush. 

Drawing: Kenichiro Tsukamoto

Cat. 350; Bag No: 843 (Figure 7.13d)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the north 

wall. 

Form: Bowl with incurved sides and pointed rim. Three glyphic blocks are observed on 

the exterior surface. 

Dimension: Rim dimension: 23.2 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.43 cm; Wall 

thickness: 0.47 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium-fine grain with small 

calcite temper. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The interior surface is burnished and slipped by Light red (2.5YR 6/8) on 

which glyphs are drawn by Black (GLEY 2.5/N) paint. 
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Drawing: Kenichiro Tsukamoto

Cat. 85; Bag No: 543 (Figure 7.13e)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Cylinder vase with vertical sides and exterior folded rim. 

Dimension: Rim dimension: 10.7 cm [Measured]; Maximum dimension: 11cm 

[Measured]; Rim thickness: 0.55 cm; Wall thickness: 0.74 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/4), medium grain with medium 

calcite temper and red inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Red (2.5YR 5/8) on 

which Reddish black lines (2.5YR 2.5/1) are horizontally painted. The interior is roughly 

smoothed without slip. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 300; Bag No: 826 (Figure 7.13f)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the north 

wall. 

Form: Bowl with incurved sides, vertical neck, and pointed rim. 

Dimension: Rim dimension: 16.4 cm [Measured]; Rim thickness: 0.59 cm; Wall 

thickness: 0.88 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (5YR 7/6), medium grain with medium calcite 

temper and red inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 

6/8) on which Black lines (5YR 2.5/1) are horizontally painted. The interior surface is 

burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 6/8). 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán
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Cat. 224; Bag No: 897 (Figure 7.13g)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 

wall. 

Form: Bowl with incurved sides and exterior thickened rim. 

Dimension: Rim dimension: 17.3 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.69 cm; Wall 

thickness: 0.47 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (5YR 7/6), medium grain with medium calcite 

temper and red inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Red (10R 5/8) on which 

Black lines (GLEY1 2.5/N) are horizontally painted. The interior surface is burnished and 

slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 6/8). The rim of the interior surface is painted by Black 

(GLEY1 2.5/N). 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 347; Bag No: 843; TS-47 (Figure 7.13h)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the north 

wall. 

Form: Bowl with incurved sides and rounded rim. 

Dimension: Rim dimension: 12 cm [Measured]; Rim thickness: 0.47 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.49 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (5YR 6/6), medium grain with medium calcite 

temper and red inclusions. The paste is compact and Light gray core is observed (GLEY1 

7/1). Because the margin of the core is diffused, the vessel was slowly cooled.  

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (7.5YR 

7/8) on which geometric designs are drawn by Black lines (GLEY1 2.5/N). The interior 
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surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 6/8). The rim of the interior 

surface is painted by Black (GLEY1 2.5/N). 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 340; Bag No: 552, GZ84, Total Station: K110 (Figure 7.13i)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ6, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the room 

inside. 

Form: Bowl with incurved sides and pointed rim. 

Dimension: Dish dimension: 20.4 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.54 cm; Wall 

thickness: 0.71 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing:  Grayish brown (2.5Y 5/2), medium grain with calcite temper. 

The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 

7/8), but heavily eroded. The interior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow 

(5YR 7/8) and the rim is painted by Black (GLEY1 2.5/N). 

Drawing: Mariana Favila Vázquez

Cat. 180; Bag No: 826 (Figure 7.13j)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the north 

wall. 

Form: Plate with incurved sides, pointed rim, and flat base. 

Dimension: Dimension: 29.1 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.7 cm; Wall thickness: 0.58 

cm; Base dimension:  16.8 cm; Height: 5.8 cm

Paste, temper, and firing:  Brown (10YR 5/3), medium grain with calcite temper. The 

paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 
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7/8). The interior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 7/8) and 

geometric designs are painted by Black (GLEY1 2.5/N). 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 221; Bag No: 552, GZ56, GZ89, GZ97, GZ98; TS-42; Total station: K111, K117, K124, 

K178, (Figure 7.13k)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ6, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the room 

inside. It is located under a jar. 

Form: Plate with incurved sides, pointed rim, and flat base. 

Dimension: Dish dimension: 38 cm [Measured]; Base dimension: 23.6 cm; Base 

thickness: 0.8 cm; Rim thickness: 0.58 cm; Wall thickness: 0.86 cm; Height: 7.2 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/4), medium grain with gray 

inclusions. The paste is medium-soft. The gray core (GLEY1 5/1) is observed on the 

interior side of the section.  

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Light red (2.5YR 6/8), 

but heavily eroded. The interior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 

7/8). The interior and exterior lips are painted by Black color (GLEY1 2.5/N). 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cambio Unslipped

Period: Late Classic Tepeu 2 Complex A.D. 720-850

Cat. 9; Bag No: 539 (Figure 7.14a-d)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Palette with flared sides and slightly concave bottom 

Dimension: Rim thickness: 1.1 cm; Height: 1.67 cm [Measured]; Base thickness: 1.1 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale gray (5YR 3/1), coarse grain with large calcite 
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temper and gray inclusions. The paste is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are smoothed horizontally and 

vertically without slip. There is evidence of pigments on the bottom surface, suggesting 

that it was used as painting palette or for pigment preparation.  

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 384; Bag No: 738 (Figure 7.14e)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ6, Construction fill of lamp in front of the central room.  

Form: Jar with outcurved neck and squared rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 26.4 cm; Rim thickness: 1.16 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/4), coarse grain with large calcite 

temper and gray inclusions. The paste is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is slightly smoothed without slip. The interior surface 

is smoothed from the lip to the part of the neck. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 389; Bag No: 826 (Figure 7.14f)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned surface of the 

north wall.  

Form: Jar with outcurved neck and exterior folded rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 39.8 cm; Rim thickness: 1.2 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/3), coarse grain with large calcite 

temper and gray inclusions. Very dark gray (GLEY1 3/N) can be observed in the cross 

section. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is slightly smoothed without slip. The interior surface 

is smoothed from the lip to the part of the neck. 
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Drawing: Araceli Vázquez Villegas

Cat. 172; Bag No: 626 (Figure 7.14g)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned surface of the 

north wall.  

Form: Plate with flared sides, flat base, and exterior folded rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 53.4 cm; Rim thickness: 0.99 cm; Wall thickness: 0.89 cm; 

Base thickness: 1.61 cm; Height: 6.0 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Dark grayish brown (10YR 4/2), coarse grain with large calcite 

temper. The paste is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The joint of clays can be seen in the exterior surface. The interior surface 

is slightly smoothed without slip. 

Drawing: Mariana Favila Vázquez

Saxche Orange Polychrome: Late Facet

Period: Late Classic Tepeu 2 Complex A.D. 720-850

Cat. 202; Bag No: 778 (Figure 7.15a)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Barrel shaped vase with pointed rim. 

Dimension: Dimension: 11.2 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.56 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.92 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pink (7.5YR 7/4), medium-fine grain with calcite temper and 

red inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized.

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 

6/6) on which geometric designs are painted by Red (10R 4/8), Pinkish white (7.5YR 8/2), 
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and Black (GLEY1 2.5/N), though the design is eroded. The interior surface is burnished 

and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 6/6). 

Drawing: Araceli Vázquez Villegas

Cat. 273; Bag No: 538 (Figure 7.15b)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Cylinder vase with pointed rim. 

Dimension: Dimension: 13.8 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.49 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.50 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 8/3), medium-fine grain with crashed 

calcite temper and red inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized.

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 

6/6) on which geometric designs are painted by Dark red (2.5YR 3/8) and Black (GLEY1 

2.5/N), though the design is heavily eroded. The upper part of the interior surface is 

burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 6/6) while the lower part is smoothed 

without slip. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 322; Bag No: 538 (Figure 7.15c)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Cylinder vase with pointed rim. 

Dimension: Dimension: 15.9 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.63 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.49 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (5YR 7/6), medium-fine grain with crashed 

calcite temper and red inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized.

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 
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6/8) on which geometric designs are painted by Red (10R 5/8) and Black (GLEY1 2.5/N). 

The upper part of the interior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 

6/8) while the lower part is smoothed without slip. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 311; Bag No: 544 (Figure 7.15d)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Cylinder vase with beveled rim. 

Dimension: Dimension: 15.9 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.62 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.49 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (5YR 7/6), medium-fine grain with calcite 

temper and red inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized.

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 7/8) 

on which geometric designs or more likely glyphs are painted by Red (2.5YR 5/8) and 

Black (GLEY1 2.5/N). However, it is too weathered to identify the nature of the designs. 

The interior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 7/8). 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 371; Bag No: 543 (Figure 7.15e)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Bowl with flared sides and rounded rim. 

Dimension: Dimension: 13.1 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.63 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.51 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 8/6), medium-fine grain with calcite 

temper and red inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized.

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Red (10R 4/8) on which 



583

some designs were originally painted, but they are too eroded to identify. The interior 

surface is burnished and slipped by Light red (2.5YR 6/8) on which Dark gray (7.5YR 

4/1) and Light red (2.5YR 6/8) lines are painted. 

Drawing: Hirokazu Kotegawa

Cat. 382; Bag No: 533 (Figure 7.15f)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Bowl with flared sides and pointed rim. The evidence of finger pressing can be 

observed in the interior wall.  

Dimension: Dimension: 15.6 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.66 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.59 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (5YR 7/8), medium-fine grain with medium 

calcite temper and gray inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized.

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 7/8) 

on which Red (10R 4/8) and which Black (GLEY1 2.5/N) lines are painted. The interior 

surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 7/8). 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 205; Bag No: 778 (Figure 7.15g)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Bowl with vertical sides and pointed rim. The lower part of the interior wall is 

thinned.

Dimension: Dimension: 16.7 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.66 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.43 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 8/2), medium-fine grain with medium 

calcite temper and gray inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized.
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Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 

6/6) on which Red (10R 4/8) and which Black (GLEY1 2.5/N) lines are painted. The 

interior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 6/6). 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 317; Bag No: 533 (Figure 7.15h)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Bowl with flared sides and pointed rim. 

Dimension: Dimension: 17.4 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.52 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.65 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 8/3), medium-fine grain with medium 

calcite temper and large gray inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized.

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces is burnished and slipped by Reddish 

yellow (5YR 6/8) on which geometric designs are drawn by Red (10R 4/8) and Black 

(GLEY1 2.5/N). 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 203; Bag No: 778 (Figure 7.15i)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Bowl with flared sides and pointed rim. 

Dimension: Dimension: 17.8 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.56 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.62 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 8/4), medium-fine grain with small 

calcite temper and gray inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized.

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 

6/8) on which geometric designs are drawn by Red (10R 4/8) and Black (GLEY1 2.5/N). 
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The interior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 6/8) on which Red 

(10R 4/8) and Black (GLEY1 2.5/N) lines are painted.

Drawing: Araceli Vázquez Villegas

Cat. 185; Bag No: 808 (Figure 7.15j)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Bowl with flared sides and pointed rim. 

Dimension: Dimension: 19.9 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.54 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.62 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/4), medium-fine grain with calcite 

temper and gray inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized.

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 

6/8) on which geometric designs are drawn by Red (10R 4/8) and Black (GLEY1 2.5/N). 

The interior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 6/8) on which Red 

(10R 4/8) and Black (GLEY1 2.5/N) lines are painted.

Drawing: Araceli Vázquez Villegas

Cat. 184; Bag No: 808 (Figure 7.15k)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Dish with flared sides and slightly incurved base. 

Dimension: Base dimension: 16.1 cm [Measured]; Wall thickness: 0.65 cm; Base 

thickness: 0.47 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/4), medium-fine grain with calcite 

temper and gray inclusions. The paste is compact and the white core (2.5Y 5/1) can be 

observed in the cross section. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 
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6/8). The interior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 6/8). The 

bottom of the vessel has flower petal-like-geometric designs painted by Red (10R 4/8) and 

White (2.5Y 8/1). 

Drawing: Mariana Favila Vázquez

Cat. 315; Bag No: 533 (Figure 7.15l)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Dish with flared sides and flat base. 

Dimension: Base dimension: 16.1 cm [Estimated]; Wall thickness: 0.66 cm; Base 

thickness: 0.61 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/4), medium-fine grain with calcite 

temper and gray inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 

6/8). The interior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 6/8). The 

bottom of the vessel has geometric designs painted by Red (10R 4/8) and Black (GLEY1 

2.5/N). 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 321; Bag No: 533 (Figure 7.15m)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Dish with flared sides, pointed rim, and flat base. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 19.8 cm [Estimated]; Base diameter: 14.3 cm; Rim thickness: 

0.62 cm; Wall thickness: 0.72 cm; Base thickness: 0.47 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pink (7.5YR 8/3), medium-fine grain with calcite temper and 

gray inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Red (2.5YR 4/8) on 
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which Dusky red (10R 3/2) is painted. The interior surface is burnished and slipped by 

Reddish yellow (5YR 6/8) on which geometric designs are painted by Dusky red (10R 3/2) 

and Red (2.5YR 4/8). At the bottom some circle designs are painted by Red (2.5YR 4/8). 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 365; Bag No: 539 (Figure 7.15n)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Bowl with flared sides and rounded rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 24.1 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.81 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.91 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 6/6), medium-fine grain with calcite 

temper and gray inclusions. The paste is compact, but soft, and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are burnished and slipped by Light 

reddish brown (5YR 6/8) on which geometric designs are painted by Red (10R 3/2) and 

Black (GLEY1 2.5/N). 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 324; Bag No: 778 (Figure 7.15o)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Plate with flared sides, rounded rim, and flat base 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 24.5 cm [Estimated]; Base diameter: 18.3 cm; Rim thickness: 

0.69 cm; Wall thickness: 0.63 cm; Base thickness: 0.51 cm; Height: 3.75 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pink (7.5YR 7/4), medium-fine grain with calcite temper and 

gray inclusions. The paste is compact, but soft, and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are burnished and slipped by Reddish 

yellow (5YR 6/8) on which Red (10R 4/8) and Black (GLEY1 2.5/N) lines are painted. 
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Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 320; Bag No: 533 (Figure 7.15p)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Dish with flared sides and pointed rim 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 24.3 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.52 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.74 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium-fine grain with small 

calcite temper. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are burnished and slipped by Reddish 

yellow (5YR 6/8). The interior surface has geometric designs with Red (2.5YR 5/8) and 

Black (GLEY1 2.5/N).

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 250; Bag No: 544 (Figure 7.15q)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Dish with flared sides and rounded rim 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 26.75 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.52 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.74 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/4), medium-fine grain with calcite 

temper and gray inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are burnished and slipped by Reddish 

yellow (7.5YR 7/6). The exterior surface has geometric designs with Red (10R 4/8) and 

Black (GLEY1 2.5/N) colors which are applied for drawing lines on the interior surface. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán
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Cat. 320; Bag No: 543 (Figure 7.15r)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Plate with incurved sides and rounded rim 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 31.4 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.8 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.74 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/3), medium-fine grain with medium 

calcite temper. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are burnished and slipped by Yellowish 

red (5YR 5/8), but the exterior surface is heavily eroded. The interior surface has 

geometric designs with Red (10R 4/8) and Black (GLEY1 2.5/N).

Drawing: Hirokazu Kotegawa

Cat. 218; Bag No: 778 (Figure 7.15s)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Bowl with incurved sides and pointed rim 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 35 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.66 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.87 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 6/6), medium-fine grain with small 

calcite temper. The paste is compact, but soft, and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are burnished and slipped by Reddish 

yellow (5YR 6/8) on which geometric designs are drawn by Red (10R 4/8) and Black 

(GLEY1 2.5/N).

Drawing: Mariana Favila Vázquez

Cat. 156; Bag No:417; TS-62 (Figure 7.15t-v)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the platform in front of the 
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upper shrine. 

Form: Plate with incurved sides and rounded rim 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 34.6 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.65 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.65 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing: Reddish yellow (7.5YR 6/6), medium-fine grain with gray and 

red inclusoins. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. Detailed information about 

paste and temper describes in the petrographic analysis’s section.

Surface finish: The exterior surface is smoothed without slip while the interior surface 

is burnished and slipped by Yellowish red (5YR 6/8) on which Red (10R 4/8) and Black 

(GLEY1 2.5/N) lines are horizontally and diagonally painted. There are some designs 

drawn by black lines, but they are too eroded to identify. The direction of smoothing from 

left to right on the exterior surface is clearly visible. 

Drawing: Kenichiro Tsukamoto

Cat. 251; Bag No: 500 (Figure 7.15w)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Construction fill to pave Floor 1. 

Form: Plate with flared sides and rounded rim 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 38.4 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.70 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.98 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing:  Light gray (10YR 7/2), medium-fine grain with small calcite 

temper. The paste is compact, but soft, and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is smoothed without slip while the interior surface is 

burnished and slipped by Yellowish red (5YR 6/8) on which geometric designs are drawn 

by Red (10R 5/8) and Black (GLEY1 2.5/N).

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán
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Cat. 247; Bag No: 538 (Figure 7.15x)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Plate with flared sides and pointed rim 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 39.2 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.71 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.82 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/1), medium-fine grain with calcite 

temper. The paste is compact and Light gray (10YR 7/2) core is visible on the cross 

section. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is smoothed horizontally and diagonally without slip 

while the interior surface is horizontally burnished and slipped by Yellowish red (5YR 

6/8) on which geometric designs are drawn by Red (10R 5/8) and Black (GLEY1 2.5/N).

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 227; Bag No: 778: TS-43 (Figure 7.15y)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Plate with outcurved sides and outflared everted rim 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 41 cm [Estimated]; Base diameter: 28.5 cm; Rim thickness: 

0.75 cm; Wall thickness: 0.91 cm; Base thickness: 0.9 cm; Height: 5.5 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 8/4), medium-fine grain with gray 

inclusions. The paste is compact and Light gray (GLEY1 7/N) core is visible on the 

cross section. Detailed information about paste and temper describes in the petrographic 

analysis’s section.

Surface finish: The exterior surface is smoothed horizontally and only lip is slipped by 

Red (10R 5/8). The interior surface is horizontally burnished and slipped by Yellowish red 

(7.5YR 8/6) on which multiple lines are horizontally drawn by Red (10R 5/8), Very pale 

brown (10YR8/4 and 8/2), and Black (GLEY1 2.5/N).
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Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 248; Bag No: 538 (Figure 7.15z)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Plate with flared sides and horizontal everted rim 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 39.1 cm [Estimated]; Base diameter: 28.5 cm; Rim thickness: 

0.8 cm; Wall thickness: 0.67 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Light gray (10YR 7/1), medium-fine grain with gray inclusions. 

The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is smoothed horizontally without slip. The interior 

surface is horizontally burnished and slipped by Light red (2.5YR 6/8) on which 

geometric designs are drawn by Red (10R 4/8) and Black (GLEY1 2.5/N).

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Desquite Red-on-orange/Unspecified

Period: Late Classic Tepeu 2 Complex A.D. 720-850

Cat. 86; Bag No: 538 (Figure 7.16a-c)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Barrel shaped bowl with incurved sides with exterior folded rim.

Dimension: Rim diameter: 15.4 cm [Measured]; Maximum diameter: 16.1 cm: Base 

diameter: 14.6 cm Rim thickness: 0.5 cm; Wall thickness: 0.6 cm

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pink (7.5YR 8/4), fine grain. The paste is compact, but 

medium-soft, and completely oxidized. Few inclusions are observed. 

Surface finish: The exterior surfaces is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 

6/6) on which Red lines (10R 4/8) are horizontally painted. The interior is smoothed, but 
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unslipped. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 336; Bag No: 539 (Figure 7.16d)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Dish with flared sides and pointed lip.

Dimension: Rim diameter: 17.8 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.51 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.46 cm

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium grain with medium 

calcite temper. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surfaces is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 

6/8). The interior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 6/8) on which 

Red lines (10R 5/8) are horizontally painted. 

Drawing: Hirokazu Kotegawa

Cat. 147; Bag No: 543 (Figure 7.16e)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Dish with flared sides and pointed lip.

Dimension: Rim diameter: 18.95 cm [Estimated]; Base diameter: 14.1 cm; Rim thickness: 

0.64 cm; Wall thickness: 0.72 cm; Base thickness: 0.49 cm; Height: 4.73 cm [Measured]. 

Paste, temper, and firing:  Yellowish red (5YR 7/6), medium grain with medium calcite 

temper. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surfaces is burnished and slipped by Light red (2.5YR 6/8). 

The interior surface is burnished and slipped by Light red (2.5YR 6/8) on which Red lines 

(10R 5/8) are horizontally painted. The bottom has semi-circular designs. 

Drawing: Mariana Favila Vázquez
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Cat. 337; Bag No: 539 (Figure 7.16f)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Dish with flared sides and pointed lip.

Dimension: Rim diameter: 22.7 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.59 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.74 cm

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium grain with medium 

calcite temper. The paste is compact. The White core (GLEY1 8/N) is observed.  

Surface finish: The exterior surfaces is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 

6/8). The interior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 6/8) on which 

Red lines (10R 5/8) are horizontally painted. 

Drawing: Hirokazu Kotegawa

Cat. 143; Bag No: 543 (Figure 7.16g)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Bowl with flared sides and pointed lip.

Dimension: Rim diameter: 23.6 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.63 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.7 cm

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 6/6), medium grain with medium 

calcite temper. The paste is compact and completely oxidized.  

Surface finish: The exterior surfaces is burnished and slipped by Light red (2.5YR 6/8). 

The interior surface is burnished and slipped by Light red (2.5YR 6/8) on which Red lines 

(2.5YR 5/8) are horizontally painted. 

Drawing: Mariana Favila Vázquez

Cat. 333; Bag No: 778 (Figure 7.16h)
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Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Dish with flared sides and pointed lip.

Dimension: Rim diameter: 24.7 cm [Estimated]; Base diameter: 18.0 cm; Rim thickness: 

0.57 cm; Wall thickness: 0.6 cm

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pink (7.5YR 8/4), medium grain with medium calcite temper. 

The paste is compact and completely oxidized.  

Surface finish: The exterior surfaces is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 

6/8). The interior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 6/8) on which 

Red lines (10R 4/8) are horizontally painted. 

Drawing: Hirokazu Kotegawa

Cat. 334; Bag No: 539 (Figure 7.16i)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Dish with flared sides and pointed lip.

Dimension: Rim diameter: 25.2 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.53 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.61 cm

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pink (7.5YR 7/4), medium grain with medium calcite temper. 

The paste is compact and completely oxidized.  

Surface finish: The exterior surfaces is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 

7/6) on which Red geometric designs (10R 4/8) are painted. The interior surface is 

burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (5YR 6/8) and originally has some designs 

which are weathered. 

Drawing: Hirokazu Kotegawa

Cat. 245; Bag No: 538 (Figure 7.16j)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 
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Form: Dish with flared sides and round rim.

Dimension: Rim diameter: 26.8 cm [Measured]; Base diameter: 18.6 cm; Rim thickness: 

0.57 cm; Wall thickness: 0.44 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 6/6), medium-fine grain. The paste is 

compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior and interior surfaces are burnished and slipped by Reddish 

yellow (5YR 6/8). On the interior surface Red lines (10R 4/8) are horizontally painted.  

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 157; Bag No: 808; TS-34 (Figure 7.16k-m)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Dish with incurved sides and round rim.

Dimension: Rim diameter: 26 cm [Estimated]; Base diameter: 18.6 cm; Rim thickness: 

0.77 cm; Wall thickness: 0.73 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 6/6), medium-fine grain with gray and 

red inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. Detailed information about 

paste and temper describes in the petrographic analysis’s section.  

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (7.5YR 

7/6) on which Red color (10R 4/8) was diagonally painted by using a brush with 2.0 m 

width. On the lower part of the interior surface was burnished by Reddish yellow (7.5YR 

7/6). On the slip, Red lines (10R 4/8) are horizontally painted in the lower part while 

geometric designs are painted on the upper part.   

Drawing: Kenichiro Tsukamoto

Cat. 262; Bag No: 538 (Figure 7.16n)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 
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Form: Dish with flared sides and pointed lip.

Dimension: Rim diameter: 27.8 cm [Estimated]; Base diameter: 19.0 cm; Rim thickness: 

0.6 cm; Wall thickness: 0.86 cm; Height: 7.2 cm 

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium-fine grain. The paste is 

compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior and interior surfaces are burnished and slipped by Light red 

(5YR 6/8) on which Red lines (10R 4/8) are horizontally painted.  The exterior surface 

is drawn by red color, but it is impossible to identify its original design due to the 

fragmentation and erosion. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 244; Bag No: 538 (Figure 7.16o)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Plate with flared sides and pointed lip.

Dimension: Rim diameter: 32 cm [Estimated]; Base diameter: 24.5 cm; Rim thickness: 

0.64 cm; Wall thickness: 0.7 cm; Height: 6.14 cm 

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium-fine grain. The paste is 

compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (7.5YR 

7/6) on which Red lines (2.5R 5/8) are brushed.  The interior surface is burnished and 

slipped by Reddish yellow without any design. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 51; Bag No: 539 (Figure 7.16p)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Plate with flared sides and pointed lip.
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Dimension: Rim diameter: 32.3 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.64 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.75 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pale brown (2.5YR 8/2), medium-fine grain. The paste is 

compact. The Pink core (7.5YR 8/4) is observed and it is probably produced by different 

oxidizing atmosphere. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is smoothed and only the rim border is slipped by 

Light Red (2.5YR 7/8). The interior is burnished and slipped by Red (2.5YR 4/8). 

Drawing: Hirokazu Kotegawa

Cat. 142; Bag No: 543 (Figure 7.16q)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Dish with flared sides and pointed lip.

Dimension: Rim diameter: 35 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.55 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.59 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/4), medium-fine grain. The paste is 

compact is completely oxidized.

Surface finish: The exterior and interior surfaces are burnished and slipped by Reddish 

yellow (5YR 6/8) on which Red (10R 4/8) color is painted. While the interior has 

horizontally parallel lines, the exterior has a geometric design. 

Drawing: Mariana Favila Vázquez

Cat. 246; Bag No: 538 (Figure 7.16r)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Plate with flared sides and pointed lip.

Dimension: Rim diameter: 38.2 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.68 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.76 cm. 
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Paste, temper, and firing:  Pale Brown (2.5YR 8/2), medium-fine grain. The paste is 

compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (7.5YR 

7/6). The interior is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6) on which Red 

lines (10R 4/8) are horizontally painted. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 222; Bag No: GZ7,GZ9, 361;TS-39 (Figure 7.16s)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 

wall. 

Form: Tripod plate with flared sides and flat base.

Dimension: Rim diameter: 38.2 cm [Measured]; Base diameter: 27.6 cm [Measured]; Rim 

thickness: 0.84 cm; Wall thickness: 1.15 cm; Height: 5.75 cm [Measured].

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pale Brown (2.5YR 8/2), medium-fine grain. The paste is 

compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (7.5YR 

7/6). The interior is burnished and slipped by Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6) on which Red 

lines (10R 4/8) are horizontally painted. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 234; Bag No: 859 (Figure 7.16t)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Construction fill of the north wall. Because the slip is 

well preserved, it was relatively contemporaneous with the building of the north wall, that 

is circa A.D. 720.

Form: Bowl with slightly flared sides and pointed rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 17.6 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.63 cm; Wall thickness: 



600

0.91 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Yellowish Brown (10YR 5/4), medium-fine grain. The paste is 

compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Light red (2.5YR 6/8). 

The interior is burnished and slipped by Light Red (2.5YR 6/8) on which Red band (7.5R 

4/8) are horizontally painted. 

Drawing: Mariana Favila Vázquez

Cat. 338; Bag No: 859 (Figure 7.16u)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Construction fill of the north wall. Because the slip is 

well preserved, it was relatively contemporaneous with the building of the north wall, that 

is circa A.D. 720.

Form: Bowl with slightly flared sides and pointed rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 18.9 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.69 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.71 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/4), medium-fine grain. The paste is 

compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is burnished and slipped by Red (10R 5/8). The 

exterior surface probably had red designs, but it is too eroded to identify. The interior is 

burnished and slipped by Red (10R 5/8) on which Red band (7.5R 4/6) are horizontally 

painted. 

Drawing: Araceli Vázquez Villegas 

Infierno Black/Unspecified 

Period: Late Classic Tepeu 2 Complex A.D. 720-850
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Cat. 343; Bag No: 863, 897; TS-55 (Figure 7.17a)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 

wall.  

Form: Bowl with incurving sides. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 17.6 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 1.1 cm; Wall thickness: 

1.04 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Grayish brown (10YR 5/2), medium grain with red and large 

gray inclusions. The paste is compact and reduced. Detailed information about paste and 

temper describes in the petrographic analysis’s section. 

Surface finish: Both interior and exterior surfaces are horizontally burnished and slipped 

by Black (5YR 2.5/1), which is derived from unknown red color. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 236; Bag No: 820 (Figure 7.17b)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Fill of collapsed western wall.  

Form: Bowl with incurving sides. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 19.1 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.64 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.65 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/4), medium grain with red and large 

gray inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Both interior and exterior surfaces are horizontally burnished and slipped 

by Black (2.5YR 2.5/1), which is derived from Dark reddish brown (5YR 3/4).

Drawing: Mariana Favila Vázquez

Cat. 295; Bag No: 770, 843 (Figure 7.17c)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 
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wall.  

Form: Bowl with incurving sides. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 18.6 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.82 cm; Wall thickness: 

1.1 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Light brownish gray (10YR 6/2), medium grain with red and 

large gray inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Both interior and exterior surfaces are horizontally burnished and slipped 

by Black (2.5YR 2.5/1).

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 194; Bag No: 538 (Figure 7.17d)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Dish with incurving sides. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 18.6 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.82 cm; Wall thickness: 

1.1 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Light yellowish brown (10YR 6/4), medium grain. The paste is 

compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Both interior and exterior surfaces are horizontally burnished and slipped 

by Black (2.5YR 2.5/1).

Drawing: Araceli Vázquez Villegas 

Cat. 195; Bag No: 843 (Figure 7.17e)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Dish with incurving sides. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 44.7 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.76 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.96 cm.
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Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (5YR 6/6), medium grain. The Light brownish 

gray core (10YR 6/2) is observed in the cross section.  

Surface finish: Both interior and exterior surfaces are slipped by Black (GLEY1 2.5/N), 

which is reduced from Yellowish red (7.5YR 6/6) through Brown (7.5YR 4/2). While the 

interior is burnished, the exterior surface is smoothed. 

Drawing: Araceli Vázquez Villegas 

Other Infierno Black/Appliqued 

Period: Late Classic Tepeu 2 Complex A.D. 720-850

Cat. 289; Bag No: 897 (Figure 7.17f, g)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 

wall.  

Form: Bowl with incurving sides. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 19.3 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.82 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.91 cm; Appliqued: 2.0 cm x 0.4 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium grain with small red and 

gray inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Both interior and exterior surfaces are horizontally burnished and slipped 

by Black (GLEY1 2.5/N). An amorphous appliqued with four circles is attached on the 

exterior wall. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Chinos Black-on-cream/Unspecified

Period: Late Classic Tepeu 2 Complex A.D. 720-850

Cat. 197; Bag No: 808 (Figure 7.17h)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 
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Form: Bowl with incurved sides with pointed lip.

Dimension: Rim diameter: 12.3 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.51 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.65 cm

Paste, temper, and firing:  Light gray (10YR 7/2), medium grain with calcite temper. The 

paste is medium-soft and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are burnished and slipped by White 

(10YR 8/1) on which Black lines (GLEY1 2.5/N) is painted. The lower black line of the 

interior surface is slightly undulant, indicating that it was painted by a brush. 

Drawing: Araceli Vázquez Villegas

Cat. 307; Bag No: 538 (Figure 7.17i)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Bowl with incurved sides with pointed lip.

Dimension: Rim diameter: 15.6 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.59 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.59 cm

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/4), medium grain with large calcite 

temper. The paste is medium-soft and the gray core (10YR 5/1) is present. The diffuse 

core margins suggest that the vessel was reduced, and then cooled slowly in air. 

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are burnished and slipped by White 

(10YR 8/1) on which geometric designs are painted by black lines (GLEY1 2.5/N). The 

black color is turned into orange color, suggesting that it is resulted from firing reduction.   

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 196; Bag No: 539 (Figure 7.17j)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Bowl with slightly outcurved sides with pointed lip.
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Dimension: Rim diameter: 16.2 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.65 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.69 cm

Paste, temper, and firing:  Grayish brown (10YR 5/2), medium-coarse grain with large 

calcite temper abd red inclusions. The paste is medium-soft and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are burnished and slipped by Very pale 

brown (10YR 7/3) on which geometric designs are painted by black (GLEY1 2.5/N). The 

black color is turned into orange color, suggesting that it is resulted from firing reduction.   

Drawing: Araceli Vázquez Villegas

Cat. 310; Bag No: 778 (Figure 7.17k)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Bowl with flared sides with pointed lip.

Dimension: Rim diameter: 17 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.56 cm; Wall thickness: 0. 

68cm

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/4), medium grain with large calcite 

temper and gray and red inclusions. The paste is medium-soft and the Grayish brown core 

(10YR 5/2) is present on the interior half of the section. The diffuse core margins suggest 

that the vessel was reduced, and then cooled slowly in air. 

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are burnished and slipped by Light 

gray (10YR 7/2) on which geometric designs are painted by black lines (GLEY1 2.5/N). 

The black color is turned into orange color, suggesting that it is resulted from firing 

reduction.   

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 309; Bag No: 543 (Figure 7.17l)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 
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Form: Bowl with flared sides with pointed lip.

Dimension: Rim diameter: 20.1 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.66 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.48 cm

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium grain with large calcite 

temper and gray and red inclusions. The paste is medium-soft and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are burnished and slipped by Very pale 

brown (10YR 8/2) on which geometric designs are painted by black lines (GLEY1 2.5/N). 

The black color is turned into orange color, suggesting that it is resulted from firing 

reduction.   The lower part of the interior surface is linearly painted, but eroded.

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 263; Bag No: 544 (Figure 7.17m-o)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ5, Midden in construction fill to pave Floor 2. 

Form: Bowl with outcurved sides with pointed lip.

Dimension: Rim diameter: 26.2 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.59 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.52 cm

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/4), medium grain with large calcite 

temper and gray and red inclusions. The paste is medium-soft and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are burnished and slipped by White 

(2.5YR 8/1) on which geometric designs are painted by black lines (GLEY1 2.5/N). The 

black color is turned into Reddish yellow (7.5YR 6/8), suggesting that it is resulted from 

firing reduction.   The lower part of the interior surface is linearly painted, but eroded.

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Traino Brown
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Period: Late Classic Tepeu 2 Complex A.D. 720-850

Cat. 56; Bag No: 898 (Figure 7.20a)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination Ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 

wall. 

Form: Jar with outcurved neck and exterior folded rim 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 11.8 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.73 cm; Neck height: 5.6 

cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pale brown (10YR 6/3), medium grain with fine calcite temper 

and gray inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is smoothed horizontally and slipped by Dark gray 

(5YR 4/1). The interior neck is smoothed horizontally without slip.

Drawing: Kenichiro Tsukamoto

Cat. 57; Bag No: 705 (Figure 7.20b)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination Ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 

wall. 

Form: Jar with outcurved neck and interior folded rim 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 17.8 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.71 cm; Neck height: 6.5 

cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pale brown (10YR 6/3), medium grain with calcite temper and 

gray inclusions. The paste is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is smoothed horizontally and slipped by Yellowish 

red (5YR 4/6) (5YR 4/1). The interior neck is horizontally smoothed without slip.

Drawing: Kenichiro Tsukamoto

Cat. 215; Bag No: 552, GZ17: TS-38; total station: K125 (Figure 7.20c-f)
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Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ6, Termination Ritual 1, on the burned floor of the room 

inside. 

Form: Jar with outcurved neck and exterior folded rim. It is not completely symmetrical. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 16.2 cm [Measured]; Rim thickness: 0.92 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.6 cm; Neck height: 8.5 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pink (7.5YR 7/4), medium grain with large calcite temper and 

gray inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is smoothed horizontally and slipped by Reddish 

brown (5YR 4/3), but most part is heavily eroded. The interior neck is smoothed 

horizontally without slip. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Tinaja Red/Tinaja: Incurved bowl

Period: Late Classic Tepeu 3 Complex A.D. 850

Cat. 212; Bag No: 843 (Figure 7.21a)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 

wall. 

Form: Incurved bowl with exterior thickened rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 27.1 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 1.22 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.81 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 8/4), medium grain. Calcite temper. 

The paste is compact and hard, and is completely oxidized.

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are uniformly slipped by Red (2.5YR 

4/8), but they are heavily eroded. 

Drawing: Marina Favila Vázquez  
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Cat. 102; Bag No: 417, GZ40, total station A333 (Figure 7.21b)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the platform in front of the 

upper shrine. 

Form: Incurved bowl with exterior thickened rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 31.6 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 1.53 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.72 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pink (7.5YR 7/4), medium grain. Calcite temper. The paste is 

compact and hard. The light gray core (Gley 1 7/N) is observed in the cross section.  

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are uniformly slipped by Red (2.5YR 

4/8), but they are heavily eroded. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 17; Bag No: 926, GZ18, total station A151 (Figure 7.21c)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of 

southeastern corner inside the upper shrine, in front of the south bench.  

Form: Incurved bowl with exterior thickened rim. The exterior joint area between the rim 

and body is pressured. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 41.8 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 2.0 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.92 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pink (7.5YR 8/4), medium grain with red and black inclusions. 

Large calcite temper. The paste is compact and hard. The paste is completely 

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are uniformly slipped by Red (2.5YR 

4/8), but they are heavily eroded. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán
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Cat. 104; Bag No: 377 (Figure 7.21d)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor inside the 

upper shrine. 

Form: Incurved bowl with exterior thickened rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 42.2 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 1.11 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pink (10R 8/4), medium grain. Calcite temper. The paste is 

medium-soft. The pink core (10YR 7/3) is observed in the cross section.  

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are uniformly slipped by Red (10R 5/8) 

and are horizontally burnished.

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 101; Bag No: 843 (Figure 7.21e)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 

wall. 

Form: Incurved bowl with exterior thickened rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 40.6 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 1.69 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.91 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Light brown (7.5YR 6/4), medium grain. Medium calcite 

temper. The paste is compact and hard, and is completely oxidized.

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are uniformly slipped by Reddish 

brown (2.5YR 4/3) and are horizontally burnished. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 25; Bag No: 317, 361,488,818, GZ41; total station A331 (Figure 7.21f-h)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the platform in front of the 

doorway and the room inside. 
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Form: Incurved bowl with exterior thickened rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 43.6 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 2.12 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.73 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/4), medium grain. Medium calcite 

temper. The paste is compact and hard, and is completely oxidized.

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are uniformly slipped by Reddish 

brown (2.5YR 4/6) and are horizontally burnished. Both sides are heavily weathered, but 

burnished lines are visible. A reused hole is observed 3.8 cm below the lip. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 105; Bag No: 863 (Figure 7.22a)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 

wall.  

Form: Incurved bowl with exterior thickened rim. Interior wall is offset. The form is 

similar to Corona Red, but the wall angle and lip are quite different. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 46 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 1.5 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.78 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/4), medium grain. Medium calcite 

temper. The paste is compact and hard, and is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are uniformly slipped by Dark red 

(2.5YR 3/6) and burnished horizontally.

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 133; Bag No: 843; TS-48 (Figure 7.22b-d)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 

wall.  
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Form: Incurved bowl with exterior thickened rim. Interior wall is offset. The form is 

similar to Corona Red, but the wall angle and lip are quite different. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 48.8 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.9 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.79 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium-fine grain with black and 

gray inclusions. The paste is compact and hard. The Gray core (10YR 5/1) is observed in 

the cross section.  The margin of the core is sharp, suggesting that the vessel was reduced 

and then cooled rapidly in air (Rye 1981: 116-117). The relatively large core area indicates 

that the reducing process was left in prolonged time. 

Detailed information about paste and temper describes in the petrographic analysis’s 

section.

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are uniformly slipped by Dark red 

(7.5YR 3/4) and burnished horizontally.

Drawing: Kenichiro Tsukamoto

Cat. 200; Bag No: 817; TS-16; total station K559 (Figure 7.22e)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the north bench of the upper 

shrine.  

Form: Incurved bowl with exterior folded rim. Interior wall is offset. The form is similar 

to Corona Red, but the wall angle and lip are quite different. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 53.4 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 1.47 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.85 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Brown (7.5YR 5/3), medium grain with red and black 

inclusions. Crashed calcite temper. The paste is compact and hard. The core is observed. 

The core color is gray (GLEY1 5/N). Detailed information about paste and temper 
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describes in the petrographic analysis’s section.

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are uniformly slipped by Red (2.5YR 

4/8) and burnished horizontally.

Drawing: Kenichiro Tsukamoto

Cat. 46; Bag No: 417; GZ5; total station A27 (Figure 7.22f)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the platform in front of the 

upper shrine.  

Form: Incurved bowl with exterior thickened rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 58.4 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 1.7 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium-fine grain. Medium 

calcite temper. The paste is compact and hard. The Pink core (10YR 7/3) is observed in 

the cross section. 

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are uniformly slipped by Red (2.5YR 

4/6) and burnished horizontally, but are heavily weathered. 

Drawing: Hirokazu Kotegawa

Cat. 103; Bag No: 843 (Figure 7.22g)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 

wall.  

Form: Incurved bowl with exterior thickened rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 64.6 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 1.5 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.73 cm

Paste, temper, and firing:  Light brown (7.5YR 6/4), medium grain. Medium calcite 

temper. The paste is compact and hard, and is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The upper half of exterior surface is slipped by Reddish brown (2.5YR 
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4/4) and the lower half is stained by Dark gray (7.5YR 4/1). The interior wall is slipped 

by Dark gray (7.5YR 4/1). Both surfaces are burnished horizontally. Because the color 

boundary between the upper and lower part of exterior surface is diffused, I suggest that 

dark gray color is the result from firing reduction. In fact, the interior surface partially 

contains red slip. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán 

Cat. 77; Bag No: 738 (Figure 7.22h)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ6, Termination ritual 1, above the burned floor of the 

central room.  

Form: Incurved bowl with exterior thickened rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 33.6 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.84 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.55 cm

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 6/6), medium grain. Medium calcite 

temper. The paste is compact and hard, and is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are uniformly slipped by Red (2.5YR 

4/8) and burnished horizontally.

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán 

Cat. 219; Bag No: 737 (Figure 7.22i)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ6, Termination ritual 1, in front of the central room.  

Form: Incurved bowl with exterior slightly thickened rim. The exterior surface under the 

rim is pressured horizontally. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 33.6 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.84 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.55 cm

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/4), medium grain. Medium calcite 
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temper. The paste is compact and hard, and is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are slipped by Red (2.5YR 4/8) with 

black stains (GLERY 2.5 N/0). The both surfaces are burnished horizontally. 

Drawing: Marina Favila Vázquez  

Cat. 44; Bag No: 737 (Figure 7.22j)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ6, Termination ritual 1, in front of the central room.  

Form: Incurved bowl with exterior thickened rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 39.2 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 1.26 cm; Wall thickness: 

0.9 cm

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pink (7.5YR 8/4), medium-fine grain. Medium calcite temper. 

The paste is compact and hard. The Gray core (10YR 6/1) is observed in the cross section. 

The margin of the core is sharp, suggesting that the vessel was reduced and then cooled 

rapidly in air (Rye 1981: 116-117).

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are slipped by Dark red (2.5YR 3/6) 

with Red stains (2.5 YR 4/8), probably due to uneven oxidizing atmosphere. The both 

surfaces are burnished horizontally. 

Drawing: Hirokazu Kotegawa  

Tinaja Red/Tinaja: Incurved bowl

Period: Late Classic Tepeu 3 Complex A.D.850

Cat. 361; Bag No: 843; TS-40 (Figure 7.23a-d)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 

wall. 

Form: Incurved bowl with slightly pointed rim and incurved base. 
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Dimension: Rim diameter: 20.7 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.66 cm; central height 

[Measured]: 9.3 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 8/3), medium-fine grain with large 

gray inclusions and small red particles. The paste is compact and hard, and is completely 

oxidized. Detailed information about paste and temper describes in the petrographic 

analysis’s section.

Surface finish: The exterior slip is Red (10R 5/8) with black stains at the base. The 

interior surface is parti-colored with Reddish yellow (5YR 6/6 and 7.5YR 7/6) and black 

(7.5YR 2.5/1), due to firing effect. In comparison with other samples, we suggest that this 

parti-colored surface was potter’s intention rather the unexpected result from insufficient 

air during the firing process. The exterior surface is lustrous and more burnished than the 

interior surface. The burnish line of the interior surface is clearly visible. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat.110; Bag No: 843 (Figure 7.23e)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 

wall. 

Form: Slightly incurved sides with pointed lip. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 14.8 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.98 cm; wall thickness: 

0.63 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Light gray (10YR 7/2), medium-fine grain. Calcite temper. The 

paste is hard and compact. 

Surface finish: The exterior slip is Reddish brown (2.5YR 4/3) and the interior is Light 

red (2.5YR 6/6). Both surfaces are burnished horizontally. 

Drawing: Hirokazu Kotegawa
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Cat. 118; Bag No: 843  (Figure 7.23f)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 

wall. 

Form: Incurved bowl with pointed rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 17.6 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.58 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium-fine grain. Calcite 

temper. The paste is compact and hard, and is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface is uniformly slipped by Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/8), 

while the slip on the interior surface is light red (2.5YR 6/8) with black stains which are 

probably produced by reduction of firing. Both surfaces are burnished, which is easily 

observed through eyes. Comparing with other samples (cat. 359), we suggest that this 

parti-colored surface on the interior was potter’s intention rather the unexpected result 

from insufficient air during the firing process. 

Drawing: Mariana Vázquez Favila

Cat. 78; Bag No: 489 (Figure 7.23g)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, probably corresponds to Termination ritual 1 on the 

southwestern corner. 

Form: Incurved bowl with pointed lip. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 15.6 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.68 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pinkish gray (7.5YR 7/2), medium-fine grain. Calcite temper. 

The paste is compact and hard, and is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are uniformly slipped by Red (10R 4/6) 

and horizontally burnished, but the interior is heavily eroded. As with Cat. 359, black 

stains can be observed in the interior surface. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán
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Cat. 359; Bag No: 843, 906 (Figure 7.23h-j)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 

wall. 

Form: Incurved bowl with slightly pointed rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 22.5 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.72 cm; height 

[Estimated]: 10.2 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5YR 7/6), medium-fine grain. Calcite 

temper. The paste is compact and hard, and is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Slip varies from Red (2.5YR 4/6), Black (Gley 2.5N/0), and Strong brown 

(7.5YR 4/6). Interior surface is lustrous and more burnished than the exterior surface. 

While the slip of the interior surface is homogenous, the exterior slip has different slip 

colors, probably due to firing effects.  

Judging from the interior slip, we suggest that this parti-colored surface was potter’s 

intention rather the unexpected result from insufficient air during the firing process. The 

linear evidence of burnished on the interior surface is hard to identify through direct 

observation. The burnish line of the interior surface is clearly visible. On the inferior part 

of exterior surface there are black stains which are likely resulted from firing reduction. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 92; Bag No: 843 (Figure 7.23k)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 

wall. 

Form: Incurved bowl with pointed lip. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 17 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.61 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pink (7.5YR 7/4), medium-fine grain. Calcite temper. The paste 
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is compact and hard, and is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are uniformly slipped by Red (2.5YR 

5/8) and horizontally burnished. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 363; Bag No: 843; TS-18 (Figure 7.23l)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 

wall. 

Form: Slightly incurved sides with pointed lip. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 21.3cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.61 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 8/4), medium-fine grain with large 

gray particles and red inclusions. Calcite temper. The paste is compact and hard, and 

is completely oxidized. Detailed information about paste and temper describes in the 

petrographic analysis’s section.

Surface finish: The upper part of the exterior surface is slipped by Red (2.5YR 4/8) and 

the lower part is by Pale brown (2.5Y 8/3). The interior is black (GLEY 2.5N/0), but most 

likely resulted from the firing reduction of Red (2.5YR 4/8). Both surfaces are burnished 

and clearly visible through eyes. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 242; Bag No: 843 (Figure 7.23m)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 

wall. 

Form: Slightly incurved sides with pointed lip. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 21.8cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.88 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Light yellowish brown (10YR 6/4), medium-fine grain. Calcite 
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temper. The paste is compact and hard, and is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Both exterior and interior surfaces are uniformly slipped by Reddish 

brown (2.5YR 4/4) and horizontally burnished. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 210; Bag No: 843 (Figure 7.23n)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 

wall. 

Form: Slightly incurved sides with pointed lip. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 26 cm [Estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.75 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Pale brown (10YR 6/3), medium-fine grain. Calcite temper. 

The paste is compact and hard, and is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The upper part of the exterior surface is slipped by Red (2.5YR 4/8) and 

the lower part is by Brown (7.5Y 4/3). The interior is gray (GLEY1 4N/0), but most likely 

resulted from the firing reduction from Red (2.5YR 4/8) through Dark grayish brown 

(10YR 4/2). Both surfaces are burnished and clearly visible through eyes.

Drawing: Araceli Vázquez Villegas

Tinaja Red/Tinaja: Jar

Period: Late Classic Tepeu 3 Complex around A.D. 850

Cat. 75; Bag No: 843; TS-20 (Figure 7.24a-d)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the north 

wall. 

Form: Jar with outcurved sides and exterior folded rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 11.8 cm [Measured]; Rim thickness: 0.47 cm; Neck high: 5.83 
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cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (5 YR 7/6), medium grain with small gray 

and red inclusions. Small calcite temper. Hardness is medium-soft. Paste is completely 

oxidized. Detailed information about paste and temper describes in the petrographic 

analysis’s section.

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 5/8). Exterior surface is burnished with slip and interior 

surface is burnished with slip only from the lip to the neck. Interior surface of body is 

smoothed without slip.  Burnishing and smoothing are marked horizontally and clearly 

observed by eyes. On the exterior, there are black stains which are likely resulted from 

firing reduction. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 111; Bag No: 549 (Figure 7.24e-h)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the north 

wall. 

Form: Jar with outcurved sides and slightly exterior folded rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 11.3 cm [Measured]; Rim thickness: 0.74 cm; Neck high: 5.21 

cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (7.5 YR 7/8), medium grain with small gray 

and red inclusions. Small calcite temper. Hardness is medium-soft. Paste is completely 

oxidized. Detailed information about paste and temper describes in the petrographic 

analysis’s section.

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 4/8). Exterior surface is burnished with slip and interior 

surface is burnished with slip from the lip to the neck.  Due to a lack of body part, the 

surface finish of the shoulder and body is unknown. Burnishing is marked horizontally 

and clearly visible through eyes. 
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Drawing: Hirokazu Kotegawa

Cat. 365; Bag No: 894 (Figure 7.24i)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 

wall. 

Form: Jar with outcurved sides and direct rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 10 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.47 cm; Neck high: 5.83 

cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 8/4), medium grain. Small calcite 

temper. Hardness is medium-soft. Paste is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Red slip (10R 4/6). Exterior surface is burnished with slip and interior 

surface is burnished with slip only from the lip probably to the neck. The border between 

the splipped and unsplipped areas is impossible to determine due to erosion. Interior 

surface of body is smoothed without slip.  Burnishing and smoothing are marked 

horizontally and clearly observed by eyes. On the exterior, there are black stains which 

are likely resulted from firing reduction. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 240; Bag No: 720 (Figure 7.24j)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the upper platform in front of 

the shrine. 

Form: Jar with outcurved sides and exterior folded rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 12 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.48 cm; Neck high: 5.31 

cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (7.5YR 7/4), medium grain. Large calcite 

temper. Hardness is medium-soft. Paste is completely oxidized. 
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Surface finish: Red slip (10R 4/6), but most part is heavily eroded. 

Drawing: Mariana Favila Vázquez

Cat. 99; Bag No: 843 (Figure 7.24k)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the north 

wall. 

Form: Jar with outcurved sides with dent and exterior holded rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 12.9 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.66 cm; Neck high: 5.16 

cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (7.5YR 7/6), medium grain. Large calcite 

temper. Hardness is medium-soft. Paste is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Red slip (10R 5/6). Exterior surface is burnished with slip and interior 

surface is burnished with slip from the lip to the neck.  Due to a lack of body part, the 

surface finish of the shoulder and body is unknown. Burnishing is marked horizontally 

and clearly visible through eyes.

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 366; Bag No: 894 (Figure 7.24l)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 

wall. 

Form: Jar with outcurved neck with exterior folded rim. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 12.9 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.66 cm; Neck high: 5.16 

cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (7.5YR 7/6), medium grain. Large calcite 

temper. Hardness is medium-soft. Paste is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Red slip (10R 5/6). Exterior surface is burnished with slip and interior 
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surface is burnished with slip from the lip to the neck.  Due to a lack of body part, the 

surface finish of the body is unknown. Burnishing is marked horizontally and clearly 

visible through eyes.

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Cat. 75; Bag No: 843 (Figure 7.24m)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 

wall. 

Form: Jar with outcurved neck with squared rim. The exterior part of neck is slightly 

undulant. 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 14.5 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.78 cm; Neck high: 5.64 

cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Very pale brown (10YR 7/4), medium grain. Large calcite 

temper. Hardness is medium-soft. Paste is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: Red slip (2.5YR 5/8). Exterior surface is burnished with slip and interior 

surface is burnished with slip from the lip to the neck. Interior surface of body is 

smoothed without slip.  Burnishing and smoothing are marked horizontally and clearly 

observed by eyes.

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Pantano Impressed/Unspecified: Jar

Period: Late Classic Tepeu 3 Complex around A.D. 850

Cat. 344; Bag No: 843; TS-36 (Figure 7.24n)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the south 

wall. 

Form: Jar with outcurved neck.  
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Dimension: Rim diameter: 12 cm [estimated]; Rim thickness: 0.5 cm; Neck high: 4.9 cm.

Paste, temper, and firing:  Reddish yellow (5YR 6/6), medium-fine grain with small 

calcite temper and gray and red inclusions. The paste is compact and completely oxidized. 

Surface finish and decoration: Red slip (2.5YR 5/6). Exterior surface is burnished with 

slip and interior surface is burnished with slip from the lip to the neck. Interior surface 

of body is smoothed without slip.  Burnishing and smoothing are marked horizontally 

and clearly observed by eyes. A circumferential row of impressed circles is located 

immediately below the neck-body juncture.

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán

Encanto Striated/Yocat

Period: Late Classic Tepeu 2 Complex A.D. 720-850

Cat. 2; Bag No: 843: 898: TS-50 (Figure 7.25g)

Provenience: Guzmán Group, GZ1, Termination ritual 1, on the burned floor of the north 

wall. 

Form: Jar with outcurved neck and interior folded rim 

Dimension: Rim diameter: 34.8 cm; Rim thickness: 1.05 cm. 

Paste, temper, and firing:  Light gray (10YR 7/2), coarse grain with large calcite temper 

and gray inclusions. The paste is completely oxidized. 

Surface finish: The exterior surface from the lip to upper half is smoothed horizontally 

and the lower part of the neck is striated.  The interior surface is smoothed horizontally. 

Drawing: Aban Flores Morán
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