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Introduction

This volume brings together scholars in archaeology, anthropology, art his-
tory, and epigraphy. They will investigate residential architecture at a num-
ber of different Maya sites, but they all will analyze architectural form
and associated artifacts, as well as iconographic and epigraphic informa-
tion, with the goal of reconstructing use and function of specific rooms and
houses and what such reconstructions might reveal about ancient Maya
social organization. The authors will look at two categories of residential
architecture: palaces and residences. Both of these categories are similar in
form and layout—they consist of gallery-like structures, on low platforms,
that surround courtyards. They differ in that palaces are usually larger in
size, are built of stone masonry and with corbeled vaults, have more sculp-
tural decoration, and are located closer to the ceremonial core of a city.
Most scholars assume that ruling families both lived in palaces and con-
ducted government business from them but that elite residences were used
exclusively as dwellings. Individual authors will define these architectural
categories further and bring them to life as they discuss how palaces and
elite residences were built and used in different Maya cities.

This introduction will begin with a brief outline of Maya history fol-
lowed by a chronological overview of approaches taken and directions of
research in Maya studies. The history of research will demonstrate the need
for the interdisciplinary perspective pursued in this volume. Finally, the
authors of the individual chapters and their topics will be introduced.

Interest in Maya palaces was raised when early European explorers dis-
covered their ruins in the nineteenth century.

Continuing on this terrace, we stopped at the foot of a second, when our
Indians cried out “el Palacio,” “the palace,” and through openings in the
trees we saw the front of a large building richly ornamented with stuc-
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coed figures on the pilasters, curious and elegant; trees growing close
against it, and their branches entering the doors; in style and effect
unique, extraordinary, and mournfully beautiful.

We had reached the end of our long and toilsome journey, and the first
glance indemnified us for our toil. For the first time we were in a build-
ing erected by the original inhabitants, standing before the Europeans
knew of the existence of this continent, and we prepared to take up our
abode under its roof. (Stephens [1841] 1988: 278)

Maya palaces were first mentioned in the literature by Spanish writers,
who described certain Maya structures as palacios, as well as by early
explorers whose vision of Maya ruins was colored by eighteenth-century
Romanticism, as the above excerpt from John L. Stephens’ account of Pa-
lenque illustrates. Based on their physical appearance as large building
complexes with a high density of rooms, the so-called palacios reminded
early visitors of European Renaissance and Baroque palaces. It filled them
with awe and surprise to stumble across examples of monumental archi-
tecture constructed of fine stone masonry in a tropical jungle far removed
from any trace of Western civilization.

Rain forest covered much of the Maya area, which extended from the
present Mexican state of Chiapas in the west to the Copan Valley located
in Honduras in the east, and from the coast of Yucatan in the north to the
Guatemalan highlands in the south. In the Late Preclassic from approxi-
mately 200 B.C. to A.D. 250, the earliest public monumental structures were
erected by the Maya. These were primarily temple buildings with ornate
facades decorated with stucco sculpture in Maya cities in northern Belize
and in the Peten such as Cerros, Lamanai, El Mirador, Tikal, and Uaxactun.
During the Classic period from about A.D. 250 to 900, Maya culture reached
full maturity. Maya cities were governed by individual rulers who battled
each other to expand territories and influence or attempted to forge politi-
cal and marriage alliances to increase their power. These rulers were the
generous patrons who commissioned the construction of temple buildings
and palaces, as well as the carving of their portraits on stone stelae and the
written documentation of their accomplishments in life. During the Late
Classic, the artistic output dramatically increased and there is mounting
evidence that social stratification became more complex. In particular, the
elite class gained in size and influence.

Beginning in the ninth century, most Maya cities were being abandoned,
with only a small local resident population remaining. Contacts with other
areas of Mesoamerica, specifically central Mexico, were increasing. Maya
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culture rose once again in the Yucatan peninsula in the Postclassic, ap-
proximately from the tenth century to the Spanish conquest, in centers
such as Chichen Itza and Mayapan. However, Postclassic cities were no
longer ruled by one individual but by a council or multiple government in
which several independent lineages were represented. As a consequence,
Maya art, which since Preclassic times had attempted to make kingship
sacred, changed.

This was the Maya culture the Spanish encountered when they arrived
in the Yucatan in the sixteenth century. Bishop Diego de Landa was one of
the first to write about Maya houses. His description of thatched dwellings
still fits most rural Yucatecan houses of today. He also addressed the lay-
out of towns and hierarchy of space when he observed that temples and the
houses of the lords, priests, and most important people stood in the cen-
tral areas while the houses of the lower class were found at the outskirts of
towns (Tozzer 1941: 62).

It was not until the twentieth century that the term “palace” and how
it was applied to Maya architecture came under academic scrutiny. Early
researchers classified architectural entities that they assumed to be resi-
dential as palaces. There was no agreed-upon definition as to what exactly
constituted a palace with regard to form or function. The palace category
was primarily a convenient tool to distinguish temple buildings from other
types of architecture; temples usually have single rooms and sit on high
pyramidal substructures, while palaces are multichambered and rest on
low platforms—a description which applies to most Maya buildings that
are not temples.!

In his report on Tikal, Alfred Tozzer discussed buildings of what he
called the “residential type” (1911). He outlined several characteristics of
“residential” structures: they contain large numbers of rooms and may be
two stories high, the plans often exhibit two rows of parallel longitudinal
rooms and one or two transverse rooms at either end, residential build-
ings are frequently arranged around courts (Tozzer 1911: 96-98). Based on
such formal elements alone, Tozzer concluded that these structures had
the function of residence.

At the same time, Tozzer noted a close physical connection between
residential and religious structures. He suggested that many residences
“were probably the homes of the priests” and that, together with temples,
they may have formed a court (Tozzer 1911: 98).

Herbert Spinden’s understanding of palaces was quite similar to that of
Tozzer. He defined as palaces large buildings with multiple rooms that sat
on low terraces and were usually arranged around courts. Like Tozzer, he
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deduced a residential function from the above formal and material aspects
(Spinden 1913: 98).

His vision was also forward-reaching when he considered the numerous
small mounds seen near temples and palaces at the large sites of Yucatan to
be dwellings of the “common people” (Spinden 1913: 99). This observation
foreshadows the current debate over the hierarchy of residences and their
owners. Spinden also realized that palaces could have experienced changes
in plan and grown over time and that function could have changed in this
course. All of these are issues for which archaeology at some sites has now
provided material evidence.

Ledyard Smith reiterated Spinden’s position (1913) in his report on
Uaxactun (1950). He used formal categories for what constituted a palace
that were similar to Tozzer’s and Spinden’s and made a clear point that the
material form of an archaeological palace determined the function of a resi-
dence. However, he cautioned that some buildings may have been used for
residential as well as ritual purposes or may have changed from a temple
into a dwelling. Like Spinden, he differentiated “palaces” and “dwellings of
the common people” (Smith 1950: 71-72).

By 1962, in his report on Mayapan, Smith was more aware of the ambi-
guities associated with the term “palace.” He avoided the term altogether
and instead established categories of building types under which he dis-
cussed excavated structures. These types of buildings are “dwellings of the
poor or unimportant,” “dwellings of the wealthy or important,” kitchens,
oratories, group altars, and group shrines, as well as miscellaneous struc-
tures. The main criterion he used to distinguish the dwellings of the poor
from those of the wealthy was size. He further noted that the dwellings
of the wealthy are almost always arranged in a group and located in the
vicinity of the ceremonial center (Smith 1962: 217-218). He listed the num-
ber of large and really elaborate residences as “probably not more than 50”
(Smith 1962: 218) but did not explore what this number might reflect about
social structure and political organization at Mayapan. Altogether, Smith’s
work was important because he advocated more complex building func-
tions that were not limited to religious/ritual or residential uses.

Linton Satterthwaite was the first scholar to propose a new and more
objective archaeological approach to reconstructing the function of Maya
palaces. In the 1930s, he excavated the palaces on the Acropolis of Piedras
Negras. Based on formal elements, he distinguished two plan-types among
palace buildings. He defined the term “palace” by these plan-types but
was very careful not to assign any functional significance (Satterthwaite

1935).
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He observed that form alone was insufficient to deduce domestic use
of a building and that this kind of conclusion would have to be backed
up by material remains of such domestic activities as eating and sleep-
ing. Satterthwaite himself found insufficient evidence for eating and sleep-
ing in the Acropolis palaces. He also described the discomforts associated
with living in these palaces: their narrow interior spaces, darkness, and
humidity, as well as the difficulty of moving daily supplies, particularly
water, up the steep hill of the Acropolis. In Satterthwaite’s opinion, the
Acropolis palaces were nonresidential and rooms containing benches with
backscreens might have been used for formal audiences and receptions
(Satterthwaite 1933).

John Eric Thompson expressed his belief that Maya cities were cere-
monial centers which were filled with life only on special occasions and
that Maya royalty and priests must have lived in thatch-roofed houses at
the periphery of the ancient cities (Thompson 1963: 48—49). Like Satterth-
waite, he stated that stone buildings were unsuited for permanent habita-
tion: “They had no chimneys and no windows, although some rooms had
small vents in the walls. Moreover, they were damp and ill lit” (Thompson
1959: 57-58). He suggested that stone buildings could only have been used
for secret rites and for storage of paraphernalia.®

In summary, Satterthwaite as well as Thompson present the view that
the primary function of palaces was public in nature and not residential.
In their opinion, palaces may have provided spaces for formal audiences,
political receptions, religious ceremonies, and storage of precious items.

By the 1960s, most researchers began to realize that the function of Maya
palaces was neither strictly residential nor strictly public. Expanding ar-
chaeological data provided evidence that palaces had multiple functions:
they were used as living spaces but also housed religious as well as political
events. All the authors represented in this volume share this concept.

The reason that the ambiguity of function has been fully recognized is
the explosion of newly available data. In the past decades, there has been
a burst of settlement pattern surveys in the lowland Maya area that have
documented new palace-type structures not only in city centers but also in
further outlying areas. One of the earliest and most comprehensive projects
was the work at Tikal sponsored by the University Museum of the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania and directed by William R. Coe and William A. Havi-
land. Fieldwork was carried out for over ten years from 1956 to 1969, and the
results were published in a series of Tikal reports. Tikal Report 13 was writ-
ten by Dennis E. Puleston and documents the settlement survey of Tikal,
while Reports 19 through 22 focus on residential areas. Excavations in the
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residential areas were supervised by Haviland and Marshall J. Becker, who
identified numerous new palace-type structures (Coe and Haviland 1982).

Another large-scale survey was the Copan Valley Settlement Pattern
Project of Harvard University, which was carried out from 1975 to 1977
under the direction of Gordon Willey. The principle goal of the project was
to establish the extent of occupation and to begin an analysis of site size and
layout. An initial typology of sites based upon size, arrangement, height,
and construction materials was created (Hendon 1987: 51-55). The most in-
formal grouping of structures identified are small, low, isolated platforms
which occur in the more remote parts of the valley. Types I through IV
conform to the plaza or plazuela (small square) arrangement, in which a
rectangular courtyard area is surrounded on all four sides by structures ori-
ented inward (see also Ashmore 1981). There is an increase in the number of
plazas, buildings, height, and quality of construction from I to IV. The top
of the hierarchy of sites constitutes a major center, in this case the Main
Group at Copan, which is seen as the focal point of a regional system. This
site typology, which is applicable to most Maya cities, demonstrates that
Maya residential architecture is very complex. If one agrees that architec-
ture reflects social structure, then one has to conclude that Maya social
organization must have portrayed a similar degree of complexity.

After the Harvard Project ended, work at Copan continued as the
Proyecto Arqueoldgico Copan Primera Fase (PAC I) from 1977 to 1980, di-
rected by Claude F. Baudez, and as PAC II from 1981 to 1984 under the di-
rection of William T. Sanders. PAC II was designed to focus specifically on
the Late Classic period in the Copan Valley. In addition, extensive, long-
term excavations were carried out in Las Sepulturas (Hendon 1987: 55-57).
The work in Las Sepulturas, in particular, has provided a wealth of new
information about elite residences in the Late Classic. Julia Ann Hendon
thoroughly documented the structural remains and the associated artifacts
and used these data as the basis of her functional analysis (Hendon 1987).
It is important to note that Hendon’s work constitutes one of the recent,
more holistic approaches which is not limited to architectural form —as the
research of early scholars was—but places equal emphasis on artifacts as
well as sculptural decoration.

But what do the data from Las Sepulturas tell us about the position its in-
habitants held in Maya social hierarchy, their relationships with other resi-
dents in the Copan Valley, and about Maya social organization in general?
Diane and Arlen Chase (1992) address these questions with great clarity and
careful consideration of data from throughout Mesoamerica. They criticize
the traditional cut-and-dried two-division model of Mesoamerican soci-
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eties that have been viewed as having two tiers consisting of nobles or elites
and commoners or non-elites (Chase and Chase 1992: 7-9). The archaeo-
logical evidence from Las Sepulturas, as well as from many other Maya
cities, shows a large number of high-status residences that were occupied
by an elite class which was probably large in numbers and not homoge-
neous. Excavations have uncovered variations in the quality of construc-
tion and decoration which are probably indicative of gradations in the so-
cial status, as well as occupation, within the elite class itself. In describing
the problem of identifying elites, Chase and Chase observe that, “based
upon both archaeology and ethnohistory, it would seem that Classic and
Postclassic Mesoamerican social organization was less clear-cut than a
simple two-class system, for there appear to have been varying intermedi-
ate categories of individuals” (1992: 11). They argue that a series of variables
has to be analyzed, some of which fall outside the purview of archaeology.
Thus, it is becoming increasingly clear that an interdisciplinary approach
isrequired in order to understand the function and the role palaces and elite
residences played in Maya society.

Two such variables to be considered are iconography and epigraphy. In
1960, Tatiana Proskouriakoff was the first to recognize that Maya inscrip-
tions record historical information (Proskouriakoff 1960). Accepting her
profound insights, the new generation of epigraphers deciphered texts from
a historical perspective and began to reconstruct entire dynastic histories
of Maya cities (Schele 1976-1997). Textual and iconographic analyses com-
bined made it possible to understand the interactions and relationships be-
tween Maya sites (Schele and Freidel 1990). In the 1990s, epigraphic and
iconographic studies enriched and complemented archaeological investi-
gations in many ways. A nice example is Structure sD-46 in the Central
Acropolis at Tikal. Harrison had suspected for some time that this was
the clan house of the ruler Great-Jaguar-Paw when archaeologists located
a cache vessel deposited under the west stairs of 5D-46. The inscription on
the pot records that it was made for the dedication of the “holy structure of
Great-Jaguar-Paw” —thus clearly identifying him as the owner (Schele and
Freidel 1990: 464-465).

Traditionally, archaeology as well as art history and epigraphy have
focused on the material remains of a bygone culture, such as standing
walls, artifacts, carved monuments, and painted walls. Anthropology, on
the other hand, looks at cultural behavior and therefore how architectural
space was used and how it constitutes another variable to be integrated into
an interdisciplinary approach. In the mid-198os, Bill Hillier and Julienne
Hanson lamented “the absence of any general models relating spatial struc-
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ture to social formations” (1984: 26). They advocated that society be “de-
scribed in terms of its intrinsic spatiality” and space be described “in terms
of its intrinsic sociality” and proposed “a broad theory of the social logic of
space and the spatial logic of society” (1984: 26). According to Hillier and
Hanson (1984), the primary purpose of architecture is the ordering of space,
and they outline a syntax model of space in the form of a morphic language
whose primary elements are closed and open architectural spaces. Their
principal argument, derived from syntax theory, is that spatial organiza-
tion is a function of social solidarity as defined by Durkheim (Hillier and
Hanson, 1984: 142). Mechanical solidarity, which is a form of social inte-
gration forged through similarities of group belief and structure, requires a
segregated and dispersed space that separates the constituent social groups
and helps them maintain their individual identity. Organic solidarity, in
contrast, is a form of social integration forged through an interdependence
based on differences, for example, the division of labor. This type of soli-
darity requires an integrated and dense space to facilitate the numerous so-
cial encounters needed for the exchange of information and material that
ties together the mutually interdependent social entities (Ferguson 1996:
21). Hillier and Hanson further distinguished between what they called cor-
respondence and noncorrespondence sociospatial systems (1984: 256-261).
In a correspondence system, spaces and social groups correspond to each
other. Encounters result from physical proximity through membership in
a spatial group and the system is strong locally. In a noncorrespondence
system, a split occurs between spatial groups and transpatial groups, which
are other types of social associations not defined by residence. Transpatial
groups must interact across space to relate individuals in different spatial
groups to each other, and therefore the system tends to be globally strong
(Ferguson 1996: 22).

Other scholars share Hillier and Hanson’s view of the close relation that
exists between architecture, space, and society. Susan Kent has shown that
segmentation in various parts of culture, behavior, and cultural material,
such as architecture, increases with the development of sociopolitical com-
plexity (1990: ).

While the pure space syntax model clearly has shortcomings—for ex-
ample, it cannot address changes in access due to remodeling efforts with-
out independent evidence from archaeological data®—it can and should be
applied to Maya architecture because it will enrich our understanding of
palaces, elite residences, and their inhabitants, as well as their relation-
ship to the rest of Maya society. Especially Maya elites from different cities
might be compared and contrasted following the model of a noncorrespon-
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dence system. One application of Hillier and Hanson’s syntax model of ar-
chitectural space to Maya archaeology is demonstrated by Liendo Stuardo
(this volume).

The main purpose of this volume is to present an interdisciplinary ap-
proach and bring together scholars in archaeology, anthropology, art his-
tory, and epigraphy, as well as information from a number of different Maya
sites, to see what kind of formal and functional patterns in palaces and
elite residences can be isolated and in which ways they reflect the struc-
ture of Maya society. The majority of the chapters focus on one specific
Maya city. Both Loa Traxler and E. Wyllys Andrews and colleagues, for
instance, take the reader to Copan. Traxler outlines the development of
residential architecture underneath the Acropolis during the Early Classic.
The earliest constructions were made of adobe, and one patio group has
been identified as the residence of the founder of the Copan royal lineage,
Yax K’'uk’ Mo’. Traxler shows how the adobe structures were replaced by
masonry buildings over time. Andrews and coauthors introduce the Late
Classic residences in Group 10L-2 south of the Acropolis. They identify
the private houses of Yax Pasaj, the final ruler in the dynasty started by
Yax K’'uk’ Mo’, and assign functions to most of the other buildings. The
evidence for their interpretation is primarily architectural layout and fur-
niture, sculptural decoration, and hieroglyphic inscriptions. Together, the
two chapters clearly describe the similarities and changes in palace archi-
tecture at Copan from the Early to the Late Classic.

Takeshi Inomata and Daniela Triadan present a special situation at
Aguateca. This Maya city was attacked in the early ninth century, most of
the elite residences were burned, and the site was abandoned. Because of
this rapid departure of the inhabitants, Inomata and Triadan encountered
in these structures unprecedented assemblages of in situ domestic artifacts
that form the basis of their functional analysis. One of the buildings was
identified as the house of a high-status scribe. Arthur Demarest, Kim Mor-
gan, Claudia Wolley, and Héctor Escobedo explore the role natural geogra-
phy played in the design of the Murciélagos palace complex at Dos Pilas.
Demarest and colleagues demonstrate that a subterranean system of caves
and springs impacted the plan of this palace and was strategically used to
sanctify and legitimize the power of the Dos Pilas ruler. Peter Harrison’s
work concentrates on the Central Acropolis at Tikal. His reconstruction
of function takes into consideration information derived from epigraphy
and iconography, and in this respect Harrison’s chapter greatly enhances
the interdisciplinary approach of this volume. Thomas Guderjan, Robert
Lichtenstein, and C. Colleen Hanratty report transformations and changes
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in elite residences at the site of Blue Creek from the Early Classic to the
Late Classic. They use their data to draw conclusions about changes in so-
cial structure. James Ambrosino’s chapter is a very thorough analysis of the
artifactual material associated with a palace structure at Yaxuna. He points
out the need to examine the formation processes of material deposits be-
fore interpretations of Maya palace function is advanced.

The remaining four chapters discuss formal elements and possible uses
of palaces and elite residences at multiple sites. Edward Kurjack presents a
general hierarchy of houses in the Yucatan and explores function from an
anthropological perspective, addressing numerous forms of cultural behav-
ior, such as defense, economic production, and migration between villages.
Jeff Kowalski analyzes form and reconstructs domestic and political func-
tions of several specific Maya palace buildings in the Yucatan Peninsula.
He identifies possible Council Houses or Popol Nahs at Dzibilchaltun and
Uxmal which beg for a revised definition of the Late Classic Maya insti-
tution of kingship.* Rodrigo Liendo Stuardo investigates access patterns in
royal compounds by means of graphical analysis employing space syntax
models. His results demonstrate differences in access and layout between
Classic palaces in the southern lowlands and Early Postclassic structures
in the northern Yucatan. Liendo Stuardo also discusses what the changes
in elite architecture might reveal about the political organization of Post-
classic centers. My chapter looks at a very common tripartite floor plan in
Maya residences. The approach is structural and the interpretation is based
on principles of Maya cosmology and worldview as these are represented
in iconography and in the inscriptions.

NOTES

1. This is exactly the issue this volume is aiming to clarify. The palace category
established by early scholars is so broad and general that it has become nearly devoid
of meaning. The goal is first of all to demonstrate archaeologically that a particu-
lar building was the highest-status residence at a site and then to narrow down the
distinctions between palaces and elite residences.

2. Peter Harrison rejects Thompson’s argument because he feels it is “based
upon ethnocentrism, which must be inadequate for a functional analysis” (Harrison
1971: 220). I would counter that smoke, darkness, and humidity are universal, un-
comfortable experiences to individuals no matter what their time period or culture.
That the Yucatec Maya in the 1930s shared such feelings is reported by Robert Wau-
chope. He observed that when a family had achieved a certain amount of wealth and
prestige, they sometimes desired to build a masonry house of the Spanish type. Wau-
chope visited five of these masonry structures in the village of Chan Kom and “in
each case found the house almost devoid of furniture, the entire family living in a
bush house (generally called a kitchen) in the back yard. The front house was a dis-
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play; its owners found themselves more comfortable in the old-style hut to which
they were more accustomed” (Wauchope 1938: 141).

While the more recent archaeological data have demonstrated that Maya cities
were not empty ceremonial centers as Thompson had claimed, I nevertheless think
it is quite possible that royal and noble families maintained secondary dwellings in
the form of thatched-roof houses at the outskirts of their cities, to which they re-
treated between official events and in which some members of the extended family,
especially small children, may have permanently lived.

3. Ferguson presents a critical evaluation of Hillier and Hanson’s space syntax
theory (1996: 23-24).

4. While the existence of Popol Nahs has been established at southern lowland
cities such as Copan and Palenque, Classic Maya government has been viewed as a
kingship institution based on one monarch in most of the literature since the 1960s.
This understanding was derived from the discoveries in epigraphy that Maya texts
recorded the accomplishments of historical rulers. However, it is becoming increas-
ingly clear that the epigraphic data mismatch data from archaeology. I think we
have to strongly emphasize that the history written on stone monuments was po-
litically manipulated to spread the belief that the power of kingship was absolute.
On the other hand, the evidence from archaeology, especially the large number of
high-status residences, points to the fact that Maya social hierarchy was rather strati-
fied, with numerous intermediate positions of political and/or religious power in
between the king and commoners. I am aware that some of these intermediate elite
members have been identified by title and name (see Harrison, this volume), but the
focus of Maya inscriptions, as well as iconography, is typically on the authority of
the king.
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CHAPTER ONE

Elite Residences at
Blue Creek, Belize

Thomas H. Guderjan, Robert |. Lichtenstein,
and C. Colleen Hanratty

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to examine elite residences at the site of Blue
Creek in the upper Rio Hondo drainage of northwestern Belize. This is the
first overview of the topic resulting from current research at Blue Creek.
It is also very much a work in progress. While we have been successful in
answering many questions about the elite residences and Blue Creek in
general, we still have many important unresolved issues, meaning that this
is also an agenda for future research. In this chapter, we will attempt to
apply what we understand of elite residences at Blue Creek to the goal of
understanding the structure and dynamics of the community as a whole.

There are three specific goals here. First, we will present what is cur-
rently known of the elite residences at Blue Creek from both survey and
excavation data. This presentation is structured by use of a morphologi-
cal typology of such residences. Second, the chronology of these residences
illuminates aspects of both the Early and Late Classic periods and the tran-
sition between them. Then, the geographic contexts of these residences
will be examined to begin the process of understanding the sociopolitical
structure of Blue Creek.

The greater Blue Creek area has been divided into several zones of study.
Atop the Rio Bravo escarpment, in the central public precinct or Core Area,
we find two plazas composed of several public ritual, residential, and multi-
functional structures. Adjacent to the Core Area is a series of elite residen-
tial complexes known as the Western Group. Surrounding the Core Area
and Western Group is the settlement zone, which in turn has been divided
into a number of broad environmental categories. These categories include
the open flatlands of the Belize coastal zone below and to the east of the
escarpment, the high ground along the top of the escarpment, and finally
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the hill and bajo (low-lying area) terrain found above and to the west of the
escarpment. Excavations at Blue Creek in northwestern Belize (Figure 1.1)
have been underway since 1992 (Guderjan et al. 1994; Guderjan and Driver
1995; Guderjan, Driver, and Haines 1996; Driver, Clagett, and Haines 1997).
Over the years, we have been able to develop a picture of the architectural
history of Blue Creek that shows it to have a unique chronology. The initial
planning and construction of Blue Creek’s monumental core district was
anything but unusual, with early construction phases of buildings in the
Main Plaza and much of the other public architecture being undertaken
during the Late Preclassic. At Structure 4, on the Main Plaza, a massive
dedicatory cache of obsidian blades, cores, jade, chert bifaces, and other ob-
jects marked the beginning of Blue Creek’s life as an independent kingdom
(Guderjan 1998). Sometime later during the mid-Early Classic, the front of
Structure 9 was decorated with plaster ajaw (glyph of abstracted face mean-
ing lord) masks, denoting it as an ascension house for rulers (Haines 1995,
Grube, Guderjan, and Haines 1995).! At about the same time, Structure 1,
the largest building on the Main Plaza, was a tall, graceful temple with a
columned superstructure (Driver 1995). This unique building is the earli-
est columned building in the southern lowlands and perhaps the earliest in
the Maya world. The only known similar building is Structure 1 at Ake’ in
Yucatan (Roys and Shook 1966). While we expect that Structure 1’s status
as the “earliest” columned building will someday be usurped, its presence
clearly indicates that Blue Creek was participating in architectural inno-
vation at the time. This was no backwater community.

Another marker of affluence and influence at Blue Creek is the pres-
ence of large quantities of jade during the Late Preclassic and Early Classic
periods (Guderjan and Pastrana 2001). Much of this jade is found in ritual
settings, such as the Structure 4 shaft caches as well as burial settings such
as Tomb 5 (Lichtenstein 2001) and Tomb 7 (Guderjan and Hanratty, 2001).
Furthermore, jade artifacts have been found disbursed throughout all social
and economic contexts at Blue Creek. In total, more than 1,500 jade arti-
facts have been recovered from Late Preclassic and Early Classic contexts.

Such innovation and wealth seems surprising, as Blue Creek is best
characterized as a medium-sized center rather than a large one. However,
its strategic location probably has a great deal to do with its success in the
Early Classic period. Situated on top of the Bravo escarpment, Blue Creek is
very near the navigable terminus of the Rio Hondo, so mercantile and other
canoe traffic would have stopped at Blue Creek. Ethnohistoric and archaco-
logical data both suggest that the Bravo escarpment marks a cultural as well
as physiographic transition. The eastern Peten (above the escarpment) and
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FIGURE I.I. Location of Blue Creek.

the coastal Belize zone (below the escarpment) are distinct cultural zones
(A. Chase and D. Chase 1985, Guderjan 1997, Houk 1996, Roys 1957). So,
Blue Creek was at a transition point on an economic lifeline that connected
distinct cultural zones. Blue Creek also controlled important agricultural
resources, as it overlooks vast arable land, much of which was ditched by
the Maya for intensive agriculture (J. Baker 1997). Under the circumstances,
the city would be expected to have thrived. And thrive it did; during the
Early Classic, Blue Creek saw major construction after major construction.

However, this came to an abrupt end at approximately A.D. 500. At some
time before then, the Blue Creek Maya gutted the center of Structure 4 and
constructed a stone-lined shaft into the building as they refilled their exca-
vation. In this shaft, during a single ceremony at approximately A.D. 500,
they deposited more than nine hundred jade adornments, including four
“bib-heads” and other anthropomorphic and zoomorphic artifacts, incen-
sarios, and other objects (Guderjan 1998, Pastrana 1999). Aside from the
ostentatious display of wealth and the conspicuous consumption of sym-
bols of power represented by the massive deposit, the bib-heads are of par-
ticular importance. They have been found in Late Preclassic contexts at
Cerros and Nohmul and an Early Classic context at Chan Chich (Houk
1998). These have been interpreted as K’inich Ajaw, the Sun God (Ham-
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mond 1986). Further, Schele and Freidel (1990) link them to the personage
of the ruling king.

We have several possible explanations for this act, such as the death of
a king ending a royal lineage (Guderjan 1996) or the beginning of a war
(Kent Reilly, personal communication, 1996). In Guderjan’s current view,
Blue Creek was a small but wealthy independent polity until the A.D. 500
event. At that time, it was taken over by one of several possible neighbor-
ing polities, probably one of those to the east such as Kakabish or Lamanai
or possibly La Milpa to the west. The decapitation of the polity is seen by
the virtual cessation of construction of public buildings. In addition, we see
an almost complete absence of jade at Blue Creek after this event, which
may also be attributable to the loss of political independence (Guderjan and
Pastrana 2001). Regardless of which interpretation bears out, it is clear that
we cannot contemplate this Maya center without recognizing that it had
a dynamic political history during its millennium and a half of existence.
It is equally clear that the interpolity political and economic relationships
of the Classic period were anything but static, even within a regional area
such as northwestern Belize.

Perhaps shortly afterward, but at about the same time, the columned
superstructure of Structure 1 was razed to accommodate the addition of a
minor construction and a small royal tomb (Tomb 4). The individual in-
terred in Tomb 4 may have been the last of Blue Creek’s independent rulers
or another member of the ruling elite (Driver 1995). While a few other small
additions exist, construction of public architecture came to a nearly com-
plete halt after A.n. s00. However, Blue Creek did continue on as a small
city throughout the Late Classic, only to be ultimately abandoned in the
mid-to-late ninth century A.D.

Despite the radical changes that marked the transition to the Late Clas-
sic at Blue Creek, the city continued to thrive economically. Elite resi-
dences were almost uniformly expanded and the population seems to have
continued to grow in the residential area known as Chan Cahal, as well as
the settlement zone in general (Lichtenstein 2000). It also appears, though
it is a bit uncertain yet, that the ditched-field systems continued to be used
and perhaps were expanded. So agricultural productivity remained stable
or grew.

We also now have an increasingly clear picture of the structure of the
small city of Blue Creek (Figures 1.2, 1.3). The monumental architecture
and public precinct of the city are situated on top of the Bravo escarpment
(Figure 1.4), affording views of at least 10 mi. to the east. Within and adjacent
to the public precinct are the twelve elite residences that will be consid-



ELITE RESIDENCES AT BLUE CREEK, BELIZE 17

ST g0
ST 49

STRS1 | m
STRS2 TR 50
msm-:s
STR47

STR24 5
STR4S n
2] STR 54
STR4ZA
STR42 STR39 [ ]
STRM B STRa4 STRS3
- STR38 L
STR40
[Fsmmaz F—
.
STR62

FIGURE 1.2. Blue Creek: Core Area and Western Group.

ered in this chapter. However, these do not constitute all of the elite resi-
dences known at Blue Creek. On prominent knolls along the escarpment,
both north and south of the public precinct, are dozens of additional court-
yards, plazuelas, and patio groups. To the west of the escarpment is a zone
of rolling hills and small bajos. On top of virtually all of these hills are other
prominent residences, often associated with groups of smaller residences.

Below the escarpment to the east, the situation seems to be somewhat
more complex. The eastern landscape is less rugged than the west, the
major relief being provided by low terraces of the Rio Bravo. Much of the
land is very low lying and was seasonally inundated prior to recent flood
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control efforts. We have identified an extensive network of ditched agricul-
tural fields in such low-lying areas (J. Baker 1997). Ditched fields surround
the terraces, upon which we have found complexes of settlement, in effect,
residential barrios. For example, one of these, known as Chan Cahal, con-
sists of twenty-six housemounds, a large open platform, and a small shrine.
Excavations have shown that these Late Classic housemounds often over-
lie Late Preclassic and Early Classic middens and residences (Clagett 1997,
Lichtenstein 1999, 2000, Popson and Clagett 1999).

While the Chan Cahal residences appear to be some of the most humble
found at Blue Creek, the people of Chan Cahal had a surprisingly high ac-
cess to a variety of exotic goods. Jade artifacts, for example, have been re-
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covered from caches, burials, and midden deposits. The Chan Cahal jade
collection now numbers more than two hundred pieces.

Several barrios similar to Chan Cahal exist below the escarpment, each
having its own character. One commonality among them is the presence
of a single or limited number of high-status residences within each barrio.
Additionally, some barrios contain examples of monumental public ritual
architecture of some kind. We have also found monumental buildings at
the Rempel complex, southeast of the core zone of the site. This group in-
cludes a few monumental buildings and elite residences. Another, the Ro-
sita Group, was long ago identified to the northwest of the public precinct
(Guderjan 1991). It is possible that these groups defined the limits of the
city of Blue Creek.

Elite Residences

There are three general criteria that are used here to identify elites and their
associated residences: spatial, architectural, and material assemblage. Spa-
tial indicators of elite status include relative degrees of access restriction to
bounded exterior spaces, location in relation to the central precinct (Pen-
dergast 1992: 63), location in relation to critical resources, and viewshed,
which analyzes what can be seen from a certain vantage point. Architec-
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FIGURE I.4. Photo of site from air, showing location on escarpment.
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tural scale (Harrison 1970), complexity, and form (Pendergast 1992: 63) are
often used as identifiers of elite presence. The final criterion involves the
material assemblage or certain elements of it. The possession of a wide as-
sortment of artifacts such as luxury goods (Coggins 1975: 5), trade wares,
exotic materials, and material representations of elite ideology (Iannone
and Conlon 1993) have all been used to identify elite presence. While the
presence of any of the above aspects in isolation sheds little light on the
identification of an elite presence, an examination of these criteria taken
together can and often does make a persuasive case.

While numerous elite residences exist within the greater Blue Creek
area, this chapter focuses upon the thirteen residences within and adja-
cent to the public precinct. Largely following Ashmore (1981), we have de-
fined four types of elite residences: patio groups, plazuelas, courtyards, and
range buildings. The defining differences among the first categories are rela-
tive degrees of access and bounded exterior spaces. The patio group is the
most open and accessible, with external space bounded by structures on
two or three sides. Plazuelas have exterior space bounded on all sides by
structures, but access is relatively free and unrestricted between structures.
Courtyards have the most restricted access. External space is bounded on
all sides by either multiple abutting structures or by the wings of a single
structure (Loten and Pendergast 1984: 7). The fourth category, range build-
ings, is qualitatively different. These are long, narrow buildings with one or
two rows of rooms usually of vaulted stone construction. Generally, these
structures exist in isolation, but occasionally they have small additions and
associated structures. The term is often used to describe buildings with a
range of potential functions in the Maya area. However, at Blue Creek and
nearby sites such as Kakabish or El Pozito all of them appear to be residen-
tial. Importantly, three of the categories really represent somewhat arbi-
trary divisions of a range of variation. In fact, patio groups can be remodeled
into courtyards and plazuelas.

The area of Blue Creek under consideration in this chapter includes at
least thirteen such residences (Figure 1.2). Starting in the central core and
moving out, we find the Structure 19 and Structure 13 courtyards flank-
ing Plaza B. Considerable work has been undertaken at these residences
(Gilgan 1996, 1997; Lichtenstein 1996, 1997). Located on a hill slightly to
the east of Plaza B and Structure 9, the next group to be encountered is
the Structure 25 patio group. While excavations in this group were com-
pleted some time ago (Guderjan et al. 1994), recently Helen Haines returned
to the area to excavate the Middle and Late Preclassic components found
within this group’s platform (Haines and Wilhemy 1999). Moving south
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Table 1.1. Elite Residences at Blue Creek (within or near the public
precinct)

Major Type of
Structure Residence Location Excavation Reports

Structure 28 Range building  South of Plaza A

Structure 13 Courtyard Public precinct Gilgan 1996, 1997
(Plaza B)

Structure 19  Courtyard Public precinct Lichtenstein 1997
(Plaza B)

Structure 25 Patio group East of public precinct

Structure 37  Plazuela Western Group Hanratty & Driver 1997;

Hanratty 1998

Structure 41  Courtyard Western Group Lichtenstein 2002

Structure 43  Patio group Western Group

Structure 45 Patio group Western Group

Structure 46  Courtyard Western Group Ek 2002

Structure 54  Patio group Western Group

Structure 58 Patio group Western Group

Structure 60 Patio group Western Group Currid 2002

Structure 61  Courtyard Western Group

from Plaza A, the first structures to be encountered are those of the Struc-
ture 28 Group. With a range building, open patio space, and at least one
chultun (underground chamber), this group could very well be an elite resi-
dence. However, it must be noted that David Driver (personal communica-
tion, 2000) disagrees and sees Structure 28 as a public/administrative build-
ing. The last area to be considered here is that known as the Western Group,
a group of ten residential complexes that stretch in an arch to the west of
Structure 24, the northern major building at the site. This virtually unbro-
ken string of residences is situated on top of prominent hills and consists
of the Structures 33, 37, 41, 43, 45, 46, 54, 58, 60, and 61 complexes. Excava-
tions have been conducted at four of these; the Structure 37 plazuela, the
Structure 41 and Structure 46 courtyards, and the Structure 6o patio group
(Hanratty and Driver 1997; Hanratty 1998; Ek 2002; Currid 2002; Lichten-
stein 2002).

Residences of the Core Area

The elite residences of the Core Area have been designated the Structure 19
and Structure 13 courtyards, and define the north and south ends of Plaza B
respectively. These are the most central and presumably housed the politi-
cally most important families of Blue Creek.
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FIGURE I.5. Structure 19 reconstruction drawing.

The Structure 19 Courtyard Defining the northern extent of Plaza B, the
Structure 19 courtyard complex was clearly the residence of one of Blue
Creek’s most powerful elite families. The complex consists of a low plat-
form upon which are at least fourteen interconnected rooms and passage-
ways surrounding two very private courtyards (Figure 1.5), covering about
650 m*> with 160 m? of courtyard space. With construction beginning in the
latter part of the Early Classic and continuing to its final form in the Late
Classic, the Structure 19 courtyard is a truly agglutinative complex.

The architecture of Structure 19 is an amalgam of construction styles.
While some rooms have low masonry walls that supported pole and thatch
superstructures, other rooms were vaulted or have beam and mortar roof-
ing. At various points throughout the occupation of this complex, new
walls were added either to create new rooms or to restrict or alter routes of
access. The formation of rooms can be seen in several places on the south
side of the complex, with the dividing walls that created both Rooms G
and E as well as the restricted area in the east end of Room C. An example
of restriction and alteration of access routes can be found by examining
Courtyard A. Early in this area’s history, access was easily obtained from
Plaza B by a direct and open route. Later, after a series of structural addi-
tions and alterations, access became quite tortuous and convoluted, requir-
ing a person to navigate a number of passageways and rooms before enter-
ing Courtyard A.
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The artifact assemblage recovered includes a wide variety of ceramics,
as well as flaked and ground stone tools. From simple to complex and from
local to exotic, the ceramics from Structure 19 include plain ware stor-
age jars, ollas, plates, and bowls, as well as polychromes, cylinder vases,
censers, and central peninsular slate wares. The stone artifact assemblage
contains obsidian blades and basalt metates from Highland Guatemala,
granite metates and slate from the Maya Mountains, and an assortment of
biface tools manufactured from local materials. The residents of Structure
19 clearly had access to material resources from local, regional, and long
distance exchange networks.

At least four primary burials were encountered in the excavations of this
complex. One other burial had been badly damaged by looters. It had been
placed in a bench in the north end of a room on the west side of the com-
plex. Associated with the material inside this bench were the shattered re-
mains of an incised Chilar Fluted cylinder vase. In a room on the southeast
corner of the complex three individuals were found; one had been interred
in an intrusive subfloor pit and two others were found in the construction
fill of two superimposed benches. The fourth individual was found in an
intrusive subfloor pit in a connecting room just south of the previous room.

While none of the undisturbed burials had any associated grave goods,
one did show evidence of a postburial ritual event. The grave of an adult
male interred in one of the benches had been opened prehistorically and its
long bones and cranium removed. This practice of opening and removing
bones has been interpreted by some as an event connected to the raising
of status for a deceased ancestor (McAnany 1998).

Several points are important regarding the Structure 19 courtyard. First,
its location adjacent to one of the two major plazas at Blue Creek argues for
the central importance of its inhabitants. This is strongly supported by its
early construction date. At this stage in our investigations, the Structure 19
courtyard is the earliest known elite residence in the central core. Further,
in some respects this is the most elaborate of the site’s elite residences. In
particular, flanking the courtyard to the west are support structures pos-
sibly inhabited by servants of the courtyard’s residents. The continuity of
occupation by a single lineage is likely, given the repeated use of Room F
for mortuary purposes. There were at least three burial events. We have ob-
tained a corrected radiocarbon date from the earliest of these burials (Burial
10) of A.D. §555-675 (BC 53; DRI18329; AMS; 1335 BP +60 years). While we
would prefer a somewhat earlier date, this assay tends to support the idea
that these interments began in the Early Classic and range into the Late
Classic period, spanning the dramatic events of A.D. 500. Nevertheless, it
does appear likely that this is a “palace” of the rulers of Blue Creek in the
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Early Classic. The fact that occupation was continuous through the Late
Classic does lead us to believe that we are dealing with a single lineage
occupying the structure throughout its history.

As we will see in the following discussions of the Structure 13 and 46
courtyards, as well as the Structure 37 plazuela, several of the residences
of Blue Creek’s Terminal Classic period elite were ritually terminated by
the deposition of massive amounts of artifacts smashed across the faces of
certain structures. While there is no evidence of these termination rituals
having occurred at the Structure 19 courtyard, middens encountered in the
southernmost (Room B) and the westernmost (Room H) rooms have been
interpreted as evidence of a reduced population living here at the end of the
Terminal Classic period.

The Structure 13 Courtyard The Structure 13 courtyard represents both
continuity and a departure from the pattern seen at the Structure 19 court-
yard. Like its counterpart on the other side of Plaza B, the Structure 13
courtyard flanks this expansive plaza, placing the two residences at a level
of equal stature. Dramatically unlike the Structure 19 courtyard, the Struc-
ture 13 courtyard was not originally constructed as a residence. Instead, its
original Early Classic function was as an open, public triadic group. The
group was originally composed of two temples: Structure 13 on the north
side and Structure 12 on the east side. Later, the plaza platform was ex-
panded laterally to the west and Structure 1o was added to the complex.
While we have not conducted penetrating excavations into Structure 10 or
13, a centerline trench into Structure 12 revealed an important set of Early
Classic dedicatory caches, which clarify the building’s construction date
(Gilgan 1997).

At a later point in time, the plaza was transformed from sacred space
to secular, residential space. The facades of Structure 12 and presumably
Structure 13 were reworked, and two new buildings were added. Structure
11 was appended to Structure 12 and Structure 14 was added to Structure
13, forming a bounded, restricted-access exterior space. Structure 14 was a
single-room, stone-roof building. Similarly, Structure 11 was a three-room
structure, with its easternmost room stone-roofed and its two rooms to the
west thatch-roofed. This structure was probably built in a series of expan-
sions that progressively restricted the external space of what was to become
the Structure 13 courtyard.

The reworked facades of Structures 12 and 13 were interesting in archi-
tectural form. Unlike most Maya buildings that have staircases built along
their central medial axis, both of these had vertical walls as basal sections
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FIGURE I.6. Structure 13 courtyard.

of the facades and small staircases on their left corners. These staircases led
into a set of rooms along the front of the buildings. In the case of Structure
12, a doorway on the medial axis then led to the second and highest tier of
rooms, and another doorway led out the back of the building. In the case
of Structure 13, a person would have needed to walk through the front set
of rooms to the far right side of the building to gain access to the double
row of vaulted rooms which topped the building.

While these renovations created private space, they were also planned
so that public access to Structure 10 remained possible and so that people
could pass by the courtyard as they went into and out of Plaza B.

The implications of this transformation are important. Perhaps this is
only a reflection of the ruling lineage of Blue Creek needing more resi-
dential space. Certainly, we can argue that expansion of the elite class did
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occur in the Late Classic (A. Chase 1992; A. Chase and D. Chase 1992),
and it follows that elite residences must have expanded and increased in
number. Further, that is just what we are considering as an explanation for
the growth of the Western Group, a sort of elite suburbia. However, it is
agreed that other mechanisms may be at play here. Without going too far
out on this particular limb, it is enough to say that the events of A.D. 500
altered the trajectory of Blue Creek as a city and independent polity in a dra-
matic way. If the deposit at Structure 4 represents preparations for warfare
(Guderjan 1998), further monumental construction ceased to occur, and we
no longer see evidence of Blue Creek as an independent polity, then the
transformation of Structure 13 could mean something quite different. Per-
haps Blue Creek lost the war and was ruled by another city. It is possible
that this transformation represents the installation of a vassal ruler.

The Structure 2§ Patio Group The Structure 25 patio group (Figure 1.7) is
located atop a hill in the central core. While it appears on the surface not
to be a residence of note, there are a number of factors that argue against
such a conclusion. First to be considered is the group’s location and view-
shed. To the east there is a commanding view of the Belizean coastal zone
and the residences below the escarpment. To the west this group overlooks
Plaza B and, possibly more importantly, directly overlooks Structure 9, one
of the most significant ritual structures found at this site. This kind of spa-
tial relationship is not one to be taken lightly. The psychological impact
of viewed associations is a powerful tool that was not likely to have been
overlooked by the ancient Maya. The next piece of spatial information to
be taken into account is how the exterior space of this group is organized
and defined. The group is composed of three structures that are arranged
in a U-shaped configuration, with the open end facing to the east. On level
terrain patio groups generally do not appear to have very much in the way
of access restriction to their external spaces. That, however, is not the case
for this particular group. The steep gradient of the hill that the Structure 25
group is constructed upon effectively serves to create a natural restriction
of access across the eastern boundary of this group’s exterior space. The
next major aspect of this group to be examined is its architectural form.
Constructed on a raised platform during the Late Classic (Guderjan et al.,
1994), the structures that make up this group have low masonry walls with
basal moldings, and probably supported pole and thatch superstructures. A
large plastered bench, a feature often thought to be diagnostic of residential
architecture, was encountered in one of this group’s structures. Structure
25 is a platform for a perishable building with a low frontal tier. Under-
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Structure 27

FIGURE I1.7. Structure 2§ patio group.

lying this group are significant Preclassic deposits that include at least one
burial, as well as an impressive cache of obsidian blades and spent cores
(Haines and Wilhelmy 1999).

While the Structure 25 patio group is geographically close to the pub-
lic architecture, the energetics and complexity of construction lead us to
believe that it was not inhabited by the highest political stratum of Blue
Creek. Nevertheless, its location indicates that it was of sufficient impor-
tance to be considered in this discussion.

The Structure 28 Group The only range building that has a possible resi-
dential function near the public precinct, Structure 28, is located 150 m
south of Plaza A. The building is unexcavated, though an excavation in
front of the building indicates a Late Preclassic or Early Classic construc-
tion date. Further, evidence from a looters’ trench shows it to have been
built in at least two construction phases. Ceramics recovered from the
trench date to the Classic period. Structure 28 is oriented north-south and
is 35 m long, 15 m wide, and 3-4 m tall. It appears to consist of a double row
of vaulted rooms on a relatively low platform. The area east of the build-
ing has been leveled to be an open patio, and there is one small ancillary
building on the south side of the patio. Again, Driver (personal commu-
nication, 2000) believes Structure 28 had a public/administrative function
rather than residential. This is the only range building of this type near the
precinct, but two others are known. One is near the residential barrio of
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Sayap Ha’, and the other is about a kilometer south of the public precinct
in a setting much like that of Structure 28. While we include Structure 28 in
this discussion, the function of such buildings remains ambiguous. Until
we devote more field research to them, we will be uncertain of their role
within the Blue Creek settlement hierarchy.

The Western Group

The Western Group is a large arching, but otherwise linear, complex of elite
residences. Within this area are found the following residences: Structures
37, 41, 43, 45, 46, 54, 58, 60, and 61 complexes. While these are grouped ac-
cording to their proximity to each other and general location within the
site, there is considerable variability within them as a group.

Plazuelas

Within the Western Group residences, there is only one plazuela, the Struc-
ture 37 plazuela. However, others have been located within the greater Blue
Creek area.

It is evident that the events that took place throughout the site reflect a
period of drastic social and political change during the Early Classic-Late
Classic transition. With the wane of Blue Creek’s central power, the elite
population’s influence over the Late Classic site plan is evident in resi-
dential construction and modification, such as those identified within the
Structure 37 plazuela. After A.D. 500, this reorganization is evidenced by a
pronounced shift in the focus of Core Area construction programs, changes
in ritual activities, and a transformation of Classic material symbols of
elite power.

The Structure 37 plazuela forms the anchor for the Western and is
located atop a 14 m tall hill that lies 600 m northwest of Plaza A. An elite
residential group, its final construction form is composed of seven build-
ings, Structures 31-37, arranged around two distinct exterior areas desig-
nated A and B. The northern exterior space (A) is defined by Structure 35
to the south, Structure 36 to the west, and Structure 37 to the north. The
patio is not bounded by a structure on its east side, leaving an open view
of the site core. The southern exterior space (B) is bounded by Structure 35
to the north and west, Structure 31 to the south, and Structures 33 and 32
to the east. Structure 34 lies within the center of this exterior space.

Intensive excavations and preliminary ceramic analysis have revealed
that only two of these structures, Structure 34 and Structure 37, were in
place prior to the Late Classic period. During the Early Classic period,
Structure 37, a 1.0 m tall platform, defined the northern portion of the
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group. This phase was constructed directly upon a natural outcrop of bed-
rock. A plaster floor was then laid directly upon the bedrock, extending
eastward and southward from the construction. Later during the Classic,
Structure 37 was extended eastward. During the construction of this plat-
form, Burial 37 was placed on the floor. The body was covered with the large
boulders that were utilized as construction fill for the extension. Unfortu-
nately, the osteological evidence that remained was in very poor condition.
However, the badly disturbed remains were identified as belonging to an
adult female. There were no grave goods recovered in association with this
burial.

Excavations have revealed that Structure 34, a small platform, capped an
Early Classic tomb. Tomb 7 was recovered from beneath the Early Classic
plaza floor and was dug directly into bedrock. Recovered within the con-
struction fill directly above the tomb and lying on the Early Classic floor
was a concentration of shells. This shell density increased as excavations
penetrated the Early Classic plaza floor and moved closer to the tomb’s
capstones. Tomb 7 consisted of a formally constructed chamber that mea-
sured 3.25 m x 2.11 m and possessed cut limestone walls and capstones. The
complete skeleton of an adult male was recovered oriented perfectly north-
south (zero degrees) in a partially flexed position; it was lying on its right
side. Placed directly above its skull was a red-slipped plate with a kill-hole;
a small polychrome bowl was recovered below this plate. A jade pendant
in the form of an acrobat and a triangular jade bead were recovered from
within the left portion of the jaw. (It should be noted that these jade pieces
were most likely placed around the man’s neck and were recovered from
within the jawbone due to the decomposition of the body.) The phytolith
evidence recovered revealed the presence of a woven burial mat beneath
the body (Bozarth, personal communication, 2001). Ceramic analysis of the
burial goods indicates that this interment dates to the Late Preclassic/Early
Classic transitional period.

Recovered at the foot of Tomb 7 and directly above its capstones was
Cache 49. This cache consisted of two red ware bowls placed lip to lip. Re-
covered from within one bowl were the remnants of a smashed jade bead,
jade flakes, numerous marine shells, pieces of coral, fish bones, a stingray
spine, charcoal, and red ocher. In addition, phytolith analysis revealed that
there were numerous sponge spicules present. Ceramic analysis of Cache
49 indicates that this event also dates to the Late Preclassic/ Early Classic
transitional period.

A crypt was recovered 2.3 m to the west of Tomb 7 and was also capped
by the construction of Structure 34. This crypt was recovered in a chul-
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tun that measured 1.6 m x 1.6 m. The crypt itself was placed within the
westernmost portion of the chultun. The crypt measured 1.30 m x 0.60 m
and possessed precariously balanced capstones and walls that were con-
structed out of limestone. The badly preserved skeleton was identified as
an adult male. The body was recovered oriented north-south (zero degrees)
in a tightly flexed position and was lying on its left side. The only burial
object recovered in association with his crypt was a red-slipped ceramic
pendant. The entire chultun appeared to have been burned due to the high
density of charcoal recovered from the fill. Based upon the ceramic analy-
sis of the sherds recovered within the fill of the chultun and in conjunction
with the crypt, this interment has been dated to the Late Preclassic/Early
Classic transitional period.

In addition to the identification of the ritual activities beneath Struc-
ture 34, a cache was recovered within the center of Area B, directly under
the plaza floor. Cache 36 consisted of two shallow bowls placed lip to lip.
Recovered from within these vessels were three cylindrical jade beads,
one cylindrical coral bead, and two pieces of raw coral. An Early Classic
expanded-stem, long-blade, chert biface was found in association with the
cache. The ceramic analysis of Cache 36, in conjunction with the lithic data
recovered, indicates that this ritual caching event dates to the Early Classic
period.

The remaining buildings identified within the plazuela were all con-
structed during the Late Classic period. As such, the open public ritual
space of this area was transformed into a high-status residential space. Each
structure is comprised of a masonry substructure (1-2 m in height), and two
of these buildings, Structures 31 and 37, possess masonry superstructures
as well. This shift from public ritual to private residential space under-
scores the fundamental Late Classic shift in architecture, as well as the
change in the nature of ritual activities. This evidence correlates to similar
activities identified within the site core (Guderjan 1996).

In addition to the architectural forms identified as being Late Classic,
Cache 37 was recovered from beneath Area B’s plaza floor, approximately
2 m south of Cache 36. This cache consisted of twenty-two expanded stem,
long-blade, chert bifaces, a 30 cm long laurel leaf biface, twenty-one pris-
matic obsidian blades, and an elaborate, perforated chert eccentric. While
straight or expanded-stem projectile points are relatively rare in the Maya
lowlands, at Barton Ramie and Altar de Sacrificios they do occur within
the Late/Terminal Classic. The obsidian analysis from Cache 37 indicates
the obsidian source as El Chayal. The ceramic analysis of Cache 37, in con-
junction with the lithic data recovered, indicates that this event dates to
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the Late/ Terminal Classic period. Similar caches of this form and date can
be found at other sites, such as El Baul (Thompson 1948).

The caching activities noted at the Structure 37 plazuela indicate a tran-
sition of ritual activities from the Early Classic to the Late Classic period.
During the Early Classic, exterior Area B functioned solely as a sacred
space. However, with the placement of Cache 37 and the construction of
the remaining structures that formed the plazuela, a divergence from tra-
ditional ritual activities occurred. Chert bifacial tools replaced jade objects
in ritual caching events. However, though the form of the caches recov-
ered transformed over time, the continued use of exterior Area B as a ritual
space remained constant.

The Terminal Classic would prove to be a turbulent period for the elite
inhabitants of the site. Massive amounts of portable goods were ritually de-
posited against the baselines of Structure 36, Structure 34, and Structure 31.
The artifact assemblage recovered from the deposits within the plazuela in-
cluded over 14,190 Late Terminal Classic sherds. In addition to the ceram-
ics identified, 428 pieces of lithic debitage and 203 special finds were recov-
ered from these deposits. Of the Special Find database, 36 percent consisted
of chert biface fragments, 35 percent were identified as obsidian blades,
8 percent as chert cores, and 7 percent as metate fragments. The remaining
14 percent consisted of a variety of items such as ceramic appliqués, figu-
rines, beads, stamps, whistles, mano fragments, armatures, spindle whorls,
hammerstones, projectile point knives, scrapers, and counterweights.

These problematic features have been dubbed special deposits. Similar
deposits have been identified within the Structure 13 courtyard, within the
site core, and at Courtyard C-7 at Dos Hombres (Houk 1998). Archaeologi-
cal experience has shown that the Maya were not in the habit of deposit-
ing trash within living spaces. As such, it is theorized that these events
may represent the pattern of ritual residential termination noted at Yaxuna
(Suhler 1996), Blackman Eddy (Garber et al. 1998), and Floral Park (Glass-
man, Conlon, and Garber 1995). These ritual middens show promise of pro-
viding an especially valuable form of secondary deposit. These features can
allow for the documentation and comparison of contemporaneous activi-
ties in sites throughout the region. The results of such can provide a valu-
able database for establishing an artifactual chronology of the area.

After A.D. 500, construction of monumental architecture in the site core
nearly ceased. Nonetheless, Blue Creek remained an active and vibrant
community as construction and modification of medium and large resi-
dences for the elite members of the community increased at an unparal-
leled rate, especially within the residential area we have dubbed the West-
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ern Group. The dramatic shift of sacred, ritual space to residential space,
noted both within the site core and within the Structure 37 plazuela, under-
scores the transition of power to the elite inhabitants of the site during this
time period. In addition, the change in ritual activity and representations
of material wealth and power can be inferred from the caching activities
identified throughout this plazuela during these periods.

Courtyards From the architecturally complex but relatively open access
of the plazuela group, this study now moves to the complex residences
of the Western Group, which have a higher degree of restriction of access
to their exterior bounded spaces. While a number of courtyard complexes
have been identified across the greater Blue Creek area, only three are
located within the Western Group, i.e., Structure 41, 46, and 61 courtyards
(Figure 1.9).

The Structure 41 courtyard (Figure 1.9A) has a highly restricted access
exterior bounded space, the formation of which appears to be the result
of a continued program of construction and expansion begun during the
Early Classic period. A continuous series of additions and alterations were
executed throughout the Early Classic and most of the Late Classic period.
This and the Structure 19 courtyard are the only completely enclosed court-
yards known at Blue Creek, although others exist at nearby sites such as
La Milpa, Dos Hombres, and Punta de Cacao (Guderjan 1991, Houk 1996).

Material recovered from the construction fill below the north and east
sides of the complex date to later in the Early Classic period. A dedicatory
cache consisting of a single inverted Late Classic period plate was found
below a badly eroded staircase on the western side of the courtyard. The
most substantial constructions appear to date to the Late Classic period.

From the highly restricted and compact Structure 41 courtyard we now
move to the larger and slightly more open Structure 46 courtyard com-
plex. This complex is composed of Structures 46, 47, 48, 49, 50, 51, and
52 (Figure 1.9B). To date, test excavations have been carried out on a num-
ber of these structures. The general chronological trend observed in the
Western Group holds true here. The earliest constructions in this complex
date to the Early Classic period. Later and more massive expansions clearly
date to the Late Classic period. Spatially, there are three external bounded
spaces, one large and somewhat open and two smaller and somewhat more
restricted.

Structure 50, built in two phases, occupies the east side of Area A.
Furthermore, it serves to define the boundary between Areas A and B. Like
Structure 34 in Area B of the Structure 37 plazuela group, Structure 5o is
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FIGURE 1.9. Example planviews of courtyard groups. (a) Structure 41. (b) Structure 46.
(c) Structure 61.

a central focus feature dedicated to elite private ritual and ancestor ven-
eration. A looter’s trench penetrating the eastern flank of this structure re-
vealed the presence of a small but well-constructed burial crypt within the
center of the mound. While to date little securely datable material has been
recovered from this structure, initial observations point to an Early Classic
period construction for at least the first phase, Structure so-I.

As with investigations at the Structure 13 courtyard and Structure 37
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plazuela, excavations at Structure 50 have revealed the presence of a large
deposit of material remains, smashed across one face of the structure.
However, unlike the above-mentioned deposits, a close examination of the
stratigraphy at Structure 50 reveals that this deposit was not laid down until
after the structure had begun to collapse.

After the large and complex forms of plazuelas and courtyards, the next
category to be considered is the patio group. This is a simpler spatial form
that was often, through time and continued occupation, transformed into
the previously discussed spatial categories.

Patio Groups At the smallest end of the range of variability are the patio
groups: the Structure 43, 45, 54, 58, and 60 patio groups, which largely con-
sist of L-shaped buildings generally facing the east and have no apparent
eastern side enclosures (Figure 1.10). To be clear, each of these sits atop a
substantial hill that was “sculpted” into a flat, very well defined external
space. Thus it was probably not necessary to use walls or buildings to define
space. To date, the Structure 60 patio group is the only tested member of
this category that lies within the scope of this chapter.

Architecturally, Structure 6o consists of a central structure with low
platforms to the north and south. The north side platform is bounded on the
east side by a low extension of the central structure, thus defining the patio
space of this group. Temporally, Structure 60 appears to be an anomaly as
far as the Western Group is concerned. The general trend of construction
observed so far is that relatively minor construction episodes occurred in
the Early Classic, with subsequent massive Late Classic expansions. While
Structure 60 certainly has two clear construction phases, ceramic analysis
of construction fill has dated both of these to the Early Classic period. To be
certain, however, surface deposits and sheet middens at Structure 60 also
clearly show use and occupation throughout the Late Classic period.

Spatial and Temporal Variability of Elite Residences

We have defined three primary types of elite residences at Blue Creek: pla-
zuelas, courtyards, and patio groups. An additional type, range buildings,
is also known at Blue Creek. However, our understanding of these is again
uncertain.

Of the three primary types considered here, plazuelas are the most com-
plex and energy-intensive, as well as the least common. Only the Structure
37 plazuela is among the elite residences considered here. However, two
other significant plazuela complexes have been discovered in the settle-
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ment zone of the Blue Creek ruin. The first is the Structure 2C-6 plazuela,
at the center of the settlement zone community of Nukuch Muul, located
1.6 km northwest of the site core. The second is the Welker plazuela, lo-
cated approximately 1.4 km to the northeast of the site core along the top
of the escarpment. While no temporal data have been recovered from these
complexes, some spatial aspects of these groups have been noted. All three
of these complexes are located atop prominent hills with commanding
views of the surrounding region. The Welker plazuela boasts a view off the
escarpment as far as the horizon. The 2C-6 Group forms the central focus
of its barrio.

Courtyards, a more common feature in the greater Blue Creek area, con-
stitute five of the thirteen residences treated in this chapter. We also know
of several other courtyards that are well within the settlement zone. Most
of these are found on hilltops along the crest of the Bravo escarpment to
the north and south of the Core Area.

The exceptions to the courtyard pattern are the Structure 19 courtyard
and the Structure 13 courtyard. The Structure 19 courtyard is an extremely
complex compound that saw numerous modifications over its several cen-
tury life. The Structure 13 courtyard was originally a small public group and
was transformed into secular, residential space probably in the latter part
of the Early Classic or early part of the Late Classic. Importantly, there are
no other palaces or temple-palaces in the site core. So, these courtyards ap-
parently functioned as the homes of the most important families. While the
Structure 19 courtyard was built in the Early Classic, the transformation
of the Structure 13 courtyard was later. This may be related to the events
of A.D. 500—the massive caching of jade and other objects at Structure 4
and the general cessation of construction of public monumental architec-
ture after that time. This could have been the result of the installation of
a vassal lord by a conquering ruler who left the Blue Creek ruling lineage
in place. It has also been seen as Blue Creek developing a bilateral ruling
lineage, conforming to a historic Yucatecan model. A third possibility is
that Structure 13 simply reflects a Late Classic expansion of the elites, as
seen at other sites. Nevertheless, these two courtyards are the most cen-
trally located and most complex elite residences at Blue Creek. This fits
well with the postulated general growth of elites throughout the region.
Chase and Chase (A. Chase and D. Chase 1992; A. Chase 1992) have argued
that such a process occurred at Caracol, and Awe has made the same argu-
ment for Cahal Pech (Iannone 1994). Further, numerous other sites exhibit
considerable construction of elite residences in the Late Classic. In some
of these cases, the process of secularization also occurred, so it is equally
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possible that the changes in the Structure 13 courtyard were simply part of
that larger social and political process.

Patio groups are quite common, forming fully half of the sample under
consideration. All but one of these are located in the Western Group. How-
ever, many others are found elsewhere at Blue Creek, particularly on hill-
tops along the Bravo escarpment. Though we do not have accurate data at
this time, we can reasonably say that there are probably twice as many patio
groups as courtyards. In addition, other patio groups are found on hilltops
west of the site core, which overlook small bajos. It is very possible that
patio groups were occupied by a “middle,” or managerial, class who served
the ruling lineage and “upper” class.

The locations of elite residences are important (Table 1.2). Of the thir-
teen considered in this chapter, four are located in or very near the core,
and the other nine make up the Western Group, closely associated with
the core. The central location, size, complexity, and restricted-access ex-
terior spaces found in the Structure 19 and Structure 13 courtyards argue
strongly for the residents of these complexes to be members of Blue Creek’s
most powerful ruling lineages. The Structure 25 and 28 Groups, as well as
the residences of the Western Group, were occupied by those elites who
were apparently one step removed from the rulers. It is possible that these
individuals were seeking to establish themselves as an ideological elite,
as opposed to an economic elite. A line of evidence in this direction has
been recovered from the Structure 37 plazuela, in the form of a signifi-
cant cache of assorted lithics that included an elaborate eccentric (Han-
ratty 1998). Lithic caches that contain eccentrics may have been used by
the Maya elite to define and solidify sociopolitical relationships. Finally,
various elite and high-status residences are found throughout the rest of
the settlement zone. While some of these residences occur in relative isola-
tion, most appear associated with the various barrios that have been iden-
tified both above and below the escarpment. Whether associated with com-
manding views of the surrounding landscape or with critical resources such
as water management or prime agricultural lands, the residents of these
groups may have formed an economic elite that was socially distinct from
the elite residents found in and near the central precinct. Alternately, sev-
eral of these complexes may have been secondary residences of the elite
households of the Core Area and Western Group.

The elite and other high-status residences of the settlement zone gener-
ally occur in one of three overlapping contexts: the high ground along the
top of the escarpment, the hilltops to the west of the escarpment, and the
various barrios. The Welker plazuela and the SHB courtyard are examples
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Table 1.2. Locations of Elite Residences at Blue Creek

Location Examples

In Core Area Structure 28, Structures 13 & 19 courtyards,
Structure 25 patio group

Western Group See Table 1.1

Along crest of escarpment SHB, Welker plazuela

Hilltops west of public precinct Numerous

Residential barrios Range building at Sayap Ha’

Residential barrios Range building at Sayap Ha’

Outlying mound groups Rosita, Nukuch Muul

of the isolated residences located along the top of the escarpment. Com-
plex elite residences are found atop most of the hills found to the west of
the escarpment. While some barrios have only a single patio group, others
exhibit a wider variety. The barrio of Sayap Ha’, for example, 1.2 km north-
east of the core, contains a large range building, a courtyard, and several
patio groups, as well as a twin temple mound ritual complex.

What we know of the temporal aspects of elite residences is still lim-
ited by lack of excavation. Large-scale work has only been undertaken at
four residences, the Structure 25 patio group, the Structure 13 courtyard,
the Structure 19 courtyard, and the Structure 37 plazuela. The Structure
25 patio group was not constructed until the Late Classic, though there
probably were perishable structures at that location in the Early Classic.
The Structure 19 courtyard was initially constructed in the Early Classic
and saw continual minor remodelings from then until A.p. 850. The Struc-
ture 13 courtyard was transformed from sacred public space to secular resi-
dential space near the end of the Early Classic. Finally, the Structure 37
plazuela was initially constructed in the Early Classic and massively re-
modeled during the Late Classic.

Consequently, we see a possible shift in construction emphasis between
the Early Classic and the Late Classic. In the Early Classic, public monu-
mental construction was rapid and large-scale at Blue Creek. Possibly re-
lated to the events of A.D. 500, this virtually ceased in the Late Classic.

Instead of public monumental construction, a significant amount of
Late Classic construction and remodeling of elite residences seems to have
occurred. While Blue Creek was not building public structures in the Late
Classic, it certainly was a thriving small center. It also appears to have been
at its population peak in the Late Classic. The possible reasons for this may
be the conquest of Blue Creek by another kingdom (Guderjan 1998). Alter-
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natively, we may only be seeing a shift in emphasis from public display to
privatizing and competition for status among the elite.

Abandonment Rituals in the Blue Creek Courtyards

One last point about the elite residences at Blue Creek has to do with
the final act of abandonment of the site. At the end of Tepeu 2 times, ap-
proximately A.D. 850, Blue Creek was abandoned, and throughout the site
ritual destruction of portable objects marked the event. These events are
often termed “termination rituals,” but “abandonment rituals” is probably
a better term. In earlier excavations, such deposits were believed to be post-
occupational debris (Thompson 1939; see also Mock 1998 for a current con-
sideration of such deposits).

Importantly, after considerable excavation of public buildings, we have
only seen a single case of a large-scale abandonment ritual: hundreds of pot-
tery vessels were smashed onto the front of Structure 3 on the Main Plaza.

On the other hand, large-scale abandonment rituals occurred in three
of the elite complexes so far investigated, the Structure 13 courtyard, the
Structure 46 courtyard, and the Structure 37 plazuela. Interestingly, no
such ritual took place at the Structure 19 courtyard or the Structure 25 patio
group. A similar pattern of elite residential abandonment seems to be the
case at the site of Dos Hombres (Houk 1996) to the south, but abandonment
rituals at Belize Valley sites such as Floral Park were focused on the pub-
lic architecture (Mary Brown, personal communication, 1997; James Gar-
ber, personal communication, 1997). In closing, two final points of inter-
est should be noted. The poststructural collapse deposition of the deposit
on the Structure 46 courtyard and the evidence for a reduced population
living at the Structure 19 courtyard provide evidence that the termination
and abandonment of the Blue Creek elite residences resulted from a pro-
cess and not a single event. Whatever did occur at Blue Creek seems to have
focused either animosity or veneration on the elites of the city. How this
will play into our understanding of the demise of Late Classic civilization
is yet to be seen.
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summers of fine effort toward the goals of the project. Tom Dolezal continues to as-
sist us by maintaining our computer mapping database, and he provided a number
of figures used in this chapter. Finally, thanks to all of the students and volunteers
of the Blue Creek project, without whom the project would not be possible.

NOTE

1. However, Karl Taube (personal communication, 1996) disagrees, arguing that
the maize god is represented.
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CHAPTER TWO
At Court in Copan
PALACE GROUPS OF THE EARLY CLASSIC

Loa P. Traxler

The Acropolis of Copan preserves generations of royal architecture and rep-
resents one of the best archaeological case studies for the evolution of a
Classic Maya center. Each major construction phase consistently empha-
sized specific locations within this royal precinct (Sharer, Fash, et al. 1999;
Fash 1998). Two locations, Structure 1oL-16 and Structure 10L-26, figure
most prominently in this evolution (Figure 2.1), and imagery along with
texts relate these loci to the founder of the Classic era dynasty, K’inich Yax
K'uk’ Mo’. Recent and ongoing investigations associate the earliest large-
scale architecture of the Acropolis stratigraphy in these loci to the time of
the founding in A.D. 426.

The South Group of the early Acropolis, located beneath the area
of Structure 10L-16, was dominated by puddled adobe architecture yet
also included the first cut masonry residences of the Acropolis sequence
(Figure 2.2). One building, Structure Hunal, was likely the residence of the
founder. This royal group was quickly developed with sequential masonry
construction in monumental proportions, becoming the massive core of
the Acropolis (Sharer, Traxler, et al. 1999).

To the northeast of this royal group stood additional patio groups
of adobe architecture. These groups were maintained as adobe facili-
ties, alongside the expanding masonry Acropolis, until they were rebuilt
as masonry courtyard groups on terrace platforms extending from the
Acropolis, probably around A.p. 470. At the point when the adobe patio
groups were rebuilt as masonry courtyard groups, we have clear evidence of
what scholars traditionally call palace structures in Classic Lowland Maya
architectural style. These structures exhibit the characteristics of residen-
tial buildings of highest elite construction, and their location in relation
to the early Acropolis summit suggest they formed a palace compound for
the ruler’s extended household and court.
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This chapter considers, based on the stratigraphic history of these groups
and continuities of specific locations and forms, whether the term “palace
compound” accurately describes not only the masonry architectural groups
but also the earlier facilities with mixed architectural traditions within
the center of Copan. This chapter suggests that the South Group built by
the founder represents the first palace compound of the Copan Acropolis,
even though its architectural character differs from both the masonry com-
pounds seen at Copan later in the Early Classic and those seen further afield
during the Late Classic.

This chapter also evaluates the early stratigraphy and chronology of the
Great Plaza. The evidence of adobe architecture in the Acropolis sequence
prompted a review of the published excavation reports by Cheek (1983;
Cheek and Kennedy Embree 1983) and more recent excavation data from
the plaza area (Fash et al. 1992; Williamson 1996; Fash 1998). These data, as
well as comparison with the current understanding of the Acropolis stratig-
raphy, suggest the entire Great Plaza was established as part of a redesigned
polity center during the reign of the founder, K’inich Yax K'uk’ Mo’ (Trax-
ler n.d.).

Early Acropolis Architecture

Beneath the Acropolis, the South Group and the Northeast Group were
dominated by puddled adobe architecture. The adobe matrix consists of
clay and soil with few inclusions of stone or cultural debris, generally
speaking. This adobe architecture was not constructed from loads of river
clay piled one atop another, but rather from masses of carefully mixed and
prepared adobe formed in place into platforms, walls, and stairways.
Adobe substructures supported thin-walled adobe superstructures,
roofed with perishable materials. Substructures varied in height and num-
ber of terraces, but most had a single vertical face which rose less than
1.5 m high. Cobble footings in several structures gave additional, inter-
nal support to the terrace bases. Adobe stairways provided access to the
structures and were constructed without cobble or flat stone interior sup-
port. The surfaces of the adobe structures received a thin coating of clay
mixed with red pigment. This surface on some structures was noted to be
more sandy in texture, perhaps resulting from a loss of surface clay through
longer exposure to weather during the structure’s use-life. Postholes and
post footings were located in association with several platforms, indicat-
ing they were protected with perishable roofs supported by large posts. The
height of the thin-walled superstructures is not known because all were
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FIGURE 2.1. Principal group of Copan. The Acropolis represents four centuries of
stratified royal architecture, culminating with Structure 1oL-26 at its northern limit
and Structure 10L-16 at its highest point near the center. (Redrawn from Fash 1991)
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FIGURE 2.2. Plan of early architectural groups beneath the Acropolis ca. A.D. 430.
The North Group underlies Structure 1oL-26; the South Group underlies Structure
10L-16. (Plan by author)

mostly destroyed, leaving only the low stubs of exterior walls. There is evi-
dence, however, for wattle-and-daub construction for at least one building.
Two buildings preserve evidence of their interior floors finished with a thin
whitewash surface.

The structures defined rectangular patio areas. Renovations over time
added new structures to patio groups or expanded the area of existing struc-
tures. The patio areas were surfaced with various materials. Some struc-
tures were initially surrounded by a skirting floor of coarse plaster ex-
tending less than 2 m beyond the terrace bases. Other patios had cobble
surfaces with gravel ballast; some were paved with flat stones. Through-
out the Acropolis stratigraphy, all these early patio surface types ultimately
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were replaced with formal plaster floors, laid with crushed stone ballast
and thick lime plaster surfaces.

South Group and Adjacent Patios

The South Group lies at the base of the Acropolis sequence beneath the
area of the Late Classic Structure 10L-16 (Figure 2.2). This group was con-
structed in the early fifth century A.D., according to several lines of evi-
dence including radiocarbon assays, ceramic associations, and stratigraphic
ties to inscriptions with absolute dates. The South Group stood on a slight
rise from which the terrain sloped downward to the river farther east. At
the center of the group, four structures were arranged around a plastered
patio. The eastern and southern structures of this group were masonry
structures for much of their use-life; however, excavations in Structure
Hunal on the east side show it replaced an initial adobe structure with evi-
dence of pole supports for roofing (Sharer et al. 1998). Recent excavations
penetrated Structure Wilin to the south and revealed evidence for several
apparently adobe predecessors. The western structure of the group, Struc-
ture Kar, was maintained as an adobe structure with modifications during
the occupation of the group. Sharer (1996) and Sedat (1997) interpret these
three buildings as residential facilities based on their locations and low
substructures, their lack of exterior decoration, and the general absence of
ceremonial deposits.

The substructure of Hunal had a talud-tablero profile and stairway ac-
cess on its north side. There were two stages of summit buildings. The sec-
ond stage was largely destroyed, but wall stubs provide evidence for interior
rooms with a cordholder preserved in one jamb of an offset doorway. The
cut stone debris in the overlying construction fill preserved fragments of
elaborate painted murals which probably decorated the building’s interior
rooms. About the time when Hunal’s second stage superstructure was de-
stroyed, a tomb chamber was built within the substructure. This chamber
held the remains of an adult male who, based on skeletal analysis, burial
furnishings, and associated inscriptions, was probably the founder of the
Classic era dynasty of Copan, K’inich Yax K'uk’ Mo’ (Sharer 1997). Based
on the various lines of evidence, this patio group was likely his residential
group, and although later construction covering Hunal transformed this
building into a memorial structure to K’inich Yax K’'uk’ Mo’, the group
probably remained the residence of his son and successor, Ruler 2, for sev-
eral years.

Access to the buildings of the South Group was restricted by low adobe
perimeter walls at the limits of the plaster patio surface on at least the north
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and west sides. On the sloping land to the east, an expansive fill deposit
leveled the ground and supported a 2 m high cobble perimeter wall running
north-south. This cobble wall probably served to define the eastern limit
of the South Group, as well as the eastern limit of an area of adobe patio
groups to its northeast (Figure 2.2).

In the adjacent Northeast Group, the adobe structures defined at least
four patios. Additional patios may have existed in ancient times to the east
and southeast, but modern river erosion has destroyed a significant por-
tion of the eastern Acropolis which covered these areas. The patios in the
Northeast Group had evidence of flat-stone cobble or gravel paving around
their structures initially, and plaster paving was used later in many areas.
A cobble perimeter wall oriented north-south separated two patios, and in
time a two-terraced adobe structure, Structure Cominos, incorporated this
wall and straddled its northern end.

Structure Laurel defined the east side of another patio area further to
the west, which was bounded by other structures to the north and south.
Laurel faced west and had two floor levels with at least two rooms on the
upper floor level. The interior floors of these rooms were surfaced with
multiple thin layers of white plaster wash and clay. In some areas these
laminate, or sliplike, surfaces preserved a red color, and at least four layers
of the surfaces were preserved. Cominos and Laurel also defined a patio be-
tween them with additional structures on the patio’s northern and south-
ern limits. In its initial phase, the northern structure of this patio area,
Structure Curry, had the highest summit in the area, with evidence of a
central doorway accessed by stairs leading up from the patio.

These adobe patio groups were distinct from the South Group and never
incorporated masonry structures. While the South Group was aggressively
developed with masonry architecture during the reign of the founder’s son,
the adobe patio groups outside it were maintained, and structures were
added over time. These groups were probably the residential areas for the
extended household of the ruler and his close court officials (Traxler 2001;
Sharer, Traxler, et al. 1999; Traxler n.d.).

Special Adobe Structures

Many structures which comprise these patio groups are interpreted to be
predominantly residential, although various activities, including adminis-
trative tasks and ceremonial events, are assumed to have unfolded there.
While the majority of structures had no evidence of ceremonial activities
associated with them, there were specialized ceremonial facilities within
these patio groups. Within the South Group a sequence of adobe platforms
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on the north side of the patio (Sharer, Fash, et al. 1999) began with a 1 m
high construction, Structure Uranio (Figure 2.2), which covered a burial in
seated position with jade-inlaid teeth. This structure was encased by the
construction of a higher, two-terraced platform, Structure Cobalto, which
was surrounded with ritual deposits of carbon, shattered jade, and carved
jade objects, indicating it was a more specialized, ceremonial facility.

A monumental three-terraced adobe platform, Structure Maravilla, later
covered Cobalto (see Sharer, Traxler, et al. 1999: fig. 1). Preserved evidence
indicated an adobe superstructure stood atop Maravilla, probably once shel-
tered by roofing supported by massive wood corner posts found in situ at
the platform base. On the west side, adobe steps on the terraces gave ac-
cess to the summit of the platform. These stairs in time were augmented
with an outset masonry staircase rising from the formal plaster surface of
the patio group. This three-terraced adobe structure remained in use for
a great length of time, even though the masonry terraces of the expand-
ing early Acropolis surrounded and encroached upon it (Sharer et al. 1994;
Sedat 1997).

A second example of a specialized ceremonial facility lay outside the
South Group, in the Laurel patio group (Figure 2.2). The northern structure
of the patio, Structure Tartan, evolved through time to become a more spe-
cialized facility. It began as a simple adobe building with a whitewashed
interior floor, slightly raised above the patio surface and surrounded by a
skirting floor of coarse plaster. This structure was later renovated, with
a low interior adobe bench added and the patio area covered by a formal
plaster surface. On this plaster patio floor in front of Tartan on the south
side, a series of human profile faces were painted with iconographic details
(Figure 2.3). These faces were uncovered in two areas not far apart and very
close to the foundation line of Tartan. Later renovation of the area covered
the paintings, and another, more elaborate adobe structure stood in this
location.

The structure built covering Tartan, called Structure Negra, had a differ-
ent surface finish than other adobe structures. A small patch of the origi-
nal exterior surface preserved evidence of a whitewash undercoat covered
with a finish of bright red paint. When this structure was terminated, ritual
deposits of ash, broken pottery, and clay left on the patio surface brack-
eted the underlying painted figures. The demolished remains of Structure
Negra covered these layered deposits and spread over an extensive area. The
demolition was capped with the remains of burned posts and roofing, as
well as other remains suggestive of burned textiles. The painted faces, the
ash deposits marking their location, the elaborate surface finish of Negra,
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a b

FIGURE 2.3. Anthropomorphic faces painted on plaster patio surface in front of Struc-
ture Tartan. (a) Single face measures 8 cm in height. (b) Group of three faces measures
12 cm in height. (Feature excavation and field drawing by Charles Golden)

and its dramatic termination all seem to indicate this location was the site
of ritual activities in the Northeast Group.

The Royal Palace Compound

The South Group, with its mixed architectural styles and construction
media, does not fit the traditional Classic Maya architectural pattern of
a palace compound. However, based on the evidence that indicates it in-
cluded the likely residence of the dynastic founder, the varied facilities
within its perimeter walls, and its subsequent transformation into the ini-
tial stages of a monumental Acropolis during the reign of the founder’s
son, Ruler 2, it is proposed that the South Group be considered a royal
palace compound. The northeast adobe patio groups combine with the
South Group to form a more extensive palace compound providing residen-
tial facilities and ritual spaces for activities integral to court life.

Diverse Architectural Traditions

The Acropolis excavations suggest the majority of elite architecture from
the first centuries of the Early Classic in the Copan Valley relates strongly
to the earthen architecture of the Maya Highlands and other Southeast Re-
gion sites. This tradition derives from the Late Preclassic elite and monu-
mental architecture documented at highland sites, including Kaminal-
juyu (Kidder, Jennings, and Shook 1946; Cheek 1977) and El Port6n (Sharer
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and Sedat 1987), as well as Chalchuapa (Sharer 1978) and Yarumela (Dixon
et al. 1994) in the Southeast Region. Numerous adobe structures at these
sites resemble those at Copan in their general construction and form. The
techniques used to finish structure surfaces, however, differ significantly.
Earthen structures at these other sites typically were finished using a thick
layer of clay and crushed talpetate (consolidated volcanic ash) as the final
protective surface.

While adobe structures underlie most Acropolis construction loci, there
is one important exception to this pattern. That exception is north of the
patio groups discussed up to this point and lies beneath the area of Late
Classic Structure 10L-26 (Figure 2.2). The stratigraphic sequence in this
area, here referred to as the North Group, began with leveling fill and subse-
quent construction of a masonry structure known as Yax (Williamson 1996;
Fash 1998; Sharer, Fash, et al. 1999). Little of Structure Yax remains, but this
masonry structure stood surrounded by a skirting floor of coarse plaster. It
is not known exactly when Yax was built or how long it was used, but it was
replaced by Structure Motmot (see Sharer, Traxler, et al. 1999: fig. 1), built
directly over its location probably in A.D. 435. Motmot was built in lowland
Maya architectural style with elaborately modeled stucco decoration and
outset panels. Patolli boards were found both on the summit and to the east
of the structure, suggesting that ritual activities took place there.

The construction date of Motmot is derived from an inscribed stone
marker set in the plaza floor in front of the structure. Current interpreta-
tion of the marker text (Fash 1998; Schele, Fahsen, and Grube 1994) suggests
Motmot was the ceremonial facility built for the events related to the com-
pletion of the gth Bak’tun of the Long Count cycle on 9.0.0.0.0 (A.D. 435)
mentioned in the text and celebrated during the reign of K’inich Yax K’'uk’
Mo’. The plaza floor establishes the contemporaneity of Motmot and Ball-
court I (Williamson 1996; Stromsvik 1952) and provides a crucial temporal
anchor to the Acropolis stratigraphy.

In contrast to Yax and Motmot, the first preserved masonry structure
of the South Group, Hunal, was built in central Mexican style with a low
substructure with a talud-tablero profile. The talud-tablero design with its
sloped terrace base below a framed panel was in vogue at both highland and
lowland sites during the Early Classic. At Kaminaljuyu earthen architec-
ture built in talud-tablero style frequently incorporated stone to stabilize
these complex facades. As already mentioned, Hunal was probably the resi-
dence of the founder who, according to the inscriptions, came from some-
where other than the Copan Valley. The fact that at Copan the construction
methods used for Hunal relied on cut-stone masonry with a lime plaster
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finish rather than earth and stone with a clay-talpetate finish may indicate
K’inich Yax K’uk’ Mo’ had closer ties with the Maya lowlands than with
the highlands. There seems to be a dramatic surge in masonry construc-
tion at Copan after ca. A.D. 440, and the puddled adobe tradition for elite
construction at the center begins to wane during the Early Classic with the
influx of these foreign masonry architectural styles.

Adobe Architecture and the Great Plaza

With the documentation of puddled adobe architecture in Acropolis exca-
vations (see Sharer, Traxler, et al. 1999), other evidence of this construction
tradition was sought in the data from previous research programs. The ex-
cavations carried out by Charles Cheek as part of the PAC (Baudez 1983;
Cheek 1983) revealed the early stages of masonry construction in the evo-
lution of the Great Plaza (Cheek 1983, 1986; Cheek and Spink 1986). A close
review of the report and section drawings from this important work reveals
evidence in several areas for puddled adobe structures beneath the masonry
Plaza architecture.

Over the course of two field seasons, Cheek opened some four hundred
excavation units over the entire expanse of the Great Plaza. This energetic
program sought to establish the architectural development of the Plaza and
to link its stratigraphy with the sequences of Acropolis Structures 10L-11
and 10L-26, known at that time from the tunnels previously excavated by
the Carnegie Institution of Washington. In addition to the plaza excava-
tions, Cheek supervised the investigation of Structure 10L-4 in the central
area of the Plaza (Cheek and Milla Villeda 1983) and Structure 10L-2 at its
northern limit (Cheek and Kennedy Embree 1983).

In the Great Plaza, Cheek characterized the initial level of the northern
sector as fill of an extensive leveling construction contemporary with the
initial masonry structures of the Plaza’s southern sector. In his summary of
the early sequence of Plaza construction, Cheek noted that 10L-4-4th was
the initial structure of the northern sector of the Plaza (Cheek 1983: 202).

Beneath Structure 10L-2 (Figure 2.4), Cheek and Kennedy identified the
vestiges of a structure based on the limits of a flat stone pavement and a
series of post holes within a volume of fill (Cheek and Kennedy Embree
1983: fig. F-6). They interpreted this volume of fill (Layer 10e) as the core
of a masonry structure, Structure 1oL-2-3rd, which had been largely de-
stroyed. They reasoned that the post features (Features 35, 36 and 37) re-
sulted from fill-retaining techniques used during the original construction
(Cheek and Kennedy Embree 1983: 105). It now seems more likely that
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FIGURE 2.4. Section drawing of Structure 10L-2. Gray area indicates possible extent
of initial adobe structure in this location, Structure 1oL-2-3rd, based on fill layer 10e.
(Redrawn from Cheek and Kennedy Embree 1983: Figure F-6)

the fill and the post features are the remains of an earthen substructure
with posts that supported a perishable roofing of some design. This roofing
would be similar in concept to that proposed for Structure Maravilla be-
neath the Acropolis, which had preserved remains of sizable wood corner
posts (Sharer et al. 1994; Sedat 1997). The stone pavement was probably not
contemporary with the construction of this adobe structure and perhaps
was added later, following a pattern documented for other adobe structures
beneath the Acropolis.

The fill of the earthen Structure 10L-2-3rd was the same as that used
to level the Plaza in this area. It contained sherds of Bijac and early Acbi
ceramic phases (dated to ca. A.D. 200-400 and ca. A.D. 400-600, respec-
tively), as well as the Preclassic Uir phase. (In excavations beneath Struc-
ture 1oL-26, this same type of leveling fill is documented underlying Struc-
ture Yax, which began the sequence of architecture preserved in the North
Group.) There is no preserved facade of Structure 1oL-2-3rd, but the fill in-
dicates it measured at least 2.1 m high. It seems likely that Features 35,
36, and 37 are the remains of postholes within the mass of this structure
(Cheek and Kennedy Embree 1983: fig. F-6). They were recorded as burned
clay features, from which an archaecomagnetic date was reported of A.D. 575
+ 17 (Cheek and Kennedy Embree 1983: 108). This date, however, probably
relates to the burning and demolition of the earthen structure at the time
it was replaced with a masonry version, Structure 1oL-2-2nd.

Elsewhere in the Plaza, Structure 1oL-sub-1 was located beneath the cen-
tral sector (see Cheek 1983: fig. C-6) and was constructed facing north, ori-
ented, it would now seem likely, facing Structure 1oL-2-3rd. The remnants
of its northern facade are detected as the vertical profile of fill Layer 4 in
the section drawing (Cheek 1983: fig. C-14d). Cheek referred to this fill as
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the probable remains of a destroyed structure, but it is likely to be the
actual structure facade. It seems possible, based on the fill descriptions and
ceramic associations, that Structure roL-sub-1 was contemporary with or
even predated Structure roL-sub-2, located to the southwest (Cheek 1983:
fig. C-6), which Cheek considered to be the earliest structure of the Great
Plaza, and that both predate the construction of Ballcourt I in the North
Group.

Associated with Structure 1oL-sub-1 were two caches of Bijac phase
ceramics, including mammiform tetrapods and a cache vessel with an
appliqué face similar to vessels from Kaminaljuyu of this time (Kidder,
Jennings, and Shook 1946). Also associated with the structure on its eastern
side was a cache of obsidian blade fragments found between two posthole
features, one of which would have been near the corner of the structure.
Other posthole features are suggested by the southern edge of the frontal
platform and its plastered surface, both of which were added later to the
north side of the structure.

The fills of these plaza structures are similar to those of the adobe struc-
tures beneath the Acropolis. The rather homogenous clay fills contained
few artifact inclusions, showing little or no use of construction stone, and
preserved evidence of wooden posts and corner posts used to support roof-
ing. The plaza and patio surfaces surrounding them varied. These struc-
tures tend to underlie later phase structures, meaning there was in the
Plaza, as elsewhere, continuity in locations for buildings over long spans
of time.

It is clear that the Great Plaza was an extensive area with formal limits
marked by adobe architecture from the beginning of its sequence. The
northern, southern, and southwestern limits of the Plaza hold evidence
of structures contemporary with the leveling of these plaza sectors. The
stratigraphy of the southern sector ties directly into the stratigraphy of
Structure 10L-26 and its associated hieroglyphic dates. These connections
suggest the entire polity center was reconfigured in the early fifth cen-
tury A.D.

Recent test excavations directed by Fash (personal communication,
1998) on the summit of Platform 10L-1 at the northwest corner of the Great
Plaza revealed Bijac fills beneath the Late Classic masonry architecture of
the platform surface. Fash has suggested, based on the ceramic lots and the
general layout of the platform, that this complex predates the dynastic era.
Based on the observations presented in this chapter, it seems possible that
the Platform 10L-1 complex was built initially as an adobe facility rather
than a masonry one.
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Future excavations may confirm the predynastic dating of the Platform
10L-1, and it is possible that Structure 1oL-sub-1 and its Bijac cache deposits
date to the predynastic time as well. If further synthesis of the recent exca-
vation data supports the theory that K’inich Yax K'uk’ Mo’ redesigned the
polity center around A.D. 427, then discussion can continue to explore the
motivation to relocate his royal center to the south of this complex (Sharer
1996; Traxler 2001). It is clear that the South Group was constructed away
from the Platform 1oL-1 complex and that this change left the complex
standing at the northern limit of the polity center.

Early Acropolis Courtyard Groups and the
Expanding Palace Compound

The adobe patio groups beneath the Acropolis grew through time but ulti-
mately were replaced by masonry architecture. The transition from adobe
architecture to masonry began early in the South Group. There the con-
struction of Hunal began a long sequence of masonry buildings, and the
entire group was transformed into the masonry Acropolis within the span
of about twenty years (Sedat 1996; Sharer, Traxler, et al. 1999). The patio
structures of the Northeast Group remained in use alongside the Acropolis
for some time, with renovations and new structures added. Based on archi-
tectural links to the North Group sequence late in the reign of Ruler 2 (ca.
A.D. 470) and completed by the reign of the fourth ruler, Cu-Ix (ca. A.D. 480),
these adobe patios were rebuilt as masonry courtyard groups on masonry
platforms which extend the terraces of the Acropolis (Figure 2.5). These
new courtyard groups fit a traditional conception of lowland Maya palace
compounds (Traxler 1996, n.d.).

In the Northeast Group the two highest adobe buildings, Structures
Cominos and Curry, were kept open for some period of time after their sub-
structures and all of Structure Laurel to the west were buried by a high
masonry platform extending out from a preexisting terrace of the Acropo-
lis. In a tunnel operation exposing the south side of Cominos, the ballast of
the plaster floor of the engulfing platform is seen abutting the adobe build-
ing exterior (Figure 2.6). How long these earthen buildings were used after
their substructures were buried is difficult to quantify, but they were ulti-
mately demolished and replaced by masonry substructures and buildings
positioned directly over them (Figure 2.5, center). The fact that the earthen
buildings were maintained for a period of time on the masonry platform,
then replaced with masonry buildings directly over them, suggests a con-
tinuation of similar activities in this group as it changed from an earthen
to a masonry facility.
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FIGURE 2.5. Evolution of architecture in Northeast Group from (top) initial adobe
structures around patios with varied surfaces to (center) initial masonry structures

atop masonry terrace and (bottom) additional masonry structures enclosing plas-
tered courtyards. (Plans by author)
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FIGURE 2.6. South facade of Structure Cominos exposed in tunnel excavation. Sub-
flooring of masonry terrace is shown abutting the adobe structure. (Photo by author)

The large multiroom buildings, Structures Loro and Perico, were the
initial constructions of the masonry group. The initial masonry platform
was later expanded, and several buildings were added (Figure 2.5, bottom).
The masonry buildings defined a series of courtyards arranged east to west,
using the northern upper terrace of the Acropolis as their southern bound-
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ary. The buildings stood upon low substructures with broad steps across
their long facades. The wide interior spaces of these buildings and their
rather narrow walls suggest that they probably were not vaulted but likely
had plastered, timber roofs behind masonry facades. The exception to this
was the northern structure of the central courtyard, Perico, which had
thicker walls and more narrow rooms, indicating it was probably vaulted.
This building also was more elaborately decorated with modeled and
painted stucco than the other courtyard structures.

Each building had multiple entryways from the courtyard to the outer
rooms. The wide exterior doorways let in light and allowed residents to pur-
sue activities both inside and out. The courtyards could easily have been
used for domestic activities as an extension of the residence. The open char-
acter of the outer rooms with their multiple doorways contrasts with the re-
stricted access for the interior rooms. No direct passage was possible from
one side of a building to the other, and many interior doorways had cord-
holders on either side that allowed curtains or other types of screening to
close off parts of a building. These interior rooms were quite large. The
central room of Structure Pato measured 5.5 m across and 1§ m long, with
only one known doorway allowing access to it. These architectural spaces
would accommodate large numbers of people at any given time, with the
innermost rooms maintaining restricted access.

These courtyard groups had close access to the river, which was impor-
tant for a variety of reasons—from concerns of domestic life to concerns of
transportation and communication. Their prominent location would allow
observation of river traffic for political and economic ends. The area of shel-
tered space in these courtyard groups is significant. Some of this space
could have served as storage, allowing the ruler and nobility to directly
manage some polity resources. In sum, the architectural plan and features
suggest a variety of possible activities and interests served by these struc-
tures. Several characteristics of residences are present, and their scale sug-
gests they could accommodate many people either as residents or visitors.

These masonry court buildings were renovated and expanded over time,
and eventually the courtyards were almost completely enclosed, restrict-
ing access from the outside. These courtyard groups are interpreted as the
palace compound of the ruler’s extended family and court. This interpre-
tation is based on several lines of information. The groups are residential
in character yet include a more specialized masonry building on the north-
ern side of the central courtyard. The large east and west structures seem
to combine residential, administrative, and storage facilities. One struc-
ture preserved the remains of an interior hieroglyphic mural, and all had
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elaborate iconographic decoration in modeled and painted stucco on the ex-
terior facades. Most importantly, their spatial context—being located adja-
cent and connected to the elevated Acropolis and serving as an intermedi-
ate connection between it and the North Group—sets them apart from
all other residential groups at the time. The pattern of large east and west
structures with a higher north structure is an enduring pattern for the royal
palace compounds of Early Classic Copan.

The masonry palace compound as a unit is even more spatially dis-
tinct than its adobe predecessor. It stood on an elevated zone between the
highest summit area of the early Acropolis (Sedat 1996; Sharer, Traxler,
et al. 1999) and the North Group with the Ballcourt (Stromsvik 1952; Fash
1991; Williamson 1996; Fash 1998). Terraces and anciently destroyed stair-
ways would have clearly defined its limits and the communication between
these areas. While the compound did change through time, its organization
in courtyard-focused groups remained constant, with the pattern of large
structures on the east and west sides of the main courtyard and a taller
structure on the north.

Expanding Royal Compound

The additions and renovations to the courtyard structures eventually ex-
hausted the available space, and at some point, probably during the reign
of the fifth or sixth ruler, the initial courtyard groups were demolished and
covered over with new platform construction. The courtyard groups were
rebuilt at the same level but further to the north, at the base of the platform
named Purple (Figure 2.7). The new construction followed the pattern of
the previous groups. The building on the west side of the main courtyard,
Structure Aguila, was a new version of the large multiroom structure with
its long parallel rooms and transverse end rooms (Miller and Morales 1997;
Sharer, Miller, and Traxler 1992). This building defined two courts, one to
the west which included structures built against the eastern terraces of the
North Group, and a court to the east which unfortunately was greatly de-
stroyed by modern river erosion. The northern building of the main court
sat on the highest substructure, following the pattern seen in the previous
courtyard and patio groups.

Recent investigations indicate that instead of an absolute displacement
of the courtyards to the north, as reported previously (Sharer, Miller, and
Traxler 1992; Traxler 1996), the compound in fact expanded, integrating
a new courtyard defined on the surface of Platform Purple (covering the
initial masonry courts) with the courtyard groups at the base of the plat-
form’s north side defined previously (Sharer, Traxler, et al. 1999; Miller and
Morales 1997; Traxler n.d.).
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FIGURE 2.7. Later masonry courtyard architecture of Northeast Group. Platform
Purple covered courtyard group shown in Figure 2.5c. (Plan by author)

The substructure called Structure Tan preserved evidence of multiple
buildings upon it, indicated by short wall stubs, plaster scars, and painted
red lines that were used as construction guides. Previous reports discuss
Tan as an isolated structure facing north, with little other evidence of struc-
tures on the surface of Purple. However, evidence of another substructure
and associated building forming the west side of a large courtyard with Tan
has recently been documented. Remains of buildings on both of these low
substructures are similar to earlier residential facilities, although Tan had
at least one cache of charcoal and shattered jade pieces placed within it.
Later construction on the northern limit of Platform Purple integrated the
large courtyard on its surface with the courtyards below by way of a broad
staircase.

By A.D. 500 the palace compound had expanded horizontally, covering
more area, as well as vertically, integrating two levels of monumental resi-
dential construction and associated structures. One could conclude from
the dating of the stratigraphy and the dramatic expansion of these groups
from one architectural phase to the next that the growth of the palace
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facilities supporting the royal court was rapid. Certainly by the reign of
the fifth and sixth rulers of the Copan dynasty, the royal palace compound
was extensive in area and complex in its range of facilities and their spatial
integration.

Summary and Closing Thoughts

The earliest structures in almost all areas of the Copan Acropolis were built
using puddled adobe construction. This tradition resembles and likely de-
rives from Preclassic architecture of the Maya Highlands and the Southeast
Region. This cultural affiliation, expressed also in ceramics and other ma-
terial culture, suggests that the people of Proto Classic and Early Classic
Copan were more closely connected with highland Maya peoples than the
lowland Maya of the Peten. The arrival of K’inich Yax K’'uk’ Mo’ and the
founding of the Classic era dynasty of Copan in A.D. 426 represents a shift
in cultural affiliation of the highest elite and coincides with the construc-
tion of masonry architecture in foreign styles as well as a reconfiguration
of the polity center.

The South Group was part of the new configuration. It incorporated
adobe and masonry architecture within a restricted group defined by
perimeter walls. This group included structures that likely were the resi-
dence of K’inich Yax K’uk’ Mo’ and his royal household. Alongside this
royal group stood the other patio groups of adobe architecture that were
probably the residential facilities for the extended royal household and
court. Together, these groups represent the earliest royal palace compound
known at Copan. To the north of this compound stood the ceremonial
facility and ballcourt referred to in this discussion as the North Group.
At present this is the only known group of the early Acropolis that was
initiated with masonry construction. Its focal structure, Yax, may have
been built for ceremonies related to the dynastic founding and its succes-
sor, Motmot, for ceremonies related to the completion of the gth Bak’tun
in A.D. 435.

Beyond the South and North Groups, the Great Plaza extended farther
northward. It was defined by architecture on all sides from its initial phase,
including adobe construction underlying Structure 1oL-2 and elsewhere
(Traxler n.d.). At the northwest corner of the Great Plaza stands Platform
10L-1, which Fash has suggested may preserve an earlier predynastic royal
complex. The complex may have been constructed initially of adobe archi-
tecture, given the cultural affiliations between Copan and the Maya High-
lands during predynastic times.
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Recognized first in the sealed strata of the Acropolis, puddled adobe
architecture is now recognized elsewhere in the Copan Valley, including
the Late Preclassic ballcourt at Los Achiotes excavated recently by Canuto
(2002). The long-running discussions (Fash 1983; Webster and Freter 1990;
Fash and Sharer 1991) concerning the relatively few Proto Classic and Early
Classic settlement areas in the Copan Valley should in the future take into
account these recent discoveries. The use of adobe construction for elite
architecture during the Proto and Early Classic periods may be difficult to
detect at sites where mounds have less protection afforded by overlying
masonry architecture than is the case in the polity center.

The South Group was rapidly transformed into the monumental early
Acropolis, alongside which the more open patio groups of adobe con-
tinued. These groups in time were rebuilt as masonry courtyard groups (ca.
A.D. 470-480). They are interpreted as the palace compound of the extended
royal household and court of the later Early Classic rulers. This masonry
palace compound expanded further in time, with its latest version beneath
the Acropolis integrating multiple platform levels.

The South Group and adobe patios formed the earliest identified version
of the royal palace compound. The summit of the expanding early Acropo-
lis and the adjacent courtyard groups formed later sequential versions of
the same facility. Based on a comparison with the early Acropolis archi-
tecture, Group 10L-2, excavated recently by Andrews and his colleagues
(Andrews and Fash 1992; Andrews 1996, n.d.) represents the Late Classic
version of this royal facility. These compounds were essential for the ac-
tivities of the ruler and his court, and for this reason they were replicated
over time, preserving the essential structural components of their design.
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CHAPTER THREE

A Multipurpose Structure
in the Late Classic Palace
at Copan

E. Wyllys Andrews V, Jodi L. Johnson, William F.
Doonan, Gloria E. Everson, Kathryn E. Sampeck,
and Harold E. Starratt

Behind a facade of shared symbolic culture at lowland Maya sites lies a con-
founding variety of royal and elite architectural remains. This diversity of
building forms and arrangements must reflect different patterns of royal
behavior. Architectural and spatial contrasts among Maya sites may, there-
fore, help us to understand how social, political, and religious organization
varied from one Maya site to another. Some differences may derive from
age, geographic location, and size, but contemporary sites of roughly simi-
lar size in one area often exhibit strikingly dissimilar groups of important
buildings and plazas. Recording the forms and interpreting the functions of
such royal constructions is the first step in understanding the organization
and activities of the group that lived in them.

The focus of this chapter is a linked set of Maya buildings near the house
of the last ruler in the Copan dynasty. Although hieroglyphic inscriptions
do not tell us what this complex was or who built it, the buildings and
spaces that surround Structure 10L-41 help us to infer its context and how
it may have served the royal Copan Maya.

Just south of the Acropolis at the Classic Maya site of Copan lies a
complex of Late Classic structures arranged around several courtyards
(Figure 3.1). Many of the buildings are large and vaulted, with sculpted fig-
ures and motifs on their upper facades. Group 10L-2, known locally as El
Cementerio, lies in full view from the south edge of the Acropolis. Three
adjacent courtyards and a few other large buildings today form this group
(Figure 3.2), but the Copan River, which undercut and washed away the
east side of the Acropolis, probably also carried away part of Group 10L-2.
Symmetry suggests that one or two courtyards on its east side were lost to
the river.

From 1990 through 1994, Tulane University excavated all of the struc-
tures around Courtyards A and B, including about fifteen major buildings
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FIGURE 3.1. The Acropolis, Great Plaza, and Group 10L-2 (south) at Copan. This
map is taken from the 1983 map of the site as published in Fash 1991, Figure 8,
courtesy of William L. Fash. It does not reflect changes resulting from more recent
investigations.
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FIGURE 3.2. Group 10L-2, Copan. This map is based on the Tulane University exca-
vations of 1990-1994.

and their supporting platforms, roughly an equal number of smaller build-
ings (Andrews and Fash 1992; Doonan 1996), and also an area west of Court-
yard A that contained several platforms, originally occupied by noble fami-
lies but later apparently used as a work area (Starratt 2001).! Nearly all the
large structures contained the remains of earlier buildings and platforms,
and after recording the latest construction stage, we exposed as much of
the interior constructions as was necessary to determine the form of the
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earlier buildings inside, or as much as was possible without removing the
remains of the final construction phase.

Carved monuments from excavations in Group 1oL-2 bear the name Yax
Pasaj, the sixteenth and final ruler in the dynasty started by K’inich Yax
K’uk’ Mo’ early in the fifth century A.D. (Fash 1991: 80-81). One of these,
Altar F’, originally sat on the bench in the central room of Structure 10L-32,
the most prominent building in the group, at the south end of Courtyard A.
Structure 10L-32 was probably Yax Pasaj’s house. Another altar was asso-
ciated with Structure 1oL-30, next to 10L-32. It commemorates A.D. 783,
the end of Yax Pasaj’s first k’atun in office. These two structures were built
about the same time, shortly after Yax Pasaj came to power in 763. They are
his two largest residential structures, although they are far smaller than the
public and ritual buildings he commissioned on the Acropolis. The king’s
few monuments in Group 1oL-2 are also less impressive, designed more for
a small audience than were his monuments on the Acropolis.

The residence of Yax Pasaj contains structures of many shapes and sizes,
and we believe they served different purposes. Many were lived in, but
some were not. Yax Pasaj’s house consisted of one large central building
with a full-breadth stairway that narrows to steps of massive blocks leading
to a wide doorway. A huge bench with side screens and two free-standing
inscribed altars dominated this room, where he probably received visitors.
This building was flanked by two smaller, slightly lower, and more private
ones, where the ruler and members of his family may have slept. Figures
of the ruler as a young man adorn the upper facades. Inside 10L-32 are the
remains of an earlier vaulted building with an elaborately sculpted facade
and a large, looted tomb that probably contained Yax Pasaj’s father, who is
not mentioned in the known Copan inscriptions. A still earlier platform
was encountered inside this one, but little is known about the building that
stood on it. It did not contain a big tomb.

Structure 10L-30, Yax Pasaj’s second structure in Courtyard A, also had
a stair nearly as broad as the two-tiered platform. The central steps of this
stairway consisted of huge blocks similar to those used in the upper stair
of 10L-32. Its summit was large and open and did not support a building; it
was perhaps used for rituals and dances of the lineage or families of Group
10L-2. Inside the latest platform are the remains of a similar precursor, as-
sociated with the same plaster floor as the earliest building inside 10L-32.

In the southeast corner of Courtyard A, between 10L-30 and 10L-32, is
Structure 10L-31, a probable residence. One vaulted room with a full-length
bench is fronted by an antechamber with large side niches. A small un-
vaulted building to the south (1oL-232) was eventually connected to 10L-
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31 by an open-fronted vaulted room with a huge niche in the middle of its
rear wall.

Structure 10L-33, on the west side of Courtyard A, also contained a
full-length bench in a single vaulted room, here with three niches above
the bench. Its upper facade bore founder’s glyphs (T600) with goggle-eyes,
closely associated with Yax K'uk’ Mo’, the founder of the dynasty. The
facade was surmounted by a two-part beveled cornice. An L-shaped addi-
tion of two or three rooms to the south of 10L-33 also bore founder’s glyphs.
Attached to the north end of 10L-33 was then built, in two stages, a long
stepped platform with a broad stair and a large upper surface, probably for
public rituals and dances.

At the north end of Courtyard A, on a broad, 4 m high terrace project-
ing south from the base of the Acropolis, is a large L-shaped building that
bore extensive sculptural decoration on all sides. The main motif on Struc-
ture 10L-29, repeated about ten times on the upper facade, is a rectangular
panel with stylized serpent heads protruding from the four corners, similar
to what have been called “ancestor cartouches” at Palenque and Yaxchilan,
although the panels on 10L-29 do not contain human figures. Below each
panel were the head, shoulders, and arms of a man. The figures have super-
natural attributes, including a forehead with three deep wrinkles, a prog-
nathic lower face, and large ears. These features suggest the monkey-men
gods on the Reviewing Stand of 10L-11 in the West Court and, more gener-
ally, the monkey-faced patron of scribes at Copan and other sites. Structure
10L-29 contained no benches but instead eight or nine large wall niches for
offerings. We interpret this unusual building as an ancestral shrine, or way-
bil (Freidel, Schele, and Parker 1993: 189-190), and the deities as patrons of
the ancestors of the group that built this temple.

Of the seven major constructions on or just above Courtyard A, then,
four appear to have been houses of an important family that claimed a re-
lationship to the founder of the dynasty and that produced the last king in
the Copan dynasty. Two were high, flat-topped platforms for rituals, and the
last was probably a shrine to the ancestors and their supernatural patrons.

Courtyard B, which we investigated next, was accessible only through a
passage at its northeast corner, near the southwest corner of Courtyard A.
Its smaller buildings suggested to us that more of Courtyard B might have
been devoted to domestic use than of Courtyard A, much of which was con-
structed for ritual and display that unfolded in front of Yax Pasaj’s house.

After excavating them, we judged the structures along the north, west,
and south sides of Courtyard B to have been domestic. These showed,
however, great variation in size and architectural quality, ranging from a
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vaulted room with excellently squared and finished masonry at the cen-
ter of Structure 10L-44, on the west, to tiny subdivided rooms of rougher
stonework and perishable materials in 10L-86, at the southwest corner of
the courtyard.

The great differences among excavated houses were an important find-
ing of our project, documenting a considerable range of wealth and status
among members of this group, differences that were maintained through
time and successive building phases.

Midway through the Late Classic period, a small shrine with two rooms
but no benches and no sculpture (Structure 10L-43) was built at the center
of the north end of Courtyard B, adding a clearly nondomestic structure to
the courtyard.

Structure 10L-41, Courtyard B

The focus of the remainder of this chapter is Structure 10L-41, which
runs the full length of the east side of Courtyard B (Doonan, Everson, and
Sampeck 1993; Hohmann and Vogrin 1982: 57-58, figs. 229-242; Johnson
1993). Its length, well-shaped facing stones, and multiple rooms suggest
that it might have been what archaeologists sometimes call “palaces” —
large, multiroom buildings on relatively low platforms lived in by royalty
but used also for administration and ritual. It is far from clear, however,
what the purpose of 10L-41 was. We cannot be sure how most of it was used
or that most of it was domestic. Although individuals did live in at least
one building that formed part of 10L-41, the other three are different from
structures at Copan that are thought to be domestic. These usually con-
tain one bench that covers much of the floor and one door that opens onto
the bench. Because most of its exterior and large parts of its interior were
partially cleared by the Peabody Museum in 1892 and 1893 (Shorkley 1892~
1893), no undisturbed trash deposits remained near it when we returned to
it in 1993 to tell us what activities went on inside the rooms or on the ter-
race outside. In the absence of such middens, we must use the architecture
itself and any caches, burials, or accidental deposits inside the structure to
infer function.

The platform, just over 1 m high and 34 m long, supports four vaulted
buildings that differ from each other in their internal arrangements, if not
so much in their external size and shape (Figures 3.3, 3.5, 3.7). All went
through two or three episodes of enlargement. The northern building is the
smallest and the latest, separated from the next by a passage. The south-
ern three started as separate structures but grew closer together, forming a
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nearly continuous facade on a single platform. The platform, bearing a two-
part beveled cornice similar to the superior molding of 10L-33 in Court-
yard A, forms a terrace in front of the four buildings.

The northern building, 10L-41A, was a domestic structure that post-
dated the three buildings to its south. It had a central room with a wide
bench along the entire back wall, a smaller north room with a raised floor
but no bench, and a south room with a low bench covering most of the
room and its own doorway on the south side. In the fill of the center room,
about a meter under the bench surface, was a Sepultura Unslipped cache
pot with appliquéd cacao pods at the front upper corners and a high-relief
human face between them, painted yellow with red eyes. Beside the cache
pot was a small speleothem (a limestone cave formation), and inside it were
two small, ovoid jade plaques, three juvenile Spondylus shells, a piece of
oyster shell, and a piece of fire-cracked chert (Figure 3.4).

Buildings with similar interior arrangements are common at Copan and
are believed to have been sleeping and living quarters. For example, the
internal arrangement of 10L-41A is like that of Structure 10L-44B, across
Courtyard B, although they are reversed. Structure 10L-44B is the central,
and the only vaulted, house on the west side of Courtyard B, where all of
the buildings were domestic. Because 10L-41A also shares specific architec-
tural and masonry features with Yax-Pasaj’s late buildings on Courtyard A,
such as size and quality of facing stones, shape of vault stones, and details
of fill and floor construction, we think it was built early in his reign, about
the same time as his Structures 1oL-30 and 32. Yax Pasaj may have built
this house for one of his relatives.

Structures 10L-41B, 41C, and 41D formed a unit, linked at least in their
final construction phase by one sculptural program (Figure 3.5). They are
also about the same size, but most formal similarities end there.

Structure 10L-41B is one long room with two wide doorways facing the
courtyard. The wide front half of the room is one step above the level of
the terrace outside, and the back half of the room consists of a broad, high
bench running the full length of the rear wall. Two massive piers rise from
the front of the bench along the room centerline, supporting long paral-
lel vaults on each side. This construction is unusual, because two parallel
vaulted spaces would normally have defined two separate rooms, whereas
here the space was designed as one room with a huge bench. The two ex-
terior doorways open onto the two piers, which are blank except for a niche
in the bench face below each. The three wide openings onto the bench be-
tween the piers were therefore partly hidden from observers standing out-
side of the doorways.



FIGURE 3.3. Structure 10L-41, from a photography tower near the center of Courtyard
B. (a) 10L-41A. (b) 10L-41B. (¢) 10L-41C. (d) 10L-41D. Structure 10L-4TA-1st (construc-
tion phase V)is shown in May 1994, after consolidation of the existing masonry. The
views of 10L-41B, C, and D (all construction phase III) date to March 1993, after the
final construction phase of each structure had been cleared.
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Structure 10L-41C, the central building of the original three, is a large
room with an off-center doorway facing the steps leading up from the court-
yard. A rear doorway leads to a narrow stair up the back of the platform.
The south interior end-wall has a niche, with a low rise in floor level in
front of it. This niche and the space in front of it were likely the focus of
activities in 1o0L-41C. A low step is set against the north inside wall. This
room could have held many individuals, and the rear door shows that pas-
sage was intended through the room and out the back.

Structure 10L-41D, built at the same time as 41C, is unlike its compan-
ions. Two doorways facing the courtyard step up to a narrow interior space
with a second, lower step up after one enters the room. A huge central
bench is flanked by two side chambers with niches. Structure 10L-41D is
therefore similar to the larger and slightly later 10L-32 on Courtyard A, but
several features distinguish it. The doorways, like those of 10L-41B, open
onto high masonry screen walls. In most domestic rooms at Copan the
doorway opens directly onto the bench. In Structure 10L-41D (as in 41B),
the bench was not visible from outside and the front bench screen walls
coming out from the side screens provided additional privacy, as did a short
dividing wall on the south side of the bench. Two round pedestals, prob-
ably for stone incense burners, had fallen off the platform and lay on the
courtyard floor, indicating that rituals took place in front of 10L-41C and
41D. Of the three buildings, however, 41D looks most like elite domestic
structures at Copan.

Of the four buildings in a line, Structures 10L-41B and 41C, then, seem
the most different from buildings thought to be Late Classic Copan high-
status residences. Structure 1oL-41B, however, contained three child buri-
als that dated to the final and the penultimate construction phases. These
would normally be interpreted as indicating occupation by families. On the
surface of the 10L-41B bench lay the only in situ refuse in Structure 10L-
41: four small Late Classic ceramic cups, three manos, and a metate frag-
ment. Two of the cups were smashed, and at least one of the manos was
driven into the plaster surface of the bench when the wall and vaults col-
lapsed. These items indicate domestic use of 41B just before the building
fell, but whether these final inhabitants were the same as those who used
this structure throughout the Late Classic period is not known.

FIGURE 3.4. Structure 10L-41A, Cache 1, placed in the fill of 10L-41A-1st, 2 meter
under the surface of the bench along the back wall of the central room (construction
phase V). The vessel has appliqué cacao pods and a human face painted yellow with
red eyes. Beside it rested a small limestone cave formation. (a) Sepultura Unslipped
cache pot. (b) Diagram of the offerings inside the cache pot. (1) Jades. (2) Spondylus
shells. (3) Oyster shells. (4) Fire-blackened chert.
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The remains of earlier constructions are buried under each building of
10L-41. The first platforms and superstructures were probably erected not
long after A.D. 650, and the entire complex (except 10L-41A) was rebuilt
two times before Yax-Pasaj’s reign began in A.D. 763. At each rebuilding, it
appears that the original internal arrangements of two or three structures
were at least partially recreated (Figure 3.5).

The two earlier constructions that are partially preserved inside 10L-
41B-1st show similarities to the final building, although only a few traces of
10L-41B-3rd and -2nd remained intact in the later fill. Atop platforms com-
parable to the final one were long buildings, and inside both early buildings,
running north-south, was the face of a bench that appeared to run much
of the length of the building. It divided the room roughly in half, as in the
final construction period. In the second phase (10L-41B-2nd) the bench had
been rebuilt, and parts of both bench facing walls remained. A further simi-
larity of 10L-41B-3rd and -2nd to the final superstructure is that the raised
half of the room, atop the bench, had one or more cross-walls.

Structure 10L-41C-1st, the central structure, contains the remains of one
or two earlier platforms inside it. The walls of the platform preceding the
final structure (10L-41C-2nd) could be traced, but we found no evidence of a
superstructure. Although it seems likely that 41C-2nd did support a build-
ing, we cannot know if its internal configuration was similar to that of its
successor. Inside the north facing wall of 41C-2nd, and roughly parallel to
it, was a crude wall of cobbles. This may be the only remaining facing of
10L-41C-3rd. The line of stones was so rough that we are not certain that
it was a wall, but two lines of evidence suggest that it was. The first is a
thin layer of tuff subfloor ballast in the fill of 41C-2nd, above the highest
course of this possible facing wall. The ballast was probably the remains
of a platform surface for 41C-3rd. The platform fill is also different above
and below the ballast, indicating a different source and a different date. Sec-
ond, we know that 10L-41C-2nd was built after 41B-3rd and 41D-3rd. This
means that if there had been no 41C-3rd, the earliest construction phase
of this three-building complex would have been 41B-3rd and 41D-3rd, with
a large gap between them. The integrity of the complex through time as a
three-building unit makes a two-building initial period unlikely.

FIGURE 3.5. Structure 10L-41, construction phases I-V. (a) Phase I. (b) Phase II. (c)
Phase III. (d) Phase IV. (e) Phase V. Construction phase I probably started Courtyard
B early in the Coner phase, in the first part of the reign of Ruler 12 (Smoke Imix),
which lasted from A.D. 628 to 695. The final enlargement, including only roL-41-1st,
is thought to date to shortly after Yax Pasah, the final ruler in the Copan dynasty,
acceded in A.D. 763.
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FIGURE 3.6. Transverse sections of Structure 1oL-41.

3.6a. Structure 10L-41A, west-east section through the doorway of the central room.
(1) Early flagstone floor of Courtyard B. (2) Level of the final courtyard plaster floor.
(3) Stairway. (4) East edge of the Structure 10L-43 terrace extension. (5) Doorway and
step up to the central room of 10L-41A-1st. (6) Bench in the central room of 10L-41A-
1st. (7) Plaster floor inside 10L-41A-2nd. (8) East (rear) building wall of 10L-41A-1st.
(9) Level of the plaster floor overlying a cobble ballast.

The penultimate building inside 10L-41D-15t was dismantled, and we
learned little about it, but the earliest of the three (10L-41D-3rd) shows
some similarities to the final one, although 41D-3rd was much smaller and
of much rougher masonry. Instead of one large room with a huge, screened
bench and side chambers, 1o0L-41D-3rd contained two small vaulted rooms,
each of which had about a 10 cm step up just inside the door. The C-shape
of the step in the larger north room is similar to that in 41D-1st. The north
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room, which had a small bench at its northeast corner, possibly for ritual
objects, bore zones of red paint on the floor. The rooms of 1o0L-41D-3rd were
too small to live in and must have been used for rituals. This interpreta-
tion reinforces our belief that the final-phase building, because of the high
front- and side-screens on the bench, the hidden bench access, the lateral
chambers with niches, and the pedestals that originally rested on the plat-
form outside, was both a residence and a ritual structure.

Structure 10L-41A, built after A.D. 763 by Yax Pasaj at the north end of
this long structure, had one earlier platform inside it, but 10L-41A-2nd was
also built late in the Courtyard B sequence, after the southern three had
reached their final forms. We know nothing about the building that must
have stood on the earlier platform, but it may have been a domestic struc-
ture, as was its successor, ToL-41A-1st.
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3.6b. Structure 10L-41B, west-east section through the north edge of the north door-
way. (1) Early limestone slab floor of Courtyard B. (2) Two-part beveled cornice of plat-
form. (3) West platform wall of 10L-41B-3rd. (4) West, central, and east superstructure
walls of 10L-41B-1st. (5) Elevation of the north jamb of the north doorway. (6) Ele-
vation of the north side of the niche in the bench face. (7) Lower (front) plaster and
cobble floor of 10L-41B-3rd. (8) Central wall of 10L-41B-3rd. (9) Upper (rear) plaster
floor of 10L-41B-3rd. (10) Terrace on the east side of 10L-41B, C, and D.

Although Structure 1oL-41 was enlarged and its buildings were rebuilt
one or two times, the architects created similar interior arrangements each
time. The continuity in form argues for continuity of function from one
building phase to the next. Structure 10L-41 is therefore not a chance as-
sortment of superstructures or even a group of slightly different domestic
units, but rather a planned set of at least three contiguous buildings that
formed a coherent complex of different floor plans, maintained through
time.

Three platforms at least a meter high (Structures 10L-241, 242, and 243)
were constructed behind 10L-41 and were eventually joined to it by a low
terrace that runs along its east side (Starratt 1994). Excavations in 1893
(Shorkley 1892-1893) removed their fill, leaving the remaining exterior wall
faces to collapse. We know nothing about their interiors or the buildings
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atop them. The facing walls are of well-dressed, squared stones, like those
of the final phase of 10L-41 itself, with which they were apparently contem-
porary. One of the platforms (10L-241), however, contains an earlier wall of
squared facing stones inside it, parallel to 1oL-41. This wall shows that at
least one of the platforms, and perhaps all three, contained more than one
construction phase. We have no evidence here of the rough facing stones
used in the earliest phases of 10L-41, however, and therefore have no indi-
cation that early versions of these platforms go back as far in time as 10L-41
itself.

Structures 10L-241, 242, and 243 must have supported unvaulted build-
ings used by individuals who had regular access to 10L-41 and Courtyard B.
The occupants may have been relatives of the owners or primary users of
10L-41, lesser officials, temporary occupants, or servants.

Much of the recovered sculpture of 10L-41, unearthed and removed from
the building a century earlier, was found in piles nearby. The hypotheti-
cal reconstruction (Figure 3.7) and analysis of the sculpted facade by Jodi L.
Johnson (1993; personal communication, 2000) therefore relies heavily on
the positions of the relatively few stones found in 1993 inside the rooms
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3.6¢. Structure 10L-41C, oblique west-east section through west and east doorways,
showing the north jamb of each doorway in elevation. (1) Plaster floor of the court-
yard with the earlier flagstone floor below it. (2) Western stairway of three risers,
with one step remaining in place at its base. (3) Exterior facing of the east side of 10L-
41C-18t platform, with the east stairway built against it. (4) Ballast of what was prob-
ably the floor of 10L-41C-3rd. (5) Early Classic cobble wall, the lowest and earliest
structure encountered beneath Structure 10L-41.

where they originally fell. The 1892-1893 piles of sculpture did provide a
clue to the distribution of the sculpture motifs, however, as we will ar-
gue below.

Sculpture was probably limited to the facades of the three southern
superstructures, as no sculpture was found in the masonry fall of 10L-
41A. This house, with its own stairway, was built after the southern three
buildings, and its platform lacked the beveled cornice of 41B, 41C, and
41D. Unlike the southern three, it was a residence without other apparent
functions.
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Four motifs—roof ornaments, cauac assemblages (stone), Ik niches, and
little human heads—were found in the collapsed walls and vaults of 10L-
41C and 41D. The roof ornaments, of which seven are known from our exca-
vations and from the early piles, show flowering vegetation, perhaps maize
sprouts. The largest and most common motif, consisting of cauac assem-
blages with stepped borders, may have hung from the cornice of 10L-41C
and 41D. Thirteen Ik-shaped niches, possibly with the small human heads
at their base, may have been placed in the lower facade. No fragment of
these motifs was found in the wall fall of 10L-41B.

The three other motifs known from 10L-41 included Venus glyphs,
skybands (crossed bands), and Tlalocs, which are goggle-eyes bordered by
little scrolls (ch’ok, or sprout). Unlike those of Structure 1oL-33, these
goggle-eyes are not accompanied by the founder’s glyph associated with the
founder of the Copan dynasty.



88 E. WYLLYS ANDREWS V ET AL.

3.6d. Structure 10L-41D, west-east section, showing the north wall of the east (cen-
tral) room of 10L-41D-1st in elevation. The east and west walls and the bench of the
north room of 10L-41D-3rd are shown, as well as the west face of the low platform on
which 10L-41D-3rd rested. (1) plaster floor of Courtyard B and the earlier flagstone
paving below it; (2) upper surface of the 1oL-41D-1st terrace; (3) west platform face of
10L-41D-31d; (4) west, central, and east superstructure walls of 1oL-41D-1st. (5) 10L-
41D-15t, step to the upper floor level in the west (front) room, shown in elevation,
with both the lower floor and the projected upper floor level indicated. (6) 1oL-41D-
3rd, north jamb of doorway in the north room. (7) 10L-41D-3rd, elevation of the north
wall (south face) between the west wall and the bench in the north room. (8) 1oL-
41D-3rd, east wall of the north room.

None of these three were found in our excavations, but they were well
represented in the nearby sculpture piles. The Peabody Museum cleared
more debris from 10L-41A and 41B than from 10L-41C and 41D, so there
was far less opportunity to find fallen sculpture in place around 10L-41B.
The Venus glyphs, skybands, and Tlalocs were, however, concentrated in
the northern sculpture piles, especially those closest to 10L-41B, and they
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may have been limited to the facade of Structure 10L-41B. Figure 3.7 shows
these motifs on all three buildings.

Given the limited evidence of fallen sculpture from our recent excava-
tions in 10L-41B, it is difficult to place these three motifs on the facade.
Their placement on the cornice in the reconstruction drawing (Figure 3.7)
was suggested by their relatively long tenons. The tenons of these stones
probably had to be long, because the cornice would have projected beyond
the plane of the facade below it. The position of the Venus glyphs on the cor-
nice (shown in a line near its center) is hypothetical. The alternating place-
ment of the Tlalocs and the skybands is also speculative, but it is based on
their consistently similar height.

Linda Schele and Nikolai Grube suggested in 1993 to Johnson that the
iconography of 10L-41 refers to Tlaloc-Venus warfare, because of the goggle-
eyes and Venus glyphs. They wondered if the buildings housed young noble-
men in training for warfare, ritual, or administration. The reconstruction of
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FIGURE 3.7. The facade sculpture of Structures 10L-41B, C, and D, a hypothetical re-
construction by Jodi L. Johnson. All of the sculpture had fallen from its original posi-
tion, and most carved pieces were collected into piles during the Peabody Museum
excavations in 1892-1893. The placement of motifs on the facade is therefore based
on a relatively few fragments excavated in 1993 that still remained where they had
fallen and on the overall frequency of remaining motif elements. The Venus, sky-
band, and Tlaloc motifs are shown on the cornice of all three structures, but, as sug-
gested in the text, they may have been limited to Structure 10L-41B. (a) Structure
10L-41B. (b) Structures 10L-41C and D.

the facades suggested above, with Venus, Tlaloc, and skyband motifs lim-
ited to 10L-41B, might limit Schele and Grube’s idea to this building and
its two predecessors.

Ethnohistoric evidence of men’s or youths’ houses is available, and ar-
chaeologists have occasionally attempted to identify Maya buildings as
boys’, men’s, or priests’ houses. We refer to some of these writings by mod-
ern authors here, although we believe the range of functions of Structure
10L-41 ultimately remains unclear.

Men’s houses are recorded in ethnohistoric and early colonial records
from the Maya area and from central Mexico. Aztec communities had
houses for young commoners training to be warriors and also “priestly resi-
dences” of primarily religious character for the children of nobles who be-
came warriors, priests, or traders (Carrasco 1971: 356-357). In the Maya
lowlands, communal houses for men were noted at the time of Spanish
contact or shortly afterward for the Yucatec (Landa in Tozzer 1941: 124),
Chol (Thompson 1938: 596), and Chontal (Scholes and Roys 1948: 36, 38,
43). Men’s houses were also recorded among the highland Guatemala Po-
komam (Miles 1957: 769) and Kekchi (Thompson 1938: 603, 1970: 172). The
Chol house seems to have held both religious idols and men during their
wives’ pregnancies.

If we are to judge from these ethnohistoric data, the Maya had only
one type of men’s house, rather than separate ones for commoners and
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nobles, but the early Maya sources are less informative than those of cen-
tral Mexico and are perhaps incomplete in this matter. Recent Maya eth-
nographers have not reported men’s houses in today’s smaller, simpler, and
acculturated communities. The modern Chorti of eastern Guatemala, for
example, who may be descendants of the Classic inhabitants of Copan,
have no men’s house (Wisdom 1940).

Archaeologists have suggested that certain kinds of structures at Maya
sites were men’s houses. At Mayapan, abandoned little more than a century
before Landa’s account, Proskouriakoff (1962: 89) wrote that colonnaded
halls “probably served as living quarters for unmarried boys being trained
in the arts of war and ritual.” These were large, one-room structures “lack-
ing the privacy of rear compartments,” usually with two rows of columns
supporting the roof and therefore providing much open interior space. A
bench along the rear and end walls may have been for sleeping, sitting, and
other activities. Semi-perishable buildings with domestic refuse behind the
hall may have been kitchens. The openness and size of these colonnaded
halls, of which Proskouriakoff (1962: 90) counted 21 in the Main Group, re-
mind one of the “large houses . . . open on all sides” described by Landa
(Tozzer 1941: 124) in northern Yucatan. Landa did not say how many men’s
houses were in a town.

Twenty years later, Carmack (1981: 385) suggested the colonnaded halls
at Mayapan were “probably lineage houses.” He thought their openness,
many columns, long benches, and spatial relationship to other buildings
made them equivalent to the Quiché “long structures” resting on platforms
about a meter high at the highland Quiché capital of Utatlan. Carmack
(1981: 287-290) believed the Utatlan long structures, with their length,
many entrances, and multiple stairways, were “clearly the ‘big houses’ of
the documentary sources . . . where the ruling lords met to set public
policy.” He interpreted the twenty-four Utatlan big houses described in
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ethnohistoric sources as “primarily administrative centers” for the Quiché
lineages. Long, open-fronted buildings similar to the Mayapan colonnaded
halls have recently been mapped at Late Postclassic Zacpeten (D. Rice,
P. Rice, and Pugh 1998: Figures 7, 8). Following Carmack, the Rices suggest
they were lineage and administrative structures.

Identification of Classic-period youths’ or men’s houses, houses for indi-
viduals engaged in periodic rituals, or lineage administrative halls has been
more difficult. The openness of colonnaded Postclassic constructions was
unknown before the end of the Classic period. Pollock (1965: 441) noted
that there was little direct evidence for men’s houses or similar buildings.
He thought that the variety in size and interior arrangement of “palaces”
suggested many functions. If Classic-period men’s houses did exist, their
forms were different enough from what came later that we cannot easily
identify them.

Harrison’s (1970) functional analysis of Maya royal and noble domes-
tic architecture of the Central Acropolis at Tikal utilized patterned differ-
ences in form, size, location, access, and other attributes to establish formal
categories of domestic buildings. These included permanent and tempo-
rary residences of several kinds, and also nonresidential “special oratories”
and “storehouses.” The residences included “priestly residences or semi-
naries,” which lacked burials and caches but bore sculpture, “men’s cere-
monial houses” near temples, and large “boys’ premarriage houses.” Most
of these categories were suggested ultimately by ethnohistoric sources. The
building plans in the Central Acropolis at Tikal are different from those in
Group 10L-2 and elsewhere at Copan, however, and none is like 10L-41.

Just east of the northeast corner of the Great Plaza at Copan, resting on
the massive platform that defines the east side of this plaza, is a large, four-
room building that may have been a communal house combining several
of the functions mentioned above. Structure 10L-223, excavated by Charles
Cheek and Mary Spink (1986), has rooms that are larger than those of Copan
buildings considered to be permanently residential, with benches cover-
ing half of each room. It lacked masonry internal divisions to create pri-
vate spaces and carried no architectural sculpture. Each of the four rooms
remained different through at least the last two of four major alterations,
indicating a pattern of formal continuity through successive renovations,
as documented in 10L-41. Cheek and Spink (1986: 91, fig. 33) suggest that
one room was a priestly residence, another was a dormitory for students or
for men isolated before ceremonies, and the other two, including a sweat
bath, were for ritual purification or other activities. The differences be-
tween the interior spaces of Structure 10L-223 and those of probable per-
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manent dwellings at Copan, and the maintenance of different room forms
through successive renovations, as the excavators argue, point to a series
of special uses for this unusual structure.

Summary and Conclusions

Although Group 10L-2 was occupied from the Late Preclassic period until
the Late Classic abandonment of Copan sometime before A.D. 9oo, Court-
yards A and B do not appear to have been laid out until the Late Classic
period, when they were occupied by a group that claimed relationship to
the founder of the Copan dynasty. Courtyard A and the early houses inside
Structure 10L-32 were almost certainly the home of the group head from
this time through the reign of the last king, Yax Pasaj.

The Late Classic royal palace at Copan included many domestic and
special-purpose buildings around three, and possibly as many as five, court-
yards south of the Acropolis. The houses, with benches for sleeping, ranged
in size and quality from Yax Pasaj’s huge, vaulted five-room complex to
small, simple one-room units occupied by servants or low-ranking rela-
tives. The variation in structures that were not intended primarily as living
quarters is just as great, including in Courtyard A two large flat-topped plat-
forms for dances and other ceremonies and a shrine to the ancestors and
patron deities of the lineage. In the adjacent Courtyard B, the nonresiden-
tial buildings include a smaller shrine or temple, as well as the focus of this
chapter, a line of three, and later four, vaulted buildings on a meter-high
platform, each different from the others.

Structure 10L-41 dominated Courtyard B from its inception to its de-
struction and abandonment. The internal arrangements of its three vaulted
buildings are different, and the differences were maintained through two
enlargements that spanned a century. Not one of the three was a typical
Copan noble residence, although 10L-41B and 41D may have been lived in.
10L-41B, with its large open corridor and its high, partly screened bench
and four niches, possibly combined ritual and formal interaction of nobles
with lower-ranking individuals. The Tlaloc-Venus warfare imagery that
may have been limited to the facade of this one building has raised the pos-
sibility that it had something to do with warfare, perhaps housing young
men training for battle. Structure 10L-41C, with a raised area leading to a
niche at the end of the room, would also have allowed rituals with several
participants. Structure 10L-41D was perhaps an audience room, but its pri-
vacy and darkness set it apart from, for example, Yax Pasaj’s house, 10L-32,
in which the throne is in full view of anyone standing outside the door. If
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anyone lived permanently in 10L-41D, it is likely to have been a priest, and
its use must have been partly for rituals.

The possible uses suggested here for 10L-41 are not incompatible with
the overall interpretation of the complex as a place to train young nobles in
the arts of ritual, war, and administration, suggested by the iconography of
at least 10L-41B. The three platforms connected to the back of 10L-41 might
have been where men or boys slept. A midden excavated behind 10L-243
suggests a domestic occupation. No direct evidence, however, supports the
idea that 10L-41 was a men’s house.

Structure 10L-41, with three attached platforms behind it, must reflect
a combination of communal, administrative, ritual, and residential use.
Three buildings were used for rituals involving numerous participants. The
two structures with large benches may have been used for audiences with
high-ranking individuals or for rituals conducted by a small number of
individuals. It is unlikely that the main purpose of any of the original three
structures was domestic, although 10L-41A, a house for a member of the
royal family, was added to the complex during Yax Pasaj’s reign. Finally,
unlike 10L-223, a large special-purpose building located beside the Great
Plaza that probably served the nobility of the entire kingdom, Structure
10L-41, was built and used by only one segment of Copan noble society. Its
patrons most likely belonged to or were affiliated with one corporate de-
scent group, whose members not only claimed descent from the founder
but also produced the final ruler of the dynasty.

The term “palace” has often been applied in the Maya lowlands to well-
built, vaulted, individual buildings of varying sizes, as in E. B. Kurjack’s
chapter in this volume. It is also often employed today to refer to ar-
ranged groups of different kinds of structures used for royal residence, audi-
ences and administration, and public and private ritual, and sometimes as
a physical embodiment or symbol of the cosmological and mythological
underpinnings of religion and the social order, as in the chapter in this vol-
ume by Demarest, Morgan, Wolley, and Escobedo. It is equivalent to the
“royal Maya court,” as illuminated by Inomata and Houston (2001), Webster
(2001), and others. At Copan, the Late Classic royal court or “court com-
plex” (Webster 2001: 141) included all of the monuments and architecture
on the Acropolis and the great plazas north of it, as well as the royal resi-
dential complex in Group 1oL-2. I think it is useful at Copan to think of Yax
Pasaj’s residential complex as his palace, thereby distinguishing it spatially
and conceptually as a division of the larger royal court. At many Maya sites
the royal residential areas may not be separable from more public construc-
tions, but at some, such as Tikal, the division will be useful.
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The royal palace during the reign of Yax Pasaj, then, incorporated all of
the buildings around several contiguous courtyards in Group 10L-2, one
or more of which may have been washed away by the Copan River. The
palace of the ruler included the neighborhood in which he was raised, with
its mix of nobles and commoners, elaborate and simple residences, build-
ings for public ceremony and private ritual, and adjacent storage, work, and
food preparation spaces. The functions, sizes, and quality of construction
of these buildings; their relationships to each other; and the proximity of
this group to the more public royal structures on top of and to the north of
the Acropolis reflect the social and political organization of the royal court
and the history of the noble line into which the realm’s last king was born.

NOTE

1. The Tulane University investigations in Group 1oL-2 are part of the Copan
Acropolis Archaeological Project (PAAC), which has included investigations by the
Honduran Institute of Anthropology and History (IHAH), Northern Illinois Univer-
sity, Harvard University, the University of Pennsylvania, and the Middle American
Research Institute at Tulane. The Tulane research was supported by the National
Geographic Society and by funds from the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment administered by IHAH. Rudy Larios supervised the consolidation of the build-
ings around Courtyards A and B in Group 10L-2 for the PAAC.

We are grateful for support, many extra kindnesses, and the pleasant and in-
vigorating company provided by our many colleagues at Copan. Among these are
William L. Fash, director of the PAAC; Barbara W. Fash, who has been responsible for
most of the analysis of sculpture in Group 10L-2; Robert J. Sharer, director of the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania research; Ricardo Agurcia F., director of the excavations for
IHAH; David Stuart, whose interpretations of the hieroglyphic inscriptions in Group
10L-2 have illuminated the individuals who lived there; Rudy Larios V.; and Fer-
nando Lépez. The Group 10L-2 excavations were carried out by many highly skilled
citizens of Copan Ruinas and were supervised by graduate students from Tulane Uni-
versity and elsewhere. Our understanding of this ancient settlement is a result of
their work. Cassandra R. Bill has analyzed the ceramics from Group 10L-2 (1997), and
all studies of the growth of this complex rely upon her interpretations. The maps of
Group 10L-2 and Structure 10L-41 were prepared by Kathe Lawton and Jim Aimers
in AutoCAD and MicroStation.

Much of the story of what happened in Group 10L-2 has been informed by the
late Linda Schele’s readings of the inscriptions. We are grateful for her insights and
her hard work, and we miss her enthusiasm.

REFERENCES

Andrews, E. Wyllys, V, and Barbara W. Fash

1992 Continuity and Change in a Royal Maya Residential Complex at Copan. An-
cient Mesoamerica 3: 63—88.

Bill, Cassandra R.

1997 Patterns of Variation and Change in Dynastic-Period Ceremonies at Copén,



96 E. WYLLYS ANDREWS V ET AL.

Honduras. Ph.D. dissertation, Department of Anthropology, Tulane Univer-
sity, New Orleans.

Carmack, Robert M.

1981 The Quiché Mayas of Utatldn: The Evolution of a Highland Guatemala King-
dom. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press.

Carrasco, Pedro

1971 Social Organization of Ancient Mexico. In Archaeology of Northern Meso-
america, edited by Gordon F. Ekholm and Ignacio Bernal, part 1, pp. 349-375.
Handbook of Middle American Indians, vol. 10, Robert Wauchope, general
editor. Austin: University of Texas Press.

Cheek, Charles D., and Mary L. Spink

1986 Excavaciones en el Grupo 3, Estructura 223 (Operacioén VII). In Excavaciones
en el drea urbana de Copdn, vol. 1, edited by William T. Sanders, 27-154.
Proyecto Arqueoldgico Copan, Segunda Fase. Tegucigalpa: Secretaria de Cul-
tura y Turismo, Instituto Hondurefio de Antropologia e Historia.

Doonan, William F.

1996 The Artifacts of Group 1oL-2, Copan, Honduras: Variation in Material Cul-
ture and Behavior in a Royal Residential Compound. Ph.D. dissertation, De-
partment of Anthropology, Tulane University.

Doonan, William F., Gloria E. Everson, and Kathryn E. Sampeck

1993 Excavations in Structure 10L-41, Group 10L-2, Copan, 1993 (Operation 48/10).
Field report on file at the Middle American Research Institute, Tulane Univer-
sity, and the Centro de Investigaciones, Instituto Hondurefio de Antropologia
e Historia, Copan.

Fash, William L., Jr.

1991 Scribes, Warriors and Kings: The City of Copdn and the Ancient Maya. New
York: Thames and Hudson.

Freidel, David, Linda Schele, and Joy Parker

1993 Maya Cosmos: Three Thousand Years on the Shaman’s Path. New York:
William Morrow.

Harrison, Peter D’Arcy

1970 The Central Acropolis, Tikal, Guatemala: A Preliminary Study of the Func-
tions of its Structural Components in the Late Classic Period. Ph.D. disserta-
tion, Department of Anthropology, University of Pennsylvania.

Hohmann, Hasso, and Annegrete Vogrin

1982 Die Architekur von Copdn (Honduras): Vermessung-Plandarstellung-
Untersuchung der baulichen Elemente und des rdumlichen Konzepts. 2 vols.
Graz, Austria: Akademische Druck-u. Verlagsanstalt.

Inomata, Takeshi, and Stephen D. Houston

2001 Opening the Royal Maya Court. In Royal Courts of the Ancient Maya,
vol. 1: Theory, Comparison, and Synthesis, edited by Takeshi Inomata and
Stephen D. Houston, 3-23. Boulder: Westview Press.

Johnson, Jodi Lynn

1993 The Sculpture of Structure 1oL-41, Group 10L-2, Copdn, 1993 (Operation
48/11). Field report on file at the Middle American Research Institute, Tulane
University, and the Centro de Investigaciones, Instituto Hondurefio de Antro-
pologia e Historia, Copan.

Miles, Susanna W.

1957 The Sixteenth-Century Pokom-Maya: A Documentary Analysis of Social
Structure and Archaeological Setting. Transactions of the American Philo-
sophical Society 47: 731-781. Philadelphia.



A MULTIPURPOSE STRUCTURE AT COPAN

Pollock, Harry E. D.

1965 Architecture of the Maya Lowlands. In Archaeology of Southern Meso-
america, edited by Gordon R.Willey, part 1, pp. 378-440. Handbook of Middle
American Indians, vol. 2, Robert Wauchope, general editor. Austin: Univer-
sity of Texas Press.

Proskouriakoff, Tatiana

1962 Civic and Religious Structures of Mayapan. In Mayapan, Yucatan, Mexico, by
H. E. D. Pollock, Ralph L. Roys, T. Proskouriakoff, and A. Ledyard Smith, 87—
169. Carnegie Institution of Washington Publication 619. Washington, D.C.

Rice, Don S., Prudence M. Rice, and Timothy Pugh

1998 Settlement Continuity and Change in the Central Petén Lakes Region: The
Case of Sacpetén. In Anatomia de una civilizacién: Aproximaciones inter-
disciplinarias a la cultura maya, edited by Andrés Ciudad Ruiz et al., 207-
252. Publicaciones de la S.E.E.M., no. 4. Madrid: Sociedad Espanola de Estu-
dios Mayas.

Scholes, France V., and Ralph L. Roys

1948 The Maya Chontal Indians of Acalan-Tixchel: A Contribution to the History
and Ethnography of the Yucatan Peninsula. Carnegie Institution of Washing-
ton Publication 560. Washington, D.C.

Shorkley, George

1892-1893 Peabody Museum Honduras Expedition. Copan, 1892-93. Notes taken
by Geo. Shorkley. Catalog no. 93-27A. Cambridge, Mass.: Peabody Museum,
Harvard University.

Starratt, Harold E.

1994 Excavations in Structures 10L-84, 10L-240, 10L-241, 10L-242, and 10L-243,
Group 10L-2, Copén, 1994 (Operations 48/11, 48/16, and 48/17). Field report
on file at the Middle American Research Institute, Tulane University, and the
Centro de Investigaciones, Instituto Hondurefio de Antropologia e Historia,
Copan.

2001 Excavations in El Cementerio, Group 1oL-2, Copan, Honduras. Ph.D. disser-
tation, Department of Anthropology, Tulane University.

Thompson, J. Eric S.

1938 Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century Reports on the Chol Mayas. American
Anthropologist 40: 584-604.

1970 Lowland Maya Religion: Worship. In Maya History and Religion, 159-196.
Norman: University of Oklahoma Press.

Tozzer, Alfred M. (ed. and trans.)

1941 Landa’s Relacion de las Cosas de Yucatdn. Papers of the Peabody Museum
of American Archaeology and Ethnology, vol. 18. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University.

Webster, David L.

2001 Spatial Dimensions of Maya Courtly Life: Problems and Issues. In Royal
Courts of the Ancient Maya, vol. 1: Theory, Comparison, and Synthesis, edited
by Takeshi Inomata and Stephen D. Houston, 130-167. Boulder: Westview
Press.

Wisdom, Charles

1940 The Chorti Indians of Guatemala. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

97



CHAPTER FOUR

Palaces of the Royal Court
at Tikal

Peter D’Arcy Harrison

Introduction

This chapter will deal with a number of aspects of the analysis of palace ar-
chitecture in general, with specific examples drawn from the city of Tikal.!
The first topic is analysis by form in the quest for identification of function.
Second is a consideration of the nature of residence and its varied mani-
festations. Third is an examination of the reality of a royal court for the
lowland Maya and specifically at Tikal. This examination is performed by
means of a cross-cultural comparison with two other societies that have
been recognized as utilizing the institution of the royal court. Supporting
evidence for the existence of a royal court is found in the evidence of per-
sonal titles present in the lowland inscriptions and also in the iconography
of scenes from Maya painted vessels. These considerations lead to a defi-
nition of the royal court for the ancient Maya and to conclusions of the
functions of such a court at Tikal.

Palaces at Tikal

Surveys and excavations of the architecture of Tikal have demonstrated
that structures identified by the term “palace” are distributed in a variety of
locations around the city. Detailed excavation of such structures has been
achieved in only a few groups within the confines of the greater city. The
most extensive investigations of a palace group at Tikal were performed
in the Central Acropolis, located adjacent to the ceremonial nucleus of
the city, the Great Plaza. A number of other individual palaces were in-
vestigated at different loci of the site by a number of archaeologists par-
ticipating in both the Pennsylvania Project (1955-1969) and the Proyecto
Nacional under the direction of Juan Pedro Laporte (1979-1989). During the
Pennsylvania Project, Bill Haviland excavated Group 7F-1, which included
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FIGURE 4.1. The Maya lowlands with the location of Tikal among its neighbors.

major palace structures and is interpreted as an elite residential group.
In addition to the Central Acropolis, Harrison worked in the West Plaza
where the large, raised palace Structure 5D-15 was at least partially cleared
and tunneled. Another significant excavation and stabilization project took
place in the major complex known as G Group, where the Guatemalan
investigators Rudy Larios and Miguel Orrego were in charge (Orrego and
Larios 1983). Additionally, some consolidation and clearing was accom-
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plished around the environs of the building known as the “Bat Palace,” a
group raised on a ceremonial platform that supports Structures 5C-11, 12,
and 13. Despite these varied locales around the city of Tikal, few of the in-
vestigations actually cleared whole structures or were able to define their
most intricate details. Other groups or structures still retain standing ar-
chitecture that clearly identifies their palace functional associations (more
on this below) but have been subjected to no investigation other than the
basic mapping. An outstanding example is F Group, prominently located
between the twin-pyramid groups of Q and R to the north and with the
Mendez Causeway to the south. There are other important and even cen-
tral palace groups about which we know nothing other than their plan con-
figuration with occasional bits of standing architecture. Among these are a
complex well to the south of the Great Plaza that includes Structures 6D-
42 through 62, not to mention the palaces which top the South Acropo-
lis (see Figure 4.3). However, the existing information provides a pattern
for a structure type referred to in the literature as “palace” and which is
found scattered around the city of Tikal displaying a wide variety of size
and shape, number of rooms, and varied numbers of elevating platforms.

The excavations which have been achieved allow the opportunity to
introduce some order in the perception of their differences and similarities.
It has been noted often that the term “palace” is borrowed from the Euro-
pean lexicon and assumes residence as the primary function, with an oppo-
sition to “temple” as the other Maya monumental structural form, which
has a primarily assumed religious function (Harrison 1996). Evidence to
hand indicates that the real situation is more complex than this simple
opposition, but the modes of defining and separating the variety of building
forms still cause analysts to stumble. One focus of this chapter is to dem-
onstrate order in the analysis of palaces at Tikal, centering on those of the
Central Acropolis which are most familiar and more completely excavated.
This exercise will require a number of steps. First, defining what is meant
by the term “palace” in the Maya lowlands is made difficult by many vari-
ables: location, size, shape, interior and exterior complexity, occurrence
in clusters, and occurrence alone. Some of these architectural entities are
sited low on the surrounding terrain, while others are raised high above
it by platforms in the manner associated with temples. Further, modifica-
tion of many structures over time has occurred both in different methods
of change and in different intensities of such change.

As a category, the term “palace” is a deception. The buildings artificially
brought together under this rubric do not serve the same—and often not
even similar—functions. The evidence suggests that some palaces served a
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few and specific functions while others served many (Harrison 1970). The
variety of still unsorted evidence forces us to conclude that we are faced
with a huge complexity of cultural expression at the city of Tikal alone.
Efforts to compare palaces from one city to another increases the com-
plexity level, as individual community expression enters into the equation.
This does not suggest that the analysis of Maya architecture is hopeless—
only that recognition of a higher level of complexity than has been ex-
pressed in the existing literature is still required.
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Analysis by Variety in Form

The original analysis of palace functions made from the data retrieved from
the Central Acropolis during excavations performed from 1964 through
1967 appears only in a still unpublished dissertation (Harrison 1970). Dur-
ing the time period of this work, there existed a preconception that palace
structures served the primary function of elite residence, and it was of
some interest that the preliminary analysis did not support this thesis.
For the first time, the features of variability were identified. The hypothe-
sis that “form follows function” applied to a specific and detailed data set
forced the conclusion that a multiplicity of functions existed in the Central
Acropolis, of which only one was residence.

Rather than force some abstract formula of analysis upon the architec-
tural data, the technique we used in the Central Acropolis allowed the
data to sort themselves into variations of form. In order to perform such
an analysis, one basic variable, along with its varietal positions, had to be
selected. The most obviously objective variable was floor plan. Comparison
of the available floor plans within the Central Acropolis showed a distri-
bution of tandem and transverse rooms as the principal feature that dis-
tinguished one building from another. These two room arrangements offer
four possible variables in a simple to most-complex progression. These are:
(1) no-tandem/no-transverse, which by definition is a single-room struc-
ture; (2) no-tandem/transverse, which can be either a two- or three-room
structure; (3) tandem/no-transverse, which can be multiple-room but with-
out transverse rooms; (4) and finally tandem/transverse, a variety that is
most complex and can offer a large number of room arrangements.

In order to further differentiate the structures, all other known archaeo-
logical features were added into the equation. These included features that
were both primary to the initial construction of the building, as a well
as those that were secondarily added to the structure. The latter have the
greatest variety, including the introduction of secondary beams, benches,
and even additional stories to the original building. Even these variables
have a range of simple to complex. The distribution of such features, espe-
cially the secondary ones, correlated well with the complexity of room
plan, in the sense that the more complex plans were subject to more in-
tense use of secondary features (Harrison 1970).

The resulting analysis produced clusters of traits associated with differ-
ent floor plans. The most complex plan was also associated with the most
types of other features, such as secondary niches, subspring beams that
may have supported curtains, and a multiplicity of bench forms includ-
ing one type interpreted as a bed. This cluster is viewed in the analysis as
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FIGURE 4.4. Examples of the four types of floor plans in the Central Acropolis.
(A) No-tandem/no-transverse. (B) Tandem/no-transverse. (C) No-tandem/transverse.
(D) Tandem/transverse.

having supported the function of residence, which fits well with a number
of buildings in the Central Acropolis. However, only one excavated build-
ing, sD-46, offered all the features that were expected of a permanent resi-
dence, including the presence of burials. The interesting conclusion that a
number of structures indicated residential function by their attributes and
form, yet only one excavated structure produced evidence of permanent
residence, led to a new consideration: the nature of residence.

The Nature of Residence

Much has been learned since this initial analysis in 1970. Several fronts
of investigation have led to confirmation of some of the original identi-
fications of function, while other concepts have changed. Developments
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in epigraphy, as well as new fieldwork at other sites, have led to a focus
on the function and location of a royal court that is recognized as having
many more functions than simple family residence. There is, in fact, a dif-
ference between the simple concepts of “residence” and “residents.” While
the former has a family reference and can be associated with ideas of “clan
houses” with great longevity and having important anthropological asso-
ciation with lineage, the latter is more transitory. For example, the Cen-
tral Acropolis could well have had a population at any given time of a high
number of residents (e.g., 500), and still only have contained one or two
family residences that were permanently occupied by a nuclear or extended
family. A major difference in these two types of residence is that those indi-
viduals who resided permanently in one place had no other place where
their bodies could have been included in a population count. However, the
temporary “residents” did have another place of residence within the con-
fines of the city and should not be included in a population count that de-
pends upon numbers of habitations. The temporary resident was undoubt-
edly an important component of the fabric of a royal court but not a factor
in population counts. This is an important and usually overlooked factor
when population counts of major city-sites have been calculated.

FIGURE 4.5. Structure 5D-46, the one excavated structure interpreted as a family resi-
dence. The central core is Early Classic, while the side patios are Late Classic addi-
tions. Shown after excavation and consolidation. Photograph, 1966.
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Because of the centralized location of the Central Acropolis adjacent to
the Great Plaza, it is a fair assumption that the permanent residences be-
longed to the ruling family or their near relatives. While this may be true,
knowledge of other events in the city over time indicates that permanent
family residence was neither a prominent nor stable factor in the Central
Acropolis. While it is easy to conceive of the nature of permanent elite
family residents, and more will be said of this below, the other residents
were more esoteric, probably ritual, in nature. These were people who lived
in the palace complex for a variety of reasons for nonpermanent, and likely
short, lengths of stay. Some stays were related to the function of the court,
possibly by courtiers with visiting privileges. Others were for more ritu-
alistic reasons. Some groups who may have been residents for such func-
tions include men and/or women on temporary retreat for religious, pos-
sibly purification, purposes; scholars —young people temporarily resident
for the purpose of learning the arts of aristocracy, such as literacy, painting,
architecture, and warfare; visiting ball teams associated with the ritualiza-
tion of simulated warfare through the medium of the ball game; visiting
dignitaries and diplomats from other cities or state regimes; and of course
the support staff: servants with a wide range of duties and social status, pro-
viding the sumptuary setting that befits a royal court as well as the defense
of its occupants. It is likely that the royal precincts were the location of the
production of those types of craft that were made by the hands of the elite
themselves. The carving of ceremonial objects of stone and wood (Houston
and Stuart, with Taube 1998), the painting of ceramic vessels, the produc-
tion of objects sacred to the family, are all pursuits that were appropriate to
the confines of the royal palaces. Structure sD-65, known also as Maler’s
Palace, was a structure of temporary residence and multiple functions. The
many thrones/benches in this building suggest either the roles of reception
by a ruler or the seat of a great teacher.

Establishing the Existence of Royal Courts

The first public presentation which addressed the palace function as an ex-
pression of a royal court was made in a symposium at the ninety-fifth an-
nual meeting of the American Anthropological Association; it was titled
“The Royal Courts of the Classic Maya: An Anthropological Perspective.”>

A number of lines of evidence were invoked at this time to establish the
veracity of the concept of a royal court for the lowland Maya. These lines
of evidence included cross-cultural comparisons with the features of other
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FIGURE 4.6. Artist’s reconstruction by Terry Rutledge of Structure sD-65, Maler’s
Palace, during its prime occupation. Approximate date A.D. 800.

societies, both ancient and modern, that are recognized by anthropologists
as having supported a royal court. My own contribution to this symposium
included a comparison of the Maya with the court of Louis XIV of France in
the seventeenth century and the court of the Inka rulers of Peru in the fif-
teenth century. Specific features which identified the courts of these soci-
eties were compared with the culture of the Classic Maya. These included
(a) the role of ancestors as a validation of power; (b) association of the dy-
nastic family with the church/temple (that is, the dominant religious body
of the culture), including the physical relationship between the royal place
of residence and the church/temple; (c) the use of livery as ritual identifi-
cation; and (d) the use of thrones as the symbolic seats of power, diplomacy,
and jurisprudence.

In each of the three compared societies, the evidence for all of these
features was present in comparable form, and these comparisons are de-
scribed below.
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The Role of Ancestors as Validation of Power

Louis XIV. A common theme of royal courts is the divine right of kings,
in which the right to rule is invested from the patrilineal line of descen-
dancy, by which the ultimate sanctifier of the position is a divine being.
Louis XIV’s right to rule came from his father and from God. Disagree-
ment with his opinion was considered a sin. That he chose the sun as his
personal symbol of vitality and was known as the Sun King is perhaps a
coincidence that enhances comparison with American cultures wherein
the sun was the overriding deity and source of ultimate power. When Louis
ascended to the throne, he was legally considered to be the master and
owner of the bodies and property of 19 million men and was saluted as a
“visible divinity.” However, the ancestral kings, although revered as the
line of divine power, were not openly worshipped, as in other societies (En-
cyclopaedia Britannica, 15th ed.; Mitford 1966).

Inka. In Inka society, not only were the ancestors the source of power
for the living king, but the old rulers did not lose either their power or their
wealth upon their death. Rather, the Inka cult of the dead was perhaps the
most intense in culture history, wherein the royal court of one ruler never
ceased to exist but became one of a succession of royal courts with the
dead ancestors at its core. These royal courts had a physical architectural
entity known as the kancha, which was quadrangular in form with an inner
courtyard. The deceased ruler was mummified and continued in death to
hold his properties, entourage, and decision-making abilities carried out
through family descendants. Only the government office was passed on to
the eldest son. This extraordinary system results in some interesting com-
parisons with the Maya at Tikal (see below). A major difference between
the Inka and Maya is that storage of the dead Inka king, and eventual burial
of his entourage and family, took place within the confines of his kancha,
while the Maya did not bury royalty within the confines of the residen-
tial (palace) complexes. Such burial was separate and associated with the
church/temple, comparable to the European practice of burying kings in
the church, not in the palace (Brundage 1967; Hyslop 1990).

Lowland Classic Maya. Classic period Maya seem to have established
their divinity during their lifetimes, but ancestors, who were the source of
power and succession, were revered as gods. The reality of Maya succes-
sion is in some doubt, especially at Tikal where the succession of office
was strictly recounted by numbered rulers after the named, recognized
founder-king, Yax Ehb’ Xook. The best-known dynastic line was that of
Jaguar Claw, but breaks in the familial line of descent are certain on sev-
eral occasions. The use of mythological or assumed descent is common at
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the city of Palenque as well, where reference to ultimate right of descent
from a divine being was used on more than one occasion, demonstrating
that while accounting for ancestry was extremely important to the Maya,
in reality it was not always observed. The political exigencies of power, by
conquest or merely palace revolt, often determined the identity of the indi-
vidual in power. Legitimization after the fact was a matter of producing a
public record that satisfied convention (Marcus 1992).

Association of the Dynastic Family with the “Church”

Louis XIV. During this regime the ideological association of family and
church was very strong, with the power of the head of the church falling
below that of the king, although it was the king’s responsibility to protect
and uphold the precepts of the church. God and ruler intertwined in a re-
ciprocal service of goals.

However, the physical association was not necessarily a close one. In
fact, Louis XIV moved the location of his court to his largest architectural
project, Versailles, to escape the noise and health dangers of the Paris of
his time, thus leaving behind the close physical association that had previ-
ously bonded the king and the church. Of course, chapels were included as
part of the structure of the new royal palace, so that in a sense the church
came with Louis, when he distanced the court from Paris. Later, he moved
the government offices to Versailles as well, so that all sources of power
were centralized at the location of his residence.

Inka. The seats of government, wealth, and society were located in the
kancha, or home compound of the ruler. With the capital city of Cuzco as
the example, the holy temple (church in this analogy) was located at the
site center associated with a public place or plaza. The successive kanchas
were arranged around this religious focal point but were not public places
themselves. Local matters seem to have been adjudicated from within the
kancha, while matters of conquest were conducted from the public plaza
(more about this under the topic of thrones). As mentioned earlier, burial
or storage of the dead took place in the kancha, not in the temple (church).
Religion was much more focused upon the cult of the dead than upon wor-
ship of deities external to the society, such as the various aspects of the
Sun God, even though this deity was considered ancestral to the living (or
dead) rulers. Observation of the divine right of kings was not translated
into a close association of the office with the “church,” as was the case
with Louis XIV. The strongest element of the religion was ancestor wor-
ship. Burial practice contrasts with that of both Louis’ time and with the
Classic Maya, excepting in the prominence of ancestor worship.



110 PETER D’ARCY HARRISON

Lowland Classic Maya. The Maya court, or palace groupings as we know
them, excludes the burial of kings, which instead is associated with the
temples (the church). The North Acropolis of Tikal is known to have served
as a sacred necropolis over a long period of time, including the Classic
period. However, it was not the exclusive place of burial of kings. The court
apparently shifted temporarily to the region of the Lost World Pyramid (5C-
54) for a time during the Early Classic (Laporte 1990), and then returned to
the environs of the Great Plaza. The Central Acropolis has long been con-
sidered the main focal point of what we now recognize as the functions of
a royal court. Many of the palaces found here contain features commensu-
rate with functions of judiciary, diplomacy, schooling, and even royal resi-
dence. One such structure, 5D-46 (already mentioned; see Figure 4.5), is
known, by association with an inscription on the dedicatory vessel buried
at the time of construction, to be the house of Jaguar Claw the Great—
that is, the clan house, the seat of the court. The Central Acropolis com-
plex grew by expansion over the centuries and suffered some considerable
destruction of buildings in the course of its occupation.

Consideration of the kancha practice of the Inka leads one to reassess
the features of the many palace groups at Tikal as a whole. A number of
kancha-like complexes do exist, dating to the Late Classic period. These
include the palace groups referred to earlier as Group F, Group G, the
Bat Palace, and a group around Structure 6D-42 for which the date is not
known. For some of these palace groups, it is possible to infer the ruler who
built them by association with other buildings. All of these groups have a
physical similarity to the quadrangular kancha of the Inka, but they do not
include royal burials within the limits of known excavation. If these later
complexes are truly analogous to the Inka kancha, as royal courts, the as-
sociation with religious structures is ephemeral and much less clear than
in the case of the Central Acropolis (see Figure 4.2). There is indication that
the construction of these later palace complexes was associated with an
expansion of the perceived cosmos of the city, that is, the east and west ar-
chitectural markers were expanding outward, away from the Great Plaza,
by the construction of new religious buildings, notably Temples VI and IV
(Harrison 1999).

Summary. Comparison of the Maya shows a partial conformity to
the fifteenth-century Inka model and also partial conformity with the
seventeenth-century French model. Overlap occurs. The comparison has
led to the observation that a kancha-like architectural configuration may
have emerged at Tikal during the eighth century, suggesting that some
change took place in the court pattern.
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The Use of Livery as Ritual Identification

The term “livery” is used here to mean any form of symbolic identification
worn about the body or carried as a special privilege. It may take the form
of designs identifying the family clan, the individual, or the political entity
governed. Designs on clothing, headdress, and banners all constitute items
of livery and are used to separate the royal court members or its leaders
from commoners. The usage in battle of identifying banners is traditional
in almost all societies that engage in warfare, not just in high civilizations.

Louis XIV. Louis was entitled to the emblems of the Bourbon dynasty
which produced him, to the emblems of the country of France, which he
owned, and the emblem that he adopted as his own personal insignia, the
sun disk. His personal motto was “None his equal,” which exemplified the
individuality and arrogance that personal livery can project. Louis’ em-
blems were carried in war, worn at court, and loaned to favorites as an out-
ward display of loyalty on their parts. The long and elaborate wigs that were
a fashion of the time found longevity in the court of jurisprudence, not just
in France, but also in England. Although this was just a fashion, not an item
of livery, its projection as a symbol of one prime function of the court is of
particular interest in comparison with other societies.

Inka. In royal processions, not only were the physical emblems in the
form of staffs of office and banners carried for the Inka, but his robes were
particular to the individual: “Affixed to poles carried by selected servitors
in the kancha came the sandals, the coca bag and the ‘king’s robe,’ the ca-
pac uncu, that rich tunic with its singular and unrepeatable pattern woven
solely for that ruler. Each ruler could be recognized by this state garb alone.
The tunic of Manco Capac, for instance was a rich red around the shoul-
ders, a belt of three bands of [abstract square designs| around the middle,
and a skirt of plain blue” (Brundage 1967: 45-46). Similarly, each of the Inka
rulers, living or dead, had a singular and individual livery.

Lowland Classic Maya. For the Maya, the sources of information are far
less secure, but the topic invokes other bodies of source information: the
data contained on painted vessels, both provenienced and unprovenienced;
other sources of Maya iconography, such as carved stelae; and sixteenth-
century colonial accounts, all of which supply some information on this
topic. Headdresses depicted on carved stelae and painted vessels are a lively
source of information. These iconographic sources indicate that symbols
contained within headdresses were capable of distinguishing, not just the
city of origin, but also the family clan of the wearer. Hummingbirds at-
tending water lily flowers, owls, jaguar paws (with claws), and crocodiles
are a few of the livery emblems derived from nature that were displayed
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by Maya rulers. The latter two are distinctive not just of Tikal but of other
sites such as El Mirador and Calakmul. The remains of an actual crocodile
skeleton were recovered from the tomb of the Early Classic ruler at Tikal
named Yax Nuun Aiin I, as well as a crocodile emblem carved in jade from
the same tomb.

Tatiana Proskouriakoff (1950) began the study of the ornamentation of
dress, and others have continued in this line (Miller, Taube, Houston), but
to date there does not exist a comprehensive analysis of this topic of such
enormous potential. The sacred palanquins of the rulers of Tikal and Calak-
mul are featured in written accounts of wars conducted out of Tikal. Of
course, only victorious accounts are found in the texts of the lintels on
TemplesIand IV at Tikal, which purportedly describe victories over Calak-
mul and Naranjo. The giant figures depicted on these carved palanquins
were the livery of either the victorious or the conquered ruler.

Summary. Livery is a common characteristic of each of the royal courts
in this sample, one which served as a significant feature of royal identifi-
cation and state affiliation.

Thrones as Paraphernalia of the Royal Court

Louis XIV. The throne in European courts became synonymous with the
office itself. When the ruler sat upon this special royal seat he personified
all the traits of his office: god, leader, head of the judiciary, diplomat, and
supporter of the church.? In a period painting of Louis on his throne at Ver-
sailles, receiving ambassadors from Asia, there is shown a scene that can
be nearly duplicated in principle from the paintings on Maya vessels of the
Classic period. The throne is a symbolic seat of office representing the pin-
nacle of the royal court. When the king was on his throne, he was displaying
his most godlike role. The throne was the major emblem of power.

Inka: In Inka society the throne has at least two variations. There was
a small stool of office which was used by the Inka to receive visitors or to
dispense justice from the formal rooms of his kancha. In this instance, the
important feature was the seating of the ruler per se, rather than the im-
pressiveness of the seat itself. There is said to have been a royal throne of
gold and silver that was captured by the conquistadores, which was either
lost at sea or melted down, and thus it remains in the realm of myth.

On the other hand, there were stone-carved seats known as ushnu
(Hyslop 1990: 99-101) that did serve as state symbols. These were elaborate
and large carved stone or masonry platforms upon which, it is said, the Inka
sat when he was visiting conquered lands. Such stone platforms were places
of public appearance, not of private reception or judgment. While one is
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reported from the plaza of Cuzco, all others were found in the provinces,
suggesting a distinction between functions in these two forms of seating—
the stool and the ushnu—for the ruler-deity.

Lowland Classic Maya. Thrones of the Maya are found in the form of
stone and masonry benches located inside the complex structures called
palaces. While these benches occur in many shapes and sizes, we can be
guided by the frequently occurring representations on painted vessels of
throne scenes. Typically, the ruler, wearing his headdress livery, is seated
cross-legged upon a bench of varying decorative complexity and opulence.
The presence of animal skins and textiles, in the form of cushions and
hangings, embellish and soften the severity of the basic masonry construct.
Archaeologically, at Tikal these benches occur in certain rooms within the
royal palaces of the Central Acropolis, as well as in all the other previously
mentioned palace groups at Tikal. The most complex bench has masonry
sidearms and is accompanied by holes in the surrounding walls that suggest
the support system for textiles hung both as frontal curtains and backdrops
of the throne-bench. These more complex benches have been interpreted
as thrones (Harrison 1970) based on a variety of factors and reinforced by
the painted scenes on vessels. These scenes show a variety of activity: re-
ception of visitors, acceptance of gifts, which may be tax, tribute, or booty,
apparent judgment scenes, and receiving of prisoners. The use of the bench-
throne by the Maya as a device to elevate the ruler to a position of power,
physically and symbolically, parallels the use of such devices in the courts
of Louis XIV and the Inka, as well as other societies.

Summary. The throne is a device used in royal courts to formally raise
the ruler to a position above the visitor-supplicant and to symbolize his
power. Its use by the Inka was most closely paralleled in other cultures by
the stone ushnu. The Maya throne was interior and formal, as was that of
Louis XIV. There are suggestions of outdoor platform-terraces among the
Maya that may parallel architecturally the use of the Inka ushnu. Examples
have been described at Copan, and similar terraces occur in the Great Plaza
at Tikal in public, rather than private, places. The differences in locale and
architectural structure likely indicate equal differences in their functions.

The purpose of this brief cross-cultural exercise was to establish the
existence of a royal court in the case of lowland Classic Maya civilization.
Comparison with two other cultures indicates that uniformity outweighs
the differences. Where differences do exist, such as the case of the Inka kan-
cha, a new interpretation is offered for certain palace groupings at Tikal
that may indeed reflect this type of configuration, although not the per-
manency of the individual’s court, as was the case for the Inka. Rather, it
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is suggested that two types of court existed at Tikal: one exemplified by
the Central Acropolis that grew by accretion over a long period of time
(five hundred years); and another, exemplified by Groups F and G, in which
quadrangular compounds are suspected of having been constructed spe-
cifically as royal houses. This latter interpretation remains in the realm of
speculation.

Royal courts are based upon family power, asserted divinity, and warfare
and are expressed in physical ideological symbols such as livery, thrones,
and architectural structures as residences. The conclusion of this part of
this chapter is that royal courts are demonstrated to have existed for the
lowland Classic Maya and that they were in conformity with similar royal
courts in other cultures.

Other Forms of Evidence for the Maya Royal Court

Epigraphy: Court Titles

In recent years, the translation of hieroglyphic texts has accelerated under
the impetus of several scholars. The annual gatherings under the aegis of
Linda Schele at Austin, Texas, served as a stimulus to many individuals,
including Nikolai Grube, Simon Martin, Stephen Houston, David Stuart,
Barbara MacLeod, and Peter Mathews, to name a few. The list of recognized
titles of office is increasing monthly under the study of these scholars. The
following selected examples indicate the presence of political stratification
as well as offices which served roles within a court structure. These are:

kalomte: High emperor. The exact meaning is not yet known, but the in-
dications are that this individual held power over a territory that was
larger in scope than was the case for the next-lower title in rank. This
title appears to have been introduced late in the development of Tikal
and likely is a reflection of the growing complexity of the society, as well
as the city. Texts at a number of cities have yielded this title.

ajaw (or ahau, ahaw): This term is variously interpreted as “lord,” “king,”
and “ruler.” It pertained at the time of its earliest appearance in the Early
Classic period at Tikal to the overseer of a city, and then later, to part
of a city, such that a very large population center like Tikal could con-
ceivably have supported more than one ajaw.

sajal: An underlord, usually subservient to an ajaw. Occurrences of this
title indicate a ranking of sites, in which the sajal controls a smaller site
within the realm of power of an gjaw, and ultimately of a kalomte.

ah tz’ihb: This is the name of the office of scribe, in the sense of the act of
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writing. The contexts of references to this term suggest that holders of
the office were members of the royal family.

ah ch’'ul hun: A term that denotes the position of office of a scribe, as op-
posed to the act of writing. It is also interpreted as “Keeper of the Holy
Books.” This term is closely associated with ajaw, suggesting that an
ajaw always also held the office of ah ch’ul hun (Coe and Kerr 1998).

As Coe and Kerr (1998) have demonstrated, the king is frequently shown
on painted vessels in the role of scribe, wearing pens or paintbrushes in his
hair or headdress as if they were a part of his livery, at least upon certain
occasions or in certain roles. Literacy on the part of the king and the role
of supplementary scribes are features of the royal court.

There are other words in the texts which further reflect the functions of
courtly activities. These include a possessive with reference to the title
ajaw—a further indication of a more subtle stratification. An “owned” ajaw
is at a higher level than a sajal, suggesting a patronage system in which
one king installs another, creating a chain of allegiance (Martin and Grube
1995). Certain verbs—to seize (chuk); to burn (pulyi); to accede to office
(ch’am k’awil [literally, to seize or take the k’awil, the staff of office]); to ar-
rive (hul-I [literally, to seize or accept rule]); friend (yokum [companion])—
are all indications of the militaristic functions of the royal court in its exter-
nal relations with its neighboring and distant fellow city-states.* This list
is a mere sample of the growing lexicon of words in the texts that support
the concept and functions of a royal court for the ancient Maya.

Iconography
Besides epigraphy, another source of data about the existence and functions
of a royal court has appeared in the publication of the Maya Vase Book
series (volumes 1-6) by Justin Kerr (1989-2000). While many of these ves-
sels are unprovenienced, the wealth of information that they contain, espe-
cially with reference to scenes of formal reception, is prodigious. In these
painted scenes are found enough details to identify architecture with door-
ways and exterior platforms, so that their association with palaces is virtu-
ally unquestionable. Details of luxury goods made of perishable materials,
such as curtains and draperies, cushions, and the costumes of the players,
fill in the blank walls and stark benches that are found archaeologically.
While the Central Acropolis was certainly one seat of the royal court at
Tikal, evidence from other parts of the city suggest that the court had not
one single permanent location, but rather shifted physically from place to
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place over time. We do not have sufficient hard evidence to trace this move-
ment throughout time, but there is sufficient evidence to suggest at least
an outline of the history of this facet of royal life at Tikal.

Definition of the Maya Royal Court

The above considerations can allow us to forge a definition of what a royal
court meant for the ancient Maya at Tikal —a definition which includes the
court’s functions as well as its architectural setting.

A royal court was a place or series of places with a complex architectural
setting, where a group of people met to affirm the tenets of their society.
These tenets included the managing of both internal and external affairs of
that society. The proceedings of management were cloaked in ritual. The
participants of these meetings were formalized and called courtiers. They
performed a range of specific functions and represented a range of social
classes, all of whom honored their leader, usually called a king or some
similar title denoting high power. The king himself was often a limited
prisoner of his office, in the sense that he was tied to the conventions of
the society and the necessity of the presence of the courtiers. The internal
affairs governed by the court included the business of the immediate com-
munity, usually of city-sized dimensions, and its rituals. In societies where
the ruler’s power was closely allied to the state religion, these rituals were
essential to maintenance of that power. The external functions dealt with
the centripetal and centrifugal forces of relationships within the greater
state. The physical location of the court could be moved from its usual ar-
chitectural setting, as long as the courtiers who validated it moved with it.
For example, the king could be carried on a portable throne away from his
permanent architectural setting and perform courtly functions outside of
that setting.®

The physical setting has been associated with structures that are called
palaces, but these structures have no fixed form, and range from very
simple to highly complex. Functions of the court were military, judicial,
ritual, governmental, and residential. A single structure could embody all,
or only one, of these functions. The location of the court could change over
time, likely for political reasons.

Conclusions

Following the above discussion, several conclusions are warranted. (1) The
institution of a royal court did exist for the ancient Maya in general and
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for Tikal in particular, on the basis of comparison with the seventeenth-
century court of Louis XIV and the eighteenth-century court of the Inka
empire. Specific features of both courts compare favorably with the fea-
tures of Maya of the seventh through tenth century. (2) The functions of
such a royal court included military, judicial, governmental, ritual, and
residential functions. (3) The palaces which supported the court as an archi-
tectural locale were complex, with a wide range of simplicity to complexity
both in their floor plans and their contained functions; at Tikal there are
several loci of the royal court, of which the most comprehensively inves-
tigated has been the Central Acropolis, which by interpretation fulfills all
of the described functions. (4) The site specific of the royal court was sub-
ject to movement, and while the Central Acropolis remained one such site
for five centuries, there were other loci at Tikal, some of which are des-
ignated only by formal speculation (for example, Groups F and G and the
Bat Palace). (5) The function of residence of the royal family is definitely a
prominent feature of royal court complexes, a function which is verified by
Structure 5D-46 at Tikal in the Central Acropolis, a building that survived
five hundred years of occupation despite conquests from outside. (6) The
definition of a royal court for the ancient Maya is couched in terms of the
political and ritual functions that characterize other societies which sup-
port this type of complex institution, which apparently also defines what
anthropologists have acknowledged previously as “high civilization.”

NOTES

1. Between November 1996 and November 1998, no less than four symposia
were conducted in a variety of venues with the subject of Maya palaces and their
role in a royal court. The first and last of these were related, in that the earliest sym-
posium served as a trial run for a more formal presentation two years later with
publication as the intent. These four symposia were chronologically:

(1) “The Royal Courts of the Classic Maya: An Anthropological Perspective,” orga-
nized by Stephen Houston and Takeshi Inomata for the ninety-fifth annual meet-
ing of the American Anthropological Association, San Francisco, November 20—
24, 1996.

(2)“Maya Palaces and Elite Residences,” organized by Jessica Christie for the sixty-
third annual meeting of the Society for American Archaeology, Seattle, March 25—
29, 1998.

(3) “Ancient Palaces of the New World: Form, Function and Meaning,” organized
and chaired by Susan Toby Evans and Joanne Pillsbury, as a Pre-Columbian sympo-
sium for Dumbarton Oaks, Washington, D.C., October 10-11, 1998.

(4) “Royal Courts of the Ancient Maya,” a symposium organized by Takeshi Ino-
mata and Stephen Houston, held at Yale University, November 7-8, 1998.
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As a contributing participant in all four of these symposia, and drawing from the
same data set at Tikal, I have attempted to focus upon different aspects of the analy-
sis of palaces as a structure type, as well as their role in a posited royal court. Three
of the symposia are resulting in expected publication. Therefore, I have selected the
following methods of dealing with my data, in what is intended to be an increasingly
narrowing focus of topic. In this chapter, which is the chronologically earliest paper,
I draw upon materials presented in the AAA Symposium of 1996 as well as in the
SAA Symposium of 1998. The goal is to examine the variation in palace form and
function and to establish the reality of a royal court for Tikal. The second paper that
I will publish, coauthored with E. Wyllys Andrews for Dumbarton Oaks, focuses on
the topic of the elite residence and its evidence and meaning for a royal court. The
third paper to be published focuses even more narrowly upon the topic of throne
rooms and thrones as a signifier of courtly functions. Of necessity, there is some
overlap in these three publications, which I have attempted to minimize while ex-
pressing the variety of palace form and function and the reality of the Royal Court
at Tikal.

2. Organized by Stephen Houston and Takeshi Inomata, with six contributed
papers and two discussants, November, 1996, San Francisco.

3. The ultimate western example of this concept would be that when the Pope,
as leader of the Holy Roman Catholic Church, speaks officially from his throne, ex
cathedra, the pronouncement is considered infallible.

4. Tam indebted to Steve Houston for providing the Maya words for these terms
by personal communication.

5. Although forged by this author, this definition resulted from participation in
a symposium at Yale University, November 7-8, 1998, titled “Royal Courts of the
Ancient Maya.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

The Political Acquisition
of Sacred Geography

THE MURCIELAGOS COMPLEX AT DOS PILAS

Arthur Demarest, Kim Morgan, Claudia Wolley,
and Héctor Escobedo

Many recent studies have emphasized the role of ideology and cosmology
in pre-Columbian site planning and perception (e.g., Benson 1981; Aveni
and Hartung 1986; Ashmore 1986, 1989, 1991; Berlo 1993; Carlson 19871;
Freidel and Schele 1988a; Freidel 1986; Miller 1988; Sugiyama 1993). Con-
temporary ethnography (e.g., Vogt 1981) and ancient epigraphy (e.g., Stuart
and Houston 1994) confirm that worldview and cosmology structured Maya
perceptions of space, settlement, and architecture in ways that do not nec-
essarily correspond to Western concepts of geography. These aspects of
Maya architecture and settlement patterns cannot be effectively studied by
objective analysis of demographic distributions, economic efficiency, de-
fensibility, or other geographic parameters. Only with an understanding of
what the ancient Maya themselves considered to be critical geographical
features can we begin to comprehend the placement and distribution of
their architecture, particularly their public and elite architecture. Insights
into emic geography and cosmology drawn from ethnography, iconography,
and epigraphy can be applied to interpret the nature and placement of indi-
vidual ceremonial structures and elite residential groups (e.g., Ashmore
1986, 1989, 1991; Freidel 1986; Miller 1988; Schele 1981).

Recent symposia and studies have also stressed that palaces bridge the
categories of public versus residential architecture (e.g., Evans and Pills-
bury in press; Christie and Sarro n.d.). Palaces, especially royal palaces, had
special significance in societies in which rulers were regarded as both secu-
lar and sacred in their nature and their duties. In the ancient Maya civili-
zation, ajaws were just such holy lords; they were divine rulers with many
sacred and ritual duties. Yet they were also competing political leaders in a
landscape of war, economic pursuits, alliances, and intrigue. It follows that
Maya palaces were places of residence but were also sacred loci of public
and elite rituals. In some cases, as with temples, palaces could dominate
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and define aspects of ancient sites—drawing upon sacred geography to en-
hance royal power and to physically structure relationships between rulers,
subordinates, and other groups in society.

Dos Pilas and Its Hegemony

The subject of this chapter is one such example of careful political use
of sacred geography in palace form and placement, which was recovered
by the recent Vanderbilt Petexbatun Regional Archaeological Project at
the site of Dos Pilas. Seven years of excavations, survey, and paleoecologi-
cal studies by the Petexbatun project explored all aspects of Classic Maya
civilization in that region (Figure s5.1). The theoretical focus of the project
was the problem of the decline or collapse of the Classic Maya kingdoms
there (Demarest 1997; Demarest and Valdés 1995a, 1995b). Extensive exca-
vations, specialized studies, and cave surveys at the site of Dos Pilas re-
covered an unusually detailed record of the public architecture, residential
settlement, and ecological and economic nature of that capital center of
the Petexbatun kingdom.

As summarized elsewhere (e.g., Demarest 1997: 218-223), the kingdom
of Dos Pilas was a late entry in the Maya world, established by Tikal lords
in the seventh century. In the late seventh and early eighth centuries, the
Dos Pilas lords embarked upon an unrelenting campaign of expansion-
ism. They used warfare and political alliance to dominate the more an-
cient local centers of Tamarindito, Arroyo de Piedra, Aguateca, and Punta
de Chimino—controlling the entire Petexbatun region. Subsequent cam-
paigns and alliances led to Dos Pilas’ conquest of Seibal and control of most
of the Pasion River valley, a critical highland-to-lowland trade artery of the
Classic period. In A.D. 761, the century of Dos Pilas’ success and expansion-
ism ended with a military defeat, subsequent cessation of public construc-
tion and monument erection at that site, and a rapid decline in its popu-
lation. There followed from A.D. 761 to 830 an epoch of intensive endemic
warfare between the vying centers of the disintegrated Dos Pilas hegemony.

During its brief trajectory of expansionism, the Petexbatun dynasty
came to control a vast and strategically situated region. For that reason one
would expect the temples and palaces of the principal seat of the dynasty,
Dos Pilas, to have impressive examples of lowland Classic Maya architec-
ture like those of the dynasty’s relatives and rivals at Tikal. Yet the founding
and construction of the center of Dos Pilas occurred late and suddenly in
Peten history, and its architecture reflects that fact. Upon its founding in
the seventh century, the major acropoli of Dos Pilas were rapidly thrown
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FIGURE 5.1. Map of the western Peten showing the Petexbatun sites.

together. Natural hills and terraces were enhanced by terrace walls so as to
present them as artificial constructions. Thin veneers of masonry and plas-
ter covered unstable loose rubble cores, quickly creating great architectural
masses that imitated the more ancient acropoli at sites such as Tikal, where
substructure masses had accumulated from many centuries of successive
constructions (Valdés 1991; Valdés and Suasnavar 1992).

Principal Architectural Groups of Dos Pilas

Such massive but shoddy temple structures characterized the temples and
palaces of the Western Plaza Group and the eastern El Duende complex
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of Dos Pilas (Figure 5.2). Identified by distinctive hieroglyphic toponyms,
these two complexes—about a kilometer apart—were the principal foci for
public rituals (Valdés 1991; Escobedo 1992, 1995; Escobedo et al. 1990; Esco-
bedo, Robles, and Wright 1992; Palka 1990, 1995; Houston and Stuart 1990;
Stuart and Houston 1994).

The eastern El Duende complex was built over a natural, eroded lime-
stone hill. A megalithic stairway and several terraces were built along the
contour lines of the hill, topped by a massive temple rising to 70 m in
height (Escobedo 1992, 1995; Escobedo et al. 1990; Escobedo, Robles, and
Wright 1992). On the terraces to the north of El Duende, carved stelae
3 to 5 m in height recorded the ceremonies held before the great hilltop
complex.

The Western Plaza Group was the principal public epicenter of Dos Pilas
—and indeed of the entire Petexbatun kingdom that was under its sway.
The hieroglyphic stairways, great plaza, temples, shrines, ballcourt, and
palaces of the Dos Pilas Plaza Group were excavated by the Petexbatun
project (Demarest 1997; Palka 1997; Demarest, Valdés, and Escobedo 1992;
Palka 1990, 1995; Palka and Foias 1991; Palka Moscoso, and Demarest 1992;
Symonds, Arroyo, and Houston 1990; Valdés and Suasnavar 1992; Wolley
and Wright 1990). There, inscribed stelae, altars, panels, and stairways re-
corded ceremonies ranging from royal bloodlettings to captive sacrifices.
Some of these rituals also were staged or restaged at the El Duende complex
a kilometer to the east, probably after (or before) a procession between these
two principal ceremonial complexes of Dos Pilas (Figure 5.2). The identi-

0 250 m

FIGURE §.2. Schematic map of Dos Pilas showing the location of the three major ar-
chitecture complexes (left to right: Plaza Group, Murciélagos, and Duende) and the
probable procession route between them.
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fication of each of these complexes by a specific toponym allows place-
ment of specific rituals or events (Stuart and Houston 1994; Houston and
Stuart 1990).

A third toponym found on Dos Pilas monuments cannot yet be linked
to a specific architectural complex or site feature. It could perhaps refer
to the massive Murciélagos complex, the subject of this chapter, which is
located between the eastern El Duende and Western Plaza Group temple
and monument complexes. This third major architectural group sits atop
a natural hill with a spring in it, the most sacred possible location. The
east-west procession route between the plaza group and the first megalithic
stairway and terrace of the El Duende complex would have passed over the
southern end of this hill. The Murciélagos complex, built upon this cen-
tral hill in the eighth century, included small funerary temples, residen-
tial and presentation palaces, throne rooms, and plain and carved stone
monuments. In the 1990s the area was covered by a beautiful stand of old-
growth mahogany and cedar rain forest that obscured the architecture and
displaced many structure lines.

The 1994 Investigations

Daunted by the complexity and importance of the Murciélagos complex,
we waited until the sixth season of the Petexbatun project in 1994 to remap
and extensively explore this palace group and its setting (Demarest 1995a).
Mapping by Robert Wheat, Jeff Hooper, Matt O’Mansky, and José Suasna-
var produced the final map (Figure s5.3), which reveals the way in which the
palace was placed to incorporate the contours of the hill and its natural
limestone terraces and outcrops.

In 1994 the complex was completely excavated by Arthur Demarest,
Kim Morgan, Claudia Wolley, Héctor Escobedo, Irma Rodas, and Erin Sears
(Demarest 1995a; Demarest, Valdés, and Escobedo 1995). Excavation and
interpretation were complicated by the poor quality of construction fills
(typical of the Petexbatun), by the natural complexity of the hill itself, and
by damage and displacement of structure lines by the heavy forest growth.
In order to understand individual structures, their relationship, and the
overall nature of the complex, the horizontal extent of excavation was in-
creased throughout the 1994 field season. Fortunately, the shallow depth of
occupation allowed for such continuous extensions. In the end, over 800 m?
of the complex were exposed, allowing a detailed understanding of its form
and planning. These extensive operations now allow us to draw a number
of conclusions about the natural and sacred geography of the Murciélagos
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FIGURE 5.3. Map of the Murciélagos complex showing numbered structures of
the northern and southern plazas. (Map by Robert Wheat, José Suasndvar, Matt
O’Mansky, and Jeff Hooper)

complex, the function of its individual structures, and the role of the palace
in the Late Classic politics, ritual, and ideology of Dos Pilas.

Palace Placement

Looking first at its location, the very placement of the palace was a daring
political act. The Murciélagos hill has a gushing spring at its base emerg-
ing from the extensive Dos Pilas cavern system (Brady 1991, 1997). In all
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regions and periods of Mesoamerican civilization, such a location was su-
premely sacred. Hills with caves and springs were generally seen as the
womb of the earth from which people, gods, and sacred waters emerged —
a belief which persists even today (e.g., Heyden 1981; Vogt 1981). Studies
throughout Mesoamerica have found close relationships between sacred
architecture and cave and spring systems (Heyden 1973, 1975; Manzanilla
et al. 1994). Indeed, years of epigraphic study by Stuart, Schele, Freidel, and
others have shown that the witz, the sacred mountain with cave, was the
metaphor and model for the Maya temple complex and for sacred places
in general (MacLeod and Puleston 1979; Coe 1988; Schele and Freidel 1990:
427; Freidel, Schele, and Parker 1993: 139, 432). Brady has even shown that
in the Maya highlands the presence of caves became almost a required fea-
ture of sacred epicenters and temples. At Utatlan and other sites, artificial
caves were carved beneath epicenters that lacked them (Brady 1991).

The Murciélagos hill is situated astride the east-west axis of the subter-
ranean universe of Dos Pilas. In their years of survey, Brady and his team
of cave archaeologists (Brady 1997; Brady et al. 1997) have mapped and ex-
cavated miles of interconnected caverns beneath Dos Pilas and its various
epicenters. The east-west component of the cavern system passes beneath
the great eastern El Duende complex and the Western Plaza Group, with
springs emerging in both locations. The Murciélagos hill and its cave and
spring sit midway between the El Duende cave and Dos Pilas springs di-
rectly over the cavern system. The subterranean and sacred universe of the
underworld was consciously mirrored in the surface architecture groups
(Brady 1997; Brady et al. 1997). Both the surface and subterranean east-west
axes on which the hill sat also were, of course, parallel to the course of the
sun itself.

The ideologically strategic position of the Murciélagos complex in the
geography of Dos Pilas was further enhanced by its position astride the east-
west procession route between the two principal areas of public ritual, the
Western Plaza Group and the monumental complex on the north side of
the El Duende Group. Processions between these groups would have passed
over this hill and later, after its construction, such processions would actu-
ally have passed through the Murciélagos palace itself (see below).

The surprising fact about the Murciélagos hill is that, unlike the two
other major sacred loci of the site, it was not dominated by temple com-
plexes and areas for public ritual. Instead, it was only occupied late in the
history of the region with this elite—almost certainly royal —residential
complex. The artifacts, monument fragments, and sequence of architec-
tural construction recovered by our excavations all indicate that most of
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FIGURE §.4. Reconstruction of the west entry into the palace.

this sacred hill was not occupied until the eighth century. We can speculate
that perhaps this locus was initially considered to be too sacred for indi-
vidual occupation. Yet in the eighth century the overreaching royal family
of Dos Pilas covered the entire hilltop with its palace. As we shall see, every
building was strategically placed to draw from this hallowed setting every
drop of its sacred prestige and to apply it to the legitimization of the ajaw
and the royal family.

The Principal Palace Group, the Southern Complex

Turning to the architecture itself, the principal structures of the Murciéla-
gos complex were placed on two natural terraces that define the top of the
hill. The principal courtyard group sat atop the crest of the hill surround-
ing the southern plaza, as defined by Structures N5-71, N4-8A, N5-7, N§s-
3A, Ns5-3, N5-4, N5-1, N5-1A, and Ng4-7 (Figure 5.3). All elements of the
palace have an east-west directionality. Reflecting (and generating) social
distance, the complex is completely closed atop the hill, with access lim-
ited to two very formal entrances (Demarest 1995b).

The western entrance was a graveled, and probably plastered, ramp with
two terrace steps rising between the two western funerary shrines, Struc-
tures N5-71 and Ns-7 (Figure s5.3). This imposing entry (Figure 5.4) led the
procession path from the Western Plaza Group into the heart of the palace
between the oratories of deceased royalty and directly in front of the throne
room, Ns-3A, and presentation palace, Ns-3 (Figure 5.5). Auxiliary struc-
tures (N5-69, N5-72, etc.) paralleled the entranceway. A plain stela and altar
to the west of the entranceway (Figures 5.4, 5.5) may have provided a stop-
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FIGURE 5.5. Perspective view of the Southern Plaza Group, entries, and procession
way through Murciélagos.

ping point for processions, with only the most elite participants proceeding
into the palace itself.

Ancestral Shrine Temple and Throne Room

As one entered the complex from the west, the first structure to the right
was one of the two funerary temples, the highest and first structure built
on the hill, N5-7 (Figures 5.3, 5.5, 5.6). This small temple was constructed
in a style unusual for Petexbatun architecture. It was steeply inclined with
a true corbeled-vaulted temple atop it and fine-fitted masonry over its en-
tire surface. On its front (eastern) side the Ns-7 temple had a very pre-
cipitous, almost vertical, front stairway (Figure 5.6) leading to the vaulted
temple above. Later this stairway abutted the sidewall of Structure Ns-
3A (Figure 5.7; Wolley 1995, fig. 31.6). Careful horizontal excavations by
Claudia Wolley (1995) revealed that the throne room, N5-3A, was built over
the bottom levels of Temple N5-7. In turn, the substructure platform of the
presentation palace structure, Ns-3, overlaps and therefore postdates the
throne room, Ns-3A (Figure 5.7).

Thus the N5-7 temple appears to be the first structure of the principal
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Southern Plaza Group of Murciélagos. It may be that this 1o m high fu-
nerary shrine was for a time the only structure on the Murciélagos hill. Its
steep form and fine masonry are reminiscent of the great Tikal temples of
the late seventh and early eighth centuries. Given the Tikal origins of the
Dos Pilas dynasty, we may speculate that N5-7 may have been a mid-to-
late-seventh-century shrine to one of the earlier Tikal-born members of the
royal family. It may have subsequently become a legitimizing monument,
literally towering over the throne room of a later Petexbatun ruler, probably
Ruler 4, his family, and his patrons. Such a reconstruction remains only
speculation, since N5-7 was one of the few structures of the Murciélagos
complex not completely excavated by the project. It is a small, beautiful,
and reconstructible temple that should be carefully excavated and restored
in the future.

The throne room, Structure Ns-3A (Figures 5.6, 5.7), was excavated
by Claudia Wolley (Wolley 1995). The upper part of the structure appears
to have been made of perishable materials, probably wood with a cloth
canopy, as often portrayed in ceramic art. The lower portion of the struc-
ture, however, was well preserved, with whole vessels placed on the throne
room floor. Also on the floor were three long, unbroken obsidian blades
next to a banner stone tilted on its sides. Yet the throne slab, originally al-
most 4 minlength, had been flipped over and broken into over a dozen frag-
ments (Figure 5.7). The fragmented slab with offerings of vessels, obsidian,

FIGURE §.6. Structure N5-7 temple and Ns-3A throne room.
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Stairway of
structure N5-7

FIGURE 5.7. Plan of excavations of N5-3A (center), portion of N5-3 (left), and stairway
of N5-7 (right), with hieroglyphic throne fragments shown in black.

and the overturned banner laid before it appear to represent a careful ritual
act of destruction.

The literal and symbolic overturning of the throne and toppling of the
banner before it, as well as the fragmentation and partial defacing of the
throne and its inscription, appear to be a classic example of a Maya termi-
nation ritual. As documented at many sites by Freidel, Schele, and others
(e.g., Freidel and Schele 1989; Freidel, Schele, and Parker 1993; Suhler and
Freidel 1998; Mock 1998), such systematic destruction of monuments was
often the conclusion of a military or political defeat. The throne and ban-
ners of a ruler were the preeminent symbols of sovereignty and would be
the first targets of destruction or defacement.



POLITICAL ACQUISITION OF SACRED GEOGRAPHY 131

It is possible that the termination of the Murciélagos throne room oc-
curred at the time of that center’s military defeat in A.D. 761. At that time
Ruler 4, the last Dos Pilas lord, was defeated and the dominance of the
Petexbatun hierarchy became contested between several centers (Houston
and Mathews 1985; Houston 1987; Houston and Stuart 1990). The Petex-
batun project investigations have shown that all public architecture and
monuments ceased at Dos Pilas after this date. The subsequent decades wit-
nessed a rapid decline in population at Dos Pilas and a period of endemic,
highly destructive, siege and fortification warfare throughout the region
(Demarest 1997; Demarest et al. 1997; Palka 1995, 1997). Recovered arti-
facts and stratigraphy suggest that the Murciélagos palace was the principal
royal residence in the time of Rulers 3 and 4, so it is likely that the ritual
destruction of the hieroglyphic bench in Structure Ns-3A corresponds to
the dramatic end of the political supremacy of Dos Pilas and the defeat of
Ruler 4.

Unfortunately, the destruction of the throne itself was sufficiently effec-
tive to obscure the inscription, with some portions completely obliterated
(Figure 5.8). Other glyphs are unusual and are yet undeciphered. None-

FIGURE §.8. Fragments of the bench or royal throne of Murciélagos Structure N5-3A
with glyphic inscriptions or traces of inscriptions. Note probable Dos Pilas emblem
glyph (“holy lord”) variant (top left).
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theless, one glyph has been identified as a possible Dos Pilas ajaw title
(H. Escobedo, personal communication 1996; F. Fahsen, personal commu-
nication 1999). Another set of glyphs appears to refer to a Calakmul lord
(S. Martin, personal communication 1999). The style of the inscription is
that of the period of the last Dos Pilas regent, Ruler 4 (D. Stuart, personal
communication 1998). There is no occupation in the palace group from the
postdynastic period of Dos Pilas, the late facet of the Nacimiento phase
(A.D. 760-830), or from the Terminal Classic—although there were small,
scattered occupations elsewhere in Dos Pilas from those periods. The ritual
destruction of the N5-3 throne room and its hieroglyphic bench appears,
then, to have been the last of many rituals held in the Murciélagos palace
during the Classic period.

Presentation Palaces and Residences

The adjacent structure, Ns5-3, and the plaza before it would have been the
setting for earlier, more felicitous, palace rituals of the eighth century. This
long platform structure has a heavy masonry wall and a wider earth and
rubble bench, which forms the closed back of the structure (Demarest, Wol-
ley, Morgan, and Rodas 1995). The open front faced northward into the
main plaza of the Murciélagos complex, with two low, wide terraces step-
ping down into the plaza itself (Figures 5.5, 5.9). This presentation palace
faced directly onto the east-west procession path between the only two en-
trances of the Murciélagos complex. With a canopy over the back bench
and porch, N5-3 would have provided for ideal royal viewing of processions,
rituals, and ceremonies in the southern plaza of the palace. Unlike pre-
sentation palaces at some sites, this open, porched structure had a perish-
able roof, but that is typical of almost all Dos Pilas elite architecture. With
its two restricted and imposing formal entrances, its two temple shrines,
throne room, and presentation structures, the southern courtyard formed a
compact dramatic theater for ceremonies, probably restricted to Dos Pilas
nobles and visiting elites.

To the east of the presentation palace, also facing north toward the
plaza, was a small well-constructed residential structure, N5-4 (Morgan,
Demarest, and Wolley 1995). Its central room had a large bench with a
cache containing vessel offerings. The plaster floors and fine, lower-course
masonry of N5-4 identify it as an elite residence. Small chambers on either
side of the central room contained large quantities of utilitarian ceramics,
especially striated vessels for water storage. Deep middens behind Struc-
ture N5-4 confirmed its residential function and eighth-century date.
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FIGURE §.9. Overall reconstructed view of the Northern and Southern Plaza Groups
and outbuildings of the Murciélagos palace.

To the north of this small residence was the eastern entrance to the
compound (Figures 5.3, 5.5, 5.9, a formal stairway of four tiers of massive
blocks (Demarest 1995b). North of the stairway, forming the eastern side of
the palace courtyard, Structures N5-1 and N5-1A defined another presen-
tation palace (Figures 5.9, 5.10) and associated residential structure. Facing
west onto the southern courtyard, Structure Ns-1 was fronted by a wide,
low stairway of large blocks rising in three tiers to the heavily plastered
platform surface. Excavation of Ns-1 by Kim Morgan (Morgan, Demarest,
and Wolley 1995) uncovered low pedestals of masonry that were probably
bases for wooden posts to support a canopy or perishable roof (Figure 5.10).
A wide back bench would have provided seating and viewing for receptions
and court ritual. A more closed room on the south end of the platform and
amasonry structure on a lower terrace to the north may have been residen-
tial or sleeping rooms. Both contain wide benches. Caches in the floor of
the N5-1 open platform yielded several ceramic effigy censers (Figure 5.11).

On the north side of the southern plaza, the platform of N4-7 sup-
ported the largest residential block of rooms in the palace (Figures 5.3, 5.9,
5.10). Excavation uncovered six well-defined rooms with doorways facing



134 ARTHUR DEMAREST ET AL.

FIGURE §.10. Structure N5-1, a presentation palace, and adjacent audience/residential
Structure Ns-1A (left).

south into the Southern (principal) Plaza Group (Morgan 1995). Benches
of single massive slabs were found in two of the three excavated rooms
(Figure 5.12). Extremely thick plaster floors, fine masonry, and a dedicatory
burial attest to the status of the occupants. The six-step front (south) ac-
cess to these rooms was constructed in typical Petexbatun style, with two
tiers of finely cut stone masonry but with the rest of the steps formed by
rough-cut small stones, clay, and rubble. The large habitation rooms had
lower walls of stone and plaster masonry but cooler roofs of perishable ma-
terials. The habitation rooms were somewhat unusual for the Petexbatun
in that they had thick plaster floors and wide plaster-covered stone slab
sleeping benches, as in central Peten architecture. Side and back entrances
gave private access to the more secluded Northern Courtyard Group, where
kitchens and additional residences were located (Figures 5.9, 5.10). The
rooms of N4-7 afforded fairly comfortable living areas for the royal family,
and had a view of courtyard ceremonies and easy access across the plaza to
the presentation and audience structures where they performed their daily
political and religious duties.

Second Shrine and Audience Chamber

The southern plaza was closed on the west side by another pairing of an
audience room with bench, N4-8A, and a temple shrine, N5-71. The audi-
ence room had been demolished by tree growth, and its walls and slab
bench were fragmented. While also damaged by trees, the adjacent temple
was still intact. The 7 m high N5-71 temple was paired with the more im-
pressive Ns-7 to flank the western ramp entrance into the palace with two
royal burial shrines, forming an intimidating (and thus politically effec-
tive) approach to the throne room, audience chambers, and presentation
structures of the southern plaza (Figures 5.3, 5.4, 5.5). Unlike the Tikal-style
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Ns-7, however, Ns-71 was built in characteristic Petexbatun style: some
thin lines of fine masonry and plaster veneers covered rough masonry and
poorly compacted loose rubble cores. The plain stela and altar behind the
temple to the west would have allowed offerings outside of the palace (Fig-
ures 5.4, 5.5). The Murciélagos occupants and elites themselves could ap-
proach the front of the shrine from inside the courtyard through a stair-
way of wide steps with alternating courses of fine and rough facing stones
(Figure 5.13).

The Ns-71 shrine was excavated by Demarest and Héctor Escobedo
(Demarest and Escobedo 1995). This funerary temple, in typical Petexbatun
style, contained a burial chamber also in the style associated with the royal
burials in this region at Dos Pilas, Arroyo de Piedra, and Tamarindito. De-
spite the partially collapsed state of the tomb chamber, Escobedo succeeded
in excavating over half of the burial and grave goods (Escobedo 1998). The
style of the chamber and burial followed the pattern of royal burials of the
Tikal dynasty and the Tikal-related lineage that ruled Dos Pilas. In a poorly
executed imitation of Tikal burial chambers, the Petexbatun royal tombs
had coverings of clay filled with thousands of obsidian and chert fragments.

FIGURE 5.11. One of the effigy censers found in Ns-1.
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FIGURE §.12. Structure N4-7, an elite residence, showing internal benches, corridors
to the north plaza, and terrace facade over bedrock outcrop (viewed from behind, i.e.,
from the northern plaza).

The Petexbatun versions, however, have stacked rough-cut blocks loosely
fitted together to form a small vault. From the N5-71 chamber, Escobedo re-
covered the upper portion of the burial, including the skull and upper torso.

Grave goods recovered confirm the high status of the individual en-
tombed, though sex could not be determined from the crushed and partial
skeleton (Escobedo 1998). These grave goods included a Spondylus shell,
conch earspools, jade beads and earpieces, and an anthropomorphic jade
pendant (again, all features of the highest status). The form, placement,
lithic coating, grave goods, and painted stucco fragments in the chamber
were all consistent in style with Petexbatun royal burials. The placement
of the tomb and shrine in the west side of the plaza, however, suggests that
this was not the burial of a ruler or k'uhul ajaw, who were generally buried
under east side shrines (Escobedo 1998).

Function of the Southern Plaza Group

After reviewing each structure of this Southern Courtyard Group of the
Murciélagos complex, we can conclude that this well-planned architec-
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tural ensemble served more ideological and political than residential func-
tions. Placed atop the crest of this sacred hill and aligned with the site’s
procession path and subterranean cave system, this complex of structures
displays an internal order in which each structure was located and con-
structed for dramatic effect. The two structures on the west (N5-71 and
Ny4-8A) and the two on the east (N5-1 and N5-1A) mirror the four struc-
tures along the southern procession way itself, each with a temple and
throne room (N5-7 and N5-3A) and an adjacent presentation palace and
residence/reception structure (Ns5-3 and N5-4).

The Southern Plaza Group formed a small dramatic arena, literally an
intimate stage, in which the rulers of the Petexbatun theater-state could
perform for an elite audience. Less privileged participants in site proces-
sions probably would have waited outside before the monuments and im-
posing entrances of the palace. The rituals and audiences carried out would
have been regarded with even greater awe due to their restricted access.

The Northern Plaza Group

The Northern Plaza Group of the Murciélagos complex (Figure 5.3) was
more private and residential in form and function. The only access was

FIGURE §.13. Structure N5-71, a funerary shrine.
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from the southern courtyard and passed through one of two corridors be-
tween the rooms of the N4-7 royal residential complex (Figures 5.3, 5.10,
5.12). The fine masonry walls of the back of this royal residence defined the
southern side of the Northern Plaza Group. An artificial terrace extended
out from the platform to cover partially the irregular rock outcrop of the
higher natural hill of the southern group (Figure 5.12). This modification
was one of a number of terrace and leveling operations that redefined the
natural rock hilltop under the southern plaza as a human construction. The
northern plaza was pure bedrock that had been cleared to expose a clean
white expanse of limestone. A large natural crevice in the plaza floor led
eastward under Structure N4-6. Apparently this cleft was left open to en-
hance the symbolic significance of this eastern shrine, as discussed below.

These residences atop Structure N4-8 closed the western side of this pri-
vate northern courtyard. The wide platform of N4-5 on the northern side of
the plaza had low rough walls, burned areas, and massive kitchen debris in
a deep midden behind it to the north (Wolley and Rodas 1995). These struc-
tures, N4-7 and outlier platforms, defined the truly residential and private
nature of the northern group of the palace.

The Entombment of Xibalba

The only structure in the Northern Courtyard Group of ceremonial nature
was N4-6, a surprising and unique shrine. The tall mound on the east side
of the courtyard was too steep and narrow to have a residential function
and was easily identified as an ancestor shrine in the typical Plaza Plan 2
form characteristic of Tikal and the Central Peten and also often found
elsewhere. Demarest excavated this structure (Demarest, Rodas, and Mor-
gan 1995) expecting to find a rich cyst or tomb of a revered ancestor at its
base. Indeed, just above bedrock a large slab was encountered, sealing what
promised to be the opening of a tomb. Lifting the slab we discovered the
typical burial assemblage of three vessels—a polychrome vase, bowl, and
plate in Tepeu 2 styles, along with burnt animal bone offerings. But instead
of a burial, we found a wide crevice in the bedrock blocked with an artifi-
cial fill of black earth, stones, and eroded ceramics (Figure 5.14). Clearing
of the earth revealed a narrow natural tunnel which led downward and to
the west.

At this point it was clear that we had found a sealed natural entrance
to the east-west corridor of caves that ran for several kilometers beneath
Dos Pilas and directly below the Murciélagos complex. The Petexbatun Re-
gional Cave Survey team, directed by James Brady, was called upon for as-
sistance. Cave archaeologist Irma Rodas completed the excavation of the
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FIGURE §.14. Structure N4-6, an oratory and entombed cave entrance.

offerings and crevice, which led for 6 m down and west before narrowing
to an impassable crawl space that turned downward into the cave system
(Demarest, Rodas, and Morgan 1995).

The N4-6 Plaza Plan 2 shrine was indeed a sacred tomb structure. It sym-
bolically and physically entombed the entrance to Xibalba, the entrance
to the underworld itself. Many years of study by the Petexbatun Regional
Cave Survey team had led to the proposition that much of the region’s sur-
face architecture was placed and aligned in accordance with the location
and the orientation of the Petexbatun network of caves (Brady 1997; Brady
et al. 1997). The subterranean linear passages in the eroded limestone es-
carpment also held most of these kingdoms’ religious offerings of whole
vessels, artifacts, and even sacrificial victims (Brady 1994, 1990). The N4-6
shrine provided an unexpected and powerful vindication of these hypothe-
ses regarding the importance of subterranean geology to the Maya and to
the planning of their surface architecture (cf. Brady 1997; Brady et al. 1997).

The Murciélagos Palace and the
Capture of Sacred Power

In its placement, general alignments, component structures, and even ar-
chitectural details, the Murciélagos complex was a clear and elegant ex-
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ample of the role of sacred geography and cosmology in Maya site plan-
ning. Sacred geography does not refer to a fixed set of elements in the
landscape to which Maya lords adapted their architecture. Rather, it was a
flexible combination of natural features and cosmological understandings
that guided construction, but also could be manipulated by rulers and elites
to legitimate and enhance their power. We would argue that the very heavy
reliance of Maya rulers on such instruments of ideological and cosmologi-
cal legitimation was one of the characteristic features of state power among
the Maya lords.

Archaeologists, iconographers, and epigraphers have struggled for a cen-
tury to understand the complex nature of royal power among the Maya (Coe
1981; Rathje 1977; Sanders and Webster 1988; Webster 1993). Despite recent
breakthroughs in epigraphy and more theoretically oriented archaeological
research designs, there is still no consensus about the functions of Maya
leadership (Ball and Taschek 1991; Chase and Chase 1992; Fash 1988; Frei-
del 1981, 1986; Marcus 1983; Schele and Miller 1986; Webster 1993). The
degree of state involvement in infrastructure or economic relations is still
unclear, although the preponderance of evidence indicates that in most re-
gions the ruler’s control of economic or subsistence activities was limited
(but see Aoyama 1999, Kovacevich et al. 2000, and Demarest and Barrien-
tos 2000 for some notable exceptions). Instead, most Maya kings may have
maintained their tenuous hold on power through a complex mix of redis-
tribution of exotics, leadership in warfare, and, above all, a central role in
state ritual and religion (e.g., Ball 1993; Demarest 1992; Freidel 1992; Freidel
and Schele 1988a, 1988b; Marcus 1993; Mathews and Willey 1990; Sabloff
1986; Schele and Freidel 1990; Schele and Mathews 1990).

Elsewhere, Demarest (1992) has argued at length that aspects of the
Maya statecraft are strikingly similar to the “galactic polity” or “theater
state” models that have been applied to the kingdoms of Southeast Asia
(Bentley 1986; Geertz 1980; Gesick 1983; Tambiah 1976, 1982, 1984). Like
the Maya, the historical kingdoms of Southeast Asia were tenuously held
together through warfare, redistribution of foreign goods, and state pag-
eantry and ritual. Such events generated public support, as well as com-
pliance from nobles and elites. We also would argue that, like the Negara
of Southeast Asia, Maya polities were, to some degree, “ideologically de-
pendent” (Demarest 1992). The ruler exercised power, not so much by the
type of managerial functions which we often assume to have existed, but
rather through performance in rite, ritual, and ceremony, as well as in
self-aggrandizing interelite warfare and alliance. Control over satellite cen-
ters was due “not so much by the real exercise of power as by devices
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and mechanisms which have a performative validity” (Tambiah 1976: 125).
While not “segmentary” in the sense of being true lineage-based states,
Maya kingdoms, like their “galactic” Asian counterparts, were certainly
structurally segmentary, since they were composed of functionally redun-
dant centers that could easily break away or even join other states or hege-
monies (Stuart 1995; Schele and Mathews 1990; Marcus 1993; Martin and
Grube 1995). Much of the power of the regent, not just the legitimation
of that power, was generated by the awesome spectacles themselves: the
processions, rites, and ceremonies beautifully orchestrated “to make in-
equality enchant” (Geertz 1980: 123).

Even if one assumes that Maya rulers had some economic roles (e.g.,
Aoyama 1999; Kovacevich et al. 2000), there can be little doubt that the
ideological component of state power was extremely great. The vast and
dazzling corpus of Classic Maya art, iconography, monuments, and archi-
tecture is largely devoted to the cult of the ajaw, to the aggrandizement of
the ruler, his divine ancestry, and his sacred duties (Freidel 1992; Freidel
and Schele 1988a; Schele and Miller 1986; Miller 1996). Classic period ener-
gies and resources were lavishly expended on this monumental display, on
the props and stages of royal ritual performance.

This ideological dependency of Maya leadership is evident in the case
of Dos Pilas and the construction and use of the Murciélagos complex. The
Dos Pilas dynasty that ruled the sprawling Petexbatun kingdom was newly
arrived in the sixth century, probably from Tikal (Houston and Mathews
1985). They could not draw as easily on a deep local ancestry and revered an-
cient architecture. For prestige they relied on tenuous claims to the throne
of the distant center of Tikal. To a greater degree than many states, the
Dos Pilas hegemony expanded through direct conquest or political alli-
ance, seizing control of the critical Pasion River trade artery, the conduit
into the lowlands for exotic jades, quetzal feathers, and other adornments
critical to state ritual performance (Demarest 1997; Demarest and Valdés
19952, 1995b; Demarest and Barrientos 2000). Given this late and somewhat
secular history, one would expect the dynasty of Dos Pilas to use primarily
displays of military force to reinforce their power. Most of their stelae and
hieroglyphic stairways do, in fact, portray the military triumphs of strut-
ting Dos Pilas lords and the humiliation of conquered rulers. Yet the kings
of even this bellicose polity had to rely upon “devices and mechanisms
which have a performative validity,” in Tambiah’s (1976: 125) terms.

For the Maya of Dos Pilas, such performances and public rituals were
staged in architectural complexes like that of the El Duende temple and its
terraces and the Plaza Group courtyard with its altars, monuments, ball-
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court, and the spacious dramatic arena formed by its temples. In such ar-
chitectural theaters, the Maya kings presided over public spectacles of divi-
nation, sacrifice, initiation, coronation, and celebration of high points of
the calendric and astrological cycles. In addition to major propitiatory ritu-
als on behalf of the populace, rulers also generated, legitimated, and re-
inforced their power through events limited to local leaders and to visiting
dignitaries, including royal visits, marriage alliances, interelite warfare,
gift exchanges, and sacrificial rites (see, for example, Culbert 1988; Fash and
Stuart 1990; Freidel 1986; Marcus 1993; Mathews and Willey 1990; Sabloff
1986; Schele and Mathews 1990; Stuart 1995).

The Murciélagos compound was designed to aid in both public and pri-
vate ritual and ceremony. The most public of the rituals at the colossal
El Duende and Plaza Group temples also involved processions between
these complexes. Events and rites were repeated according to the ancient
Maya canons of movement and ritual reenactment, the physical tracing
of the Maya cosmogram (Carlson 1981; Freidel and Schele 1988a, 1988b;
Vogt 1981). This grammar of ritual movement and the definition of the
sacred center through such movements have deep circum-Pacific roots in
shared shamanistic concepts with later ecclesiastical elaborations (Eliade
1954, 1961). The motion of all such pageants, processions, and rituals and
the cosmic pattern that they emulated rotated around the “sacred center.”
In Maya political, cosmological, and ritual performance, as in the Negara
of Southeast Asia, the ruler appropriated for himself that position in the
sacred center, embodying and becoming the axis of the universe (e.g., Frei-
del, Schele, and Parker 1993; Freidel and Schele 1988a, 1988b; Schele 1981;
Schele and Freidel 1990; Schele and Miller 1986).

The placement and architecture of Murciélagos, the abode of the regent,
were skillfully chosen to define the ruler and his family as the center of
the east-west ceremonial axis of Dos Pilas (Figure 5.15). The ruler sat atop
the sacred mountain, cave, and spring—a holy place through which pro-
cessions would pass. As we have seen, this position as the pivot of ritual
was enhanced by the placement along the procession corridor of restricted
imposing entrances, ancestor shrines, presentation palaces, and the throne
room. The ruler and his palace literally sat astride the site’s axis, which
also corresponded with the east-west axis of the subterranean cave system
and, of course, the east-west movement of the sun itself. Even the popu-
lace, which was probably excluded from entry into the palace during pro-
cessions, would have been aware of events within and the central location
of the palace in the sacred order of the site.

Meanwhile, the interior arrangements and details of the palace were



POLITICAL ACQUISITION OF SACRED GEOGRAPHY 143

FIGURE §5.15. Schematic representation of the position of the Murciélagos palace and
its k’'uhul ajaw in the physical layout of the ritual center, procession route, and caves,
and possibly in the ancient Maya conceptualization of the cosmos.

constructed for their use in the private rituals, visitations, and elite cere-
monies that were equally critical to the maintenance of royal power. In
the intimate, yet imposing, settings of the Southern Courtyard Group, gift
exchange, receipt of tribute, feasting, bloodletting, and dynastic ancestor
veneration took place in chambers and temples designed for those func-
tions. Nearby the royal family resided in the comfortable rooms of N4-7
and the secluded Northern Plaza Group. The elite interactions that took
place in the Southern Plaza Group were part of the network of ties that
held together the Maya world (Freidel 1986; Marcus 1993; Sabloff 1986;
Schele and Mathews 1990). These shared experiences and rituals unified
the canons of politics and ideology of the Maya lords and helped to define
the alliances that united them into a system of collaborating and compet-
ing peer polities, larger loose alliances, or far-flung warring hegemonies
(cf. Mathews and Willey 1990; Marcus 1993; Martin and Grube 1995, 2000:
68-83).



144 ARTHUR DEMAREST ET AL.

In the case of Dos Pilas, we know that such receptions and rituals with
visiting rulers and their emissaries were particularly crucial in the mid-
eighth century. The Murciélagos palace was probably constructed during
the last decade of the period in which the Dos Pilas dynasty dominated over
most of the Pasion River Valley. Dos Pilas alliances, rites, and sacrifices in-
volved lords of Cancuen, far to the south at the base of the highlands, and
even more distant Calakmul to the north. Ruler 4, the last Dos Pilas regent,
struggled to maintain his overextended hegemony by conducting rituals
involving his vassals and allies at sites along the Pasion Valley (Fahsen and
Demarest 2000; Houston 1987; Houston and Mathews 1985; Houston and
Stuart 1990; Martin and Grube 2000). The sacred prestige of Murciélagos
and its dramatic architectural settings may have aided these—ultimately
futile—efforts to reinforce the last ruler’s prestige and power.

The final symbolic flourish of the Murciélagos compound was its rela-
tionship to the cave system and the enshrinement of that entrance to the
underworld. Aligning architecture to the caves and incorporating a cave
entry into the palace completed the process of identifying the ruler and
the dynasty as the sacred center and axis of the universe of Dos Pilas. The
east-west cave system, the procession path, and the Murciélagos corridor of
entries and presentation structures all paralleled and represented the east-
west movement of the sun itself. Just as Itzamnaaj moved across the earth’s
surface by day, so did his incarnation as the Night Jaguar move through the
underworld at night. Both the solar and the subterranean levels of this cir-
cuit had been captured at Murciélagos and tied physically and symbolically
to the ruler and his family.

Thus, in the final decades of their rule, the royal family had established
the Murciélagos palace in the site’s most sacred place as a final instrument
of their overreaching royal power. They refined that instrument to establish
a unique setting for the enhancement of authority through the political ac-
quisition of the power of sacred geography. The Plaza Plan 2 shrine on the
east side of the north courtyard of this palace, the royal family’s true resi-
dence, was the most powerful possible statement. Sitting astride the axis
of the universe, the regent and his family revered as an ancestral shrine
this entrance to the subterranean passageway of Itzamnaaj’s nightly jour-
ney through the underworld. Not content to capture the surface circuit of
the sun in the Southern Plaza Group, the lords of Murciélagos had also en-
shrined its nocturnal path and incorporated it into the royal compound.
In their personal family shrine in the Northern Plaza Group, they thus de-
clared their revered ancestor to be the sun himself. Architecture and ritual
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were configured so as to confound the identity of the holy lord of Dos Pilas
with that of Itzamnaaj.

With plaster and stone they had harnessed the power of the sacred
mountain to the ends of the state.
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CHAPTER SIX
Where Did Elites Live?

IDENTIFYING ELITE RESIDENCES
AT AGUATECA, GUATEMALA

Takeshi Inomata and Daniela Triadan

Architecture is one of the most important sources of information for ar-
chaeologists about social organization, lifestyle, and worldviews. In par-
ticular, residences of elites provide critical data concerning the nature
of social stratification, administrative mechanisms, and dominant ideolo-
gies. Our understanding of Maya elite residences, however, is still limited.
Above all, we are not able to identify elite residences with reasonable cer-
tainty (Tourtellot 1993: 230-232). Inquiries into this issue is further ham-
pered by the ambiguity of the concept of elite. In this chapter we first
review the related concepts of palace, elite, and elite residence. We then
examine problems related to the identification of elite residences, using
data from the center of Aguateca, Guatemala. Aguateca, where rapidly
abandoned buildings in its epicenter contain rich assemblages of de facto
refuse, presents an exceptionally favorable condition for the study of elite
residences. The identification of elite residences in general, however, still
remains problematic.

Maya Palaces and Elite Residences

Palaces

An important term related to elite residence is “palace,” which is com-
monly used by Mayanists. The use and concept of this word are rather prob-
lematic. One problem originates in the European bias inherent in the use of
this term. Another, which derives partly from the first problem, is the con-
flation of morphological descriptions and functional inferences. The his-
tory of the concept of palace in Maya archaeology traced by Webster (1998;
Webster and Inomata 1998) illuminates this point. Spaniards in the colo-
nial period and the early explorer John Lloyd Stephens ([1841] 1949: 243~
244) used the words “palacios” and “palaces,” through European analogies,
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to refer to presumed residences of lords and nobles (Kowalski 1987: 76). As
the theocratic model of Classic Maya society became dominant, Mayan-
ists came to use the word “palace” as a purely descriptive term (Webster
and Inomata 1998; see Satterthwaite 1935). “Palace” in this sense generally
refers to a large and long structure with multiple rooms or long galleries,
usually built on relatively low platforms (G. F. Andrews 1975: 43-46). This
type of building is contrasted with “temples,” which consist of relatively
small superstructures with one or few rooms on high pyramidal bases. Only
after the demise of the theocratic model and the introduction of modern
scientific excavation methods—most notably the study of the Tikal Central
Acropolis by Peter Harrison (1970)—did it become clear that some of the
palace-type structures were indeed residences of rulers and other privileged
individuals (Adams 1970: 492, 1974; Haviland 1981). It is, however, neces-
sary to remember that not all palace-type buildings were residences, and
that some royal residences may have been placed on large pyramid-shaped
bases (Chase and Chase 20071; Folan, Gunn, and Dominguez 2001; Harrison
1970). For analytical purposes, morphological definitions and functional
ones need to be distinguished clearly. The correlation between morphology
and functions should not be presumed a priori but should be demonstrated
through empirical research.

The Concept of Elite

As terms referring to the functions of the building and the status of its
residents, Mayanists commonly use “elite residential structures” and “elite
residences.” The definition of these terms also remains vague. The prob-
lem is that the concept of “elite” is not clearly defined, and the term “elite”
is often used uncritically by Mayanists (Chase and Chase 1992: 3; Hous-
ton and Stuart 2001; Marcus 1983a: 7). In a broad sense, elites may mean
individuals who enjoy significantly higher power, wealth, or prestige than
other members of society, and the term has been used interchangeably with
the upper class, the wealthy, or the privileged (Chase and Chase 1992: 3;
Marcus 1983a: 34, 1983b: 3). In most societies, different dimensions of so-
cial inequality, such as power, wealth, and prestige, do not always corre-
late with each other (Dumont 1970; Fallers 1973; McGuire 1983; Palka 1995;
Paynter 1989). The relation between these variables and the elaborateness
of residences is equally complex. In Edo period Japan, many nobles of the
emperor’s court, who maintained a certain level of prestige and status but
had lost political power to the samurai class, lived in dilapidated struc-
tures. On the other hand, some merchants, who were near the bottom of
the class system, enjoyed considerable economic wealth. In Ming dynasty
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China, disrespected eunuchs, who originated in the lower classes, lived in
the residential compound of the emperor and sometimes enjoyed political
power greater than state ministers through their closeness to the sovereign
(Mitamura 1970). The elite in a broad sense, then, encompasses individuals
of diverse social positions whose residences may vary significantly in size
and elaborateness. It follows that palaces and elite residences are not syn-
onymous, not only in that some of so-called palaces may not be residences,
but also in that elite residences are not always buildings of palatial scale.

In the social sciences, the concept of the elite is generally used in a more
specific way (for a discussion of the concept of the elite in Maya archae-
ology, see Chase and Chase 1992; Houston and Stuart 2001). Marcus (1983a:
10-13; see also Mills 1956: 3-15) lists three broad qualities of elites. First,
elites are agents that bring about effects, shaping events for others. Sec-
ond, elites are exclusive. Third, elites control social institutions that orga-
nize the general population. In other words, the elite can be defined as a
minority of powerful people who, through their control of social institu-
tions, bring about effects of broad significance for society at large (Giddens
1974: 4; Schneider and Schneider 1983: 159). Marcus (1992) also warns that
elite theory has developed in the specific historical context of the mod-
ern Western world, where it has focused on the human counterparts of de-
veloping bureaucracy and other institutions of a rather impersonal nature.
In traditional societies, the relation between elites and social institutions
may be less clear-cut than in the modern West and elites may depend more
on informal personal relations (Inomata and Houston 2001). In any case,
elites in this definition are associated more closely with power, particularly
power over others in relations of domination, than other dimensions such
as wealth and prestige. While this definition is more specific, elites are not
easy to identify through the material remains that archaeologists rely on
(Chase and Chase 1992: 3). This leads some scholars to question the utility
of the concept of elite in the analysis of archaeological data (Kowalewski,
Feinman, and Finsten 1992; Marcus 1992).

Although it is beyond us to identify and describe elites archaeologically
with the clarity and certainty of ethnography, we still believe that impor-
tant insights can be gained through the analysis of material remains. In
this regard, the strategies laid out by Cowgill (1992) are suggestive. First,
the exclusivity of elites may be expressed or defined by certain lifestyles or
subcultures, which may lead to recognizable material residues (see Marcus
1983¢: 34; Schneider and Schneider 1983). Second, critical institutional
positions in traditional societies are often associated with specific icono-
graphic or material symbols. In the study of the pre-Hispanic Maya, re-
searchers can take advantage of the epigraphic record. For example, titles
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examined by Houston and Stuart (2001) provide important clues to the
elites constituting the royal court. Cowgill (1992) also reminds us that the
lifestyle and symbols related to elites should be distinguished clearly from
generalized wealth. In addition, we need to keep in mind that some elites
may not leave any distinguishable material residues.!

Elite Residences

Architecture has often been used as one of the primary indicators of elite
status by archaeologists (Chase and Chase 1992; Haviland and Moholy-
Nagy 1992; Pendergast 1992). In other words, the practice of archaeologi-
cal research of elite residences generally does not start with the identifi-
cation of the elites, leading to the examination of their dwellings. Instead,
it usually begins with the identification of large and elaborate buildings
with residential functions on the ground, which, often in combination with
other types of data, leads to the assumption that their residents were elites.
Thus, archaeological inquiries concerning elites and their residences are
always in danger of falling into circular arguments: Elites are those who
lived in presumed elite residences, and elite residences are buildings occu-
pied by elites. It is necessary to consider the possibility that there might
have been elites who did not live in large buildings and that some large
and elaborate buildings might have reflected generalized wealth or resulted
from inheritance rather than the power of the residents (see Kowalewski,
Feinman, and Finsten 1992: 263).

Despite these potential problems, architectural analysis still serves as
one of the most powerful tools archaeologists have to address elites. In addi-
tion, with the development of architectural studies, scholars have come
to see architecture itself as an important subject of inquiry, not simply as
an indicator of the social status of the residents (Houston 1998; Kent 1990;
Parker Pearson and Richards 1994). Such a study may focus on elaborate ar-
chitecture as an expression of power or of exclusive lifestyles, rather than
on elite residences in general that potentially include modest houses. Since
the scale and elaborateness of architecture closely reflect the amount of
labor investment (Abrams 1994; Inomata and Aoyama 1996), large build-
ings, the construction of which requires the labor of individuals other than
the residents, often reasonably reflect the power of the residents or owners.
In this regard, Landa noted that the houses of lords in contact-period Yuca-
tan were built with the labor of commoners (Tozzer 1941: 87). The power
and exclusiveness of elites may also be expressed in more subtle ways,
such as location, spatial arrangements, and the use of specific icons. These
buildings as expressions of power may serve to distinguish elites from the
rest of society and to facilitate their exclusive lifestyle. On the other hand,
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elites in some societies may be expected, whether they like it or not, to live
in appropriate elite residences, and this noblesse oblige may sometimes
strain them economically, as seen in pre-revolution France (Elias 1983). It
is, again, necessary to remember that some elites may choose not to use
their power for the construction of large residences or their power may
be restricted in terms of issues it can be applied to (see below). With these
problems in mind, we now turn to data from Aguateca.

Aguateca

Aguateca is located in the Petexbatun region in the tropical lowlands of
the southwestern Peten, Guatemala. It is a relatively small center, and
its epicenter includes the Palace Group, which was probably a residen-
tial complex of the royal family, the Main Plaza where carved monuments
lie, and the Causeway that connects the Palace Group and the Main Plaza
(Figure 6.1). The area along the Causeway was a densely occupied resi-
dential area. Previous studies at Aguateca by Ian Graham (1967) and by
Stephen Houston (1987, 1992b, 1993; Houston and Mathews 1985) focused
on recording inscribed monuments and mapping the site center. Houston’s
epigraphic decipherment demonstrated that Aguateca was the twin capital
of Dos Pilas, governed by the same dynasty.

Inomata and his colleagues conducted more systematic archaeological
investigations from 1990 to 1993 as a subproject of the Petexbatun Re-
gional Archaeological Project, directed by Arthur Demarest, and from 1996
to 1999 as the Aguateca Archaeological Project (Inomata 1995, 1997; Ino-
mataetal. 1996,1997,1998; Inomata, Ponciano, and Triadan 1997; Inomata,
Triadan, and Ponciano 1998). Excavation data indicated that most struc-
tures visible on the surface were occupied during the Late Classic period.
Extensive defensive walls were constructed in a hasty manner toward the
end of this period, most likely as a response to the intensification of war-
fare in the region. Excavations in the residential area along the Causeway
revealed an extraordinary amount of complete and reconstructible arti-
facts in and around structures. Furthermore, all the excavated structures
in this area showed evidence of burning, such as pieces of carbon, heat-
damaged chert objects, and burned ceramics, bones, and shell. Inomata has
hypothesized that Aguateca was attacked by enemies and its central part
was burned. The inhabitants in the epicenter probably fled or were taken
away, leaving most of their belongings behind. Areas outside the epicenter
were probably deserted soon after this event. These areas were abandoned
gradually enough that the residents could carry away most of their be-
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AGUATECA

[ STRUCTURES
— DEFENSIVE WALLS

FIGURE 6.1. Map of Aguateca showing the location of the Palace Group, Causeway,
and Main Plaza.

longings (Demarest et al. 1997; Inomata 1995, 1997, in press; Inomata and
Stiver 1998).

Among the 704 structures mapped at the Aguateca center, we estimate
that 622 are possible Late Classic domestic structures, that is, residences,
kitchens, family shrines, and other buildings related to domestic life. The
terms “residences” and “dwellings” are used in a narrower sense, mean-
ing structures where people slept and spent a significant amount of pri-
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FIGURE 6.2. Map of the Palace Group and the area along the Causeway, with the loca-
tion of extensively excavated buildings.

vate time. Another concept mentioned in the following discussion is resi-
dential unit, which refers to a spatial aggregation of domestic structures,
usually surrounding a patio. Extensively excavated structures in the area
around the Causeway include Structures M7-22 and M7-32, probable royal
residences; Structures M7-35, M8-4, M8-8, and M8-10, which were most
likely elite residential structures; Structure M8-13, a residence occupied by
a household of relatively low status; Structures M7-34 and M8-11, which
may have been communal houses; Structure M8-17, a probable shrine; and
Structures M8-2 and M8-3, which may have been buildings used for manu-
facturing activities (Figure 6.2).
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Aguateca provides unique information for the study of Maya elite resi-
dences in two respects. The first point is that the peak occupation of Agua-
teca lasted for a relatively short time. Occupation in the early part of the
Late Classic period was relatively light. Aguateca as the twin capital of Dos
Pilas was established probably in the late-seventh or early-eighth century.
The center appears to have been attacked and deserted at the beginning
of the ninth century. Many buildings and plazas seem to have been con-
structed rapidly and have had only one major construction phase. Thus, the
settlement data of Aguateca may reflect the social and political organiza-
tion at a given time more closely than the data of other centers with longer
occupations, where such patterns are blurred by numerous episodes of con-
struction and modification. The second point concerns the rapid abandon-
ment of Aguateca. Rich assemblages of on-floor artifacts found in burned
buildings present an unprecedented opportunity to examine the use, func-
tion, and meaning of these structures (Inomata and Sheets 2000). In the
following section, we first examine Aguateca’s elites through data other
than architecture. Because of the nature of our data set, the discussion fo-
cuses on the royal family that probably lived in the Palace Group and on
possible elites that occupied the area along the Causeway. These groups are
compared with the less well known population in other parts of the center.
We then analyze the scale and elaborateness of structures, as well as their
functions and spatial arrangements. By examining the conformity and dis-
crepancy between architectural and nonarchitectural data, we assess the
possibility of identifying elite residences.

Elite Status Viewed through Nonarchitectural Data

Royal Family

In addition to the large scale of its architecture, the following facts imply
that the Palace Group was the royal residential complex of this center.
First, defensive walls were placed in a roughly concentric pattern, with the
Palace Group located at its center (Figure 6.1). In other words, this architec-
tural complex was the most heavily defended part of Aguateca. This sug-
gests that the residents of this compound were politically or symbolically
the most important. Second, the Causeway, a well-defined street, directly
led to the plaza of the Palace Group (Figures 6.1, 6.2). Many other possible
elite structures are found along this street. The other end of the Causeway
connected to the Main Plaza, which was the primary public ceremonial
space of this center. This location indicates that the Palace Group was the
most important residential group at this center.
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FIGURE 6.3. The easternmost, east, and center rooms of Structure M7-22, viewed from
the north (left to right).

Third, the Palace Group was abandoned in a unique manner (Inomata in
press). In 1998 and 1999, Erick Ponciano, Estela Pinto, and Inomata exca-
vated Structures M7-22 and M7-32, the probable main living quarters of the
royal family. Most other buildings in the Palace Group appear to have had
administrative or ceremonial functions (see below). Structure M7-22 had
five main rooms and probably two small front rooms (Figure 6.3), whereas
Structure M7-32 consisted of three main rooms and a wide front room. Al-
though most rooms were clean of artifacts, the easternmost room of Struc-
ture M7-22 contained numerous reconstructible objects and its entrance
was sealed. It appears that the residents evacuated the Palace Group before
the final fall of Aguateca, strongly sensing the threat of an imminent attack
by enemies. They cleaned their living rooms and stored some of their pos-
sessions in the easternmost room of Structure M7-22, hoping to come back
later. This pattern of abandonment has not been found outside the Palace
Group. The uniqueness of this abandonment process is probably related to
the special status of the residents. It is likely that only the royal family and
their close attendants left the center, while most of the population, includ-
ing the majority of nobles, remained until the bitter end.

Fourth, the artifact assemblage stored in the easternmost room of Struc-
ture M7-22 points to the royal status of the occupants of this compound.
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It is possible that the fleeing royal family took the most important re-
galia with them and that the enemy who attacked Aguateca plundered this
building. Still, the remaining objects are spectacular. They include a carved
shell and bone with glyphic texts, pyrite mosaic mirrors, a greenstone celt,
and two thin-walled ceramic masks made of layers of clay-saturated tex-
tiles (Beaubien and Kaplan 2000; Inomata et al. 1998). Fifth, the enemies
who attacked Aguateca appear to have conducted termination rituals in the
Palace Group (Inomata in press). Dense deposits of broken sherds, mixed
with jade, shell, bone, and pyrite, were found around Structure M7-22 and
in the center room of Structure M7-32. Excavators did not find compa-
rable deposits outside the Palace Group. These materials were probably de-
posited during termination rituals, in which the buildings were deliber-
ately destroyed (see Mock 1998). If this interpretation is correct, such ritual
behavior most likely reflected the unique symbolic value of this architec-
tural compound.

Other Elites

Data concerning other elites derive mostly from the excavation of burned
structures in the area along the Causeway (Figures 6.1, 6.2). This location
appears to have been suitable for an elite residential zone. It is situated be-
tween the royal residential compound and the Main Plaza, as well as being
next to the Causeway, which was probably an important public and cere-
monial space. In addition, the area is well defended by the escarpment, the
chasm, and defensive walls. Even more suggestive is its abandonment pat-
tern. So far, only this area has been confirmed to have been burned and
abandoned rapidly. There is a slight possibility that the residential area to
the north of the Palace Group was also burned, but data from small test
pits are not sufficient to determine its abandonment processes. The rest
of the center was clearly deserted gradually. Together with the aforemen-
tioned defensive strategy, these patterns indicate that the primary target of
the enemy attack was the epicenter, particularly the area along the Cause-
way. It is reasonable to assume that those who lived in this area possessed
prominent political power.

Artifactual data also imply the elite status of the inhabitants of this area.
Particularly relevant are data from Structures M7-35, M8-4, M8-8, and M8-
10, excavated by Triadan and Inomata. These buildings were most likely
residential structures. Floor assemblages found in these buildings include
finely carved shell ornaments, greenstone beads, and high-quality poly-
chrome ceramics. In particular, Structure M8-10 contained a human skull
carved with a glyphic text referring to an accession ceremony accompa-
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nied by the Aguateca ruler. Also found in this building was a finely carved
shell with a text mentioning a personal name, titles, the Aguateca emblem
glyph, and a scribal title (Inomata 1995; Inomata and Stiver 1998). It is likely
that Structure M8-10 was occupied by a noble scribe who enjoyed a close
relationship with the ruler.

Despite these rich data, uncertainty remains. A problem derives from
the difficulty of evaluating the eliteness reflected in these material pos-
sessions in comparative terms, because of the completely different aban-
donment patterns in other parts of Aguateca. Although these materials of
high value (long-distance-trade goods and labor-intensive products) have
not been found outside the epicenter, one needs to consider the possi-
bility that similar objects were possessed by numerous other households
of Aguateca but were simply not left behind in gradually abandoned struc-
tures. Burial data are suggestive in this regard. An extended male burial
unearthed under the center room of Structure M8-10 probably belongs to
a former household head, but it was rather poor, containing only one ce-
ramic bowl of mediocre quality. The number of excavated burials at Agua-
teca is small, possibly reflecting the short duration of occupation, but a
few burials found in structures of similar sizes outside the epicenter con-
tained one to three vessels. It is probable that burials in the Petexbatun
region are generally poor, possibly due to the late establishment of the
Dos Pilas/Aguateca dynasty. Even the alleged royal tombs excavated at Dos
Pilas are not as spectacular as tombs found in the central Peten and other
areas (Demarest 1997). Still, the burial at Structure M8-10 seems rather un-
impressive. The contents of the midden associated with Structure M8-10
were also largely similar to those found in other parts of the center, ex-
cept that a few fragments of shell ornaments, elaborate figurines, and fine
ceramic vessels hinted at the elevated status of the inhabitants.

Despite these ambiguities, the residents of Structures M7-35, M8-4,
MS8-8, and M8-10 were certainly better off than the average, which is dem-
onstrated by the excavation results from Structure M8-13. Structure M8-13
is a relatively small building, forming a residential unit with Structure
MS8-10 (Figure 6.2). The assemblage of utilitarian objects from Structure
MS8-13, including storage and cooking vessels, grinding stones, and chipped
stone tools, was similar to those from Structures M7-35, M8-8, and M8-10.
This indicates that Structure M8-13 was a residence of a separate coresiden-
tial group, not an ancillary building of Structure M8-10 (Inomata, Ponciano,
and Triadan 1996, 1997). Structure M8-13, however, was virtually devoid
of objects of high value, such as shell ornaments and greenstone pieces.
These data show that, within the residential area along the Causeway, the
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inhabitants were internally differentiated. While the residents of Structures
M7-35, M8-4, M8-8, and M8-10 belonged to the upper social layer, Structure
MS8-13 appears to represent the middle or lower stratum.

Scale and Elaborateness of Buildings

Palace Group

In terms of the scale of the buildings, the Palace Group, a probable royal
residential complex, is significantly more elaborate and larger than any
of the other residential compounds at Aguateca (Figure 6.4a). In this com-
plex, Structures M7-22 and M7-32 appear to have been the main residen-
tial quarters of the royal family (see below). So far they are the only build-
ings at Aguateca that have been confirmed as having had vaulted roofs.
The exterior masonry of Structures M7-22 and M7-32 was well executed
(Figure 6.5). In particular, finely cut stones of complex shapes have been
found to date only in Structure M7-22. The stucco floors also were thicker
and better made than those in other excavated structures. In other words,
the prominent scale and elaborateness of the Palace Group accords well
with the aforementioned nonarchitectural data, which indicate that the
residents of this compound were royalty. The Palace Group of Aguateca,
however, is not particularly impressive compared to large buildings of other
centers. The interior masonry was relatively rough, using slabs of irregular
shapes (Figure 6.6). In addition, excavation did not reveal any stone sculp-
tures in these buildings. This stands in contrast to Dos Pilas, where hiero-
glyphic benches and other sculptures have been found in possible royal
residences and other structures (Demarest 1997). A reason for this differ-
ence is probably that Aguateca, as the secondary capital, was less impor-
tant for the dynasty than Dos Pilas.

Buildings in the Causeway Area

Differences among other structures are subtler. Figure 6.4b shows that
some residential complexes are substantially larger than others, but differ-
ences are not as clearly marked as in the case of the royal residence. Struc-
tures M7-35, M8-4, M8-8, and M8-10, discussed above, belong to the top 10
to 15 percent of Aguatecan domestic structures in terms of construction
volume (Inomata 1995). In particular, Structures M8-4 and M8-8, together
with Structures M8-5 and M8-6 (Figure 6.2), form one of the largest resi-
dential units after the Palace Group in terms of the average construction
volume (Unit M8-1 in Figure 6.4b). Nevertheless, it is necessary to note
that buildings of similar sizes are also found in various parts outside the
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FIGURE 6.4. Plots of average volume and the volume of the largest structures of do-
mestic units. (a) Plot with all domestic units, including Unit M7-5 (Palace Group).
(b) Plot excluding Unit M7-5 (Palace Group).

epicenter, as well as in another residential zone in the epicenter, namely,
the Granada Group to the west of the Main Plaza. Structures M7-35, M8-8,
and M8-10 may have been slightly more elaborately built than buildings
of comparable sizes in other parts of Aguateca. Their walls consisted of
nicely cut stones, and floor stucco was, albeit thin, relatively well pre-

served (Figure 6.7). Seven structures of similar or slightly smaller sizes

have been excavated outside the Causeway area, but excavators did not
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find recognizable stucco floors in any of these buildings. It appears that
the floors of these structures were made of dirt, or that the stucco was so
thin and so poorly made that it did not preserve. In addition, the masonry
of these buildings was slightly coarser. Among Aguateca buildings, which
are poorly built in general, those in the Causeway area seem to have com-
paratively better quality of construction. At the same time, as seen in non-
architectural data, internal differentiation within the Causeway area is also
recognizable in terms of the scale and elaborateness of buildings. Struc-
ture M8-13, with poorer assemblages, was smaller, and its walls consisted
mostly of roughly shaped stones.

Building Functions and Spatial Arrangements

Residential Structures

Excavations of Structures M7-35, M8-4, M8-8, and M8-10 provided the
most valuable information on the use of space in residential structures.
These data have been discussed elsewhere in more detail (Inomata 1995;
Inomata and Stiver 1998; Inomata et al. 1998; Webster and Inomata 1998),
and here we summarize them briefly. They are multichambered structures
with three main rooms and two to three small annexes or back rooms

FIGURE 6.5. Exterior masonry of Structure M7-22 of the Palace Group. Note finely
cut stones of complex shape.
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FIGURE 6.6. Interior masonry of Structure M7-22.

(Figure 6.8). The center rooms had a relatively small number of objects and
were probably used for the work of the household heads, as well as for
gatherings and receiving visitors. Other main rooms flanking the center
rooms appear to have been related to various domestic activities and craft
production. One of these rooms in each structure housed numerous ob-
jects, including large storage jars, and was probably associated with stor-
age and food preparation. The other main room, with a smaller quantity of
artifacts, may have been a place for living and sleeping. Smaller annexes
and back rooms usually did not have benches, and were probably used for
storage, food preparation, and craft production.

These data indicate that the use patterns of space in these buildings were
fairly consistent. Similar patterns probably apply to other multiroom build-
ings, including Structures M7-22 and M7-32 of the Palace Group. Because
of their abandonment process, discussed above, the distribution of artifacts
does not reflect the original arrangement of activity areas. Their architec-
tural features, however, point to a pattern of space use essentially com-
parable to those of the rapidly abandoned subroyal residences. The center
rooms were larger than the others that had a spacious bench, and appear
to have been appropriate for use by the ruler or a high-status individual in
official business. The two adjacent main rooms of Structure M7-22 were
originally connected with the center room through narrow passages in the
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room divisions. The doorway between the center and east rooms was later
sealed. It is possible that the west room, which remained connected with
the center room, served as a private chamber for the ruler or a high-status
individual, while the east room was used by other members of the royal
family (see Sanders 1989 and Webster 1989 for similar interpretations of
Copan buildings). Likewise, the north room of Structure M7-32 was con-
nected with the center room and appears to have been used by the ruler,
whereas the south room with a separate entrance may have been occupied
by other individuals. Although the function of the easternmost room of
Structure M7-22 is not clear, the fact that it was sealed with numerous ob-
jects inside may reflect its original storage function.

Multichambered structures similar to Structures M7-35, M8-4, M8-8,
and M8-10 are relatively common throughout Aguateca. Among 610 pos-
sible Late Classic domestic structures, excluding the Palace Group, 63 were
identified as buildings with three or more rooms, and 32 as two-room struc-
tures. Since buildings with three or more rooms can be easily misidenti-
fied as one- or two-chamber structures if they have not been excavated, the
actual number of structures with more than three rooms should be sub-
stantially higher than 63. In addition, the 610 structures labeled as domes-
tic probably include numerous small ancillary buildings with functions
other than use as dwellings. Thus, we estimate that a considerable portion

FIGURE 6.7. The northern part of Structure M8-8 after excavation.
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FIGURE 6.8. Axonometric drawing of Structure M8-10.

of the Late Classic residences—probably more than 20 percent—was made
up of buildings with three or more rooms. It is likely that these multicham-
bered buildings were used in manners similar to Structures M7-35, M8-4,
MS8-8, and M8-10.

Residential Units and Zones

We now turn to spatial arrangements in residential units and zones that en-
compass more than one residence, as well as to structures with other func-
tions. In the area along the Causeway, many buildings lie parallel to this
street and escarpment. This stands in contrast to many residential units in
other parts of the center, which, like those at many other Maya centers,
usually surround a square-shaped patio (Figures 6.1, 6.2). This uniqueness
is most likely due to the spatial limitations in the small area demarcated by
the chasm and escarpment, and the parallel layout as opposed to a square
one probably does not have important social implications. Yet the crowded
occupation in the Causeway area may have another significance. Outside
the epicenter, most residential units have open spaces around them, which
might have been used for intensive gardening (see Drennan 1988; Killion
et al. 1989). In the Causeway area, on the other hand, all buildings were
placed close to each other. Moreover, test excavations have shown that
in most open spaces along the Causeway the solid bedrock was exposed,
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serving as patio or exterior floors. Thus, there was no room for substantial
cultivation in the Causeway area. Tourtellot (1993: 231) has noted that in
many Maya centers so-called palaces lack house lots for cultivation around
them, and has suggested two alternative interpretations: Either these struc-
tures were not residences or the inhabitants were supplied food through
some form of tribute. In the case of the Causeway area of Aguateca, at least
some buildings were clearly residences, as discussed above. The residents of
this area were most likely not food producers. Considering their proximity
to the royal residence and textual information, we suspect that they en-
gaged primarily in courtly activities and polity administration. This lends
additional support to the assumption that some inhabitants of the Cause-
way area were elites.

While many buildings in the area along the Causeway were probably
residences, there were also buildings with other functions. For example,
Structure M8-17 (Figure 6.2) was most likely a shrine. This was a square-
shaped building, with its inner space divided by thin walls running par-
allel to the front wall. The number of on-floor artifacts was small, but
they included two complete stingray spines, figurine pieces, and a large
fragment of an incensario (Inomata 1995; Inomata and Stiver 1998). Struc-
ture M8-54, a small platform to the north of Structure M8-17, was prob-
ably a kitchen. Structures M8-2 and M8-3, small one-room buildings, may
have been used for manufacturing activities. These nonresidential domes-
tic structures, together with the dwellings, formed residential units. The
composition of residential units in this area appears to be essentially the
same as that in other parts of the center, despite the difference in their
layouts.

A potential difference between the Causeway area and other parts may
be seen in Structure M7-34, excavated by Erick Ponciano and Estela Pinto.
This large, multiroom building may have been a communal house. Its floor
plan was somewhat different from those of the aforementioned residences
in that room partitions were found only in the rear part of the building
and the front areas were divided by thin walls running parallel to the front
walls. There were at least eleven large metates for grinding corn associated
with Structure M7-34, while Structures M7-35, M8-4, M8-8, and M8-10 had
only one or two grinding stones of this type. In addition, excavators un-
earthed an elaborate incensario in front of Structure M7-34, whereas no
artifacts of this type have been found associated with the excavated resi-
dences. This possible communal house faced the Causeway, and does not
appear to have formed a residential unit with other buildings. It is not clear
whether there were such buildings in other residential zones.
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The Palace Group had a well-defined square shape surrounding a plaza.
In this sense, its general layout is comparable to many residential units. In
terms of function, however, the Palace Group appears to have been geared
more heavily toward ceremonial and public use than other residential com-
plexes. Structures M7-22 and M7-32, discussed above, may have been the
only residential structures in this compound. Structure M7-31, on the west-
ern side of the group, sat on a pyramid-shaped base and may have been a
temple or shrine. Structures M7-25 and M7-26, which occupied the north-
eastern and eastern parts of the complex, had a series of pillarlike front
walls and long galleries. It appears that these structures were used for cere-
monies and gatherings. It is not clear whether Structures M7-27, M7-28,
M7-29, and M7-33, which probably had perishable superstructures, served
residential functions. Some smaller structures around the Palace Group ap-
pear to have had other domestic functions related to this complex. In a test
pit placed to the east of Structure M7-9, excavators unearthed several large
fragments of manos, which were larger than most of the manos found asso-
ciated with other residential structures. It is possible that Structure M7-9
or a nearby building served as a kitchen for the royal compound.

An Evaluation of the Aguateca Data

Multiple lines of evidence indicate that the Palace Group was a residence of
the royal family. In terms of architectural scale, elaborateness, and spatial
arrangement, the clearest difference among residential groups at Aguateca
can be seen between this royal compound and the rest of them. The Palace
Group is significantly larger than any other residential complex. Moreover,
because it has open-gallery structures (Structures M7-25 and M7-26) and a
temple (Structure M7-31), the ratio of its nondwelling structures to dwell-
ings is higher than that of most other residential units.

These differences carry three important implications. First, in the case
of Aguateca, rulers were capable of commanding the labor force not only
for the construction of this imposing architectural compound but also to
build the concentric stone-and-timber walls for its defense. Second, the
prominent scale and elaborateness of the Palace Group may have served to
stress its difference from the rest of the center and to represent its unique
symbolic meaning. In many traditional complex societies, royal palaces
are loaded with symbolic meanings (Inomata and Houston 2001). They are
often representations of cosmology, and their difference and distance from
the rest of society are emphasized. At present, we know little about the
symbolic meanings of Classic Maya royal residences, although promising



WHERE DID ELITES LIVE?

data are being obtained at Copan (E.W. Andrews V et al., this volume; E. W.
Andrews V and Fash 1992; see also Kowalski 1987). Yet we do know that
iconographic representations of Maya rulers are often surrounded by nu-
merous cosmological symbols. It is probable that architectural complexes
where rulers lived also represented cosmological views. Third, the Palace
Group appears to have been more geared toward administrative and cere-
monial functions than other residential units. The temple and the open-
gallery structures were probably related to religious ceremonies and public
gatherings. It is also possible that the royal compound was an important
focus in diplomatic events, in which the Aguatecans received rulers and
emissaries from other centers.

We, however, do not wish to overemphasize the morphological and func-
tional gap between the Palace Group and other residential complexes. Al-
though the Palace Group is significantly larger than the others, its arrange-
ment—surrounding a courtyard—is essentially the same as that of other
domestic compounds. In particular, the architectural plans of the main
living quarters (Structures M7-22 and M7-32) are similar to those of the
dwellings excavated in the Causeway area. Moreover, public functions were
not features unique to the Palace Group but were shared with many other
residential units. Excavation data suggest that nobles conducted a signifi-
cant portion of their administrative duties and received visitors in their
own residences (Inomata 1995, 2001a, 2001b; Inomata and Stiver 1998; Ino-
mata and Triadan 2000; Webster and Inomata 1998).

Identifying subroyal elite residences and extracting the unique at-
tributes of such buildings are more problematic. Various data, including the
proximity to the royal compound, rich material possessions, and glyphic
texts, suggest that the residents of Structures M7-35, M8-4, M8-8, and MS8-
10 in the Causeway area were important members of the Aguateca royal
court and can be called elites. Questions remain concerning the nature of
the Causeway area as a residential zone in relation to other parts of the cen-
ter. Was it the only elite residential zone or the residential area of the high-
est level of elites? Or were there more elites of comparable power dispersed
in other parts of the center (see Chase and Chase 1992, 2001)? Some data
may imply the dispersion of the elite population throughout the center and
consequently the less prominent position of the Causeway area. In particu-
lar, buildings of a similar size with three or more rooms are relatively com-
mon, not only in the area along the Causeway, but throughout the Aguateca
center. Some of the largest residential units are found outside the epicenter.
It is also possible that there were elite residences of smaller sizes and with
different appearances that we simply cannot recognize. Some other lines
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of evidence, however, may suggest otherwise. The area along the Causeway
might have been the only sector in the center where there were no house
lots for intensive gardening. In addition, it is possible that the superiority
of buildings in the Causeway area is marked by rather subtle indications,
such as better masonry, stucco floors, and a small number of high-value
objects in middens. Power and status may also have been signaled by fea-
tures that did not preserve well, such as a finer finish on exterior walls (see
Tozzer 1941: 87).

We also need to consider the practice of multiple residences. Since Agua-
teca and Dos Pilas were twin capitals, some courtiers may have periodi-
cally moved between the two centers (see Ball and Taschek 2001; Houston
1993). In addition, some elites may have possessed residences both in areas
near the royal compound and in peripheral areas closer to their own sub-
jects, kin groups, or agricultural lands (see Tourtellot 1993). Such a prac-
tice of multiple residences among elites is common in traditional complex
societies.

Discussion

A small group of elites by definition possesses disproportionally strong
power over the rest of the population. The study of such groups provides
critical insights into the organization and processes of a society. For a better
understanding of Maya elites, future research needs to be based on theo-
retically informed strategies. Giddens (1974) has laid out three important
dimensions to which researchers should pay attention in such studies (see
also Houston and Stuart 2001; Marcus 1983a; Mills 1956). The first dimen-
sion is the recruitment of elites—whether they come from small closed
groups, such as a hereditary noble class, or from a broader social pool. The
second is the social and moral integration of the elite—the nature of the
social contacts and relationships among elites, and the degree to which
elites share common ideas and a common ethos. The third dimension is
how power is diffused in society. With regard to this question, Giddens has
set two parameters. One is centralization, which refers to the degree that
power is centralized in the hands of elites, or the degree to which elite
power is limited by constraints imposed from below. The other is issue-
strength, which concerns the range of issues on which elites can exercise
their power.

The analysis of elite residences can be an effective tool in such studies
of elite groups. For example, if a significant portion of Classic Maya elites
lived in similar houses that were significantly larger than other residences
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and that had long histories of occupation, it might mean that elites were
recruited primarily from a closed hereditary class, that they were closely
integrated, and that their power could be applied to a wide range of issues,
including the construction of their dwellings. The elite might well corre-
spond to the top layer of a horizontally stratified, pyramid-shaped social
structure, to use a simplified model. But if some elites lived in large houses
while others occupied small domiciles, it might suggest that not all elites
shared the same value systems—at least not about their dwellings—or that
the power of some elites was rather restricted in terms of issue-strength and
they could not exercise their power effectively in the construction of their
houses. In this case, the social structure cannot be described as a layered-
cake-like pattern even in the most simplified metaphor (McGuire 1983),
and the elite group itself may have been internally diverse.

In the archaeological investigation of elite residences, researchers face
two questions of different scopes. The first question, with a limited scope
derived from easily observable archaeological data, is whether large, impos-
ing buildings that are clearly recognizable on the surface were elite resi-
dences. The second question, with a broader scope based on theoretical
inquiry, is whether archaeologists can identify all or most types of elite
residences, potentially including both large and small houses. As to the
first question, an increasing amount of data indicate that many of these
buildings indeed accommodated those who may be called elites. Impos-
ing architectural remains are particularly visible at medium-to large-sized
centers with long occupation histories, such as Tikal, Caracol, and Copan.
The results of excavations at these centers are providing multiple lines of
evidence, including artifacts, burials, hieroglyphic texts, and iconographic
data, which point to the elite status of the residents of such buildings (Chase
and Chase 2001; Harrison 1970, this volume; Harrison and W. Andrews
1998; Haviland 1981). In particular, the extensive excavation program at
Copan, aided by rich epigraphic and iconographic evidence, has demon-
strated that such imposing buildings functioned as an expression of power
and served to distinguish the privileged from the rest of the population
(Ashmore 1991; E. W. Andrews V and Fash 1992; Fash 1991; Webster 1989;
Webster et al. 1998).

With regard to the second question, our understanding is much more
limited. Settlement patterns at small to medium-sized centers with
shorter occupations are particularly important in addressing this question.
Tourtellot (1993; Tourtellot, Sabloff, and Carmean 1992) found that the
masonry buildings, many of them vaulted, at Sayil were too numerous for
all to be elite residences, whereas masonry structures at Seibal were too few
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to accommodate all elites. He warned that elite residences are not readily
recognizable on the ground. The settlement pattern at Aguateca may be
understood to be between those at Sayil and Seibal. Although there are only
a few vaulted buildings, structures with stone walls are relatively common.
From the surface map alone, it is not easy to distinguish elite residences.
Although, thanks to rapid abandonment, we could confirm that some of
the masonry buildings at Aguateca were elite residences, we are still not
certain whether all of them were. Moreover, at present Maya archaeolo-
gists do not have an effective means to identify elites who may have lived
in less impressive structures.

The inability to identify elites who may have lived in modest residences
significantly hampers the attempt to examine the aforementioned differ-
ent dimensions of Classic Maya elite groups. An educated guess derived
from archaeological data, epigraphic evidence, and ethnohistorical analogy
is that a significant portion of Classic Maya elites may have come from
the hereditary noble class. Still, one needs to consider the possibility that
there existed different types of elites. Dwarfs and hunchbacks, who may
have been recruited from various sectors of society, apparently occupied
important positions in Maya royal courts (Chase and Chase 1994; Houston
1992a; Inomata 2001a; Miller 1985). These individuals had the potential of
gaining significant power through the favor of the ruler. It is also possible
that Classic Maya society had elected officials, comparable to the nacom
in contact-period Yucatan described by Landa (Tozzer 1941: 112-113, 122~
123). In addition, some religious specialists may have had strong power in
relation to a rather restricted range of issues and may have lived in modest
houses.

Since we now know with reasonable certainty that some of the most im-
posing buildings at large centers were occupied by elites, more research on
potential elite residences at such sites as Aguateca, Seibal, and Sayil, where
they cannot be clearly distinguished on the surface, seems to be a critical
key to better understanding the nature of Maya elite groups. More data from
these buildings may also provide important insights into the residents of
medium-sized structures at large centers and their relations to those who
lived in the most imposing houses. Although we may never be able to dis-
tinguish elites who occupied modest structures, data from less-imposing
elite residences at small-to-medium-sized centers may hint at what one
should look for in addressing this issue. For these purposes, contextual data
obtained through extensive horizontal excavations will be indispensable
(Webster et al. 1998; Webster and Inomata 1998). Some of the successful re-
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sults of such extensive excavations carry important implications related to
the foregoing research questions. For example, the most ambitious excava-
tion program at Copan has been revealing commonalities and differences
between various elite residences and their inhabitants (E.W. Andrews et al.,
this volume; Webster 1989; Webster et al. 1998). At Caracol, Chase and
Chase (1994) have detected architectural features possibly related to dwarfs.
Investigations into Maya elite residences, in which researchers can take
advantage of rich epigraphic and iconographic evidence and the relatively
good visibility of architectural remains on the surface, have a potential
of making important contributions not only to an understanding of Maya
society but to the archaeological study of elites in general.
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NOTE

1. Questions related to the issue of elites are those of the royalty and nobles.
Although the royalty and nobles may constitute a significant portion of the elite
in certain societies, they are not synonymous with elites. Their definitions and cri-
teria are emic and made in each society, and it would be misleading to establish
specific a priori definitions for such categories. In this chapter, “the royalty” rather
vaguely refers to the ruler and to individuals closely related to him or her through
real or fictive kinship. In most cases, archaeologically recognizable royalty is limited
to the immediate family members of the ruler who shared the same architectural
compound. By “nobles,” we mean individuals of a hereditary class associated with
certain privileges, including the right to membership in the royal court. We do not
intend to make a clear distinction between the royalty and nobles, and nobles and
subroyal elites in our usage may include close offspring and relatives of the ruler. We
do not necessarily expect that these operational definitions correspond closely with
the emic notions held by the Classic Maya.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Access Patterns in Maya
Royal Precincts

Rodrigo Liendo Stuardo

Introduction

This chapter examines the notion that architectural space is more than
a mere representation of society; it is one of the primary means through
which society is constituted. Following this idea, I try to highlight some
aspects of social control in Classic Maya society by applying an analysis of
access patterns (Hillier and Hanson 1984; Foster 1989; Moore 1992; Fergu-
son 1996; Blanton 1995) to a sample of prehispanic Maya royal compounds.
The Palace at Palenque, the Central Acropolis at Tikal, and the Acropolis at
Uaxactun are contrasted with similar data from Uxmal, Labna, Kabah, and
Sayil. The study of access patterns is here believed to provide important in-
dicators of how space was used, contributing a slightly different perspective
on the cultural uses of space.

Built Environment and Anthropological Thought

Among architects and scholars who study the built environment, there is
little agreement on many fundamental issues, including the nature of the
medium itself, the basic units of organization, the meanings and functions
of architectonic objects, and the relationships of built environments with
symbolic systems. However, studies that focus on relations between so-
cial behavior and spatial organization are frequently surpassed by architec-
tural analysis centering on aesthetic concerns relating to surfaces rather
than context (Hillier and Hanson 1984). A corollary to this approach is the
evaluation of social organization in normative terms. An example of this
line of reasoning is exemplified by Lang’s contention that “at any given
time, the built environment reflects past and present concepts of norma-
tive patterns of behavior. We thus have a circular relationship in which
social organization leads to patterns of built form and then social organi-
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zations, as they change, have to adapt to the affordances of the built envi-
ronment and in their efforts to adapt they change the built world” (Lang
1987: 177).

The importance of architectural analysis in anthropological and ar-
chaeological research is undisputedly recognized, while an explicit anthro-
pological theory pertaining to the built environment has only recently
begun emerging (Blanton 1995; Ferguson 1996).

One of these recent attempts is McGuire and Schiffer’s theory aimed at
explaining the design of vernacular architecture. With this goal in mind,
they define architectural design as a “process whereby social groups make
choices concerning recurrent sets of activities” (1983: 278), and relate this
process to the emergence of social inequalities, as reflected by a differential
access to the resources used in the construction of architecture. They do
not address the problem of how architecture itself becomes a resource used
in the structuring of the social interaction that reproduces society. In this
regard, McGuire and Schiffer do not deal directly with the more fundamen-
tal issue of how architecture affects society in an objective, material sense.

In conceptualizing the relationship between architecture and society,
some researchers subscribe to a theoretical perspective in which the built
environment reflects rather than constitutes society (Lang 1987: 166-177).
According to this view, the built environment and the society responsible
for its construction and maintenance reflect and are shaped by cultural
templates that approximate cognitive models held by people in that society
(Rapoport 1980: 287-289). Anthropologists who subscribe to this theory
consider architecture to be a form of communication in which the primary
meaning of architecture is cultural rather than behavioral. Current trends
in Maya archaeology have stressed this perspective, looking for such tem-
plates (Ashmore 1986), and with improvements in ancient Maya text de-
cipherment, buildings have been used as a metaphor for experiencing the
ancient past of myth in the present (Schele and Friedel 1990).

In general terms, semiotic analysis of architecture envisions the built
environment as an important medium through which a society conveys
a symbolic message. Nevertheless, within the same approach there are
several attitudes regarding the interaction of the built environment and
society. Preziosi (1979: 77) considers the material structure of the built en-
vironment as partly architectonic in origin and partly cultural, and he sug-
gests that the architectonic system metaphorically mediates between the
cognitive environment and the physical environment. On the other hand,
Ankerl (1981) favors a different semiotic approach, in which the sociologi-
cal meaning of architecture is brought about by its capacity to structure
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face-to-face communication. Ankerl in this way focuses on how architec-
tural space conditions, stimulates, and affects the network of communica-
tions. Accordingly, the built environment has to be studied in terms of the
framework it provides for social activities.

The study of how architectural space conditions social interaction has
triggered the development of a set of techniques using graph analysis as a
universal frame of reference. These graphs are concerned with the descrip-
tion of space in a very abstract way (March and Steadman 1971; Scott 1971;
Friedman 1975; Tabor 1976; Earl 1980; Baglivo and Graver 1983; Mitchell
1990; for applications in archaeology see Ferguson 1996; Moore 1992; and
Foster 1989).

Schematically, a graph consists of a set of points called nodes that are
connected by lines. In an architectural analysis, each architectural space
is represented by a node and the routes of movement between spaces are
represented by lines. One of the most useful properties of an analysis like
this lies in its ability to provide a means of visual representation and a
method of structuring spatial organization for the comparative analysis of
architecture from historically and culturally varied contexts.

A Graphic Method for Architectural Analysis

There are several graphic methods available for architectural analysis
(Hillier and Hanson 1984; Foster 1989; Hopkins 1987). In this study, two
different analyses will be applied: gamma analysis (Foster 1989; Hillier and
Hanson 1984) and an alternative approach measuring the interconnected-
ness of access within a structure based on the number of rooms and the
number of connections among them (network graphs) (Moore: 1992).

Gamma maps are an analytical approach that reduce a set of intercon-
nected rooms to standardized drawings (gamma maps) in which the rooms
are represented by dots and their connections by linking lines (Foster 1989).
The network of dots and connecting lines forms an access map of the struc-
ture under study:

This map can be justified, in this case from an outsider’s perspective (the
carrier), the stance of the stranger, although it could have been from any
point in the building. By justification it is meant that all points of a cer-
tain depth (that is the minimum number of steps taken to reach them
from the carrier) have been positioned on the same horizontal line, sub-
sequent depth values or lines parallel to the first. Given the rules of con-
struction, any line will either connect with points on the same level of
depth, or two levels separated by only one level of depth. (Foster 1989: 42)
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FIGURE 7.1. Justified and unjustified gamma maps: (1) plan view of modern house;
(2) unjustified gamma maps; (3) justified access map.

This analysis could further be combined with a quantitative measure
of interconnectedness of access within a structure based on the number
of rooms (called vertices or V in network graphs) and the number of con-
nections (edges or E). The maximum of interconnectedness is expressed by
formulas that describe relations between the number of rooms (V) and the
number of connections between rooms (E) (Moore 1992).

One possibility is that each room opens onto one and only one other
room; then there will be one less connection than the number of rooms, a
relation expressed by the equation E = V - 1; the result is a chain of rooms
and a very restricted access plan (Moore 1992).

In an ideal network, unlimited by structural considerations, a full linked
network is expressed by the slope of E = 3V - 6. In reality, the actual maxi-
mum slope will be less than E = 3V - 6, but values approaching E = 3V - 6
are closer to a pattern of unrestricted access.

Besides graphic representation, access patterns can be represented by a
series of indexes, each having a slightly different property and measuring
minor differences in a network. The simplest index is the beta index, b =
E/V, which measures the overall complexity of the graph. Treelike and dis-
connected graphs tend to have beta indexes of less than 1.0; when the num-
ber of connections increases, the value approaches a maximum of 3.0. Net-
works may be composed of distinct subgraphs. The cyclomatic number (N)
is used to characterize the overall complexity of the equation; as the num-
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FIGURE 7.2. Graphic network representation.
Beta index: measures the overall complexity of a graph. B=E/V

The cyclomatic number (N) is used to characterize the overall complexity of a graph.
E = the number of edges; V = the number of vertices; G = the number of subgraphs.
N=E-V+G

ber of connections and the complexity of a graph increase, the cyclomatic
number increases also. The cyclomatic number is given by the following
equation:

N=E-V+G
where N is the cyclomatic number, E the number of edges, V the number
of vertices, and G the number of subgraphs.

Contrary to the definition of space in archaeology (the distance between
two points measured in two or three dimensions), connectivity maps treat
space in terms of its formal and relational properties rather than its dimen-
sional attributes (Hillier et al. 1976: 151-153).

According to this logic, spaces within buildings have different values
depending on the distance from the “carrier” (or different degree of accessi-
bility). Spaces are represented by circles and permeability by lines, and all
spaces at the same depth are arranged horizontally above the carrier and
connected with lines representing direct permeability.

Access Patterns in a Sample of Royal Compounds

A sample of several royal compounds were selected. They represent what
one might expect to be the most restricted (in terms of access) sectors in
any ancient Maya city. The sample consists of seven palace structures: one
each in Palenque, Tikal, and Uaxactun, and four in the Yucatan Peninsula
(at Sayil, Labna, Kabah, and Uxmal). They also account for two different
periods: Classic (A.D. 250-950), the former, and Early Postclassic (A.D. 950-
1250), the latter. Both samples were contrasted using graph analysis in order
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to answer two related questions regarding the nature of palace structures
in the Maya area:

1. Could royal compounds have functioned as residential areas for the
ruling elite?

2. Did access patterns change through time, responding perhaps to
broader changes in political organization?

Palace Architectural Change in the Maya Lowlands

Several years ago, Kubler (1975: 152) made the interesting observation re-
garding northern Yucatan architecture that innovations which took place
during the Late Classic and Early Postclassic might reflect major changes in
Maya social organization. Although Kubler seemed to be comfortable with
the idea that palaces in northern Yucatan served as permanent residences
for the ruling elite, he was unwilling to assess a specific function for certain
palace groups like the Nunnery Quadrangle at Uxmal, whose buildings he
believed may have been palace groups or institutional dwellings—or even
mere concourse centers with surrounding chambers for official ceremonies
and storage (Kowalski 1987: 79).

The following graphic analysis supports Kubler’s previous ideas about
social change as reflected by change in architectural layout.

Table 7.1 shows a tendency to cluster in two different subgroups. Beta
indexes for the structures analyzed tend to cluster around 1 with the ex-
ception of the Palace of Palenque (beta index = 1.80) and the Acropolis of
Uaxactun (beta index = 1.16).

When the slope of the equation is close to E = V - 1, the result is a
very restricted access plan. However, E = 3V - 6 expresses a very unre-
stricted one.

The depth of the gamma graphs also tends to cluster in two subgroups,
with a depth very similar for the Palace in Palenque (N = 17), the Central
Acropolis at Tikal (N = 17), the Acropolis at Uaxactun (N = 12), and the Nun-
nery complex at Uxmal (N = 13). The depth in the gamma graphs indicates
the degree of accessibility of a building. It is interesting to note that al-
though the overall complexity in the plan of the Central Acropolis at Tikal
ismuch higher than that at Palenque or Uaxactun (reflecting a much longer
period of construction), the depth in the gamma maps shows a very regu-
lar pattern among the three. This is in part due to the existence of more
subsystems operating at the Central Acropolis at Tikal (G = 28) than in any
other compound.
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Table 7.1. Differences in Accessibility between Palaces

No. No. Graph Access Ratio
Structure Name Rooms Connections Depth (Beta Index)
CLASSIC PERIOD
Palace, Palenque 66 119 17 1.80
Central Acropolis, Tikal 159 174 17 1.09
Acropolis, Uaxactun 53 62 12 1.16
POSTCLASSIC PERIOD
Nunnery Complex, Uxmal 105 105 13 1.00
Palace, Labna 70 64 8 0.91
Kodz Pop, Kabah 79 88 5 1.10
Palace, Sayil 114 116 5 1.01

When compared to southern lowland Maya buildings, the Early Post-
classic structures of northern Yucatan show a much simpler access pattern.
This is true for the Nunnery complex at Uxmal (N = 13), the Palace at Labna
(N = 8), the Kodz Pop at Kabah (N = 5), and the Palace at Sayil (N = 5). Never-
theless, the beta index for all of them indicates a much more restricted
access pattern.

In general terms, the apparent contradiction between beta indexes (B)
and depth in levels of access (N] is the product of the existence in north-
ern lowland structures of a very different building layout. In all the Yuca-
tan cases, buildings are generally composed of long structures with several
entrances in the front leading to rear rooms. These buildings commonly
face open plazas, forming a compound. In several cases (Sayil, Labna,
and Kabah), the main building in the compound is a two- or three-floor
building, with different stories connected by a main staircase. This layout
favored a use of space different from that characteristic of the royal com-
pounds in the southern Maya lowlands.

This change in the general layout of Postclassic Maya royal compounds
could be related to other changes in the visual arts as well as to major
changes taking place in the political sphere. For example, stylistic differ-
ences in architecture and ceramics compared to the Classic period, such as
the introduction of veneer masonry, the use of facades decorated with stone
mosaic designs, the growing employment of columns in place of doors and
vaults to open up rooms, and the demise of polychrome paintings on ceram-
ics in favor of much simpler decorations. Before the end of Terminal Classic
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times, the carving of hieroglyphic inscriptions on monuments had com-
pletely died out (Sabloff 1990: 123).

Classic Maya political organization emphasized named rulers, ancestor
veneration, the politics of warfare and marriage alliances, and trade and
craft specialization (Blanton et al. 1996: 12). The development of a Maya
lowland concept of kingship gave rulers a central place with respect to the
political system.

For Postclassic times, there is a growing corpus of evidence suggesting a
clear departure from Classic forms of rulership, especially with reference to
the functions of the paramount ruler: “The dissolution of the kingship into
a council of nobles. .. was...afundamentally new and revolutionary defi-
nition of power and government for a people who had acknowledged sacred
kings for a thousand years” (Schele and Friedel 1990: 361). At the time of
the Spanish conquest, this form of rulership was designated as multepal,
joint or confederate government.

From Classic to Postclassic times we see a gradual tendency for an
emerging upper class to become more wealthy and powerful. “The accel-
erated construction of palaces may mean that this group was taking on
greater bureaucratic functions, including the organization of larger labor
forces and the management of food procurement and distribution for the
increasing numbers of urban laborers” (Sabloff 1990: 142; see also Chapter 1,
this volume).

Representation of particular rulers is scant, despite the considerable
amount of iconography at many sites in northern Yucatan. Architectonic
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modification also testifies to a change in the political organization of Post-
classic centers. Main plazas are larger and more open than previous Clas-
sic layouts. Moreover, the open colonnaded buildings on the main plazas
suggest wider participation in ritual events.

Figure 7.4 shows that the Palace at Palenque, the Central Acropolis at
Tikal, and the Acropolis at Uaxactun tend to have a more accessible and
often a more complex layout in terms of the number of subgraphs, when
compared to Postclassic buildings.

One of the major changes in the design of Maya royal compounds is, I
believe, a change in the residential functions of Classic Maya palaces. Dur-
ing Classic times, the evidence seems to indicate an association of residen-
tial and other functions within palace structures. During the Postclassic
period, these functions tended to be dissociated, which might indicate a
shift in political organization as well —a shift from a society described by
Webster (1989) as “court centered” to one evidencing the growth of a formal
bureaucracy associated with the state.

Were Maya Palaces Elite Residence Compounds?

Although the use of the term “palace” is widely accepted for descriptive
purposes, the disagreement concerning its function is a lingering problem
in Maya archaeology today. Value-neutral terms, which refer to form rather
than function, have been proposed to account for such buildings (“range-
type structures,” “multiroom buildings,” etc.). The source of the confusion
goes back to the sixteenth century, when Spanish writers described certain
Maya structures as palacios because of their notable size and decoration.
No clear definitional criteria have been used for the denotation of palaces.
The term has been applied indiscriminately to a wide range of building
types whose major feature in common is that they are distinguished from
temples (see Introduction, this volume).

Pollock offered a widely accepted definition of the distinction between
palaces and temples: “temples and shrines in their most typical forms, be-
cause of the restricted interior arrangements and exalted location of the
former and the diminutive size of the latter, seem fairly certainly to have
housed the esoteric rites of a selected priesthood. . . . whereas the term
palace is used primarily for multiroom structures that most often rest on
relatively low substructures” (Pollock 1965: 409-411).

Among researchers of pre-Hispanic Maya society, ideas about the func-
tions of palace structures remain somewhat polarized. Some scholars hold
that the palaces were not used as residences. Instead, it is argued, they
were important public buildings which may have been used for administra-
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tive purposes, for storage of ritual objects, and perhaps from time to time
as temporary quarters for priests and novitiates (Thompson 1954: §7-58).
Satterthwaite (1935: 20) argues that because of the general discomfort of the
interiors and the difficulties implied in transporting drinking water from
the Usumacinta River, Piedras Negras palaces could hardly have been used
on a permanent basis for housing the nobility of the site.

Evon Z. Vogt, using a rather different line of reasoning, arrived at a
similar conclusion regarding palaces as permanent residences of the Maya
elite. Based on ethnographic analogy, he opposed the idea that the central
masonry buildings were used on a permanent basis. For Vogt, the lowland
Maya settlement pattern, as defined by Bullard and Willey, could be inter-
preted in the same terms as the pattern in highland Chiapas, where a cere-
monial center or vacant town is surrounded by outlying hamlets whose in-
habitants engage in a cyclical delegation of religious administrative duties
according to a system known as the cargo (burden of office) (Vogt 1964: 23~
30). To fulfill their official burdens or responsibilities, they reside tempo-
rarily in the ceremonial center.

Some of the arguments for the unlikely use of palace structures as
permanent residences of the Maya nobility seem currently controversial.
Their judgments concerning the comfort of the palaces have been criticized
as being ethnocentric, and it has been pointed out that other social con-
siderations, such as a desire for prestige, could have outweighed the value
of comfort in the design of elite dwellings (Kowalski 1987: 79). On the other
hand, recent epigraphic research revealing the dynastic history of several
Maya sites and the burst of settlement pattern projects in the lowland Maya
area in the last twenty years have cast doubts (to say the least) on the va-
lidity of Vogt’s use of contemporary highland Maya analogies to explain
the structure of pre-Hispanic Maya settlement patterns (Price 1974: 461).

A.M.Tozzer could be considered one of the earliest scholars to propose a
residential function for palaces. He explicitly recognized a residential func-
tion for all the buildings in the Central Acropolis of Tikal (Tozzer 1911:
85). Tozzer based his argument on the clear differences between temples
(for which ritual functions had long been established) and multiroom struc-
tures that indicated some form of residential function. Herbert Spinden
also embraced the idea of palaces as residences for nobles but suggested,
at the same time, the inherent difficulties of trying to delimit specific resi-
dential, as opposed to ritual, functions for palaces. For Spinden, there was
a clear merging of ritual and secular functions in palace buildings (Spinden
1913: 98). Following Spinden, Kubler (1975: 152) and Pollock (1965: 409—-411)
have mentioned the extreme difficulty of dividing ancient Maya buildings
into separate classes (see Introduction, this volume).

195
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By use of direct archaeological evidence, several authors have tried to
pin down the functional character of palace compounds in the Maya area.
The evidence reported by A. L. Smith at Uaxactun (1950) allowed the au-
thor to suggest that palaces were mainly residential dwellings for the ruling
elite. He acknowledges, however, the difficulties of making absolute dis-
tinctions between temples and palaces. Pollock (1965), using the same in-
formation, makes the case for a variety of functions for different palaces
structures in the lowlands. At Uaxactun, he suggests, some palaces might
have had a domiciliary as well as religious function, whereas at Piedras Ne-
gras the same type of buildings apparently might have been meeting places
or audience halls rather than residences.

According to W. R. Bullard (1960), the ruling elite in Maya sites “lived in
the often enormous palace-type buildings which occur near the center of
such sites” (p. 60), as evidenced by the settlement pattern structure in the
northeastern Peten.

One of the most thorough attempts to identify the possible function of
palace-like structures in the Maya area is Peter Harrison’s (1970) study of
the Central Acropolis of Tikal. Harrison notes that the Central Acropolis
was used as a continuous residence for a very long sequence of Tikal his-
tory. The spatial layout of buildings consisting of large numbers of well-lit
and well-ventilated rooms could strongly support the notion that the build-
ings were suitable for permanent living. The long sequence of occupation
is further attested to by the numerous alterations to the original plan made
through the addition of new rooms, patios, and corridors in order to accom-
modate continuous growth in the number of dwellers. Harrison calculated
that about two hundred people may have occupied the Central Acropolis
on a full-time basis at the end of the Late Classic period (A.D. 750).

The basic similarity of plan between the houses of the poor and the
houses of the nobility suggests, according to Kowalski (1987: 82), the resi-
dential function of palace structures.

Using several graphical methods available for architectural analysis, this
study supports the notion of palace structures as residential loci for the
ruling elite in ancient Maya society. The discussion of new archaeological
data from the Palace at Palenque will further strengthen this position.

The Palace at Palenque

In the Palace at Palenque, the depth of different levels of access provides
an interesting case. One of the subgroups in the gamma map represents the
southern section of the Palace (Figure 7.6).

The main access to the southeastern section is from the south. The sec-
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Midden area

FIGURE 7.6. The southeastern section of the Palace at Palenque.

tion is isolated from the three other courts composing the Palace. The East
Court is the main access to the Palace and probably served as public space
for official performances (Robertson 1985; Ruz 1954). The access from here
to the other sections (West Court, Tower Court, and the southeastern quar-
ters) was highly controlled, as attested by the graph analysis. This difference
in the internal architectural layout of the Palace leads us to think that this
section had a more private character.

The southeastern section was the one that presented the “deepest” pat-
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Table 7.2. Ceramic Form Types Found at the Palace at Palenque

Ceramic Form Type Frequency % of Total
Unslipped basins and jars 949 17.4
Slipped basins and jars 3,447 63.2
Vases 418 7.7
Bowls 556 10.2
Unidentified 83 1.5
Total 5,453 100.0

Table 7.3. Lithic Material Found at the Palace at Palenque

Type Frequency % of Total
Prismatic blade 1,339 97
Prismatic core 16 1
Flake 33 2
Total 1,388 100

tern if the carrier was coming from the north or west. In this regard, it
represents an unusually segregated space within the compound. Access
to the East Court and West Court was possible only through one point of
entrance.

Several authors (Robertson 1985; Ruz 1962) have argued that this sec-
tion might indeed have been the ruler’s living quarters. There are several
archaeological indicators that support this conclusion: the existence of a
complex sewer system framing this area, the abundant utilitarian wares
found in the corridors and floors of several structures forming the com-
pound, and the existence of a sizable midden area in the southeast corner of
the Palace containing several serving vessels, jars, figurines, needles, bone
awls, obsidian blades, jade beads, and macrobotanical remains. The content
of the assemblage is quite similar to what we would expect to find in as-
sociation with household contexts. This evidence plus the segregated sub-
systems shown by the gamma maps might suggest a possible residential
function for this area.

It is highly debatable that this inference could be extrapolated to the
Central Acropolis of Tikal or the Acropolis at Uaxactun, but the similari-
ties in access patterns and general layout in these three buildings suggest
a similar function for some of the subsystems.

The most striking differences appear when the Classic palace build-
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ings are compared to Postclassic ones. The results of graph analysis cast
some doubts about the possibility of assigning residential functions to cer-
tain palace-like structures in Postclassic Yucatan. Two facts are particu-
larly relevant in this regard. First, the evidence at Uxmal and other sites
in northern Yucatan indicates that the surrounding residential zone ap-
pears to stop several hundred meters short of the perimeter wall around
the central precincts (Tourtellot 1993). This situation is very different at
Tikal, Copan, Palenque, and Uaxactun, where regal-ritual plaza precincts
are situated at the center of densely occupied areas. Second, the shallow-
ness of the graphs, which testifies to the existence of fewer subsystems
for each building, indicates an apparent functional specialization among
buildings.

Final Comments

Although graph analysis represents an important tool for emphasizing the
similarities and differences among buildings, it does not yield any infor-
mation about the meaning and use of specific spaces. This situation has

Table 7.4. Faunal Remains Found at the Palace at Palenque

Frequency
Faunal Remains (total counts) % of Total
Unionidae 276 17.70
Unio digitatus 7 0.40
Unio cuprinus 81 5.20
Euglandina 2 0.10
Arca zebra 1 0.06

0.06
0.06
2.37

Anadara transversa 1

Carditamera floridana 1

Anomalocardia brasiliana 37

Oliva scripta 1 0.06

Pinctada mazatlanica 1 0.06

Spondylus princeps 1 0.06

Chama echinata 1 0.06

Morum tuberculosum 1 0.06
3
3
1

Agriocharis ocellata 0.19
Orthogeomys hispidus 21 13.68
Agouti paca 0.06
Canis familiaris 48 3.08
Odocoileus virginianus 37 2.37
Not identified 843 54.17

Total 1,556 100.00
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led some to believe that graph analysis cannot fully work unless some-
thing is already known of the relevant social structure and the observed
patterns in spatial arrangement can be related to known social structures
in retrospect (Leach 1978). However, the combination of graph analysis
with more conventional archaeological procedures can be used as an addi-
tional tool for developing new research questions and methods for pattern
recognition.

The use of graph analysis and its applicability to the study of architec-
tural features from an archaeological point of view can be justified for two
principal reasons. First, the simplicity of the model makes it quite utile; it
requires only the recognition of closed and open architectural spaces for
its application. This is an important point for an archaeological applica-
tion of the model, mainly because the identification of architectural func-
tions is generally a difficult archaeological procedure. Second, the applica-
bility of the method for archaeological purposes is enhanced by the variety
of sources of information that can be used for diachronic and compara-
tive analysis, rather than its being limited to archaeological excavations.
Descriptions of houses that can be found in historical documents such as
diaries, as well as the crude plans occasionally included in general ethno-
graphic accounts, are also amenable to graph analysis. The method can be
further improved with the addition of different sets of data, including, for
example, room dimensions, room functions, decoration, and building ma-
terials (Blanton 1995: 26).

Although Hillier (1989) emphasizes the role of Durkheimian concepts of
social integration in the social logic of space, the application of the method
and techniques of graph analysis do not necessarily need to be subsumed
under a concrete social model. For archaeological proposes, the simplicity
of the model makes it a valuable tool for the empirical evaluation of social
interaction.

In the above investigation of palace structures, much of the analysis con-
sisted of verifying existing information about palace functions. Neverthe-
less, the application of graph analysis also revealed new patterns that de-
serve to be pursued in more detail. Hence, more empirical work is needed
to develop a research program in which new data are collected.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Evidence for the Functions
and Meanings of Some
Northern Maya Palaces

Jeff Karl Kowalski

In Maya studies, a long-lived distinction has been made between “palaces,”
which are typically defined as large, range-type, vaulted masonry multi-
room structures, or as architectural groups composed of several such multi-
room structures surrounding small plazas or patios, and “temples,” which
are smaller structures with more restricted interior space constructed in
more inaccessible locations atop high pyramidal substructures (Satterth-
waite 1943; Pollock 1965; G. F. Andrews 1975). In their discussion of courtly
life, Schele and Miller (1986: 133) suggest that the Maya palace was a place
where the sophistication and social complexity of ancient Maya society
was perhaps most evident. The large scale and spatial complexity of these
buildings, their associated architectural sculpture and mural paintings,
as well as the remaining furnishings within, including niches, benches,
thrones, and cordholders for the tying of fabrics and mattings, suggest
that many Maya palaces were multiuse structures which simultaneously
served as elite residences, administrative centers, and settings for dramatic
rituals.! In other words, like most chiefly royal residences throughout the
world, they housed a myriad of important people involved in a spectrum
of both personal and official bureaucratic state-level activities, as well as
specialized rituals of rulership. In this chapter I discuss evidence regarding
the possible uses, symbolic significance, and sociocultural roles of palace
architecture at several sites in the northern Maya area.

Palace Groups in the Western Puuc Region

A regional variant of early Puuc architecture occurs at a number of west-
ern Puuc sites located in southwestern Yucatan state and Campeche. At
Xcalumkin, Xculoc, Xcocha, and other sites, buildings associated with
eighth-century dates display a blend of early and late Puuc traits (Pollock
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1980; Gendrop 1983; G. F. Andrews 1986).> At Xcalumkin the distribution
and layout of palace groups, as well as references to several individuals
bearing the title of sajal (a regional governor or subordinate lord), suggest
that the site may have had an early form of conciliar government known
as multepal (joint or crowd rule) (Grube 1994: 319-323).

Xcalumkin consists of a compact central sector, known as the Main
Group, surrounded by “a semicircle of buildings located on natural rises”
(Pollock 1980: 419).2 Pollock (1980: 419-420, figs. 702—703) describes the
Main Group, which includes the vaulted palace known as the Initial Series
Building and Initial Series Court, as “a tightly packed arrangement of con-
tiguous and connecting courts and plazas, from which radiate more iso-
lated buildings and groups of buildings, often located on hilltops.” Many
of the masonry buildings have several vaulted rooms. In some cases, the
exterior doorways are divided by circular columns. Such columns, along
with doorjambs, lintels, and wall panels, were areas used for relief sculp-
ture and hieroglyphic inscriptions. The Hieroglyphic Group, located some
400-500 m south of the Main Group, features several multiroom vaulted
structures defining a northern and southern court (Figure 8.1). Judging from
inscriptions surrounding the inner doorway of the south building, as well
as from a figural panel (no. 5) flanking the door, a lineage lord named Kit
Pa occupying this group held the sajal title (Pollock 1980: fig. 748; Grube
1994: 319-321, fig. 5).

Those who dwelt in the courtyard groups of masonry buildings were
probably members of higher-ranking and more influential lineages at the
site, perhaps along with various retainers. Their permanent stone houses
contrast with the “numerous remains of what presumably were simple
dwellings” that Pollock (1980: 419) observed in the savanna and on the sur-
rounding hillsides, but which were not recorded on his sketch map.

Recent settlement pattern studies carried out in the vicinity of Xculoc
(Becquelin 1994) have increased knowledge about the construction and spa-
tial organization of palace groups in midsize western Puuc Maya centers,
including Xcochkax, Chunhuhub, and Xculoc. Xcochkax occupies a cen-
tral area of 8 hectares and consists of three principal architectural groups;
it also includes an additional 6 hectares of area extending to the north-
east. The entire site includes some 93 structures, 43 of which are vaulted.
Xculoc is located in the middle of a small valley surrounded by hills. The
site center covers an area of 5 hectares and contains 8o structures, some
43 of which are vaulted. Chunhuhub was built on the southern edge of a
valley ringed by a series of hills, two of which are occupied by satellite ar-
chitectural groups (Maler’s Castillos 1 and 2). The site center covers some
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FIGURE 8.1. Plan of the Hieroglyphic Group at Xcalumkin, Yucatan. (Figure 735 from
H. E. D. Pollock, The Puuc: An Architectural Survey of the Hill Country of Yucatan
and Northern Campeche, Mexico, Memoirs of the Peabody Museum, vol. 19, Copy-
right 1980 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College)
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5 hectares with structures constructed on several platform surfaces and on
the slope of a hill converted into three or four terraces. Some 78 structures
have been recorded, of which 32 are vaulted. If room numbers are consid-
ered, then the ratio of vaulted to unvaulted structures actually is reversed
at Xcochkax center, Chunhuhub, and Xculoc center. On this basis, as well
as the fact that many of the groups containing vaulted buildings also con-
tain associated perishable structures, chultuns, and pilas (basinlike water
containers), Becquelin (1994: 62) argues that the majority of vaulted build-
ings were residential structures, although he also suggests that some of
the larger vaulted buildings with more complex plans may have had other
functions.

The excavation of E4-southwest at Xcochkax provides a good indi-
cation of the functions of various structures in such residential groups
(Figure 8.2). This group, comprising a plazuela group consisting of both
vaulted masonry and perishable structures built on a rather broad support-
ing platform containing three chultuns, was built up over time, but in its
final phase it contained structures interpreted as residences (Structures 13,
12N, 9S), kitchens (Structures 12C, 9N), and a possible shrine or oratory
(Structure 11). Based on the holding capacity of the chultuns, it is estimated
that some twenty-one people lived in this complex (Becquelin 1994: 66-67),
perhaps with an extended family of higher rank in the southern area and
another, less important (or perhaps a son taking up patrilocal residence?)
in the north.

According to Becquelin (1994: 70), the simultaneous existence during
the Terminal Classic period of three important, comparable centers sug-
gests that the political organization of the Puuc region may have been
more complex than has been imagined previously. In the region compris-
ing these sites, political organization may have differed from that of the
northeast (i.e., the eastern Puuc or Santa Elena district), where there existed
several prominent centers (e.g., Uxmal, Kabah, Nohpat, etc.) that could
have controlled fairly extensive territories.

Palace Structures at Dzibilchaltun

The site of Dzibilchaltun, located in the flat plain north of present-day
Mérida, was an extensive urban center with several hundred vaulted
masonry or palace-type buildings (E. W. Andrews IV and E. W. Andrews V
1980; Kurjack 1974). After an occupational hiatus during the Early Classic
period, Dzibilchaltun began to increase in population, to expand in size,
and to undertake monumental construction projects once again during the
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FIGURE 8.2. Group E-4 Southwest. Location of excavations and interpretation of the
structures. (After Becquelin 1994: fig. 5)

seventh century and throughout the Late and Terminal Classic periods
(ca. A.D. 650-950). Coggins (1983) has pointed out that Dzibilchaltun’s city
plan, which was apparently laid out during the seventh century, was in-
fluenced by the ancient Mayas’ view of their cosmos (Figure 8.3). At the
site, a prominent east-west causeway system that culminates in the east at
the Temple of the Seven Dolls complex is bisected by shorter north-south
causeways, so as to divide the site into four sections, thereby producing an
approximation of the quadripartite arrangement of the world. These two
axes converge at the center of the site, marked by a large plaza, a 134 m
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(ca. 425 ft.) long and 26 m wide palace building known as Structure 44 (E. W.
Andrews IV and E.W. Andrews V 1980: 13; Maldonado C. 1994: 28), and the
Cenote Xlacah, a natural sinkhole and spring which constitutes a kind of
pivot in the planning scheme, and which undoubtedly was considered to
be a passage to the underworld.*

Structure 44 is one of the longest range-type palace structures in the
Maya world.® It surmounts a terraced platform with a broad, monumen-
tal stairway on the north leading to the principal facade (Figure 8.4). The
front of the building featured some thirty-five doorways. Unlike many
Maya palaces, in which such doors conducted to multiple separate rooms,
those at Structure 44 led to only three extraordinarily long, single-vaulted
corridor-like rooms. Its centralized location and prominent placement in
the overall site layout suggest that Structure 44 must have been a par-
ticularly important edifice and probably had a significant public admin-
istrative, rather than purely private residential, function. What we know
of Dzibilchaltun’s sociopolitical organization, which can be gleaned from
studies of its monumental art tradition and its settlement pattern, can as-
sist with an interpretation of Structure 44’s function.

Dzibilchaltun’s monumental sculpture, such as Stela 19 or Stela 9 (E. W.
Andrews IV 1965: fig. 14; E.W. Andrews IV and E.W. Andrews V 1980: 187—
190; E. W. Andrews V 1978: figs. 8-10), depicts single, elaborately dressed
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FIGURE 8.4. View of Structure 44 and its monumental stairway, from the north.
(Photograph by Jeff Kowalski)

individual rulers holding shields and carrying local versions of God K mani-
kin scepters. These variations on the “Classic Motif” (image of a single elite
personage; Proskouriakoff 1950) imply that Dzibilchaltun’s political system
was dominated by a paramount ruler, or K'uhul ajaw, during the site’s Late
Classic florescence. In fact, a king called U K’uy Kan is specifically referred
to by a k'uhul ajaw title on Stela 19 (Schele, Grube, and Boot 1997; Schele
and Mathews 1998). On the other hand, Edward Kurjack’s (1974) study of the
Dzibilchaltun settlement pattern demonstrates that there were some 240
examples of vaulted masonry structures at the site. In most cases, these
structures form parts of interrelated compounds, termed platform-terrace
complexes by Kurjack (1974: 92-93), sharing a common raised platform and
centralized courtyard or courtyards, suggesting that they are the residen-
tial quarters for a series of local, prominent extended families or lineages.
In several cases these elite house groups are physically connected to the
site center by means of secondary sacbes (artificial roadways). In addition,
these residential complexes “vary substantially in quantity and quality of
constituent architecture.” Some, like the complex comprising the Pure Flo-
rescent Structures 95, 95A, and 96, form part of larger residential courtyard
groups, while others, like the late Early Period Structure 57 (the Standing
Temple), are more modest in scale, form part of smaller groups, and were
probably occupied by lower-ranked and less politically influential lineages
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(E. W. Andrews IV and E. W. Andrews V 1980: 190-204, 207-232; see also
fig. 2).

Based on what we now know about the sociopolitical organization
of other southern Maya centers such as Copan (Webster 1989; W. Fash
1991: 130-137, 153-172; Abrams 1994), Yaxchilan (Schele and Freidel 1990:
chap. 7), and Palenque (Schele 1991), where there is clear evidence for intra-
site social hierarchy and for the presence of a variety of subsidiary politi-
cal statuses occupied by the heads of high-ranking but nonroyal lineages
(Villela 1993), it seems reasonable to assume that the lineage heads from
the larger and more prominent of these various compounds would have
formed some sort of advisory council to the k'uhul ajaw and that some
sort of power-sharing arrangements existed. Perhaps Structure 44, with its
central location and extraordinary plan featuring multiple doorways but
only three long public chambers, would have constituted a kind of Popol
Nah, or community administrative center, for the Dzibilchaltun polity.® Its
location overlooking and dominating a spacious central courtyard suitable
for large group meetings, receptions, and performances also supports this
interpretation (Ringle and Bey [2001] provide a recent discussion of such
courtyards as important foci for social, political, economic, and ritual ac-
tivities connected with Maya royal courts; also see the discussion of the
Nunnery Quadrangle at Uxmal in this chapter). The incorporation of all
of Dzibilchaltun’s residential assemblages within a fairly comprehensive,
cosmically structured site plan suggests that such spaces, and the rituals
and other activities which took place within them, provided an important
mechanism for binding the polity together despite hierarchical and dynas-
tic differences in wealth, power, and authority.

Palaces, Cosmic Charters, and Political Authority:
Uxmal and the Puuc Region

Several of the most grandiose, sculpturally embellished, and iconographi-
cally rich palaces in the northern Maya region are located at Uxmal, which
experienced its apogee during the Terminal Classic period from about
A.D. 750 to 950 (E. W. Andrews V 1979; Kowalski 1987) (Figure 8.5). Uxmal
emerged as the largest city in, and probably became the regional capital of,
the eastern Puuc or Santa Elena district during the late ninth-early tenth
century reign of its energetic ruler, “Lord Chaak” or Chan Chak K’aknal
Ahaw (Dunning 1992; Dunning and Kowalski 1994; Kowalski and Dunning
1999; Schele and Mathews 1998).

The single most imposing palace building at Uxmal is the House of the
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FIGURE 8.5. Plan of the civic-ceremonial center of Uxmal. (Adapted from Graham
1992, vol. 4: 83)
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FIGURE 8.6. The House of the Governor at Uxmal, showing the radial platform
supporting the two-headed jaguar throne in the foreground. (Photograph by Jeff
Kowalski)

Governor (Figure 8.6). Uxmal Stela 14 shows Lord Chaak standing on a two-
headed jaguar throne like that located on a small radial platform in front
of the House of the Governor, suggesting that this grandiose palace build-
ing was probably constructed during this king’s reign as a testament to his
power and a symbol of his authority (Kowalski 1987; Graham 1992, vol. 4:
107, 108). The House of the Governor rests on a primary platform some 25—
40 ft. (7-11.8 m) high and 540 ft. (160 m) long by 450 ft. (133 m) wide, one
of the largest such basal platforms constructed in northern Yucatan.” The
upper facade of this massive 99 m (ca. 328 ft.) long palace is covered by a
complex array of architectural sculpture featuring latticework, step frets,
and long-snouted Chaak masks (Foncerrada 1965; Kowalski 1987). Human
figures of different sizes are shown seated along the eastern front of the
building, culminating above the central doorway in the depiction of a domi-
nant individual who wears a mat-weave medallion and a towering feather
headdress (Kowalski 1987: chap. 10) (Figure 8.7). I have suggested that this is
a portrait of Lord Chaak himself, who may have commissioned the House
of the Governor as a royal residence or as an administrative center, or both
(Kowalski 1987: chaps. 6, 10).

The extraordinary length, multiple doorways, and centralized location
of the House of the Governor are reminiscent of Structure 44 at Dzibil-
chaltun. In previous discussions, I have argued that the multiroom plan of
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FIGURE 8.7. The figural sculpture above the central doorway of the House of the Gov-
ernor, probably a portrait of the ruler known as Lord Chaak. (Photograph by Jeff
Kowalski)

the House of the Governor, and the existence of several collapsed chultuns
on its terrace, support the idea that some of its chambers were occupied
by members of the royal family on a continuous basis. However, it should
also be noted that the scale and formality of the structure, coupled with
its placement on a broad platform that could have accommodated thou-
sands of people, would support the idea that it had a predominantly pub-
lic, nonresidential function. An argument can be made that the building
also may have been a local version of a Popol Nah, where the ruler met in
council with his subordinate lords to discuss affairs of state and plan com-
munity festivals (B. Fash et al. 1992: 438; Kowalski and Dunning 1999: 295).
The symmetrical and hierarchical distribution of human figures of varying
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sizes suggests the concept of a paramount king, represented by the cen-
tral figure of Lord Chaak, flanked and accompanied by other individuals of
ajaw status, either local lineage heads or regional governors, or both, who
formed his council of advisors. This arrangement of subsidiary personages
accompanying a larger, centralized image of the king also appears, albeit
in a slightly different composition, on Structure 22-A at Copan, a palace-
type structure which has been most convincingly interpreted as a Classic
version of a Popol Nah to date (B. Fash et al. 1992). At the House of the Gov-
ernor, a two-headed jaguar throne is located in front of the sculpture of Lord
Chaak, while at Copan the image of the ruler “Smoke-Monkey” was shown
seated on a jaguar throne at the center of the roof comb. The presence of
the two-headed jaguar throne at the House of the Governor also relates it
to House E of the Palace at Palenque, another structure which has been
identified as a nikte’ il nah (white flower house), a version of a Popol Nah
(Schele 1998: 499-500).8

The House of the Governor is also aligned so that its central doorway
faces the horizon where Venus rises at its most southern extreme (Aveni
1980: 275; H. M. Bricker and V. R. Bricker 1996). The spectacle of Venus
emerging from the underworld above the jaguar throne in front of the
House of the Governor may have been calculated to connect the histori-
cal king with cosmic acts of creation (Kowalski, in H. M. Bricker and V. R.
Bricker 1996).

Another of the most imposing architectural groups at Uxmal is the Nun-
nery Quadrangle, constructed around A.D. 890 to 910 during the reign of
Lord Chaak (Figures 8.5, 8.8). In its plan and architectural sculpture pro-
gram, the Nunnery Quadrangle embodies fundamental Maya cosmological
concepts to convey the idea that Uxmal identified itself as the principal
religious center and political capital of the eastern Puuc region. The qua-
drangular layout and approximate correspondence of the principal build-
ings to the cardinal points represents an effort to replicate the quadripartite
horizontal organization of the Maya cosmos, with east and west associated
with the rising and setting sun, and with north and south corresponding to
the upperworld and underworld. Further, much of the iconography of the
quadrangle can be associated with Maya creation mythology, which served
as a divine charter for kingship and functioned periodically to ritually re-
new the bonds between the ruler, the gods, the ancestors, and the living
community (see Kowalski 1994a; Dunning and Kowalski 1994; Kowalski
and Dunning 1999). Here we will only mention a few of these cosmological
motifs to convey their general significance.

The West Structure features the aged turtle-man earth deity God N. This
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FIGURE 8.8.View of the Nunnery Quadrangle at Uxmal, seen from Temple IV of the
Pyramid of the Magician. (Photograph by Jeff Kowalski)

deity, also known as Bacab or Pawahtun, is the Maya world sustainer, an
earth- and sky-bearer who is associated with the partitioning of the world
and who plays an important role in Maya creation myth (Schele and Miller
1986: 4, 61; Taube 1992a). As a Bacab, he is associated with the great flood
that preceded the formation of the present world and with the raising of
the Trees of Abundance at the quadrants of the world. He is also associated
with the establishment of a world axis by the raising of the Yaxcheelcab,
the First Tree of the World (Tozzer 1941: 135-137).

Small miniature Maya huts crowned by reptilian masks and sprouting
vegetation scrolls appear above the doorways of the South Structure of the
Nunnery (Dunning and Kowalski 1994: 84). These images recall the maize
plant rising from a reptilian earth monster on the Tablet of the Foliated
Cross at Palenque (Maudslay 1889-1902, vol. 4: pl. 81), as well as a related
depiction of a leafy maize god emerging from a cleft with a monster/turtle
carapace on the sculpted pillars of the Lower Temple of the Jaguars at Chi-
chen Itza (Seler [1902-1923] 1960, vol. 5: fig. 162). Other emergence or res-
urrection scenes on Late Classic polychrome vases suggest that the young
maize god rising from a turtle carapace is a variant of Hun Hunahpu, the
first father of the Hero Twins in the Popol Vuh and a solar-maize deity who
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is reborn annually in the underworld (Taube 1985). The maize-sprouting
masks of the South Structure of the Nunnery seem to pertain to this mythic
complex, referring to the regeneration of the maize/sun god within the
earth.

A massive cylindrical stone column stood at the conceptual center of
the Nunnery Quadrangle. This column embodied the Yaxcheel Cab, the
gigantic ceiba tree that formed the central axis of the cosmos (Roys [1933]
1967: 161; Kowalski 1994a: 110-111). The erection of this tree was the action
that separated the sky from the earth at the time of creation, which was
associated with the “partitioning” of the world and which preceded the cre-
ation of a new humanity and the subsequent establishment of legitimate
political order (Freidel, Schele, and Parker 1993: 66-68). In this connec-
tion, Ringle and Bey (2001: 270) have pointed out that a fairly rare term,
tzucub te, which appears in the Chilam Balam of Tizimin, seems to be as-
sociated with various cities (e.g., Mayapan, Chetumal) that functioned as
“cycle seats” and perhaps metaphorically identifies them as capitals con-
nected with the world tree.

A single-headed jaguar throne originally stood on a low platform near
the central stone column/world tree monument (Ruz Lhuillier 1959: 14;
Kowalski 1994a: 112). Such jaguar seats function as royal thrones in Clas-
sic Maya art (Kowalski 1987: chap. 14), and apparently represent one of the
three “throne-stones” which were occupied by deities at the time of cre-
ation (Freidel, Schele, and Parker 1993: 65-67). At Uxmal the link between
the jaguar throne and the columnar world tree apparently associated the
ruler with primordial acts of world creation and served as a divine charter
for kingship. Many of the other sculptural motifs at the Nunnery, such as
feathered serpent sculptures, Tlaloc masks, and captive figures, although
not as clearly associated with Maya creation myth, also can be interpreted
as symbols of rulership and political authority (Kowalski 1994b).

Recently Schele and Mathews (1998: 269) have described the complex
lattice on the North Building of the Nunnery as a “flower lattice” and sug-
gested that it “replicates a kind of flower-laden scaffolding once used in
Maya ritual,” as well as marking the structure as a variant of a nikte’ il nah
(flower house), another name for the community house corresponding to
the Popol Nah type of building mentioned earlier. As noted, the Popol Nah
is described as a building where the council members also met to practice
dancing and to plan public festivals. This aspect of the North Structure may
be supported by the presence of several musicians among the figural facade
sculptures. Schele and Mathews (1998: 271-272) have also identified the
uppermost masks placed above the small thatched roof hut models above



218 JEFF KARL KOWALSKI

doorways 3 and 5 as personified versions of the ch’'ok (“sprout” or “young
person”) glyph in the inscriptions. Noting that at Copan and several other
Classic sites the word for lineage was ch’'ok-te-nah (sprout-tree-house), they
further argue that these masks identify the North Building as a lineage
house. In addition, the lower masks of the stacked mask towers are identi-
fied as variants of Itzam Yeh on the basis of their flower headdresses, thus
indicating that the North Building served as a conjuring house, a “place of
sorcery and magic” (Schele and Mathews 1998: 275). While these interpre-
tations are not certain, they indicate the complex, multivocal symbolism
evident on these structures.

An association between the Nunnery Quadrangle and the dynastic
founder of Uxmal may appear in the architectural sculpture of the East
Structure. I have previously suggested that the distinctive reticulated owl
sculptures located at the center of the tiered serpent bar arrangements
above East Structure’s doorways pertain to a Teotihuacan-related cult of
war and sacrifice connected with Venus and the emergence of the Sun
from the underworld (Kowalski 1994a: 108-110; Dunning and Kowalski
1994: 84-85) (Figure 8.9). Classic Maya art often features owls coupled with
other prominent Teotihuacan-derived costume elements and iconographic
motifs in contexts associated with warfare and captive or personal sacri-
fice (Stone 1989; Schele and Freidel 1990: 156-164, 443-444, 1. 45). Taube
(1992b: 2, 37) has related the reticulated appearance of the Uxmal owls
to the appearance of the “war serpent” creatures, which alternate with
feathered serpent heads on the Old Temple of Quetzalcoatl at Teotihua-
can and which also occur as a basic component of the Teotihuacan warrior
complex in Classic Maya art. He suggests that such Teotihuacan icono-
graphic elements may have been connected with a cult of sacred warfare
associated with “cosmogonic acts of creation,” particularly the creation of
the Sun at Teotihuacan. Thus, the Uxmal owl sculptures could pertain to
a martial complex connected with the birth (and cyclical rebirth) of the
Sun and Venus. In addition, the East Structure’s “owl-and-weapons” sym-
bol might also be an iconographic reference to the ethnohistorically docu-
mented “founder” of Uxmal, Ah Kuy Tok Tutul Xiu (he of the owl flint
Tutul Xiu?).?

In his chapter in this volume, Edward Kurjack rightly points out that
many Maya masonry buildings are arranged around one or more common
courtyards, and that in many instances the presence of metates, chultuns,
or other domestic artifacts supports the idea that they functioned as a com-
munal residential compound (see the discussion of such courtyard groups
at Xcalumkin, Chunhuhub, and Dzibilchaltun Structures 95, 95A, and 96 in
this chapter). However, the exceptionally formal character of the Nunnery
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FIGURE 8.9. View of one of the owl masks above the doorways of the East Structure
of the Nunnery at Uxmal. (Photograph by Jeff Kowalski)

Quadrangle, the abundance of its architectural sculpture, and the fact that
no chultuns have been located within or nearby support the idea that this
was a nonresidential courtyard rather than a house compound writ large.
Ringle and Bey (2001: 275) recently have cited passages from the Chronicle
of Calkini in which a location referred to as the tancabal, quite possibly
such a formal courtyard, appears to be the place where subordinate gover-
nors or batab’ob, ward leaders or ah cuchcab’ob, and other minor officials
gather together with their overlord to consult on community affairs and/or
receive tribute.'® One of these passages specifically links the presentation
of tribute with the popolna, or council house:

bitun u cah u chic u banal u cuchteel tu tancabal tu chi yotoch to
poplnaob. ca hop’u mulcanob. ti ca tal u paabaob ca likiob ca talob

there occurred the assembling of the subjects in the patio at the doors of
the council houses. then began the public consultation. then came their
breaking up and they departed and came to . . . (Calkini f. 14 [cited in
Ringle and Bey 2001: 275-276]; see Barrera Vasquez 1957)

The association between the Nunnery Quadrangle and tribute is sug-
gested by the prominent display of both warriors and captives on the upper
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facades of the West and North Structures, since an outcome of warfare was
the gaining of territory, labor, and tribute. Moreover, the participation of
the ruler in outdoor state ceremonies, reception of dignitaries, etc., is sug-
gested by the prominent placement of a jaguar throne near the center of
the quadrangle courtyard, and by the location of another glyphic throne
(Stela 17) at the base of the stairway of the North Structure." Based on such
evidence, I would concur with Ringle and Bey (2001: 281), who write:

We identify the Monjas [Nunnery Quadrangle] as the primary meeting
place for the Uxmal court; by extension, certain quadrangles probably
played a similar function at other sites (e.g., Tiho). This is supported by
the general lack of domestic features in such quadrangles, their place-
ment relative to other “civic” structures such as pyramids and sacbeob,
and, perhaps most important, by formally defined entries.

In an earlier discussion of Uxmal’s architecture, art, iconography, and
epigraphy, I stressed the importance of Lord Chaak as the head of a “more
traditional dynastic ruler-centric” polity (Kowalski 1994a: 118). I would like
to modify my interpretation, however, by noting that at Uxmal, as in other
Classic Maya polities, the king’s authority depended on the support of
other high-ranking lineages (McAnany 1995; Villela 1993). One source of
evidence regarding the king’s relationship to other influential members
of the community is the columnar monument known as Altar 1o (Pollock
1980: 275; Graham 1992, vol. 4: 115).

Interestingly, according to information from Ian Graham (cited by Grube
1994: 323), Altar 10 may originally have been located in front of the building
that Frans Blom (1934) designated as Structure 16, an outlying group south-
east of the Uxmal site center.”> Graham (1992, vol. 4: 79) identifies Group
16 as the large hilltop architectural complex in quadrant 17L of his Uxmal
map (see Figure 8.10, this volume). This consists of a series of some four
courtyards located on platforms that ascend from the north to the south.
The courtyards are bounded by platforms which undoubtedly represent the
remains of multiroom range-type palaces (indications of a series of vaulted
rooms appear as Structure 17-L-6 on the Graham map). The presence of sev-
eral chultuns indicates that this was a residential palace compound, but a
substantial pyramid temple structure on the west side of the largest court-
yard indicates that the elite family living there probably also maintained a
separate lineage temple or ancestral shrine.

In addition to mentioning Lord Chaak, who is designated by a k'uhul
ajaw title, Altar 1o also mentions four other individuals. Three of these—
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FIGURE 8.10. Plan of Group 16 (quadrants 17 and 18), probable location of Uxmal Altar
10. (After Graham 1992 4: 84)

Lord Chaak, an individual named E-Wits-Ahau (E-Wits-Ajaw), and an indi-
vidual whose name begins with the syllable ko and who also has ajaw
status—are linked with one another by the y-itah glyph, identifying such
individuals either as Lord Chaak’s “siblings” or “companions” (Grube 1994:
323-324), or as persons who witnessed or saw something in his presence
(Stuart 2000). The text around the upper edge of Altar 10 again refers to
E-Wits-Ahau, who is referred to as a “ch’ok” (sprout, a young royal off-
spring), to his mother, and probably to his father. Grube (1994: 324) notes
that this indicates that Altar 10 “focuses on E-Wits-Ahau and his family,”
and further suggests that “Structure 16 may have been the residence of the
family of E-Wits-Ahau, who was an important companion of Lord Chaak.
By placing Altar 10 in front of Structure 16, E-Wits-Ahau publicly dis-
plays his ancestry and his close ties to Lord Chaak, Uxmal’s most powerful
individual .”*®

Recent mapping and excavations at the medium-sized site of Xkipche,
located about 10 km southwest of Uxmal, suggest that Xkipche may have
become a dependency of the larger center, although the exact nature of the
political relationship remains to be clarified. This site has been ranked as a
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FIGURE 8.11. Xkipche, plan of Structure A-1 and associated structures. (After Reindel
1997: abb 5)

Class 3 site (G. F. Andrews [1992?]), which puts it in the same class as Chun-
huhub, Kiuic, and Xculoc. However, it is distinguished by the presence of
a particularly large palace-type building, Structure A-1, which contains a
total of thirty-eight rooms on two levels (G. F. Andrews [19922]: 1; see also
Reindel 1997) (Figures 8.11, 8.12). According to G. F. Andrews ([19927]: 1):

In terms of its size, Structure A-1 at Xkipche appears to be the third
largest building in the entire Puuc region since it is exceeded by only two
other buildings; Structure 1 (Palace) at Labna with 63 rooms and Struc-
ture 2B1 at Sayil (Three-Story Palace) with 94 rooms in all. Structure 2C3
at Kabah is about the same size, with 36 rooms on two levels. Like its
counterparts at Labna and Sayil, Structure A-1 at Xkipche is the result of
a series of additions and alterations over time, but just how much time
is still an open question.™
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Noting the fact that Xkipche is located only some 10 km southwest
of Uxmal, a proximity which suggests “some kind of interdependence,”
Andrews ([19927?]: 2) points out that “architecturally the two sites have little
in common.” In particular, he observes that there are no stylistic counter-
parts for the monumental Late Uxmal structures such as the House of the
Governor or the Nunnery Quadrangle at Xkipche, although there are sev-
eral structures at Uxmal which feature sloping upper facades related to that
of the East Wing of Structure A-1 at Xkipche. Although the function of
Structure A-1 is uncertain, its somewhat irregular plan and prolonged, addi-
tive building sequence support the idea that it served as an elite residence.
Contrasting with Structure A-1 is Group D, which “consists of a single great
but quite destroyed edifice located on a very high and quite extensive plat-
form.” The isolated nature and greater formality of this palace-style build-
ing suggests that it may have served a more public, administrative function
at the site (Reindel 1997).

Uxmal, the sole rank 1 site in Nicholas Dunning’s (1992) settlement
hierarchy for the eastern Puuc region, is connected to two other rank 2
Puuc cities, Kabah and Nohpat, by means of an artificial roadway or sacbe
that extends over some 18 km (Carrasco Vargas 1993).

Although only portions of Kabah or Nohpat have been adequately

FIGURE 8.12. Xkipche, south facade of the Structure A-1 palace after consolidation.
(After Reindel 1997: pl. 9)
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mapped, the scale and diversity of their monumental architecture and the
presence of many carved monuments indicate their regional political im-
portance (Pollock 1980). At Kabah, for example, the massive range-type
palace structure known as the Codz Poop features an impressive array of
hundreds of stacked Chaak masks covering virtually its entire west facade.
A recent archaeological project at Kabah has revealed that the upper east-
ern facade of the Codz Poop supported a series of gigantic stone warrior
sculptures. Each wears a similar distinctive headdress and has raised facial
scarification patterns like those seen on a previously documented Kabah
sculpture (known as the “King of Kabah”) and seen on dancing warrior fig-
ures that appear on the “panel style” carved jambs of the palace’s central
doorway (Carrasco and Pérez 1996).

The most comprehensive mapping project at a Puuc city has been
carried out at Sayil, whose areal extent and structural remains were
mapped in the 1980s (Sabloff and Tourtellot 1991, 1992; Tourtellot and
Sabloff 1994) (Figure 8.13). Although smaller than Uxmal, Sayil also is a
major site, where about ten thousand people occupied an urban core cover-
ing some 4.5 km?. Some seven thousand additional people lived in a larger
surrounding area. They probably provided the city’s rulers with a source of
tribute in goods and labor. The Sayil mapping project showed that the site
center was organized about a 1.2 km long north-south internal sacbe. At
the northern end of this causeway was Structure 2B1, the massive Great
Palace (or Three-Story Palace), believed to have been a palatial residence for
the site’s paramount lineage (Figure 8.14). Structure 2B1 contains ninety-
four rooms, arranged in three setback terraces linked by a grand southern
stairway (Pollock 1980: 89-105, figs. 173-175). At the southern end of the
sacbe were more public structures, including a ballcourt, stela platform,
and a multistory palace, Structure 4B2 (Pollock 1980: 124-129, figs. 258—
259), which may have served as an administrative center' or may have been
the residence of a secondary powerful family at the site. The latter inter-
pretation is that of Ringle and Bey (2001: 284), who view the contiguous
courtyards and temple of the Mirador Group, located on the sacbe between
the two palace groups (and appearing at the bottom of the partial Sayil map
in Figure 8.13) as a more likely formal ceremonial and administrative court-
yard space.

A recent study of the distribution of vaulted masonry (i.e., “palace”) ar-
chitecture at Sayil, coupled with a complementary analysis of two artifact
types—Puuc columnar altars and Oxkutzcab Appliqué censers—by Car-
mean (1998: 259-270), suggests the presence of a number of residential
compounds that served as elite households occupied by local lineage heads
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FIGURE 8.13. Map of the northern portion (hectare Miguel T.) of the central civic-
ceremonial core of Sayil, Yucatan, showing the location of the great Three-Story
Palace (Structure 2B1) at the northern end of the north-south sacbe. (After Tourtellot
and Sabloff 1994: fig. 4)

and their families. Although the impressive size and number of rooms
of the Great Palace suggest that it was the royal palace, Carmean notes
that the dispersed placement of columnar altars (which Carmean [1998:
259] uses as an indicator of “supernaturally sanctified political leadership
within the community”; cf. the previous discussion of the world tree co-
lumnar altar in the Nunnery Quadrangle, and of Altar 1o in Group 16 at
Uxmal) and the widespread occurrence of the specialized censers (which
she interprets as evidence of the practice of lineage-oriented religious ac-
tivities) support the idea that political power at Sayil was shared out among
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FIGURE 8.14. Reconstruction painting of the Three-Story Palace (Structure 2B1) at
Sayil, Yucatan. (After Proskouriakoff 1963 [1946]: 57)

a wide range of ranked lineages. The approximate wealth and rough rank-
ing of these corporate kin groups can be estimated by the size, the amount
of vaulted space, and the sculptural embellishment of the residential com-
pounds featuring masonry structures. On this basis, the Sayil “palaces” are
subdivided into three ranks, with all rank 1 compounds located in the cen-
tral core of the site and not far from the north-south sacbe system.
According to Dunning’s (1992) analysis, Sayil is a rank 2 site, suggesting
that it was a local political capital that relied on both a surrounding system
of satellite centers and scattered agricultural populations, as well as on the
inhabitants in its immediate site confines, to support its local elites. The
nature of the political relationship between the elite occupants of the Great
Palace and those located at other nearby centers is still difficult to clarify.
This is illustrated by the case of sites such as Chac (or Chac II) and Xcavil
de Yaxche (located, according to Pollock [1980: 138-139], some 4 km north-
northwest and 4 km southwest of Sayil, respectively; according to Smyth
et al. [1998: 234], Chac II is located some 1.7 km north of the North Palace
at Sayil). Chac II is a small site (rank 4 in Atlas arqueoldgico del estado
de Yucatdn, Garza T. and Kurjack 1980) but features several architectural
groups with range-type structures, including a fairly substantial three-story
masonry palace containing at least twenty-two rooms located on top of a
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hill (Hissink 1934: 50-51; Pollock 1980: 138; Smyth et al. 1998: 237; a some-
what similar two-story palace also occurs at Xcavil de Yaxche, see Pollock
1980: 138, fig. 280). My brief investigations at this hilltop structure in 1977
revealed the presence of several pilas (tublike stone water containers) on or
around a low platform (kitchen area?) and remnants of subsidiary vaulted
structures on the large primary platform supporting the palace (see Smyth
et al. 1998: fig. 5). The presence of water containers and a possible kitchen
support the idea that at least some of the rooms in the three-story edifice
were used for residential purposes. By analogy with the similar, but sub-
stantially larger, three-story palace at Sayil, it seems reasonable to suppose
that the two-story palaces at Chac IT and Xcavil de Yaxche were occupied by
prosperous and politically influential local lineage groups. The proximity
of Chac II and Xcavil de Yaxche to the larger site suggests the possibility
that their lineage leaders would have been responsible for both the collec-
tion of tribute and the arrangement of labor from local farming inhabitants,
and supplying such goods and services to the lordly family(ies) at Sayil; in
addition, physical separation from the Sayil site center suggests the local
lineage heads would have maintained some degree of political autonomy
and independence, perhaps participating periodically as royal councilors or
advisors. According to Smyth et al. (1998: 233), however, a recent site sur-
vey and excavation at Chac II indicate that the site was founded during the
Early Classic period and continued to be occupied during the Late Classic
period, but was largely separate in time and space from Sayil and “was not
a satellite of its nearby neighbor.” It is possible, of course, that the site was
autonomous for an early period of occupation but came under Sayil’s in-
fluence during the period after about A.D. 700-750, as is suggested by the
presence of a sacbe linking Sayil to the smaller center and a radiocarbon
date of A.D. 850 = 60 from a crossbeam in the Chac Palace (Smyth et al. 1998:
244; Smyth and Dore 1992).

Labna, another Puuc site that has recently been excavated and restored,
is an intermediate-size elite center with a multilevel residential palace con-
nected to a southern pyramid-temple and monumental arch by a short
sacbe (Thompson 1897; Pollock 1980: 7-52; see Gallareta Negron et al. 1992
for a summary of recent excavations) (Figure 8.15). Pollock (1980: 7-8) in-
dicates that there are at least sixty-seven rooms in the Labna palace at the
north end of the causeway. Some seventeen of these rooms form part of
eight multiroom units. It has been estimated that some 116 adults, or 58
nuclear family units, could have lived in this palace (Kurjack 1994: 314).
The group of structures known as the Mirador complex located at the south
end of the sacbe includes at least twenty-two rooms in various range-type
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vaulted buildings, and Kurjack (1994: 314) suggests that “the rubble from
collapsed structures represents at least 18 additional vaulted chambers and
ruins in the forest south of the cleared area may also be part of the group.”
Kurjack (1994: 313) has suggested that the sacbe at Labna is as symbolic as
functional, since it signified “the enduring tie between two groups of kins-
men . . . by the road physically joining their houses.” This is debatable,
however, since the Mirador Group includes a specialized temple structure
(the Mirador proper) and a specialized portal arch. The presence of a colum-
nar altar bearing a relief carving of dancing Chaak impersonators suggests
that part of this area may have had a more ritualistic rather than residen-
tial function. Ringle and Bey (2001: 283-284) contrast the more rambling
and additive plan of the northern palace, which they suggest was the resi-
dence of a single important group, with the more formal courtyard spaces
to the east and west of, and linked by, the Arch in the south. These more
formal courtyards they interpret as more public and ceremonial spaces,
comparable in general function if not in scale to the Nunnery Quadrangle
at Uxmal, where members of a smaller, more localized court met.
Located only some 1.5 km north of Labna is the site called Chuncatzim
(Pollock 1980: 53). Chuncatzim consists of a small civic and religious cen-
ter located on the top of a low hill surmounted by a terraced platform sup-
porting several structures (Blom 1935). The principal masonry structure is a
multiroom, two-story palace known as Structure 1, Canel Cruz, or Xcanal-
cruz (Figure 8.16). The presence of probable collapsed chultuns (Pollock
1980: 53) suggests that the Xcanalcruz palace was an elite residence. An-
other small group of multiroom palace buildings exists at the site of Xlab-
pak (Maler 1902: 204-205; Saenz 1968; Pollock 1980: 60), located some 3 km
west of Labna and Chuncatzim. The two best-documented buildings, Struc-
tures 1 and 2, form a common courtyard with buildings on two sides. Struc-
ture 1, the best-preserved building, contained nine rooms in its final form
and displays elaborate geometric stone mosaic sculpture featuring step-fret
designs and long-snouted Puuc mask panels in the upper facade. The pres-
ence of perishable dwellings and a large number of chultuns nearby sug-
gests that Structure 1 formed part of a residential compound. According to
Pollock (1980: 60), “At least six house platforms with chultuns” are located
in the vicinity of Structures 1 and 2. In his chapter in this volume, Kur-
jack rightly notes that outlying palace groups such as that at Chuncatzim
should be considered part of the larger political territory administered from
Labna. He interprets the presence of several substantial palace structures as
making it “difficult to point out one building that was the regal residence.”
While I believe he is correct to suggest that the distribution of a number
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FIGURE 8.15. Plan of the central section of Labna, Yucatan. (Figure 3 from H. E. D. Pol-
lock, The Puuc: An Architectural Survey of the Hill Country of Yucatan and North-
ern Campeche, Mexico, Memoirs of the Peabody Museum, vol. 19, Copyright 1980
by the President and Fellows of Harvard College)

of multiroom vaulted masonry palace-style structures within Labna and
at sites nearby indicates the presence of several highly ranked and politi-
cally influential families, I would agree with Ringle and Bey that the Labna
Palace was most likely the residence of the most powerful group (perhaps
consisting of an extended family and their retainers) at the site. However,
given Labna’s designation as a rank 3 site (Dunning 1992: 89-90, table 5-2,
fig. 5.2), one should probably think of this as the palace not of the king



230 JEFF KARL KOWALSKI

ioa 15

FIGURE 8.16. Structure 1 at Chuncatzim, looking south. (Figure 107 from H. E. D. Pol-
lock, The Puuc: An Architectural Survey of the Hill Country of Yucatan and North-
ern Campeche, Mexico. Memoirs of the Peabody Museum, vol. 19, Copyright 1980
by the President and Fellows of Harvard College)

of a fully autonomous polity, but the sumptuous dwelling of a regional
governor equivalent to a batab, perhaps owing allegiance to the ruler of
the nearby rank 2 site of Sayil, whose “kingly” household was centered
in the Great Palace and whose “royal” status is suggested by depictions of
the single, ornately costumed individuals on Sayil’s stelae (Proskouriakoff
1950: 162-163, figs. 81a, 89).

The site plan of Chacmultun (Pollock 1980: 363-368), mapped by Edward
Thompson (1904), suggests that the political organization of this intermedi-
ate size city in the eastern Puuc region might have involved the collabora-
tion of at least three principal lineages or extended families. The site fea-
tures three principal platforms/palace groups (known as the Chacmultun,
Cabal Pak, and Xeth Pool groups) located on natural eminences between
100 to 200 m apart (Marquina 1964: 739-745, pl. 225). These structures
contain forty, thirty-six, and sixteen vaulted rooms, respectively, some of
which may have been used for storage, but many of which surely were
living and sleeping quarters (Kurjack 1994: 313). According to Kurjack, “The
core of the settlement . . . consisted of three compact residential kin groups,
two of these containing approximately a hundred adults each while a third
elite family may have been only about half that size.” Recent excavation
and restoration carried out by Carlos Pérez Alvarez and associates has re-
vealed the presence of a ballcourt and a paved plaza area southeast of the
Chacmultun group,'® which contains the greatest number of vaulted rooms
on the largest artificial platform at the site, supporting the idea that the
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family living here may have been the highest-ranked lineage at the site or
that the main palace here may have served as a Council House, as well
as the idea that the plaza and ballcourt area may have marked the loca-
tion of rituals and festivals (like those depicted in the mural paintings in
Building C of the Chacmultun group) that integrated the larger community
(Thompson 1904).

The variations in site size, architectural volume, and associated politi-
cal symbols outlined in this chapter and documented more completely by
Pollock (1980), Gendrop (1983), G. F. Andrews (1986), Dunning (1992), and
others implies a corresponding, although imperfectly understood, socio-
political hierarchy among and within the various centers. It is known that a
prominent type of political organization in northern Yucatan at the time of
the conquest concentrated political power in a head town (hol cah) that was
the capital city of a political territory known as a cuchcabal. The head town
and the larger cuchcabal were governed by a halach uinic who was owed
allegiance and tribute by regional governors, or batab’ob, and local town
leaders of various ranks (Roys 1943; Marcus 1993; see Ringle and Bey 2001
for arecent review of the political organization of northern Maya courts). It
seems likely that many of the smaller centers in the vicinity of a larger city
such as Uxmal, Kabah, or Sayil would have been under its control or owed
it allegiance, perhaps administered by subordinate governors who had kin-
ship or other political ties to the ruling family at the principal center. The
spatial distribution and monumental art and architecture at major sites
(rank 1 or 2) suggest that they may have been the head towns of autonomous
polities, although some larger cities probably dominated others at particu-
lar times. In this regard, it has been argued that Kabah and Nohpat were
politically independent during the eighth and early part of the ninth cen-
tury, but that during the later ninth century they were incorporated in a po-
litical/military alliance in which Uxmal was the leading partner (Dunning
and Kowalski 1994). By the same token, a rank 2 center such as Sayil might
have exerted political control over a smaller, nearby rank 3 center such as
Labna. Within sites we find distributions of vaulted, multiroom structures
ranging from a series of relatively comparable, semi-isolated palace groups
(as at Xcalumkin, Xculoc, or Chacmultun) to evidence for more dominant
“royal” palaces accompanied by a range of related but smaller elite residen-
tial groups (as at Uxmal or Sayil). Both patterns are consistent with models
which stress the importance of ranked lineages and their households as a
basis for ancient Maya sociopolitical organization (cf. McAnany 1995) and
which interpret Maya polities as variants of the “segmentary state” (Ball
and Taschek 1991; Demarest 1992; Houston 1993).
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Transformations of the Palace at Chichen Itza

The traditional Maya palace underwent significant change at the Termi-
nal Classic to Early Postclassic site of Chichen Itza. Due to the rapid rise
of this site and accompanying profound changes in political organization,
Chichen Itza’s rulers deliberately sought to deemphasize the cult of the
single divine king that had dominated Maya art of the preceding centuries
(see Krochock 1988; Schele and Freidel 1990; Wren and Schmidt 1991; Grube
1994). At Chichen Itza there are not as many clear-cut counterparts for
the extensive, multiroom range-type palaces that abound in the Puuc re-
gion sites previously discussed, although Tozzer (1957, vol. 1: 23, citing
Ruppert 1952) describes several variants of such buildings (e.g., Structure
7B3 Temple of the Three Lintels; Structure 7B2; Structure sB7; Structure
5B25; Structure 3Cg Casa Colorada; Structure §C14 House of the Phalli; and
Structure 4Cr first phase of the Monjas). For this reason, investigators have
been less certain about what types of structures constitute the residential
remains of the elite occupants of the site.

The single most imposing palace building at Chichen Itza is the Monjas,
which consisted of an eastern range of rooms (part of which represents the
earliest phase of construction) encased by a high, massive platform sup-
porting a second-story range (whose hieroglyphic lintels date it to A.D. 880),
on whose roof was located a smaller, shoddier late building (Figures 8.17,
8.18). Based on its plan, its “Chichen-Maya” Puuc-related architectural
style, and its hieroglyphic lintels, Tozzer included the Monjas among his
examples of Chichen-Maya buildings which were considered to predate the
Toltec-Maya structures clustered on the massive northern platform known
as the Gran Nivelacion (Tozzer 1957, 23-24). The work of Charles Lincoln
(1986, 1990), however, challenged the traditional sequential view of Chi-
chen Itza by demonstrating that so-called Maya and Toltec type buildings
frequently appear in the same architectural group, and by arguing that the
differences in plan, architectural style, and associated iconography among
such structures reflect differences in function rather than chronological
sequence or ethnic identity. Studies of the hieroglyphic lintels spanning
the doorways of the second story suggest that its rooms may have served
as a place where dedication ceremonies by various high-ranking individu-
als took place in A.D. 880 (Krochock 1988, Schele and Freidel 1990, Grube
1994). Aside from such ritual associations, its function is not certain, al-
though Lincoln (1990: 608) suggests that the height of the second story,
reached by means of a monumental stairway, and the structure’s location
at the south side of a broad public plaza support the idea that it was a “dis-
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FIGURE 8.17. Plan of the Monjas and associated structures. (After Bolles 1977: 40)

tinctive type of temple for mass-display, in which priests might have lived
at most part-time (compare Harrison 1970).”

More recently, Headrick (1995) has argued that Las Monjas served as a
“founder’s house” at Chichen Itza. She bases this argument on the promi-
nent use of the simple latticework pattern that covers much of the lower
walls of the first story of the building, as well as on the prominence given
to the long-snouted mask panels in the upper facade. Headrick terms the
latticework a “net motif,” and compares it to the net patterns that enclose
the various warrior figures in the murals at the Atetelco apartment com-
pound at Teotihuacan. I do not believe that the formal similarities are
strong enough to demonstrate that these two motifs are identical. However,
the simple lattice’s strand-over-strand composition makes it clear that it
represents a woven mat, long recognized as a symbol of rulership among
the Maya (Kowalski 1987: chap. 12). Headrick (1995: 6) also identifies the
seated human figure above the central doorway of the East Wing of the
Monjas as an ancestor and as “the founder of the Chichen dynasty.””
Another argument for identifying Las Monjas as a founder’s house is the
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FIGURE 8.18. North elevation of the Monjas. (After Bolles 1977: 33)

presence of a sculpture of a spotted jaguar at the foot of the stairway to the
second story. Headrick (1995: 7) points out the relationship between this
jaguar throne and the one at the House of the Governor at Uxmal, and to
the one depicted on the Oval Palace Tablet at Palenque. The Oval Palace
Tablet is particularly associated with accession, a royal ritual which was
apparently long associated with House E of the Palace, which the Maya re-
ferred to as the Sak Nik Naah (White Flower House). On the basis of these
similarities, Headrick (1995: 8) concludes that “The consistent pattern of
residential palace structures associated with jaguar thrones suggests that
the Monjas functioned not only as the living quarters of the king but also
as the location of accession.”

Although I find several (though not all) of Headrick’s iconographic com-
parisons persuasive, I would like to suggest the possibility that the Monjas
may have functioned as a Popol Nah structure rather than a royal residence.
The prominent use of the mat-weave lattice pattern on the lower story
and the presence of the jaguar throne, associated with Structure 22-A at
Copan, the House of the Governor at Uxmal, and House E at Palenque,
support this interpretation. Further, the references on the hieroglyphic lin-
tels to multiple individuals bearing the ajaw title and involved in similar
dedicatory rituals, as well as the more prominent role given to K’ak’upacal
(probably the contemporary ruler who had inherited the ancestral title of
kingship represented by the sun disk figures in Chichen Itza’s iconography),
would be consistent with the use of the structure as a place where a group of
“equals” in the conciliar multepal government of Chichen Itza assembled
under the direction of a principal lord or paramount ruler (cf. Grube 1994:
329; Kowalski 2000a,b).

Another prominent palace-type structure at Chichen Itza is the Akab
Dzib. This edifice, located a short distance east of the Monjas, consists of
tandem ranges of vaulted rooms surrounding a massive, solid masonry plat-
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form. The plan of the Akab Dzib, with this central platform, resembles
those of various multilevel palace structures in the Puuc region referred to
earlier (e.g., the Great Palace at Sayil, the Xcanalcruz at Chuncatzim near
Labna, etc.), suggesting that it may have been an elite residence (cf. Lin-
coln 1990: 606-607). If so, it may have housed a branch of the powerful
Cocom family, since the sculpted lintel above the doorway in the south-
ern rooms depicts a seated individual who is identified as a K'uhul kokom
(divine Cocom) (Schele and Freidel 1990: 361-363; Grube 1994: 327-328).
Noting the widespread and fairly regular distribution of the so-called
gallery-patio structural type at Chichen Itza (Figure 8.19), David Freidel
(1981: 321) argues that it may have replaced the elongated multidoor palace
building as the characteristic upper-class dwelling at Chichen Itza.'® He co-
gently challenges Ruppert’s (1943: 230) suggestion that such buildings were
market courts or markets. There are problems with Freidel’s residential
interpretation, however. One problem is the lack of any suitable enclosed
private space within such structures that could be used either for sleep-
ing or storage. I would argue that the elongated multicolumn vestibules or
“galleries” (often equipped with benches and daises) which front several of
these structures, as well as the spacious interior patio and veranda on the
interior, seem more appropriate for large gatherings, that is, for use as coun-
cil or meeting houses. Freidel notes the presence of metates and “fireboxes”
in the Mercado complex, and suggests that “the presence of metates and
hearths in primary context has traditionally been seen as strong evidence
for a domestic function for the structure in which they are found (Havi-
land 1963; Willey et al. 1965: 17).” There is a problem, however, with iden-
tifying the large, formal sunken “fireboxes” in the Mercado as domestic
hearths, which typically are located in small, ancillary kitchen structures
and consist of the three-stone koben (hearth). More likely, the firepits in
the gallery-patio structures were used in conjunction with fire rituals con-
ducted by a corporate group or groups that used such buildings as meeting
places. The nature of these rituals is alluded to on the talud of the carved
dais of the Mercado (Figure 8.20), where files of bound “Toltec” warriors
flank a central eagle warrior (accompanied by a feathered serpent) possibly
engaged in sacrificial ritual. Above this scene, on the projecting tablero,
are feathered serpents with star or Venus signs among the undulating folds
of their bodies. Such scenes of communal martial ritual suggest that the
gallery-patio structures are more comparable to the large rooms of the
Burnt Palace at Tula (Diehl 1983: 64-66, pls. 6, 11; Kristan-Graham 1989), or
to the colonnaded space with bench reliefs in the Eagle House of the Aztec
Templo Mayor (Klein 1987), than to domestic residential buildings.



236 JEFF KARL KOWALSKI

s8000s0
.l:);
o
ey S [ —
E..-...o.-.u.-----....-.-..n--.-.I
l = —]
[e] o o] o
54
FoTmm e 3
1 !
o, ‘o
! i o 1 3
) t
/ ! ' wevens
: o | {o
[ S
o o] o] o]

WETERS

55

FIGURE 8.19. Plans of gallery-patio and patio-quad structures at Chichen Itza. (After
Tozzer 1957, 12: figs 52 [Structure 3B8], 54 [Structure 3D11, the Mercado], and 55
[Structure 3C13])

In plan, the Chichen Itza gallery-patio is more closely related to, and
probably served as an antecedent for, the large colonnaded halls distributed
throughout the later Postclassic city of Mayapan.'” Proskouriakoff (1962:
89) identified such edifices as the possible “living quarters for unmarried
boys being trained in the arts of war and ritual.” According to Proskouria-
koff (1962: 90), there were thirteen colonnaded halls in the Main Group
and at least four outside it that were considered to be “major independent
units.” On this basis, she notes that “the number of such independently
located halls is close to what Roys [1957] has estimated as the number of
provinces under the hegemony of Mayapan. . . . it is possible that each of
these halls served the nobility of a specific province.” Building on this iden-
tification, Ringle and Bey (2001: 276) argue that “given the overwhelming
dominance of censers in the pottery assemblages of these structures, colon-
naded halls are unlikely to have been residences and instead were almost
certainly popol nas.”*

Why was the older range-type palace less common, less prominent,
and less grandiose at Chichen Itza? Clearly, there are some recognizable
counterparts of Classic multiroom palaces at Chichen Itza, but, with the
exception of the Monjas,* none vie with the House of the Governor at
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Uxmal or the Central Acropolis at Tikal in scale, sumptuousness, or sculp-
tural elaboration. Edward Kurjack (1994: 315) has suggested that each of the
larger palace complexes at Classic Maya sites represented the residence of
an extended family or kinship group, and that these lineages, represent-
ing “strong local political, economic and military power, were the essential
components of lowland government.” More recently, Patricia McAnany
(1995) has argued for the central importance of such kinship affiliations
among the Maya, pointing out that reckoning of descent from founding an-
cestors provided various lineages, from lower to higher ranking, as well as
the royal house itself, with strong claims to hereditary rights and privi-
leges. One major difference between Chichen Itza and various other Clas-
sic centers could hinge on the fact that its relatively late foundation and
rapid rise to economic, political, and military power involved the coming
together (voluntary in some cases, forcible in others, but always with op-
portunities for contested power relationships) of a number of powerful lin-
eages both from the southern lowlands, southwestern part of the penin-
sula, and northern Yucatan, all of which had previously enjoyed greater
political independence and autonomy as lords of their own domains. If this
was indeed the case, then new forms of architecture and art were needed to
create the impression of unity and to forge a sense of “nationhood” (Wren
and Schmidt 1991). In this case, Kurjack (1994: 315) may be correct in as-
serting that “new principles of military and governmental organization ex-
emplified by the huge colonnades at Chichen Itza were formulated and the
institution of the Palace was superseded.” Additionally, no major palace-
type structures are located in the major civic-ceremonial heart of Chichen
Itza, the Gran Nivelacion or northern platform. Like the absence of stelae
and dynastic inscriptions in this part of the site, this can perhaps be taken
as additional confirmation that the institution of divine kingship, although
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FIGURE 8.20. The sculpted dais from the Mercado (Structure 3Dr11) at Chichen Itza.
(After Tozzer 1957, 12: fig. 598)
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probably surviving in some form, underwent a significant structural trans-
formation at Chichen Itza.

Conclusions

Vaulted masonry architectural “palace” structures reflecting a wide variety
of plans and having different degrees of finish and sculptural elaboration
existed at both larger cities and smaller towns throughout the northern
Maya region. When they are considered in the context of wider aspects of
regional settlement patterns and individual site plans, and are interpreted
based on indigenous sources of information such as hieroglyphic inscrip-
tions, ethnohistorical sources, and artistic iconography, such substantial
masonry structures provide important insights regarding the nature of po-
litical and social organization at such communities, and evidence regard-
ing how such organization differed over space and time. In addition, careful
attention to the specialized form and sculptural adornment of individual
palace buildings has shed light on their possible individualized functions
and uses, and has clarified some ways in which religious and cosmological
symbolism supported the power of the elite individuals who either lived
in, planned, or performed rituals at, and/or administered their cities and
territories from, such sumptuous structures.

At Xcalumkin the somewhat isolated distribution of vaulted masonry
residential courtyard groups—no one of which stands out as that site’s royal
palace —as well as references to several individuals bearing the title of sajal
(a regional governor or subordinate lord), suggests that this site, as well as
other sites in the region such as Xculoc, Chunhuhub, and Xcochcax, may
have had less centralized conciliar forms of local government. Perhaps cen-
ters in this region featured an earlier variant of the form of conciliar gov-
ernment known as multepal, although there is now some question regard-
ing the extent to which such multepal government at later centers such as
Mayapan or Chichen Itza was truly decentralized.

At Dzibilchaltun, Uxmal, and Sayil, the identification of centralized
palaces of impressive size, coupled with the focus on powerful, elaborately
costumed individuals on the stelae at these sites, suggests that such cities
possessed more centralized forms of rulership in which the political system
was dominated by a paramount ruler who bore the Ch’ul Ajaw (holy lord)
title, similar to that used by the divine kings of southern Maya cities such
as Tikal, Palenque, and Copan. At Dzibilchaltun, the largest single palace
building, Structure 44, has a centralized placement and formal plan, which
suggests it had a more public and administrative, rather than residential,
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function. It may have served as the local Popol Nah or Council House.
At Uxmal the House of the Governor, though possessing more individual
rooms and possibly used as a dwelling in part, is also centrally located on
a prominent public platform and has a program of sculpture on its upper
facade featuring a mat-weave lattice design and a hierarchical distribution
of lordly individuals, which supports its identification as another version
of a Popol Nah. The Nunnery Quadrangle, consisting of the four-part radial
arrangement of multiroom range structures around a common courtyard
with a central columnlike monument, seems to be a deliberate evocation
of the quadripartite layout of the Maya cosmos, perhaps designed to indi-
cate and affirm Uxmal’s status as the capital of a regional state in the east-
ern Puuc district at around A.D. 9oo. Furthermore, the exceptionally formal
character of the Nunnery Quadrangle, the subject matter of its architec-
tural sculpture, and the fact that no chultuns have been located within or
nearby support the idea that it was a nonresidential courtyard, perhaps cor-
responding to the location referred to in the Chronicle de Calkini as the
tancabal, a place where the king gathered together with subordinate gov-
ernors (batab’ob), ward leaders (ah cuchcab’ob), and other minor officials to
consult on community affairs and/or receive tribute. Other palace build-
ings located farther from the site center at Uxmal, such as those which
form parts of the elevated courtyard of Group 16, are more likely candi-
dates for residences and other mixed-use buildings forming the households
of high-ranking and influential lineages at the site.

Other sites in the eastern Puuc district, such as Sayil and Labna, have
plans in which large, multiroom palaces (the Great Palace or Three-Story
Palace at Sayil, the Main Palace at Labna) were probably residences for ex-
tended elite families and their retainers, while other multiroom vaulted
buildings (the South Palace at Sayil, the courtyard west of the Portal Arch at
Labna) may have served more public administrative purposes or been meet-
ing places for local councils. At Sayil, although the tremendous size and
number of rooms of the Great Palace suggest that it was a royal residence,
the distribution of smaller courtyard groups of vaulted masonry palace ar-
chitecture, coupled with the analysis of the distribution of Puuc colum-
nar altars and Oxkutzcab Appliqué censers, suggests that these were resi-
dential compounds that served as households for ranked elite lineages that
shared economic wealth and political power at the site to some degree.

Though more work remains to be done to analyze the form and loca-
tion of different types of vaulted architecture at sites in the Puuc region, a
preliminary examination of the spatial distribution and sculptural iconog-
raphy of palace architecture at a major rank 1 site (Uxmal) and at rank 2
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sites (Kabah, Nohpat, Sayil) suggests that they may have been the head
towns of autonomous polities, although some larger cities such as Uxmal
probably dominated others (e.g., Kabah and Nohpat) during relatively short
periods of political centralization and state formation. In a similar fash-
ion, rank 2 centers such as Sayil may have exerted political control over
a smaller, nearby rank 3 center such as Labna. Within sites we find dis-
tributions of vaulted, multiroom structures ranging from a series of rela-
tively comparable, semi-isolated palace groups (as at Xcalumkin, Xculoc,
and Chacmultun) to evidence of more dominant “royal” palaces accompa-
nied by a range of related but smaller elite residential groups (as at Uxmal
or Sayil). Both patterns are consistent with models that stress the impor-
tance of ranked lineages, supported by their clients or retainers, as a basis
for ancient Maya sociopolitical organization.

At Chichen Itza during the transition from the Terminal Classic to the
Early Postclassic period, the traditional Maya palace underwent signifi-
cant transformations in form and distribution that seem to correspond to
changes in political organization, changes that are reflected in that site’s
public art programs and hieroglyphic texts, which deemphasized the Clas-
sic Maya cult of the single divine king. Fewer clear-cut examples of the
extensive, multiroom range-type palaces that abound in the Puuc region
exist at Chichen Itza, although a few larger structures of this type (e.g.,
the Monjas, the Akab Dzib, the House of the Phalli) apparently were built
during the late-ninth century. Aspects of the sculptural iconography (mat-
weave lattice designs on the lower story and the presence of a jaguar throne)
and the content of the inscriptions on its carved lintels (referring to mul-
tiple individuals of comparable rank involved in dedicatory rituals) sug-
gest that the Monjas might have been a Popol Nah type of structure where
a group of high-ranking lineage heads who were “equals” in the conciliar
government of Chichen Itza assembled under the direction of a principal
lord (perhaps K’ak’upakal). The Akab Dzib, with its glyphic references to
the Cocom lineage, and the House of the Phalli, which forms part of an
architectural compound some distance from the site center, are better can-
didates for elite residences for leading families. Although some have pro-
posed that gallery patio structures, such as the Mercado and its kin, re-
placed the multiroom range-type palace as an elite residence at Chichen
Itza, the lack of suitable sleeping space, kitchen areas, and other domes-
tic artifacts in large quantities supports the idea that both the colonnaded
galleries and the broader interior courtyards of such buildings housed ritu-
als conducted by a corporate group or groups which used such buildings as
meeting places. The gallery-patio structures of Chichen Itza seem closer
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in form to, and probably served as models for, the large Colonnaded Halls
at the later Postclassic city of Mayapan. The notable absence of any major
or clearly paramount multiroom or multiple-story palace structure on the
North Terrace at Chichen Itza seems consistent with the deemphasis of
the image of the single ruler in the site’s public art programs and seems to
support the idea that the institution of divine kingship, though apparently
continuing to exist in some form, underwent an important transformation.

NOTES

1. General discussions of arguments concerning the form and function of Maya
palace structures are found in Harrison (1970), Adams (1970), and Kowalski (1987:
chap. 6).

2. Becquelin (1994) notes that both Xculoc and Xcochkax have a few palace
buildings displaying stylistic features associated with Early Puuc architecture
(ca. 670-770) and others of Classic Puuc style, while Chunhuhub and Xpostanil have
only buildings of the Classic Puuc style (after A.D. 770).

3. According to Pollock (1980: 419), “Strung out across the savanna to the south
for a distance of nearly 2 km are isolated buildings and groups of buildings resting on
low outcrops, on somewhat higher eminences, or on hilltops. Approximately 0.5 km
north of the central area are building remains that continue north or northeast for
another 0.5 km or so, where there is a large group of ruins comprising possibly ten
courtyards surrounded by fallen buildings . . . the so-called North Group.”

4. Cenotes were sacred to the ancient Maya of northern Yucatan. They provided
access to the waters and the spirits of the underworld. Coggins (1983: 61) suggests that
“cenotes represented an opening to the underworld, and in northern Yucatan those
waters were also thought to be continuous with the waters of the surrounding sea.”

5. The multidoorway palace Structure U8-3, at Edzna, Campeche, is over 450 ft.
long (G. F. Andrews 1969: 95). Structure D at Nakum, Guatemala, is “more than 400
feet long and only 30 feet wide, with about 44 rooms, opening north or south by
narrow doorways” (Kubler 1958: 520).

6. The most convincing interpretation of a Classic Maya vaulted palace struc-
ture as a Popol Nah is the case of Structure 22-A at Copan (B. Fash et al. 1992)

7. The platform of the K’inich K’akmo pyramid at [zamal is comparable (Barrera
Rubio 1991).

8. The House of the Governor also may be compared formally, and perhaps func-
tionally, to the highland Quiché Maya palace structures known as Nim Ja. In addi-
tion to the multipurpose and more rambling palaces, the Quiché capital city, Gumar-
caaj or Utatlan, also contained several long, horizontal structures that were entered
through multiple doorways and that were set on prominent platforms reached by
stairways. These apparently correspond to the structures known as Nim Ja, mean-
ing “Big House,” which are described in Ximénez’s account of Utatlan. According to
Carmack (1981: 288):

The long structures revealed by the archaeology are clearly the “big houses” of
the documentary sources. Apparently, their “bigness” referred to their horizon-
tal size rather than to their height. The multiple stairways and entrances of these
structures were functionally related to the long benches against the back walls,
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where the ruling lords met to set public policy. It would have been important to
have both visual and physical access to all those sitting in council. The burials
underneath the bench, especially the impressive one near the central “altar” —or
perhaps “throne” —reminds us of Lopez Medel’s claim that just rulers were buried
underneath the place where they sat in judgment. . . .

The main-plaza big houses are not directly connected to residential buildings,
which supports the argument that they were primarily administrative centers for
the major lineages.

A possible alternative interpretation of the secondary figures on the facade of the
House of the Governor has been proposed by Annabeth Headrick (1995: 5). She like-
wise identifies them as human rulers, based on their naturalistic rendition, elabo-
rate feathered headdresses, and mat-thrones, but suggests that the open-mawed ser-
pent heads beneath their thrones are “vision serpents,” identifying the figures as “the
ruling lineage’s ancestors.” In addition, she has proposed that the celestial location
of the central figure, indicated by the two-headed serpent bands surrounding him,
“marks him as the founder, the most ancient king in a long line of descent.”

9. An argument for the identification of the owl motif on the East Structure of
the Nunnery as a reference to the founder of Uxmal, Ah Kuy Tok Tutul Xiu, ap-
pears in the paper “Seats of Power and Cycles of Creation: Continuities and Changes
in Political Iconography and Political Organization at Dzibilchaltun, Uxmal, Chi-
chen Itza, and Mayapan,” coauthored by Jeff Kowalski, Rhonda Silverstein, and Mya
Follansbee and presented at the 1997 International Congress of Americanists in
Quito, Ecuador. The paper has been forwarded to session organizers Hanns Prem and
Pierre Becquelin for publication by the Centro de Estudios Mayas (UNAM), Mexico,
in the Estudios de Cultura Maya Series.

10. Ringle and Bey (2001: 275) note that “both passages establish the tancabal,
literally ‘In the middle of the town/region,” as the locus of tribute presentation and
noble congregation,” but they also note that the passages do not “clarify whether this
was an indoor or outdoor area.” Roys (1929) translates tancabal as a “reception hall,”
but Barrera Visquez prefers a translation as “cortile,” “yard,” or “patio.” U tancabil
yotoch ku is the patio of a church in the Cordemex dictionary (Barrera Visquez 1980:
773). An excellent recent review of the political organization and types of activities
associated with northern Maya courts, and of their possible association with par-
ticular types of buildings and spaces, is provided in Ringle and Bey’s chapter.

11. Elsewhere, Kowalski (2000a,b) has noted that Uxmal Stela 13 may depict an
encounter between an armed emissary from Chichen Itza and the king, Lord Chaak,
who is shown seated on a throne similar to that at the foot of the North Structure
stairway.

12. Holmes (1895-1897: 96) states that the altar was discovered by E. H. Thomp-
son “half a mile south and a little east of the Governor’s Palace.” According to Seler
(1917: 153-154), the monument was located in the center of a court in a small archi-
tectural complex south of the House of the Old Woman.

13. Grube (1994: 324) also notes: “The inscription on Altar 10 nicely confirms that
high-ranking nobles played an important role in the inscriptions of Uxmal as com-
panions of the king, but their role was not much different than in the royal dynasties
of other southern lowland sites. Though the recorded history of Uxmal is very late,
it is more deeply embedded in Classical Tradition than the history of most of the
surrounding sites, an observation which also finds support in Uxmal’s ‘individual
supported’ art style (Greene Robertson 1990) which contrasts strongly with the grand
mass scenes of Chichen Itza and the equally portrayed nobles of Xcalumkin.”

Group 16 is not the only elite palace group at Uxmal. Group 17, a “small group
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of buildings,” is located some 400 m southwest of the Chanchimez structure and
“consists of a southern court that is raised above, and faces on, a somewhat larger
northern court” (Pollock 1980: 262). The well-preserved West Building has a multi-
room plan with three frontal rooms and a central rear chamber. The masonry quality
of this structure is superb, and of late Puuc date, and the preserved section of the
facade above the southern room features groups of three engaged colonnettes and
tiers of long-snouted mosaic mask panels which interrupt the cornice molding and
appear to have formed mask crenellations like those of the North Structure of the
Nunnery (Pollock 1980: 263). The remains of a palace structure in the northern court
also display an elaborate and extremely well carved mosaic facade which Pollock
(1980: 263) likens to the sculpture on the Outer West Building of the House of the
Magician. A small square platform was located at the center of the southern court-
yard, and two identical altars, nos. 8 and 9, were found in front of the East and West
Buildings. These altars stand about 1.1 m high and have an upper molding consist-
ing of intertwined bands and a ruff of feathers. These altars resemble Altar 10 in
basic form, but are not as high and lack hieroglyphic inscriptions. Coupled with the
smaller size of the palace compound itself, this suggests that the corporate group
who occupied Group 17 held a social and political rank lower than that of the family
of E-Wits-Ahau in Group 16.

14. Structure A-1 was constructed using two different architectural styles, indi-
cated by the use of plain, sloping upper facades with no medial molding on the lower
level of the East Wing (which is of earlier date), while rooms on both levels of the
West Wing (constructed later) have plain vertical upper facades, with two-member
medial moldings and three-member cornices.

15. According to Carmean (1998: 265), “Although the amount of vaulted area
present in the Great Palace is extremely high, relatively few altars occur there. This
fact may point to the possibility that the Great Palace was more a residential than a
political center for the ruling elite. Indeed, more chultuns also occur in association
with the Great Palace, suggesting that activities there may have been more domes-
tic in nature when compared to the South Palace, which has few chultuns but many
altars and the ballcourt nearby. Thus, this southern area may have been a locus for
political decision making at Sayil.”

16. Personal information from Carlos Pérez Alvarez, March 2001, and Alfredo
Barrera Rubio, April 2001. See also Barrera Rubio 2000.

17. This argument is based on the fact that he sits on a skyband, and on the fact
that he is surrounded by a radiating mandorla or nimbus. Headrick identifies this
framing device as “a variation of the circular shape often referred to as a sun disk.”
Based on the identification of this form as a sun disk, she further asserts that “the sun
disk with its associated seated figure presides over the battles depicted in the Upper
Temple of the Jaguars” (Headrick 1995: 7). Schele and Freidel (1990: 393) have argued
that “this Captain Sun disk is the Itza version of the ancestral king. By placing the
same mytho-historical figure on the Monjas, the kings of Chichen Itza recalled the
glory and conquests of this founding ancestor.”

18. Freidel (1981: 321) describes the gallery-patio structures as an “Early Postclas-
sic structure type possessing sufficient interior space to be a candidate for an elite
residential function.”

19. Proskouriakoff (1962: 90) notes that such colonnaded halls typically consist
of “along room with an open colonnade on the facade and a second longitudinal row
of columns on the interior. . . . A bench along the end rear walls is interrupted in the
center by a slightly narrower and higher altar.”

20. Ringle and Bey (2001: 276) further suggest that the raised shrines which face
the midline of the colonnade in ceremonial groups might have been “places from
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which leaders either addressed the members of their cuchcabal /cuchteel, or received
tribute.” Such a function could have been fulfilled by the dais in the Mercado struc-
ture at Chichen Itza. The Mayapan colonnaded halls also could correspond to the
so-called Nim Ja or big house type of structure known from the Quiché Maya capital
of Utatlan. These Nim Ja are long, horizontal structures which were entered through
multiple doorways, and which were set on prominent platforms reached by stair-
ways. According to Carmack (1981: 288), “The main-plaza big houses are not directly
connected to residential buildings, which supports the argument that they were pri-
marily administrative centers for the major lineages. . . .”

The Mayapan colonnaded halls differ from the other major palace-type structures
at the site, which A. L. Smith (1962: 218) calls “dwellings of the wealthy or impor-
tant”; typically such noble dwellings are arranged in groups and most are located
near the main ceremonial center of the site. There are only around fifty structures
which fall into this category. One of the most elaborate of these groups is the palace-
like quadrangle composed of Structures R-85 to 9o. Smith (1962: 218) notes that “this
is a truly palatial assemblage worthy of housing the powerful Cocom family.” This
quadrangular group consists of four masonry buildings with beam-and-mortar roofs
and with colonnaded frontal facades and a center wall leading to several enclosed
rear chambers. In addition, the enclosed courtyard contains three small masonry
shrine structures (R-85a, R-89, R-90). Two of the palace buildings, R-86 and R-87, con-
tain altar shrines against the rear wall of their central rear room (which projects back
from the rear wall of the building in Structure R-87). In addition, Structure R-86a,
which forms a contiguous corner space linking Structures R-86 and R-87, is one of
the few indisputable kitchen spaces containing two hearths (Smith 1962: 219). Ex-
cept for a few other examples (cf. Smith 1962: 219-220), there is no absolute artifac-
tual evidence indicating the presence of kitchens, although Smith points out that
“all groups at Mayapan must have had at least one kitchen”; he proposes that they
consisted of perishable buildings located either on lower platforms attached to resi-
dential groups or on separate small platforms forming part of such a group.

21. Lincoln (1990: 607) notes, however, that “there exists, at Chichen Itza, yet an-
other palace complex, the ‘East Group’ described by Karl Ruppert (1952: 150) and
today known locally as ‘Las Cinco Bovedas.” Archaeological survey has yet to reach
the East Group (but see Schmidt 1981: fig. 6). . . . The East Group Palace stands on a
low platform at the east end of Sacbe 6 from the Court of the Thousand Columns.”
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CHAPTER NINE

The Function of a Maya
Palace at Yaxuna

A CONTEXTUAL APPROACH

James N. Ambrosino

In the study of archaeological materials, we commonly find it necessary to
classify objects according to similar attributes in order to manage the mas-
sive amounts of data available to us. Classification has been fundamental to
archaeology since the beginning of the discipline. While classification can
be quite useful in organizing information, there remains the nagging ques-
tion of the meaning or significance behind the resulting classes or types.
That is, do the classification schemes imposed on the data by the researcher
reflect real phenomena in the past? These schemes tend to be based on
formal characteristics of the objects being studied, since this is what is
visible to us given the static nature of the archaeological record. However,
we must first be assured that variability within these formal characteristics
directly relates to variability within the past cultural system in which they
were manifested in order to say something meaningful about the dynamic
cultural past.

Within Maya archaeology, the classification of monumental architec-
ture presents particular problems. Maya archaeologists typically classify
buildings according to a widely held set of criteria based on form, but some-
times there is no attempt to get at the cultural meanings behind these
forms. More often, the cultural meanings that are attributed to various
building classes are treated in a noncritical fashion. Such has been the case
with the class of Maya buildings known as palaces. This is a major reason
for the publication of the current volume, and hopefully the various studies
herein will partly rectify this situation.

Over thirty years ago in a review of Maya architecture, Pollock (1965:
411) remarked that “the least satisfactory class of buildings, both from the
point of view of type and of function, is the so-called palace.” Unfortu-
nately, the argument can be made that this still holds true today. As it is
used in Maya archaeology, the term “palace” generally refers to multiroom
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structures that are organized according to layouts that stress horizontal
rather than vertical dimensions. It frequently becomes a sort of catchall
category for monumental architecture that is clearly different from build-
ings that would normally be considered part of the temple-pyramid class—
that is, buildings in which the vertical aspect dominates. Further prob-
lems arise when considering structures that appear to be amalgams in
which both horizontal and vertical aspects are equally stressed, for ex-
ample, whether such structures should be considered elaborate palaces or
elaborate temples. It is likely that the many structures lumped together
within the class of palace served a variety of different functions. Moreover,
a single palace may have been used in a number of ways at a given time and
may have changed functions over time.

The essential question, then, is, How can we gain an understanding
of the functions of particular Maya palaces? There are two major ways
in which this can be done. One is through an examination of the formal
characteristics of a given structure. These include such things as the lay-
out of space within interiors, the form of the exteriors including decora-
tive and/or iconographic elements, and the spatial positioning within the
surrounding site, especially as this relates to other types of buildings. The
other way in which we can hope to discern function is through an exami-
nation of the cultural deposits associated with Maya palaces. It is usually
through a combination of the two that functions can be ascribed.

Although interpretations of formal characteristics of Maya architecture
often are advanced through very sophisticated study, the analysis of asso-
ciated archaeological deposits are sometimes lacking. This is an unfortu-
nate circumstance, especially since this is the heart and soul of archaeo-
logical research throughout most of the world, where large, conspicuous
remains are not the norm. It would seem that this situation would severely
limit the extent to which Maya archaeology both incorporates and contrib-
utes to advances in general archaeological method and theory.

However, care must be taken in the interpretation of the cultural de-
posits associated with Maya palaces. It is crucial that we pay strict at-
tention to the organization of these deposits. We must especially consider
the formation processes that have created them. To overlook the patterns
within these deposits or, even more dangerous, to render those patterns ir-
retrievable through low-resolution excavation techniques would be to run
the risk of arriving at false conclusions concerning the functions of these
buildings.

A case study involving a particular Maya palace from the site of Yaxuna
will be used to demonstrate the importance of a contextual approach to
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the archaeological record. This particular palace will be examined with an
eye toward identifying its function through the analysis of both the formal
characteristics of the structure and the cultural deposit associated with the
structure. The cultural deposit will be examined critically using a contex-
tual approach. It will be shown that in this case such a contextual approach
leads to conclusions vastly different from those which would be derived
from a merely casual treatment of the data.

The Setting

Between 1986 and 1996, the Selz Foundation Yaxuna Project has under-
taken an extensive program of mapping and excavation throughout the site
of Yaxuna and in some of its satellites. Since the results of this research are
not yet widely published, a background of the formal characteristics and
history of the site is in order. Yaxuna is a rank 2 center located approxi-
mately 22 km south of Chichen Itza in the modern state of Yucatan, Mexico
(Garza T. and Kurjack 1980). The site is dominated by four large acropolis
groups, each containing monumental architecture in triadic arrangement.
The monumental core of the site contains a number of other pyramidal
structures, as well as numerous housemounds that typically housed non-
vaulted architecture, the remains of which are low stone walls and foun-
dation braces. South of the monumental core exists an area of dense resi-
dential occupation.

The chronology of Yaxuna has recently been worked out, predominantly
on the basis of ceramic evidence (Suhler, Ardren, and Johnstone 1998). The
site was established by the Middle Preclassic (Yaxuna Ia: s00-250 B.C.),
as evidenced by ceramics recovered from construction fill throughout the
site. By the Late Preclassic (Yaxuna Ib: 250 B.C.—A.D. 250}, much of the
monumental construction within the core of the site had been started.
Large construction projects were undertaken during the Early Classic
(Yaxuna II: A.D. 250-600), resulting in the pattern of four acropolis groups
visible today. It is for this time that we see firm evidence of royal kingship
in the form of a rich tomb, the ceramics from which indicate ties to the cen-
tral Peten (Suhler, Ardren, and Johnstone 1998: 173). It is also for the Early
Classic that we first see evidence of warfare and violent political takeover,
a theme which was repeated throughout the history of Yaxuna. Associated
with these episodes of warfare has been a repeated pattern of ritual ter-
mination of politically significant structures and monuments, as well as
portable objects that presumably would have been imbued with power.

The following Late Classic period (Yaxuna III: A.D. 600-700/750) at
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Yaxuna has been somewhat an enigma. Initial results from survey and ex-
cavation suggested that the Late Classic was a time of virtual abandonment
at the site, when an impoverished community there did not control the
necessary resources to build public structures (Freidel 1987, 1992). These
initial findings have recently been challenged by members of the project
based on further ceramic analysis (Suhler, Ardren, and Johnstone 1998:
176-177), specifically the isolation of Arena Red ceramics that are diagnos-
tic of the Late Classic in the northern lowlands (Brainerd 1958; Robles C.
1990). As a result, we can now date to the Late Classic at least one new
vaulted structure and certain modifications to some existing public struc-
tures. Additionally, Sacbe 1, which runs 100 km east to Coba, can now be
dated to the Late Classic occupation of Yaxuna (Suhler, Ardren, and John-
stone 1998: 177).

On the basis of ceramic evidence from throughout the northern low-
lands, a situation of hostility between two regional powers, Coba to the east
and Chichen Itza to the west, has been hypothesized to have been in exis-
tence during the Terminal Classic (A.D. 750-1150) (Andrews and Robles C.
1985; Robles C. and Andrews 1986). Although Chichen Itza lies only 22 km
away, Yaxuna did not participate in the Sotuta ceramic sphere characteris-
tic of the former. Rather, Terminal Classic (Yaxuna IVa) ceramics at Yaxuna
are part of the Cehpech ceramic sphere and hold similarities to ceramic in-
ventories in Coba and Puuc sites to the west. The Terminal Classic period
at Yaxuna saw major modifications to public architecture and the construc-
tion of two buildings that would be classified as Puuc palaces. Addition-
ally at this time, a portion of the site center was fortified and the northern
boundary between Yaxuna and Chichen Itza secured (Ambrosino, Ardren,
and Manahan 2001; Ardren 1997).

Puuc Palaces at Yaxuna

Two Terminal Classic (Yaxuna I'Va) palaces exist at Yaxuna. Both were con-
structed in the Classic Puuc architectural style (Figure 9.1). Yaxuna lies
within the easternmost area known to contain Puuc-influenced architec-
ture. Extensively studied by Pollock (1965, 1980), Classic Puuc architecture
is characterized by a thin veneer of finely dressed stone blocks, commonly
square in shape, over a concrete and rubble core or hearting. Rather than
slab vaults, Classic Puuc buildings tend to have boot-shaped vault stones
that are likewise finely dressed on the outside. A number of other stylistic
attributes are common to Classic Puuc architecture, including decorated
cornices, rounded doorway columns, half-columns or colonnettes repeated



A MAYA PALACE AT YAXUNA 257

FIGURE 9.1. Structure 6F-68 at Yaxuna, a small Classic Puuc palace.

in long rows, three-member moldings in which the middle member is often
decorated, and stone mosaics on upper facades with lattice and stepped fret
designs common (Coe 1987: 114-118; Pollock 1980; Veldzquez M. et al. 1988:
46-47). Buildings that are given the term “Puuc palace” tend to be long,
multiroom range structures that are constructed on low basal platforms.
However, some examples combine this typical form with a temple pyra-
mid form in various ways; for example, the Palace at Sayil in its final con-
struction phase was a three-story structure essentially consisting of three
separate range-style constructions, one on top of and recessed back from
the other.

The larger of the two Puuc palaces at Yaxuna represents a two-story addi-
tion to the back of Structure 6E-5 on the East Acropolis. The other palace,
Structure 6F-68, is a small range structure that was constructed as an addi-
tion to the south side of Structure 6F-4 on the North Acropolis (Figure 9.2).
Both of these palaces, representing late additions to their respective acropo-
lis groups, were oriented away from the central plazas of the acropoli. In
fact, the two-storied palace did not rest on the raised acropolis surface but
rather on the original ground surface to the north side of the acropolis. This
palace faces Sacbe 1 at a point very close to its terminus. It is possible that
the construction of this palace was intended to redirect the focus of the
East Acropolis toward the sacbe as a political statement. However, it must
be emphasized that only minor test pit operations have been performed on
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FIGURE 9.2. Plan of Structure 6F-68, including the long platform extending to the
south.

the East Acropolis, thus limiting our understanding of the Terminal Clas-
sic occupation of the original structures there. It is interesting to note that
a test pit placed at the summit of Structure 6E-2, the large central pyramid
of the triadic group, produced no Cehpech ceramics but rather Postclassic
(Yaxuna V| sherds directly underlain by Early Classic (Yaxuna IIa or possibly
even Yaxuna Ib) ceramics (Freidel, Suhler, and Krochock 1990: 10). Unfor-
tunately, such limited excavation merely indicates that Terminal Classic
modifications were absent on the summit of this structure, and clearly fur-
ther excavation is required before conclusions can be reached. The palace
itself also did not receive any excavation; therefore, the only information
we have concerning its plan and decoration is based on features visible on
the surface. We also know that the palace currently exists in an extensive
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state of ruin, as none of its vaults are standing and much of its decorative
veneer lies in a heap at the base of the structure.

The smaller Puuc palace, Structure 6F-68, has received extensive exca-
vation and reconsolidation of its standing architecture between the 1992
and 1996 field seasons (Ambrosino et al. 1995, 1996; Ardren et al. 1994;
Suhler and Freidel 1993). Like the other palace, Structure 6F-68 was ap-
pended to an existing pyramid in such a way that it reoriented the focus
away from the central plaza of the North Acropolis (Figure 9.2). The origi-
nal pyramid, Structure 6F-4, had a long gallery running along the western
side, the original front of the building, which was partially collapsed while
Structure 6F-68 was occupied. In fact, it is hypothesized that the west side
of the building was deliberately demolished as a political statement by the
individuals who undertook the construction of Structure 6F-68 (Ambrosino
et al. 1996; Suhler 1996). The new focus was to the south, where a large cor-
ner of the acropolis plaza was raised approximately 1 m above the central
plaza level.

Structure 6F-68 was built according to a popular Classic Puuc plan con-
sisting of three rooms set in a line, all facing the same direction (Pollock
1980: §67). The building represents a small palace, measuring 26 m east-
west by § m north-south. Stylistically, the exterior of Structure 6F-68 was
constructed in the western Puuc tradition as defined by Pollock (1980: 586).
Certain design features, particularly the basal molding, indicate that the
building is rather unique when compared to the corpus of known Puuc-
style civic/elite architecture. The basal molding is a three-member type,
with the upper and middle members decorated (Figure 9.3). The upper mem-
ber is a repeated scalloped or feathered design, while the middle mem-
ber includes sets of three colonnettes interspersed with groups of veneer
blocks carved with various images, including human forms in a number of
postures and iconographic motifs. Additionally, the middle member of the
basal molding includes banded colonnettes at regular intervals around the
building. The only other Puuc building known to contain a basal molding
elaborately carved with images is Structure 2C6 at Kabah (Pollock 1980).
Although the basal molding of Structure 6F-68 at Yaxuna is unique in many
respects, it is similar in layout to a few examples from the eastern Puuc
region (Pollock 1980: 570-571) and the basement from the east wing of the
Monjas at Chichen Itza (Bolles 1977). The upper facade of the building also
included carvings of iconographic motifs and human likenesses; many of
these were found in the collapsed rubble around the structure.

The iconography on Structure 6F-68 includes crossed geometric pat-
terns, stepped fret designs, woven mat images, tasseled rosettes, sun-faced
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FIGURE 9.3. Detail of Structure 6F-68 showing the decorated basal molding.

rosettes without tassels, and stylized faces. The cross and stepped fret pat-
terns, although common in late Puuc architecture, are difficult to inter-
pret. Many of the other designs seen on the building carry warfare symbol-
ism. These include the tasseled rosettes that are very similar in design to
battle standards portrayed at a number of lowland Maya sites; the sun-faced
rosettes representing the heads of battle standards and possibly relating to
the Sun-Jaguar, one of the supernatural beings that presided over war and
sacrifice; and the stylized faces, one of which clearly represents a flayed
sacrificial visage with its crescent moon-shaped eyes and skeletal jaw (Frei-
del, Schele, and Parker 1993: 293-336; Suhler and Freidel 1993: 87-89). A
human figure, once decorating the upper facade and found in the rubble
at the base of the building, probably represents a warrior, since he is de-
picted clutching a tasseled rosette to his chest as a shield. Similar circular,
feathered shields are seen being used by warriors in battle in the murals of
the Upper Temple of the Jaguar at Chichen Itza.

The woven mat, also present on Structure 6F-68, is a common symbol
of rulership among the Maya. Archaeologists working at Copan have ar-
gued that a small building at that site decorated with mat imagery, Struc-
ture 10L-22A, functioned as a Popol Nabh, literally “house of the mat” (Fash
et al. 1992). According to sixteenth-century accounts, a Popol Nah was a
Council House, a place where government officials and elders of the com-
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munity would meet. In fact, the upper facade of this structure at Copan
was decorated with human figures wearing large feathered headdresses,
seated within niches atop place-name glyphs. They likely represent impor-
tant nobles or council members from different areas throughout the Copan
polity, each represented by an individual place-name (Fash et al. 1992). The
basal molding on Structure 6F-68 at Yaxuna also contains images of seated
lords with feathered headdresses. In this case, there are seated individu-
als portrayed in profile surrounding a fourth, centrally located individual
carved in a frontal view. A diminutive individual who is dressed in a similar
fashion accompanies this central lord. Similar assemblies of individuals are
known to adorn buildings in the immediate region around Yaxuna, particu-
larly at Chichen Itza and at X’telhu, a small satellite southwest of Yaxuna
(M. Robertson 1986; Suhler and Freidel 1993: 89-90). Barbara Fash (cited in
Freidel, Schele, and Parker 1993: 152, 437 as personal communication) has
also suggested that the Popol Nah at Copan was associated with the teach-
ing and performance of ritual dance, as a large dance platform stretches out
in front of the building. A similar long, rectangular platform measuring ap-
proximately 5 m wide by at least 15 m long existed in front of Structure
6F-68 at Yaxuna (Figure 9.2).

Structure 6F-68 was found to be in an extensive state of ruin. The en-
tire vault had collapsed except for a single line of semi-boot-shaped stones
running along the rear of the building. Interestingly, a large proportion of
the vault stones were encountered around the exterior of the structure, in-
dicating that the southern half of the vault had likely fallen outward en
masse with the front wall of the structure. None of the five lintels were in
place, and only one stone large enough to be a lintel was encountered dur-
ing excavation. Additionally, a number of elements from Structure 6F-68,
including large veneer columns and stones from the unique upper member
of the basal molding, were found scattered about the North Acropolis at
great distances from the building. The columns, which originally decorated
the lower facade of Structure 6F-68 as evidenced by in situ examples, each
weigh over two hundred pounds and could only have arrived at their posi-
tions by human agents. A few columns consistent with those from Struc-
ture 6F-68 were also found within the ballcourt plaza to the southwest of
the North Acropolis, yet it is possible that these were once part of an as yet
unexcavated building. The nature of the collapse, along with evidence of
percussion damage to the stones that remained intact, led us to conclude
that human agents were involved in the destruction of the building.

Structure 6F-68 after its collapse directly overlay a dense deposit of arti-
factual material mostly comprised of ceramic sherds but also including
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lithics, groundstone implements, and faunal remains. At a glance, such ma-
terials might suggest midden accumulation in an area well lived in but in-
frequently, if ever, cleaned. But given their location along the entire front
of the structure, including within doorways, this appears odd. Likewise, a
consideration of these remains as the random effects of architectural col-
lapse on post-abandonment floor assemblages without a closer examina-
tion of the remains would ignore potential information and possibly sug-
gest misleading conclusions concerning the overall function of the building
in question. If we are to arrive at meaningful conclusions concerning the
possible functions of this Maya palace, we must first seek to understand
the surrounding archaeological deposit.

Excavation of Structure 6F-68

The excavation of Structure 6F-68 at Yaxuna was initiated during the 1992
field season and continued through the 1996 field season. Excavation began
in the interior of the eastern room, which was a clearly visible starting
point due to surface indications of wall lines (Suhler and Freidel 1993: 78—
91). During the initial clearing of a wide trench through the middle of this
room, it was first noted that very little time had elapsed between the aban-
donment and the collapse of the building. Laying directly on the plaster
floor of the eastern room were vault capstones. Excavation next proceeded
through the doorway of this room to the exterior of the structure. This
led to the discovery of the elaborate basal molding with its well-preserved
iconographic motifs. Since a major goal of the Yaxuna project concerned
research into Terminal Classic iconography, the next course of action de-
cided upon was the exposure of the entire basal molding of Structure 6F-68.
This was done within the time frame of the 1992 field season by the exca-
vation of a narrow, 1.5 m wide trench in front of the edifice.

It was during the excavation of the narrow trench that Charles Suhler
first noticed some unusual qualities of the archaeological deposit asso-
ciated with Structure 6F-68. Banked against the base of the building, di-
rectly between the terrace floor and the stones of the collapsed upper
facade, was a massive amount of cultural material composed primarily
of large ceramic sherds. Also, within this deposit there appeared to be
some unique concentrations. One of these was a concentration of very
large reconstructible vessel fragments from liquid storage jars, encountered
against the basal molding in front of the doorway to the eastern room. Also,
the section of floor between the doorjambs was damaged; the smoothed
plaster was absent and a large proximal fragment of a chalcedony stemmed
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point lay within the damaged floor. Overall, this deposit resembled a type
of ritual deposits, referred to as termination deposits, first noticed and ex-
plicitly discussed at Cerros (Freidel 1986; Garber 1983, 1989).

Excavations continued during the following two field seasons and re-
sulted in the total clearing of the eastern and central rooms; however, the
most intriguing finds came from explorations outside of the structure. As
clearing progressed along the plaza immediately west of Structure 6F-68
in an effort to define the basal platform on which it sat, we came across a
thick deposit of pure white marl banked within a small corner. This marl
deposit averaged about 20 cm thick and covered a small, benchlike pro-
trusion. Incorporated into the marl was a dense concentration of ceramic
sherds, including numerous examples that were quite large, representing
significant sections of vessels. A similar situation was observed within the
doorway to the western room, only here the white marl and sherd deposit
measured over 50 cm in thickness. Upon excavation of the interior of the
western room, it was apparent that the white marl existed only within the
doorway. This suggests a special deposit, which we interpret as a part of
the ritual termination of Structure 6F-68.

An extensive deposit of large ceramic sherds was also encountered in
front of Structure 6F-68 resting on the building platform (Figure 9.4). A
large horizontal exposure of this area was undertaken in two parts because
of time constraints, the eastern half being excavated during the 1995 sea-
son and the western half following in 1996. Significant cultural debris was
noted in front of the eastern room, but the area in front of the western room
contained especially dense concentrations. The area fronting the central
room, on the other hand, had relatively little cultural debris. Much of the
deposit was found to rest directly on the hearting of the basal platform. The
plaster that once covered the platform had been removed prior to the depo-
sition of the dense sherd concentrations here. A sharp break in the plaster
could be seen running along a rough line between 1.5 and 2 m away from
the structure, indicating that it had been chopped out and removed rather
than merely degraded along a portion of the platform.

The absence of plaster flooring that appeared to result from intentional
cutting and removal was also noted within room interiors and on the plat-
form extending from Structure 6F-68 to the south. These floor cuts tended
to be circular or oval in shape, measuring roughly 1 m in diameter, or semi-
circular when oriented in a corner, and penetrated the plaster flooring.
They typically resembled holes dug for dedication caches but lacked the
smoothed plaster patch repairing them. Their placement was also similar
in different rooms, as such features were encountered in the exact centers
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FIGURE 9.4. Dense deposit of large ceramic sherds encountered in front of the western
room of Structure 6F-68. (Photograph courtesy of Traci Arden)

of both the western and central rooms. Floor cuts in the central room and
in the floor of the platform south of it contained ceramics that have been
shown to be associated with the archaeological deposit atop the basal plat-
form of Structure 6F-68.

The hole in the center of the western room was found to extend down-
ward to a desecrated burial crypt (Figure 9.5). The crypt was lined with
rough cobbles and covered with long, flat capstones. The hole was posi-
tioned over a gap in the capstones above the upper portion of the pelvis of
the interred individual, who proved to be an adult female buried in an ex-
tended supine position. The lower torso of the skeleton was intact and fairly
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well preserved; however, only a portion of the upper torso was present. Two
teeth were found scattered within this area, as well as a jumble of ribs and
small bone fragments that mostly overlay the pelvis, which appeared to
have been shifted slightly. Some of the ribs, some human teeth apparently
from the buried individual, and smaller undifferentiated bone fragments
were found within the soil matrix that filled the gap between the capstones
and lay above the level of the burial. Furthermore, part of the matrix ap-
peared very dark gray and was rich in charcoal, while a section bordering
it was reddish brown and of a texture consistent with heat alteration. It ap-
pears that the cut into the floor within the western room was performed

FIGURE 9.5. Desecrated burial in the western room of Structure 6F-68; view after
excavation.
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as an act of desecration, with the burial entered and portions of the skele-
ton, including the skull, pulled out. A fire was then lit in the hole that
remained.

Excavations in the vicinity of Structure 6F-68 revealed other evidence
of localized fires throughout the area. A number of these were located in
the interiors of the rooms, usually confined to the corners. Here both plas-
ter floors and the walls above them appeared blackened. Two other areas of
intense burning were located on the basal platform in front of the western
and eastern rooms. On the western side, portions of the dry core fill repre-
senting the hearting of the basal platform were scorched on their upper sur-
faces, with the surrounding soil being very dark as well. Numerous burned
sherds were located in this area. Within the northeast corner of the plat-
form extending south from Structure 6F-68, four flat stones were arranged
on end in a rectangular formation to house a fire. All four stones were fire-
cracked into numerous pieces, and the soil within the rectangular box was
blackened and contained a few burned sherds. Finally, immediately west of
the marl deposit west of the building into the level of the central plaza, a
large oval fire pit had been constructed. The matrix within this feature was
very dark and rich in carbonized particles. Stones from the veneer of Struc-
ture 6F-68 were encountered within the pit, many of which bore evidence
of fire damage including black stains and spalled surfaces.

A Contextual Approach to the Meaning of the Deposit

As stated above, the resemblance of the archaeological deposit associated
with Structure 6F-68 to the previously recognized pattern of ritual termina-
tion was noted early in the excavation. A contextual analysis of the ceram-
ics in the deposit has only strengthened our conviction that the structure
was in fact ritually terminated and that the deposit represents the remains
of this ritual activity.

First, as an aggregate, the ceramics in the Structure 6F-68 deposit were
compared on the basis of sherd sizes against ceramics in other contexts
at Yaxuna. Sherd sizes are thought to vary between termination and other
types of refuse deposits, with the former type containing higher propor-
tions of large sherds. The assumption is that refuse deposits such as swept
zones tended to be trampled and extensively reworked after deposition.
Also, a number of ethnoarchaeological studies in the Maya area have docu-
mented the retention of large ceramic sherds and vessel fragments for vari-
ous purposes, which resulted in a tendency for middens to contain smaller,
unusable sherds (Deal 1998; Hayden and Cannon 1983; Smyth 1989, 1991).
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The samples that were compared with Structure 6F-68 came from deposits
excavated in the site center where firm residential functions were sug-
gested, and from a dense midden excavated north of the site center that was
situated well away from its associated dwelling structures. Sherd size was
measured by the areal size of individual specimens rather than by sherd
weight, a more imprecise but common method. The method chosen is
similar to techniques that are commonly used in the sorting of lithic debit-
age, in which items are sorted into discrete classes based on areal size. Also,
only Terminal Classic slateware sherds were compared, to avoid problems
inherent in differing ceramic composition, that is, different wares tending
to break in different manners and thus into different sizes. When Structure
6F-68 deposits were compared to the residential deposits derived from the
site center, a Chi-square test indicated that they behaved differently with
regard to sherd size at a significance level of 0.022. The test was even more
significant, with p < 0.001, when the midden from the north was included
in the comparison. In both cases, the deposit associated with Structure 6F-
68 contained significantly greater amounts of very large sherds. Thus, if the
Structure 6F-68 deposit did represent a midden or residential trash, it was
clearly different from other trash deposits encountered at Yaxuna.

If we accept that the deposits are not middens left by the final occupants
of the building or area in general, what then could they represent? Two re-
maining possibilities are very different in their implications, yet both can
be understood within the context of warfare and the rapid fortification of
the North Acropolis, for which we have evidence (Ambrosino, Ardren, and
Manahan 2001). The first possibility is that the deposits could represent
the vessel and tool assemblages of the building that were abandoned in a
quick evacuation of the site. This is exactly the situation that has been hy-
pothesized at Aguateca from the recent work there (Inomata 1997). If that
were the case here, it is clear that these deposits would directly reflect the
function of this particular Maya palace. As appealing as this possibility is,
it is complicated by a second one, namely, that the deposits represent the
remains of the violent termination of Structure 6F-68 as a result of Termi-
nal Classic warfare. Given this as the origin of the artifactual deposits, it
follows that the materials need not reflect the actual functions of the build-
ing, except as a general statement of its perceived significance within the
elite power structure at Yaxuna.

The decision between these two possibilities rests on the spatial distri-
butions of vessels within the deposits that are particular to each scenario.
In the quick abandonment scenario we might expect ceramic vessels, espe-
cially large jars, to have been left near their place of use or storage. Further-
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more, entire vessels should be found broken within very localized areas, if
in fact they were destroyed by the collapsing architectural material. On the
other hand, previous investigations of termination have shown this to in-
volve the scattering of purposefully smashed ceramic vessels and artifacts
in addition to other activities, including the layering of white marl, the
systematic defacement of architectural facades, and the burning of ritual
fires on the structure being terminated (Freidel 1986; Freidel and Schele
1989; Garber 1983, 1989; R. Robertson 1983). Thus, the expected vessel dis-
tributions across space are very different under this scenario, with par-
tial vessels predominating and complete vessels found scattered over wide
expanses.

In order to discern how individual vessels were spatially distributed
within the 6F-68 deposits, a program of ceramic refitting was undertaken.
To make this task manageable, especially considering the recovered sherds
totaled over twenty-five thousand, it was necessary to concentrate on rim
sherds, except where very unique vessels could be identified. As a result
of the refitting exercise, a total of 137 vessel fragments, deriving from over
one hundred distinct vessels, were pieced together. The fragments ranged
from practically complete vessels to a mere 2 refitted rim sherds. Very few
of the vessels (less than 5 percent) could be considered complete, based on
percentage of rim representation. Some of the complete vessels were found
in localized areas, while fragments from others were found in widely scat-
tered locations. The sherds of one of the complete vessels, a Xuku Incised
grater bowl (Figure 9.6), were found on the basal platform in front of the
western room, on the surface of Structure 6F-72 (a low platform in front
of the central and east rooms of 6F-68), and within cuts into the floors of
Structure 6F-72 and the central room of Structure 6F-68.

The incomplete vessels were likewise found in both localized and
widely scattered contexts around Structure 6F-68. Eight different incom-
plete vessels were made up of refits deriving from both the doorway of the
western room and the thick deposit west of Structure 6F-68. Within both
of these areas, the sherds were encountered within white marl matrix. One
area immediately outside of the doorway to the west room produced two
different slateware bowls that had been neatly broken in half and set in
place. A number of incomplete vessels were pieced together from sherds
scattered over a roughly 10 x 3 m area on the basal platform in front of the
western room.

Overall, the distribution of vessels around Structure 6F-68 appears con-
sistent with the termination scenario. The ceramic assemblage is domi-
nated by partial vessels, and although some complete vessels were encoun-
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FIGURE 9.6. Reconstructed Xuku Incised grater bowl found scattered within the de-
posit associated with Structure 6F-68.

tered in localized areas, others were found widely scattered throughout the
deposit. In the case of the Xuku Incised grater bowl noted above (Figure 9.6),
large pieces of this vessel were found both inside and outside the structure,
with some pieces coming from intentional cuts into floors that have been
interpreted as distinct termination features. Thus, the assignment of resi-
dential functions to Structure 6F-68 on the basis of the various cookware
and servingware sherds located in its immediate vicinity clearly would be
a hasty one.

In order to understand the functions of individual Maya palaces, both the
formal attributes and the associated archaeological deposits must be con-
sidered. According to its formal attributes, the particular palace in question
here, Structure 6F-68 at Yaxuna, had important political functions during
the Terminal Classic period. The iconography on the building identifies
the building as a Popol Nah or Council House. Moreover, warfare-related
imagery is prominent on the building facade. The layout of the building, as
well as its close association with a long platform probably used for dance
performances, is nearly identical to that of a previously identified Popol
Nah at Copan (Fash et al. 1992). As a Popol Nah, this example of a Puuc
palace would have served as a meeting place for a council of elders and
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leaders of the Yaxuna polity to discuss political policy and, given the promi-
nent warfare imagery, to plan warfare and defense strategies. Following the
suggestion of Barbara Fash (cited in Freidel, Schele, and Parker 1993: 152,
437 as personal communication), Structure 6F-68 may have also been asso-
ciated with the performance and teaching of ritual dance.

An initial look at the archaeological deposit associated with Structure
6F-68 revealed the presence of large quantities of domestic items, possibly
suggesting a residential function for the structure. However, a closer ex-
amination of this deposit demonstrated that much of it resulted from the
ritual termination of the building. Aspects of this termination—e.g., the
near total destruction of the building, the wide scattering of facade ele-
ments, the evidence for extensive burning, and the desecration of the burial
within the western room—indicate that this was a violent act performed
with intentions of desecration. Given the fortification of the North Acropo-
lis immediately prior to this, it appears that the termination of Structure
6F-68 was an outcome of the defeat of Yaxuna in warfare. Ceramic and other
indicators within the termination deposit implicate forces from Chichen
Itza as the perpetrators of this termination and the victors over Yaxuna at
this time (Ambrosino, Ardren, and Stanton in press).

Since the domestic artifacts are the result of ritual termination, they
cannot be assumed to have been associated with Structure 6F-68 prior to
this event, and thus cannot be used to suggest a residential function for
the building. Also, many of the ceramic vessels incorporated within the de-
posit are Sotuta varieties used at Chichen Itza but foreign to Yaxuna prior to
this event. Essentially, these particular vessels were likely imposed on the
structure post-abandonment rather than having been used at the structure
by its occupants. Their forms say nothing directly about the function of
the building, but their context does. Looking at the archaeological deposit
associated with Structure 6F-68 contextually, the notion that the building
served an important political function at the site is supported. The exten-
sive termination deposit, the destruction of the building, and the elaborate
desecration of the structure represent a massive undertaking and a decisive
statement of victory. That this building received such attention in the de-
feat of Yaxuna suggests that it was considered to be essential to the power
base of the polity.

A question that remains concerns the function of the other Puuc palace
at Yaxuna. Although similar in general construction technique, this struc-
ture is formally very different from Structure 6F-68. There is some evi-
dence, on the basis of surface remains, that this palace may have also been
terminated as part of the same warfare event that saw the destruction
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of Structure 6F-68 and much of the North Acropolis. However, this re-
mains to be tested through excavation and a detailed analysis of its as-
sociated archaeological deposit. This is the crux of the matter, for it is
only through such an analysis that we can hope to understand how the
two buildings, both classified as Maya palaces, functioned within Terminal
Classic society at Yaxuna. Once this is done, we will be on firmer ground
for interpreting the dynamic past on the basis of the static remains of the
present.
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CHAPTER TEN

Palace and Society in the
Northern Maya Lowlands

Edward B. Kurjack

The houses of the ancient Maya nobility were carefully made of durable
masonry, so some of the structures still stand with their roofs intact.
Nineteenth-century explorers referred to these buildings as palaces or
castles if the buildings were situated on hilltops. Archaeological surveys
encounter hundreds of elite dwellings in various states of collapse, as well
as the less substantial remains of ordinary housing. This chapter compares
the Maya palace with other kinds of domestic architecture and explores the
social significance of their similarities and contrasts.

Problems of Definition and Interpretation

Palaces are best understood in the context of the entire range of domestic
construction. Maya settlements contained three kinds of homes: a few big,
expensive palaces where numerous relatives lived together in a communal
architectural complex; many small, simple structures that could only shel-
ter a few people; and a number of dwellings that are intermediate between
the two extremes. Because palace masonry is highly visible and other kinds
of houses are harder to find and study, it is difficult to confirm the expected
ratio of a few palaces to a modest number of intermediate buildings to many
common houses.

Comparison between palaces and other kinds of housing highlights fea-
tures that distinguish elite dwellings from those of others. These variations
reveal inherent architectural advantages that facilitated the distinct activi-
ties of their inhabitants and shed light on some of the ways behavior in the
grand structures contrasted with the life of ordinary Maya. The differences
indicate a way of life for palace dwellers conforming to a “great tradition,”
while the subcultures of commoners involved separate material, social, and
ideological patterns.
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Diversity of house form and cost is an unmistakable sign of social com-
plexity and stratification. Northern Maya palaces are all-masonry struc-
tures that represent substantial labor investment. The builders had to
quarry, select, and shape blocks of limestone. Lime was burned and marl
(sahscab) dug up for mixing in mortar and plaster. Once walls were high
enough, the distance between them was covered with a corbeled vault or
some other variation of the Maya arch. Palaces required thick walls to sup-
port these heavy roofs. Floors of elite dwellings were paved and the walls
covered with stucco. These features all added to both the durability, or per-
manence, and energy cost of the palace.

Northern Maya palaces are characteristically divided into a number of
small chambers that consist of one or rarely two or more rooms. A few
palaces have only one room, most have three to five rooms, but some key
elite dwellings have one hundred rooms or more. Solid partitions between
rooms and groups of rooms block communication; for this reason, the occu-
pants had to exit the buildings in order to speak with people living in adja-
cent chambers. Landa (Tozzer 1941) called these rooms or groups of rooms
“cells” (celdas), such as those of a monastery or prison. The cellular plan of
a typical Maya palace suggests that the organizations once housed in the
buildings were markedly divided into small subgroups consisting of related
nuclear families which probably lived in the individual cells. Together the
inhabitants of a palace formed a large, composite family.

High cost, durability, numerous small, cell-like rooms, and impres-
sive overall size, then, are the traits that identify elite dwellings. Quality
housing constituted wealth, and more people could potentially fit into a
house with many rooms than into a small one. Judging from the extent and
cost of these structures, palaces sheltered the wealthiest, most populous,
and therefore most significant domestic organizations of northern Maya
society. Military, economic, and political power derived from the number,
concentration, coordination, and wealth of palace occupants.

Mayanists consider a variety of buildings palatial. While all agree that
the many-chambered, multilevel structures at Sayil, Labna, and Santa Rosa
Xtampak fit the definition, most scholars include many smaller vaulted
buildings as well. Both H. E. D. Pollock (1980) and George Andrews (1995)
believe that the majority of the buildings with masonry roofs that they ex-
amined were once residences, but they correctly maintain that these struc-
tures served other purposes as well. Andrews reserves the term “palace”
for a structure with rows of rooms surrounding a solid core and refers to
many of the architectural configurations others might consider palaces as
“range” and “core/wing” buildings. Earlier, however, Pollock (1980: 565) did
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not define palaces beyond reporting that elite dwellings conforming to that
general category were found “in great numbers and in a large range of sizes
and designs.” The present chapter uses the term “palace” in this sense.
In addition to the great palaces at Sayil, Labna, and other sites, I include
many small vaulted structures with one to five or more rooms in the palace
category.

Andrews and Pollock both call attention to the frequency of the court-
yard group, a complex of buildings surrounding a patio or open court.
Although separate edifices, together they were comparable to a single
communal residence. Following Pollock’s lead, such a complex is herein
regarded as the equivalent of a single palace. A group of buildings such as
the Nunnery Quadrangle at Uxmal, therefore, is deemed a palace.

Some Mayanists, thinking that the term “palace” should be reserved for
the dwellings of territorial rulers, might prefer to consider only the largest
dwelling at a key site to be the palace. A perusal of site maps, however,
shows there are several candidates for such designation at almost any large
Maya settlement. Palaces of almost equivalent size may be clustered at the
site center or situated some distance from each other. The size of Struc-
ture 1, the Palace at Labna, is not much greater than that of Structures
4-13, the Temple Group (Pollock 1980: 7-51). Xcanalcruz (Maler 1971) is
another large palace situated only a short distance to the north. It is there-
fore difficult to identify the one building that was a regal residence. Careful
measurement of the total floor space or a count of the number of rooms
might show that a structure is indeed the largest at a given site, but other
nearby architectural complexes are usually only slightly smaller and there-
fore compete with the grandeur of the biggest palace.

So where did the ruler actually live? Some large architectural complexes
include a suite of rooms that, to judge by size and position, was the home
of the “first family” of that palace. The bigger apartments, however, are sel-
dom much more sumptuous than others in the same communal dwelling.
Nor does the largest chamber in one palace greatly overshadow that of the
other elite residential complexes at the site. Several groups of rooms in dif-
ferent palaces of an ancient community might be considered candidates
for designation as the royal residence. This observation—together with the
presence of multiple palaces at any site—is significant for any interpreta-
tion of Maya political structure.

Chronology also confuses the picture. Since vaulted architecture is a
hallmark of the Classic stage in the Maya area, Preclassic elite families
probably lived under thatched roofs. Most Early Period palaces are much
smaller than their later Pure Florescent counterparts, and the largest resi-
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dential structures at protohistoric Mayapan and Tulum are diminutive by
comparison with many earlier palaces (E. W. Andrews IV 1965). While all-
masonry roofs or vaults are a key characteristic of Classic palaces, most
elite protohistoric dwellings had thatch or beam-and-mortar roofs. The
largest, best-known palace-type buildings at Labna, Sayil, Kabah, Santa
Rosa Xtampak, and Uxmal are apparently Late Classic phenomena.

The study of pre-Columbian palaces in northern Yucatan has a vener-
able history. Stephens, Charnay, Holmes, and Maler all made special ref-
erence to these elite Maya dwellings. More recently, Karl Ruppert (1952},
H. E. D. Pollock (1980}, Ignacio Marquina (1951), E. Wyllys Andrews IV
(1965), E. W. Andrews V (E. W. Andrews IV and E. W. Andrews V 1980),
George Andrews (1995), Paul Gendrop (1990}, and Anthony Andrews (E. W.
Andrews IV and A. P. Andrews 1975) have all produced authoritative sur-
veys of pre-Columbian architecture in northern Yucatan.

Excavators find metates and domestic ceramic in and around palaces;
therefore, most students agree that these structures served as homes for
Maya notables (see Cottier 1982; Kurjack 1974; Folan, Kintz, and Fletcher
1983; Garduno 1979; Gallareta 1984; Benavides 1987; Manzanilla 1987). De-
spite a century and a half of exploration, however, crucial questions about
palace functions remain unanswered. Although many investigators delight
in discussing traces of religious and political activities, any review of the
literature reveals the reluctance of the Mayanists to say much about do-
mestic uses of palaces. In part, this may be due to the unequivocal views
of J. Eric Thompson (1966: 57-58), who insisted that palace-type structures
were too dark and damp to have been used as houses. Thompson’s well-
deserved stature in the field requires investigators to confirm or refute his
outlook by reporting in detail the evidence for mundane activities they find
in palaces.

Mexican anthropologists believe conserving the rapidly deteriorating
monuments of the pre-Columbian past to be an all-pervasive moral im-
perative, and scholars from other countries have aided in that effort and
worked diligently to catalog architectural details. This necessary focus on
stabilizing buildings and recording their features has channeled effort away
from interpretation. Conservation and recording activities tend to focus on
standing edifices, but pottery and other artifacts that would help to identify
the functions of these wide-open structures have been hopelessly scattered
over the centuries.

Interpretation is hindered because most buildings at Maya sites have
collapsed. The relatively few examples of standing architecture cannot
be considered a representative sample of palatial construction. Moreover,
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the majority of the buildings that remain intact belong to the relatively
late concrete-veneer or Pure Florescent style. Early Period “true masonry”
structures from the previous phase are seldom encountered with masonry
roofs in place.

Numerous palaces have been excavated, but the information made avail-
able from these investigations seldom enables consideration of palace func-
tions. Evidence about the ways that palaces and their component rooms
were used is derived from precise information about the distribution of
sherds, metates, and other artifacts inside and around the structures. In
order to be useful, excavations must encompass not only the buildings
and masonry platforms on which the palaces were constructed, but the
surrounding areas as well. Artifact concentrations are often encountered
just outside the walls of palaces or adjacent to platform retaining walls.
Published reports seldom focus on such details, so questions about where
people cooked, bathed, and disposed of wastes have yet to be answered.
Ongoing studies of palaces at Xkipché (Reindel 1997) and Labna (Gallareta
et al. 1999) will be welcome additions to the Maya database—especially if
they can shed light on such problems.

Cost-effectiveness of Maya Houses

Pre-Columbian murals and sculpture depict dwellings resembling the tra-
ditional cottages found in rural Yucatan today. These houses may have
lacked the permanence and size of fine palace masonry, but they were in-
expensive, efficient, and quickly constructed. Empty lots in villages that
have been occupied for hundreds of years do not contain the kinds of sur-
face traces that archaeologists record on site maps, so we can be certain that
little remains of such ancient wattle-and-daub structures. Surveyors did,
however, find clear evidence of the traditional Maya house both at Coba on
the east side and Dzibilchaltun on the west side of the Yucatan peninsula.

Commoners built dwellings from primary resources that were readily
available in the forest. This reliance on inexpensive, easily found, and
quickly worked raw building materials partly determined the shape of com-
mon houses.

Most traditional one-room cottages in Yucatan today have an oval or ap-
sidal plan. Instead of trying to bend branches to form sharp right angles,
the Maya construct wattle walls and roof frameworks with rounded cor-
ners. Native carpenters bundle thin rods and bend them to the necessary
shape to form the curved end purlins (see Wauchope 1938: 48). This tech-
nique, an efficient match of shape and material, produces added interior
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space at the ends of the house. The resulting dwellings, with their distinc-
tive layout, can be rapidly constructed at minimum cost. This advantage
facilitated migration for part of the population.

Those who must move often and abandon their homes are best served
by low-cost housing. Lincoln (2000} and Repetto Tio’s (1999) studies of
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century church records from Yucatan show
that while some families remained in the same town for generations, new
settlers were constantly arriving from all directions. Evidently, each com-
munity had both a core population and a sizable transient group. The
strength of a family’s ties to a settlement was probably reflected by the
energy cost of their dwelling, for even today the leading families in a Maya
village indicate their status by constructing masonry homes. On the other
hand, Farris (1984) underscores documents written by colonial officials
complaining that the migrating Maya had so little that they could carry
all of their possessions and quickly build new homes in the forest. People
who move frequently, of course, have little time to improve their properties
and acquire belongings. A subcultural contrast between shifting and per-
manent villagers probably predates the conquest and suggests a practical
explanation for some of the differences between ancient Maya dwellings.

Few archaeologists have reported physical proof for the existence of
thatched houses with apsidal plans. Wauchope once considered the absence
of such buildings from the detailed map of protohistoric Mayapan to be con-
clusive. Until the research at Dzibilchaltun proved otherwise, he thought
that the contemporary style of apsidal cottage was a late introduction to
the northern lowlands (see Wauchope 1940: 236; Scholes and Roys 1948:
71-72). Some scholars, finding only rectangular rooms at their sites, still
refuse to accept the importance of the round-ended shape as a Maya archi-
tectural form.

The few places where surveyors have encountered round-ended struc-
tures show that they had a wide distribution. Folan, Kintz, and Fletcher
(1983), Garduno (1979), and Gallareta (1984) report numerous apsidal houses
at Coba, while Benavides (1987) presents detailed plans and photographs of
wall foundations for such buildings at the site.

Kurjack (1974; Garza and Kurjack 1980; see Ochoa 1995) describes evi-
dence from Dzibilchaltun, where one of the well-preserved structures with
rounded corners even had a Late Classic burial cyst symmetrically placed
under the floor. The reason that so many ancient wall foundations for ap-
sidal structures still exist at Dzibilchaltun is probably linked to the popu-
larity of a special type of thatched cottage in the communities surrounding
that site. Due to the quantity of loose rock scattered over the surface of
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the area, contemporary villagers often prefer this material to wattle-and-
daub for the walls of their houses. Many traditional, round-ended dwell-
ings there have stone walls erected without the use of mortar. Wauchope
(1938: fig. 25) illustrates one of these buildings. Villagers everywhere build
wooden or wattle-and-daub walls on low limestone foundations, but the
basal courses of masonry for houses with stone walls usually consist of
especially large, thick slabs set upright. Difficult to move without great
effort, many such foundation blocks from similar ancient houses remain
in place.

Although many wall foundations for apsidal structures are present at
Dzibilchaltun, I assume that other round-ended structures for which no
readily visible surface traces have been found also formed an important
component of the settlement. Some of the platforms now devoid of any
construction on their surfaces may have once supported such structures.
Considerable blank areas on the published map of Dzibilchaltun would
have allowed even at the center of the site for apsidal structures that subse-
quently disappeared without leaving surface traces. Excavations in some of
these “empty” zones have already revealed considerable evidence of human
occupation (Lizama 2000).

Pre-Columbian houses that combined some palace characteristics with
simpler features reflect patterns intermediate between model elite and
ideal commoner behavior. Elite dwellings were not all as large as the
Sayil palace. While the biggest palaces contained a hundred or more cham-
bers, most houses with masonry roofs had only a few rooms, and a few
all-masonry dwellings had only one room. Multiroom structures with
thatched roofs and plans similar to the layout of two- or three-room palaces
constitute another well-known type of Maya domestic architecture. More-
over, single-room houses with walls of stone, wattle-and-daub, or other
perishable material and thatched roofs also varied greatly in energy cost
(see Kurjack 1974). Thus Maya society was more complex than a simple di-
chotomous elite-commoner system; nevertheless, the contrasts between
the largest palaces and the simplest cottages indicate differences between
two ideal sets of behavioral tendencies.

Functions of Palatial Architecture

Maya palaces were dwellings for nobility and royalty. The summary de-
scriptions of the buildings included here serve to outline the characteristics
of elite versus common housing and explore their functions. We can inter-
pret the contrasts between the different kinds of residential architecture
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by studying the potential of features that make palaces different from ordi-
nary houses. These features are high cost, durability or permanence, and
large size.

The special characteristics of a palace are all closely related to the strati-
fication system, for palaces were sumptuous by comparison with other
dwellings. Wealth invested in architecture reflects the social position of
its occupants, so in complex societies the elite demonstrate their superior
standing by maintaining monumental homes. The riches of the elite, in-
cluding natural resources in the vicinity of their houses and communities,
had to be protected; therefore, whether or not the Maya conceptualized the
palaces as military centers, these concentrations of manpower functioned
as strongholds.

The permanence of the Maya palace derives from the higher quality of
the materials used in its construction. Vaulted masonry used to build Clas-
sic Maya elite houses is much more substantial than wattle-and-daub walls
and layered palm roofs. Storms that periodically cross the Yucatan penin-
sula damage thatch, but while palaces are not immune from the elements,
some of these buildings have withstood tropical winds and rains for hun-
dreds of years. Evidently palace dwellers and their elegant belongings had
better protection from the elements than common houses could offer.

In addition to providing the material benefits that came from living in
a durable shelter, the added effort and cost that went into palace construc-
tion was a deliberate attempt to gain social prestige and historical signifi-
cance (see McAnany 1995). The grandeur of elite dwellings was used to jus-
tify both the political pretensions of occupants and territorial rights of a
broader population.

Contemporary ethnic conflict involving destruction of monuments his-
torically linked with opposing groups—their places of worship, schools,
homes, and even their gravestones—reflects the symbolic meaning that
humans give to monumental architecture. While ordinary houses can be
taken and reused, castles, sacred buildings, and schools that legitimize the
old order are often destroyed.

Similar attempts to rewrite history can be viewed at the central plaza
of Dzibilchaltun. The breaking up of stelae and their reuse in the walls of
new temples, the demolition and reorientation of buildings on the Great
Plaza, and the sixteenth-century construction of a chapel there with ma-
terial taken from earlier architecture are all examples of this kind of ac-
tivity (E. W. Andrews IV and E. W. Andrews V 1980; Maldonado 1995).

Palace construction even influenced Maya domestic tranquility. As con-
stant reminders of enduring elite power and the futility of resisting estab-
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lished rulers, the monumentality of palaces constituted a relatively inex-
pensive alternative to the use of force in the maintenance of social control.
Similar relationships between architecture and political organization exist
all over the world.

Historically, however, the splendor of the palace tends to impress ex-
ternal enemies in another way: opulence draws the attention of predatory
neighbors. If monumental dwellings functioned to create stability within a
community, these buildings also served as foci of competition and conflict
between major settlements.

The durability of Maya masonry, however, added a further advantage:
vaulted houses could be quickly and easily prepared for defense. Narrow
doorways could be barricaded with minimal effort. Vaulted roofs cannot
be set on fire, so without laboriously breaking through masonry walls or
carrying out a frontal attack against easily defended positions, it would
have been hard for enemies to harm those inside a palace. Mounting a deci-
sive sudden raid would have been particularly difficult, for Maya towns had
extensive, lightly settled peripheries, with prominent palaces situated near
the centers surrounded by smaller buildings. This type of settlement layout
protected the central palaces from surprise assaults. If more security was
needed, the Maya would build fortifications around the central buildings
(see Kurjack and E. W. Andrews V 1976; Webster 1980; Garza and Kurjack
1980). Thus some palaces functioned at least to some degree as forts and
may be considered military architecture.

In those parts of the Yucatan peninsula with haystack-shaped hills, the
Maya sometimes situated palaces at the tops of these formations. People
living on the hilltops had to climb up and down steep slopes in order to
carry out most activities. The potential for defense is the best explanation
for such efforts; the ease with which the heights could be protected was the
most likely reason behind the selection of these locations.

The difference between the potential of a large, many-chambered palace
and that of a one-room cottage to shelter people is evident. Most of the cells
or chambers of a palace are about equal in size to the single-room homes
of contemporary villagers. Each palace cell contained sufficient room for
a nuclear family, so until contrary evidence is found, I continue to believe
that nuclear families inhabited most of the individual chambers of a Maya
palace.

One advantage of the larger northern Maya palaces was its capacity to
concentrate elite kinsmen in multifamily dwellings. The size of houses
and house groupings at pre-Columbian sites indicates that people at all
levels of society formed extended families (see Manzanilla 1987). The plan
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of some palaces, however, suggests that the elite often exaggerated this pat-
tern by congregating their kin in large communal dwellings. Commoners
may have lived and worked as extended families too, but the size of their
domestic groups was smaller and the spatial arrangement of their dwell-
ings was much less compact. It was therefore easier for elite groups with
members already living together to organize for a joint project than it was
for more widely scattered, loosely associated commoners to assemble for
concerted action.

Ethnohistorical sources describe multiple family residences for the
period prior to the conquest and ethnographers confirm the importance of
extended families for contemporary Maya social organization. At any given
moment, however, few multiple-family domestic groups can be found in
rural Yucatan. While almost all dwellings in any village contain nuclear
families, careful inquiry reveals that the eldest children of most couples
are born in patrilocal extended-family settings. As this extended family
grows to be too large, it breaks up. New houses are then constructed and
younger couples move out. Therefore, despite the low frequency of ex-
tended families, this cultural pattern underlies both past and present social
organization.

The choice of a one-room dwelling for a nuclear family or a structure
that can expand to house a larger organization is at least partially deter-
mined by the original layout of the architecture. Robbins (1966) and Flan-
nery (1972) describe the sociological significance of round versus quadri-
lateral ground plans. Adding three walls to existing structures efficiently
enlarges buildings with four sides, but circular dwellings cannot be made
bigger without complete reconstruction. Inhabitants of a community with
round houses must erect an entirely new building when additional floor
space is needed. While additions to quadrilateral plans result in larger build-
ings that are closely packed into dense settlements, the space between even
those round buildings that are very close together inhibits the formation
of compact architectural masses.

The two types of plans commonly used by the northern Maya for their
houses—quadrilateral buildings for the elite and apsidal structures for
the commoners—have these same advantages and constraints. When the
farmer’s family, housed in a cottage with thatched roof and apsidal plan,
grows large enough to need additional space, another structure is put up.
Rather than enlarge an existing apsidal house, rural Maya families con-
struct a separate cottage. While palaces often form compact masses of ar-
chitecture, the traditional Maya cottage is associated with settlements that
are spread over a broad expanse of land.
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Palaces sheltered large, well-organized domestic groups. The chambers
of Maya palaces provided housing for many more individuals than did the
typical houses of the common families. Living together in the same palace
requires organization. Construction, maintenance, and operation of a mul-
tiple family dwelling, as well as the leadership needed to resolve the in-
creased conflict related to life in close proximity, necessitated conformity
to a powerful authority. The same coordination that was necessary for com-
munal existence in a large building, together with the concentrated palatial
manpower, allowed palace dwellers to dominate the more dispersed seg-
ments of the community.

The greater number of people living in a palace constituted a poten-
tial military force, for those elite homes with significant manpower could
readily defend themselves or attack others. As houses for large groups that
habitually acted in concert, the palaces could function as barracks contain-
ing teams of men available to do battle as organized units. The male resi-
dents of a palace constituted a standing force, around which those living in
a dispersed mode could rally as auxiliary troops. Moreover, some palaces
are situated in high, easily defended places while others are frequently as-
sociated with defensive features such as fortification walls. Over a century
ago, Lewis Henry Morgan (1880, whose writings initiated academic study
of Maya society, pointed out the likely link between communal life in Maya
palaces and warfare (see Kurjack 1974: 20).

The concentrated population of a large palace had economic as well as
military potential. Procurement of exotic materials for elite consumption
is linked with military activity in many early civilizations. As leading orga-
nizations of Maya society, palaces had the manpower and organization to
undertake long-distance trading expeditions.

Palace dwellers were also a source of mass labor for productive activi-
ties. Weaving was an important occupation in the Maya country, for richly
dressed individuals frequently appear in sculpture and murals. Although
contemporary use of cloth-making machinery cheapens the cost of cloth,
we know that the preindustrial world placed high value on textiles. As the
result of long and tedious work, pre-Columbian cloth was a light, easy to
transport form of wealth. Certainly palaces in other early civilizations were
production centers for textiles, and ethnohistorical accounts attest to the
significance of Maya trade and tribute in this commodity.

Construction is another productive endeavor that is linked with mili-
tary activity in many early civilizations. While it is doubtful that the Maya
nobility mixed mortar or worked as hod carriers, the management person-
nel of large projects probably came from palace groups.
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A key question for future palace research is to determine the degree
to which the elite residences constituted such production centers. Cer-
tainly, the manpower inherent in the palace population should have facili-
tated economic specialization; however, relatively little obvious evidence
for manufacturing has been found in excavated palaces in the northern
Maya Lowlands.

Spacious storage facilities in and around the Maya palace complex sup-
ported domestic, economic, and military functions. The presence of under-
ground cisterns for water storage was one of the first features to fascinate
early explorers. These chultuns, usually associated with palace-type archi-
tecture, were excavated in order to secure the marl (sahscab) needed as
building material and then adapted to trap and store the water required to
mix mortar. Some palace areas or rooms contained many large, striated jars
that were particularly well suited for water storage. The specific purpose
of some special palace features has not yet been exactly determined; the
unique vaulted and thickly plastered “chultuns” at Labna and Dzula are ex-
amples of such structures (see Zapata 1989).

The palace complex usually includes areas such as temples, special
tombs for significant individuals, and large halls that were probably re-
served for political and religious gatherings. Plazas and patios served as
sites for mass meetings.

The number of entrances leading into a palace chamber is a clue to the
degree of privacy associated with its use. Most vaulted rooms are about
5 m long and have a single door. Other chambers, however, have multiple
doorways or a column at the front. While one doorway appears restrictive,
two or more doors invite entrance by the ease of access they present. Thus
vaulted chambers with many doors constituted semipublic space and those
with single doors were more private areas. I suspect that rooms with sev-
eral doorways or columns, lacking the intimacy of ordinary palace cells,
functioned as Maya megarons similar to those of Bronze Age Greece. These
halls were likely used to entertain visiting nobles and for other public
activities.

A series of doorways begins to resemble a colonnade, particularly if the
room they enter is longer than the typical palace cell. Structure 44 on the
south side of the principal plaza at Dzibilchaltun is a great hall, the plan
of which contrasts with the cellular layout of Maya domestic architecture
(see Maldonado 1995). Multiple entryways are characteristic of the colon-
naded halls at Chichen Itza and similar structures elsewhere. These build-
ings, the key to “Early Postclassic” organizational innovations at that site,
probably functioned as men’s houses or clubhouses for warriors. (Kowalski
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interprets Structure 44 as a Popol Nah or community administrative center
for the Dzibilchaltun polity; see Chapter 8, this volume.)

Elite Interaction

Structured interaction between individuals results in group formation and
maintenance. These kinds of contacts are strongly conditioned by the geo-
graphical distribution of a population, for prior to the invention of tele-
phones and other communication devices, humans had to be close to each
other in order to associate, talk, and work together. The distance between
architectural complexes inhibits direct contacts with people housed else-
where and thereby enhances interaction within the home. Therefore, resi-
dents of the same building work in concert more often than they deal with
others. While social ties do not depend solely on the space between house-
holds, the potential for contacts within a neighborhood is greater than the
chances for meeting people living farther away. People deal with their near-
est neighbors more often than they do with others in their settlement, and
inhabitants of the same settlement interact to a greater degree with each
other than with outsiders from nearby towns or villages. The organization
of acommunity depends on such interaction and is therefore closely linked
to the settlement plan.

Any study of stratified societies suggests that inhabitants of the palaces
dealt with each other in ways that were different from their transactions
with commoners. Separate kinds of artifacts, housing, and kinship norms
were key differences between the Maya “Great” and “Little” traditions.
Elite and commoners lived close to each other and worked together, but
not in the same manner or as intensely as the elite interacted among
themselves.

The organization of the pre-Columbian community included a pattern
of strong divisions within and between elite domestic groups. Palaces at a
Maya archaeological site are not adjacent or concentrated in a single place;
instead, these elite dwellings are deliberately separated from each other.
The solid partitions between the chambers of a palace divide the inhabi-
tants into small subgroups; and in the same manner, the distance between
palaces enhances interaction with coresident neighbors and inhibits op-
portunities for dealing with elite individuals living farther away.

The distribution of vaulted palaces at archaeological sites is the basis
for viewing the core of a Maya community as a cluster of elites mutually
linked through social ties that were forged by generations of reciprocal acts.
Since intermarriage between neighboring families is a typical form of inter-
action that is strongly influenced by the distance between people’s homes,
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it would be difficult to imagine a stratified community in which the elite
were not linked by ties of descent and marriage alliance. Palaces are sel-
dom found in total isolation; always there are other elite dwellings nearby.
The nucleus of the simplest form of Maya settlement had two major inter-
acting palace populations, while larger, more complex communities con-
tained additional palaces. Political authority and control derived from this
alliance between palatial establishments.

This vision of Maya communities is inspired by the map of Labna, a site
centered around two palace complexes of similar size that were connected
by a short causeway (sacbe). The causeway constitutes a physical link be-
tween the two elite residences, demonstrating that a particularly close con-
nection united the two extended domestic groups that once lived in the
palaces. Construction of the causeway required the two groups to collabo-
rate with each other, and the existence of this elevated walkway facilitated
interaction between the inhabitants of the two buildings.

Smaller palaces and common houses surround the central buildings and
causeway at Labna. The site is essentially a cluster of dwellings surround-
ing the causeway complex. Other major palaces are found a short distance
from Labna; Maler (1971) considered Xcanalcruz, a major palace situated a
little over a kilometer to the north, to be part of the Labna settlement. Re-
cent excavations (Gallareta et al. 1999) show that the organization of the site
may have been quite complex, but the outline presented here still pertains.

Various scholars have postulated that differences between palace estab-
lishments were the basis for symbiotic dependency between the elite
groups of acommunity. At Labna the presence of a pyramidal structure and
the portal arch in the “Temple Group” accentuate the contrasts in forms
of the two palaces at either end of the central causeway. Perhaps one elite
domestic group specialized in temporal affairs while the other focused on
the spiritual. The existence of a strong relationship between people that
once lived in the two sets of buildings, however, is undeniable. The effect
of those ties was maintenance of their mutual position of dominance over
the settlement.

Conclusion

Domestic organizations housed in palaces were the essential social groups
of Maya society. The larger palaces of a community, with their popula-
tions involved in numerous activities, were early manifestations of urban-
ism, analogous to miniature cities. Palace dwellers conformed to rules gov-
erning their composition, activities, internal organization, and external
relations. Together, these norms constituted a key institution. While the
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concept of palace establishments as economic, social, and political foci
is beginning to become explicit in Mesoamerican studies, future research
will reveal much of the substance of pre-Columbian Maya life by elucidat-
ing the combination of endeavors carried out in these elite dwellings.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Tripartite Layout of
Rooms in Maya Elite
Residences

SYMBOLIC CENTERING, RITUAL MEDIATING,
AND HISTORICAL GOVERNING

Jessica Joyce Christie

The purpose of this chapter is to analyze the pattern of a tripartite floor
plan in Maya palaces and elite residences of the Late Classic and to show its
symbolic significance. Based on comparisons with Classic Maya imagery
and ethnohistoric sources, possible functions and uses of these rooms will
be reconstructed, as well as the kinds of events that took place in them.
This study does not focus on one specific palace-type structure but outlines
a pattern observable throughout the Maya area.

In the last decades, epigraphic studies and iconographic analyses have
demonstrated that many Maya images document historical events. Epi-
graphy entered this new direction in 1960 with Tatiana Proskouriakoff’s
discovery that certain dates on the Piedras Negras stelae record the births
and the accessions of historical rulers (Proskouriakoff 1960). Archaeologi-
cal excavations at numerous Maya sites have unearthed costume elements
that match precisely the costumes worn by rulers on Classic Maya stelae,
for example, jade earflares and necklaces of jade beads. Such correspon-
dences justify the assumption that Maya imagery is one source of informa-
tion in our efforts to reconstruct use and function of Classic Maya architec-
ture. What we see on Maya stelae, lintels, and tablets physically took place
in the temples and palaces.

To begin with, a brief overview of Maya cosmology as it relates to cos-
mic space is provided because the interpretation of architectural space will
draw on this type of symbolism. Three specific case studies of palaces and
elite residences with tripartite floor plans follow, and then an interpreta-
tion of this spatial layout will be offered.
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Summary of Maya Cosmology

The Maya understood the world as a flat surface oriented to the four cardi-
nal directions. There is some confusion in the literature as to exactly which
form the earth assumed. If it was a square, the corners or the sides indicated
the four directions. If it was conceived as round, the focal point was the
center, from which four roads departed toward the four directions. Finally
there are sources that describe the earth as a turtle or a fishlike caiman
floating on the surface of water (Taube 1988: 153-174). In all three cases, the
earth constitutes the second of three pan-Mesoamerican vertical divisions,
with the watery underworld below and the upper world of the sky above.
The sun rising in the east, climbing to the zenith at noon, setting in the
west, and passing through the nadir at night, united the tripartite vertical
and four-part horizontal divisions of the world into a holistic cosmogram.

Evidence that such a cosmological model existed and continues to exist
abounds in Classic Maya iconography, site layout and orientation of build-
ings, and ethnohistoric sources, as well as in the more recent ethnographic
literature (see, for example, Christie 1995; Freidel, Schele, and Parker 1993;
Tozzer 1941; Taube 1988; Sosa 1986). Already in the Early Classic, in Tomb
12 at Rio Azul, glyphs of the four cardinal points were painted on the four
walls, each on the wall corresponding to its direction. The deceased was
placed in the middle of the tomb, designating him as the center of the
world. Most Classic Maya cities were laid out along north-south and east-
west axes.

At Palenque, the Tablet of the Cross and the Tablet of the Foliated
Cross, as well as the Sarcophagus lid, incorporate tree imagery. The central
axis in all three compositions is formed by a tree that exhibits a skeletal
mask in the root zone, symbolizing the underworld. The tree trunk dis-
plays branches terminating in snake heads and personified maize represen-
tative of the world of man, and a celestial bird perches on top. These trees
function as channels of communication between the vertical cosmological
levels through which K’inich Janaab’ Pakal I enters the underworld and is
eventually reborn (Sarcophagus lid).

In the Books of Chilam Balam, five great trees were set up in the four di-
rections and in the center of the world. Further, Bishop Landa records that
Maya villages in the Yucatan had four exits leading toward the four direc-
tions and that each direction was associated with a specific color and deity
(Tozzer 1941: 135-140).

Even today, the highland Maya in Zinacantan, Chiapas, identify the four
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corners as well as the center of their world by specific hills and mountains.
The solar path is conceived of as a celestial band that traverses the sky daily
from east to west (see Vogt 1969, 1993).! Zinacantan’s neighbors in Chamula
personify the sun’s path as Htotik (Sosa 1986: 189).

This tripartite arrangement of space and a form of centering, which at-
tempt to materialize such cosmological concepts, are also present in the
layout of Classic Maya palaces and elite residences.

The Tripartite Layout of Rooms in
Maya Elite Residences

Central Acropolis at Tikal

In 1971, Peter Harrison presented a preliminary functional analysis of
the Central Acropolis during the Late Classic period (Harrison 1971). He
grouped the buildings according to room arrangement into four primary
categories: tandem present/transverse present; tandem present/transverse
not present; tandem not present/transverse present; tandem not present/
transverse not present (Harrison 1971: 94-107). Tandem rooms are rooms
parallel to each other and extending along the longitudinal axis of the
building. Transverse rooms are those at right angles to the longitudinal
axis of the building. Harrison’s functional analysis was based on archi-
tectural elements, as well as on ethnohistoric and ethnographic analogy.
In his conclusions, he interpreted the structures of category 1 (tandem
present/transverse present) as permanent residences (Harrison 1971: 298-
300) (Figure 11.1). In most buildings of this category, the tandem and trans-
verse rooms form a tripartite layout in which the tandem rooms are cen-
tralized and symmetrically flanked by transverse rooms.

Benches are an important architectural element and occur in buildings
that have a category 1 room arrangement with greater frequency than in
buildings of the other three categories. In particular, all of the tandem/
transverse structures have rooms containing benches with two sidescreens,
which Harrison interprets as thrones. Ethnohistoric sources report that
Maya lords of the sixteenth century had throne rooms in their houses
in which they received visitors and held court (Harrison 1971: 257-259).
Benches with sidescreens may thus provide evidence that elite Maya resi-
dences had multiple functions.

Buildings with tripartite floor plans also exist in the further outlying
residential areas of Tikal. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, William Havi-
land excavated Groups 4F-1 and 4F-2, two distinct structural clusters occu-
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FIGURE 11.1. Central Acropolis at Tikal. Buildings of category 1 room arrangement:
tandem present/transverse present. (Courtesy of P. D. Harrison)

pying an oval hillock near the Tikal Reservoir. Haviland and his team
found that one building, 4E-31, dominated and was clearly set apart from
all the other edifices. Structure 4E-31 is the westernmost building and faces
east toward Groups 4F-1 and 4F-2. It has three doorways. The outer two pro-
vide access to two single rooms, 1 and 3, while the central doorway leads
into the larger Room 2, which is divided into three spatial units by two
partition walls extending approximately half of the width of the room. All
three rooms had rectangular interior platforms covering the western half
of the floor space.

Structure 4E-31 is the largest known in either Group 4F-1 or 4F-2 with
regard to volume, substructural area, and height. It is unique for its plas-
tered building walls, red-painted floors, and architectural features shared
with temples on the North Acropolis, and it contained a dedicatory cache
and initial burials (Haviland 1985: 179).

Haviland does not believe that Structure 4E-31 was “originally designed
as a residence” and interprets it as “a place for people who lived in Gp.4F-1
and 2—heads of families, perhaps—to gather for special purposes” (Havi-
land 1985: 179). At the same time, he admits that architecturally the build-
ing was suitable for habitation and that there is material evidence for a late
occupation, such as metates and burned spots found on the most recent
floors (Haviland 1985: 179).
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I think Haviland’s data further confirm the pattern this chapter is out-
lining: Structure 4E-31 has a tripartite, centered floor plan, it has interior
platforms which could have been used as benches, and its function was at
least temporarily or partially residential. Based on my own observations
among the Maya and on Landa’s account (Tozzer 1941: 87 in Harrison 1971:
257-259), I believe that the Maya did not strictly separate residential from
political or judicial functions. Houses could be lived in and serve as formal
gathering places on special occasions. And I think this is exactly what
Structure 4E-31 was.?

Takeshi Inomata and Daniela Triadan made very similar observations at
Aguateca. For example, Structures M7-35, M8-4, M8-8, and M8-10 all had
three main rooms. The center rooms had few associated artifacts that may
have belonged to the household heads. These rooms were likely used for
gatherings and receiving visitors. One of the side rooms in each structure
housed a great quantity of objects, including large storage jars. These side
rooms probably functioned as locations for storage and food preparation.
The other side rooms contained only small numbers of artifacts and may
have been places for living and sleeping (this volume). Such data indicate
that formal and private uses commonly overlapped. The important point
in the context of this discussion is that the central spaces appear to have
had official and public functions and could be centered within an otherwise
domestic context.

House of the Governor at Uxmal

The most thorough investigation of the House of the Governor was con-
ducted by Jeff Kowalski (1987). Kowalski concluded that it was constructed
around A.D. 900 to 915, shortly before the abandonment of Uxmal and other
Puuc sites (Kowalski 1987: 51). Thus the House of the Governor may be seen
as the culmination and final triumph of Puuc architecture.

Kowalski believes that the House of the Governor today still represents
the original design and that it is the result of an uninterrupted and unified
building project (Kowalski 1987: 114). The floor plan is based on two par-
allel vaulted galleries extending in an approximate north-south direction
(Figure 11.2). A tripartite layout has been achieved by dividing the structure
into three bodies separated by two great transverse vaults. The two small
buildings flanking the central structure to the north and south each con-
tain five chambers and, viewed together, they share a symmetrical room
arrangement. The central structure consists of two central, parallel, and
elongated rooms and eight side rooms of equal size. As a consequence, the
complete design exhibits a double tripartite layout: the two flanking build-



296 JESSICA JOYCE CHRISTIE

FIGURE 11.2. Plan of the House of the Governor at Uxmal. (Courtesy of Jeff Kowalski)

ings versus the central structure and within the central structure the two
middle rooms versus the four side rooms on both ends. Starting in the flank-
ing buildings, the rooms gradually increase in size toward the center, so
that the symmetry appears consistent and unified throughout the plan.

The House of the Governor faces east, and it sits on a total of four plat-
forms (Figure 11.2). Platforms 1 and 2 establish a large, almost square foun-
dation for the House of the Governor and a number of smaller structures.
Platform 3 supports the House of the Governor only, and a monumental
central stairway leads up on the east side. Platform 4 further elevates the
three bodies of the building but not the spaces covered by the transverse
vaults. The arrangement of the House of the Governor and its neighboring
buildings is unusual because they do not line the sides of the first two plat-
forms and do not form a courtyard. Instead, the House of the Governor is
centrally placed as the dominating focal point of the elevated space defined
by Platforms 1 and 2.

The tripartite layout is repeated and further emphasized by the figural
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sculpture. Above the doors of the entire east facade spreads a series of fully
three-dimensional human figures sitting on thrones or cushions and wear-
ing tall feather headdresses (Figure 11.3).

The largest human figure sculpture is placed above the central doorway
of the middle section of the building. He is seated at the center of eight
bars terminating in double serpent heads. Kowalski’s thorough study of the
iconography and inscriptions demonstrates that this figure must be Lord
Chaak of Uxmal, who ruled at the time the House of the Governor was con-
structed. By him, the entire edifice was commissioned and to him it was
dedicated (Kowalski 1987: 149-181; see also Kowalski, this volume, for an
interpretation of its function).

Lord Chaak is flanked by two smaller figures sitting upon upturned
serpent-head podia and wearing tall feather headdresses. Two human fig-
ures of medium size are placed between doors 4 and 5 and doors 9 and 10 of
the central building. They are smaller than Lord Chaak but taller than the
flanking figures. Like Lord Chaak, the medium-sized figures are flanked by
smaller figures wearing feather headdresses and sitting upon the open jaws
of serpents. A similar tripartite figure arrangement is repeated on the east
facades of the South and North Wings.?

FIGURE 11.3. East facade of the House of the Governor at Uxmal. (Photograph by the
author)



298 JESSICA JOYCE CHRISTIE

Thus the east facade of the House of the Governor displays five tripar-
tite figure groups. While all individuals wear similar headdresses and sit on
similar thrones and serpent podia, hierarchical scale is used to distinguish
the personage in the middle from the flanking figures. Lord Chaak is fur-
ther set apart by a different type of throne. These figures represent the ruler,
Lord Chaak, and possibly Uxmal nobles performing public ceremonies or
participating in political events.*

Historical ritual and political events took place below in the rooms and
in front of the House of the Governor. During the ceremonies, the histori-
cal protagonists were likely positioned in architectural space in an order
similar to that of the sculpted figures on the upper facade.

Of special interest with regard to ritual space is the bicephalic jaguar
throne (Figure 11.3). It is composed of two crouching jaguars facing away
from one another and joined at midsection.’ The throne does not stand in-
side the middle chamber but outside on a small, radially symmetrical plat-
form that is located directly in front and on the central axis of the House
of the Governor (Figure 11.3). This alignment of the throne with the center
doorway of the building suggests that the two are closely related and that
they were planned as a unified complex.

On Stela 14 from Uxmal, Lord Chaak stands upon a bicephalic jaguar
throne whose basic form resembles the one at the House of the Governor.
Kowalski concludes that the jaguar throne on the stela was intended to de-
pict the actual sculpture in front of the House of the Governor and that the
bicephalic jaguar throne was used as a royal seat by Lord Chaak (1987: 180).

It may thus be argued that Lord Chaak occupied the jaguar throne out-
side the House of the Governor or perhaps appeared in the central door-
way underneath his sculpted portrait during public ceremonies. The plat-
form with the throne has four stairways radiating out from the center. This
platform sits in the open space of Platform 2. The layout of architectural
space suggests that officials could have surrounded the jaguar throne on
four sides when Lord Chaak occupied it. When Lord Chaak stood in the
central doorway of the House of the Governor, officials could have come
out through the doors of the side chambers, all of which are oriented and
open to the east, just like the central room. Participants would have ob-
served the king either seated on the jaguar throne with his people grouped
around him or highly elevated above the crowd. In this manner, the lay-
out of architectural volumes and space mirrored the four-partite horizontal
and the tripartite vertical orders of the cosmos. This carefully planned de-
sign always placed Lord Chaak in the center, symbolizing his control over
the Maya world.
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Las Sepulturas near Copan

A similar tripartite layout of architectural space has been observed in the
elite residential compounds of Las Sepulturas. Las Sepulturas is located in
the Copan Valley to the east of the main ceremonial center. As part of
the second phase of the Proyecto Arqueoldgico Copan, from 1981 through
1984, directed by William T. Sanders, extensive, long-term excavations
were carried out in the residential compounds of Las Sepulturas. The ex-
cavated structures were classified into three groups containing multiple
patios: Group 9N-8 with Patios A through F and H; Group 9M-22 with
Patios A and B; and Group 9M-24 with only one patio.

Two dissertations that attempt to analyze the uses of individual struc-
tures were submitted by Julia Ann Hendon (1987) and Melissa Diamanti
(1991). Hendon isolates two types of special structures, one of which con-
sists of residences that can be considered dominant structures because of
certain qualities (see Hendon 1987: 535-545). Dominant structures pos-
sessing similar qualities have been observed at numerous Maya sites. Gair
Tourtellot describes dominant structures in the following way:

Most units have one larger, fancier, or formally distinct dwelling. At
Seibal this dwelling was usually built as early as any other structure in
the unit. Despite the greater bulk of its platform, it was usually built
in a single effort. This dwelling is usually located on the north or west
side of the patio, adjacent to the kitchen . . . shack if one is present.
On an average, slightly more and finer artifacts are associated with it.
At Tikal somewhat finer burials are also found in the more impres-
sive platforms. . . . The most impressive dwellings in low-cost units
may be smaller than the least impressive dwellings in higher-cost units
(Tourtellot in Hendon 1987: 535).

Hendon proposes that the following Las Sepulturas buildings qualify as
dominant structures: Gr 9N-8 A-82C, B-67, C-69, D-63, E-97, F-91; Gr M-
22 A-194B, A-195B, B-189; Gr gM-24 211 (Hendon 1987: 535-539). The ma-
jority of them are located on the north side of their patio, have associated
middens and caches, and show evidence of plaster, paint, sculpture, and
cordholders (Hendon 1987: 536). Eight of these ten dominant structures
also have the tripartite room layout.

Structure 82-C is the central building on the south side of Patio A in
Group 9N-8. Patio A is generally considered the highest-status compound
because of its superior architectural construction, presence of sculpture,
and large quantity of artifacts. Structure 82-C has a central room (Room 1)
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FIGURE I1.4. Las Sepulturas at Copan. Dominant Structures with tripartite room lay-
out in Groups 9N-8, 9M-22, and 9M-24. (After plans from Melissa Diamanti)

and two side rooms (Rooms § and 6) (Figure 11.4). Room 1 faces toward the
courtyard and contains a bench carved with figurative images and hiero-
glyphic text. Room 5 faces east and is almost filled by a U-shaped bench.
Room 6 has an L-shaped bench and faces west.

The two-tiered facade of Structure 82-C displays three-dimensional fig-
ures of scribes (Figure 11.5). On the lower level, two half-figure stone busts
of scribes holding pens and paint pots frame the central doorway. They
emerge from open serpent jaws placed over the glyph naah. The naah
glyphs and the pens and paint pots identify them as scribes.® In an earlier
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version of the building, a burial of a male individual was placed, accompa-
nied by the statue of the patron god of scribes. Such evidence suggests that
at least two generations of male members in the family living in Structure
82-C worked as royal scribes. Scribes were nobles in Maya society, and it
is very appropriate that they resided in the highest-status patio.

Two members of the scribe family are individually identified on the
hieroglyphic bench. This bench is supported by six legs adorned with fig-
ures. Four of the figures depict Pauahtuns,” while the two images in the
middle are portraits of family members.

The glyphs of the inscriptions form the body of a celestial monster
which stretches across the front of the bench. God N, the god of scribes,
emerges from the front head of the monster. Grube and Schele reconstruct
the initial date as 9.19.3.2.0 11 Ajaw 3 Yax (1987, which places the bench
and the building within the reign of Yax Pasaj, the last of the powerful Clas-
sic kings of Copan. According to Schele’s reading, on the above date Struc-
ture 82-C was dedicated by Mak Chaanal. His portrait is shown on the right
inner leg. The text gives Mak Chaanal’s father’s name as Quetzal-God K,
and his portrait is the left inner figure (Schele 1987). Mak Chaanal and
Quetzal-God K were the scribes who worked for Yax Pasaj and likely the
household heads of Patio A, who erected and embellished Structure 82-C.

FIGURE I1.5. Las Sepulturas at Copan. Group 9N-8, Patio A: Structure 82-C facade.
(Photograph by the author)
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Diamanti’s functional analysis of Structure 82-C revealed that all three
rooms were residential but that the central Room 1 with the hieroglyphic
bench was also used for ritual and/or political purposes (Diamanti 1991:
239-245). Sanders as well argues that initially the central room functioned
primarily for ceremonial and political gatherings of high-status individu-
als. The household head of Patio A, who was probably the head of the lin-
eage occupying Group 9N-8, would have been seated on the hieroglyphic
bench. The east room was likely his sleeping quarters, while the west room
may have been the residence of his head wife or may have housed daugh-
ters of marriageable age. When the western corridor was created and the
building to the west was added, following Sanders, the west room became
the head’s dormitory. Sanders thinks that one of the newly added rooms
served as a private ancestral shrine where the lineage head made offerings
to his ancestors (1989: 97).

Structure B-67 is located at the northeast corner of Patio B. It has a tri-
partite room arrangement and is accessed by a stairway that bends around
the corner and also serves Structure 74-N. The central room of Structure 67
is larger than the two side rooms and has a rectangular bench and a central
doorway facing toward the patio (Figure 11.4). The eastern side room opens
into the central room and has an L-shaped bench. The two rooms are sepa-
rated by only a short transverse bench wall. The western room is sealed off
from the central room and faces west. More than half of its floor area is
taken up by a rectangular bench.

Hendon notes that the architecture of Structure 67 is superior to that of
its neighbors. Dressed tuff masonry was used and it had a vaulted roof as
well as red-painted, stuccoed surfaces. The facade of Room 1 is decorated
with a frieze composed of small rectangular tuff blocks set in the wall at
an angle to create a woven, matlike pattern (Hendon 1987: 155).8 Similar
mats carved in mosaic stone decorate the upper surfaces of Structure 22A
in the Main Group of Copan. This building has been identified as a Popol
Nah or Council House and the mat designs refer to the mats upon which
the councilors were seated.” Structure 67 was perhaps some type of lower-
level Council House of the elite families who resided in Patio B and of the
surrounding patios. Perhaps the lineage head of Group 9N-8 was centrally
seated to make local political and judicial decisions.

It thus appears that the Maya replicated the political structure of the
ceremonial center on a smaller scale in the residential units. It is impor-
tant to note that not only the Council Houses but also some of the Early
Classic royal palaces underneath the Acropolis (see Traxler, this volume),
as well as the residence of Yax Pasaj (see E. W. Andrews V et al., this vol-
ume), exhibit similar centralized tripartite floor plans. Thus lineage heads
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conducted business in a less sumptuous but similar way to that in which
royal business was conducted and enjoyed central authority on a local level.

At the same time, the rooms of Structure 67 were also used for living
purposes. Diamanti’s functional analysis makes it clear that the Maya did
not set aside rooms for separate activities but that uses could overlap (Dia-
manti 1991: 234-306).

Structure C-69 fills the north side of Patio C. The building has a tripar-
tite room layout and sits on its own platform, which is approached by three
steps (Figure 11.4). The central Room 1 is larger than the two side rooms,
it has a rectangular bench in front of the rear wall, and it opens toward
the patio. The western side room is connected with the central room and
contains a rectangular bench that covers the entire western wall. The east-
ern side room cannot be accessed from the central room. It has an eastern
doorway, and a rectangular bench was placed in front of its west wall.

Originally, at least eight glyph blocks were set on either side of the en-
trance to Room 1. According to Fash et al., they give a date and the name of
a protagonist who is not Mak Chaanal, the lineage head whose residence
was Structure 82-C (Fash et al., in Hendon 1987: 170-171). In the interior of
Room 1, the rear wall above the central bench was decorated with a frieze
depicting a snake.

It is apparent that Structure 69 was the residence of a powerful local
family. The head of Patio C may have conducted business from the cen-
tral bench of Room 1 while his family pursued domestic activities in and
around the building.’® The presence of inscriptions on Structure 69 is evi-
dence that the elite residents of Las Sepulturas were literate and that, like
the Copan royalty, they used writing in order to legitimize their claims
to power. I think Structure C-69 constitutes another piece of evidence for
the complexity of the political power structure among the Maya: beside
the royal family, there was a large elite class which used some of the same
trappings as the king—e.g., writing, the tripartite room layout, possibly a
Council House—to display their own local authority.

Structure E-97 occupies the north side of Patio E and has a tripartite
room arrangement (Figure 11.4). The building sits on a tightly fitted plat-
form that projects beyond only the southern and western facades. This
platform is accessed by a central stairway on the south side that leads to
Room 1. Room 1 is the middle room and has a rectangular bench. The east-
ern side room opens into Room 1, and the two are separated only by a short
partition wall. The western side room has no access to Room 1. It faces west
and contains a rectangular bench. In front of the west room, the platform
leaves a narrow ledge to which two steps ascend.

Structure E-97 can be considered another local seat of power because of
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its tripartite floor plan and its superior architecture. It is the only building
in Patio E that is vaulted and constructed of dressed tuff masonry. At the
same time, it was used as a residence and as a storage place for food and
ceramic vessels (Diamanti 1991: 271-272).

Patio F was only partially excavated, but it appears that Structure 91 was
the dominant structure. Structure 91 is located on the north side of Patio F
and has a tripartite room layout (Figure 11.4). It rests on its own platform,
with a central stairway leading to Room 1. Room 1 is central, slightly larger
than the two side rooms, and has a rectangular bench. The east side room
opens into Room 1 and is furnished with a narrow ledge along its eastern
wall. The west side room has a doorway in the western wall, which leads
to Structure 9o-N. Most of its floor area is taken up by a U-shaped bench.

Structure 91 was the residence and place of business for the family head
of Patio F!! Diamanti’s analysis also shows that the eastern side room was
used for storage of food and domestic items (Diamanti 1991: 277-278).

Pure symmetrical examples of the tripartite floor plan were found in
Structures 194 and 195 of Patio A in Group 9M-22. Both buildings with their
associated open platforms fill the north side of the patio. They have a large
central Room 1, with a rectangular bench and two smaller side rooms that
open into Room 1 (Figure 11.4). They rest on platforms that project beyond
the south facades and are reached by means of central stairways.

Structure 194 is smaller, and attached to its west side is a platform of
uneven shape. There are no traces of a superstructure. Structure 194 was
decorated with sculpture made out of small tuff blocks forming a circular
flat face (see Sheehy in Hendon 1987: 258-259).

Structure 195 is larger and has a higher substructure than Structure 194,
and is connected with a large platform on its east side. This platform may
originally have supported a cobble and bajareque (wattle-and-daub) super-
structure (Hendon 1987: 260-261). The exterior of Structure 195 was deco-
rated with figurative sculpture. A series of mosaic stone masks, represent-
ing jaguar faces with elaborate headdresses, and four carved and tenoned
heads were attached to the outside walls of the superstructure. Two of the
heads displaying a human and a jaguar were set into the front wall, a bat
head in the east wall, and another human head in the west wall (Hendon
1987: 260).

The symmetrical tripartite room layout, the presence of sculpture, the
red-painted floors, wall, and bench, and the superior architecture—Struc-
tures 194 and 195 were built of dressed tuff masonry and vaulted —indicate
that both were high-status residences and important seats of power. In all
likelihood, the lineage heads of Group 9M-22 were centrally seated on the
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bench in Room 1 and flanked by lower officials and family members when
they made local political and judicial decisions and oversaw family rituals.

Very important is the fact that there were two dominant structures,
which raises questions about the identity and relationship of the two
leaders.* The family in Structure 195 was evidently more influential, and
the repetitious and prominently exhibited jaguar faces may relate this
family to a jaguar clan.

Another question is the function of the platforms associated with both
buildings. Diamanti identifies them as storage and kitchen areas (1991: 283).
It thus appears that the platforms as well as the structures formed the fami-
lies’ living quarters, and that business was conducted in Room 1 and the
side rooms when the need arose.

A final point of interest is the spur of the main Sepulturas sacbe or road-
way that reaches the patio between Structures 194 and 195 and is blocked
off by a low wall. Hendon interprets the wall as a means of controlling
movement from the sacbe into the patio (Hendon 1987: 255). The entrance
of the sacbe between the two dominant structures and the attempt to con-
trol access establish further evidence of the power and authority the two
families enjoyed.

Group 9M-24 has only one patio, which is surrounded by the residences
of individuals of lower social status than those residing in Groups 9M-22
and 9N-8. There was no evidence of sculpture or paint on any one of the
buildings. The dominant structure is Structure 211, located on the west
side of the patio and facing south. It shares the tripartite floor plan, with
a fourth room added to its west side (Figure 11.4). The central Room 1A is
slightly larger than the side rooms and contains a rectangular bench. This
bench continues into the eastern side room, and the two rooms are sepa-
rated only by a transverse bench partition wall. The only furniture in the
west side room is a small ledge built against the south wall west of the en-
trance. The fourth, add-on room on the west has a rectangular bench and
faces south. It had no front wall.

The building was constructed of roughly shaped blocks of tuff and
cobbles and had a perishable thatched roof. It rests on a low platform, while
two elevated terraces or benches flank the entrance to Room 1A. A niche
was built into the west retaining wall of the eastern terrace.

Diamanti’s reconstruction of use patterns indicates that Rooms 1A, the
east side room, and the westernmost room were fully residential, while
craft production occurred in the west side room (Diamanti 1991: 293-294).

It thus appears that the pattern of a dominant structure with a tripartite
floor plan can also be encountered in lower-class patios. Household and
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lineage heads may have tried to imitate the power structures of their lords
with their own means and in their own environment.

This pattern could also be seen as one piece of evidence in support of
the theory that the Classic Maya had a “segmentary state.” David Webster
and William Sanders believe that

the mature Copan polity was characterized by a high degree of segmen-
tation. By this we mean that, although the system was politically cen-
tralized around a group of preeminent titled elites (the royal lineage),
kinship was still the dominant mechanism in overall social, political,
and economic organization. . . . our argument is that there were mul-
tiple, effective political interest groups in the polity, which we conceive
of as maximal lineages with their own internal ranking structures and,
most importantly, their own corporate identity and resources. . . . In
such a society the effective power of rulers is to a high degree circum-
scribed by the presence of lesser magnates with their own power bases.
Leaders of such corporate groups . . . would be occupants of such impres-
sive Type 3 or 4 groups as 9N-8, and their supporters/kin would consist
not only of other occupants of the elite households, but of segments of
the rural population as well. These second-level elites at Copan, at least
some of whom seem to have enjoyed the possession of court titles and
ranks, were stewards of large corporate, kin-based land holdings. (Web-

ster 1992: 153-154)

Sanders adds that the resulting political situation was a highly volatile
one and that the power of the Copan rulers depended on how long and how
well they were capable of controlling such rival elites (1989: 102-104).

It has to be emphasized that there is by no means a consensus in the
literature about the general applicability of the segmentary state model to
Maya society. Diane and Arlen Chase, for example, argue that such a model
“does not fit the Late Classic Maya of the Southern, and presumably North-
ern, lowlands” (1992: 308). I think the architectural pattern of the tripartite
floor plan can be interpreted as one type of material evidence for a degree
of segmentation in the political power structure of the ancient Maya.

William Fash has compared the social organization in the Copan Val-
ley with that of the Chorti Maya documented by Charles Wisdom. Among
the Chorti, a series of subcommunities occupies the area between towns.
These subcommunities are called sian otot (many houses) and are made up
of a number of fairly self-sufficient families. Marriage occurs generally be-
tween members of the same subcommunity. Applying this model to Las
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Sepulturas, Fash interprets the largest patios, A and B, with the most elabo-
rate buildings as the residences of the oldest segments of two families. The
smaller and irregular patios would have been inhabited by younger gen-
erations who, after marriage, established their own households scattered
throughout the subcommunity (2001: 156-158).

It will now be shown that tripartite compositions were popular in ar-
chitecture as well as in other media of the visual arts throughout Maya
history.

A Short History of Tripartite Designs and
Compositions in Maya Art

The pattern of a tripartite division in Maya architecture is widespread and
of great antiquity in the Maya area. Kowalski presents a historical sum-
mary of the three-part division in Maya buildings (Kowalski 1987: 120-125).
It thus seems sufficient to only point out some of the major examples.

Variants of the three-part plan can be traced back to the Preclassic
period. At Tikal, the substructures of the North Acropolis consisted of tri-
partite temple groups. Each temple was set on a pyramidal platform and
accessed by a central stairway. They were arranged so that a central temple
facing south was always flanked by two side temples facing east and west.
After a period of use, each temple group was filled in with rubble to form
a higher platform on which a new temple group was erected. Excavations
have exposed the substructures, so that today a series of three-part temple
groups are visible.

An Early Classic example has been documented at Uaxactun. The first
building phase of Structure A-V consisted of three vaulted temples facing
inward on a small elevated courtyard (see Kowalski 1987: 121).

Late Classic examples of the tripartite division abound. At Palenque,
the Group of the Cross is made up of three temple buildings placed on top
of pyramidal platforms of differing heights. On the rear wall, each temple
displays a large tablet carved with portraits of K’inich Kan B’alam II and
long hieroglyphic inscriptions. Analysis of the iconography and the texts
revealed that the three tablets refer to different stages of the accession cere-
monies for K’inich Kan B’alam II.

In a recent paper, Claude Baudez interpreted each temple as “the locale
of a definite cosmic zone: Heaven, Underworld and Earth” (1993). He de-
rived evidence for his interpretation from the iconography surrounding the
protagonist of the three tablets (K’inich Kan B’alam II). He concluded that
the three temples were the stations of a ritual perambulation performed
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by the king during major political and religious celebrations (Baudez 1993).
Andrews et al. (this volume) demonstrate that Structure 10L-32 in Yax Pasaj
Chan Yoaat’s palace compound had a similar tripartite room layout. Ino-
mata and Triadan (this volume) record the same pattern of a centralized
tripartite floor plan in Structure M8-10 at Aguateca.

Kowalski lists numerous examples in the Yucatan (1987: 122-125). At
Xpuhil in the Rio Bec area, Structure 1 consists of twelve interlocking
chambers, above which rise three steep towers with ornamental stairs and
mock temple buildings. The central tower is recessed, enhancing the tripar-
tite division and creating the impression of three adjacent buildings rather
than a unified facade. At Culucbalom, Structure 1 offers another solution to
the three-part composition. Here the central building is located on a pyra-
midal platform, while the two wings sit on a lower level. The taller cen-
tral building is further foregrounded by richer ornamentation, but the en-
semble is unified by the three roof combs and shared upper profiling.

A very important aspect in a tripartite plan is the orientation and inter-
connectedness of the three units. Temple buildings generally have one
doorway opening into one courtyard. The orientation of rooms in residen-
tial structures is much more complex. Many side rooms open into the
same courtyard as the central room, particularly in royal residences with
a tandem present/transverse present plan—for example, the House of the
Governor—but others do not—for example, Structure 5D-65 in the Central
Acropolis at Tikal. At Las Sepulturas, none of the side rooms face the patio
as the central rooms do. Orientation of rooms certainly influenced the use
of space, and I suspect that the side rooms at Las Sepulturas may not have
shared the official and public function of the central rooms.

Access between rooms—specifically the interconnectedness between
the central and side rooms—varies even more greatly, and I have not been
able to discern any patterns. I think what this variety within the unity of
the tripartite plan means is that what mattered was centrality and not pre-
cise geometric symmetry. And centrality was linked with political power.
This desire for centering the built environment in space has been observed
throughout Mesoamerica (Freidel, Schele, and Parker 1993: 123-172). Karl
Taube has noted that the Maya often associated radial stairway pyramids
with the concept of the three hearthstones that denote the mythological
first central place (see below), through which the axis mundi passes to
establish the vertical divisions of the cosmos. For example, when the Late
Preclassic E-VII-Sub at Uaxactun was covered up, a lip-to-lip cache vessel
was placed on the stucco floor near the top of the principal stairway. This
cache vessel contained three simple stones. At Seibal, Structure A-3 is a
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FIGURE I1.6. Palace at Palenque. Drawing of the figures on Palace Tablet. (Copyright
Merle Greene Robertson, 1976)

radial stairway pyramid, and one stela fronts each stairway. A fifth monu-
ment, Stela 21, was placed in the very center of the structure on top. Again,
a cache containing three jade boulders was found directly below this monu-
ment. At Tonina, Structure sD-1 is a radial stairway building and a temple
structure sits on top of the pyramidal platform. The Early Classic Stela
74 stood in the temple interior and portrays a ruler with three smoking
hearthstones in his headdress (Taube 1998: 441-442).

The centering of significant personages is also an important theme in
the iconography. A recently published Late Preclassic stela from Kaminal-
juyu displays a protagonist centrally seated on a throne and flanked by two
kneeling subordinate figures who may be captives. This composition was
repeated twice and probably three times, but the lower right section is bro-
ken off (Kaplan 2000: 188-189).

At Palenque, sculptors repeatedly depicted the king and his parents in a
tripartite arrangement. The Palace Tablet depicts the accession of K’inich
K’an Joy Chitam II in A.D. 702 and records the events leading up to it."®
K’inich K’an Joy Chitam II is shown seated in a central position, flanked
by his parents. His father, K’inich Janaab’ Pakal I, and his mother, Lady
Tz’akb’u Ajaw, are handing him the regalia of the royal office. K’an Joy
Chitam II is represented in a frontal view, while his parents are in profile.
All three figures are seated cross-legged upon thrones from which zoomor-
phic heads project.

Robertson associates the three thrones and their supernatural heads
with the Palenque Triad (Robertson 198sb: fig. 259)." Furthermore, the
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image of the thrones closely resembles the throne stone glyph in the cre-
ation passages on Quirigua Stela C (for an illustration of the text with para-
phrase see Freidel, Schele, and Parker 1993, p. 67, fig. 2: 5). This text narrates
the creation of the world at the beginning of time. On 4 Ajaw 8 Kumk'u,
three stones were set: the first stone, a jaguar throne stone, was planted in
the sky; the second stone, a serpent throne stone, was planted on earth;
and the third stone was a waterlily throne stone. These events happened
when sky and earth were not yet separated. However, the stone plantings
mark the point in time when the sky was lifted up and the three vertical
orders of the cosmos were formed (Freidel, Schele, and Parker 1993, fig. 2:
5; Christie 1995: 85-104).

Schele and Barbara MacLeod have pointed out that the three thrones
on the Palace Tablet are variants of the first Three Stones of Creation
mentioned on Quirigua Stela C (personal communication 1992). They are
marked with the heads of a jaguar, fish, and serpent and thus correspond
to the three stones in the creation account, which are described as jaguar,
water, and serpent thrones (Taube 1998: 456). The thrones on the Palace
Tablet are replicated on a horizontal level and emphasize that the reign of
K’inich K’an Joy Chitam II marked the beginning of a new era. He is seated
centrally, occupying the middle level of the world of humanity. His close
interaction with his parents, who died before he acceded to the royal office,
demonstrates that he is mediating and is in close contact with the other-
worlds above and below.

Conclusions

Architecture was designed in a similar fashion. Temple buildings were clus-
tered in groups of three and rooms were laid out on a horizontal axis with a
foregrounded central space flanked by two smaller units. The Three Stones
of Creation and the resulting tripartite vertical order of the cosmos consti-
tute one of the basic concepts through which the Maya tried to make sense
of the world in which they lived.

They re-created the tripartite vertical and the four-partite horizontal
divisions of the cosmos in multiple ways and built microcosms in their
daily lives." The tripartite house plan was one such way of visualizing the
tripartite vertical order on a horizontal level. It was a way of centering in
which the king assumed a commanding position of authority when he was
seated in the central room, usually on a throne. Here he displayed his actual
and symbolic power to mediate in political as well as religious ritual. The
three-part room arrangement became an effective political tool with such
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profound symbolic associations that it was copied on a more modest scale
by lineage and household heads in outlying areas surrounding the ceremo-
nial centers. It proclaimed the king or lineage head the pivot of the commu-
nity or family and centered the daily life of the group around him. In this
manner, the tripartite floor plan contributed to solidifying and sanctifying
Maya social hierarchy.

The architectural space was sacred and used for ceremonies and official
events, but it was also residential because the domestic, religious, and pub-
lic lives of the Maya were integrated. Maya existence was not and is not
divided into a public and a private life; both aspects coexist and overlap, and
so do the uses of Maya houses. And this is why the tripartite order of the
world is such a deep belief structure and is replicated in so many contexts
in Maya life.

NOTES

1. For a more thorough discussion of Classical as well as contemporary Maya
cosmology, see Freidel, Schele, and Parker 1993 and Christie 1995.

2. Building groups like Group 4F-1 and 2 raise important issues about social
structure. The formal comparison between Structure 4E-31 and tandem present/
transverse present buildings in the Central Acropolis uncovered important similari-
ties, such as the tripartite floor plan. Can we legitimately argue that formal and spa-
tial similarities establish sufficient evidence for social similarity? Or, to put it in
other words, did people with comparable social status reside in houses with similar
material and spatial layouts? And if the answer is yes, what does this imply about
Maya social organization in general? What were the political ties between the in-
habitants of Groups 4F-1 and 4F-2 and the royal household at the Central Acropolis?
Some of the authors in this volume address this issue further; see Guderjan, as well
as Inomata and Triadan.

3. For a detailed description of the human figure sculpture on the House of the
Governor illustrated by high-quality photographs, the reader should consult Kowal-
ski 1987: 149-181.

4. Annabeth Headrick (1995) has offered an alternative interpretation of the sec-
ondary figures on the facade of the House of the Governor. She agrees that they rep-
resent individuals of high social status based on their overall naturalistic rendition
and elite attributes, but she sees the open-mawed serpent heads as “vision serpents”
and the seated figures as “the ruling lineage’s ancestors.” In this interpretation, the
individuals would have been recalled in the ritual of the vision quest conducted by
Lord Chaak. I think this explanation is quite possible, because the Maya frequently
showed humans and supernaturals within the same composition.

5. Kowalski, this volume, presents a thorough iconographic analysis of the
jaguar throne. See also Kowalski 1987: 229-236.

6. For a full discussion of the iconography of the facade, the reader should con-
sult Schele and Miller 1986: 140-142.

7. There are commonly four Pauahtuns. These deities stand or sit at the four
corners of the world and hold up the earth over the underworld and the sky over the
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earth. Here they support the bench. Linda Schele presents a detailed analysis of the
iconography and the text of the bench in Copan Note 24 (Schele 1987).

8. Hendon presents a detailed and thorough description of the architecture and
the associated loci and artifacts; see Hendon 1987: 120-412.

9. This identification was first made by Barbara Fash et al. (1992). Since then,
numerous other buildings at various sites have been interpreted as Popol Nahs (see
Kowalski, this volume; Ambrosino, this volume). While some of these interpreta-
tions present convincing evidence, it is highly questionable that mat designs alone
justify the conclusion that Structure B-67 actually functioned as a Popol Nah. I
would like to emphasize that this identification is only offered as a possibility.

10. The Maya performed many domestic chores outside. Kitchen areas were often
exterior open platforms. Interior spaces, including certain benches, may have been
used mainly for sleeping.

11. Some of the artifacts found in Structure 91 also suggest that an elite family
resided there: one flask and one perforated flat disk were recovered from above the
floor of Room 1. The perforated disk was most likely a piece of personal adornment,
perhaps an earflare or part of a necklace belonging to an official costume.

12. There is no evidence that the Maya ever had a social system based on moi-
eties, as can be documented in many Native American and Andean cultures.

13. The Palace Tablet was originally located in the northern corridor of House
A-D in the Palace. It was mounted on the center of the north-facing wall, oriented
outward. A small throne was probably attached to the front of the tablet.

14. The Palenque Triad is three deities (GI, GII, GIII) with various connotations
who figure prominently in Palenque iconography. The face of GI often displays the
barbels of a fish. GII is identical with God K or K’awil. GIII is often represented with
a looped band between the eyes and with jaguar ears.

15. For example, see Freidel, Schele, and Parker 1993; Christie 1995; Vogt 1969,
1993; Bunzel 1952.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
[ 3
Conclusions

Jessica Joyce Christie

Given the large amount of data about palaces and elite residences and
the multidisciplinary approaches in this volume, the conclusions will at-
tempt to isolate patterns and discuss points of agreement and disagreement
among the authors. I do not think that it is possible to identify specific pat-
terns that would apply to all Maya elite residential architecture. Neverthe-
less, the Maya shared strong enough cultural ties regarding their political
and religious systems for their palaces and elite residences to exhibit cer-
tain similarities in form and function. At the same time, there was always
flexibility and openness to local solutions and changes over time. With this
in mind, my conclusions must be seen to some degree as generalizations.

This chapter is divided into four sections. Section one will address form.
Repetitive formal and material elements, room layout, and spatial arrange-
ment of royal and elite houses will be examined; and, based on shared as-
pects, four palace types will be introduced. Section two will look at loca-
tion. The issue of residences in the core area versus the periphery of Maya
cities will be evaluated, palace structures attached to temples will be ad-
dressed, and the symbolic context of sacred geography will be explored.
Section three will discuss function. The extent to which the uses and func-
tions of Maya elite residential architecture can be reconstructed at this
time with reasonable certainty will be examined. There are structures that
have been identified as the royal residences of specific historical rulers
based on hieroglyphic inscriptions that are directly associated with them.
Others are now understood as scribes’ houses because in situ materials
and iconography clearly refer to this profession. Furthermore, there is mul-
tiple evidence for a number of activities that took place in palace build-
ings besides the daily routine of sleeping and eating: rituals—most impor-
tantly, Period Ending ceremonies—and formal receptions and audiences.
Section four will analyze the information palaces and elite residences pro-
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vide about social structure. The fact that numerous elite residences can be
found in every Maya city implies that an organized political and possibly
religious hierarchy existed in Maya society. The number of elite residences
may also provide insights into the hierarchy of different sites, while the
general increase in elite residences in virtually every Maya city during the
Late Classic reflects changes in the political organization from a system
based on the sovereign to a governing body made up of members from mul-
tiple lineages. Section four cites numerous ongoing archaeological investi-
gations, as well as recent studies in epigraphy (Schele, Grube, and Martin
1998), and leads to a holistic perspective of investigating Maya palaces.

Section One: Form

Looking at the formal and material elements of the royal and elite houses
analyzed in this volume, one can conclude that the fundamental descrip-
tions of Maya palaces by such early scholars as Tozzer, Spinden, and Smith
are still valid. It is correct that most palace structures and elite residences
sit on low platforms, contain large numbers of rooms and doorways, and are
usually arranged around courts. These features define what I call palace-
type I in the context of this volume. Palace-type I is by far the most com-
mon form of Maya palaces. In royal palaces, the buildings forming the
courtyard are often two stories high and usually contain two rows of paral-
lel longitudinal or tandem rooms and one or two transverse rooms at either
end. They are furnished with benches, and their facades face the court and
in some cases are decorated with sculpture.

Prominent examples abound; the Central Acropolis at Tikal is com-
posed of palace-type I structures arranged around multiple courtyards (see
Harrison, this volume; Liendo Stuardo, this volume; Christie, this vol-
ume). Some of the facades were adorned with extraordinary sculptural pro-
grams, some of which have not been professionally drawn and published
and are therefore excluded from any functional analysis. Another just as
well known example is the Palace at Palenque, which also consists of three
clearly defined major and one minor courtyard, forming palace-type I com-
plexes (see Liendo Stuardo, this volume). The sculpture, inscriptions, and
wall paintings in the Palenque Palace have been thoroughly documented
by Merle Greene Robertson (19852, 1985b), whose painstaking work has
provided invaluable insights into the events that took place in the Palace
and the people who performed them. Thus we know that the throne under
the Oval Palace Tablet in House E was the location where K’inich Janaab’
Pakal I and probably some of his successors became king, and that the
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throne in House C facing the East Court and probably also the original
throne under the Palace Tablet in House A-D were the focal points of im-
portant political receptions and audiences.

At Copan, Early and Late Classic palaces were organized around patios
(see Traxler, this volume; Andrews, this volume). Some of the very early
compounds, such as the residence of the lineage founder Yax K'uk’ Mo’,
were constructed as closed patio groups with perimeter walls, while the
later compounds are generally more open and irregular. The latter is true
for Plazas A and B, which contain the house of the Late Classic king Yax
Pasaj. Andrews also notes that nondomestic structures, such as temples
and dance platforms, formed these plazas, together with the residences.

Palace-type I compounds reoccur in the further outlying residential
areas. This can be shown particularly well at Las Sepulturas, which is
an outlier of Copan located east of the ceremonial center. The excavated
structures form multiple patios that are surrounded by mostly range-type
houses resting on low platforms. It is important to note here that the
quality of architecture greatly varies. There are buildings of dressed tuff
masonry, roughly shaped tuff blocks, cobbles, and bajareque; most houses
had thatched roofs, some had beam-and-mortar roofs, and a small num-
ber of structures were vaulted. Some had more interior furnishings than
others, and a few displayed facades decorated with sculpture. It thus ap-
pears that the residents in some patios were wealthier and enjoyed a higher
social status than the residents in others. In turn, the highest-status patios
at Las Sepulturas are smaller and contain buildings with fewer rooms and
less permanent construction materials than the royal compounds in the
ceremonial center. It follows that palace-type I compounds constituted a
very popular form of residential architecture that was commonly used by
royal and elite families alike. Size as well as the quality of construction
materials and decoration reflected the social and economic status of the
particular residents and functioned as markers of social hierarchy (Hendon
1987; Diamanti 1991).

These findings tie in well with the site typology established for the
Copan Valley by Richard Leventhal and Gordon Willey. They differentiate
between type I, II, I1I, and IV sites, which are all patio groups. They differ,
however, in the number of plazas, the number of surrounding mounds and
structures, height, construction materials, roofing methods, and sculptural
decoration. Type I defines the smallest and most perishable house com-
pounds, while types III and IV are characterized as minor ceremonial cen-
ters and rank only one level below the Copan main center (Hendon 1987:

52-53).
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Palace-type II buildings are large, multiroom structures that are self-
contained and usually do not form part of a patio group. Type II palaces
may be several stories tall and are often accessed by a central monumental
stairway.

The best known example of a palace-type II is Structure 2B1, commonly
referred to as “the Great Palace,” at Sayil. This monumental palace contains
ninety-four rooms, which are arranged in three stories and can be reached
by two stairways on the north and south sides. It rests on a low platform,
together with Structure 2B2, which stands detached from the palace. The
south facade of the second story exhibits sculptural decoration of anthropo-
morphic masks and images of the Diving God flanked by serpents. Hiero-
glyphic inscriptions, however, are completely absent, so that the monu-
mental building cannot be connected with any specific historical figure.

H. E. D. Pollock believes that the present form of Structure 2B1 does not
represent one coherent architectural design but that the second and third
stories were added on following the completion of the story below (Pollock
1980: 10T).

In the context of site layout, Structure 2B1 forms the northern end of the
north-south causeway, which terminates in smaller palace buildings in the
south. It should also be noted that palace-type I compounds are abundant
to the southwest and northeast of this causeway.

The site of Kabah contains possibly the largest number of palace-type II
buildings. Following the plans, maps, and descriptions by Pollock, Struc-
tures 1A1, 1A2, 2A1, 2C2, 2C3, and 2C6 all fall into the category of
palace-type II (see Liendo Stuardo, this volume). Pollock mentions the date
A.D. 879 on a sculpted doorjamb in Structure 2Cé6 (Pollock 1980: 140). It
appears that these building complexes grew in several phases, that rooms
were added on over time, and that the visible remains represent their Ter-
minal Classic and/or Early Postclassic appearance (Pollock 1980: 140-204).
It should also be pointed out that palace-type I compounds do occur at
Kabah, for example, Structures 1A3, 1A4, and 1A6.

An example of a palace-type II structure physically close to Kabah is
the House of the Governor at Uxmal (see Kowalski, this volume; Liendo
Stuardo, this volume; Christie, this volume). This building appears rela-
tively small in size when compared to Structure 2B1 at Sayil; it consists
of “only” twenty rooms and is one story tall. The House of the Governor
does not form part of a courtyard but rests on four platforms which dimin-
ish in size as they go up and elevate it above the surrounding buildings.
Platform 2 extends well beyond all sides of the House of the Governor and
provides the space in front of the east facade where official activities were



CONCLUSIONS 319

conducted. A low platform with radial stairs which supports a bicephalic
jaguar throne was placed east of the building along its central axis. Inter-
estingly, at Uxmal the royal throne stood outside in the open air, with the
palace building as a stage set of royal power behind it, whereas thrones were
placed inside centrally located chambers at most other sites, for example,
Palenque.

As was noted for Sayil and Kabah, palace-type I groups were also con-
structed at Uxmal. The best-known example is the Nunnery Quadrangle,
dated to A.D. 890 to 910, which implies that it was built at the same time
as the House of the Governor (see Kowalski, this volume). Important ques-
tions that must be asked are whether the social status of the occupants
of the two palace types differed and concern the purposes for which both
palace types were used. Kowalski argues that the Governor’s House “may
have been a local version of a Popol Nah, where the ruler met in council
with his subordinate lords to discuss affairs of state and plan community
festivals” (see the discussion of Popol Nahs below) and that the courtyard of
the Nunnery Quadrangle was a prestigious and public space where rituals
reenacting creation myths and sanctifying and legitimizing rulership were
conducted (Kowalski, this volume).

Another monumental example of a palace-type II building is the Caana
at Caracol, which is now interpreted as a royal residential palace by Chase
and Chase (1998, 2001). Chase and Chase’s archaeological investigations
showed that it contained minimally sixty-six contemporaneously used
rooms in four palace units integrated with three temples. They counted
between forty-five and forty-eight benches within rooms in palace struc-
tures. Twenty-four rooms are located in a single building placed halfway up
the south facade of Caana. This palace exhibits a tandem plan, with two
transverse rooms at the western and eastern ends.

Caana’s summit plaza is delimited by a palace on its south side that
contains at least fifteen rooms and nine benches, by three temples to the
west, north, and east (Structures B18, B1g, B20), and by entrances to two
palace units set to either side of Structure Brg. What is of particular inter-
est at the summit of Caana is the close proximity of palaces and temples.
The associated stucco sculpture and painted decoration, a Giant Ajaw altar,
tombs, and in situ artifacts help in the reconstruction of the kinds of events
that took place in this so highly physically elevated and thus symbolically
charged location (see Chase and Chase 2001).

Palace-type III buildings are the gallery-patio compounds at Chichen-
Itza (see Kowalski, this volume). These are open, colonnaded galleries sur-
rounding an—often sunken—courtyard. A characteristic example is the
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Mercado complex at Chichen Itza, which dates to the Early Postclassic.
While the interior space is open and unpartitioned, the building can only be
entered from the north side. A broad stairway leads to an elongated colon-
naded vestibule, from which one doorway provides access to the galleries
and patio. The galleries of the Mercado contain benches and daises, and
some of the artifacts found in situ suggest domestic use. Arguments for
public as well as residential functions of the Mercado compound have been
made (see Kowalski, this volume). What is significant about palace-type III
buildings is their open space and lack of privacy and their late appearance
in Maya architecture.

Arthur Demarest, Kim Morgan, Claudia Wolley, and Héctor Escobedo
have identified a “presentation palace” at Dos Pilas, which I will include
in this discussion as palace-type IV (see Demarest et al., this volume). Pre-
sentation palaces are structures with thrones behind very open facades ori-
ented toward public space. The particular building they identified, Struc-
ture N5-3, probably had wooden posts supporting a large canopy on the
north side. The interior space therefore remained open on one side and
directly faced the procession path, which connects the West Plaza Group
with the eastern Duende complex (see Demarest et al., this volume). Pre-
sentation palaces thus clearly exemplify the public and official functions
of Maya elite residential architecture. Juan Antonio Valdés has classified
Structures 32 and 33 of Group B in Tamarindito, Structure M7-35 at Agua-
teca, and Structure 10L-18 at Copan as presentation palaces. These ex-
amples do not share the canopy roof and wooden posts of Structure N5-3,
but have masonry facades with unusually wide door openings in front of
a central throne. They were built specifically so that the main personage
when seated on the throne appeared in plain view to all the participants
in public ceremonies, and activities that took place inside and outside the
palace were integrated (Valdés 2001: 150-153).

Space constitutes the complementary component of architecture that
the material elements delineate. In fact, architectural theory has claimed
that “the primary purpose of a building is the ordering of space, not the
physical object itself. . . . Because the ordering of space influences modes
of social interaction. . . .” (Ferguson 1996: 11; see also Hillier and Hanson
1984). This is exactly the aspect Rodrigo Liendo Stuardo’s investigation of
access explores. He uses two graphic methods to analyze access patterns
in three Classic palaces in the lowlands and in four Early Postclassic resi-
dences in Yucatan. His results show that access was more simplified in the
Early Postclassic buildings. He attributes this to the fact that his Yucatan
examples from Sayil, Labna, and Kabah represent palace-type II structures
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(my terminology), while his lowland examples from Palenque, Tikal, and
Uaxactun constitute palace-type I compounds (my terminology). He sug-
gests that changes in access may be indicative of changes in the functions
of Maya palaces. Liendo Stuardo proposes that the Classic palaces in the
lowlands combined residential with political and ritual functions, while
in the Postclassic these functions became disassociated and some political
and ritual functions were transferred to elite residences.

The site of Xunantunich provides another excellent example of how im-
portant access was and how the Maya altered it over time. Xunantunich
is laid out along a north-south axis. The northern endpoint is formed by
a palace-type I compound surrounding Plaza A-III. This palace was most
likely the residence of the ruling family at Xunantunich. The southern end-
point is marked by the Castillo. The Castillo is a tall temple building which
is decorated with a stucco frieze in the upper areas of its pyramidal plat-
form. The iconography of this frieze provides evidence that the Castillo
functioned as an ancestor shrine for the ruling family.

Richard Leventhal and others’ (1997) thorough archaeological work has
demonstrated that access to the palace was increasingly and steadily re-
stricted during the Late Classic. Initially a large and open public plaza
existed between the palace-type I compound and the Castillo. Toward the
end of the Late Classic, a temple building was set in the middle of this
plaza and walls were erected that effectively separated and isolated the
royal residence from public space. Access to the palace itself was limited at
about the same time by the construction of additional platforms and build-
ings (Yaeger 1997). In this manner, domestic activities were neatly set apart
from public gatherings and religious and ritual observances, which were re-
stricted to the remaining section of the plaza in front of the Castillo. This
reflects a profound change in the relationship between the ruling family
and their subjects. One possible reason for such changes may be increased
competition from rivaling elite families. In fact, Yaeger suggests that the
palace-type I around Plaza A-III was largely abandoned by the middle to
end of the Late Classic but that people continued to live at the site and
perform rituals in the Terminal Classic (Yaeger 1997: 42).

Access analysis should be expanded to a broader discussion of the use of
outdoor space. This very issue was addressed in a symposium entitled Ar-
chaeological Ethnographies: Outdoors as Living Spaces, organized by Nan
Rothschild and Cynthia Robin at the sixty-fourth annual meeting of the
Society for American Archaeology in 1999. Robin presented a comparison
between a contemporary Yucatec village and a Late Classic site in Belize
regarding the use of outdoor space. While direct cultural continuity cannot
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be demonstrated, Robin argued that many ancient Maya houses were prob-
ably surrounded by open workspaces and orchards and gardens, just like
houses in the Yucatan are today (1999). Stacy Barber and Karen Holmberg
identified bodegas, or workspaces and roofed storage areas, next to elite
residences at the site of Ceren (1999).

I think archaeologists must pay more attention to the extramural spaces
surrounding palaces and elite residences and include them in their func-
tional analyses. This was done to some extent at Nakbe, where a retain-
ing wall was found in association with one palace building. This wall had
been erected solely to retain fertile imported soil. The soil was analyzed for
plant remains by Steve Bozarth (Bozarth, personal communication 1998).
His findings establish solid evidence that this palace at Nakbe had a gar-
den. One would expect to encounter more gardens in other Maya cities.
The presence of gardens is not surprising, considering that it has long been
known and accepted that gardens were an integral element of Aztec as well
as Inka palaces.

Section Two: Location

A second very important aspect in the discussion of Maya palaces is loca-
tion and site layout. Where were the palaces located in the context of a
Maya city? Is there any evidence about the relations between palaces and
surrounding buildings? Such questions must be integral components of
a holistic analysis of elite residential architecture, because their answers
illuminate social behavior.

The chapters confirm the observation of early scholars that royal palaces
are located centrally, in the core area, of Maya cities while elite residences
are encountered further out, at the periphery. This pattern is so consistent
that distance from the center can be used as an indicator of social status.!
In multiple settlement surveys, the more remote house mounds have been
from the center, the simpler their construction has turned out to be.

The widest-known examples are the royal palaces of K’inich Janaab’
Pakal T at Palenque and of Chaak Tok Ich’aak I in the Central Acropolis
at Tikal, the Early and Late Classic residences of K’inich Yax K’uk’ Mo’
and Yax Pasaj Chan Yoaat at Copan, and the large house of Lord Chaak at
Uxmal, all of which were erected in the center of their city. Elite residences
have been documented at all sites, and they are normally found outside the
immediate core areas. Las Sepulturas presents a significant case. As noted
above, Las Sepulturas is located a few miles east of the Copan ceremonial
center. The residences follow the palace-type I layout. They differ widely in
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size, quality of materials, construction, and interior furnishings, which are
considered indicators of social status (see above; Hendon 1987; Diamanti
1991). The most distinguished residence was Structure 82-C on the south
side of Patio A in Group 9N-8. The facade on the lower level displays two
half-figure busts of scribes holding pens and paint pots. The writing imple-
ments suggest that the male members of the family living in Structure 82-C
probably worked as royal scribes. Two members of this scribe family are
individually identified as Mak Chaanal and Quetzal-God K on the hiero-
glyphic bench set in the central room. The date in the same text places the
bench, the house, and its scribal occupants within the reign of Yax Pasaj
Chan Yoaat. It follows that Mak Chaanal and Quetzal-God K were scribes
who worked under Yax Pasaj Chan Yoaat and perhaps enjoyed the privilege
of residing in a high-status palace-type I compound close to the ceremonial
center because they maintained a close relationship with the ruler (Grube
and Schele 1987; Schele 1987).

Another pattern which the chapters in this volume clearly identify is
the close proximity of palaces and temples. Many palace structures are not
only located close by the main temples in core areas of Maya cities but
are directly and physically attached to temple buildings. In palace-type I
compounds, temples may occupy one or more sides of the courtyard. Cara-
col offers multiple examples: the summit plaza of Caana is delimited by
a palace to its south; temples to the west (Structure B18), north (Structure
B1g), and east (Structure B20); and entrances to two palace units set on
either side of Structure Brg (Chase and Chase, 1998, 2001). These build-
ings form a palace-type I group that includes three temples. The recovered
stucco sculpture and texts, in situ artifacts, and tombs provide evidence
that the summit plaza and its surrounding buildings constitute a carefully
designed location where religious and political power was transferred and
publicly displayed. In the B Plaza, Structures B4 and B6 were added to the
sides of the Structure Bs temple. Both Structures B4 and B6 consist of two
tandem rooms and a bench in the front room (Chase and Chase, 1998).
The Barrio, a palace-type I compound, contains a temple on the north side
and the Central Acropolis, which also forms its own palace-type I and in-
cludes temples and mortuary shrines on the north and east sides (Chase
and Chase, 1998, 2001).

Similar relationships between palaces and temples have been docu-
mented at Dos Pilas. In the Murciélagos palace complex, Structure Ns-7
was one of the earliest constructions. It is a tall funerary temple built in
pure Tikal style. A royal throne room and presentation palace were discov-
ered overlapping the bottom and the stairway of the N5-7 temple. Demarest
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and coauthors speculate that the purpose of this deliberate abutment of the
throne room against the possible tomb of a Tikal ancestor was to publicly
legitimize the descent of Dos Pilas Ruler 4 from Tikal (Demarest et al., this
volume). A second example of a funerary temple with a throne room stood
in the same courtyard. Structure N5-71 is another tall temple with a royal
tomb but, unlike Structure N5-7, built in Petexbatun style. A throne room
with an uncarved stone bench abutted this temple to the north. It thus ap-
pears that in the Dos Pilas examples the throne rooms attached to temples
make a calculated political statement. Other sites should be examined for
similar cases, especially Caracol.

The final point in the discussion of palace locations is the extent to
which Maya palaces took advantage of sacred geography. In Maya cos-
mology, the earth constituted the middle plane between the underworld
and the realm of the sky. Deities, ancestors, and supernaturals resided in
both otherworlds. Natural openings in the earth, such as caves, springs,
waterholes, and lakes, were understood as sacred portals through which
the supernaturals in the underworld could be contacted. Elevations, such
as trees and mountains, were seen as communication channels with the
celestial level. Rich offerings were found at such natural portals to the
otherworld—for example, in the famous cenote at Chichen Itza—and
there is iconographic and epigraphic evidence that stelae symbolized trees
and pyramidal temple platforms were conceived of as mountains (Freidel,
Schele, and Parker 1993). Demarest et al. demonstrate that sacred geogra-
phy also plays a role in the placement of elite architecture. The Murciéla-
gos palace complex was erected atop a hill which contains a cave with a
permanent spring. In particular, Structure N4-6, a funerary shrine on the
east side of the northern residential courtyard, entombs a tunnel entrance
that provides access to the subterranean cave system and its supernatural
power. The location of the building on the east side and the general east-
west orientation of the whole cave system further link it to the rising sun,
so that communication channels were opened with the deities and ances-
tors inhabiting both otherworlds (Demarest et al., this volume).

Section Three: Function

This section will discuss the results of the functional analyses conducted
by the authors. While many functions of Maya palaces and elite residences
remain ambiguous and quite possibly always will be, an attempt will be
made to pick out recurring use patterns for which at least two examples
can be named and for which a general consensus exists among scholars.
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The first function to be addressed is priestly residence. It was shown
above that palaces and temples often stand in very close proximity.
Temples form part of palace-type I compounds and palaces physically abut
temple buildings. This pattern immediately suggests that palaces in direct
association with temples may have been the residences of the priests in
charge of the temples. Most scholars agree that priests enjoyed a high so-
cial status in Maya society. Consequently, we are justified in assuming that
they would have lived in the core areas close to their sacred places of office.
Chase and Chase’s analysis of artifacts from Structures B4 and B6 at Caracol
partially strengthens this interpretation. Both structures were added to the
side of the Structure Bs temple (see above). Chase and Chase found “high
status domestic trash,” as well as an unusually high number of chert points
that could be an indicator of some form of military function (Chase and
Chase 2001).

On the other hand, Demarest and coauthors present a very strong case
that Structures N5-3A and N5-3 at Dos Pilas, abutting the funerary temple
N5-7, functioned as the royal throne room and presentation palace. The
latter is a palace-type IV structure with an open facade and little privacy
that contains a bench and faces the procession path running from the West
Plaza Group to the east Duende complex. It becomes obvious that Struc-
tures N5-3A and N5-3 functioned primarily as a location for political dis-
play and official receptions and audiences rather than as a priestly resi-
dence (Demarest et al., this volume). This discussion makes it clear that
both possibilities have to be checked whenever the function of a palace in
close physical association with a temple is reconstructed.

A number of palaces have been identified as the royal residences of his-
torical Maya kings. Thanks to the insights into Maya life offered by the
enormous recent advances in epigraphy, such identifications are accepted
by most researchers. The iconography and inscriptions link the Palace at
Palenque closely with K’inich Janaab’ Pakal I. We know that he sat on the
throne below the Oval Tablet in House E when he acceded to the royal
office in the year 615. At the same time, the whole Palace complex was
not constructed solely during his reign. Merle Greene Robertson dates
most of the Palace buildings from approximately 583, the accession of Lady
Yohl Ik’nal to 783, the first K’atun anniversary of the rule of K’inich K'uk’
B’alam IT (Robertson 1985b: 94; Martin and Grube 2000: 72-74). These dates
indicate that the Palace was also used by some of his predecessors and suc-
cessors. But K’inich Janaab’ Pakal I figures most prominently in the iconog-
raphy and the texts.

At Tikal, the interpretation of Structure 5D-46 in the Central Acropo-
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lis as a family palace was confirmed by an inscription on a dedicatory
vessel. According to Schele and Mathews’ reading, the short text proclaims:
“They say he ascended to his house, the Holy Place, the ninth succes-
sor lord of Ch’akte-Xoc, Six-Sky-Turtle Holy Building, True-Great-Jaguar-
Claw, Mutul Lord” (1998: 78).

At Copan, the identification of the founder’s group and residence of Yax
K’uk’ Mo’ is based primarily on stratigraphy. It constitutes one of the earli-
est large-scale patio groups beneath the Acropolis (Traxler, this volume).
Andrews identifies Yax Pasaj Chan Yoaat’s house in Group 10L-2 with the
help of inscribed monuments. Structures 10L-32 and 10L-30 are located
next to each other in Plaza A and are associated with altars exhibiting texts
in which Yax Pasaj Chan Yoaat is the protagonist. He is named the six-
teenth and final ruler in the dynasty started by Yax K'uk’ Mo’ (see Andrews
et al., this volume).

The association of the House of the Governor at Uxmal with Lord Chaak
is again based on iconography and inscriptions, in particular Stela 14. The
sculpted images on the east facade and the two-headed jaguar throne in
front of the House of the Governor further strengthen this interpretation
(see Kowalski, this volume).

In many cases, archaeology can provide dates which confirm the chro-
nology of the texts. These are situations in which archaeology and epi-
graphy truly complement and reinforce each other, as, for example, in
Structure 5D-46 at Tikal (see above). However, the connection of palaces
with specific historical rulers still leaves open the question of how these
buildings were used and what kinds of activities took place in the indi-
vidual rooms. Where did the kings sleep and eat? Where did they hold
formal audiences? And perhaps most importantly, did they live in these
palaces permanently or did they maintain secondary houses? The extent
to which it is possible to reconstruct what happened in Maya palaces and
elite residences, using the present data, will now be addressed.

Most scholars agree that people ate in palaces, that they slept on some
of the benches, and that palaces also provided space for rituals and politi-
cal receptions. Evidence for the domestic activities comes from the nu-
merous midden deposits that are found inside and in proximity of most
palaces and elite residences. But it is difficult to conclude from the middens
whether the occupation was continuous or interrupted, and it is impossible
to tell if the same individuals spent their entire lives in one palace com-
pound or whether the occupants changed. To shed light on this question,
authors have resorted to the help of ethnography. Harrison lists a series of
possible temporary residents, from people on religious retreats to artists
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and support staff (Harrison, this volume). Edward Kurjack refers to colo-
nial documents, which reveal that Yucatec Maya communities had both
a core population and a sizable number of transient members who moved
and settled quickly wherever they could find economic opportunities (Kur-
jack, this volume). I think the possibility of temporary residency should
receive more attention from archaeologists, even though it can hardly be
documented archaeologically.

Finding an answer to the question of what kinds of rituals and cere-
monies were performed in palaces is also difficult. Here again the main
body of evidence is provided by carved monuments. As mentioned above,
texts and iconography document that K’inich Janaab’ Pakal I became king
of Palenque on the throne below the Oval Tablet in House E of the Palenque
Palace. House E was the historical place of accession of the Palenque kings
and probably also a Council House (see below).

Other ceremonies which were performed in and around Maya palaces
were Period Ending rites. Period Endings were of critical importance in the
Maya worldview because they believed that the universe could come to an
end on major year endings in their calendar and that only powerful ritu-
als were capable of successfully bridging the transition from one period to
the next. Such rituals attempted nothing less than to symbolically rebuild
the cosmos by creating material manifestations of cosmological concepts
(Christie 1995).

Two fascinating examples are recorded at Piedras Negras and at Caracol.
Court 1 is a palace-type I compound located on the ascending hillside of
the Acropolis at Piedras Negras. Structures J-2 and J-6 occupy the southeast
and northwest sides of this court, with Structure J-6 higher up the hill be-
cause of the slope. Structure J-6 underwent four construction phases, and
in the last phase a shallow niche was inserted into the center of the rear
wall of Room 1, into which Throne 1 was set (Satterthwaite 1935: 36-43).
Throne 1 is a beautifully carved monument depicting an underworld deity
whose eyes are formed by two Piedras Negras lords—possibly the king’s
parents (Martin and Grube 2000: 152), as well as having a lengthy inscrip-
tion. The terminal date of this inscription is the Period Ending 9.17.15.0.0.,
which places the throne within the early reign of Ruler 7 and which was
most likely the occasion that motivated this last remodeling effort. It fol-
lows that the 9.17.15.0.0. Period Ending rites would have been held in a
magnificent setting: Ruler 7 was centrally seated on Throne 1, overlooking
Court 1 where his audience was gathered. His position marked the highest
point of the central axis of Court 1. The placement of the palaces suggests
that the hill of the Acropolis represented a sacred mountain and that the
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terraces on which Court 1 and the surrounding buildings were erected were
its cosmological divisions.

At Caracol, Caana provided another spectacular setting for the
10.0.0.0.0. Bak’tun ending rites. Giant Ajaw Altar 16 exhibits a large 7 Ajaw
glyph in the center. It was carved in the Early Classic to commemorate the
K’atun ending 7 Ajaw 3 K’ank’in 9.7.0.0.0. and repositioned in the Caana
summit plaza at the Bak’tun ending 7 Ajaw 18 Sip 10.0.0.0.0. Chase and
Chase identified the pit in the stair balk of Structure Brg-1st that had been
dug for the placement of Altar 16 and associated offerings (see Christie
1995: 289-293). The iconography of the altar and its location evoked power-
ful cosmological concepts and the sacred geography of the natural environ-
ment; the towering Caana complex itself symbolized the Creation Moun-
tain in the Popol Vuh where the first humans were fashioned from maize
and life was renewed, and the quatrefoil shape on top of the altar marks an
entrance point to the underworld into which the Ajaw glyph that personi-
fies the outgoing Bak’tun descends and from which the new Bak’tun will
rise. It is implied that the underworld is accessed inside the Caana moun-
tain (for a more detailed discussion of the symbolism see Freidel, Schele,
and Parker 1993: 138-139; Christie 1995: 265-298).

Furthermore, there is consensus that formal receptions and political
audiences were held in Maya palaces and elite residences. Such receptions
and audiences usually took place in rooms containing benches, particu-
larly in rooms marking the center of a palace (see Christie, this volume).
Multiple examples have been found on vases, as well as on carved monu-
ments, that show a ruler seated on a bench or throne and interacting with
his subjects, for example, Lintel 3 from Piedras Negras. Harrison addresses
the images on vases that depict the reception of tribute, judiciary scenes,
lessons, and the presentation of prisoners (see Harrison, this volume). All
these are undoubtedly palace scenes. Archaeological investigations have
brought to light material evidence of elite residences with centrally placed
benches exhibiting figurative images and texts, which in all probability
served as thrones in formal meetings. Beautiful examples are Throne 1 in
Structure J-6 at Piedras Negras, the throne below the Oval Tablet in House E
of the Palace at Palenque, and the well-known hieroglyphic bench in Struc-
ture 82-C at Las Sepulturas, Copan (see Christie, this volume). Claudia
Wolley excavated Structure Ns-3A, the throne room next to the funerary
temple N5-7 at Dos Pilas. This throne also contains an inscription, but it
was ritually destroyed and accompanied by offerings (see Demarest et al.,
this volume).
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However, not all benches functioned as thrones and focal points of po-
litical gatherings. Some were possibly beds and others may have been used
for multiple purposes, for example, as seats, altars, work benches, or for
storage. In his dissertation, Harrison analyzed the benches in the Central
Acropolis at Tikal and offered several interpretations (Harrison 1971). It fol-
lows that benches had multiple functions and the presence of a bench alone
does not justify the interpretation of a room as throne room.

A special kind of palace primarily designed for meetings is the Popol
Nah. Barbara Fash first identified Structure 22-A at Copan as a Popol Nah
or Council House (Fash and Fash 1990). These were the places where the
ruler met with local and regional lords to discuss the affairs of the city and
state. Fash presents further evidence that sacred dances were initiated, per-
formed, and taught at the Popol Nah (Freidel, Schele, and Parker 1993: 152~
153, 437). The following elements may identify a palace structure as a Popol
Nah. First, the architecture must provide for open meeting spaces; for ex-
ample, a wide porch is located in front of Structure 22-A at Copan. Second,
open platforms that could have been used for dance performances should
be located close by. Popol Nahs also display sculpture, most importantly
mat designs and portraits of the rulers and lords who converged there to
hold council. At Copan, project epigraphers have interpreted the figures
seated upon glyphs on the facade of Structure 22-A as lords from specific
regions that are named by the glyphs which form their thrones (Freidel,
Schele, and Parker 1993: 437).

Popol Nahs have now been identified at a number of sites. Kowalski
interprets Structure 44 at Dzibilchaltun and the House of the Governor
at Uxmal as Popol Nahs (Kowalski, this volume). The Council House at
Yaxuna was probably Structure 6F-68. This building displays human images
as well as mat symbols (Ambrosino, this volume). Schele and Mathews
have argued that House E of the Palenque Palace and the North Build-
ing of the Nunnery Quadrangle at Uxmal constituted Nikte’ il Nahs or
flower houses because their facades exhibit flower iconography (Schele and
Mathews 1998: 269). A Nikte’ il Nah is a version of the Popol Nah and was
used for the same activities: political meetings, planning of festivals, and
dance performances. Another possible Popol Nah is the northwest palace
unit next to Structure Brg on the summit plaza of Caana at Caracol. A huge
stuccoed mat design covered the side of Structure B18 facing the interior
plaza of this palace?

Finally, we know of two buildings that were without question the resi-
dences of scribes. The first building to be identified as a scribe’s house
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was Structure 82-C, located on the south side of Patio A in Group 9N-8 of
Las Sepulturas, Copan. The two-tiered facade displays three-dimensional
figures of scribes associated with naah glyphs. Naah is a Maya word for
“house.”? Structure 82-C also contains the hieroglyphic bench in its cen-
tral room. The text dates the house to the reign of Yax Pasaj Chan Yoaat and
names the scribes and lineage heads of Patio A, who most likely worked for
Yax Pasaj (Grube and Schele 1987; Schele 1987). This line of thinking would
suggest that scribes enjoyed a high social status in Maya society. This has
indeed been confirmed by discoveries in epigraphy. Two titles for scribes
are now known: ah tz'ihb, which means scribe and refers to the physical
act of writing, and ah ch’ul hun, which also means scribe but in the sense
of “keeper of the holy books” and “literati” of society (Harrison, this vol-
ume). Both scribal titles are connected with the royal court and reinforce
the great prestige and high social standing of scribes.

The second scribal residence is Structure M8-10 at Aguateca. The Agua-
teca Archaeological Project found numerous implements for scribal ac-
tivities, such as shell ink pots and mortars and pestles for pigment prepa-
ration, associated with this building. Archaeologists further discovered
high-status ornaments, for example, carved shells and jade beads, as well
as domestic objects, including storage and serving vessels and manos and
metates ([nomata and Triadan, this volume). Based on the artifactual analy-
sis, Inomata and Triadan conclude that Structure M8-10 was the house of a
scribe. The luxury ornaments also confirm the high position of this scribe
in the Aguateca hierarchy.

Section Four: What Can Palaces and Elite Residences
Tell Us about Social Structure?

I think this is the aspect in which the contributions to Maya palace re-
search have been and will continue to be most significant. Maya social
structure is without question a very complex issue and has to be ap-
proached from an interdisciplinary perspective. Here archaeology, anthro-
pology, ethnography, epigraphy, and art history truly link hands to shine
light on how Maya society was organized and how individuals and cities
interacted with each other. Some of the interdisciplinary approaches which
are utilized in the chapters will be discussed below.

First and most importantly, we know that Maya political power had
multiple levels and that there was a hierarchy of political offices.* I do
not believe that Maya cities had palaces comparable to the Versailles of
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Louis XIV, which functioned as the exclusive royal residence and seat of
government. However, Harrison presents exactly such a comparison and
does see important similarities (Harrison, this volume). Archaeological in-
vestigations at all the sites mentioned in the chapters have shown that
royal palaces were located in the core areas and that elite residences of con-
siderable high status existed in the near vicinity. These findings suggest
that Maya city government was formed by the king and a number of high
officials.’ Inomata and Triadan (this volume), following Chase and Chase
(1992: 3), further caution that not all elites may have left material evidence
of their existence. Some individuals with social prestige may have lived in
simple houses and will never be able to be identified by means of archaeo-
logical methods. This could imply that the actual number of elites and their
political power was greater than the number derived from recorded elite
residences.

Such interpretations are confirmed by epigraphy and iconography. At
this time, three titles are known that were used for different positions
in the social hierarchy. The kalomte held the highest political leadership
office. Epigraphic studies have shown that no kalomte was ever possessed
or governed by another person. Second in the hierarchy was the ajaw,
which is the most common term for a city leader. It is, however, a term
that can be possessed in written texts, meaning that the ajaw could be
subordinated to another individual in a higher position, which would have
been a kalomte. The third term in the hierarchical order is the sajal. Most
sajals recorded in the texts were possessed by someone with more power.
The term may be translated as an “underlord,” usually subservient to an
ajaw (Harrison, this volume). It follows that the kalomte most likely re-
sided in the palace in the core area, such as the Palenque Palace, the Central
Acropolis at Tikal, or the Sayil Palace, and that the ajaw and sajals lived
in the elite residences located further away from the center. The distance
between the houses and the ceremonial center probably diminished as the
rank of the occupants increased.

Additional proof of a stratified social hierarchy comes from the images
painted on vases. There are numerous palace scenes in which a ruler is
shown seated centrally on a throne, surrounded by nobles and officials of
descending rank (Kerr 1989-1997).

Second, Maya palace research may provide information about the hier-
archy of sites and their relationships. Simply speaking, a Maya city with a
great number of palaces and elite residences may have been more power-
ful and exerted influence over another city with a very small number of
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elite residences. In Hillier and Hanson’s terminology, the rulers and elites
at different cities formed a noncorrespondence sociospatial system (1984:
256-261). In such a system, there is a split between spatial groups and tran-
spatial groups who are the rulers and elites at different cities and who must
operate across space to relate individuals in different spatial groups, in this
case the cities, to each other and promote interaction between them. To
what degree did Maya upper classes form a noncorrespondence system?¢ I
think investigations of residences may help to illuminate answers to this
question.

In this research direction, archaeology and epigraphy again complement
each other. At the 1998 “Maya Hieroglyphic Forum at Texas,” Linda Schele,
Nikolai Grube, and Simon Martin presented new models of hierarchical
relations between Classic Maya polities. They looked not only at emblem
glyphs, as previous scholars had done, but also at a number of verbs and
clauses that indicate supervision and subordination (Schele, Grube, and
Martin 1998). Recent settlement surveys in Belize have documented new
sites of various sizes and probably importance. In response, speakers at the
symposium “The Social Implications of Ancient Maya Rural Complexity,”
organized by Gyles Iannone and Samuel Connell for the 1998 meetings of
the Society for American Archaeology, added “middle level” as a site cate-
gory for minor centers to the two preexisting categories, urban and rural
settlements. It would be a meaningful project to investigate the extent to
which archaeological and epigraphic evidence match—provided, of course,
that middle-level sites were mentioned in the hieroglyphic record. Such an
approach was followed at the 2002 “Maya Hieroglyphic Forum at Texas,”
during which Simon Martin, Marc Zender, and Nikolai Grube investigated
the relationships between Palenque and its neighboring sites of varying
hierarchical levels (Martin, Zender, and Grube 2002).

Finally and most importantly, Maya palace research has shown that the
number of elite residences changed over time. The chapters report an in-
crease in elite residences in the Late Classic at Tikal, Caracol, and Blue
Creek (see Harrison, this volume; Chase and Chase 1998, 2001; Guderjan,
Lichtenstein, and Hanratty, this volume). In general, these findings might
signal a decentralization of power throughout much of the Maya area in
the Late Classic (Guderjan, Lichtenstein, and Hanratty, this volume). In
some cases, changes in elite residences may provide deeper insights into
the power struggles within one specific Maya city, for example, Blue Creek
(Guderjan, Lichtenstein, and Hanratty, this volume). But I think the great-
est promise of Maya palace research lies in its potential to help illuminate
not only local but also regional political organization.
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NOTES

1. On the other hand, high-status residences have been encountered in close
proximity of royal palaces. Harrison points to the West Plaza, the G and F Groups,
the so-called Bat Palace, and the South Acropolis at Tikal (Harrison, this volume). At
Caracol, it is not entirely clear where the ruling family lived, but Chase and Chase
(1998) identified a number of elite residential compounds within the core area.

2. It must be clearly stated, however, that mat designs alone do not constitute
sufficient evidence for the interpretation of a building as a Popol Nah. The north-
west palace unit on top of Caana and Structure B-67 at Las Sepulturas (see Christie,
this volume) both remain weak candidates unless additional lines of evidence can
be brought forward.

3. For a full discussion of the iconography of the facade of Structure 82-C, the
reader should consult Schele and Miller 1986: 140-142.

4. The nature of Maya courts is examined carefully in Royal Courts of the An-
cient Maya (Inomata and Houston 2001).

5. Harrison (this volume) interprets elite residences located close to the Great
Plaza of Tikal as possible secondary settings to which the Royal Court could move
when necessary. I think it is more likely that these were the houses of political and
religious officials who enjoyed considerable power and influence in the city govern-
ment. A general increase in the elite class in the Late Classic has been well docu-
mented in the literature (Chase and Chase 1992; Guderjan Lichtenstein, and Han-
ratty, this volume).

6. Looking at Maya society from the perspective of a noncorrespondence system
would be an innovative approach because it would focus on the relations between
individuals of the same or similar social status but at differing locations. Tradition-
ally, researchers have examined the relations between social groups at only one site
at a time. The former methodology can be described as horizontal, while the latter
is vertical.
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