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FOREWORD

Wen one thinks about the Maya civiliza-
t

on of southern Mexico and northern
Central America, the adjective wzysterious
inevitably comes to mind. The mysterious Maya
has been an epithet for this great people for the
past two centuries at least. Early Spanish expedi-
tions found the remains of great ruined cities
and speculated that they were evidence of the
lost tribes of Israel. Nineteenth-century travel
writers explored the cities and echoed the same
sentiments or brought the lost continent of
Atlantis into the equation; only a few travelers
such as John Lloyd Stephens maintained that
the cities and temples were built by the ances-
tors of the very people whose villages and towns
they passed through on their journeys: the
Maya. Even in the middle of the 20th century—
when virtually all scholars agreed that the ruined
cities in the jungle were built by ancient Maya—
there was considerable debate about the origin
and nature of Maya civilization.

By the early 1950s most scholars believed
that what we now recognize as Maya cities
were “vacant ceremonial centers,” inhabited
only by a few calendar-priests and their retain-
ers and used as places of ritual for the sur-
rounding hamlets of peasant-farmers. This

view held that the Maya did not have cities, and
according to some scholars, if the Maya had a
complex society it could only have been intro-
duced from outside: the Maya area was too
impoverished, with its tropical forest and poor
soils and lack of resources, to sustain “civiliza-
tion.” Moreover, Maya hieroglyphic inscrip-
tions were all astrological mumbo-jumbo: to
write of history and kings and individual
exploits would have been sacrilegious.

This view of the ancient Maya began to
change in the late 1950s and 1960s. On the
archaeological front, excavations were being
made, not just in temples and ceremonial
precincts, but also in surrounding mounds,
where evidence of houses and household activ-
ities was discovered. The “vacant ceremonial
centers” were not vacant after all: some ancient
Maya cities were inhabited by tens of thou-
sands of Maya. On the hieroglyphic front,
major discoveries between 1958 and 1964 led
to the discovery of the names of historical indi-
viduals and of the cities they ruled. These cities
were governed by dynasties of kings, and the
magnificent stone stelae, altars, and lintels
recorded their exploits—their births and
deaths, their conquests and ceremonies.

CHAPTER TITLE

vii



Thus over the past 40 years or so, and espe-
cially over the past 20 years, the popular view
of the ancient Maya has been radically trans-
formed. The earlier view of a strange society
unlike any other in Earth’s history has yielded
to one that has much more in common with
other world civilizations. Finally, the Maya
have become less mysterious—and more
human—with human strengths and foibles.

There has not been any single great break-
through in the study of the Maya that has been
responsible for this progress, although break-
throughs there have certainly been. Rather, the
advances have been similar to those in most
other fields of endeavour; they are the result of
patient and painstaking work by dozens of
scholars working in a variety of disciplines to
find yet one more piece of the puzzle. And
while the puzzle still has many missing pieces,
both the “big picture” and many of its details
are now clear and in focus.

The recent advances in our knowledge of
the ancient Maya have been the result of
research in many fields—archaeology, epigra-
phy, ethnohistory—and the result of learning
from the contemporary Maya.

From archaeology we have come to learn
about the dating of ancient Maya civilization
and the various stages in its development. We
now know that large public buildings were
being built in the Maya area several centuries
before Christ, and by the time of Christ huge
cities existed in the central part of the Yucatin
Peninsula. From trenches and tunnels exca-
vated into major architectural complexes at
sites like Tikal in northern Guatemala and
Copién in Honduras, we know that Maya cere-
monial precincts were built and rebuilt above
long-sacred localities. In some cases, the result-
ing seventh- or eighth-century C.E. temples
cover dozens of earlier building phases stretch-
ing back more than 1,000 years earlier.

Inside temple-pyramids, archaeologists have
excavated royal tombs that reveal sumptuous

burial offerings of jade, shell, and pottery.
Other excavations in more humble structures
have shown how the other 85 percent or so of
Maya lived and died: skeletal remains have
been analyzed for evidence of disease, nutri-
tion, and dietary patterns.

Archaeology has also revealed much about
the ancient Maya environment—from the
damage that was done to the forest through
centuries of overclearing during the first mil-
lennium C.E. to studies of plaster making, stone
quarrying, and water-storage management.
Analyses of pottery and stone tools have led to
a greater understanding of Maya trade.

Still other studies by scholars in different
fields—from art historians who study the won-
derful art left by the Maya to linguists who
have been able to reconstruct the ancient forms
of their languages—have elucidated other
aspects of the ancient Maya.

Some of the greatest advances in our under-
standing of the ancient Maya have come from
the decipherment of Maya hieroglyphic writ-
ing. The process of decipherment has now
reached the point where the content of most
inscriptions is now well understood, and most
texts can be translated fairly completely.
Debate over the glyphs has now reached the
level of debate over grammatical forms and the
finer details of glyphic spelling.

The Maya have long been famed for their
mathematical and astronomical knowledge,
for their use of zero and place-value notation,
and their knowledge of eclipses and the cycles
of Venus. Maya hieroglyphs also reveal the
names of Maya kings and the nature of cere-
monies over which they presided. We know of
the gods who presided over their spiritual
world and of the companion spirits of the
Maya kings and lords that enabled them to
travel into and communicate with the Other-
world. We know about Maya social structure
and political organization and the almost
endemic warfare between the Maya king-
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doms: kings could gain great power and pres-
tige (and wealth through tribute) through vic-
tory in battle, but they could also lose, quite
literally, their heads.

A great source of our knowledge of the
ancient Maya is the wealth of “ethnohistorical”
data that survives about the Maya. From the
Quiché Maya of highland Guatemala we have
their great epic the Popol Vuh, which includes
one of humankind’s great creation stories.
From northern Yucatin we have the Books of the
Chilam Balam, with their mixture of prophecy
and arcane astrological knowledge, and a book
of medical incantations, the Ritual of the
Bacabs—to name just a few.

It is a great irony that the early Spaniards,
who did so much to destroy the traditional
ways of the 16th-century Maya, have also been
responsible for preserving myriad details on all
aspects of ancient Maya life. The first Spanish
friars in the Maya area realized early on that
the only way they could hope to proselytize the
Maya was to do it in the various Mayan lan-
guages. Accordingly, they compiled various
dictionaries and wrote grammars and other
works in many of the Mayan languages. These
works have come to be important tools for
scholars working with the hieroglyphic inscrip-
tions. They are also invaluable for the wealth of
information that they contain on the lifeways
of the 16th-century Maya, from small dictio-
nary entries that shed some light on an ancient
Maya ritual to full ethnographies such as Diego
de Landa’s lengthy treatise An Account of the
Things of Yucatdn.

One of the great advantages in our under-
standing of the ancient Maya is the fact that the
Maya are still very much alive. The contempo-
rary Maya number in the millions, and there
are still two dozen Mayan languages spoken
today. In some cases the Maya are still practic-
ing traditions that are thousands of years old.
Our ability to learn from the contemporary
Maya about their ancient forebears is in stark

contrast to some other ancient civilizations,
such as that of Sumer and ancient Egypt.

The first three chapters of this book intro-
duce the ancient Maya and their great civiliza-
tion. The first gives an overview of the history
of research into the ancient Maya and of the
recent advances that have made Classic Maya
civilization so much more understandable.

The second and third chapters concern the
history and geography of Maya civilization,
respectively. Chapter 2 summarizes the devel-
opment and growth of Maya civilization using
the time periods into which Mayanists have
conventionally divided Maya history. This
overview concentrates on the three subphases
of the Classic Period (250-1000 C.E.)—the
peak of ancient Maya cultural achievement.

Chapter 3 is ostensibly about the geography
of the Maya area but is in fact far more: it also
covers climate and climate change, cultivars
and natural resources, and the location of Maya
settlement. It concludes with a brief descrip-
tion of more than 50 sites in the Maya area,
including the most important of the Classic
Maya cities.

In the remaining chapters of the book the
authors present details of various aspects of
ancient Maya life, from ancient Maya society
and rulership (Chapter 4) to warfare (Chapter
5), from religion and the afterlife (Chapters 6
and 7) to Maya architecture and construction
(Chapter 8). Chapter 9 deals with Maya calen-
drics and astronomy, and Chapter 12 with
Maya hieroglyphic writing; Chapter 11 con-
cerns Maya economy and trade.

The final chapter deals with the daily life of
the ancient Maya. As with the information in
the preceding chapters, much of the informa-
tion on Maya daily life is gleaned from Spanish
and Maya descriptions dating from the 16th
century. Increasingly, however, information
comes also from archaeology and epigraphy—
from such diverse analyses as osteological
analysis, for our understanding of ancient
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Maya diet and nutrition, to analyses of art and
hieroglyphic texts, for our understanding of
Maya ritual, dancing and banquets.

In the process of reading these chapters, you
will find that Maya civilization is both exotic
and human. Their ancient beliefs and practices
may in some instances seem strange to us. But
their shortcomings are all too familiar, and
some aspects of their history—such as the
widespread environmental destruction that
they had wreaked upon much of their land-
scape by the end of the Classic period—has a
dark lesson for us today when so much of the
Maya area is again under threat, as are tropical
forests everywhere. In other words, the adjec-
tives used to describe the ancient Maya have
changed. The Maya are no longer so mysterious.
Precocious they certainly were, and esoteric
perhaps, but above all, they come across from
history and from the pages of this book as
buman, with all the greatmess and foibles of civ-
ilizations around the world.

The authors of this book have done a mas-
terful job in amassing information about Maya
civilization from a wide variety of sources and
from some reports that are so recent that they
have not yet been published. This is no mean
task, considering the huge amount of ink that is
now expended on the ancient Maya each year
and the wide array of professional journals and
other publications through which that ink is
spread. In a field where new information

emerges almost daily, and major discoveries
still occur several times each year, the authors
are impressively current in the information
they provide. Lynn Foster has been responsible
for most of the text, but she has been ably
assisted by Kaylee Spencer-Ahrens and Linnea
H. Wren (Chapters 6 and 9) and Ruth Kro-
chock (Chapter 10). They have collaborated
well: this book is an easy-to-read and most up-
to-date account of ancient Maya civilization.

In March 2001, tens of thousands of Maya
Zapatistas and their supporters poured into the
Zbcalo, the main square in Mexico City (and
the heart of the former Aztec capital Tenochti-
tlan). The symbolism of this act is hard to
underestimate. The Zapatistas are a popular
army of Maya who are fighting in Chiapas,
southern Mexico, for indigenous rights. The
fact that they successfully completed a 3,000-
kilometer journey from their jungle base to the
Mexican capital, to be greeted there by thou-
sands of supporters and sympathizers, shows
what a potent force the Maya still are in the
area of their ancestral homeland.

Upon reading this book, then, you will find
that the ancient Maya are not nearly so “myste-
rious” as they used to be. While there is stll
much to discover about the Maya, this book
shows how much is now known about this
remarkable ancient civilization.

—Peter Mathews
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INTRODUCTION

In just the last few decades, great strides—
quantum leaps, in fact—in our knowledge of
Maya civilization have been made. As the
results from excavations and regional surveys
have been reported, the sheer volume of new
archaeological evidence has collapsed old theo-
ries and forced a reevaluation of virtually every
aspect of the ancient Maya world. The sudden
and fast-paced decipherment of Maya hiero-
glyphic writing has humanized the Maya, pro-
viding names for rulers, their spouses, and their
children and exposing their political intrigues
and wars of conquest. Studies of Maya art have
revealed world creation myths and royal blood-
letting rituals.

These different areas of expertise—archae-
ology; epigraphy, or the decipherment of the
hieroglyphs; and iconography—have joined
together to create a multidisciplinary field that
has achieved a level of understanding of the
ancient Maya world that was once thought
impossible. Greater understanding has also
prompted energetic debate about some of the
most fundamental aspects of Maya civilization.
There is every reason to expect yet new sur-
prises will be forthcoming from ongoing inves-
tigations. In the year 2000, one of the longest
hieroglyphic texts known from the Classic

Maya world was discovered at the site of
Piedras Negras in Chiapas, Mexico. The dis-
covery of the palace of a Palenque king in 1999
threw new light on what was considered one of
the best-known Maya cities. Paleobotanical
studies are just now illuminating the agricul-
tural foundations of Maya civilization. Ceramic
paste analyses are permitting archaeologists to
pinpoint where a looted vase was made and the
point of origin of widely traded wares.

Maya studies remains a dynamic field, sub-
ject to new discoveries and even revolutionary
changes in perspective. This Handbook to Life in
the Ancient Maya World will draw on this basic
truth, presenting the contrasts between old and
new theories and providing the background for
understanding ongoing debates. It is hoped
that the reader, understanding the process of
discovery and the give-and-take of scientific
discussion, will become engaged in the intel-
lectual excitement that pervades the field.

A Note on Orthography

There are different spellings of Maya place-
names used in the literature. The Handbook has
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xi



followed spellings that coincide most closely
with how these place-names are spelled in their
country of origin: Yucatin, for example, not
Yukatan. And their spelling includes accent
marks to help the reader pronounce these
place-names as they are in Mayan languages,
with emphasis placed on the last syllable. Fol-
lowing current linguistic practice, many Mayan

words are spelled with apostrophes to indicate
where they are pronounced with glottalized
consonants. Nahuatl place-names, such as
Teotihuacan, are pronounced with emphasis on
the penultimate syllable, unlike Mayan words;
they are rendered in the text without diacritical
marks.
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Pre-Columbian Maya civilization spans a
period of nearly 2,000 years. Well before
all the salient features of this civilization were
completely developed, the Maya were build-
ing monumental ceremonial and civic centers.
This urban tradition endured from 600 B.C.E.
until 1524, when the Spanish Conquest of the
Maya began. Maya civilization began to
evolve in the Middle Preclassic Period (1000
B.C.E.—300 C.E.), flourished in the Classic
Period (250-900 C.E.), which many archaeol-
ogists and art historians consider its apogee,
and redefined itself during the Postclassic
Period (900-1524) to overcome regional wars,
droughts, and even cultural collapse, persist-
ing in new ways for two millennia. Maya civi-
lization is admired for more than its
endurance, however. It is among the most
sophisticated pre-Columbian cultures in the
New World and is renowned for its artistry
and achievements in astronomy and hiero-
glyphic writing.

The ancient Maya inhabited the region that
is now divided among the Mexican states of
Yucatdn, Quintana Roo, Campeche, Chiapas,
and Tabasco and the modern-day nations of
Guatemala, Belize, western Honduras, and El
Salvador. Here they built their cities and
erected stone monuments to their rulers and
their gods. The Handbook focuses on the devel-
opment of Maya culture during the 2,000 years
that it was an urban civilization. The Maya,
however, have occupied the region far longer
than these remarkable centuries of their
ancient civilization. Millions of Mayas live in
the region today, and many continue to live by
traditions that regulated the lives of their dis-
tant ancestors. Before the rise of the monu-
mental architecture and stone carving that are
the hallmarks of pre-Columbian civilization,
the Maya lived here in simple villages. Even
before agriculture was introduced to the region
around 2000 B.C.E., they lived in fishing settle-
ments constructed of perishable materials

along the rivers and marshes. By 1550 B.C.E.,
pottery was being used in the southern region,
and by 1200 B.C.E. the presence of pottery and
earthen constructions was quite widespread.
Jade deposits were worked in the Motagua Val-
ley by at least 900 B.C.E., and from the same
period, a ritual bloodletter for self-sacrifice was
found at the lowland site of Seibal. For more
than 4,000 years, then, the Maya have occupied
the region.

Maya civilization evolved, flourished, and
declined over the millennia, but it consistently
remained distinctively Maya. Its fluid art style
and portraiture contrast with that of most
contemporary cultures in neighboring areas
of Middle America. There is considerable
unity across the Maya region: The art of high-
land Guatemala in the Late Preclassic Period
(300 B.C.E.-250 C.E.), for example, can be
strikingly similar to that of northern Yucatin.
Also, the same type of architecture and ritual
and elite goods are found across Maya
regions. Yet this cultural unity never resulted
in a single Maya empire but resulted instead
in many nation states.

As distinctive and artistically homogenous
as Maya civilization seems on first impression,
there are regional and local differences. Maya
cities exhibit unusual variety in their setting
and size, in their longevity and political author-
ity, and even in their artistic preferences. Artis-
tic preferences varied from city to city, most
favoring low-relief sculpture, some preferring
stucco reliefs, and a few tending toward sculp-
ture in the round. The Maya themselves spoke
several mutually unintelligible languages dur-
ing the apogee of their civilization, and the
number increased as the culture fragmented
over time. (There were 31 Mayan languages
documented by the Spaniards at the time of the
conquest.) Despite such diversity, Maya culture
remained remarkably homogenous throughout
the lowlands, from the Petén to the Yucatin
Peninsula.
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Maya civilization developed as part of a
broader and older cultural area called Meso-
america. Mesoamerica encompassed much of
Mexico and extended south, at times all the way
into parts of Nicaragua and Costa Rica. The
first pottery, the first cities, and even the first
known instances of hieroglyphic writing had
their origin in Mesoamerica in the millennium
before the rise of Maya civilizatdon. Although
the Maya region accounted for one-third of the
territory, Mesoamerica included other impor-
tant cultures, such as the Olmec and the Aztec,
and Maya civilization developed through con-
stant interaction with these other Mesoamerican
cultures. All these cultures traded with each
other and shared mythologies and a sacred cal-
endar. Also, they all built massive cities and cre-
ated exceptional art with an astonishingly
limited technology: They had no wheel for pot-
tery, no pack animals or carts for transport, and
no metal tools until the last centuries before the
Spanish Conquest—even then, the tools were
only copper blades and fishing hooks, not
bronze or steel hatchets.

DEVELOPMENTS IN
MAYA ARCHAEOLOGY

The Lost Maya

Knowledge of Maya civilization is relatively
recent, and archaeological investigations, even
more so. Until the early 19th century, anti-
quarians were unaware that Classic Period
Maya civilization had ever existed. Although
they were familiar with artifacts that later
turned out to be Maya, the few Maya codices,
or painted manuscripts, that made their way to
Europe were initially identified as Aztec, the

culture best known from the Spanish Con-
quest. Historical circumstances prevented
scholars from understanding the origin of these
artifacts. At the time of the conquest, the Clas-
sic Period of Maya civilization had been over
for more than 500 years, and the Petén, the
heartland of this ancient culture, had reverted
to tropical forest. By the time conquistador
Herndn Cortés cut his way through the Petén
in 1525, the ancient cities were hidden under
centuries of forest growth. Although 16th-cen-
tury Spanish missionaries working in the
Yucatin Peninsula and highland Guatemala
wrote about the Maya and their preconquest
cities, the reports of these religious men gath-
ered dust in European archives, and any clues
they held to the Maya past were forgotten.
During the three centuries of Spanish colonial
rule, the Classic Period ruins and their rela-
tionship to other Mesoamerican cultures
remained almost unknown.

Early Explorers

Once Mexico and Central America gained
their independence from Spain in the early
19th century, explorers traveled through the
Maya region in search of the lost cities and
recorded what they found. Such explorations
were charged with romantic excitement: Here
was the discovery of a civilization that had
developed far from the influences of Old
World civilizations. The American lawyer John
Lloyd Stephens and the English artist Freder-
ick Catherwood brought the forgotten civiliza-
tion to the world’s attention in well-illustrated,
best-selling volumes describing their travels
through the Maya lowlands in 1839 and 1842.
Other explorers made important contributions
in the late 19th century; foremost among them
was the Englishman Alfred P. Maudslay, who
traveled through the Maya region for 13 years,
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1.1 A carved Maya stela depicting a ruler of

Copdn, Honduras, Late Classic Period.
graph Frederick Catherwood, 1844)

(Litho-

photographing and carefully recording the
hieroglyphic inscriptions, the art, and the
architecture of such great Maya cities as
Copin, Yaxchildn, Palenque, and Chichén Itza.

"The publication of these early studies, espe-
cially Maudslay’s eight-volume scholarly work,
finally enabled the correct identification of the
writing system of the codices found in libraries
in Paris, Madrid, and Dresden as the same as
the hieroglyphs on Maya monuments. The
enlarged corpus of hieroglyphs also laid the
foundation for the decipherment of the numer-

ical and calendrical system of the ancient Maya.
Once the Long Count Calendar was under-
stood (see page 255), the Classic Period could
be dated. The importance of the Long Count
for not just Maya but Mesoamerican archaeol-
ogy cannot be overemphasized. Once corre-
lated with our Gregorian calendar, the Maya
Long Count yields absolute dates, such as May
10, 810 C.E. Radiocarbon (also called carbon
14 or RC) and other modern dating methods
are accurate only within a range of 100 or more
years; stratigraphic and other analyses result in
a relative chronology of earlier and later but
cannot yield absolute dates by themselves. The
exactitude of the Long Count dates in combi-
nation with carbon-14 dates, as well as shared
pottery and other artifacts, have allowed
archaeologists to cross-date events in the rest
of Mesoamerica as well. Unfortunately, how-
ever, most Long Count dates survive only from
the Classic Period.

Excavations and

Technology

The first large-scale investigation of a Maya
site took place in the 1890s at Copén (in pre-
sent-day Honduras) and was sponsored by the
Peabody Museum of Harvard University. In
the decades between World Wars 1 and II,
other long-term projects were initiated: For
example, Uaxactin, excavated from 1926 to
1937, was the first site closely studied in the
Maya heartland of the Petén; and work at
Chichén Itzd from 1924 to 1946 in northern
Yucatin provided information on the transition
from the Late Classic to the Postclassic Period.
At the same time, less ambitious projects were
undertaken at smaller sites.

Excavations often were (and still are) con-
ducted under difficult circumstances. Since the
abandonment of many Maya city-states in the
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tropical lowlands in the ninth and 10th cen-
turies C.E., trees and vines have ripped at stone
buildings, rain has decomposed perishable
materials such as wood carvings, cloth, and
paper books, and acidic soils have eaten away at
bones. Yet these archaeological materials are
often the best evidence for reconstructing the
past. Dense vegetation similarly has hampered
surveys of the region, but new sites have been
identified and continue to be rediscovered to
this day. In the past, chicleros, or workers for
chewing gum companies who tapped trees in
some of the remotest regions, often were the
trailblazers for archaeologists; today, radar
photography and a disappearing forest canopy
have made the job of Mayanists easier.

In the late 1950s, the University Museum of
the University of Pennsylvania undertook the
long-term investigation of the great Petén city
of Tikal, located in Guatemala. These excava-
tions began a cycle of field studies throughout
the Maya region that eventually culminated in
a fuller understanding of the evolution of the
civilization that took root there. In the early
20th century, archaeologists thought Maya civ-
ilization began around 300 C.E. based on the
then-known Long Count dates. Archaeological
remains of earlier monuments were difficult to
detect; many were embedded inside later ones,
much like nested tables, or they were destroyed
and recycled into rubble fill for new construc-
tion. But today, findings from excavations of an
increasing number of sites with clearer and
longer stratigraphic deposits (the layers of cul-
tural debris; the most recent deposits are on
the surface, the oldest are most deeply buried
and are often found atop bedrock) have pushed
back the beginnings of Maya urban civilization
to at least 600 B.C.E. Ruined Preclassic Maya
cities, such as Nakbé (c. 600 B.C.E.-250 C.E.),
which were discovered late in the 20th century,
are treasure troves of early monuments with no
subsequent construction preventing their
study. And at Copén, recent excavators have

used new technology to reveal early structures
without collapsing the later buildings that still
encase them.

Settlement Surveys

Archaeologists have discovered more than
stone monuments commemorating the feats of
Maya nobility. Settlement surveys have
revealed details about farming techniques and
the lives of the supporting population. Tech-
nology has facilitated this work: Electronic dis-
tance meters (EDM) and video cameras permit
sophisticated computer mapping of sites; air-
borne radar sensing has been used to detect
preconquest farm systems of artificially raised
fields. Simpler devices, such as flotation
machines and fine-mesh sieves, retrieve fos-
silized seeds, faunal remains, and other materi-
als for laboratory analysis. These seeds,
phytoliths (plant traces), bones, and charcoal
have revealed much about the environment
and diet of the ancient Maya, about the causes
of death, and even, based on radiocarbon
analysis and stratigraphy, about the timeframe
in which such events occurred. These studies
have forced archaeologists to revise their for-
mer beliefs about when the Maya first occupied
the lowlands and about the population levels of
Classic Maya cities, as well as agricultural prac-
tices needed to support such dense populations
(see Chapter 2).

Epigraphy

Improvements in technology and in the sheer
volume of the archaeological record of the
ancient Maya have been accompanied in
recent decades by the decipherment of Maya
hieroglyphic writing. Material remains have
now combined with the literary record to rev-
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olutionize the understanding of pre-
Columbian Maya civilization. From the late
19th century until the mid-20th century,
scholars believed the Maya writing system was
basically undecipherable except for calendri-
cal notations and astronomical observations,
which were all that could be understood at the
time. In the 1950s, however, linguists, art his-
torians, and epigraphers, or those who study
ancient writing systems, started deciphering
texts and revealed a world of Maya politics
and dynastic history (see Chapter 10). No
longer can scholars believe peaceful priest-
astronomers, concerned only with measuring
time and honoring the gods, ruled Maya cities
when the decoded texts tell the war stories of
all-powerful secular rulers. These pre-
Columbian histories, however, are basically
limited to the Classic Period (250-900 C.E.),
when Maya rulers carved their dynastic boasts
into stone monuments that could survive the
erosion of time.

Multidisciplined
Approaches

"Technology, epigraphy, and the great increase
in the number of excavated sites have enabled
archaeologists to reconstruct many aspects of
the development of Maya civilization. Although
our understanding of two millennia of ancient
Maya civilization has reached new levels of
complexity, much remains to be learned. The
most formative periods still are not well
understood, for example, nor is there a scien-
tific consensus on the cause of such a momen-
tous event as the ninth-century collapse of the
Petén cities—despite the existence of hiero-
glyphic texts from that period. The exact
nature of the relationships between Maya
cities and central Mexican ones remains con-
troversial as well.

Some day, perhaps, a technique for recon-
structing the decomposed books buried in
rulers’ tombs will open new pages to the past.
Oxygen isotope analysis may clarify the nature
of climatic changes during the Classic Period
collapse. And skeletal remains may prove ade-
quate to provide strontium-90 studies and DNA
clues as to dynastic relationships between vari-
ous states. But even without new technologies,
the interdisciplinary study of the Maya past
involving art historians, linguists, and epigra-
phers, as well as archaeologists, has brought
about a level of understanding that was not
thought possible a few decades ago. Each new
excavation and newly deciphered text will only
add to this understanding—and challenge it, if
the past few decades are any guide. Maya
archaeology remains an ongoing process.

SOURCE MATERIALS

The types of material available for understand-
ing the pre-Columbian Maya range greatly,
from modern archaeological techniques to the
artifacts and books produced by the Maya
themselves.

Monuments

Entire ruined cities built of stone have been
recovered. Quite a number have been exca-
vated, and some have been partially restored
for tourism, such as Tikal in the Guatemala
lowlands of the Petén, Copin in western Hon-
duras, and Chichén Itz4 in Yucatin. The archi-
tecture and sculpture found at these sites vary
with location and time period, but most Maya
cities were constructed around massive politi-
cal and ceremonial centers, with lesser struc-
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1.2 The palace at the ruined eigh
Foster)

tures and simple houses or huts built on the
periphery. Raised and plastered roads some-
times joined sections of cities, and occasionally,
they joined cities: The longest known sacbe, or
road, links the Mexican site of Coba with Yax-
und, 100 kilometers (62 miles) away.

City centers at Maya sites usually include
palace structures, ritual ball courts, dance
platforms, and pyramid-temples (flat-topped
pyramids with temples constructed atop
them). Royal tombs have been excavated in
the base of some pyramids and under elite res-
idences; steam baths have been found near
both religious buildings and residential ones.
Stucco masks often decorate early buildings,

th-century city of Palenque, in Mexico. (Photo courtesy Lawrence

and bas-reliefs and hieroglyphic texts are
often carved on lintels and facades, as well as
on free-standing stone monuments, called ste-
lae. These monumental and urban legacies of
the Maya enable archaeologists and art histo-
rians to reconstruct religious and political
practices, social hierarchies, and settlement
patterns. Moats and defensive walls indicate
warfare. Stone canals and plastered reservoirs
are evidence of agricultural and water-man-
agement practices. The carvings on monu-
ments can provide a wealth of information on
far less complex matters: The pattern woven
into a woman’s skirt and the feather design of
a nobleman’s headdress may have been made
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of perishable materials but are forever pre-
served in stone.

Pottery and Painting

Pottery is one of the most effective archaeo-
logical tools for reconstructing and dating the
past. Pottery existed before the rise of stone
buildings and urban architecture and repre-
sents traces of cultural evolution from early
village life dating back to at least 1600 B.C.E.
in the southern Maya region up to the aban-
donment of urban centers at the time of the
Spanish Conquest. Pottery styles can define
temporal periods, and layers of potsherds can
define the duration of a site, once carbon 14 or
the Maya Long Count has provided each
phase with an absolute date. Also, shared pot-
tery between regions indicates cultural inter-
action, whether direct or indirect, among
various peoples, such as was the case with the
Océs villages on the Pacific coast of Guate-
mala and the Olmec villages along the Gulf
coast of Mexico. In addition, Classic Period
Maya ceramics exhibits some of the finest
work of Maya artists. Maya polychrome vases,
painted with courtly scenes as well as mytho-
logical ones and often accompanied by glyphic
texts, present some of the most detailed and
intimate glimpses into the ancient Maya
world. Valued in pre-Columbian times, these
vases were buried with the dead and have been
preserved in tombs. The Maya painted walls
as well. Murals such as those that cover three
rooms at Bonampak, Mexico, depict war,
autosacrifice, and palace scenes; cave paintings
such as those at Naj Tunich in the Petén
depict erotic rituals. Unlike the vases, few
murals have survived the elements, but the use
of infrared photography promises to facilitate
the reconstruction of some of these lost works
of art.

Precious Objects
and Artifacts

Many types of objects have been recovered
from tombs, household mounds, and dedica-
tory caches in buildings and sacred wells. Jade,
serpentine, and, by the end of the Classic
Period, turquoise were among the most pre-
cious materials to the Maya. Stingray spines,
used by royalty as bloodletters, orange-red
Spondylus shells, and pearls were also items
precious enough to accompany wealthy Maya
in death. Many of these items were carved
into ornaments and made into jewelry. Obsid-
ian, iron ores, and gold were polished into
mirrors, probably used for divination and
visions as well as for more mundane purposes.
Gold and copper objects are found primarily
after 800 C.E.; gold was shaped into luxury
items, but copper was also made into practical
ones, such as fishhooks and needles. When
these items accompany burials, they usually
indicate wealth and status. They also tell us
about Maya dress, Maya social classes, and
mortuary rituals and religious beliefs. Fur-
thermore, they indicate trade among pre-
Columbian peoples: Turquoise, for example,
was traded from what is now the Southwest of
the United States.

There are many other materials retrieved
from excavations, among them are cinnabar,
obsidian, chert, mica, and crocodile hides, as
well as the rarely surviving pieces of wooden
sculptures or fabric. Carved animal bones—
and carved human ones, perhaps kept as relics
of a famous ancestor or a trophy of a war vic-
tory—are also found in graves. Although
obsidian could be carved into elaborate objects
worthy of a tomb, it was also used for razor-
sharp tools. Many such artifacts, shaped and
formed and treasured by the Maya, can be care-
fully identified through various techniques—
X-ray flourescence spectronomy (XRF) and
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1.3 Examples of Classic and Postclassic trade
ceramics from the Maya region. Early Classic
Period (top row): stucco-covered bowl with lid from
Tikal, painted with a deity in the style of Teotibua-
can; molded effigy pot of a water bird with a fish in
its beak and tetrapod legs. Late Classic Period
(middle row): molded Puuc slateware bowl from
Yucatdn; detail of polychrome cylinder drinking
vessel with hieroglyphs painted for the word
kakawa, or “chocolate,” made in the Guatemala
highlands. Postclassic Period (bottom row): molded
Plumbate animal effigy vessel made on the Pacific
coast of Guatemala; Mayapdin-style effigy censer of
a diving god from Yucatdn —(Photos courtesy
Peter Selverstone)

atomic absorption spectronomy (AAS), for
example. Such techniques can identify the
origin of materials such as obsidian, provid-
ing further evidence of trade patterns among
the Maya and their neighbors; some tech-
niques, such as obsidian hydration, can assist
in dating the artifacts. Even when technology
cannot reveal the source of materials—or
date them—careful excavation often can.
Most tools were made of chert and flint, and
debris from these materials may indicate arti-
san workshops and worker specialization;
Colhi, located near a source of chert, was an
important Preclassic city.

Hieroglyphic Texts

Hieroglyphic texts carved into stone and jade
or painted onto pottery are found as early as
the Preclassic Period, and the number of texts
increases over time until the end of the Classic
Period. The earliest known Maya glyphlike
carvings are from El Portén in the northwest-
ern highlands of Guatemala and date from c.
400 B.C.E. These texts continue until ¢. 1000
C.E. Despite this great time span in which
hieroglyphic texts appear, the texts are most
characteristic of the Classic Period. It once
was an archaeological tradition to date the
Classic Period from 292 C.E., the Long Count
date (see Chapter 8) on a monument found in
situ at Tikal, and to end the period with 909
C.E., the Long Count date on a monument
from Toninid in Chiapas, Mexico. Although
securely dated inscriptions occur before and
after the Classic Period, most are concen-
trated within this time frame. Not only is the
Long Count closely associated with the Clas-
sic Period, but so are most surviving glyphic
texts. The history of the ancient Maya rulers
that is now being reconstructed primarily
concerns the 600 years or so of this epoch;
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earlier periods of Mesoamerican civilization
remain prehistoric, and the understanding of
them must rely more heavily on archaeologi-
cal reconstruction of material deposits.

Later periods, however, have been at least
partially illuminated by written materials,
including Spanish eyewitness accounts of the
culture. After the Classic Period, the Maya did
not revert to illiteracy; they simply stopped writ-
ing their dynastic histories and mythologies
onto nonperishable materials. The Spanish con-
quistadores and missionaries described Maya
books and Maya writing in the 16th century, and
one priest in Yucatdn claimed to have burned all
the books he could find in order to destroy their
pagan content. Only four Maya hieroglyphic
manuscripts, called codices, survive today. All
were compiled, written, and recopied in the cen-
turies before the conquest. All four are devoted
to astronomical and astrological topics, and each
is a great resource for understanding Maya
mathematics and astronomy as well as ritual and
divinatory practices based on the calendar.

Postconquest Maya Books

Maya scribes adapted the Spaniards’ Roman
alphabet to their own needs, and continued
writing books in Mayan languages after the con-
quest, but no longer in hieroglyphs. In the 17th
and 18th centuries, a number of these secretly
kept manuscripts came to light. The manu-
scripts seem to include material from a variety of
sources: Some material apparently was recopied
from preconquest hieroglyphic texts, other
manuscripts are written in the cadence of what
may have once been orally preserved histories
and myths, and yet other texts contain postcon-
quest materials. The most famous of these
books is the Popol Vuh, originally written in
Quiché Mayan, a language used in highland
Guatemala. It records the Quiché’s view of
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1.4 A page from the Dresden Codex, Postclassic
Period. This page was painted with Maya hiero-
glyphic writing and shows scenes of deities perform-
ing rituals. (Drawing Cyrus Thomas, 1882)
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world creation as well as the history of the
Quiché and their lineages from the dawn of the
world until the middle of the 16th century.
Father Francisco Ximénez found the manu-
script early in the 18th century and copied it; his
transcription of the Quiché manuscript is the
only copy now known. Several other books have
been preserved from Yucatdn, such as the Book of
the Chilam Balam of Chumayel. Maintained over
the centuries, many of these books were written
in Yucatec Mayan by priestly scribes known as
the Chilam Balam. Some of the books tell the
history of various Yucatecan peoples, such as the
Xiu of Chumayel, from the founding of their
territories in the mythic past. The language is
often esoteric, and the story is related in the
cyclical format of the ancient Maya k’ztun calen-
dar (see page 257). Difficult to understand, such
postconquest Maya books are nonetheless
important sources about creation myths and
religion (the 18th-century The Ritual of the
Bacabs mentions more than 150 deities) and
about the history of certain Postclassic sites,
such as Chichén Itzd. Combined with archaeo-
logical evidence and readings of the hieroglyphs,
these works have proven invaluable to the
reconstruction of the past.

Ethnologies and
Ethnohistorical
Documents

Books and letters written by Spanish conquis-
tadores and 16th-century missionaries and
administrators provide eyewitness descriptions
of Mesoamerican civilization. Some mission-
aries devoted themselves to compiling infor-
mation on this American culture, interviewing
Mesoamerican leaders about their books, their
origins and history, and their religious beliefs.
The resultant chronicles provide the most

detailed information about Mesoamerican civ-
ilization at the time of contact. Father
Bernardino de Sahaguin’s 22-volume study of
the Aztecs is a case in point. Although there
was no missionary-“ethnohistorian” of Saha-
gun’s stature in the Maya region, valuable
studies were produced. The most important
16th-century chronicle of the Maya was writ-
ten by Bishop Diego de Landa of Yucatin,
whose compilation of a Maya “alphabet” led to
the eventual decipherment of the hieroglyphs.
Landa described Maya religious festivals that
have been correlated with earlier, more cryptic
descriptions, such as those in the Dresden
Codex. Spain administered formal question-
naires to the populace that serve as another
source of information on native practices and
beliefs, as do the many legal documents sub-
mitted to Spanish officials by indigenous peo-
ples entangled in land disputes. Recent
ethnologies and ethnohistories have enriched
our understanding not only of the contempo-
rary Maya but also of the pre-Columbian
worldview and rituals, and linguistic studies
have led to the publication of dictionaries of
many Mayan languages that assist in the deci-
pherment of the hieroglyphs.

READING

See also “Reading” for Chapters 2, 9, and 10.

Culbert 1998: changing views of Maya civiliza-
tion; Sabloff 1990: new developments in Maya
archaeology; Scarre 1999: technological innova-
tions; Deuel 1974, Maudslay 1889-1902,
Stephens 1962 and 1963 reprints: early descrip-
tions of Maya ruins; Willey and Sabloff 1974:
history of American archaeology; Love 1994:
correlations between the codices and ethnohis-
tories; Zeuner 1970: dating techniques.
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he evolution of Maya civilization was not a
straightforward, progressive development
from simple villages to great empires. Instead it
today reads as an archaeological drama of fabu-
lous attainments, tumultuous collapses, and
renewal. Different areas of the Maya region
rose to prominence during the unfolding of this
drama. In the Archaic Period (7000-1200
B.C.E.), the southern region (the Pacific littoral
and the Guatemala highlands) was the most
precocious, for example. But in the Classic
Period (250-900 C.E.), the south became
peripheral to cultural developments in the low-
lands, particularly in the Petén region of
Guatemala, which is often called the heartland
of Maya civilization. At the end of the Classic
Period, most cities in the heartland were aban-
doned, but ones in northern Yucatin flourished
into the Postclassic Period (900-1524 C.E.).
And just before the arrival of the Spanish con-
quistadores, Maya civilization was most promi-
nent in the peripheral areas around the
heartland, in the southern region, along the
Caribbean coast, and in northern Yucatin.
"This chapter on the evolution of Maya civi-
lization describes the different cultural periods
recognized by archaeologists and the develop-
ments that distinguish each period. Before
concentrating on Maya civilization, there is a
brief introduction to the Lithic Period (c.
12,500-7000 B.C.E.) and the Archaic Period
(7000-1200 B.C.E.), the periods when the
Americas were first peopled and settled. The
Early Preclassic Period (1200-1000 B.C.E.) is
examined more fully because Mesoamerican
civilization developed during this period, lay-
ing the foundation for Maya culture. In the
Middle Preclassic Period (1000-300 B.C.E.) a
distinctive Maya culture first appeared, stimu-
lated by contacts with the rest of Mesoamer-
ica. Maya culture becomes adequately complex
to be defined as a civilization during the Late
Preclassic Period (300 B.C.E.-250 C.E.), and it
flourished at many sites in the lowlands during

the Classic Period (250-900 C.E.). During the
Postclassic Period (900 to the Spanish Con-
quest), the Maya region gradually became a
less powerful part of Mesoamerica, particu-
larly after the rise of the Aztecs in the 14th
century.

SUMMARY OF
MAJOR PERIODS

Lithic (c. 12,000-7000 B.C.E.)
Peopling of the Americas.

Archaic (c. 7000-1200)

Permanent settlements and plant domestica-
tion lead to more populous, socially stratified,
and pottery-producing villages sustained by
maize agriculture. By 1400 B.C.E., an Isthmian
culture was shared from the Pacific coast of
the Maya region to the Gulf coast of southern
Veracruz.

Early Preclassic (c. 1200-1000)
Foundation of Mesoamerican civilization
through evolution of Isthmian culture into
Olmec culture, the first civilization of
Mesoamerica.

Middle Preclassic (c. 1000-300)
A distinctive Maya culture evolves; Olmec civ-
ilization flourishes, then declines.

Late Preclassic (ca. 300 B.C.E.-250 C.E.)

"The Izapdn, or Epi-Olmec, horizon in the
southern Maya area ushers in the stela cult with
hieroglyphic texts and the earliest known Long
Count date (31 B.C.E.). Maya urban civilization
assumes its characteristic traits in the central and
southern lowlands, or “heartland”; population
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levels peak in settlements on the Pacific coast
and in the Guatemala highlands.

Early Classic (c. 250-600)

Maya lowland cities flourish while ones on the
Pacific coast decline or are abandoned; glyphic
texts are carved on public monuments proclaim-
ing feats of dynastic rulers; there is contact with
the central Mexican city of Teotihuacan.

Late Classic (c. 600-900)

Maya lowland cides proliferate; number of pub-
lic hieroglyphic texts increases. The culture
reaches its artistic zenith. As the population
peaks in the heartland, widespread warfare
precedes the collapse of most southern lowland
cities.

Terminal Classic (c. 800-1000)

A period that overlaps the Classic and Post-
classic in order to focus on the transition from
the decline of the Petén cities to the rise of a
pan-Mesoamerican culture in northern
Yucatin. By the end of the period, public
monuments no longer are inscribed with texts
and Long Count dates.

Early Postclassic (c. 900-1200)

Maya cities in the northern lowlands, particu-
larly the great city of Chichén Itzd, are part of
far-flung trade networks. Pan-Mesoamerican
influences on the Maya art style typify the
period, and the culture is less concerned with
ruler glorification.

Late Postclassic (c. 1200-1521)

Maya rulers continue to govern cities on the
periphery of the Maya region, especially in the
Yucatin, along the Caribbean coast, and in
fortified hill towns of highland Guatemala.
Fortified cities typify the period, and the
northern region is less invested in public mon-
uments than in commerce. The Aztec Empire
in central Mexico increasingly influences the

Maya region and receives tribute from king-
doms in the Guatemala highlands.

Post-conquest (1521-2000)

Pre-Columbian Maya civilization ends with
the Spanish conquest of Mesoamerica, which
begins with the defeat of the Aztecs in 1521
and continues into the southern Maya region
in 1524 and Yucatdn in 1542. The Maya perse-
vere; today approximately 10 million Maya
live in the area.

LITHIC PERIOD
(C. 12,000-7000 B.C.E.)

The first Americans arrived from Asia, traveling
from Siberia to the North American continent
by small shore-hugging boats or over an Ice Age
land bridge that crossed the Bering Strait. The
beginning date of this momentous event for the
Americas is currently a matter of considerable
debate among paleontologists, but there is
agreement that these small hunting bands
arrived during the Pleistocene, or Late Ice Age
(40,000-7000 B.C.E.). A massive mammoth kill
in central Mexico associated with human skele-
tal remains and fluted stone projectile points
similar to 11,500-year-old Clovis points found
in New Mexico date the arrival of these elephant
hunters in Mesoamerica. Radiocarbon (RC)
dates place Clovis hunters in the Maya region
no later than 9000-8000 B.C.E. There may have
been earlier migratons, but evidence for such
migrations is not easily recovered: Along the
coasts, traces of human presence have been sub-
merged by rising sea levels, and in the high-
lands, volcanic eruptions may have buried
evidence under thick layers of ash. While only a
few scientists argue for an arrival as early as
40,000 B.C.E., all agree that humans arrived by

HANDBOOK TO LIFE IN THE ANCIENT MAYA WORLD

18



at least 12,000 B.C.E. and not much later than
7000 B.C.E. Ten thousand years ago, a climatic
change melted the polar ice caps untl the
Bering land bridge was submerged for the last
time. The first peoples and their game were left
to evolve on the American continents.

During the Pleistocene, there may have
been different waves of migration from differ-
ent parts of Asia: Evidence from Monte Verde,
Chile, indicates the use of a tool kit different
from the Clovis big-game hunters at least a
thousand years before Clovis. However, the
best-documented peoples—and the only ones
currently documented for the region of
Mesoamerica—are the big-game hunters from
c. 11,500 years ago. These “Clovis” hunters
followed the bison, mastodons, and hairy
mammoths, or elephants that were 4 meters
(13 feet) tall, across the 1,000-mile-wide tundra
of the Bering land mass into what is now
Alaska. Successive generations eventually made
their way down an ice-free corridor along the
edge of the Rocky Mountains into Mexico and
Central America. The climatic changes at the
end of the Ice Age forced these nomadic
hunters to adapt to a different environment.
Less rain and shrinking grasslands—and per-
haps overexploitation of big game—Iled to the
extinction of these animals, including the giant
armadillo and the Ice Age horse. But in what is
now Mexico and Central America, the absence
of the vast grasslands of the Great Plains prob-
ably made big-game hunting a somewhat unre-
liable food source from the beginning. Toward
the end of the Lithic Period, the descendants
of the Clovis hunters came to subsist on
smaller game, such as deer, rabbits, and wild-
cats and even lizards, mice, and locusts. The
daily hunt for food included wild plants and
seeds and, when feasible, fishing in the shallows
of bays, estuaries, and lakes.

The selection and modification of wild plants
led to the early domestication of a few species:
The 10,000-year-old seeds of domesticated

squash have been identified in a Oaxacan cave in
Mexico, and domesticated squash and chiles are
relatively widespread in Mesoamerica by 7000
B.C.E. But these cultivars accounted for no more
than 5 percent of the diet and did little to change
the nomadic lifestyle of Americans. They
remained hunters (meat constituted 54 percent
of the diet of highland peoples) and foragers.

The quality of Amerindian existence de-
pended on the environment, of course, but all
these New World peoples exploited seasonal
econiches and, when possible, lived in naturally
protective shelters or caves. In highland regions,
where hunter-gatherers would have had more
difficulty foraging for food during the dry season
than those in coastal regions, population levels
were low. And in somewhat marginal areas of the
highlands, their number could be very low:
Human deposits from caves in the Tehuacan Val-
ley indicate that only three family bands made up
of 12 to 24 individuals each occupied the central
Mexican region.

ARCHAIC PERIOD
(C. 7000-1200 B.C.E.)

The hunter-gatherers who occupied the
Americas began to live in more permanent
settlements during the Archaic Period, and by
1400 B.C.E., many of these settlements had
evolved into socially stratified pottery-pro-
ducing villages sustained by agriculture.
These settlements, whose year-round stable
food resources and sedentary lifestyle permit-
ted increased populations, were the founda-
tion of the Mesoamerican civilization that
soon followed.

The trend toward sedentarism was well
under way by 5000 B.C.E. In highland areas,
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such as the Central Basin of Mexico, perma-
nent settlements were limited to lakeshores
and river valleys. In the lowlands, however,
where wetlands and coastal zones permitted a
steady food source of fish and shellfish, such
dispersed settlements were already widespread.
Hunting for rabbits and small game contin-
ued—and continues today—at the same time
that gardening for fruits and crops increased.
By 4000 to 3000 B.C.E., these early Amerindi-
ans could supplement their fish and game and
wild plants and fruits with an increasing num-
ber of domesticated crops. Domesticated roots
crops, such as manioc and sweet potatoes,
which required little labor, sustained many of
the earliest villages in the New World; these
drought-resistant tubers added nourishment to
the diet along with cultivated squash, chile
peppers, beans, and, increasingly, maize.

Domesticated Maize

Around 3000 B.C.E. domesticated maize was
introduced into the diet, and within the next
thousand years, maize was being cultivated in
most regions of Mesoamerica, including much
of the Maya area. The cultivation of maize—
the New World equivalent to rice and
wheat—held the key to the development of
more complex Mesoamerican society. Maize
could be harvested and stored in such quantity
that it provided sustenance year-round in
both the highlands and lowlands. As maize
agriculture encouraged more peoples to settle
in permanent villages, it also sustained larger
populations and created food surpluses. More
complex societies resulted. No longer did
everyone need to produce food for group sur-
vival, and material possessions no longer were
limited by a nomadic lifestyle. Social func-
tions could lead to specialization; pottery
could replace lighter-weight baskets, and

well-made thatched houses on earthen plat-
forms were more comfortable than the tem-
porary shelter of caves.

By at least 2000 B.C.E., maize was being cul-
tivated in most of the Maya region, although
some highland areas such as the Antigua Valley
in Guatemala, with its volcanic eruptions and
layers of ash rather than soil, were too geologi-
cally unstable to attract settlers for another
thousand years. Maize did not completely sup-
plant earlier food-gathering strategies, how-
ever, but as the plant became more productive,
there was heavier reliance on it. Before the end
of the Archaic Period, maize cultivation was
widespread in Mesoamerica, and farm crops
accounted for an increasing percentage of the
diet. In the Tehuacan Valley, for example, culti-
vated foods grew from 5 percent of the diet in
c. 5500 B.C.E. to 35 percent by 1500 B.C.E.—
and by 600 C.E., they would constitute 75 per-
cent. Enough corn could be grown, harvested,
dried, and stored during the rainy season to
sustain people during the dry season, which
lasted half the year in much of the Mesoameri-
can region.

Complex societies evolved, especially in the
wetland areas. The earliest evidence for sophis-
ticated villages is from the Pacific coast low-
lands and southern Veracruz in Mexico. These
exceptionally fertile and well-watered regions
could produce two crops a year and sometimes
three, and their maize harvest simply added to

the bounty of fish and tropical fruits.

Isthmian Culture: Pottery
and Social Complexity

BARRA PHASE

In the Maya region, precocious settlements
evolved along the Pacific coast of Chiapas in
the Mazatdn area, where some of the earliest
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Mesoamerican pottery—and certainly the ear-
liest refined pottery—appeared during the
Barra Phase (c. 1600 B.C.E.). Similar ceramics
have recently been discovered in coastal Hon-
duras, which suggests the Barra Phase may
have been more widespread than previously
thought. This pottery was shaped into neckless
jars, called recomates, and inspired by gourds
and deep bowls; it was grooved and incised
before being decorated with up to three colors.
The pottery was so thin walled that it could not
be used for cooking. Archaeologists believe it
served as containers for foods or liquids (an
intoxicating brew made from maize was proba-
bly one such liquid) consumed during ceremo-
nial feasts or given as offerings. Food for daily
consumption, however, was probably prepared
and stored in waterproof baskets or gourds
until around 1400 B.C.E., when there is evi-
dence of more common household pottery.
Clay figurines, some hollow and most of
women, appear around the same time as the
pottery and continue as part of the cultural
complex of the region through the Maya Pre-
classic Period. The figurine cult persisted in
central Mexico into Aztec times when it was
part of a fertility cult.

LOCONA PHASE

By 1400 B.C.E., the Barra Phase had evolved into
the Locona Phase, the first culture that is known
to have diffused over a significant geographic
area of Mesoamerica. The Locona Phase
evolved into the more socially stratified villages
of the Océs Phase by c. 1250 B.C.E. Based on the
similarity of pottery and figurines among vil-
lages, it is clear that many were trading goods
and exchanging ideas by at least 1400 B.C.E. The
Locona horizon extended geographically along
the Pacific coast from El Salvador up to the Isth-
mus of Tehuantepec and across the 200 kilome-
ters (124 miles) of the isthmus to include the
Gulf coast regions of Veracruz and Tabasco in

Mexico. From El Salvador, the route extended to
the Caribbean coast of Honduras (see Map 1,
page 4 and Map 8, page 320). The contacts may
have been even more far flung if some archaeol-
ogists are correct in suggesting that pottery was
introduced from the Guayaquil area of Ecuador,
where pottery making had a longer tradition.
Indeed, the iridescent pink slip and the designs
of some Locona ceramics are somewhat similar
to those in Ecuador, and seasonal trade winds
could have encouraged occasional canoe contacts
between the two areas of the Pacific coast,
although such contacts have yet to be adequately
demonstrated. It is just as possible that the tech-
nique, along with rocker stamping and other
decorative devices that appeared at this time,
were locally inspired.

Some villages participating in this lowland
Isthmian culture—30 have been archaeologi-
cally identified along the Pacific—show evi-
dence of the first ranked societies on the order
of petty chiefdoms, in which clusters of ham-
lets were ruled by a capital village. In one such
capital, Paso de la Amada, excavators discov-
ered the clay foundations of a large structure
of 122 square meters (1,313 square feet), a
public or ritual building that could have been
the residence of a chief. Another large clay
building set upon a clay foundation 1 meter
(3.3 feet) in height was oriented toward a local
volcano, suggesting the worship of sacred
mountains (see Chapter 6) already occurred in
this early period.

OCOS PHASE

During the Océs Phase, more than 42 archaeo-
logically identified villages along the Pacific
coast shared an even more sophisticated cul-
ture. Capital villages in the Mazatin area of
Chiapas and on the nearby Guatemalan coast
had quite sizable populations of about 1,000,
and the concentration of obsidian in these cap-
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itals, such as Paso de la Amada and La Victoria,
suggests their growth and power came from
control of this valuable trade commodity. The
interaction sphere expanded beyond that of the
Locona Phase to include the Caribbean coast
of Honduras. Océs-style pottery and figurines
were elaborate enough to have required a class
of artisan specialists, and ceramic ear spools, an
ornament that would be favored by Mesoamer-
icans until the Spanish Conquest, were manu-
factured for the first time during this phase.
Figurines depicting fat males seated on stools
(a well-known posture for shamans in parts of
Central America even today) were introduced,
and the more wealthy burials included polished
shaman mirrors. In one capital village on the
Pacific coast, an infant was buried, covered
with red cinnabar and a mirror on his forehead,
probably a sign of shamanistic power, which, in
this case, must have been inherited.

The thatched-roof houses of the Océs-period
villages, some of which were apsidal in shape,
much like Yucatec Maya homes of today, were
situated near the coast or slightly inland near
seasonal lakes and wetlands that permitted extra
harvests in the dry season. These villages are the
earliest socially complex cultures presently
known for the Maya region. Whether the vil-
lagers were Mayan speaking is difficult to deter-
mine, but linguists suggest that Proto-Mayan,
the original Mayan language before it splintered
into many different ones, existed before 2000
B.C.E. and was probably already spoken in the
Guatemala highlands and Pacific littoral of the
southern Maya region. Mixe-Zoquean speakers
may have resided in the Isthmian region of Chi-
apas as well as along the Gulf coast, just as they
did in the 20th century. The cultural homogene-
ity of the Isthmian horizon could simply have
disguised the ethnic diversity, both Maya and
Mixe-Zoque, that would normally be found over
such a wide geographic range.

Whatever the ethnicity of particular Pacific
coast villages, the unprecedented Océs cul-

ture was facilitated by the fertility of the vol-
canic-enriched soils of the Pacific corridor,
and it was stimulated by interaction among
Isthmian villages. Such interaction meant that
the agricultural surplus could be spent on
exotic items that were controlled by an
emerging elite, some of whom may have bol-
stered their status by claiming shamanistic
powers. In Gulf coast villages, where Océs-
style pottery underlies later urban centers,
this elite class produced the first civilization of
Mesoamerica, that of the Olmec.

EARLY

PRECLASSIC

PERIOD

(C. 1200-1000 B.C.E.)

The first civilization of Mesoamerica blos-
somed during the early formative period. This
Olmec civilization flourished in the tropical
wetlands of the Gulf coast and diffused through
Mesoamerica. By the end of the period, the
most defining characteristics of Mesoamerican
civilization had evolved. The exact nature of the
process that led to a pan-Mesoamerican culture
is still disputed, but that there was interaction
among the various regions is uncontested. Per-
haps trade occurred directly at regional markets
or through itinerant merchants. Perhaps goods
were exchanged indirectly through intermedi-
aries along a down-the-line long-distance trade
route. Culture may have diffused through reli-
gious cults, trade pacts, or even conquest. Prob-
ably all these forms of interaction were involved
in the formation of a Mesoamerican culture,
and each region contributed to its formation.
However, one region—that of the Gulf coast
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the homeland of the Olmec—rose to unprece-
dented cultural and political levels during the
Early Preclassic Period.

Oc6s and Olmec

Until about 1150 B.C.E., the Océs culture con-
tinued to develop in the southern Maya region.
More settlements increased in population and
constructed more elaborate villages; for exam-
ple, former hamlets in the mango forests on the
southeastern Pacific coast of Guatemala grew
into towns with as many as 22 large structures,
not simply one or two. Even during this early
phase of the formative period, cultural and eco-
nomic interaction expanded, affecting more
regions of Mesoamerica: Obsidian from the
Basin of Mexico is found in the Gulf coast low-
lands by 1200 B.C.E., and ceramics from San
Lorenzo Tenochtitlan on the Gulf coast are
tound as far away as the Honduran Caribbean.

Mesoamerican Interaction

After 1150 B.C.E., the Olmec horizon sup-
planted Océs culture, a shift that is clearly
reflected in the material remains at Los
Alvarez, in Chiapas, where an Olmec plat-
form 4 meters (13 feet) high was constructed
over Oco6s fill. Even if not usually so com-
pletely and dramatically as at Los Alvarez,
Olmec culture spread throughout Mesoamer-
ica for the following 600 years. Political capi-
tals and ranked societies evolved outside the
Gulf coast area, from the central Mexican and
Oaxacan highlands to the lowlands of
Guatemala and the Yucatin Peninsula (see
Map 1, page 4). Rapid change and intense
regional interaction make it difficult for
archaeologists to determine which culture did
what first, but not all developments origi-

nated in the Olmec heartland of southern
Veracruz and Tabasco. The Océs-sphere vil-
lage of Paso de la Amada on the Pacific coast
of Chiapas, for example, constructed an
earthen ball court by 1400 B.C.E. that con-
sisted of two parallel structures 79 meters
(260 feet) in length with a playing surface
between them. Located amid elite residences,
this structure indicates that some form of the
ritual ball game, thought to have originated
in the Olmec period, derives from the earlier
Oc6s culture. In addition, stone building
facades appear first in Guerrero, not Ver-
acruz, and the protowriting that appears on
Olmec monuments during the Middle Pre-
classic Period may have been preceded by cal-
endrical notations found in Oaxaca. Not
everything Mesoamerican originated within
the Olmec realm. For such reasons, some
archaeologists have argued that the term
Olmec should refer to a cultural-interaction
sphere, an Olmec horizon, rather than to the
ethnic group that occupied the so-called Gulf
heartland. Recent excavations, however,
demonstrate that the political and social com-
plexity, as well as the artistic innovations at
Olmec cities on the Gulf coast, far exceeded
those in other regions of Mesoamerica and
merit special attention.

Olmec Culture

In the Gulf region, the homeland of Olmec cul-
ture, the Olmecs constructed monumental pub-
lic buildings and carved immense stone
sculptures, including 20-ton ruler portraits that
outstripped in size and artistry anything found
elsewhere in Mesoamerica at the time. The
Olmecs were the first sculptors of Mesoamerica.
Their art created new symbols of political
authority and gave coherence to a religious
worldview that would persist throughout the
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millennia of Mesoamerican civilization. Olmec
trade items and political symbols are found
at most important contemporary sites in
Mesoamerica, and Olmec artifacts have been
found in such concentration in such areas as Chi-
apas, Guerrero, and Morelos that disputes have
arisen over whether Olmec colonies may have
been established in these regions. The elaborate
central Mexican religious shrine carved into
the mountain above Chalcatzingo, Morelos
(1100-500 B.C.E.), was an Olmec pilgrimage site.
Monumental sculptures in quintessential Olmec
style at such farflung settlements as Pijijiapin,
Chiapas, and Chalchuapa, El Salvador, as well as
the city of Teopantecuanitlan, in western Mex-
ico, have led a few archaeologists to argue for the
existence of an Olmec empire. Olmec accom-
plishments stand out as extraordinary for the
time, and their diffusion laid the foundation for
all subsequent Mesoamerican civilization.

SAN LORENZO TENOCHTITLAN

The Olmec people who occupied the Gulf coast
were probably the ancestors of contemporary
Mixe and Zoque speakers who still live in low-
land areas of southern Veracruz. The Olmecs
constructed their cities along the Coatzacoal-
cos, Tonald, and Papaloapan Rivers in the Mex-
ican states of Veracruz and Tabasco, and this
region is still considered to be the homeland of
Olmec culture. San Lorenzo Tenochtitlan
(1200-900 B.C.E.), the earliest Olmec urban
center, dominated trade and traffic from its hill-
top site overlooking the Coatzacoalcos River
basin. A planned city, San Lorenzo was orga-
nized along a north-south axis and built on a
massive platform, 606 meters wide (almost
2,000 feet) by 909 meters long (3,000 feet). On
top of the platform were more than 200 earthen
structures, both residential and ceremonial; the
largest residence, the Red Palace, had basalt
columns and basalt-covered steps. An under-
ground aqueduct of basalt blocks provided

drinking water to different areas of San
Lorenzo from artificial ponds. Monolithic
stone sculptures were carefully arranged in rela-
tion to some of the public buildings and palaces
to create ceremonial spaces. The more than 70
sculptures excavated at San Lorenzo included
50-ton thrones depicting the shaman-ruler in
front of the cave entrance to the otherworld,
immense statues of mythic creatures with both
human and animal features as well as of feath-
ered serpents and avian-jaguar beings that can
be identified as deities in later Mesoamerican
cultures, and basalt boulders shaped into pow-
erful ruler portraits.

Some archaeologists have argued that the
helmets on the monolithic ruler portraits indi-
cate the ruler was depicted as a ballplayer, espe-
cially given that the Olmecs exported rubber
(made from sap of the Cuastilla elustica tree that is
native to Veracruz) and that rubber balls, used
in the traditional Mesoamerican ball game,
were excavated at El Manati, a sacred shrine
across the Coatzacoalcos River from San
Lorenzo. Others have suggested that the hel-
mets indicate warrior-rulers, but there is no evi-
dence that the Olmecs achieved their cultural
and economic dominance by conquest. Two
colossal heads from San Lorenzo are known to
have been recycled from former thrones, sug-
gesting that all portrait heads may have been
made from earlier monuments and venerated
after a ruler’s death. Such a practice would indi-
cate that Mesoamerican ancestor worship origi-
nated by at least the Early Preclassic Period.
Ruler portraiture continued as a characteristic
of Maya civilization, but monolithic heads such
as these ended with the Olmec culture.

URBAN CONSTRUCTION

Covering an area of almost 7 square kilome-
ters (3 square miles), San Lorenzo Tenochtit-
lan was the largest city in Mesoamerica during
the Early Preclassic Period and was the first
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great capital of Olmec civilization. The con-
struction of such a large urban center required
enormous resources and unprecedented orga-
nization of labor: For example, the source for
basalt—the volcanic stone carved into colossal
sculptures and shaped into grinding stones for
maize, called metates—was the Tuxtla Moun-
tains, 30 miles from San Lorenzo and 60 miles
from the later Olmec site of La Venta.
Another Olmec center, Laguna de los Cerros
was established near the quarry to acquire and
transport these massive boulders (for the most
party by river rafts, although the process is
not fully understood) to other Olmec centers.
Archaeologists estimate that up to 1,000
laborers might have been required in the
transport of some of the largest boulders. The
control of such valuable material was most
likely in the hands of the ruler; at San
Lorenzo, basalt columns adorn the largest
palace, and nearby is a basalt workshop. The
time and effort required to carve the basalt
with a stone tool kit (all that was available to
Mesoamerica until just before the Spanish
Conquest) suggest a class of full-time artisans.

OTHER URBAN CENTERS

Many Olmec settlements, ranging from sub-
stantial towns with monumental sculptures and
farming hamlets to shrines at sacred places such
as springs and mountain summits, developed in
the heartland. Many of these settlements were
apparently under the economic control of San
Lorenzo until its decline around 900 B.C.E.,
when La Venta (1100-300 B.C.E.) rose to power.
La Venta and urban centers outside the heart-
land, such as Teopantecuanitlan (1200-500
B.C.E.), did not reach their apogee until the
Middle Preclassic Period, however. Like San
Lorenzo, these important cities were both
sacred religious centers and regional economic
powers that straddled important trade routes.
La Venta had an estimated population of 18,000,

2.1 A 7-foot-tall Olmec colossal head
(1200-900 B.C.E.) in the Museo de Antropologia
de Jalapa in Veracruz, Mexico. Seventeen of
these colossal ruler portraits have been discovered
on the Gulf coast, almost all of them from the
regional capitals of San Lorenzo and La Venta.

These heads never had bodies.
Michael Edwards)

(Photo by

a veritable metropolis for this period in world
history, not simply for formative Mesoamerican
development. Not as large as the heartland
cities, Teopantecuanitlan nonetheless occupied
an impressive site in Guerrero (see Map 1, page
4) that was 1.6 square kilometers (a half square
mile) in size and included massive building com-
plexes—some faced with stone—and monolithic
sculptures—some weighing 2 tons. An irrigation
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system with a dam and stone canal (c. 700-500
B.C.E.) is the earliest known for Mesoamerica.

LA VENTA

The people of La Venta constructed a 100-
foot-high pyramid (its final phase was com-
pleted c. 400 B.C.E.) and organized the city in
a series of plazas surrounded by buildings, an
urban plan that later became prevalent in
Mesoamerican cities, including those of the
Maya. The ceremonial center was designed to
be a microcosm of all that was sacred in the
Olmec universe: The pyramid represented
the mountain where maize was created, for
example, and the ball court recalled the place
in Mesoamerican mythology where the evil
gods were defeated so that this world could
be born.

La Venta rulers were buried with precious
jades (including jade bloodletters for autosacri-
fice), a tradition continued by the Maya, and
great quantities of imported goods were buried
7.5 meters (25 feet) below the surface, perhaps
as offerings to underworld gods. One burial
contained more than 3,000 pieces of polished
jade; another, 1,000 tons of serpentine blocks
imported from Guerrero; and four burials,
immense deity masks measuring 5 by 6 meters
(16.5 by 20 feet). The amount of trade neces-
sary to acquire vast quantities of imported jade
and serpentine is a testament to Olmec wealth
and economic organization.

SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC
COMPLEXITY

Olmec society had a growing number of spe-
cialists: traders, farmers, and artisans, includ-
ing sculptors, potters, jade workers, builders,
and stonecutters. The elaborate religious
iconography on San Lorenzo sculptures and
symbolism in La Venta’s urban plan suggest
that the Olmecs had a priestly class too. Soci-

ety was increasingly complex and, based on
items found in burials, stratified into several
different classes. At the summit was the ruler
in his palace. In between were other members
of the nobility; some may have been priests
and others rulers of smaller dependent towns.
Traders, artisans, and architects followed, and
at the bottom were the commoners living in
thatched-roof huts.

San Lorenzo and La Venta, the two largest
regional capitals of the Olmec horizon,
reached a level of such economic complexity
and political hegemony that they were incipi-
ent states. Based on carvings from Olmec
thrones and caves, Olmec rulers legitimized
their power by claims of shamanistic communi-
cation with the supernatural. But the rulers had
material advantages as well. They probably
descended from wealthy lineages that con-
trolled the economic resources of the city, its
local trade in basalt and agricultural products,
and long-distance trade to other Mesoameri-
can regions.

The Olmecs traded many kinds of materials,
among them such essential items as salt, chert,
basalt, and obsidian and other materials for tools
and grinding stones. It was also feasible to trade
agricultural surpluses at the local level. Many
such perishables were involved in the trade, not
the least of which was prestige. As complex soci-
eties began to emerge, rulers and other members
of the nouveau riche looked for ways to properly
demonstrate their special status. The sophisti-
cated Olmecs provided them. The so-called
flame-eyebrow and jaguar paw-and-wing
designs, each a symbol of two Olmec deities, are
found as lineage emblems on precious artifacts
from Oaxaca to Honduras. Rubber for a ritual
ball game came from the Gulf coast; scepters and
jaguar pelts were traded as badges of ruling
authority; and polished jades were valued as far
away as Costa Rica. In return, the Olmecs
received obsidian from the Mexican and
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Guatemalan highlands, iron ore from Oaxaca to
polish into mirrors, and serpentine from Guer-
rero and jade from the Motagua Valley in
Guatemala, both of which they carved and pol-
ished into amulets, pendants, and celts that were
so valued by others that they were cherished as
heirlooms hundreds of years later. Cotton and
cacao (chocolate beans) most likely came from
the southern Maya region, shells from the
Pacific, and quetzal and other feathers from the
rain and cloud forests were all part of the trade.
All these precious items—jade, exotic feathers
and shells, cacao beans, finely woven cotton tex-
tiles, obsidian, rubber—were demanded as trib-
ute payment by the Mesoamerican elite for the
next few millennia; at the time of the Spanish
Conquest, they were still being demanded and
received by the Aztec emperor, Moctezuma.

Mesoamerican Traits

With the Olmec culture, Mesoamerica had its
first civilization in which a wealthy elite class,
based in urban centers, dominated regional
economies and controlled long distance trade.
The Olmec interaction sphere, from highland
Mexico to Costa Rica, basically delineated
the borders of what would be Mesoamerica
in the following millennia, save for the occa-
sional contraction or expansion along the fron-
tiers. Through exchange and interaction, all
Mesoamerican regions achieved greater politi-
cal complexity and ranked societies.
Interaction also consolidated a worldview that
was shaped by new symbols and given expression
by new art forms. This worldview, or cos-
mogony, was reflected in the site orientations,
paintings, and sculpture of Olmec cities. Cre-
ation myths existed at least by the Early Preclas-
sic Period, when they were given artistic form,
and these myths were elaborated throughout
Mesoamerican civilization and persisted into his-

torical times in Maya books, such as the Popol
Vuh. The central gods of Mesoamerican religion,
like the maize and rain gods and the feathered
serpent creator god, already were depicted in
Olmec sculpture. Ancestor worship, especially of
powerful individuals, is indicated by archaeolog-
ical evidence, and ritual human sacrifice was
depicted in the art.

The concept of Mesoamerica originated
with archaeologist Paul Kirchhoff, who listed a
set of characteristics that differentiated
Mesoamerica from its neighbors. The list
included the following traits.

¢ Urbanism: Mesoamerica is one of the seven
world areas where cities were invented.

¢ Monumental stone buildings built on stepped
platforms—some pyramidal in height—
arranged around public plazas, and associated
with freestanding sculpture.

e Agriculture based on maize, beans, and
squash.

* Hieroglyphic or pictographic writing; books
folded like a screen and made of bark paper
or deerskin.

* A 260-day ritual calendar and other calen-
drical calculations.

* Astronomical knowledge.

e A rubber ball game played in earthen or
Masonry Courts.

* Human sacrifice and autosacrifice by draw-
ing blood from the penis, tongue, or ears.

* A quadripartite world in which the earth is
horizontally ordered in four directions and
centered by a fifth in the middle of them;
each direction was associated with colors,
plants, animals, deities, and rituals. This
ordered world was symbolized by cruciform
shapes and the quincunx in which the center
was indicated along with the four directions.

* A tripartite vertical division of the universe
into the earth, multilayered heavens, and the
Underworld; communication between these
levels was through the center, or fifth direc-
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tion, that of the vertical axis or world tree.

The shaman ruler often represented this

conduit between the realms of the cosmos.
* A pantheon of gods.

By the end of the Early Preclassic Period,
practically all these traits were in place, if not
with all their future Mesoamerican detail. Evi-
dence for the Mesoamerican calendrical and
writing systems, however, would not appear
until later formative times. Kirchhoff’s delin-
eation of Mesoamerican traits has often been
criticized as inadequate, but the geographical
and cultural concept of Mesoamerica has
proved too useful to be abandoned. Archaeolo-
gists have basically limited themselves to insist-
ing on the addition of other traits, such as
long-distance trade in elite goods and the
shared creation myths that reflect an integrated
Mesoamerican worldview. These, too, existed
by the Early Preclassic Period.

MIDDLE
PRECLASSIC
PERIOD

(C. 1000-300 B.C.E.)

Olmec cultural and economic influence, under
the auspices of La Venta, reached its peak in the
beginning of the Middle Preclassic Period.
Although Olmec influence in the Maya region
was most pervasive along the Pacific littoral, the
first and most monumental Maya cities arose in
the central lowland region where, based on cur-
rent evidence, there was more limited artifact
exchange with the Olmecs. At the same time
that these lowland Maya cities emerged around
700 to 500 B.C.E., Olmec influence persisted in

the Isthmian zone, or southern Maya region.
Although the Middle Preclassic Period repre-
sents the most widespread adaptation of the
Olmec style, the period ended with the aban-
donment of many heartland Olmec cities and
the growth of urban centers in the central Mex-
ican and Maya regions.

Urban planning and monumental architec-
ture, including ball courts and pyramids, typi-
fied an increasing number of settlements. La
Venta’s preference for low-relief sculpture cre-
ated a Mesoamerican artistic shift away from
San Lorenzo-style sculpture in the round,
although pot-bellied, full-figured sculptures
persisted through the Late Preclassic along the
Pacific coast. As cultures outside the Olmec
heartland became more complex, they modi-
fied the prevailing Gulf coast culture to create
their own symbols of authority, just as they
took control of valuable resources to benefit
themselves from trade. The Maya, more than
any culture, would continue Olmec traditions
of ruler veneration, realistic portraiture, and
narrative art, and they, too, would create a
complex culture in the heart of the tropical
lowlands. Yet a distinctive Maya culture
emerged during the Middle Preclassic Period.

Southern Maya Region

Maya settlements on the Pacific coast and in the
highlands of Chiapas and Guatemala indicate
close contact with the Olmecs during the first
half of this period. La Venta’s desire for jade and
obsidian moved its traders along the Pacific coast
and into the Guatemalan highlands. Cacao may
account for the strong Olmec influence at this
time in the fertile Soconusco region shared by

Izapa in Chiapas, Abaj Takalik, La Blanca, and
Monte Alto in Guatemala, and Chalchuapa in El
Salvador are significant sites found along this
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trade route, and all shared much of the material
culture of the Olmecs, if not the monumental
size of Olmec cities.

LA VENTA INFLUENCE

Olmec figurines and black and gray ceramics
replaced those of the Oc6s sphere at many
sites. Inhabitants of San Isidro in Chiapas
buried jade objects in the manner, but not in
the quantity, of La Venta; at Copdn, near the
jade sources of the Rio Motagua Valley, more
than 300 pieces of jade accompanied the burial
of an individual skull in c. 1000 B.C.E. An
increasing number of settlements were config-
ured like the plaza-and-pyramid urban plans
found at La Venta. La Venta—style sculptures in
low relief may have accompanied potbellied
sculptures in the round that were more typical
of the Guatemalan coastal region, although the
dating of these figures might be later. Some
urban centers constructed massive complexes
between 850 and 650 B.C.E. A pyramid at La
Blanca rose 25 meters (83 feet) high; another
pyramid was built at Chalchuapa. And some
Chiapan sites featured platforms that were 100
meters (330 feet) in length and 3 meters (10
feet) high. All these settlements were located at
points along the trade route.

CHALCHUAPA

Although numerous sites on the Pacific slopes
exhibited increasing wealth and social complex-
ity, few are currently known to have constructed
massive structures by this time. Chalchuapa,
however, was a major exception. Chalchuapa—
or El Trapiche and La Victoria, which are parts
of the site dating from the Preclassic Period—
was an important trading center with a strategic
location near highland sources of obsidian, a
material that attracted Olmec traders judging
from the monumental boulder discovered at the
Salvadoran site but carved in the pure Gulf-coast
style. Commerce in manufactured obsidian

enabled Chalchuapa to construct a conical pyra-
mid 20 meters (66 feet) high by 600 B.C.E., an
exceptional undertaking considering that La
Venta’s pyramid may not have reached a greater
height until a few hundred years later. A similar
teat was only achieved in La Blanca. Chalchuapa
remained an important center throughout the
Late Preclassic Period.

KAMINALJUYU

New centers emerged in the central Guatemala
highlands at this period, probably because the
flat plateaus became more habitable due to
diminishing volcanic activity. All these new set-
tlements were well situated for trade. Kami-
naljuyd in the Valley of Guatemala, for
example, could control nearby obsidian
sources, but it was also in an enviable position
to command trade between the Caribbean and
the Pacific coast through the river routes in the
Motagua Valley, and through the highland pass

down to the Pacific. Cacao, obsidian, and jade

2.2 Monument 12, Chalchuapa, El Salvador
(900-500 B.C.E.). One of four Olmec-style low
reliefs that were incised into a basalt boulder above
the site of Chalchuapa.
Sheets, 1978)

(Drawing after Sharer and
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were part of the valuable trade that would
expand in the Late Preclassic, making Kami-
naljuyd flourish into one of the most important
cities of that period. By 700 B.C.E., Kami-
naljuyd already had constructed a major irriga-
tion canal, and by 500 B.C.E., it began carving
freestanding stone slabs called stelae.

EL PORTON AND PROTOWRITING

Early Preclassic sites in the northern highlands
were more common than in the central valley
of Guatemala. The Salama Valley typified the
attractions of the region; it straddled river
routes between the Petén and highlands and
could access nearby sources of blue-green
quetzal feathers and jade. The Salami settle-
ments exhibited only minor Olmec influences,
but between 800 and 500 B.C.E., they con-
structed elite residences, earthen platforms for
thatched-roof temples, and elaborate tombs. At
Los Mangales, one stone-lined tomb contained
an individual adorned with jades and shells and
accompanied by three trophy heads and 12
retainers, the latter apparently sacrificed to
accompany him in the otherworld. At El
Portén, stelae were carved and carefully placed
in front of altars, a sculptural arrangement that
spread in the Late Preclassic Period and typi-
fied the lowland Maya during the Classic
Period. Other Mesoamerican sites combined
carved stelae with altars, but at this early date
only one other site, in Oaxaca, also featured
what appear to be hieroglyphs carved on stelae.
Best described as protowriting, the texts would
become the hallmark of Maya civilization in
the lowlands. In Oaxaca (500-400 B.C.E.) these
texts are currently believed to predate the
Maya ones, but those at El Port6n, dating to
400 B.C.E., are the earliest Maya protoglyphs
currently known. The El Portén texts seem to
employ the bar-and-dot numerical system that
was in use until the conquest in both the Oa-
xaca and Maya regions.

The Lowlands

Until recently, the lowlands of the Maya region
during the Preclassic Period were less under-
stood than even the southern area, so much so
that they were once thought to have been prac-
tically uninhabited until ¢. 1000 B.C.E., when
the first pottery appeared. However, recent
evidence indicates a much earlier date for the
settlement of the lowlands. Paleobotanists have
demonstrated that there was drastic deforesta-
tion in northern Belize and other wetland areas
by as early as 2500 B.C.E. and that by 1000
B.C.E. elaborate agricultural drainage and per-
haps raised field systems already were con-
structed in the lowlands (see Chapters 3 and
11). In the 1990s, the discovery of Nakbé, a site
that turned out to be the largest known Maya
settlement for the Middle Preclassic Period,
reminded archaeologists of how little they
knew about the lowlands during the formative
years of Maya civilization.

EARLIEST TRACES

Just as trade stimulated settlements along the
Pacific littoral, it created complex centers in
the lowlands where formerly there had been
only small agricultural villages. From 1000 to
700 B.C.E., many of these agricultural villages
seem to have been relatively egalitarian, but
this impression could very well be due to insuf-
ficient information, as later construction has
covered and obscured this early period of occu-
pation at most sites.

Gradually the pole-and-thatch houses, often
in the same aspsidal, or oval, shape used by
many Maya today, mingled with platform and
plaza groups, which probably supported reli-
gious buildings as well as elite housing. The
plastered platform at Cuello in Belize, con-
structed by 1000 B.C.E., is the earliest securely
dated public architecture currently known for
the lowlands, but other early buildings are being
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found, such as the nearly 4-meter- (13-foot-)
high platform on a ceremonial plaza at Altar de
Sacrificios. At sites such as Nakbé and Uaxac-
tan, archaeologists have discovered early but
less easily detected constructions of flat stones,
layered without mortar and with roughly plas-
tered floors. The number of known sites will
probably increase as archaeologists intensify
their search for these formative structures.

Burials have been found as well. At Seibal, a
simple farming village in the Guatemalan
Petén, a La Venta-style cache of jade and pot-
tery, laid out in a cruciform arrangement, was
discovered. An even more impressive cache of
20 jades, dated to La Venta culture, was found
in northern Yucatin.

PUBLIC WORKS c. 700 B.C.E.

By 700 B.C.E., major transformations were tak-
ing place in the lowlands. Like the southern
Maya region, the lowlands were experiencing
population growth and extensive trade, espe-
cially in areas with sufficient water resources to
supply settlements during the four-month-
long dry season. Population growth or perhaps
a demand for export crops, such as cacao,
explains the development of intensive agricul-
ture in the swampy Rio Hondo region of Belize
by 1000 B.C.E. Other Middle Preclassic settle-
ments grew next to rivers along ridges over-
looking shallow ponds, or wetlands, or next to
natural limestone wells, called cenotes.

Ridged and drained fields were not the only
great public projects as monumental building
complexes began to define important lowland
centers. Unlike in the southern region, how-
ever, the lowlands had readily available sources
of limestone, so plastered buildings and
masonry construction spread to Maya lowland
towns in this early period. Small buildings of
crude masonry blocks are found after 700
B.C.E. throughout the lowlands—even in the

dry, riverless region of northern Yucatin where
many hamlets, such as Dzibilchaltan, devel-
oped next to cenotes.

TRADE AND THE MAMOM HORIZON

As in the Isthmian area, lowland centers flour-
ished from trade. Nakbé was located at an
important juncture for portage between rivers
in what is now northern Guatemala, and
Lamanai in Belize had a river dock by the sev-
enth century B.C.E. Colhd, situated next to an
important source of chert in northern Belize,
manufactured and traded stone tools. Kom-
chén, a sizable center in northern Yucatin,
arose near valuable salt flats even though the
surrounding land could not agriculturally sus-
tain its population. Excavations indicate other
valuable commodities were available in the
Petén during this period: Strombus shell (conch)
ornaments from the Gulf of Mexico or
Caribbean; cotton, perhaps from Yucatin; and
cinnabar from the Guatemalan highlands. The
location of important early lowland centers was
chosen with trade in mind, not simply agricul-
ture. In their attempt to control and transport
valuable resources, these Maya cities, like those
of their central Mexican counterparts, may have
eventually undermined the Olmec economy.
The role of trade in the transformation of
the lowlands at this time is indisputable. Yet
Olmec artifacts, such as those found at Seibal,
have not been detected in great numbers, and
only one Olmec sculpture—the Xoc cliff carv-
ing in Chiapas along the western periphery of
the Maya lowlands—has been recovered.
There is some evidence, however, for greater
exchange between La Venta and the Gulf coast
region of Yucatin. The Olmec civilization cer-
tainly stimulated trade and development even
if it did not have the direct impact on the low-
lands that occurred along the Pacific. With or
without Olmec control of the routes, trade
existed and explains the unified Mamom
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Ceramic Complex (700-400 B.C.E.) that
spread across the lowlands, replacing earlier
diverse traditions such as Xé (Pasién River
area), Swasey (northern Belize), and Eb (Tikal
and northeastern Petén). Mamom ceramics
share certain features with earlier Isthmian
traditions, but they are also distinctively Maya
with their burnished reds and oranges in con-
trast to the gray and black wares of the Olmec
horizon.

NAKBE AND MASONRY
ARCHITECTURE

The most impressive changes during the
Mamom ceramic phase were in architecture,
particularly at Nakbé and Wakn4 in the north-
eastern Petén, where numerous monumental
stone-building projects were completed by 600
B.C.E. Like Chalchuapa, Nakbé constructed a
massive pyramidal platform, but the 18-meter-
(59-feet-) high pyramid was only one of many
enormous undertakings. A neighboring pyra-
mid platform in the East Group rose 14 meters
(46 feet); and in the West Group, platforms,
ranging in height from 3 to 8 meters (10 to 26
feet), covered up to 40,000 square meters
(430,400 square feet) and provided the founda-
tions for planned arrangements of temples and
range-style buildings around open patios.
Architectural forms at Nakbé were not only
monumental but also distinctive in many ways
from constructions at La Venta and even those in
the Maya region to the south, so much so, in fact,
that some archaeologists believe much of the
development of lowland Maya public and resi-
dential buildings was locally conceived. Nakbé’s
orientation, for example, was east to west rather
than north to south. And many innovations,
including quarried building stones, apron mold-
ings, and limestone-plastered floors and walls
that characterize Classic Period Maya masonry
architecture, are already present. Other typical
Maya structures existed in this formative period

at Nakbé: sacheob, or raised and plastered roads
linking sections of the site; ritual building clus-
ters, such as the E-groups (see page 235); and
radial platforms with stairways on all four sides.
Round platforms also were introduced into
many Maya centers at this time, although they
were previously thought to be an invention of
Postclassic central Mexico. Ball courts appeared
in the Middle Preclassic Period, indicating a
connection with the Isthmian ball game tradi-
tion, and these courts continued to be con-
structed throughout the remaining millennia of
Maya civilization.

Olmec Decline

Most Olmec cities were abandoned by 400
B.C.E., although La Venta probably continued
for a while with greatly diminished powers and
other centers, such as Ires Zapotes in Ver-
acruz, persisted. The reason for the decline is
not known, but it has been suggested that San
Martin Pajapan, the sacred volcano near the
Olmec basalt sources, was active throughout
the Olmec horizon and may have finally
erupted with devastating consequences. Or the
Olmecs may simply have lost control of the
trade routes to those who had formerly been
dependent on them.

By the end of the Middle Preclassic Period,
there were Mesoamerican urban centers—
including Maya ones like Chalchuapa, Kami-
naljuyd, and Nakbé—that were clearly growing
in economic power and political complexity.
Recent excavations at La Blanca suggest it may
have been one of the largest Middle Preclassic
centers in Mesoamerica, although this material
is not yet well understood. Masonry architec-
ture in the lowlands already had many charac-
teristics distinctive of Maya civilization, and
the Mamom Ceramic Complex indicated a cul-
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tural unity and trade network in the lowlands
that had not been seen before. At the very time
the Olmec heartland cities were being aban-
doned, substantial settlements were appearing
throughout the Maya region. The Olmec
heartland gave birth to the first civilization of
Mesoamerica, but other regions were ready to
match and even outstrip the once great Gulf-
coast culture.

LATE

PRECLASSIC

PERIOD

(300 B.C.E.-250 C.E.)

The Late Preclassic was a period of dynamic
growth and development. Well before the end
of the period, the defining traits of Maya civi-
lization were already present, from monumen-
tal stone cities and vaulted buildings to stelae
and altar complexes that were carved with
short hieroglyphic texts and with the first Long
Count dates (see page 255). Mythological
themes about the creation of the Maya world
are identifiable in the art of this period and
sophisticated polychrome ceramics already
exist. Although it was not until the Classic
Period that Maya hieroglyphic inscriptions
became lengthier and polychrome ceramics
developed into a narrative style rivaling that of
the ancient Greeks, the Preclassic Period
accomplishments were tremendous. The Late
Preclassic Maya world—its level of social,
political, and cultural complexity—is now con-
sidered equivalent to that of the Classic Period
in all but name.

The entire Maya region, even in areas away
from rivers and other natural water resources,
experienced population growth. Both highland
and lowland cities emerged, building monu-
mental pyramidal platforms and creating elabo-
rate burials filled with exotic goods obtained by
extensive trade networks. Usulutdn ceramics—
the cream-on-red resistware manufactured in El
Salvador, probably at Chalchuapa—are found in
elite burials from the southern area to the
northern lowlands, from Chiapa de Corzo (Chi-
apas) to Costa Rica, and are diagnostic of the
Late Preclassic Period. The largest cities from
the period are Kaminaljuyd in the Guatemalan
highlands; Chalchuapa in the Salvadoran high-
lands; Izapa and La Blanca along the Pacific
slope; Tikal, Uaxactin, and Nakbé in the Petén;
and Calakmul, Becin, and Edzni to the north of
the Petén in Campeche, Mexico; Komchén in
northern Yucatin; and Cuello, Lamanai, Cara-
col, and Cerros in Belize. No city, however,
matched the northern Petén city of El Mirador
for sheer architectural monumentality—nor
would any Maya city match it in later times.

The figurine cult that had begun in the
Early Preclassic Period in the Pacific region
was confined to households by the end of the
period and disappeared entirely from some
sites, suggesting that the emerging state substi-
tuted its own ceremonies in new monumental
plazas decorated with sculptures. Facade deco-
rations on the temples and stelae carvings
found in the great new plazas suggest that cos-
mological symbolism and human sacrifice were
involved in these ceremonies and were used to
legitimize the increasingly centralized author-
ity of rulers.

After this period of extraordinary accom-
plishment in architecture, art, and writing,
there was a hiatus in which many Maya cities
were depopulated and some were totally aban-
doned. The eruption of Ilopango Volcano in El
Salvador c. 250 C.E., but perhaps as much as a
century later, made a large area of the southern
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region uninhabitable, but there may have been
other reasons for the hiatus, especially in the
lowlands. By the beginning of the Classic
Period, there was a major adjustment in the
Maya world in which the lowlands emerged as
the heartland of Maya civilization, greatly
eclipsing the southern region and rendering it
peripheral despite its fertile lands enriched by
volcanic ash and lava.

Southern Region

The first recognizably Maya-style carved stelae
made their appearance not in the Petén, which
would become the heartland of Maya civiliza-
tion in the Classic Period, but rather in the
southern area along the Pacific coast, in the
Guatemala highlands, and in the region of the
old Isthmian culture. In the course of the
development of the stela-and-altar complex,
hieroglyphic texts with the first Maya Long
Count dates were carved onto the stelae at
many sites. Three-dimensional sculptures were
also common in the southern region; these
include the so-called mushroom stones, whose
function is not known, and the potbellied
human figures with pufty faces that probably
derived from the Early Preclassic Olmec tradi-
tion. This latter sculptural tradition ended with
the Preclassic Period.

It is the stelae and altars, hieroglyphic writ-
ing on public monuments, and a curvilinear,
narrative art style that are considered among
the most salient features of Classic Period
Maya civilization. The fact that these features
evolved in the southern area is particularly
interesting because they ceased being produced
there in the Classic Period, just as they were
being embellished in the lowlands. For this
reason, the southern area is often considered
atypical and “peripheral” to Maya civilization,

despite its central importance in the Late Pre-
classic Period.

THE STELA CULT

In the Late Preclassic Period, a stela cult swept
through the southern region but appeared only
rarely in the lowlands. These freestanding
stone monuments were carved in a curvilinear
two-dimensional style that can be found from
southeastern Guatemala into the Gulf-coast
region and remaining Olmec sites of the
period, such as Tres Zapotes. For this reason,
the style has been called Epi-Olmec. It is far
more prevalent, however, in the southern Maya
region along the Pacific coast and also in the
highlands, from Tonind in Chiapas and Kami-
naljuyd in central Guatemala to Chalchuapa in
El Salvador. It is even found occasionally in the
lowlands and as far north as Yucatin. The style
has also been called Izapan after the site of
Izapa on the Pacific slope where 38 carved ste-
lae were recovered in addition to 51 uncarved
ones. Izapa may have been inhabited by ances-
tors of Mixe-Zoque rather than Mayan speak-
ers, although this remains a controversial issue.
Yet the so-called Izapa style was found at Maya
sites and has been used to define the naturalis-
tic low-relief sculptural style that became the
hallmark of Maya culture in the Late Preclassic
and Classic Periods from the southern to the
northern areas.

Mythological Scenes Many Izapan-style
stelae depict mythological scenes in which
deities enact events that led to the creation of
the Maya world. Art historians have been able
to identify some of these scenes by their simi-
larity to those described in the 17th-century
Popol Vub, the book of creation of the Quiché
Maya. Maya gods well known from the Classic
and Postclassic Periods, such as the long-lipped
lightening-and-rain god, Chak, and the ser-
pent-footed God K of Maya royal lineages, also
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can be identified in Izapan art at this early time
(see Chapter 6). But in the Late Preclassic, the
deity most often associated with rulership was
Vuqub Caquix (Seven Macaw), known also as
the Principal Bird Deity, who ruled as the sun
in a prior creation, as related in the Maya Hero
Twin myth in the Popol Vubh. His image is found
on stelae not just at Izapa but at other sites as
well, on pottery, and, in the Maya lowlands, on
facade sculptures.

Historical Scenes Other stelae are carved
with historical scenes that depict a single indi-
vidual in profile, probably a ruler, elaborately
attired and often wearing a trophy head on his
belt. Some scenes depict such elite individuals
involved in human decapitation. Others show
them accompanied by incense-burning bra-
ziers, standing on the monster mask of the
earth deity—the entrance to the Under-
world—with a sky deity emerging from a swirl
of cloud scrolls above them. Such symbolism
suggests these rulers were at the center of the
cosmos and could perform rituals to communi-
cate with the Maya otherworld. Yet other stelae
depict two such individuals facing each other in
a manner suggesting the transfer of power to a
ruler.

Ruler Cult The stelae were lined up in front
of important public buildings and were often
paired with what became known as altars that
may have actually served as thrones. These stelae
probably served to legitimize the power of rulers
by associating them with rituals and cosmic
forces that could protect the community. Like
earlier shaman chiefs, Maya rulers gained legiti-
macy by claiming access to supernatural forces.
Trophy heads and sacrificial scenes indicate that
prowess in war was also important to a ruler’s
authority. The stela cult of the Late Preclassic
Period was the beginning of what would become
the dynastic ruler cult of the Classic Period.

2.3 Fade-and-shell mosaic pendant, Late
Classic Period. Fade and exotic shells were trea-
sured throughout the millennia of Mesoamerican
civilization. This Maya pendant combines both
materials in a mosaic portrait.
Peter Selverstone)

(Photo courtesy

WRITING AND LONG COUNT
CALENDAR

Hieroglyphic writing and Long Count dating
appeared with the stela cult and were incorpo-
rated into the bas-relief sculptures. The spread
of the stela cult and writing was uneven during
the Late Preclassic Period, however. At Izapa,
the site so well known for its many stelae that it
has given its name to the sculptural style, there
is no known example of writing dating from
this early period. At Kaminaljuyd, where rela-
tively extensive texts have been recovered from
this period, no Long Count dates have been
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found. Yet dated stelae appear at some smaller
Pacific slope sites, such as Abaj Takalik and El
Badl, and fragmentary calendrical glyphs have
been recovered at Chalchuapa in El Salvador.
In highland Verapaz and the Salamd Valley, the
reliefs on stelae have occasional glyphic ele-
ments incorporated into them, but no text. In
the lowlands, the stela cult was not quickly
adopted. These sculptures are found only at a
few sites (Nakbé, EI Mirador, and Cerros) and
even less often with glyphic texts (EI Mirador);
a few stucco sculptures and small portable

FHET

2.4 El Baiil Stela 1. This Izapa-period steln
depicts a ruler communicating with an ancestor in
a cloud of scrolls above him. The monument is
incised with the earliest known Maya Long Count
date (37 C.E.). (Drawing by Linda Schele, copy-
right David Schele)

objects, however, are incised with glyphic ele-
ments, but not Long Count dates.

Origin of Writing and Long Count Pro-
towriting on numerous stela-like monuments is
detected from as early as c. 500 to 400 B.C.E. in
Oaxaca. A few carvings found in the Olmec
heartland suggest the Long Count Calendar
was first developed by Mixe-Zoque peoples,
not the Maya. The earliest known Long Count
dates appear on monuments at Chiapa de
Corzo in Chiapas, Mexico (December 7, 36
B.C.E., in our calendar) which may have been
occupied by the Mixe-Zoque at the time, and
at Tres Zapotes in Veracruz (31 B.C.E.), which
definitely was not Maya. Although one Middle
Preclassic monument with hieroglyphs has
been found in the Maya region in the Salama
Valley, further examples are not found until
several centuries later in that region or else-
where. The earliest Maya monuments dated in
the Long Count Calendar are at sites along the
Pacific slopes, such as El Baul (Stela 1, 37 C.E.)
and Abaj Takalik (first century C.E.).

The origin of writing and the origin of the
Long Count Calendar, then, probably occurred
outside the Maya area. Archaeological under-
standing of the development of writing and the
Long Count Calendar is limited, however, and
the border between the Mixe-Zoque groups and
the Maya in this period is difficult to delineate.
The texts often are not yet decipherable; those
that have been recovered are few in number and
often badly eroded. Much has been lost, particu-
larly in the destructive environment of the tropi-
cal lowlands. Based on the evidence currently
available, however, two writing systems devel-
oped in the Isthmian region at this time, one in
Mixe-Zoque and the other in Mayan.

Maya Hieroglyphs The Maya hieroglyphic
monuments that have been recovered present
an already well developed Maya symbolic sys-
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tem and a version of Long Count dating with
an introductory glyph that is idiosyncratic to
the Maya. Obviously the Maya writing system
had been evolving before it was inscribed in
stone. More needs to be understood about the
origins and development of Mesoamerican
writing, but even if the Maya initially derived
their writing system from others, which
appears likely based on the current evidence,
they eventually developed the most complex
hieroglyphic writing system and calendrical
notations in the New World.

KAMINALJUYU

Kaminaljuytd grew from a small center in the
Valley of Guatemala in 500 B.C.E. to a capital
city dominating the valley by the terminal Pre-
classic Period. Although the sprawl of modern
Guatemala City has destroyed much of the
ancient site and made a careful reconstruction
of its development impossible, Kaminaljuyu in
its final phase (Early Classic) was a city of more
than 200 earthen and adobe-plastered mounds
in contrast to approximately 80 at Izapa. The
majority of the mounds dated to the Late Pre-
classic Period. Some were 20 meters (66 feet)
high and once supported adobe or wooden
temples with thatched roofs. One massive
structure, judging from the rich tombs it con-
tained, must have been an ancestor shrine ded-
icated to deceased rulers. An artificial canal,
built c. 400 B.C.E. to replace one from the Mid-
dle Preclassic Period, fed a vast irrigation sys-
tem. Great platforms with temples and what
may have been a palace courtyard complex
were constructed; stelae, some almost 2 meters
(6 feet) tall, were carved in low relief, with
hieroglyphic inscriptions.

Kaminaljuyd was more powerful and
wealthier than any other city in the southern
region during this period. Kaminaljuyd influ-
ence can be seen at other highland sites and
from the Salamd Valley to El Badl and

Chalchuapa. Although population estimates
for Kaminaljuyt cannot be made because of the
destruction of the site, tens of thousands of
laborers, probably drawn from all over the val-
ley, were necessary to construct and maintain
the city.

Many archaeologists believe that the central-
ized power required to organize such public
works would have been beyond that of a mere
chiefdom. And the stela cult probably served to
glorify the rulers of such an incipient state. One
tomb—DBurial C in Structure E-III-3—is the
richest yet discovered anywhere in the Maya
realm for the Late Preclassic Period. Its more
than 300 artifacts—jade, obsidian, quartz crys-
tals, entire sheets of mica, stingray spines (known
to be used by Maya royalty for autosacrifice), fish
teeth, and, of course, ceramics including Usu-
lutin-ware—certainly suggest that its occupant,
accompanied by four sacrificed individuals, was a
Kaminaljuyd king. The burial contents also
demonstrate the extensive trade and wealth of
this strategically located city.

Maya Lowlands

If the southern region was precocious in writ-
ing and the stela cult, the Petén was inventive
in masonry architecture, stucco decorations,
and the mythic religious symbolism associated
with these arts. In fact, many of the same
themes discovered in the southern area are also
found expressed in these other, more monu-
mental forms in the Petén and Belize lowlands.
Triadic architectural arrangements may have
associated the ruler—often buried within—
with cosmic forces, such as the Maya Three-
Stone-Place of creation (see Chapter 6). The
earliest evidence of lowland use of the Long
Count Calendar occurs 200 years after that on
the Pacific slopes, but the lowland Maya were
marking time long before they carved Long
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Count dates in stone: In the Middle Preclassic
Period, they were building solar observatories
in stone complexes known as E-groups, and
these complexes spread during the Late Pre-
classic Period (see Chapter 8).

Around 300 B.C.E. there was an enormous
cultural shift in the lowlands. Stucco sculptures
covered masonry facades. The corbeled arch was
introduced and spread in the lowlands from
masonry tomb construction to residential and
temple architecture by the end of the period.
The most monumental building projects of
Maya civilization are accompanied by a new
ceramic style as well: the Chicanel. The Chicanel
Ceramic Complex, which included Usulutin-
ware, marks a period of increasing population
growth, the development of new urban centers,
and political complexity in the lowlands.

URBAN GROWTH

Although urbanism, monumental masonry
architecture, and intensive agricultural produc-
tion existed during the Middle Preclassic
Period, these characteristics of Maya settle-
ments in the lowlands became more common
and more impressive in size. Urban centers that
had existed in the previous phase underwent
enormous growth, and population levels must
have ranged from several thousand to tens of
thousands. Small villages—such as Calakmul in
southern Campeche, Mexico; Cerros situated
on the Bay of Chetumal; and Caracol in west-
ern Belize—became ceremonial centers com-
plete with all the architectural pretentions
associated with the new ruling class. Cerros, a
modest-size center, probably paid for its grand
building projects through trade alliances; its
port facilities, including a canoe basin and dock,
must have been used by more important cities,
such as El Mirador and nearby Lamanai, to
trade around the Yucatin Peninsula to places
such as Komchén, which produced salt for
export. Edznd constructed a system of canals for

intensive agriculture that was large enough to
sustain boat travel from the far end of the fields
to the ceremonial center. Cacao and other pro-
duce of such an agricultural system may very
well have been for export as well as for local
subsistence. Such public works both displayed
and reinforced the religious and economic
power of the ruling class.

Massive Construction Projects There is
considerable evidence for the development of a
new political order akin to that occurring in the
southern area. Large construction projects of
huge blocks of quarried stone demonstrate the
rulers’ abilities to command and organize labor
and resources (see Chapter 8). The Lost World
Complex at Tikal measured 80 meters (264
feet) on each side of its base and rose 20 meters
(66 feet) in height. Lamanai constructed a
pyramid platform that was 33 meters (more
than 100 feet) high—almost twice the size of
the largest pyramids built during the Middle
Preclassic Period. El Mirador, however, under-
took a building program that outstripped all
other cities in the Preclassic Period—or the
Classic Period, for that matter—in its massive-
ness. Its El Tigre complex covered the equiva-
lent of three football fields and rose 55 meters
(181 feet) in height. Although the Structure II
complex at Calakmul matched El Tigre in size,
El Mirador also had the resources to build the
Danta Complex, which was even more monu-
mental, rising 70 meters (231 feet) high.
Although not an edifice, Edznd’s vast canal sys-
tem covered more than 23 kilometers (14
miles) and was one of the largest public under-
takings in the Maya world.

EMBLEMS OF RULERSHIP

As in the southern area during the Late Pre-
classic Period, lowland art associated rulers
with cosmic forces and the mythic gods of cre-
ation. Instead of stelae, however, the lowland
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Maya created massive stucco deity masks and
attached them to building facades. These
stucco sculptures of various deities, particularly
creation deities such as Vuqub Caquix and the
sun, are found at many sites during this period,
including Uaxactin in the central Petén,
Nakbé in the Mirador Basin, Edzni in
Campeche, and Kohunlich in Quintana Roo.
From Cerros in Belize to Mirador in the Petén,
these great stucco sculptures flanked the stair-
ways leading up to triadic complexes associated
with rulership. At Nakbé, the stucco masks of
the Vuqub Caquix, or the Principal Bird Deity,
were almost 5 meters (16 feet) tall and 10
meters (34 feet) wide.

Ruler as Cosmic Center The significance of
these monumental buildings and sculptural com-
plexes to rulership is clearest from the excava-
tions at Cerros. The terraced pyramid adorned
with masks was located at the most northern
point of the site, the Maya location for the sky
and ancestral deities. With the Bay of Chetumal
at its back, the sculpted 22-meter (72.5-foot)
pyramid dominated the town and looked toward
the ball court situated to the south, the Maya
location of the Underworld. The stucco masks
flanking the staircase on the east represented the
rising sun and the morning star; and on the west,
the setting sun and evening star. The temples on
top of these pyramids gradually grew from a sin-
gle one at the first phase of the pyramid to a tri-
adic complex with royal tombs. A ruler
performing rituals on the top of the pyramid
would be seen as essential to the cosmic order
and its continuation, symbolized by the daily
passage of the sun. (See also “The Structure of
Cosmic Space” in Chapter 6.)

Trade Exotic goods and art both were used
to elevate the Late Preclassic Period ruler.
Depictions of the rulers themselves were rare
in the lowlands, and some archaeologists have
argued that the rulers themselves were not yet

the objects of veneration that they were in the
stela cult found along the Pacific slopes. In fact,
royal tomb contents in the lowlands are more
modest compared to their southern counter-
parts, even though the earliest corbeled vaults
were used for such tombs. There are surviving
traces of murals from a temple at Tikal, a few
stelae in the Mirador Basin, and a bas-relief
carving at Loltin in northern Yucatin.
Although these few surviving works depict
rulers in the naturalistic style of the southern
area, these rulers are adorned with new low-

2.5 Stucco sun god mask, Kobhunlich, Quintana
Roo, Mexico. This giant mask is one of four that
flanked the stairway of a Late Preclassic pyramid

(Photo courtesy Peter Selverstone)

platform.
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land insignia of rulership, such as the distinc-
tive tripartite jade headband that symbolizes
sprouting maize.

Exotic trade items that first appear in the
lowlands at this time, such as coral-colored
thorny oyster (Spondylus) shells, symbolized the
ruler’s economic ties with faraway places on the
Pacific, perhaps as distant as Ecuador through
trade with Costa Rica or the north coast of
Mexico. Objects like Spondylus shells, stingray
spines for autosacrifice, and jade ornaments,
symbolized rulership, not simply personal
power, and they are repeatedly found in low-
land tombs. They persisted as royal symbols in
the Classic Period. Most remarkable perhaps is
the absence of sacrificed retainers in royal
tombs during the Late Preclassic Period.

MIRADOR BASIN

"The Mirador Basin in the northwestern Petén
experienced exceptional development in the
lowlands during this period. The urban centers
with the most massive constructions congre-
gated here at Nakbé, Wakna, and Tintal, as
well as the largest of any city at the time, El
Mirador. Just to the north, the city of Calakmul
constructed the pyramidal complex, Structure
II, from the top of which El Mirador’s soaring
buildings could be seen more than 35 kilome-
ters (22 miles) away. El Mirador spread over an
area 2 kilometers (1.2 miles) wide, approxi-
mately the same as Tikal, Edznd, and Komchén
at the time, but the massive buildings at El
Mirador dwarfed these settlements and all oth-
ers in the lowlands. The population that con-
structed and maintained EI Mirador must have
also exceeded that at other sites. Kaminaljuyt
is said to have called upon tens of thousands for
its support; El Mirador certainly was sustained
by even larger a population. If size indicates
power, there must have been a hierarchy of
sites with El Mirador alone at the apex.

The extent and nature of El Mirador’s polit-
ical power is hard to determine from the
archaeological record in most instances, but its
dominant role in the northern Petén is unusu-
ally clear. Causeways radiated from the center
of El Mirador, connecting not only various sec-
tions of the city but also neighboring cities in
the Mirador Basin, one as far away as 23 kilo-
meters (14 miles). A 13-kilometer (8-mile)
sacbe, or road, connected the important city of
Nakbé with El Mirador. These causeways sug-
gest a regional alliance, or perhaps a kingdom,
with its capital at E1 Mirador. Strategically situ-
ated between the Caribbean coast and the
southern area, El Mirador probably achieved
its dominance through trade. Far-ranging con-
tacts, from Cuello to Kaminaljuy, are in evi-
dence in the artifacts at the site. EI Mirador is
one of the few lowland sites with stelae, and
one of the rare ones with a Kaminaljuyd-style
hieroglyphic text. When the hiatus occurred, it
affected all these sites that apparently were
partners in trade.

Late Preclassic Hiatus

Maya civilization developed and flourished dur-
ing the Late Preclassic Period, but as the period
came to a close, ¢. 150 to 250 C.E., many cities
that had experienced the most dynamic growth
collapsed or at least shriveled in size, and this
phenomenon occurred from the Pacific to
northern Yucatdn. The archaeological record
indicates that most cities on the Pacific littoral
were abandoned by 250 C.E., as was Komchén in
northern Yucatin, Altar de Sacrificios on the
Rio Pasién, and Cerros in northern Belize. The
great cities of the Mirador Basin and Kami-
naljuyd in the highlands were seriously depopu-
lated but not abandoned. This hiatus in Maya
cultural development has received considerable
scrutiny because it occurs at a critical period: the
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onset of Classic Period civilization and the shift
of Maya power into the lowlands.

TEOTIHUACAN

Despite the importance of the hiatus, the rea-
sons for such demographic and cultural shifts
are not well understood, giving rise to consid-
erable speculation about the causes, which
have ranged from warfare to ecological disas-
ter. Some archaeologists have argued that the
rise of the great central Mexican city of Teoti-
huacan (c. 100 B.C.E.—c. 650 C.E.) disrupted
valuable Maya trade routes in cacao, cotton,
jade, salt, and exotic feathers and shells.
Although some green obsidian from central
Mexico does appear in the archaeological
record for this time period, it is difficult to
imagine that Teotihuacan could have wreaked
havoc on the entire Maya region simultane-
ously. Teotihuacan’s push into the region is
now believed to have come in the Early Clas-
sic Period, after trade connections had been
disrupted by the abandonment of some Maya
cities.

FORTIFICATIONS

War between Maya cities competing to control
resources may have caused the hiatus, and
there is some evidence for this hypothesis. Ste-
lae depict trophy heads, signs of warfare, and at
the close of the Preclassic Period, sites such as
Cuello depict rulers in war regalia. The archae-
ological records suggest warfare as well: The
palace at Chiapa de Corzo was deliberately
destroyed, and when the site revived, it was
occupied by people using different ceramics.
Competing cities may have vied for control of
the lowlands. El Mirador, for example, was
greatly eclipsed by Tikal by the end of the
period; the shift in powers may have affected
other cities, such as Cuello, because of the dis-
ruption in trade alliances. The first fortifica-
tions—or, more neutrally stated, barriers—at

Maya sites appear at some sites at this time,
including a moat at Becan and perhaps Cuello.
An encircling wall was constructed at El
Mirador. A fortified ditch separated Tikal and
Uaxactiin, and decipherments of the texts from
those two cities suggest conflict between them
into the Early Classic Period. Populations
became less dispersed and were concentrated
instead in the fortified city centers.

NATURAL DISASTERS

Paleoclimatic studies provide another view of
the Maya Preclassic hiatus. Droughts and vol-
canic eruptions occurred during this period
and could have caused the social displacement
and political upheaval that explain the increase
in fortifications at this time. Studies suggest
that a drying trend reached its climax by 100
C.E. The drier climate, exacerbated by defor-
estation and dense populations in the Mirador
Basin, turned wet marshlands into bajos, or sea-
sonal swamps, and transformed rich earth into
hard-to-farm clays. The combination destroyed
the elaborate gardens and wetland agriculture
of dykes and artificial fields (see Chapter 3) that
had sustained large Preclassic populations in
the lowlands. The Maya built reservoirs and
dug wells to support their cities during the dry
season, but populations nonetheless contracted
after the Preclassic Period. The situation is less
clear at Komchén, but the northern Yucatin
has always been more subject to drought than
the Petén, and a drying trend would have exac-
erbated climatic conditions there. The same
climatic changes that affected the lowlands
caused the small lakes at Kaminaljuyd to dry
up, destroying the canal irrigation system there
and forcing the populace to rely on a system of
wells instead. Depopulation was the result.

In the southern Maya area, the impact of
drought was compounded by the eruption of
the Ilopango volcano (c. 200-250 C.E.) in cen-
tral El Salvador. Chalchuapa, manufacturer of
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obsidian blades and the Usulutin ceramics that
were valued items in Maya trade, had to be
abandoned. Not until the Late Classic Period
(600-900) could the soil be farmed again. The
eruption affected more than the Chalchuapa
region, however. Ash-clogged rivers flooded
the southeastern Pacific littoral and caused the
rivers to change course.

SHIFT OF POWER

These natural catastrophes destroyed some
cities and disrupted both agriculture and trade.
From Chalchuapa to western Guatemala, many
cities were abandoned for the next few cen-
turies. The devastation of the southern area
resulted in a massive political and economic
readjustment. War may have broken out.
"Teotihuacan may eventually have tried to take
advantage, although the first to take advantage
of the devastation were the Maya themselves.

EARLY
CLASSIC
PERIOD

(C. 250-600)

The heartand of Maya culture shifted to the
central area, away from the southern coast and
highlands. The abandonment of most cities
along the Pacific littoral permitted the low-
lands to dominate the Maya region during the
Classic Period. But even within the lowlands,
there was a major shift in power. El Mirador
declined, while others cities rose to promi-
nence, and judging from the introduction of
stelae carved with hieroglyphs and new build-
ing projects, the most prominent among them

were Tikal in the central Petén, Caracol in
western Belize, and Calakmul in southern
Campeche. Maya cities flourished, and they
developed throughout the lowlands: Piedras
Negras and Yaxchildn, for example, in the
Usumacinta region; Altar de Sacrificios on the
Pasién River; Copidn and Quirigud in the
Motagua Valley region; and Edznd, Oxkintok,
Yaxund, Ek Balam, and Cob4 in the northern
lowlands. The stela cult was less prevalent in
the north, however, and written texts were
quite rare during this period.

Along with the political shifts of the period,
the ruler cult that had already evolved in the
Pacific slopes and highlands of Guatemala was
adopted by lowland cities during the Early
Classic Period. Lowland rulers adorned them-
selves with the emblems of office used in the
Late Preclassic Period, but in the Early Classic
they added the stela cult to the lowland pro-
gram and extolled themselves and their ances-
tors in hieroglyphic texts that were dated with
the exactitude of the Long Count Calendar.
Royal tombs reflected this personality cult, too:
Sacrificed individuals were buried with the
king, as were an increasing number of exotic
goods. The personality cult reinforced the
more abstract but monumental message of
rulership already existing in Late Preclassic
Period architecture. In architecture, in portrai-
ture, and in writing, Early Classic Maya rulers
were the subjects. They became more than the
facilitators between the gods and the people;
they themselves were venerated.

By the fourth century, the art began to por-
tray the ruler in a new specialized costume, that
of the warrior. The details of this ritual dress
were borrowed from the central Mexican city
of Teotihuacan. The new symbols of the war-
rior-ruler were accompanied by a new weapon:
The atlatl, or spear-thrower, also introduced
from central Mexico. The now-deciphered
Early Classic hieroglyphic texts confirm the
political presence of Teotihuacan in the Maya
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lowlands. These texts, despite their paucity and
uneven distribution, provide the earliest his-
tory of the Maya. The history is only a skeletal
one, but it nonetheless reveals wars and shift-
ing alliances among the Maya as they devel-
oped into many separate archaic states
controlled by the centralized authority of
dynastic rulers. In the 1990s, decipherment of
these texts revealed the startling information
that Tikal had accomplished its hegemony
under a dynasty installed by Teotihuacan.

Tikal

Beginning c. 200 C.E., Tikal attempted to seize
control of the Petén, replacing El Mirador as
the most powerful city. Tikal and its residential
suburbs covered an area of 60 square kilome-
ters (23 square miles), but the city fortifications
defended an area of 123 square kilometers
(47.5 square miles). By the end of the Early
Classic Period, its population probably num-
bered 60,000.

Tikal successfully extended its territory by
absorbing smaller neighboring cities, such as
Bejucal to the south, and fighting the substan-
tial city of Uaxactiin to the north. Based on
artifacts found at lowland sites, Tikal probably
disrupted El Mirador’s trade routes, too,
replacing the port at Cerros with new ones
along the Belizean coast, such as Santa Rita,
and directing trade further south into the
Petén. Based on Tikal’s domination of Rio
Azul and Nakum, both located by rivers, Tikal
probably controlled the portage between
rivers that branched into the Petén from the
Caribbean and Gulf of Mexico. From the
decipherment of the glyphs and trade items,
Tikal also appears to have gradually installed
its dynastic allies at other cities such as Copin
in Honduras, Oxkintok in Yucatdn, and for a
few years, at Caracol in Belize.

FIRST LOWLAND STELA

Tikal, the political giant in the Early Classic
Period, also was the first lowland state to carve
Long Count dates on its stelae. Although El
Mirador had erected a stela inscribed with text
in the Late Preclassic Period, it was atypical of
that period in the lowlands. The widespread
adoption of the stela cult in the lowlands
begins at Tikal with the erection of Stela 29 in
292 C.E. No earlier dated monument is known,
but later Tikal stelae refer back in time to the
tounder of the first Tikal dynasty c. 100. Other
lowland cities did not begin boasting of their
dynastic founders until 100 years later, and the
erection of stelae was basically confined to the
central Petén region around Tikal until the
middle of the fifth century. Although stelae are
notoriously subject to erosion and destruction
(century-long dynastic gaps are not unusual
among those that have been recovered), it now
appears that the powerful city of Tikal was ini-
tially the source of inspiration for the ruler cult
in the lowlands.

Based on the contents of its Early Classic
Period tombs and ritual caches, Tikal used its
political power to expand its long-distance
trade and to amass considerable wealth. In the
early fifth century, under the rule of Yax Ain
(379-420), or First Crocodile, better known as
Curl Nose, there were unprecedented amounts
of imported materials: obsidian from both cen-
tral Mexico and the Guatemalan highlands,
jade from the Motagua Valley, shells from the
Pacific and the Caribbean, and ceramic vessels
influenced by Teotihuacan in central Mexico.
Curl Nose’s tomb, painted with Maya hiero-
glyphs and astronomical symbols, was filled
with all these imported riches as well as other
exotic materials, including a variety of bird
teathers, two turtle carapaces, and the body of a
crocodile, his namesake and spirit companion,
or way (see Chapter 6).
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2.6 Tikal Complex Q, plaza with stelae and altars. The stela-and-altar cult spread into the lowlands in
the third century and persisted until the Terminal Classic Period collapse.

Cultural Shifts

RULER CULT

With the introduction of the stela cult, the por-
trayal of deities in giant stucco panels was
eclipsed by ruler portraiture. Those stucco
friezes that were made in the Early Classic
Period depicted the ruler dressed as a deity,
such as one on a panel said to be from near
Calakmul, in southern Campeche. Smaller
stucco decorations were more common, how-
ever, and persisted on friezes and corner deco-
rations of buildings; they depicted both rulers
and gods. Mural art from this time period,
although much destroyed, has survived better
and with greater variety of colors than the few
fragments remaining from the Late Preclassic
Period. Some paintings are naturalistic, show-
ing festivals and local buildings, such as those

e

(Photo courtesy Cherra Wyllie)

at a palace in Uaxactin, but tomb murals are
most often painterly renditions of glyphs.

ARCHITECTURE

The Maya increasingly used the corbeled arch
to construct stone temples, elite tombs, and
palaces. Despite this architectural advance-
ment, the massive complexes and the huge
quarried stones of the Late Preclassic Period
became less fashionable—or less feasible. The
deforestation that occurred during the Preclas-
sic Period due to both farming and urbaniza-
tion—even plaster required trees for fuel to
burn the limestone—may have imposed more
conservative building techniques on the Maya.
The Preclassic Danta complex at El Mirador
alone consumed more than 2 million cubic
meters (70.6 million cubic feet) of quarried
limestone and stucco and was so massive that it
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could have covered the central plaza and two
towering pyramids of Classic Period Tikal.
Early Classic complexes were less ambitious
but nonetheless monumental. They were also
built more efficiently, with more finely worked
stone veneer that saved on both quarrying costs
and the need for thick layers of plaster.

CERAMICS

The ceramic complex changed too. With the
eruption of Ilopango Volcano, there was dis-
ruption in the production and distribution of
Usulutan-ware. When it was revived, it was as
part of the Copador ceramic complex found at
Copén but not in the remainder of the low-
lands, reinforcing the fact that Salvadoran sites,
like most of those on the Pacific littoral, were
only on the fringe of Classic Period Maya civi-
lization. Those Preclassic cities that survived
into the Early Classic Period, such as Kami-
naljuyd and coastal Tiquisate, employed new
ceramic forms, many of them imported or
inspired by the central Mexican city of Teoti-
huacan. Thin orange effigy vessels were actu-
ally imported from Teotihuacan, but central
Mexican slab-legged tripod pots painted with
Maya scenes may have been locally manufac-
tured. These central Mexican-style ceramics
were found in burials throughout the Maya
region. The Maya continued to manufacture
their characteristic polychrome ware as well
but in a new style called Tzakol. Some of this
complex is characterized by wide bowls deco-
rated with stylized birds and human figures.

Teotihuacan Influences

Teotihuacan, located 40 kilometers (25 miles)
from modern Mexico City, intensified its trade
in the Maya region during the Early Classic
Period. The introduction of Teotihuacan
spear-throwers and warrior symbolism sug-

gests the trade was not always voluntary, but
the exact nature of this central Mexican
exchange with the Maya has long perplexed
Mesoamericanists.

During its fifth-century apogee, Teotihua-
can was one of the largest cities in the world
with a population estimated to have ranged
from 100,000 to 200,000. The city dominated
central Mexico politically and economically
and controlled rich veins of green obsidian that
it traded throughout Mesoamerica. Its twin
pyramids were awesome features in the Valley
of Mexico; the Pyramid of the Sun, greater in
volume than Egypt’s Pyramid of Khufu (but
smaller than El Mirador’s Danta complex), was
constructed over a sacred spring and was the
site of major pilgrimages. Wealthy, sacred, and
enormous, Teotihuacan was probably both
revered and feared by most Mesoamericans.

In the fourth century, Teotihuacan attempted
to revive and control trade in the southern
Maya area in order to obtain jade, tropical
bird feathers, jaguar pelts, and other prestige
items. Traders, or warrior-traders, estab-
lished a base at Kaminaljuyi c. 400, building
an enclave there in an architectural style
characteristic of Teotihuacan, manufacturing
tripod pots similar to those from central
Mexico, and burying their dead in tombs con-
taining many central Mexican artifacts. Teoti-
huacan’s cultural and economic influence in
the southern Maya area left the region with a
central Mexican imprint distinctive from that
in the lowlands.

Although it was long thought that Teotihua-
can used its base at Kaminaljuyt to spread its
influence in the lowlands, particularly at Tikal,
recently recovered evidence demonstrates that
it was already present at Tikal by 378. At Tikal,
there is a small Teotihuacan-style structure, as
well as sculptures and ceramics executed in the
central Mexican style. Stelae also begin depict-
ing Maya warrior-rulers dressed in costumes
marked by Teotihuacan symbols. Stela 31 at
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Tikal even showed its ruler flanked by a figure
dressed like a Teotihuacano.

Many archaeologists have concluded from
such evidence that Teotihuacan actually con-
quered Maya cities such as Tikal and con-
trolled trade in the region. Teotihuacan
influences are found from the Pacific coast and
the highlands to Tikal and Yucatecan sites such
as Becan. But Maya influences are also present
at 'Teotihuacan, and Maya residential com-
plexes, the so-called traders’ enclaves that were
decorated in the lowland art style, existed at the
central Mexican city. The cultural interaction
between the two regions could have been the
result of intensive trade and mutual admira-
tion. Maya adoption of the more lethal
weaponry of the central Mexican city was an
outcome of such contact. It has been difficult
to decide the exact nature of Teotihuacan’s
presence in the Maya region based solely on
such archaeological artifacts.

GLYPHIC EVIDENCE FOR CONQUEST

In 1983, new sculptures were found at Tikal. In
the style of Teotihuacan, these monuments
were nonetheless inscribed with Maya texts.
Their decipherment provided compelling evi-
dence about the militant nature of Teotihua-
can’s role in the politics of the lowlands. Based
on the texts, Siyah K’ak (known as Smoking
Frog) arrived at Tikal from the west, the direc-
tion of Teotihuacan, and on that same day of
January 31, 378, Tikal’s king Chak Tok Ich’aak
I (better known as Jaguar Paw) died. Tikal and
Uaxactin were subjugated by Smoking Frog.
Tikal’s new king, Yax Ain, or Curl Nose, was
not the son of Jaguar Paw nor did he claim the
throne as the legitimate heir of the Tikal
dynasty. Rather he arrived at Tikal with Smok-
ing Frog from Teotihuacan and may have been
the son of that eminent city’s ruler. It now is
believed that it is Curl Nose who appears
dressed as a Teotihuacano on the sides of Tikal

2.7 Tikal Stela 31, 439 C.E. The two side pan-
els depict a "Teotibuacano warrior, now known to
be the Tikal ruler Curl Nose. The goggle-eyed
figure on the shield is the Teotibuacan storm and
war god Tlaloc. The god’s characteristic ringed
eyes became common elements on Maya war cos-
tumes, and the spear-thrower, beld in the war-
rior’s right hand, became part of the standard
weaponry of war. Stela 31 is the accession stela of
Tikal’s ruler Siyabh Chan K awil, better known
as Stormy Sky, who is depicted in the center. The
two side panels depict his Teotibuacano father.
Despite the declaration of dynastic ties with the
central Mexican city, the sculpture of Stormy Sky
is purely Maya in form and style; the hiero-
glyphic text on the reverse is the longest Maya
inscription surviving from the Early Classic
Period.  (Drawings courtesy John Montgomery)

Stela 31, the accession monument of Curl
Nose’s son, Stormy Sky.

COPAN

Recent glyphic evidence from other sites sug-
gests that the foreign dynasty at Tikal installed
Yax K’uk Mo as ruler of Copién in 426. Yax K'uk
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Mo, like Curl Nose, arrived at Copin from
another region and was buried in a tomb with
central Mexican architectural traits. Yet there
are fewer traces of central Mexican influence at
Copin than at Tikal and Kaminaljuyd. Stron-
tium-90 analysis of Yax K’'uk Mo’ remains sug-
gests, however, he spent most of his youth in the
Petén before arriving at Copin. Rather than
being a Teotihuacano, the Copin founder
appears to have been a Maya ally of that power-
ful city and its new dynasty at Tikal. He was also
installed as king of nearby Quirigu.

TEOTIHUACAN’S CONTROL

There can be little doubt that Teotihuacan
propelled Tikal into the greatest Early Clas-
sic power in the lowlands and that it installed
rulers of its choice at Tikal, Uaxactin,
Copin, and Quirigud. Although there are no
hieroglyphic texts at Kaminaljuyd to record
Teotihuacan’s takeover of its dynasty, the
archaeological record there demonstrates
even greater control and dominance by the
Mexicans. Some archaeologists have sug-
gested that the rulers who arrived in the low-
lands from Teotihuacan may have been Maya
nobles who had been residing in the central
Mexican traders’ enclaves. Based on future
DNA and strontium-90 analyses of human
remains, such refinements in the history of
the period may one day be possible.
Teotihuacan used its might to establish
dynasties in a few of the most powerful Early
Classic cities of the Maya region. Once it was
guaranteed the political loyalty and trade of
these lowland cities, it seems to have left the
Maya alone culturally: Tikal and Copin
remained quintessentially Maya, unlike Kami-
naljuyd, which no longer erected stelae. The
ruler cult flourished in the Maya lowlands in
contrast to Teotihuacan, where there was
nothing comparable: no portraiture, no hiero-
glyphic writing, and no Long Count Calendar.

Teotihuacan’s cultural imprints in the lowlands
are actually quite few: the rulers’ warrior cos-
tume, transformed into a very Maya costume
(see figure 5.2, page 144); a scattering of build-
ings in the central Mexican style; and certain
fashions in pottery, including the somewhat
abstract Teotihuacan-style deity designs (see
figure 1.3 upper left, page 11). While Maya
civilization continued to develop in the low-
lands, some Maya cities became part of the
central Mexican long-distance trade network,
and the riches from such trade appeared in the
burials like that of Curl Nose at Tikal during
the Early Classic Period. In return, Teotihua-
can received its supply of exotic tropical com-
modities and jade.

Tikal Defeated

In backing Tikal’s hegemony in the central
Maya area, Teotihuacan must have alienated
the losers—as did Tikal. The introduction of
the central Mexican war spear-thrower into the
lowlands escalated the level of warfare at the
very time there was an increasing number of
powerful cities. Despite its dominance, Tikal
had its rivals during the Early Classic Period.
Calakmul, to the north, was impressive in size
and well fortified, and Caracol in western
Belize was expanding rapidly. These cities
wrote about their dynasties and wars on stone
monuments, and one altar found at Caracol
boasted that its ruler, Lord Muluc, had
defeated Tikal in 562. At that time, many of
Tikal’s stelae were broken and upended,
including those of the Teotihuacanos Curl
Nose and Stormy Sky. This defeat led to the
subjugation of that city for 130 years. During
this hiatus, no carved monuments were erected
at Tikal, and the riches once found in its caches
and burials disappeared. Its population built
their homes close to the central city for secu-
rity. Tikal’s allies and dependencies suffered
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too: Building ceased at Uaxactin, and a hiatus

occurred in the hieroglyphic record at Rio
Azul.

LATE
CLASSIC
PERIOD

(C. 600-900)

The Late Classic Period was initiated with pro-
found cultural and political changes. Tikal,
encircled by its rivals and isolated from trade,
would not become a political force again until
late in the seventh century. Teotihuacan
declined as a power in Mesoamerica, and c.
700, its sacred center was sacked and burned.
Kaminaljuyu also declined. Yet, this was not a
period of decline in the Maya world, perhaps
because the Maya were free of foreign interfer-
ence. The Late Classic Period witnessed enor-
mous growth in population, in the number of
Maya polities, in the power of the elite class,
and in the sophistication of artistic expression.
Hieroglyphic texts, more numerous than
before, displayed the virtuosity of Maya scribes
and recorded the ingenuity of Maya calendrics
and astronomical knowledge.

From Palenque in the west and Copin in the
east to Uxmal in the north and Dos Pilas in the
south of the Petén heartland, Maya cities flour-
ished, leaving a legacy that would define Maya
civilization. Preclassic cities, like Becdn, revived,
and Early Classic ones, like Caracol, grew expo-
nentially; furthermore, entirely new ones such as
Dos Pilas became powerful in the Petexbatin
area. Maya artistic influence spread outside the
Maya area and extended into central Mexico,

Xochicalco and Cacaxtla, cities that rose into
prominence after the fall of Teotihuacan.

At the end of the period, a revived Tikal and
its enemy Calakmul may have attempted to
become Maya superpowers, forging a loose
confederation of states. Warfare was prevalent
and devastating to the Maya heartland, setting
the stage for the collapse that was completed in
the southern lowlands during the Terminal
Classic Period.

Proliferation of Cities

Calakmul and Caracol continued their ascen-
dency during the seventh century. Caracol prob-
ably installed a member of its own nobility on
the Tikal throne in order to control that once
powerful kingdom, located 70 kilometers (43
miles) away, and to guarantee tribute payments.
But during the Late Classic Period, other Maya
city-states also built great ceremonial complexes
and controlled territories that included sec-
ondary, tertiary, and quaternary towns as well as
ports, agricultural, and military outposts. Many
of these cities carved long dynastic histories into
stone, establishing their legitimacy in the
mythic past when deities ruled and founding
their lineage in the Early Classic Period before
such texts were inscribed. The lineage of
Palenque’s great seventh-century king, Hanab
Pakal (615-683), was commemorated on a
stone-carved tablet 96 glyphs in length; an
eighth-century successor required 200 glyphs to
assert his legitimacy. Yaxchildn’s dynastic record
spanned 500 years; Copan’s dynasty asserted its
greatness in a hieroglyphic staircase composed
of 2,200 glyphs. Stelae appeared in the usually
silent northern lowlands as well: Cobd erected
23 carved stelae, and Edznd’s monuments cov-
ered a 200-year period.

In 800, there were an estimated 40 to 60
cities in the Maya region, based on emblem

EVOLUTION OF MAYA CIVILIZATION

49



glyphs, or titles that include the place-name.
Hundreds more are suggested by their
archaeological remains. Altun Hi, for exam-
ple, was a town in northern Belize with a pop-
ulation of only 3,000, few stone inscriptions,
and no emblem glyphs. Yet its burials were
filled with riches, including a jade carving
that weighs 4.4 kilograms (almost 10 pounds)
and a decomposed Maya-style book. North-
ern lowland cities, even the largest ones,
rarely used emblem glyphs. The number of
cities now known is too great for individual
descriptions of their evolution or dynasties.
An overview of general trends and political
developments among the more powerful city

states follows. (See also “Place-Names” in
Chapter 3.)

SIZE OF CITY-STATES

The political relationships among the various
cities, whether they were capitals or dependen-
cies within a political state at a given time
period, remain a subject of inquiry (see Chapter
4). The decipherment of the hieroglyphs has
clarified some of these hierarchical relation-
ships, but in most areas, such as the northern
lowlands and the Belize River valley, the texts
are too few to make such political relationships
explicit. Mapping and extensive settlement sur-

2.8 Tikal Central Plaza, with the towering Temple I, Late Classic Period. In addition to the ruler steln
cult, Maya rulers constructed pyramid temples in the sacred center as funerary monuments to themselves.
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The Palenque Dynasty*

Accession Death
Kuk’ B’alam 431 ?
“Casper” 435 487
Sak Chik 487 ?
Akul Anab I 501 524
K’an Hoy Chitam I 529 565
Akul Anab II 565 570
Kan B’alam I 572 583
Lady Olnal 583 604
Ah Ne Ol Mat 605 612
Lady Sak K’uk’ 612 640
Hanab Pakal 615 683
Kan B’alam II 684 702
K’an Hoy Chitam IT 702 ?
Akul Anab III 722 736
Hanab Pakal IT ? ?
K’uk’ B’alam II 764 c. 783
6-Kimi Hanab Pakal 799

Comments

Founder
52-year reign

First woman Maya ruler

Mother and regent of Hanab Pakal

Only 12 when he acceded

Hanab Pakal’s son

Hanab Pakal’s son; captured in 711 and
sacrificed later at Tonind; death not
recorded at Palenque

Grandson (?) of Hanab Pakal

Great-grandson of Hanab Pakal; an event
during his rule was recorded in 742

Last recorded date at city

*From decipherments and reconstructions as presented in Mathews and Schele 1974, Mathews and Robert-
son 1985, Schele 1991, Schele and Mathews 1998, and David Stuart 1999a. The earlier rulers are known pri-
marily from the dynastic statements of their Late Classic Period descendants.

veys, when they have been performed, provide
information that the written texts cannot, espe-
cially in regard to population levels and territor-
ial extent. Population estimates routinely range
from 3,000 to 25,000 for most Maya cities with
monumental architecture, but estimates of
50,000 to 125,000 are the norm for about 20 of
the very largest ones and their surrounding
areas. By the end of the period, Tikal’s popula-
tion had grown to an estimated 125,000—dou-
ble that of the Early Classic Period.

Population estimates of entire states, how-
ever, have rarely been attempted because of the
difficulties of establishing borders and survey-
ing such large areas. But the kingdoms ruled by
the capital cities of Tikal and Calakmul have
been estimated at more than 400,000, and the
population of the southern and northern low-
lands combined was somewhere between 8 and
10 million c. 800. The territories overseen by
capital cities can, in fact, be surprisingly vast
even for regional states less famous than Tikal
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or Calakmul. Cobd, for example, was con-
nected by a 100-kilometer (62-mile) raised
causeway to its dependency, Yaxund, and its
population ranged from 70,000 to 125,000.
Dzibilchaltin was a sprawling kingdom sur-
rounded by 100 square kilometers (38 square
miles) of settlement and agricultural fields.

ALLIANCES

Despite the proliferation of cities and the
extent of their political domain, the central
area remained the most populous and powerful
Maya region for much of the Late Classic
Period. Study of Maya politics has also been
focused on that region because that is where
Maya cities and hieroglyphic texts both are
most abundant. The texts mention lineage and
ruler accession, rituals, and wars, and many of
these events coincide with astronomical events
such as eclipses and the position of Jupiter or
Venus. These texts also mention other cities
and dynasties, the diplomatic visits between
them, and marriage alliances, as well as war-
fare. Alliances among polities became more
common in the seventh and early eighth cen-
turies, or at least they were written about more
frequently than before. These alliances criss-
crossed the lowlands and included large cities
in the northern lowlands, such as Cob4 and
Dzibilchaltin, that participated in the trade
and culture of the southern lowland cities.

Not all alliances were voluntary, nor were
they between equal polities: The small site of
Pomond was not simply an ally of Palenque; it
was also part of the Palenque kingdom. And
Quirigud was a colony of Copin—until it
rebelled in 738. The density of cities in south-
ern Campeche was impressive and included
Rio Bec, Chicannd, Becin, and many others,
but these cities did not erect stelae or write
about their dynasties or allies. Archaeologists
can therefore only speculate about whether
they were subjugated by nearby Calakmul,

which alone erected 100 stelae in the Late
Classic Period.

Calakmul Calakmul was something of a
mystery site until the 1980s. It had been dis-
covered in 1931, but its great size was not
known and its glyphic name (emblem glyph)
was not identified until more recent excava-
tions. With more than 6,200 buildings in a core
area of 30 square kilometers (11.5 square
miles), Calakmul was more densely built up
than Tikal, and it had more palace-style build-
ings and stelae (115) than any other Maya city.
As excavations continue into the new millen-
nium, the role of Calakmul in Maya lowland
politics will continually be reassessed, but it is
now recognized as one of the largest Classic
Period cities. Unfortunately, its stelae are often
so badly eroded that the texts cannot be easily
deciphered, but efforts to retrieve its history
are ongoing. Much can be reconstructed from
mention of the site at other cities, now that its
name is recognized, and based on the hiero-
glyphic texts for the period, it clearly was one
of the major powers in Late Classic politics.

Caracol Some Mayanists argue that Caracol
defeated and subjugated Tikal with the backing
of Calakmul. After that momentous sixth-cen-
tury war, Caracol may have become a depen-
dency of Calakmul given the repeated mention
of Calakmul in the hieroglyphic texts at Cara-
col, including that of a marriage alliance
between the two cities. If so, the power of
Calakmul must have been formidable because
Caracol itself was a vast metropolis in the sev-
enth century, with a population estimated at
more than 120,000—the largest for any
Mesoamerican city during the late seventh cen-
tury. Calakmul’s core population has been esti-
mated at half that number, but the kingdom
that that capital city oversaw was much larger,
covering a territory of 8,000 square kilometers
(3,088 square miles).
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Tikal Although no Long Count texts are
inscribed on monuments at Tikal during the
hiatus (562-692), other cities do recount events
that affected Tikal. Its isolation was guaranteed
by Calakmul and Caracol, who encircled it by
either defeating other Petén polities (Caracol
conquered Naranjo in 631), demanding their
allegiance and tribute (Dos Pilas and El Peru
recognized Calakmul as overlord) or forming a
friendly trade alliance (Cancuén with Calak-
mul). Even faraway polities allied with Tikal
were subject to the power of these cities as evi-
denced by Calakmul’s attacks on Palenque, 227
kilometers (150 miles) away, in 599 and 611.
Tikal also seems to have been abandoned by a
disgruntled branch of its nobility. In 645, Balah
Chan K’awil, the founder of a dynasty at the
twin cities of Dos Pilas and Aguateca, erected a
carved and dated monument that identified his
domain with the same emblem glyph used by
Tikal, 105 kilometers (65 miles) away. Appar-
ently Balah Chan K’awil represented a splinter
group from the royal lineage at Tikal and rose
to power under the auspices of Calakmul.

Century of Greatness

"The 100 years beginning around 672 witnessed
the flowering of many great cites, including
some outside the Petén. The absence of power-
ful central Mexican cities like Teotihuacan
enabled the Maya to control more trade routes
and to concentrate greater quantities of wealth
in their own region during this century. Popu-
lation pressures also contributed to the grow-
ing number of cities as well as an increase in
the size of the elite class. Competition among
these Maya cities fueled more wars and
demand for tribute; wealth generated building
booms and increased production of luxury
goods. The result was a period fraught with
political tension and warfare but also one in

which artistic production culminated in the
greatest works of Maya civilization.

GREAT RULERS

There may have been many great rulers in
other periods, but few of them are known by
name. More than in any other period, the
eighth-century rulers commemorated their
accomplishments in hieroglyphic inscriptions
carved for eternity into stone. They claimed to
be great patrons of the arts, commissioning
buildings, sculptures, and paintings, and they
presented themselves as powerful warriors and
politicians. Among them was Yukom Yich’ak
K’ak (686-695?), or Jaguar Paw Smoke, who
dominated the southern lowlands from Calak-
mul during his brief rule. Hanab Pakal
(615-683) and his son Kan B’alam (684-702)
governed the beautiful city of Palenque; Shield
Jaguar the Great (681-742) and Bird Jaguar the
Great (752-768?) brought Yaxchilin into
prominence. Balah Chan K’awil (c. 645-698)
founded Dos Pilas, and his daughter, Lady Six
Sky, reestablished the Naranjo dynasty in 682.
Hasaw Chan K’awil (682-734) revived Tikal
after its long hiatus. Cauac Sky (724-785)
defeated the great ruler of Copidn, Waxaklahun
U’bah K’awil, better known as 18 Rabbit
(695-738), and created a moment of splendor
at Quirigud. And there were many others, all
who contributed to the Maya history that was
so richly recorded during this period.

POLITICAL REVERSALS

During this period, Caracol experienced a rever-
sal of fortune, going into a decline during which
it did not erect any carved stelae for more than
100 years. At the tme it began its fall from
power, the cities it had subjugated in the central
Petén reemerged as major powers. Naranjo
shook off its subjugation in 680, when it dared to
raid Caracol, and in 682, when it formed a mar-
riage alliance with Dos Pilas. Lady Six Sky, a
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princess from Dos Pilas, was sent to give prestige
to the Naranjo dynasty; within a few years, she
was ruling as regent for her five-year-old son.
Under her rule, Naranjo repeatedly raided
Ucanal, a city not far from Caracol. While
Naranjo attacked the Caracol polity, Tikal was
reviving too and initiating new building projects.
In 695, Hasaw Chan K’awil, Tikal’s greatest
ruler, defeated the king of Calakmul, Jaguar Paw
Smoke, ending Tikal’s decades of humiliation. As
the seventh century came to a close, the politics

of the southern lowlands shifted, but the wars
were far from over.

Petexbatin Kingdom The decline of Cara-
col and humiliating defeat of Calakmul perhaps
gave Dos Pilas the opportunity to carve out the
powerful Petexbatiin kingdom. Beginning with
the reign of Balah Chan K’awil’s son, Itzamn4
K’awil in 698, the Dos Pilas—Aguateca polity
rapidly expanded into the Pasion region, mak-
ing alliances and conquests with such cities as
Tamarindito, La Amelia, and Itzin. The king-
dom was also extended through marriage with
the royal lineage at Cancuén, a large trading
center on the Pasién River near the foothills of
highland Guatemala. In 735, the Petexbatin
kingdom subjugated the venerable city of
Seibal, capturing its king and sacrificing him at
Dos Pilas. By 741, the Petexbatin region con-
trolled an area of 4,000 square kilometers
(1,544 square miles), including trade routes
into the highlands and along the Pasién to the
Usumacinta.

SUPERPOWERS: TIKAL
AND CALAKMUL

War between Tikal and Calakmul intensified
after Tikal’s defeat of Jaguar Paw Smoke at the
end of the seventh century. By the middle of
the eighth century, the wars had weakened
Calakmul considerably. But until 800, Tikal
and Calakmul were exceptionally powerful,

2, ¢. 790. This detail from the Bonampak mural
provides the fullest depiction of Maya warfare
surviving from the pre-Columbian era, but it is
only one of many artistic monuments dedicated to
warfare themes during the Late Classic Period.
(Watercolor copy by Antonio Tejada, 1955)

and they used their power against each other.
They were the talk of other cities, based on the
frequent mentions of them in the texts. Calak-
mul and the large Petexbatin kingdom were
clearly allies in the seventh century, for exam-
ple, and the inscriptions at Dos Pilas mention
the Calakmul kings. More refined readings of
the glyphs have revealed that numerous rulers
acceded to the throne of other polities under
the auspices of the rulers of Tikal and Calak-
mul, and that monuments erected at some
cities were dedicated by administrators for
Tikal or Calakmul, not independent rulers (see
Chapter 4). During the seventh century, Calak-
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mul seemed to control far more cities than
Tikal, and a new royal title was employed in
the inscriptions at Calakmul that effectively
elevated that city’s rulers to the stature of
emperors above ordinary kings.

There is little doubt that Calakmul and Tikal
were exceptionally powerful rival states. There
is glyphic evidence that Calakmul and its allies
attacked Tikal four or five times during the
Late Classic Period. Tikal retaliated and war-
fare spread through each great city’s allies and
dependencies. Tikal, for example, defeated El
Perd (743) and Naranjo (744); Calakmul
encouraged Quirigud to rebel against Tikal’s
ally Copén (738). These cities also expanded
their domains elsewhere through both alliances
and conquest.

Trade Routes Tikal and Calakmul were
more than political rivals; they were probably
also economic competitors. Both were well
positioned to control the transshipment of
goods across the base of the Yucatin Peninsula
from the Caribbean and the Gulf of Mexico
and also from the northern lowlands into the
Guatemalan highlands. Both had allies in the
Motagua Valley, in Belize, and along the
Usumacinta and in the north. Such wide-rang-
ing alliances were strategically located for
trade—and tribute.

The wealth of royal tombs at Calakmul is
testament to its economic success: One con-
tained more than 2,000 pieces of worked jade,
the largest jade cache known from the ancient
Maya world. Another tomb included not one
but three exquisite jade mosaic masks of the
type found in the richest royal burials. At Tikal,
jades and exquisitely painted cylindrical vases
accompanied burials, but the wealth, and prob-
ably tribute labor as well, was also dedicated to
rebuilding the sacred center of that capital city.
Now in ruins, the city nonetheless continues to
awe visitors with its six towering pyramid-tem-

ples rising above the forest canopy (see figure
2.8, page 50).

Maya Cultural Apogee

In the midst of such political maneuvering—
and the instability it caused—Maya art reached
what many consider its highest level of
achievement. With so many cities, the number
of royal families and their increasingly ostenta-
tious elite and priestly supporters required
more exotic artifacts to define their position.
Perhaps this fueled the greatest artistic period
of Maya civilization.

Although there is considerable diversity,
there is a distinctive Maya style that persists
through the Late Classic Period. The alliances,
the elite visits, and exchanges spread an ideol-
ogy across the Maya lowlands that produced
shared religious and political symbolism and
considerable artistic homogeneity. The hiero-
glyphs and the kinds of events they describe
vary only marginally; regional preferences
exist, but the commitment to portraiture and
narrative scenes in painting and sculpture and
to certain types of buildings and their mode of
construction is almost unvarying.

Most art was in the service of the ruler cult.
Rulers were not just war captains but also
patrons of the arts: Lady Six Sky and her son,
Smoking Squirrel of Naranjo, for example, spon-
sored a school of painting that produced some of
the most exquisite versions of mythological
scenes on ceramic vessels; Lord Hanab Pakal and
Lord Kan B’alam of Palenque supported archi-
tects who invented complex vaultng and con-
structed some of the most elegant Maya temples;
K’ak’ Tiliw Chan Yoaat, known as Cauac Sky, of
Quirigud oversaw the elaborate carving of
zoomorphic thrones, a sculptural form unique to
his city. Judging from the inscriptions, astron-
omy was in the service of the rulers as well; they
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fought their wars under the signs of Venus and
predicted eclipses and other astronomical events
to coincide with royal rituals.

RULER GLORIFICATION

The rulers did not just commission art, how-
ever; they used it to glorify themselves.
Painters portrayed their powerful patrons, sit-
ting enthroned and receiving tribute. Funerary
pyramid-temples dedicated to the commemo-
ration and worship of deceased rulers were
constructed for the first time in the sacred cen-
ters of cities in the seventh century, and their
temples were adorned with roof combs embla-
zoned with stucco sculptures of the king.
Palace-style buildings multiplied and acrop-
olises grew grander (see figures 1.2, page 9, and
8.5, page 232). The few surviving mural cycles,
such as the famous one at Bonampak, recorded
the palace retinue around the king and his war
captives (see figures 2.9, page 54, and 5.5, page
150). An increasing number of hieroglyphic
inscriptions, the lengthiest and most numerous
from any period, extolled the feats of the rulers
and linked them to astronomical events and the
mythic gods of creation. (See also Chapters 6,
9, and 10.)

DIVERSITY

The diversity of sculptural and architectural
styles of the period may have been part of the
dynastic ruler cult, specifically an attempt by
each city-state to make itself distinctive from its
competitors. Such styles, whether in architecture
or sculpture, may have also identified regional
alliances. The mosaic facades of the Chenes and
Rio Bec region of Campeche and Quintana Roo,
for example, spread only in the northern low-
lands. The mosaic style evolved into geometric
designs that defined the later Puuc style, which
was prevalent in a cluster of cities dominated by
Uxmal (see Chapter 8 for more on architectural

styles). Style might also have identified enemies:
The city of Tonind exhibited a sculpture of a cap-
tured Palenque king that, based on its technique,
was carved by Palenque’s artists and must have
been demanded as a particularly humiliating
form of tribute by Tonina.

Local materials and traditions influenced style
as well. Palenque produced some of the finest
Maya portraiture in stucco, partially because the
appropriate stone was not available for the carv-
ing and erecting of stelae. Copan and Quirigud,
however, easily could carve the local stone, trans-
forming it into ornate, practically freestanding
sculpture (see figure 1.1, page 6). Subject matter
was not as variable as the carving technique and
material, but there were some variations. Some
sites such as Piedras Negras produced many
multifigured scenes of the royal court (see figure
4.1, page 120) similar to those in the murals and
polychrome vases of the time, while other sites,
such as Tikal and Seibal, preferred to depict the
king alone (see figure 2.12, page 62, for exam-
ple). Few sites depicted women on their stelae,
but that should not be surprising since only four
women are known to have ruled Maya cities:
Olnal (583-604) and Sak K’uk’ (612-620?) both
ruled Palenque, Six Sky (688-?) ruled Naranjo,
and the Lady of Tikal (511-527?) became the tit-
ular ruler of Tikal at the age of six. Yet Calakmul
paired its stelae, erecting one portraying the king
and another, his spouse. In a more narrative for-
mat, the sculpture of Yaxchildn prominently fea-
tured women participating in rituals with the
king. Whatever the cause of such differences in
technique, style, and subject matter, the result
was an exceptionally rich artistic legacy that
remained thoroughly Maya.

Political Fragmentation

In the latter half of the eighth century, the
Maya kingdoms appear to splinter, breaking off
into many smaller states.
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2.10 Yaxchilin Lintel 26, Late Classic Period.
Lady Xoc, holding a jaguar war belmet, belps her
busband, Shield faguar the Great, dress for battle.

(Photo courtesy Peter Selverstone)

PETEXBATUN WARS

The fragmentation of large polities was most
dramatic in the Petexbatin region. In 761,
the modest city of Tamarindito attacked its
overlord at Dos Pilas and began erecting
monuments to its own royal lineage. Wars in
the region intensified, and Dos Pilas was
forced to dismantle its most sacred buildings
in order to build stone barricades, but to no
avail. The elite of war-ravaged Dos Pilas fled
to Aguateca, where a steep ravine, 61 meters
(200 feet) deep, made it more easily defensi-
ble. The warfare was so fierce that no one had
time to gather up valuables from the palaces
at Dos Pilas—or to loot them. War led the
Petexbatin cities to invest in palisades and
other fortifications rather than in royal mon-
uments. Punta de Chimino, a port on Lake
Petexbatiin, was protected by three rings of
moats and palisades; nonetheless it, too, fell.
In 790, the last dated monument was erected
at Aguateca. By 800, the Petexbatiin kingdom
had disappeared.

SMALL CITIES

Although the intensity and destructiveness of
Petexbatin warfare was not matched else-
where in the region, the process of balkaniza-
tion was. Pomond, long part of Palenque,
failed to mention its overlord in 771 when it
erected monuments to its own dynasty and
with its own emblem glyph. Many other small
cities asserted their independence through art
and glyphic proclamations. These included
some that had been under Calakmul and
Tikal: Oxpemul and Nakum, for example.
Also, cities that had not erected their own
monuments for centuries, began doing so
again, including Tikal’s former dependencies
of Uaxactin and Rio Azul. Small polities in
the Belize River valley that had never erected
stelae began to do so, and inscriptions gradu-
ally gained currency in the northern lowlands
as well. At the same time, the hieroglyphic
inscriptions no longer spoke of alliances or
diplomatic visits. This fragmentation of the
lowlands may indicate that the powerful
dynasties were too weak to control their
political challengers.

THE GROWING ELITE

Many developments caused the balkanization
of the central area; the increasing wealth and
power of the elite certainly was one of them.
The elite, representative of the expanding
bureaucracy and commerce of the many states,
multiplied in number during the Late Classic
Period. The number of palace-style buildings
and the number of tombs with exotic goods
increased with the growing elite. Although the
stela cult remained reserved for royal procla-
mations, sculptural decoration on elite resi-
dences was not. Other arts, such as carved jade
and shell ornaments and polychrome pottery,
had an increasingly wide distribution. Caracol
grew so wealthy from war that rich burials,
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many with vaulted tombs normally reserved for
royalty, were constructed in outlying residen-
tial neighborhoods. At Copin, elaborate resi-
dences, such as the House of the Bacabs,
mimicked royal palaces with sculptural and tex-
tual adornments.

The importance of the elite can also be
deduced from their portrayal in the art of the
period, mostly in painting but also occasionally
in sculpture and ceramic figurines. Painting
permitted more multifigured, naturalistic
scenes than sculpture did, and eighth-century
polychrome cylindrical vases took full advan-
tage of the medium. These exceptional vases—
actually they were used by the elite as drinking
vessels, often for chocolate drinks—reveal
much about court life and include scenes of
enthroned individuals surrounded by lesser
officials, scribes, and women. Many poly-
chrome vessels were preserved in the tombs of
the privileged.

ELITE POWER

Archaeologists believe the elite class, which
had grown substantially by this period, proba-
bly put increasing demands on the state to sat-
isfy its interests. There is evidence for an
increase in elite involvement in governance
(see Chapter 4). Council buildings (popol nab),
where the king met with the heads of other lin-
eages and his officials at secondary sites, are
found most often during this period. Texts,
previously reserved for royal proclamations,
increasingly mention those who were officers
of the king, and some were even carved into the
walls of elaborate residences for nonroyal lin-
eages. It is possible that the use of emblem
glyphs and dynastic pretences of subservient
cities may have been permitted by kings in
order to keep the peace. If so, the once great
Maya dynasts seem to have been forced to
share their insignia of power—and probably
their political power as well—with their elite

2.11  Late Classic Maya polychrome cylinder vase.
A lord of the modest Petén site of Motul San fose,
one of many Maya cities c. 800, is depicted on bis

throme.  (Photo copyright Justin Kerr, file K2573)

supporters. If the Petexbattn is an indicator of
conditions in the heartland, the centralized
authority of capital cities was, in fact, being
successfully challenged.

CLASS RIGIDITY

At the end of the eighth century, the elite
increasingly settled in the center of cities.
Residential-style buildings, with inward-
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looking patios and limited public access,
became more numerous than temple con-
structions. This new residential pattern was
accompanied by a decrease in rich burials on
the periphery. The concentration of wealth in
the sacred centers suggests a more rigidly
stratified society that must have excluded
those who had formerly enjoyed the sacred
center as an arena for the entire populace. At
Caracol, rituals that outlying areas had once
shared with the center no longer were prac-
ticed. This lack of participation in the presti-
gious rituals in the sacred center may have
meant there were growing obstacles to
upward mobility.

Overpopulation

The Late Classic Period witnessed exceptional
growth, both in population and in the size of
cities. For example, it is estimated that Cara-
col’s population of 19,000 in the sixth century
grew to over 120,000 a century later. Paved
causeways led from its ceremonial core to out-
lying residences that covered an area of 168
square kilometers (65 square miles). Urban
sprawl and population growth typified the
period. Land that once had been farmed and
forests that had been hunted for deer and pec-
cary disappeared.

The remaining terrain surrounding the
great cities often could no longer agricultur-
ally sustain the populace. There is consider-
able evidence that the heartland cities
encouraged the cultivation of crops in
peripheral areas. In western El Salvador and
northern Belize, the lack of population pres-
sures permitted the production of export
crops. At settlements like K’axob on the Pull-
trouser Swamp, where plentiful Belizean wet-
lands permitted the construction of dams,

canals, and artificial terraces for intensive
agriculture, the population peaked c. 800, and
more crops were produced at these sites than
could have been consumed locally.

Not all agricultural undertakings, however,
were for basic foodstuffs; the elite engaged in
conspicuous consumption regardless of the
agricultural crisis. New settlements, such as
Pechtin H4, appeared in southern Belize at the
end of the Late Classic Period for the purpose
of producing cacao. The presence of Petén-
style artifacts at these Sibun River settlements
suggests this prestigious commodity was being
imported to the heartland for elite feasts.
Whether the heartland cities actually con-
trolled production or received tribute through
intimidation is unclear. But K’axob and
Pechtin Héd were abandoned with the Classic
Period collapse, unlike many other Belizean
settlements.

Summary of
Late Classic Period

For two centuries, the Maya participated in a
period of extraordinary wealth and artistic
accomplishment. Although warfare and envi-
ronmental degradation plagued the southern
lowlands, the Maya were able to build mas-
sive cities of stone and adorn them with
exquisite sculpture. They forged confedera-
cies and participated in long-distance trade
routes. They carved their shared myths and
distinctive dynastic histories into stone for
perpetuity, and recorded events with the
exactitude of the Long Count Calendar and
astrological flourish from their astronomical
charts (see Chapter 9). Yet these accomplish-
ments of Maya civilization would soon take
another direction.
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TERMINAL
CLASSIC
PERIOD

(C. 800-1000)

The southern lowland cities, despite clear signs
of stress, began the ninth century at the peak of
their cultural development. Yet from 800 to
1000, the shift of Maya civilization out of the
heartland was so thorough that it is known as the
Classic Period collapse. The collapse did not
occur in a single year or with a single event, but
evolved during the Terminal Classic Period. At
the same time, the northern lowlands emerged as
the new center of Maya power. Chichén Itz4, not
Calakmul or Tikal, became the capital of trade in
the Maya lowlands; Uxmal, not Palenque or
Copin, the great artistic center. Most southern
lowland cities were abandoned, and after 909,
not one Long Count text was inscribed again in
the central Maya region.

The Collapse

Over a period of more than 100 years, one city
after another was abandoned in the central area.
The decline was accompanied by the cessation
of dated stone monuments. The Usumacinta
cities, such as Palenque, Piedras Negras, and
Yaxchildn, stopped inscribing texts into stone
between 795 and 810, and they were soon
joined by other cities, including Calakmul
(810). The last monument at Naranjo was dedi-
cated in 820; Copdn, in 822; Caracol, in 849;
Tikal, in 869; Uaxactiin and Seibal, in 889. Ton-
ind carved the final Long Count date into stone
on January 15, 909. The dynastic ruler cult had

collapsed. Some sites continued to be occupied
through the Terminal Classic Period, but the
great ceremonial cities no longer were used; no
stela commemorated a king or ritual, and no
monumental complexes were built. Poor squat-
ters apparently occupied Tikal’s Central Acrop-
olis, the former residence of kings. By the end
of the Terminal Classic Period, the southern
and central lowlands were abandoned except for
coastal and riverine sites in Belize and
Campeche. Trade routes bypassed the trans-
shipment route of the once powerful Petén.
The region never revived and has remained
sparsely populated up to the present day.

DYNASTIES FALL

The southern lowland dynasties ceased to exist.
The rulers no longer gained the favor of the
gods, as drought and too few crops demon-
strated to their subjects. Monumental sacred
temples failed to bring blessings to the com-
munity. Warfare did not guarantee tribute or
secure peace. In the face of such devastating
failure, the cult of the semidivine ruler was
abandoned. Maya civilization thrived in the
northern lowlands, but even there examples of
the stela cult in honor of the once boastful
dynasties were unusual. Stelae were no longer
carved with texts, sculptures no longer featured
the solitary ruler, and elaborate burials disap-
peared. Court scenes on murals and pottery
ceased as well. Polychrome pottery was
replaced by fine paste slatewares. (See figure
1.3, page 11.)

Causes of the Collapse

There have been many attempted explanations,
from invasions to epidemics, of the collapse of
the great cities of the southern lowlands. But
the collapse was not a single, catastrophic
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event, and the cause, or causes, that culminated
in the end of centralized authority and dynastic
rule took various forms from city to city. There
is no evidence of a pandemic sweeping the
region, nor of global warfare: The Petexbatin
cities may have annihilated each other, for
example, but there is no sign of violence
accompanying Tikal’s abandonment, and at
Cancuén, warfare is not even mentioned in the
hieroglyphic texts. There may have been dif-
ferent reasons for the failure of individual poli-
ties. Nonetheless, the lowland cities were
interdependent, and the collapse was a regional
phenomenon demanding explanation. The fol-
lowing is a review of the most convincing theo-
ries for the collapse and their acceptability in
light of recent studies.

INVASION

Noting that the first cities to cease inscribing
texts into stone were along the western fron-
tier, many Mayanists have argued that there
was an invasion of foreigners who traveled
from the Gulf coast and along the Usumacinta
River into the southern lowlands. These
invaders caused the collapse of the Petexbatin
polity and eventually cut off the heartland
cities that were the last to fall, such as Tikal.
Other evidence appears to support this theory,
including the appearance at Seibal and other
central lowland sites of fine paste ceramics
from the Gulf area. But the most compelling
support comes from the appearance of non-
Maya-looking rulers in the art of Seibal and
Machaquila. These rulers, however, apparently
accepted Maya traditions and even had them-
selves portrayed on stelae inscribed with Maya
hieroglyphic texts.

There have been numerous theories about
the identity of these invaders. At one point
they were believed to be Toltecs from the
central Mexican city of Tula, but that city was

not constructed until the tenth century, after
the Maya collapse. The most prevalent the-
ory identifies the invaders with the Chontal-
speaking Putin Maya, who lived in what is
now the Mexican state of Tabasco on the Gulf
coast, an area where it is speculated that both
central Mexican and Maya traditions possibly
merged. However, there is currently no
archaeologically known ninth-century Chon-
tal city. The Itzd Maya, rulers of Chichén Itza
(see “Early Postclassic Period”) and some-
times identified by archaeologists with the
Putin, also have been assigned this role of
invaders.

Criticisms Criticisms of the invasion theory
have been mounting, although it still has many
proponents. Even accepting the evidence of its
proponents, it is hard to understand how an
invasion of Seibal and Machaquila, the only
two sites with portrayals of the so-called out-
siders, could have caused the collapse of more
powerful cities such as Calakmul or Tikal. Also,
the stelae depicting the so-called Putin
invaders were erected in 849, after the great
dynasties at Calakmul had ceased to inscribe
their own texts and when the heartland was
already collapsing.

The evidence for an invasion has also been
questioned. More careful analysis of the dis-
tribution of fine paste pottery and clay
sources demonstrates that much of this new
ceramicware was being produced within the
heartland itself; the new ceramics may have
had more to do with trade than with an inva-
sion. Furthermore, the now deciphered texts
at Seibal reveal that the allegedly non-Maya
ruler was functioning under the auspices of
the heartland city of Ucanal. Rather than a
foreign invasion, the establishment of a new
dynasty at Seibal resulted from the ongoing
territorial warfare occurring in the southern
lowlands. In the Late Classic, cities such as
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2.12  Seibal Stela 10, 849. Ruler Ab-Bolon-Abte appears on this stela without the deformed sloping forebead
favored by the Maya but dressed in a royal Maya costume. The mustache adds to his unusual appearance. For
this reason, some scholars have argued that be was a foreigner who invaded the Maya heartland and conquered
Seibal. The decipherment of the inscriptions at Seibal, bowever, has shown this “foreign” individual is the same
ruler portrayed on other Seibal stelae where he appears as a Classic Period Maya king with a sloping forebead.
Also, mustaches appear on other Maya kings, if only rarely. These stelae were erected when most beartland cities
were in collapse, and they may represent a change in the concept of nobility during the ninth century. In north-
ern Yucatdn, Maya elite were also depicted without sloping forebeads, especially at Chichén Itzd. During this
period, cultural attributes of other parts of Mesoamerica are often displayed alongside Maya ones, and such evi-
dence has been used to argue for various theories, including invasion and new central Mexican trade alliances.
(Drawing courtesy John Montgomery; photo Herbert J. Spinden 1913)

Seibal and Ucanal had been dependencies of
Dos Pilas and Caracol, respectively, but by
the ninth century, these smaller states were
taking advantage of the political turbulence:
Seibal’s new dynasty was installed in 830, just
after the destruction of the Petexbatin polity.
Based on the accumulating evidence, it cur-
rently seems quite likely that Seibal’s rulers
were Maya who assumed some of the cultural

and artistic preferences of trading partners
outside the heartland.

DROUGHT

Paleoecological studies of lake sediments have
demonstrated that during the Terminal Classic
Period rainfall reached its lowest levels in 3,500
years. This drought affected all the Maya low-
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lands. The Petén, basically without rivers, was
dependent on rainfall that filled its reservoirs
and seasonal swamps. The reservoirs at Tikal,
for example, held enough water to sustain the
central city during a four-month-long dry sea-
son. But a prolonged drought could have
extended the dry season and diminished the
rainy season so that the reservoirs were not suf-
ficiently replenished to carry Tikal, and other
cities like it in the heartland, through the year.
Only cities near more reliable sources of water,
such as rivers and springs, could survive.
Although drought must have created hard-
ships, few archaeologists believe that it alone
caused the collapse; in fact, the more arid north-

ern Yucatdn experienced the same drought, yet
flourished.

OVERPOPULATION

By the Terminal Classic, the lowland regions
reached their maximum population. Even some
rural areas in the Petén had almost 200 persons
per square kilometer (124 per square mile),
making the heartland as densely populated as
preindustrial 19th-century China. The Petén
must have been practically continuous settle-
ment. The amount of maize pollen recovered
from this period by isotopic analysis suggests
less corn was being grown at the same time the
population was peaking. Although many cities
imported maize from less populous regions, this
strategy must have been compromised by
intense competition for this subsistence crop.
Skeletal analyses have indicated malnutrition
during the final phases of occupation at some
cities, such as Copdn, but the results have been
less compelling for the Pasién region.

UPRISINGS AND COUPS

It has been suggested that the failure of dynas-
tic rulers to adequately sustain their subjects
may have caused uprisings. Also, the expanding

elite class intensified competition for both
commodities and political power. At Caracol,
there is evidence for such an internal rebellion,
although hunger does not seem to have been
the cause. Luxury items that had been distrib-
uted throughout the vast site earlier in the
Classic Period were concentrated in the urban
center after 800. This sudden inequity appears
to have provoked an uprising against the city’s
ruling class. The sacred center was burned and
abandoned c. 890, but 25 percent of outlying
residential districts remained occupied and
well maintained for another 150 years. At
Copin, one building apparently was destroyed
by fire, and some tombs were ransacked, per-
haps during the ninth century, but outlying
residences remained occupied after the aban-
donment of the ceremonial center. Whether
this constituted a peasant revolt or an elite
coup is unclear. Other cities, such as Altun Hi,
suffered desecration of royal tombs, but the
actors in such events are unknown.

For most cities, including Tikal and Calak-
mul, such traces of upheaval are absent. Even if
peasant rebellions or coups by the nobility did
not cause a widespread collapse, overpopula-
tion created enormous stress on the environ-
mental resources of the region and could have
weakened support for the ruling dynasties.
Drought would have exacerbated the situation,
undermining any efforts by rulers to supply
their subjects.

WAR

The Late Classic hieroglyphic texts relate a
history of intensifying warfare in the southern
lowlands, but war did not involve all cities or
kingdoms equally. Mayanists recently claimed
that there is no evidence the city of Cancuén
ever engaged in warfare, unlike its allies in the
Petexbatin region that experienced the most
devastating wars in the Maya lowlands. And
just to the east of the Petexbatin region, the
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city of Seibal revived during the Terminal Clas-
sic Period, perhaps as the result of the fall of its
neighbors. Although the hieroglyphic inscrip-
tions mention many wars, it seems that most of
these did not result in the actual destruction of
cities, based on the few traces of violence
retrieved from the archaeological remains.
Also, the fortifications found in the Late Pre-
classic Period do not reappear at this time in
the central area. Many sites located along rivers
and in coastal Belize were never abandoned,
although they did become disconnected from
long-distance trade routes until the Postclassic.

MULTTPLE CAUSES

Many Mayanists would argue that multiple
factors were involved in the political collapse
and eventual abandonment of the central
Maya area. Rulers were forced to share power
with a growing elite class, and political frag-
mentation of the largest polities undermined
trade alliances, while it also increased war-
fare. At this time of crisis, Maya dynasts were
sapped of the authority needed to unify their
people and rule effectively. Added to the
political turmoil, the central Maya region suf-
fered from overpopulation, drought, food
shortages, and environmental degradation.
Suffering from so many internal stresses, the
Maya in the Classic Period heartland were in
no position to prevent other regions from tak-
ing advantage of their weakening prestige and
lessening economic clout within Mesoamer-
ica. The central Maya region was eventually
cut off from the new trade routes and the cul-
tural horizon that replaced it. Whether the
heartland suffered invasion or simply had
trade with bearers of a new culture remains
unclear. Seibal, well situated for trade with
the Gulf coast, collapsed, but late, probably
because there were no cities to make trade in
the region profitable.

Northern Lowlands Flourish

Maya civilization did not end when the central
area collapsed but rather shifted geographi-
cally. Northern cities, many of which had
existed since the Late Preclassic Period, such
as Dzibilchaltin and Edznid, and others that
were settled during the Late Classic Period,
such as Uxmal, reached their peak population
levels. All these cities were transformed by a
new architectural style and new trade connec-
tions. In the Puuc Hills, Uxmal dominated a
large, populous region that included a cluster
of cities, each one with palaces and quadran-
gle complexes finished with the most refined
mosaic veneer masonry known in the Maya
world (see figures 8.1, page 215, and 8.4, page
225). In the center of the northern lowlands,
Chichén Itzd grew into one of the powerful
polities of Mesoamerica, and it, too, defined
new artistic forms with great inventiveness

and skill.

WRITING

The majority of dated stone monuments from
the late ninth century are from the northern
lowlands: Chichén Itza, Ek Balam, and such
Puuc cities as Uxmal, Sayil, and Kabah. But
the north had never been as verbose on stone
as the south had, and the inscriptions are
brief statements about dedications, rituals,
and the like (see “Terminal Classic Inscrip-
tions,” Chapter 10). Although many northern
monuments were dated, they were dated in
the abbreviated, more ambiguous k’ztun sys-
tem, or Short Count (see “Short Count:
K’atun Endings,” Chapter 9), not with the
more exact Long Count Calendar. Most dates
were carved on house lintels or ball-court
markers; few inscriptions are found on ruler
stelae. The ruler cult gradually ended with
the tenth century, even in the north. For
example, Dzibilchaltin, Edznd, and Cobi—
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2.13  Sea trade (mural detail), Temple of the Warriors, Chichén Itzd, Terminal Classic Period.
(Drawing after Ann Axtell Morris, 1931)

trading partners with southern lowland cities
during the Classic Period—did not collapse,
but they, too, stopped erecting stelae. The
last stelae erected at Uxmal has been inter-
preted as dating to 909.

TRADE

By 800, a new Mesoamerican trade network
was well under way. In central Mexico, cities
like Xochicalco, Cholula, and Cacaxtla in the
highlands and EI Tajin in northern Veracruz,
took control after the fall of Teotihuacan. In
the Maya region, trade and power shifted to
the periphery—VYucatin and coastal Belize
and Honduras as well as along the Pacific
coast. This maritime trade around the

Yucatin Peninsula had existed since the Pre-
classic Period, but during the Terminal Clas-
sic, it rose in importance, particularly in the
northern lowlands.

Many of the northern cities were not port
cities, but the most important ones nonethe-
less established ties with coastal villages.
Uxmal probably exchanged goods with ports
on the Campeche coast, such as Uaymil, 90
kilometers (56 miles) to the north;
Chunchucmil was partially linked to its port
of Punta Canbalam by a 2-kilometer (1.2
mile) sacbe, and in Quintana Roo, Cob3 had
allied itself with the nearby port of Xel Hi
earlier in the Classic Period. Chichén Itz was
the most ambitious, however; it constructed
docks and a harbor protective wall at its own
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port of Isla Cerritos, an island off the north-
ern tip of the peninsula, and it controlled the
nearby port of Emal, located next to the finest
salt flats in Mesoamerica. To guarantee the
safe passage of its goods, Chichén Itzd estab-
lished secondary centers every 20 kilometers
(12 miles) along the 120 kilometers (74 miles)
between the port and the capital.

Northern Yucatin traded salted fish, cotton,
hemp rope, and honey, but above all, it traded
high-quality white salt. These commodities
could be produced in the hot, dry climate of
that peninsula, and they were highly valued in
highland Mexico. In return, the northern low-
lands received obsidian, volcanic ash (a temper
for clay), cacao beans, and other precious
items. These peninsular commodities were
bulky—Chichén Itza apparently exported
3,000 to 5,000 metric tons (3,300 to 5,500 tons)
of salt annually—and thus more easily trans-
ported in canoes than overland.

The trade did not end at the coast of north-
ern Yucatin, however. It stimulated increased
settlement on the island of Cozumel, where
obsidian may have been stored for transship-
ment. The route continued south along the
Belizean coast, where the fine paste slatewares
of northern Yucatin were widely traded.
Many villages in Belize thrived, producing salt
or cotton, and probably cacao, for trade.
Inland cities such as Lamanai and Colh4 con-
tinued to function because they, too, traded by
canoes, but on rivers; the influence of the
northern lowlands on this trade is most clearly
demonstrated at Nohmul where Chichén
Itzé-style buildings have been excavated.

The maritime trade continued into Honduras
and El Salvador, where cacao was being grown;
in fact, at this time, parts of the southern Maya
area revived at cities such as Tazumal (formerly
Chalchuapa) in El Salvador and El Badl and
Cotzumalguapa on Guatemala’s Pacific slope.
Tazumal had traditional trade ties with the
Motagua Valley, where Quirigud remained a vital

center during the Terminal Classic Period. The
cacao, obsidian, and fashionable Tohil Plumbate
ceramics (see figure 1.3, page 11) exported by
cities from the southern Maya region could have
linked with the maritime trade in the Bay of
Honduras via the Motagua River (see Map 8,
page 320).

Terminal Classic trading canoes traveled
from Honduras around the Yucatin Peninsula
to the Gulf coast of northern Veracruz. As the
heartland weakened, the periphery grew
stronger, and eventually coastal trade predomi-
nated over the Classic Period portage route.
The maritime trade extended during the
period, reaching into Costa Rica and Panama
tor gold, copper, and silver. Terminal Classic
cities found opportunities through coastal trad-
ing to exchange their foodstuffs, obsidian, tex-
tiles, and precious cacao, while cutting off the

heartland—and they did.

PAN-MESOAMERICAN CULTURE

The successful Maya cities of the Terminal
Classic Period continued many of the ritual
and artistic traditions of the Classic Period.
They built with the corbeled arch and veneer
masonry and organized their cities like their
southern lowland predecessors (see Chapter 8).
They also inscribed stone monuments with
hieroglyphic texts and reenacted the myths of
creation through their art and in the ritual
spaces of their cities.

These cities also introduced pan-
Mesoamerican symbols into their artistic
repertoire, reflecting their trade alliances
with cities outside the Maya region—and
central Mexicans cities borrowed Maya
motifs. The nobility of these suddenly power-
ful new cities needed to establish their pres-
tige, and they did so by emphasizing their
control of long-distance trade. The art of the
period boasted of their foreign connections
and ability to deliver luxury items.
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The successful Maya cities of the Terminal
Classic Period were pan-Mesoamerican ones
with trade alliances that extended beyond the
Maya world. At Chichén Itza, for example, as
much obsidian was traded from central
Mexico as from the Maya highlands in
Guatemala, and its art reflected these multi-
ethnic connections. The emphasis on ties
with other parts of Mesoamerica was far from
new. In the Preclassic, Olmec symbols of
prestige had given rise to early Maya civiliza-
tion. In the Early Classic, central Mexican
influences from Teotihuacan had permeated
Maya trade and culture. Even in the Late
Classic, the Maya were actively involved in
pan-Mesoamerican trade, judging by the
Bonampak-style murals found in the central
Mexican city of Cacaxtla and the hieroglyphic
writing found on Gulf coast ceramics. Such
trade and cultural exchange were occurring
throughout the Late Classic Period, but it
was not until the Terminal Classic that these
Mesoamerican relationships were once again
emphasized by Maya cities.

This Mesoamerican focus resulted in an art
style that was as “international” as it was Maya.
Images of a feathered serpent god, called
Kukulcdn in Yucatec Mayan but better known
by the central Mexican name of Quetzalcoatl
(literally meaning “plumed serpent”) decorated
sacred buildings in Xochicalco in highland
Mexico as well as in northern Yucatdn. A reli-
gious cult associated with Quetzalcoatl, a cre-
ator god, may have been spread by traders at
this time; by the Spanish Conquest, Quetzal-
coatl also was a patron deity of long-distance
traders. Such universal signs must have facili-
tated trade among diverse ethnic groups and
may explain why universally recognizable pic-
tographs were also carved on public buildings
in the ceremonial center at Chichén Itz4, but
not the more local Maya hieroglyphs. Hiero-
glyphs were reserved for elite Maya residences,
where they were carved on lintels and door

2.14  Feathered serpent column, Chichén Itzd.
(Photo Alfred P. Maudslay, 1889-1902)

jambs, not stelae. For this pan-Mesoamerican
horizon, the old cults extolling local rulers
were no longer seen as promoting the new eco-
nomic prosperity.

POLITICAL INCLUSIVENESS

At Chichén Itza, Kabah, Edzni, and other
northern lowland sites, sculpture was increas-
ingly devoted to narrative scenes involving many
individuals in processions and rituals, as opposed
to previous static portrayals of a single ruler.
Such narrative scenes could also be found at sites
along the Gulf coast, such as El Tajin, as well
as at Cotzumalguapa in southern Guatemala.
Although pyramid-temples were constructed,
they were few and may have originated in the
Late Classic Period. Colonnaded administrative
buildings that permitted gatherings of large
groups (see figure 3.2, page 96) and range-style
elite compounds were more common.

The Terminal Classic centers appear to have
embraced many groups, not just the royal few.
Throughout northern Yucatin, on the Pacific
littoral in Guatemala, and along the coast of
the Gulf of Mexico, the ball game evolved to
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symbolize this new inclusiveness. The impor-
tance of the ball court during this period is
demonstrated by the presence of 17 courts at
El Tajin, in Veracruz, and at least 13 at
Chichén Itzd and by the introduction of ball
courts at cities in the northern lowlands where
previously there were none. Ethnohistoric
sources indicate that ball-court rituals often
consecrated alliances. The existence of ball
courts in residential areas outside the sacred
ceremonial center may indicate the new ball-
court ritual also reinforced alliances among dif-
ferent lineage groups living within a city.
However, the Chichén Itz4 sacred ball court
(see figure 8.6, page 233), continued the Maya
tradition of representing one of the most
ancient Maya creation myths, that of the birth
of the maize god (see Chapter 6).

Transition to the Postclassic

The Terminal Classic Period witnessed the
gradual but nonetheless dramatic shift from
the Maya culture of the southern lowlands to
the more pan-Mesoamerican culture of north-
ern Yucatin and central Mexico. New artistic
and religious traditions accompanied the
political and economic changes. This transi-
tional period, focusing on these regional
shifts, has been defined to overlap the Classic
and Postclassic Periods. By 900, however, the
Early Postclassic Period was well rooted in
the northern lowlands, and the southern low-
lands had been eclipsed, if not yet entirely
abandoned. There may have been a shift
among the pan-Mesoamerican trade cities,
with a consolidation of power at Cholula, El
Tajin, Tula, and Chichén Itzd. These cities
may have led to the decline of El Badl in the
Cotzumalguapa region of Guatemala, Uxmal
in the Puuc area, and Xochicalco and Cacaxtla
in central Mexico after 900.

EARLY POSTCLASSIC
PERIOD (C. 900-1200)

The Early Postclassic Period originally was
delineated as the period in which the Toltecs of
Tula in central Mexico conquered the Maya
region and established their capital at Chichén
Itza in northern Yucatdn. It is a view of the
northern lowlands that has been seriously chal-
lenged by the wealth of new evidence now
available from excavations in both central Mex-
ico and the Maya region. It is likely that the
Early Postclassic Period is just a temporal
extension of the internationalism of the Termi-
nal Classic Period and more properly ends with
the collapse of Chichén Itza. For this reason,
archaeologists increasingly favor use of the
Terminal Classic label even for what has been
called the Early Postclassic Period. Whichever
label is used, archaeologists agree that in the
northern lowlands this period was dominated
by the city of Chichén Itz and that Chichén
Itz4 maintained its dominance through a pan-
Mesoamerican network of trade and cultural
exchange. Chichén Itzd was the last truly mon-
umental city of Maya civilization.

The Toltec Connection

The confusing postconquest cyclical histories
that make up the Books of the Chilam Balam (see
Chapter 10) suggest that foreigners arrived in
northern Yucatin toward the end of the first
millennium and introduced new cultural traits
to the region. Based on some striking architec-
tural and artistic similarities between Tula and
Chichén Itzd, Mayanists in the first half of the
20th century believed the central Mexicans
defeated the Maya in 987 and built their Toltec
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capital at Chichén Itzd, amid the earlier Maya
city. These Toltecs, the ethnohistories suggest,
introduced warfare and rituals of human sacri-
fice into the Maya realm as well as the cult of
Quetzalcoatl, or the feathered serpent god.

Archaeologists now know that the Maya prac-
ticed human sacrifice and engaged in warfare
from the beginning of their civilizatdon in the
Preclassic Period. And more careful excavations
have revealed that the so-called Toltec traits are
not a late, intrusive development at Chichén
Itz4, but rather they overlapped and even coin-
cided with the Maya phase in the early ninth
century. Artstic styles that seemed Toltec, it is
now argued, resulted from the pan-Mesoameri-
canism of the Terminal Classic Period. Based on
ceramics and trade items found at the two sites, it
now appears that Chichén Itz4 had already con-
structed monumental “Toltec” edifices and
sculpted “Toltec” feathered serpents almost 100
years before the introduction of such artifacts at
Tula between 900 and 1000.

A MAYA CITY

Under the revised, non-Toltec view, Chichén
Itz4 constructed a sacred center that fused Maya
and non-Maya symbols (especially those from
the fallen but once powerful city of Teotihua-
can) into a distinctive pan-Mesoamerican code
that extolled the city’s far-flung commercial con-
nections. Among the new artistic forms were the
monolithic feathered serpent columns, carvings
of warriors in processions, and chac mools (see
figure 2.15) that also are found later at Tula. But
Chichén Itza was also an intensely Maya city. In
the artistic symbolism carved into its Great Ball
Court and in the manner in which it framed
hundreds of column sculptures, Chichén Itzi
displayed a continued faith in Maya creation
myths and cosmic order.

Outside the cosmopolitan center, the pal-
aces and elite residential quarters were even
more traditionally Maya in their architecture

and sculptural adornments, albeit with so-
called Toltec, or central Mexican, elements
interspersed. Chichén Itzd’s use of sacheob to
link its suburbs with the center also was dis-
tinctively Maya. And in the great Classic Maya
tradition, Chichén Itzd continued to carve
dated hieroglyphic texts, the most found at any
northern lowland site, until the late ninth cen-
tury and, perhaps, as late as 998, depending on
how one badly eroded inscription is inter-
preted. The decipherment of these inscriptions
at Chichén Itz4 has revealed the ritual activities
of many individuals—all with Maya names—
including that of the important ruler K’ak’u-
pakal (or Fire-His-Shield in Yucatec Mayan).

CONTROVERSY

Given its early ninth-century founding and its
extraordinary wealth and might, Chichén Itza
now is believed to have been a greater city than
its central Mexican cousin, Tula. Perhaps Tula
copied the cultural innovations of Chichén
Itzd, not vice versa. Although the Toltec inva-
sion hypothesis has been seriously undermined
by the new chronology, there are scholars who
continue to entertain some modified version of
it or some other theory about an earlier influx
of outsiders, particularly Maya ones. A Putin
Maya invasion from the Gulf coast remains the
foremost among these because of some similar-
ities between the art style of Chichén Itz and
Seibal, although a more recent view argues that
Maya escaping from the southern heartland
settled here and created this northern capital.
Whatever the origin of the Chichén Itzd’s
founders—Putin, the Usumacinta region, or the
Petén, depending on the theory—they were
Maya and were known as the Itzd. Some scholars
argue that the city was built by the Maya of
northern Yucatin. The name of Chichén Itzi,
which means either “the mouth of the well of the
witches” or “of the Itzd Maya” in Yucatec Mayan,
most likely dates from the Late Postclassic
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Period when the well had become a sacred pil-
grimage site. According to the native chronicles,
in the ninth century the city was known as Uucil
Abnal; the names Ah Abnal and Yabnal have also
been identified in the inscriptions at the site.

Apart from the issue of the identity of
Chichén Itza’s founders, most scholars agree that
Mexican Tula, controlling highland obsidian
sources, and Maya Chichén Itzd, controlling salt
production and probably cotton as well, were
two important cities at the northern and south-
ern extremes of the pan-Mesoamerican trade
network some time after 900, and that their
striking similarities resulted from this interac-
ton, not from invasion or warfare. Although the
decipherment of the inscriptions at the Yucate-
can city can be interpreted in various ways, leav-
ing the controversy surrounding the founding of
the city unresolved, studies of the material
remains in both central Mexico and Yucatin con-
tnue in the hope of clarifying this enigmatic
period of Mesoamerican development.

Chichén Itza

What is not controversial is that Chichén Itza
was the most powerful Maya state and one of
the great polities in all Mesoamerica by the
middle of the ninth century. The duration of its
hegemony is less certain, but it probably lasted
until the 12th century. This city controlled
much of the maritime trade in Yucatin and
beyond. Judging from artifacts dredged from
its sacred well, Chichén Itzd commanded
goods from the farthest reaches of the
Mesoamerican trade network. The wealth pre-
served in the well of Chichén Itzd is truly
astonishing: gold discs and jewelry from
Panama and Costa Rica—the earliest signifi-
cant gold cache in all of Mesoamerica—copper
from western Mexico, turquoise from what is
now Cerritos in the modern state of New Mex-

2.15  Chac mool sculpture, entrance to the lem-
ple of the Warriors, Chichén Itzd. These life-size
sculptures, called chac mools, were installed at the
entrances to temples and ritual spaces, with their
beads turned to face the public stairways and
plazas. Art historian Mary Ellen Miller has con-
vincingly argued that they represent war captives
holding offering plates, perbaps for human bearts,
on their stomachs.

ico, and carved jades from Classic Period
southern lowland cities, such as Palenque, that
may have been looted or demanded in tribute.
Although excavations in northern Yucatin are
just beginning to reveal the extent of the polity
governed by Chichén Itzd, the most densely
occupied part of the city had a population esti-
mated at 50,000. Its best-mapped causeways
extended to outlying districts such as Yuld, 5
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kilometers (3 miles) away. The city depicted
itself a military power in its sculpture and murals;
the latter show battalions of canoes setting fire to
villages, for example, and the hundreds of piers
and columns are carved with warriors armed
with atlatls, or spear-throwers (see figure 5.3,
page 146). The city’s exploits were recounted
centuries later in the Books of the Chilam Balam,
the native Maya chronicles compiled well after
the Spanish Conquest. Although these mytho-
historic accounts are confusing in regard to
details, they never fail to leave the impression
that Chichén Itzd was intimidating.

Chichén Itzd thrived during the ninth and
10th centuries, but how much longer it domi-
nated Yucatin is not certain. The last dated
Maya stone monument is from Chichén Itza and
most likely records the date of 998. The Books of
the Chilam Balam suggest that Chichén Itzd sur-
vived as a great capital until the rise of Mayapin
c. 1200. These examples of postconquest litera-
ture, however, are written in a formulaic cyclical
manner in which the dates of events are often
altered to conform to the prophecies of a 20-year
calendrical cycle. Archaeologists suggest that
Chichén Itzd may have been declined much ear-
lier, between 1000 and 1100. Whenever its hege-
mony ended, Chichén Itzd was never forgotten
in Mesoamerica. Its artistic innovations—chac
mool sculptures, feathered serpent architectural
decorations, and colonnaded buildings, among
them—became symbols of prestige and author-
ity and were copied by later great states, includ-
ing that of the Aztecs.

Power Struggles in Yucatan

In recent decades, proof of alliances and military
conflict has been excavated at some Yucatecan
sites. Surveys of the region between Chichén
Itzd and its two ports on the north coast, Isla
Cerritos and Emal, indicate that the great city

reorganized earlier Classic Period cities into the
Itz4 polity. Whether this was done peacefully is
unknown, but these cities share Chichén Itz4’s
sculpture, architectural styles, and ceramics.

UXMAL

A relationship, the nature of which is still
unclear, existed between Uxmal and Chichén
Itzd. One hieroglyphic text at Uxmal mentions
Chichén Itza’s ninth-century ruler, K’ak’upakal;
sculptural motifs of feathered serpents suggest
participation in the same pan-Mesoamerican
trade sphere. At Uxmal, excavators have found a
Chichén Itzi-style round structure and Tohil
Plumbate trade ceramics that were imported by
Chichén Itzd from Guatemala. The evidence
suggests the two great cities were engaged in
joint rituals and direct trade at the very least
some archaeologists believe that Chichén Itzi
eventually took over Uxmal and caused its
decline in the 10th century. Chichén Itzd’s inter-
est could have been in the region’s agricultural
potential: The fertile soils around the Puuc
region may have permitted it to function some-
what as a breadbasket for the agriculturally poor
but densely populated cities further to the north,
where half the land is bare bedrock.

WAR

Unlike Uxmal, some cities suffered devastation
from warfare. Although there are almost no
defensive structures built at this time in the
northern lowlands, a handful of cities were suffi-
ciently threatened to be exceptions. Fortifica-
tions and hastily constructed barricades testify to
conflicts at these few cities. Chunchucmil, the
important trade center in northeastern Yucatin,
was apparently so completely destroyed that it
never revived enough to remove the barricades
across the city’s main entrance. Ek Balam,
located to the north of Chichén Itz4, constructed
a substantial defensive system but was nonethe-
less destroyed. Yaxund, the boundary town of the
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immense polity ruled by Cobd, built a fort to
protect any approach from the north—the side
vulnerable to Chichén Itzd. The fort was demol-
ished, and Yaxuni itself, destroyed.

There is reason to suspect that Chichén Itzd
was the victor in these battles, making sure that
it dominated the areas once controlled by earlier
Classic Period cities. Chunchuemil and Cobd
were probably Chichén Itzd’s greatest competi-
tors in maritime trade, for example. Native
Maya chronicles from the 17th and 18th cen-
turies mention many conquests by a war captain
named K’ak’upakal; his name is also mentioned
repeatedly in the ninth-century inscriptions at
Chichén Itza. In addition, the chronicles men-
tion a “visit” by Chichén Itzd to Yaxund. These
battles may have occurred at different periods:
Chunchucmil and Yaxund may have fallen in the
ninth century, but Ek Balam may have been a
vibrant city until c. 1000.

Northern Decay

The great Mesoamerican trade alliance collapsed
by the end of the Early Postclassic Period and
probably even earlier. Many cities in the north-
ern lowlands contracted in size or were actually
abandoned c. 1100, and Chichén Itz4 declined as
well. A similar collapse occurred at the central
Mexican cities of Tula and El Tajin. Even if these
cities continued to be occupied, massive building
projects ceased. No great power immediately
rose up to replace these powerful Early Postclas-
sic states. Feuds among the various Yucatecan
lineages are mentioned in the Books of the Chilam
Balam in regard to the fall of Chichén Itzi, but
these accounts remain far from clear and may
relate to Mayapdn instead.

DROUGHT

The prolonged drought already noted for the
southern lowland collapse may have finally

brought the arid northern lowlands into a crisis
situation. Excavations suggest that the densest
populations—200 to 300 inhabitants per square
kilometer (124 to 186 per square mile}—were
living in the regions that had poor agricultural
potential and that required imported foodstuffs.
Drought could have caused shortages in the inte-
rior of Yucatin even where low population levels
and fertile lands had formerly permitted sur-
pluses. In the Puuc region, population density
probably was greater than the carrying capacity
of the land by the 10th century; always an arid
region, without any natural year-round supplies
of water, the Puuc would have been particularly
affected by a drought.

A MESOAMERICAN ISSUE

The decline was not just a Yucatecan one, how-
ever. If a drought indeed caused food shortages,
canoes could have carried foodstuffs from wet-
land areas in Belize and even the Petén lake
region, where there were no longer any popula-
tion pressures. Much more needs to be under-
stood about what was happening during the 11th
and 12th centuries throughout Mesoamerica
before the fall of Chichén Itzd can be under-
stood. Currently, it seems that the causes of the
collapse in the southern lowlands, environmental
stresses, and warfare disrupted the northern low-
lands, too. But unlike the southern lowlands, the
northern and peripheral regions were not aban-
doned. Maya culture persisted.

LATE POSTCLASSIC
PERIOD (C. 1200-1524)

The Late Postclassic Period was distinguished
by the rise of a more commercial, less elite-ori-
ented Maya culture than had previously existed,
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2.16 Tulum, Quintana Roo, Mexico, Late Postclassic Period. On the Caribbean coast, Tulum was strate-

gically located for maritime trade.

particularly in the lowlands. There were few
large dominating political states apart from
Mayapén in the Yucatdn in the early part of the
Late Postclassic Period and the Quiché confed-
eracy in highland Guatemala during the termi-
nal part of the period. The Late Postclassic
Period is believed by many Mayanists to repre-
sent a shift toward a more inclusive form of gov-
ernment, called multepal (Yucatec Mayan for
“joint rule”) that permitted various nonroyal but
elite members to take a more active and recog-
nized role in government (see Chapter 4).

The political landscape of this final phase of
Maya civilization was marked by decentraliza-
tion and warfare among many competing p