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Maya buildings have always been multifaceted in nature, both in the past and 

during present times. The preservation of such artifacts is dictated by current 

archaeological research, tourist agendas in the region, conservation practice, and national 

cultural policies. This dissertation problematizes the practices of the architectural 

conservator in Petén, Guatemala, situating them within the many challenges currently 

faced by archaeological research and the study and preservation of ancient constructions. 

In this approach, it is argued that architecture is a living artifact charged with historic 

significance serving variable roles in archaeology, tourism, heritage, or Maya religion. 

The history of conservation in the Maya area has proven successful for professionals 

working with a multidisciplinary agenda in which the methodologies employed by 

archaeologists and conservators coexist, but this thesis focuses on the philosophical 

dilemmas that specifically surround archaeological work in Guatemala today. The role of 
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the state and its cultural policies is questioned in the context of archaeology, international 

conventions on cultural heritage, and activist demands of local communities and 

indigenous people. 

While the technical aspects of conservation have reached new levels of 

acceptance among the archaeological community, this dissertation argues that the ethical 

dilemmas inherent in the conservation of Maya ruins need to be addressed from the 

particular vantage point of a multicultural and multiethnic country like Guatemala. Based 

on ten years of fieldwork, this research describes and reflects on the conservation work at 

the site of San Bartolo, Petén, and the multi-faceted dynamics that influenced the 

intervention.  Finally, this dissertation addresses the possibilities of transcending the 

current multidisciplinary work among Maya scholars and transforming it into a 

community-based and inclusive archaeology that incorporates long-term sustainable 

conservation methods with shared values and interests. 



8 

Introduction 

This work is mainly a reflection on my own professional experience as a 

conservator of Maya architecture. Since 2002 I have collaborated with ten different 

archaeological projects in Belize, Mexico, and Honduras, but mostly in Guatemala. This 

dissertation is possible because of the people that lived at those sites more than two 

thousand years ago but more importantly, the conservation of ancient architecture is a 

reality in the lives of people that still live, work, or visit Guatemala today. Thus my study 

aims to create an awareness surrounding the ethics of Maya ruins as “living artifacts.” I 

highlight some of the reasons why I think the practice of conservation, as we know it 

(and archaeology for the most part), could be more oriented to local people and politics. 

Such reshaping of our methodologies can help us deviate from what I argue in my 

dissertation, is an excessive reconstruction of buildings that does not engage with the 

realities of heritage for the different people in Guatemala. 

I propose that the conservation of ancient buildings should fit more in the agenda 

of the communities near archaeological sites than in the modern claims of national or 

world heritage. The reflexivity must also occur at an individual and epistemological level 

in the archaeological community so we can focus more on what Larry Zimmerman, in 

2008, referred to as an ethnocritical archaeology, that distinguishes between what he calls 

the “real people” versus the “reconstructed people.” As native scholars and through the 

fields of archaeology and conservation, we have the opportunity to become active 

political agents and insert our practice in the bigger social changes that are constantly 

occurring in our Latin American countries. 
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Summarizing the main ideas I have developed in the study, I draw from “high-

level theory” in archaeology focusing on the decolonization of knowledge and the 

collaboration with native scholarship and people. In this project I propose that buildings 

should be treated by archaeologists beyond their objective, material associations and 

focused, instead, on why the structures are the way they are.  In other words, I am 

interested in understanding the many messages communicated by architecture, both in the 

ancient past but also in the modern present. The work of some archaeologists in the past 

decade have begun to more fully recognize the complexity of structures, and how their 

very existence honors the lives of people whose histories are attached to those ruined 

walls: in the past, the present, and the future. 

Working with ancient buildings in Maya archaeological sites is one of the most 

rewarding experiences I have had as a professional conservator. Yet at times, there can be 

something missing. In my opinion, undue emphasis is often placed on a single factor 

rather than a more holistic approach to the structures and the many ways that they need to 

engage with any number of different, and sometimes conflicting, agendas. 

 My job decisions as a conservator are ruled by the archaeological agenda. And 

they should be, but nevertheless, I often find myself caught between the immediate goals 

and objectives of an archaeological project and much larger issues, such as globalized 

definitions of heritage, national politics, or even the needs of local communities. 

 As I address in the dissertation, that some of these tensions can be viewed as 

ethical problems. 
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According to Jarret Zigon, an anthropologist that works with modern 

communities in Russia, these tensions can, if not identified and addressed early and 

adequately, lead to “a moral breakdown.” 

Unlike Zigon and his anthropology of moralities, I am not here to offer moral 

portraits or assessments of the people involved in archaeological work. I am here to 

demonstrate through my research that Maya ruins pose different ethical dilemmas than 

any other artifact, inside and outside the archaeological community. Buildings have 

played different roles, some created by archaeological politics, cultural tourism or 

national histories. In the words of Zimmerman (2008:158): “archaeology is built in a 

commonsense difference between the public and archaeology in which archaeology is 

constituted as a stable central discourse to which a marginal public is forced to relate.” 

I am here to argue that ruins or ancient buildings should be approached and 

treated, in terms of conservation, with an eye towards larger issues of peoples’ ethical 

sensibilities. The tricky part is in defining who these people are, and whose ethical 

sensibilities matter.  Should a building be reconstructed with goals of tourism in mind?  

And who are those tourists?  Wealthy foreigners?  Wealthy citizens?  Or local people, 

who are often much less economically privileged? Likewise, how much of conservation 

should be focused on reconstruction?  How much reconstruction should even be done?  In 

the history of Maya archaeology, there are projects who have focused on reconstruction, 

sometimes with an emphasis on imaginative reconstruction rather than archaeological 

facts. 
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In the dissertation, for instance, I use the examples of Uaxactun and Tikal, which 

were heavily reconstructed to show the grandeur of the Classic Maya, Uaxactun during 

the late 1920s and early ‘30s, and Tikal during the 1950s and 1960s.  

But in the process of preserving any one moment in a structure’s history, other 

“moments” in that structure’s history – different phases, for example – are often 

destroyed or made permanently inaccessible.  For the Tikal project – and the Guatemalan 

government with whom the project collaborated -- these dramatic reconstructions were 

done with tourism in mind. 

My self-reflection from a little over a decade as a conservator is only shared by 

the current work of a few professionals in the archaeological community (and typically 

those with an anthropological background or inclination). In 2003, I did my first field 

research in Guatemala at the site of Cancuen. These early experiences were useful once I 

arrived at UT, where similar philosophical questions were raised in the classes that were 

taught by the people in this room. These discussions of ethics in the classroom – and the 

anthropology of archaeology more generally – have been significant to this dissertation, 

which addresses the complexities of taking ideals from the classroom into the field, 

where questions of ownership, management, national heritage or state policy shift 

depending on the country in which you work. 

Although in the dissertation I survey the history of conservation in the Petén, 

focusing on Tikal and Uaxactun, I focus in particular on my work at San Bartolo, which 

was also influenced by the high standards established for conservation methodologies at 

Copan in Honduras. In Chapter Four, I present a detailed technical analysis of Structure 
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Sub-IA, which you see here, which was part of the larger Pinturas Complex at this Late 

Preclassic Maya site that was discovered by Bill Saturno in 2001, and who began the San 

Bartolo Regional Archeological Project in 2002 with Monica Urquizu. I am indebted to 

Bill for this opportunity.  

In my technical analysis, I emphasize the larger architectural context of the 

murals. Questions that I pose include a consideration of the history of the mural room and 

the very social forces that resulted in the current state of the murals.  In other words, my 

focus was on the construction events that led to the creation and eventual interment of the 

murals.  This focus is dramatically different than those of other team members, many of 

whom focused on exploring the meaning of the murals and their historical significance.  

For example, I address the possible structural failings of the Las Pinturas room, and how 

these failings contributed to the current state of the murals.  More than that, I also explore 

the implications of this structural collapse with regards to the conservation of the murals 

inside. Once the room was filled in for a later renovation by the ancient Maya, we have a 

looting episode in modern times. Possibly around the 1960s when the Petén district 

became more accessible to the rest of Guatemala. 

From the technical analysis of Chapter Four, I then move into a discussion of how 

the conservation work at San Bartolo needs to move into a new phase of considering how 

this fragile material should be managed in the long term and by whom.  I argue that we 

need to engage in what Zimmerman calls “ethnocritical archaeology” in which the 

archaeological team and the Guatemalan government also engage “members of 

descendent communities [who] have a collaborative role in archaeological analyses of 
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their pasts.” In his approach, community members are “provided the tools to reflect on 

their engagement with archaeology.”   As I explore in this chapter, these issues are 

exacerbated by any number of issues including establishing the parameters of local 

groups, who include indigenous Maya, Xinca, and Garifuna, as well as non-indigenous 

people, mostly Ladinos or Mestizos. Although I will not detail the complexity of issues 

here – which include modern social and political dynamics such as the Maya Movement 

– I try to address how these factors affect a conservation agenda, which must navigate

between ancient and modern, sacred and profane. 

In closing, is challenge our understanding of conservation practices in the Maya 

region.  Rather than espousing a monolithic, mechanical, systematized approach to 

architecture that views it as static, I have tried to situate conservation – and the buildings 

themselves – within the dynamics of societies ancient and modern.  I am not alone in 

these endeavors. 

In my opinion, the future will bring conservation and archaeological practices that 

are increasingly socially committed.  In this room, the interests of some of my own 

fellow students and colleagues from Guatemala, like Adriana Linares and Edwin Román, 

represent this new “trend,” which departs from the ways in which archaeology has 

traditionally operated in Guatemala. This might be one of the best moments we have had 

in decades to move away from the neoliberal delineations of heritage and tourism that 

have turned ancient buildings (and people) into historic relics.  Instead, I sincerely hope 

that we are in a new era in which issues of conservation are situated in a reciprocal 

system of knowledge. 



 14 

I thank project directors, my committee, and colleagues, all who have helped me 

develop these ideas, all of whom have challenged me to think about these issues from a 

variety of perspectives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 15 

LA ARQUITECTURA 

Chapter 1: 

Architectural Conservation and the Variable Roles of  

Maya Buildings  

Ancient architecture is a multifaceted theme, as buildings still serve very active 

and different roles in the Maya region –and abroad, if we consider the current affluence 

of tourism at these sites. This chapter opens with a general discussion about current 

functions and interpretations of Maya buildings, but mainly its main purpose is to offer a 

reflection on the varying perceptions currently held among the users of this built 

environment today and how these relate to conservation efforts. For example, after 

archaeologists have excavated a building, architectural conservators are responsible for 

the preservation and rehabilitation of those ancient structures so they can serve a new use. 

Such new function is typically tourism. Therefore, understanding the way a building 

performs or is used both in past and contemporary times is highly relevant for 

professional conservators. The decision on what this new use should be rests in the hands 

of many parties all of whom have different agendas and differing levels of ultimate 

control. In this section I highlight different perceptions about Maya architecture, 

including those of an archaeologist in charge of an excavation, the manager of an 

archaeological site, tourists, a government officer supervising a project, and some of the 

Maya people (pueblos Mayas). All of them constitute the “imaginary client” –from a 

strictly architectural design perspective– for whom a conservation project is designed and 

executed. Specifically for the Petén, I argue that the state is the entity that ends up 
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deciding the future of a nation’s patrimony since no archaeological work is carried out 

without the permission, supervision, and evaluation by Guatemalan authorities. 

The ancient and the contemporary Maya are typically treated as isolated topics 

within the larger discipline of anthropology (García 2003:1; for an exception see Part 4 in 

Golden and Borgstede 2004; Tiesler, Cobos, and Robertson 2002; Vogt 1969). While 

archaeologists struggle to understand the deep past, cultural anthropologists, ethnologists, 

and linguists analyze current behavior and practices. The Maya area is not historically 

uniform since each of its five modern nations of which it is composed has a different 

origin, evolution, and population; thus it is a challenge to encompass both past and 

present societies in a holistic interpretation of Maya culture. As an architectural 

conservator, I see the existence of pre-Hispanic buildings as a constant throughout time, 

creating variable human social interactions around them both in the past and currently 

after a restoration project. People’s activities involved ritual aspects of ancient societies 

while current behavior also includes ceremonial activity by some Maya groups but is 

centered mainly on recreational visits by diverse social groups. Therefore the present 

study incorporates such different kinds of interactions with the ancient built environment 

using architecture as the link.  

In archaeology, Mesoamerican architecture is classically studied and categorized 

in terms of its ancient meaning and aesthetic qualities (Andrews 1994; Gendrop 1998; 

Houston 1998; Kowalski 1999; Marquina 1951; Proskouriakoff 1963; Schávelzón 2008; 

Sharer and Traxler 2006). As noted by Evans (2004:1), a “powerful combination of 

mystery and exoticism…associated with pre-Columbian archaeology since its modern 
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inception in the nineteenth century” still prevails in the narrative of recent archaeological 

discoveries. When discussing Maya architecture it is common to invoke a romantic idea 

of what buildings looked like when they were originally constructed or to try to infer 

their probable uses throughout their history. A “romanticized sense” of Maya culture, 

according to Demarest and Woodfill (2012:136), also applies to “sympathetic advocates 

who fight for what the Maya need, their basic rights, and their positive image” today.1 An 

atypical view in archaeology is that of looking at the different events embedded in the 

history of buildings from an emic perspective (J. Miller 2008, see Chapter 4 for the use of 

this approach on the case study). This approach looks into the different construction 

events that make up for the building’s history by including various processes such as the 

construction, destruction, or deterioration of a structure. To these events most commonly 

evaluated by archaeologists I add the excavation and conservation of ancient structures 

today as part of the building’s record.  

The many facets that architecture presents can never be fully explored during the 

investigation of ancient buildings, due to budgetary concerns and time constraints on 

excavation, but also because of the state of deterioration (or preservation) in which the 

buildings are found. Specifically in the case of the Maya, there is a tendency to focus on 

the material culture associated with ancient structures while buildings are under 

excavation. As artifacts themselves, buildings offer a series of clues as to how they were 

constructed, used, and destroyed. This investigation is primarily concerned with the ways 

we interpret such data to piece together the history or stories that specific buildings are 

telling us and thus further our understanding of Maya culture. It is not only important to 

translate what the original builders thought and wished to accomplish in the past, but also 

                                                
1 Castañeda (1996:265) offers similar assertions on “Maya romanticization” in Yucatán today. 
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to incorporate the different perceptions and functions we currently have of Maya 

buildings when assigning them a new role.  
This study is centered on the conservation of architecture as an important 

representation of Maya cultural heritage. An architectural conservator critically assesses 

ancient architecture from the perspectives of its different users. Throughout a series of 

sections that consider a variety of approaches, this dissertation attempts to elucidate how 

a building is conceived, constructed, destroyed, put back together, and used once again. 

We have to note how a building can be read in a distinctive way depending on the 

audience and location, especially within past and current societies in the Maya territory. 

In hopes of a holistic approach to the study of ancient architecture in the region, I begin 

by exploring the various perceptions among social groups linked to Maya structures. 

Archaeology, tourism, and native communities hold their own requirements and 

intentions for dealing with ancient buildings. Only by taking into account the different 

roles architecture plays at archaeological sites, will we be able to offer a satisfactory 

solution to current conservation challenges. 

1.1 THE CONCEPT OF BUILDINGS IN ARCHAEOLOGY 

Due to the extensive nature of this topic, I provide a partial summary of how the 

perception of buildings in archaeology affects conservation efforts (further discussions on 

the specifics of both disciplines can be found in Chapter 2). As a basic principle, 

archaeology implies the further destruction of already deteriorated environments, the 

opposite of a conservation philosophy. For centuries now, archaeology in the Maya 

region has been recounting history primarily based on ceramic analysis, hieroglyphic 
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writing, and building chronologies. As a result, and due to better-preserved contexts and 

architectural remains, we have a superior understanding of how buildings functioned at 

ceremonial centers and in elite residential areas. In my opinion, this perception from the 

field of archaeology is the most influential in the management of Maya sites. I believe 

archaeological research that actively engages with and disrupts a site and its 

surroundings, has implications beyond the scholarly work that might grow out of such 

projects. The degree of engagement, or the lack of social and ethical commitment of a 

research project in an area, can result in drastic administration policies regarding 

archaeological sites.  

In this section, I explore the social aspect of archaeological theory and practice 

within the context of cultural heritage and the presentation of the past to the general 

public. Archaeologists often see a building as a material object, portrayed in the view of 

what it is assumed as the ancient perception of people toward such a building. In a recent 

study of Maya architecture, Julia Miller (2008:3) describes in detail different approaches 

to buildings in Maya archaeology. She divides them into the following categories: 

comparative, economic, spatial, and symbolic. Her approach is to analyze a building 

based on how the building originated, how it was built, and how it came to be destroyed. 

Such materiality in the eyes of the archaeologist subtly contrasts with the building notion 

of an architect, whose professional training includes important aspects of planning, 

design, and the creation of space. Architecture in the eyes of the architect encompasses a 

long process that starts with a concept or an idea of what a space could be and lasts until 

the building is constructed or even rehabilitated.   

BUILDINGS AS ARTIFACTS 
An excavated building is not just an organized pile of rocks. The ruined state of 

ancient architecture is an archaeological artifact that can be studied and preserved to be in 
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the memory and daily experiences of some people today. Researchers have been troubled 

since the beginning of Maya studies with the study of objects that are movable (e.g., 

altars, stelae) and immovable (e.g., buildings) and the interpretation of their original 

functions. The history, methods, and goals of Maya archaeological investigation have 

gone through different phases. The Tikal Project of the University of Pennsylvania 

(1956-1969) probably best exemplifies the sense of architecture as an artifact. The 

project’s extensive and thorough recording of buildings reflects “a hoary Project attitude, 

namely, that the subject can be profitably reduced to the level of the artifact for scrutiny 

in terms of substance, fabrication, morphology, modification and use” (Coe and Haviland 

1982:41). 

Thus perceptions of ancient Maya history have also changed through time. While 

the built environment is typically separated from the interpretation of portable artifacts, 

for the present discussion the architectural record will be treated as part of the artifacts 

studied by archaeologists and other specialists. Ancient Maya architecture not only serves 

as the context for the categorization of artifacts, but it has also remained a constant 

fascination for scholars, Maya groups, and the general public.  

Current perceptions of the ancient Maya have come from different sources but 

predominantly from archaeological research carried out in the area for over a hundred 

years. Throughout these investigations, the history of the ancient Maya has been viewed 

through different methodological lenses. Archaeological studies embrace a wide range of 

theoretical approaches and methodologies that engage with ethnography, epigraphy, 

iconography, astronomy, ideology, human sacrifice, dynastic history, political power, 
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monumentality, and theatricality. This approach is continuously reshaping the 

representations and identity of the ancient Maya (e.g., peaceful, warriors, astronomers, 

charismatic rulers).  

In the ancient Maya tradition, monuments, altars, hieroglyphic stairways, thrones, 

plazas, and architecture were often specifically named in the inscriptions and were treated 

as entities. They were not merely tools or objects of worship, but had a spiritual identity 

and power. Monuments or architecture were presented with blood offerings upon their 

construction. More importantly, when destroyed they were offered ceremonies and 

sacrifices (Demarest and Woodfill 2012:127). Buildings were and are still alive. They 

have, as described in the cultural heritage lingo, “a spirit of place” (UNESCO 20082).  

MAYA BUILDINGS AND THEIR FUNCTIONS: THEORIES AND APPROACHES 

Architectural theory shows that the generation of space involves more than 

construction materials and style. Buildings are meant to mainly serve a social function. In 

the late 1990s during my training as an architect in Mexico, Maya buildings were 

relegated to a general “pre-Hispanic” category. Based on a cultural-historical approach, 

we studied the forms and functions of buildings according to the evolution of culture, 

particularly that of Mexico. Such constructions were regarded as nothing more than ruins 

or partial views of a lost ancestry and extinct culture. In Mexico, Maya architecture is 

either the source of nostalgic sentiments for the past or a point of nationalistic pride and 

identity worth marketing for tourism.   

                                                
2 The Québec Declaration is ICOMOS’s document on the Preservation of the Spirit of Place as part of the 
current Initiative on Heritage of Religious Interest. Since 2007, the focus on world heritage has shifted to 
the role of local communities.   
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In today’s modern world, Maya buildings are also incomplete objects, isolated 

from modern societies and practices. Therefore, the concept of “ruins” needs to be 

included in this discussion for one important reason: professionals doing fieldwork rarely 

deal with something other than a partial or completely destroyed building. The term 

“ruin” also implies a romanticized idea of what of a whole building was, an image that 

carries a large part of its unknown history.  

Most basic concepts of architecture in Mesoamerican literature tend to emphasize 

buildings as a “social enterprise and as a carrier of cultural meanings” (Kowalski 1999). 

Consequently, architecture is typically viewed among archaeologists and art historians as 

comprising symbolic and material objects. Such disassociation from a larger social or 

urban context promotes an almost exclusive reading of buildings as the bearer of 

ornaments or as merely the context for artistic motifs. This perception has been typical 

since the early days of research, exemplified by the presentation of buildings in museum 

environments after archaeological research has ended. For instance, the Copan Sculpture 

Museum in Honduras is an example of how building design is divided and categorized 

between masonry and sculpture from an archaeological perspective (Fash 2010). Perhaps 

this was a necessity at Copan due to the incredible abundance of elaborate architectural 

sculpture. However, from the architectural point of view that I espouse, both the fabric 

and decoration should be considered as a whole. Surely the building planning originally 

viewed sculptural elements as part of the design. In this study, I strive for an integrated 

approach that views architectural decoration as an integral part of the building’s meaning 

(see case study at San Bartolo, Guatemala, in Chapter 4). 

Since we do not have hard evidence for construction planning, we must rely on 

movable objects, or the associated material record, to help us infer the function of ancient 

structures. Copan is an example of a long history of detailed investigations that still, at 
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times, do not reveal clear evidence of building use. Despite such extensive research done 

at the site, Plank argues that artifacts found during excavations in Copan are not 

sufficient to infer the function of buildings: 

My review of decades of excavation at Copan has led me to conclude that the 
excavation of acropolis architecture at Copan and perhaps other larger sites, as 
well as excavation of some of the major buildings of the Sepulturas-area 
compounds, with a few exceptions, does not and has not generally produced the 
kinds of artifactual remains that are useful in the functional analysis of 
architecture – through no fault of generations of archaeologists. (Plank 2003:88) 

 

Instead of an interpretation purely based on artifactual evidence, Plank (2003) 

offers a study focused on residences or smaller scale buildings at Copan, providing a 

different view of function based on hieroglyphic texts found associated with structures:  

Approaching Maya residence by using a Maya category in combination with its 
architectural and archaeological context encourages attention to cultural and 
social roles, rather than functions, and points to buildings and dwellings as social 
actors in their own right. (Plank 2003:93) 
 

Plank is not the first one to note the assumptions generally brought from western 

views of architecture. An ethnocentric approach to the study of Maya buildings has been 

evident since early excavations in the area (see the Carnegie Projects in Guatemala, 

Honduras, and Mexico described in Chapter 3). Particularly for these structures, 

monumentality has overshadowed the study of architecture, emphasizing the romantic 

idea of great ceremonial centers with “temples” and “royal palaces,” to name a few 

adopted foreign terminologies. By contrast, much less attention has been paid to other 

forms of architecture at Maya sites, especially in the domestic sector beyond the confines 

of the monumental centers. The presentation or performance of monumental buildings in 

the past is obviously tied to their function, but we must remember that authorities at 
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upper levels of a hierarchical political system probably designated their functions. And 

this is true for other cultures in Mesoamerica: 

The control of vast human resources and their production was unquestionably a 
central motivating force in the nucleation of peoples into towns, cities, and 
imperial capitals in ancient Mesoamerica. But art, ideology, and performance 
were what sustained the most successful civic-ceremonial centers through good 
times and bad for centuries, in the face of intense competition from rival 
kingdoms. (Carrasco 2009:450) 
 

In a similar way today, Maya ruins remain attached to hegemonic agendas of 

modern governments where archaeological sites and the buildings in them are owned, 

produced, and managed as a resource; they become a powerful and profitable supplier to 

the ritualistic and performative agenda of tourism. Therefore the presentation of their 

function and meaning is not only relegated to the interpretations of archaeological 

investigations. Within this complicated mix, architecture also needs to “perform” for any 

number of different audiences as dictated by contemporary governing structures. Beyond 

function, however, the concept of performance must be further explored, as it, too, has 

guided methodological approaches to architecture in recent years.  

PERFORMANCE STUDIES AND THE ANCIENT MAYA 

In the theatrical sense, performance is the act of staging or presenting a form of 

entertainment, but this particular notion has a slightly different application in Pre-

Hispanic contexts. Archaeologists interpret what is typically considered an attempt to 

entertain as a political measure used by the elites to maintain their ideological authority 

and control (Demarest 1992, 2004; Inomata and Coben 2006). Therefore, it is not 

surprising that the archaeological literature is full of words such as “human agency” and 

“existence” and “reflexive discourses” when it comes to discussing the relationship 

between archaeology and performance. But before focusing on performance, a brief 
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survey of the archaeological theory that opened the doors to performance studies is in 

order. 
The study of the ancient Maya has taken different approaches that are 

encompassed in broader archaeological theories and methods. Cross-disciplinary post-

modern perspectives were introduced in archaeology in the 1960’s, that focused “on 

cultural diversity and emphasize[d] flexibility in posing solutions to the problems and 

issues people face” (Walle 1998:25). Before this, cultural history was the dominant 

practice until processualism or the “new archaeology” analyzed material culture using the 

scientific method in an attempt to eliminate cultural biases.  

In the 1980s, post-processualism (Hodder and Hutson 2003:206-235; Trigger 

2006:444) was brought under the umbrella of postmodern thought, attempting to explore 

different approaches in anthropology that included semiotic and pragmatic theories 

(Coben 2006:224). Within the cognitive approach, symbolic pragmatics, for example, 

addresses additional dimensions of meaning, not merely the symbolic use of the objects 

associated with intentional human behavior (Byers 1999:265). The contextual approach 

challenged the assumptions of processual archaeologists by including the specificity of 

human behavior reflected in social conditions (Trigger 2006:456).  

Despite some of the postprocessual critiques, new trends in the research of ancient 

social practices and power relations through the archaeological record have appeared. 

Inomata and Coben (2006:13) discuss the broad concept of performance and its different 

application in the social sciences. It is not only an informal daily activity meant for 

human interaction, but also a theatrical act in a formalized mode of communicative 
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behavior between observer and performers. The authors (Inomata and Coben 2006:13) 

define theatricality as a type of performance that is relevant to the study of pre-modern 

societies. Recently, the focus of some archaeological studies like the one described by 

Inomata and Coben (2006:16) has been built on specific issues of power and community 

relations through theatrical performance. In the specific setting of Classic Maya 

archaeology, Houston (2006:138) defines spectacle as a marked behavior that is 

inherently staged. He makes clear that spectacles require human authorship and are not 

just the act of seeing and looking. For instance, the relation between performance, 

spectacle, and ritual shows that performances are part of spectacles but a spectacle should 

also be understood as a performance on a grand scale.  

On the other hand, it is important to note that not all performances are rituals nor 

are they spectacles. In what we might perceive as an interchangeable term for ceremony, 

ritual is described by Houston (2006:139) as the larger term that includes spectacle 

because of its repetition and marking. Rituals and ceremonies are concepts usually loaded 

with religious meaning, but Houston (Ibid.) includes Mesoamerican agricultural 

traditions and other non-sacred activities as part of a ritualistic practice. Perhaps a more 

useful way to approach these issues is to view the performances as fulfilling the needs of 

a Maya theater-state of sorts, which drew on a range of symbolism and rituals that 

incorporated agricultural and political messages. Simultaneously, such communications 

resonated with all types of audiences even today.  

The concept of “theater-states” was first used to describe Southeastern Asian 

civilizations where the centralized power of the state was consolidated by the 
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management of natural resources (Geertz 1980; Lansing 1991:11). Similar models 

applied to Mesoamerica are discussed by Demarest (1992:136; 2004), who argues for the 

role of religious ideology in the evolution of political dynamics in Classic Maya society. 

He goes on to explain how economic parameters required the development of political 

leadership for their management, emphasizing the role of Maya rulers, exchange systems, 

elite interaction and ideology (Ibid.:142). The legitimization of power was embedded 

with rituals that are depicted in monuments and read in the iconographic and epigraphic 

evidence. Those depictions commonly show warfare episodes, coronations, calendar 

period-endings, births and other royal events (Ibid.:144). 

The bulk of Maya labor was spent in construction of the elaborate stages of their 
ceremonial centers – plazas, temples, facades, monuments, costumes, exotics, and 
paraphernalia – all of these ritual events. Warfare and long-distance trade 
provided, respectively, the captives and goods needed to stage and costume these 
awe-inspiring displays. (Ibid.:148)  
 

 Viewed in this way, monumental art is typically looked at as a stationary image 

of the past when in reality it was originally conceived of as an animate and vital 

composition that served a variety of audiences (Houston and Stuart 1998). These notions 

of function and performance have had a very real impact on Maya studies, as scholars 

have sought to match specific rituals to specific forms of architecture. Here, I argue that 

this vital and multifaceted role of ancient architecture is not only a concern of the past. 

Today, conservators need to be aware of the many audiences and goals that Maya 

edifices continue to serve when profiling and executing their projects.  
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ARCHITECTURE AS THE STAGE OF ANCIENT RITUALS 

Some of the most distinctive architectural forms that have been interpreted by 

archaeologists as the stage of ancient performances are briefly described in the following 

section, since they now go beyond the allure of scholars and are the focus of tourist 

attractions serving as the stage for modern reenactments of the past. For this reason, the 

architectural conservator must take archaeological evidence into consideration when 

designing a project, ideally by being involved in the excavation of buildings. The 

rehabilitation of an edifice might have different layers of performance: to serve as the 

background for the tourist photograph, the stage of live tourist productions, or as the 

location of a religious ceremony of a contemporary Maya group (Demarest and Woodfill 

2012:124).  

Architectural planning and design is partially studied by archaeologists during 

excavations. Unlike the case of Maya sites that were still occupied by groups during the 

Conquest period, we lack a clear understanding of the specific function and meaning of 

structures at Preclassic and Classic settlements in most parts of the Maya region. There 

are no records of building design from ancient times, although some evidence can be 

found during excavations providing a glimpse of how an edifice was conceived and 

constructed (e.g. painted or recessed lines on stucco floors). The use of ethnographic and 

ethnohistoric data seems to be inappropriate to draw general conclusions on the subject, 

due to the great spans of time that separate the Conquest period and the Preclassic and 

Classic periods. As a result, scholars rely on the archaeological record, which primarily 

focuses on small-scale objects and has only assigned a typology for the most 

characteristic buildings based on the artifacts found in their surroundings.  

Although in my opinion more architectural studies focused on construction 

processes are still needed, stylistic analysis of building decorations and architectural 
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design, in conjunction with associated objects and the material record, have served as the 

keystone for the suggestion of ancient rituals and performances. Different iconographic 

and epigraphic evidence have helped to attribute possible performance functions to 

ancient constructions. This information comes from altars, stelae, hieroglyphic staircases, 

funerary chambers and small-scale objects such as decorated pottery, bones, and green 

stones that sometimes, too, carry imagery, graffiti, and inscriptions.  
To this day, monumental architecture includes building categories such as 

temples, palaces, ball courts, funerary chambers and residences. The terms indirectly 

indicate that the study of architecture by archaeologists is often predominantly focused on 

the elite population, whose monumental buildings and stone architecture are impressive 

and generally in a better state of preservation than the more ephemeral materials 

associated with other sectors of society. I make use of these large-scale and standardized 

structures to analyze the impact on contemporary representations of Maya architecture 

for cultural tourism in the following sections. After all, heritage management today 

resembles the production of monumental architecture in ancient Mesoamerica by the 

elites in its ideological sense. According to Abrams (1998) and his studies on human 

labor invested in buildings at Copan, construction was a manifestation of social power in 

ancient times. Similarly, today the motivations of some of the most privileged sectors in 

the population, in our case the state, the tourist industry, academic agendas or other 

political forces, make ceremonial architecture the main attraction for tourists by favoring 

the restoration of archaeological sites. 

One common strategy to publicize archaeological sites like Uaxactun in Petén, 

Guatemala, or Chichén Itzá in Yucatán, Mexico, is to direct the attention of visitors to 
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ancient structures associated with an astronomical function.  Some researchers, using the 

archeoastronomical approach, have argued for a specialized function of particular 

buildings as astronomical observatories (Aveni et al. 2003:172). Aveni (Ibid.:173) also 

suggests that ancient builders sought to align certain structures with different 

astronomical phenomena in order to create architectural hierophanies at sites in the Maya 

area as well as in other areas of Mesoamerica. Eliade (1958:11) attributes the term 

hierophany to “a manifestation of the sacred in the mental world of those who believe in 

it,” including rite, myth, cosmogony or god in such categorizations. These hierophanies 

are believed by some scholars to “enhance the drama of ritual” (Aveni et al. 2003:173).  

Ritual functions have been assigned to structures dating as early as the Preclassic 

period.  Some of the most representative forms of ritual architecture appear very early in 

the archaeological sequence and include the astronomical complex and the triadic 

arrangements. The first one consists of a single radial structure located to the west of a 

long-range platform with three superstructures, but a variation of this complex can also 

be found with three different structures on the eastern side, instead of a single elongated 

platform.  This assemblage is known as the “E Group,” based on structure E-VII-Sub in 

Uaxactun that showed a possible association between the complex and the observation of 

astronomic phenomena (Hansen 1998:63).  

Some authors argue that this function cannot be generally applied to every E-

Group, now found at more than thirty sites in the Maya Lowlands, since the orientations 

differ in many cases (Chase and Chase 1995:90; Doyle 2012:4). Nevertheless, besides the 

seasonal rituals corresponding to equinox and solstice observations often identified with 
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these E-Groups, an open space –perhaps for group performances– is also often present 

(Aveni et al. 2003:173). What does remain certain is the regular appearance of such 

assemblages throughout different areas of the Maya Lowlands since the late part of the 

Middle Preclassic into the transitional period from the Preclassic to the Early Classic 

(Beltrán n.d.; Hansen 1998:63). Recently, Estrada-Belli (2011:148) and Doyle (2012) 

even argue that E-Groups were the earliest examples of public space. Interestingly, 

during the Late Preclassic a different triadic arrangement replaced the E-Group and 

appears in conjunction with royal compounds at a number of sites (Clark and Hansen 

2001:17). Hansen (1998:66) states: 

An important distinction between the eastern platform structures of the E-Group 
complex and the triadic architecture format discussed below is that the end (distal) 
structures on the platform always face west rather than each other as do the triadic 
buildings.  
  

This transition from E-Groups to triadic groupings, and the variations in terms of 

orientation, demonstrate that while repeated architectural forms and structures appear 

throughout Maya history, their meanings may not always have been consistent. 

Other scholars have focused on different astronomical phenomena to explain the 

built environment.  Theories of power display through solar passages at major sites like 

Palenque (Méndez et al. 2005), Uxmal (Aveni et al. 2003), and Chichén Itzá (Milbrath 

1988) seem to find correspondences in the iconography and epigraphic record of 

buildings at these sites, and their tradition might be traced back into Preclassic times. 

Méndez (et al. 2005) discusses one building in particular at Palenque, Chiapas where a 

more complete hieroglyphic corpus has facilitated the interpretation of architectural 

programs and the history of the site. The Temple of the Sun is located in a Late Classic 
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triadic arrangement of buildings and is one of many at the site that have shown evidence 

of solar hierophanies. Méndez (et al. 2005:15) argues for a combination of lunar and solar 

passages manifested in the architecture and the performance of public ceremonies and 

spectacles that served to legitimize the divine ruler.    

Beyond the focus on astronomical hierophanies, another building type whose 

form is closely related to interpretations of its function and ritual significance is that of 

the ball court. Pre-Columbian iconographic representations and historical documents 

from the Colonial period include depictions and narratives about the ancient ball game. 

Ball courts are one of the most standardized architectural arrangements in Mesoamerican 

sites and have been the focus of specialized studies (Whittington 2001). To this day, the 

number of identified ball courts is over 1,560 in more than 1,200 sites, (Taladoire 

2001:97) and is proof of a chronologically and geographically extended tradition. The 

identification of iconographic and epigraphic data suggests the game as a symbol of 

power commonly performed by rulers (Ibid.). Moreover, the fascination with 

ethnographic and ethnological evidence and especially the Pop Wuj, (Popol Vuh) or 

Sacred Book of the K’iche’ (Chávez 1979; Christenson 2007), that vividly describes 

mythic ballgame encounters between supernatural beings, has generalized the mythical 

association of ball courts as a spatial relationship between the terrestrial level and the 

Underworld. 
Other architectural forms such as platforms, rooms with thrones and benches, 

patios and courtyards, have been associated with historical events of accession, dances, 

and warfare (Grube 1992; Houston et al. 2006; Inomata 2006; Looper 2009; Martin and 

Grube 2000; Schele and Matthews 1998; Stuart 1996; Tate 1992). These activities have 
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been suggested based on iconographic and epigraphic evidence, although it is hard to find 

solid archaeological data due to the intangible nature of these events.  

For this discussion, small-scale structures do not seem to play an active role in the 

interpretation of ancient Mesoamerican architecture. It is important to mention how 

skewed our view is toward performance and the spaces destined for such endeavors. Most 

of the research has been exclusively done in the context of monumentality and what is 

typically referred to as “public spaces.” Even if we can conclude we know little about 

how, for whom, and why, these performances took place, an extension to the domestic 

sphere suggests a broader understanding of ancient traditions and the variety of spaces 

where they could have been held. Some recent efforts to look at residential contexts 

(Gonlin and Lohse 2007, Love 1999, McAnany 1995, Plunket 2002) will expand our 

narrow perceptions of political and/or religious practices that are interpreted through the 

archaeological record. 

The remaining residential compounds at Maya sites are rarely considered for 

conservation projects (or excavation, for that matter). With the exception of elite 

residences at Copan and Palenque, these areas are not commonly targeted for tourism or 

restoration. 

1.2 PUBLIC PRESENTATION OF MAYA BUILDINGS  

An undeniable fact about architecture is that of its direct communication with the 

observer or user. Ancient Maya buildings not only engage with the researcher but also 

with a broad general audience at different archaeological sites in the region. For this 

particular topic, architecture can be studied under two main approaches: 1) the analysis of 
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a structure based on its archaeological record and how buildings were presented in the 

past, and 2) the contemporary role of a building as part of an archaeological site before or 

after restoration. For the purpose of this section, I briefly use both but delve deeper into 

the latter approach that is less commonly discussed in archaeology.  
The archaeological record of ancient performances has opened new possibilities 

for contemporary societies within the Maya area to revive the archaeological past in the 

form of reenactments of such intangible heritage. Although it is hard to assign specific 

functions to structures and to locate the exact place for ancient performances such as 

incense burning or accession ceremonies, these events are currently utilized by the 

tourism industry to gain economic benefits by attracting visitors to the Maya area. These 

motives override the importance of investigating the archaeological record and 

guaranteeing the preservation of the past by having to sell Maya architecture as an 

entertainment product.3 

A great investment has been made to restore and reconstruct architectural 

remains, and coordinate the promotion of tourism by governmental institutions in Mexico 

and Central America. It is sometimes common for them to consider culture and tourism 

under the same category. Such treatment of the ancient built environment is probably 

done in the same way that political systems perpetrated powerful displays in the past. In 

my opinion, archaeology and its professionals have not taken advantage of the important 

role they can play in the tourism industry. By assuming that their work stops with the 

excavation and processing of archaeological data, there is a continued separation between 

                                                
3 This is not exclusive to the Maya but is a common phenomenon in Pre-Hispanic 
Mesoamerican cultures and countries such as Egypt or Italy. 
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research and community involvement that prevents archaeologists from contributing and 

actively participating in the development of tourism at archaeological sites.4 As I broach 

later in this chapter, Russell (2006:1) investigates new ways to approach what has been 

perceived as static and monolithic conceptions of archaeology as a modern science, a 

topic that has direct implications and further ramifications for any discussion of 

conservation goals. The tourist industry implies using managerial skills that 

archaeologists often do not acquire in training or practice. The promotion of tourism in 

the Maya area has generated a variety of activities to attract national and international 

visitors to archaeological sites. These activities include the restoration of buildings, the 

construction of site museums, light-and-sound shows, the development of commercial 

facilities and the creation of “cultural products” to be “consumed” by visitors. 

DEFINING “AUDIENCE” FOR ANCIENT BUILDINGS: FROM OBJECT TO LIVE EXPERIENCE 
In this section, I consider a variety of issues related to modern “audiences” strictly 

regarding the presentation of the archaeological past, a complicated subject with a long 

history of investigation that far exceeds the boundaries of this dissertation. Nonetheless, I 

briefly summarize some of the common interpretations most pertinent to the topic of this 

study.  

I caution the reader that I strongly disagree with the idea of including indigenous 

and specifically contemporary Maya groups in the category of spectators of their own 

heritage. Before defining an audience, one needs to take into account the value of a 

                                                
4 A few exceptions of Maya scholars interacting with the general public were made for 
the recent 2012 phenomena.  
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cultural object based on the social conditions under which it was created. Cultural objects 

are the result of collective action and are dependent on the interactions and continuous 

discourse between the different contributors –those who conceive the idea, those who 

create them, and those to whom they are presented. When Bourdieu (1993:84) discusses 

the relationship between cultural production and power, he identifies a correspondence 

that can be applied to different scales. He also makes a distinction based on the social 

characteristics of the audience.  

The economic and cultural conditions for theatrical performances can vary (e.g., 

in terms of age, occupation, lifestyle) according to the content of the production. 

Audiences now have the option of experiencing cultural settings at entirely different 

levels. For example, the museum has gone from being the repository of artifacts to a 

more interactive and highly sensory environment (Dicks 2003:165). During the second 

half of the 1800s the proliferation of museums extended globally, in part due to the 

development of nationalism in Europe and imperial domination (Stocking 1985:5). The 

museum helped solve questions of cultural identity by displaying a standard 

representation of different cultures to “alien observers.”  

According to Fernández-Bravo (2003:78), museums are not only a way to impose 

hegemonic ideology but should also be considered “as theatres of memory, that is, as 

spaces where conflicting versions of identity compete, struggle, and attempt to attach 

historical meaning to material culture.” Of course it is essential to identify and look at the 

producers of such memories and the motivations that these new assumptions may have. 

Are these interpretations the result of archaeological research or perhaps cultural policy 
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in a particular country? In the search for public funding, museums and other sites of 

cultural display often have become what Dicks (2003:160) defines as attempts at  

“edutainment.” The need to find alternative sources of funding obliges institutions to 

consider a different function for cultural institutions that is now focused on providing 

both simulated experiences and displayed collections that create a public access to 

culture. Strategies include the use of communication technologies (e.g. screens, light-and-

sound) to generate the interaction of visitors with objects in museum settings or in situ 

displays.  

Therefore, what Bourdieu (1993:112) refers to as the market of symbolic goods is 

not only restricted to a particular group, typically the upper classes, but is broadly 

diffused and dependent on economic and social restraints. Bourdieu (Ibid.) dates the 

cultural industry to the Industrial Revolution and the mass production of cultural objects - 

what he called “symbolic capital” or “cultural capital” - that served not only a symbolic 

purpose but also become a commodity for new consumers.  

Presenting the past to the public implies identifying an audience in the same 

manner archaeologists struggle to define who made up the ancient audience at the Maya 

centers (or if there really was one). George S. Smith (2006:126) discusses the importance 

of public participation and the growing interest in archaeology to effectively 

communicate the past to modern societies. No matter how hard it is to find evidence of 

the meaning and functionality of buildings and open spaces, in a strictly architectural 

term, the new users are entitled to access the scientific data that explains the built 

environment. To a different degree, in terms of tourism, visitors temporarily utilize 
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archaeological sites and become the spectators of a staged scenario representing what has 

been interpreted as the past. Such performances commonly include real people in 

costume (Dicks 2003:21,167) or an interaction with architectural settings.5  

PRECEDENTS AND IMPACTS OF CURRENT PERFORMANCES AND DISPLAYS OF ANCIENT 
ARCHITECTURE 

The production of performance art events as a means of expression emerged in 

the mid-twentieth century in Europe (Groh 1981:1). “In performance art familiar daily 

activities of people in industrial societies are presented in a rather unsophisticated 

theatrical way with every-day objects as props” (Ciricl et al., cited in Groh 1981:1). Such 

presentations are very different from productions meant for entertainment, or serious 

educational events where the audience does not participate in an active way. 

Reenactments of ancient performance practices might seem to fit a category of scripted 

theater performance where an event can be indefinitely reproduced and performed.   

According to Coben (2006:227): 

Replication is not a static concept, and just as the meaning of a supposedly 
concrete phrase may change depending on context, so may the meaning of a 
supposedly concrete building, setting, sacred precinct, city, or landscape, or 
combination of any or all of them. 

 
Just as the archaeologist and the conservator can only really preserve one phase of 

a structure, so they have to make a choice about which “moment in time” to focus on. In 

reality, it is more common to find different stages of a building in one consolidation 

                                                
5 Performances along the Mexican Maya Riviera offer a great example of this (e.g., 
http://www.xcaret.com/xcaret-night-show-mayan-culture-cancun-mexico, accessed on 
March 13, 2013). 
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effort, a topic that I return to in Chapter 3. But this also brings our discussion to the 

notions of authenticity. 

In the realm of conservation, the reproduction or presentation of the past needs to 

consider both the material objects – buildings, monuments, artifacts – as well as the 

associated performances or reenactments of them.  At the crux of these discussions is the 

notion of authenticity, something commonly dealt with by museums and private 

collectors. In the archaeological context, something being authentic applies not only to 

small-scale objects, but can also be applied to the natural and built environment. In a 

material world where producing culture has become a great endeavor, questions of 

authenticity are present in everyday situations dealing with cultural heritage. Some 

artifacts are copied to guarantee their preservation, but most commonly they are 

replicated to satisfy the desire of tourists to bring back a memorable object from their 

cultural experience. Such experiences are offered on different levels in the form of small 

souvenirs or greater interactions with the original landscape that are transformed into 

memories. Russell (2006:15) discusses the dichotomy of the mass-produced versus the 

authentically unique object. In the so-called “crisis of representation,” the meaning and 

value of the original artifact is typically overlooked in favor of the production of hyper-

real experiences for visitors to experience the past as if they were in it.  

Through the production of interpretative centres and simulated heritage 
experiences, we, as archaeologists and heritage professionals, are encouraging the 
proliferation of hyper-realities in the form of ‘authentic’ tourism and heritage 
experiences which are dependent on the reappropriation of artefacts and 
monuments as images and simulations of the past (Russell 2006:16). 
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Russell (Ibid.) goes on to explain how the consumption of heritage is promoted by 

museums through images and experiences discerned via technological developments. 

This facilitates the diffusion of the past to a massive audience in what Stone and 

Molyneaux (1994:5) call the “institutionalized past.” In the end, archeology’s popular 

appeal results from its power of selling experiences of ancient times as authentic. Of 

course the definition of what authentic means differs dramatically from the 

archaeological and the indigenous perspectives. The public understanding of the function 

of archaeology as a discipline can completely deteriorate into misconceptions and 

suppositions of scientific data without careful and responsible oversight. 

ANCIENT MAYA SPECTACLE AND ARCHITECTURE TODAY 
Modern performances of pre-Hispanic traditions in the Maya area are 

reenactments of ancient history. Public performances of Maya historical events that were 

used in the early twentieth century to promote cultural representations at a national level 

(Fallow 1997:566) are now almost exclusively used to attract national and international 

tourism. Archaeostronomy has captivated tourists’ attention and the observation of 

astronomical events such as equinoxes and solstices are currently promoted by tourist 

agencies. Such events attract a great number of visitors that overwhelm site capacities on 

any given day. Some examples include Chichén Itzá and Uxmal, located in Yucatán, 

Mexico, where light-and-sound shows are offered during the evenings.  

At sites such as Tikal, Guatemala, Maya indigenous groups use the open spaces 

surrounding by monumental structures to perform the ancient tradition of incense burning 
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and sacrificial ceremonies. Within the political agendas concerning the use of ancient 

sites by contemporary Maya nations and governed by political agreements (further 

discussed in Chapter 2), modern altars are built as part of restoration programs to 

accommodate religious practices.6 

The most characteristic structures at ancient sites –such as ball courts or temple 

pyramids– serve as the stage for theatrical representations of narratives of Maya history. 

Other places such as Xcaret, located in the Riviera Maya,7 offer a less intrusive way to 

interact with original settings. Demonstrations of ancient traditions or, more likely, tourist 

productions, take place in replicated ancient architectural settings.  Reenactments of ball 

games and incense burning ceremonies for tourists are among the most customary 

representations.    

1.3 ARCHITECTURAL HERITAGE IN A MULTICULTURAL REGION 

As evidence presented in previous sections in this chapter reveal, Maya sites, and 

particularly restored architecture, play an essential role in the heritage business of Belize, 

El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Mexico. Undeniably they all share some Maya 

heritage but each one of these countries has its own particular way of constructing its 

national identity, history, and cultural identifications. When it comes to the ancient Maya, 

their history is indisputably and exclusively relegated to scholarly research interpretations 

                                                
6 E.g., the modern altar at the site of Cancuen, Guatemala used by the Maya Q’eqchi’ for 
the mayehak, a farming ritual (Demarest and Woodfill 2012:129). Another more familiar 
example is the altar located at the main plaza in Tikal 
(http://www.nytimes.com/2007/12/16/travel/16Tikal.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0; 
accessed on April 15, 2013). 
7 The Riviera Maya is a tourist district that mainly includes the Mexican states of 
Quintara Roo and Yucatán. 
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that ignore or deny the contrasting views of contemporary Maya groups regarding the 

material remains of their predecessors. García and Pereira (2006:104) provide a clear 

example of the different interpretations of Tikal: 1) a Maya spiritual leader sees it as the 

sacred place for pilgrimage, where his ancestors lived; 2) for archaeologists, Tikal is a 

Maya city of grand discoveries that narrates the cultural history of centuries; 3) for the 

national institute of tourism (INGUAT, acronym in Spanish), it is a source of income; 4) 

local businesses see it as an opportunity to make a profit every day; 5) finally, Tikal is the 

place where nature conservators monitor several species of the Maya Biosphere Reserve.  

The real challenge of archaeologists is to disagree with the official discourse and 

recognize the ancient Maya and their right to interact with the ancient built environment. 

Such discourse is not new in Guatemala. It corresponds to the manufactured history that 

accompanied the establishment of the national project of 1823 that negated the continuum 

of indigenous Maya groups after the “collapse” and even referred to them as “ignorant” 

and “disgraced Indians” (Taracena 2006:46, citing José Cecilio del Valle). What is the 

role of ancient buildings in such cultural disputes and identifications, if any? Does the 

study and conservation of archaeological sites aid or obstruct current Maya intellectual 

and cultural activism in the area? Do all Maya nations identify themselves with such 

remains of the past? What about the relationship between the ancient Maya and 

contemporary non-Maya populations such as Ladinos (Mestizos), Garífunas, or Xincas? 

As an architectural conservator, how are these perceptions relevant to the field? 

THE CONCEPT OF HERITAGE AND MAYA IDENTITIES 
 The assignment of values to cultural settings goes back to the origins of cultural-

historical archaeology in the late nineteenth century (Trigger 2006:235). In the 1940s, 
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with the foundation of the UNESCO,8 the creation of concepts such as heritage was 

established to define elements from the past that had cultural significance. According to 

Dicks (2003:197), heritage can be generally defined as “something that is passed down 

from one generation to the next.” We have learned that definitions of heritage can be 

quite problematic depending on the country, object, region, scale and other aspects that 

are being evaluated. UNESCO (1972) defines cultural heritage as tangible objects that 

can include monuments, groups of buildings, and sites. In the same document, natural 

heritage is considered as natural features, biological, geological, and physiographical 

formations, and natural sites or areas “of outstanding universal value from the point of 

view of science, conservation, or natural beauty” (UNESCO 1972). 

 Despite the tangible character of the previous terms, heritage also encapsulates: 

[t]he practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills – as well as the 
instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces associated therewith – that 
communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals recognize as part of their 
cultural heritage. (UNESCO 2003:2) 
  

 These are categorized as intangible elements that are passed from generation to 

generation, providing a sense of identity to a group of people.9 They are manifested in 

oral traditions and expressions, performing arts, social practices, rituals and festive 

events, knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe, and traditional 

craftsmanship (UNESCO 2003). It is the intangible cultural heritage that is relevant to 

this discussion since it is continuously reenacted in the interactions of the community 

                                                
8 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. Founded in 1945. 
9 It is worth discussing in detail which or whose identity these documents refer to. See section 1.4 below 
for further definitions of identity in the Maya area. 
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with their different environments that include restored archaeological sites (especially but 

not exclusively).  

 While heritage can have broader political and economic implications, cultural 

tourism, on the other hand, generally refers to tourism activities that are built around 

expressions of culture (Walle 1998:9). Typically, culture and heritage are used as 

interchangeable terms employed in tourism. Professionals in cultural tourism include a 

wide range of specialists in different disciplines, e.g., anthropologists, archaeologists, 

architects, and park managers. Russell (2006:1) states that: 

Given the industrialized and commercialized nature of heritage and tourism 
within western nations and the current mass simulation of archaeological sites and 
replication of archaeological artefacts in interpretative centres, it became clear 
that archaeology’s relationship to modern heritage and tourism industries was part 
of much more fundamental issues concerning archaeology’s qualities as a modern 
science and the role of technology and science in founding epistemologies in the 
modern world.  
 

 So it is not only questioning what archaeology is, but also what archaeology can 

do. In an exploration of the past, and with a special fixation on visual media as a method 

of communicating meaning, modern societies use archaeology to explain contemporary 

social concerns (Russell 2006:3). Archaeology is the eye through which we tend to look 

at the past. Its interpretation of artifacts reconstructs the life of cultures that no longer 

exist through the objects they left behind. Among the most important artifacts in the 

study of the ancient Maya is architecture, which has held great appeal for explorers, 

researchers, and governments. Most ancient settlements and smaller artifacts associated 

with buildings have been reactivated from their “inactive” state through analysis and 
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restoration, after their original creators stopped using them. These new uses of material 

culture are determining part of the future for countries as part of modern economic and 

political endeavors such as tourism. These politics include the construction of new and 

diverse cultural identities that in the Maya region are particularly complex due to their 

multi- and intercultural nature. 

According to Hale (1997:568), identity politics is defined as the “collective 

sensibilities and actions that come from a particular location within society, in direct 

defiance of universal categories that tend to subsume, erase, or suppress this 

particularity.” In Mexico, for example, Yucatán is probably one of the states with the 

longest history of cultural politics of identity that is now heavily influenced by tourism. 

As a social movement that probably has its origins in the early twentieth century during 

post-revolutionary times, mayanism is defined by Fallaw (1997:555) as “an attempt to 

encourage ethnic pride as a means of eventually instilling class consciousness, 

indigenismo being merely a way-station on the road to socialism.” Although such terms 

were first used specifically for the Maya of Yucatán, the appropriation of the term is now 

common in different areas of that region. The indigenous groups and their history and 

traditions were once repudiated by the state and reconstructed along with its biggest 

archaeological sites by a Maya-oriented policy in the Yucatecan government.  

The restoration of pride to indigenous people in the Yucatán during the 1930s can 

still be felt in contemporary society through collective memory and state politics. From 

the contact period to contemporary archaeological investigations and development of 

tourism in other parts of the Maya area, indigenous groups have been through socio-
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political processes at the national level and more recently have been influenced by 

widespread indigenous political activity. Throughout their history indigenous groups 

have experienced colonization, acculturation, nationalism, indigeneity, racism, and 

classism.  

Belize, El Salvador, and Honduras commonly face their own degrees of 

complexity in identity categorizations, as indigenous populations represent the Maya, 

Xinca, and Garífuna. The racist discourse in Guatemala was relatively recently 

introduced to academic discussions, highlighting the privileged position as a social group 

of the Mestizos or Ladinos10 over indigenous groups (Hale 1999:273). Honduras is of 

special interest due to the site of Copan, a project that serves as an important model in 

terms of research and management (see Chapter 3 for a historic overview of 

archaeological investigations at the site of Copan). In terms of identity politics, Honduras 

was no stranger to the process of mayanización, a clear political attempt by the state in 

the early twentieth century to build a national identity surrounding a Maya ancestry and 

legacy, despite the prevalence of non-Maya ethic groups in the region, such as the 

Lencas. For Honduras, such a process was strictly tied to the role of American 

archaeological projects at Copan and the United Fruit Company funds in the region 

(Euraque 2004:43).  

                                                
10 The term Ladino has its origin in seventeenth century Guatemala as the result of the castes that 
originated from the mix of Spanish, criollos, and indigenous peoples (Esquit and Gálvez 1997:19). This 
group slowly gained social and political power, most evidently over the indigenous land and populations. 
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Guatemala presented a similar influence from such foreign investments and the 

hegemonic centralized notion that attempted to homogenize the population around an 

educational policy of assimilation (Esquit and Gálvez 1997:22).  

The National Indigenous Institute was founded in 1946, influenced by the 
indigenism that was in vogue in the continent at the time. This was an expression 
of the state’s interest in getting closer to the indigenous culture, becoming more 
familiar with the changes affecting it, and to some degree, attenuating their 
destructive impact. In any case, the indigenous were still not considered equals 
within their diversity, a situation that led to certain concepts of guardianship 
(Ibid.:23).  
 
This dissertation is focused mainly on the northern part of Guatemala. 

Nevertheless, it is important to discuss the different populations that relate to Maya sites 

as part of their heritage, which I turn to below. Often the differences in identity perceived 

by indigenous groups are overlooked, and their heritage, ownership, and management of 

a homogeneous “Maya” cultural legacy become part of the neoliberal speech that 

populates current cultural policy in Guatemala. In this discourse the diversity and 

differences among the populations in Petén are overshadowed by a desire to condense a 

national identity of Guatemalans founded on the restoration of ancient Maya buildings.   

Current activist scholarship in Guatemala can offer a different subtext for the use 

of Maya architecture in the Pan-Mayanist (Warren 1998) or the Maya Movement (Fischer 

and Brown 1996) cultural agenda (Cojtí 1996:43, Demarest and Woodfill 2012; Esquit 

2012; García y Pereira 2007; Inomata 2003; Zamora and Cojtí 2004). Beyond the tourist 

experience, there is the issue of cultural regeneration and the role of archaeological sites 

in the process of self-representation of Maya nations (Montejo 2005). I believe, however, 
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that Maya identity will never be encapsulated within an absolute category. Our current 

understanding of the ancient Maya is explained through the role of the past in present-day 

society. Unlike ethnographers, archaeologists typically lack direct communication with 

the people they study. Visual perception is the vehicle for interpreting the objects 

collected as part of the archaeological record. To a certain extent, artifacts or ancient 

material remains are understood and interpreted as visual representations of 

contemporary conceptions of the past (Stone and Molyneaux 1994:4). The circulation of 

images, videos, and popular literature about Maya sites creates in its potential visitors a 

pre-conception of their environment, building up expectations about a mystical world. 

The architectural conservator continuously feels the need to speculate about the 

experience a tourist will or should have at the time he or she visits an archaeological site. 

Typically, such speculations go beyond the scientific purpose to investigate a site in the 

first place and only end up turning the building (and therefore “the past”) into a 

marketable commodity.     

BUILDINGS, CULTURAL TOURISM, AND MAYA ARCHAEOLOGY  

Archaeology leaves us a grossly distorted illusion of a rounded history: we inherit 
the temples and graves, the palaces and monuments, as if the world were peopled 
only by priests, kings and corpses. We market them like cornflakes, or annex their 
grandeur to contemporary ends of commerce or politics, and in the process risk 
destroying the monuments, or diminishing them to vanishing point. (Maev 
Kennedy, cited in Russell 2006:v) 
 
The Maya area possesses a great amount of tangible and intangible cultural 

resources in the form of archaeological sites, customs, and folklore that are usually 

combined to produce marketable identities of native people. Cultural tourism is often 
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used as a tool to fight poverty (WTO 2004:1). The success of cultural tourism is evident 

in the economic growth that generates employment and investments, but some ethical 

implications are left at the bottom of the list of priorities when identity issues are 

neglected. The value of an attractive cultural product takes over the original aspects of an 

edifice. While this generates resources for cultural tourism, the current appearances of 

some ancient buildings typically reside very loosely in anthropological and 

archaeological knowledge. In this case and under a neoliberal ideology, whatever is 

advertised as a monolithic image of a culture could severely harm and misrepresent the 

different characteristics of Maya nations. 

Maya culture was unusually heavily invested in both collective ritual life and 
individual symbols of ideological power. This investment is manifest in their 
monuments – ideological statements expressed in millions of tons of stone 
(Demarest 1992:136).  
 
It is no wonder that architecture has been the artifact of preference for staging 

reenactments of ancient performances. Unlike the museum, archaeological sites and the 

original settings of what is interpreted as a traditional practice, offer the viewer a more 

holistic experience and what some might claim as a more “authentic” experience. The 

popularity of archaeology surpasses its scientific nature, expanding from the academic 

and professional sphere into one that engages with the tourist experiences of thousands of 

visitors each year. However, in an effort to make knowledge accessible to a wider 

audience, educational motivations can result in a negative impact to society.  

Mooney-Melvin (1991:36) traces the romantic idea of visiting sites to the 1820s 

when people began to look for adventure, education, and amusement. Popular 
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representations of heritage derive from the work of archaeologists and other specialists 

who actively search for scientific understanding. Some of the challenges faced by 

professionals in the field of preservation and cultural tourism include dealing with public 

interaction and participation in archaeological excavations. Such involvement results in 

financial benefits brought to local communities and to supporting further research and 

preservation efforts. We end up with role reversal effects when we suppose that the 

ancient theater-state was investing its resources in performances, when modern states 

now depend on the exploitation of cultural resources to gain socio-economic benefits.  

For example, Freidel (1992:125) noted for the ancient Maya that   

Periodically, great kings or great political crises would demand innovative 
localities and designs, such as Pacal’s funerary Temple of the Inscriptions at 
Palenque. How they redesigned their ceremonial architecture may have much to 
tell us about their particular strategies of proclaiming and maintaining political 
power. 

 

Ironically, this statement could be applied to the modern present and the decisions 

made by the authorities that determine how and what reconstructions and reenactments 

tell us about identity and political authority. 

A political or economic incentive might not be the right way to approach the 

restoration of Maya sites, but the inarguable participation of different governments is 

present in every architectural conservation effort. International organizations and local 

governments generate policies and guidelines to promote cultural tourism using 

innovative marketing techniques. The preservation of cultural heritage is in the hands of 

groups of power that often forget the real impact of their decisions on less privileged 

social groups. The mass production of restored archaeological sites proves that the 
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methodological approach to architectural conservation has been limited to the service of 

such purposes since they are the only ones able to sponsor the costs.  

By physically transforming the built environment or reintegrating the lost 

elements of one particular structure, the social function of conservation is sometimes 

completely redefined by the tourist agenda. As a result, a restricted view of the 

archaeology and restoration for an exclusive performative purpose reflects a manipulated 

or partial cultural history of the Maya. In my opinion, a holistic approach to conserving 

the past for future generations should come from a team effort that can combine 

managerial and archaeological skills with the profound understanding of architecture as 

an artifact embedded with meaning. However, currently an integrated holistic approach to 

conservation is just a dream, and the different interest agencies and agents involved are 

frequently at odds over interpretation as well as policy matters. 

Exacerbating this situation are the misrepresentations of the Maya that have been 

depicted in Hollywood films (e.g., Apocalypto, see Hansen 2012 for an attempt to justify 

such depictions from an archaeological perspective), which corrupt both ancient and 

contemporary Maya identities. In my opinion, such films and reenactments mostly 

challenge the ethics of archaeology in its social context to arbitrate public and scholarly 

opinions. This is not to say that some sort of collaboration with popular culture cannot be 

beneficial for the field. Like any other, archaeology is a field vulnerable to faults in 

professional ethics. Specialists with an anthropological, archaeological, or artistic 

background commonly fail to notice the broader impact of their research by neglecting 

the public aspect of their investigations and only focusing on the academic and 

professional realms.  

In her study of northern Guatemala, Paredes (1999) demonstrates how knowledge 

about the ancient Maya is restricted to archaeology students, government employees, or 
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looters who have been in direct contact with objects. The search for a didactic experience 

in the original archaeological setting should be included as a part of the research design, 

taking into account the dynamics of contemporary society and its cultural representations 

of the past. This is probably the only way to counter the fact that ancient buildings in the 

Maya area are almost automatically transformed in the mind of visitors into a beautiful 

metaphor of a long gone mysterious and romantic past.  

MAYA CULTURAL TOURISM AND ITS ACTORS 

Typically Maya archaeological sites are part of the tourist agenda and 

investigations are mainly approved and supervised by the state, where the majority of 

professionals are trained in archaeology at the undergraduate level. The investigation of 

ancient sites is left almost entirely to research projects that are sponsored by foreign 

investment that includes restoration to contribute to the state’s tourist agenda.  

Tourism as “the world’s largest industry” (Walle 1998:5) is closely linked to 

economic development. It has been integrated into regional planning around ancient 

Maya settlements with both positive and negative impacts. Cultural tourism is a 

discipline with a distinct mission than that of archaeological research, transforming 

culture into marketable products. However, looking at the impacts of tourism on host 

countries or stakeholders11 should have a greater emphasis in the agenda of the state, the 

private sector, and archaeological projects. In the Maya area, speaking of “stakeholders” 

includes the participation of indigenous groups. Modern arguments embracing a business 

perspective with activities that only intended to benefit “customers,” can generate serious 

repercussions in the traditional lifestyles of contemporary Maya communities. 

Professionals involved in archaeological research tend to act with an isolated agenda, 
                                                
11 These standardized terms derive from a neoliberal cultural heritage discourse that assumes a 
homogenized social dynamic opposed to the varying contexts in which Guatemala’s history has formed.  
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removing themselves from what happens after the excavations are done. Walle (1998:53) 

states: 
Cultural tourism is a major industry and it profoundly impacts many host cultures. 
Traditional cultures, furthermore, often emerge as tourist attractions. And all too 
often, these indigenous populations lack the skills and perspectives that are 
required to effectively navigate in a strange and complex world. Sadly, some 
sensitive and well-intentioned professionals refuse to become involved in 
practitioner assignments involving tourism; as a result, they are not available to 
interface between the host culture and the tourism industry that seeks to serve the 
larger culture. And ironically, these individuals are often proud of (and even smug 
about) their retreat. It is hoped that these skilled individuals will get their head out 
of the sand and begin to provide the leadership that is so sorely needed. 
 
As I discussed earlier in this chapter, there is little archaeological evidence to 

identify specific uses or the users of ancient Maya buildings. If cultural tourism makes 

these sites accessible to the general public, professionals could implement a wide-ranging 

strategy to mitigate the social impacts on indigenous communities by engaging active 

participation in tourist agendas with these groups.12 A clear and serious ethical 

commitment is needed from professionals in Maya studies. 

 The World Tourism Organization (WTO 2004:1) asserts that cultural tourism 

“represents movements of people motivated by cultural intents such as study tours, 

performing arts, festivals, cultural events, visits to sites and monuments, as well as travel 

for pilgrimages.” This might partially explain the multiple activities and productions for 

tourists. The valuable “cultural experience” is also about having interactions with native 

people, with the way they live, their identity and character. As a result of Maya scholarly 

research that began over a century ago, archaeological culture in the form of published 
                                                
12 I refer the reader once more to the events, press conferences, and symposiums on the 13 Bak’tun/2012, 
where archaeologists agreed to participate (e.g., http://www.prensalibre.com/mayas_2012/Baktun-atrae-
culturas_0_764323587.html, accessed on March 13, 2013) 
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information, restored sites, and museums has been available to understand and preserve 

Maya history and its legacy.  

Cultural tourism not only offers the possibility for explanations and 

representations on a local level, but its projections go out to the world community as one 

heritage that everybody is entitled to share and protect. Heritage is a concept surrounded 

by questions of ownership. Whose past is it? Who is responsible to protect and manage 

it? Public participation in archaeology seems to be higher than the participation of 

archaeologists in public aspects of their field (Smith 2006:130). Smith (Ibid.:131) also 

discusses the ethical responsibility of archaeologists as the vehicle to “inform and 

captivate, inspire and illuminate, excite and challenge, and most of all they must tell our 

collective story in a way that helps others to touch the past.” 

Going back to our previous example, Maya architecture as an instrument of 

storytelling is highlighted in the Copan Sculpture Museum in Honduras: 

The city’s sculptors produced some of the finest and most animated buildings and 
temples in the Maya area, in addition to stunning monolithic statues (stelae) and 
altars. Opened on August 3, 1996, the museum was initiated as an international 
collaboration to preserve Copan’s original stone monuments. Today it fosters 
cultural understanding and promotes Hondurans’ identity with the past. (Fash 
2010:3) 
 

Without undermining such efforts to engage in collaborative research and 

outreach, in the following chapters of this dissertation I delve into deeper discussions of 

the ethical sensibilities and relations of knowledge production that are fundamental to the 

study, conservation, and presentation of Maya architecture.  
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1.4 THE PROBLEMATIC OF MAYA BUILDINGS 

…“las ruinas”, fragmentos narrativos de un relato que surge en la intertextualidad 
de la ciudad, es el punto donde converge la integración entre arqueología y 
restauración como disciplinas. (Juárez 2009:271) 
 

Time is the key when Maya architecture is the object of study. All moments in the 

history of an edifice are essential for a complete analysis. A building undergoing 

conservation must be viewed, simultaneously, as constructed, maintained, abandoned, 

intentionally destroyed, ruined, and rehabilitated. A multicultural and intercultural region 

like that occupied by Mayans offers a long history of construction processes for scholars 

to take into account. It is vital to explore the different meanings that architecture can 

render in a territory encompassing five different political nations with an intrinsic social 

complexity.  

After briefly reviewing some of the different roles of ancient architecture in the 

Maya region we can conclude that the study and presentation of buildings remains 

problematic to this day. In the next chapter, I discuss some of the dilemmas faced by 

architectural conservators in the Maya area today to better illustrate the biggest 

challenges in this field. 

Architecture can be perceived differently by an archaeologist in the excavation 

trench, or the architectural conservator in charge of its restoration at a large site. Needless 

to say, buildings have a completely different meaning for foreign or national groups or 

toursits. That might not be an issue in archaeological research, but I believe it is one for 

the field of conservation. I do not see how such professionals can continue working with 

buildings, following the discrete perspectives of only archaeology, or only tourism, or 

only heritage management. I choose not to see Maya ruins in a bubble where buildings 

only exist for the amusement or benefit of some social groups. Instead, I “choose” to join 
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the study of ancient buildings from a holistic perspective where they are valued as ideas, 

social objects, and unique treasures of past and present Maya populations. I refuse to see 

the field of architectural conservation as a mere instrument for massive falsification of 

ancient Maya history and therefore, a device of oppression for contemporary Maya or 

other indigenous groups. I do not know for sure if a middle ground can be found besides 

collaborative research, but I attempt, in this dissertation, to define the ways that 

architectural conservation can help both the field of archaeology and the societies that 

make use of ancient sites today. 
The original value and significance of artifacts might never be recovered in the 

archaeological record, but the attempts to reconstruct it and disseminate such knowledge 

should not be restricted to marketing Maya history as a product for general consumption. 

As the pendulum moves back and forth, archaeological research projects look for new 

ways of interpreting Maya sites, and new research trends and interpretations come in 

waves of what seem to be fashionable topics.  

Ritual architecture and its replication play an important role in the construction of 

the identity of contemporary societies inhabiting the ancient Maya region. While cultural 

tourism and the production of culture are focused on solving financial issues, the 

performance of monuments will be limited to a superficial form of entertainment that 

does not address their long-term conservation. Maya heritage is a valuable source of 

knowledge that can help construct a better understanding of the past that will help 

guarantee its preservation and use by modern societies.   

Archaeologists, like others who have tales to tell about the past, are ‘sophisticated 
storytellers’ and as such we are ‘performers on a public stage.’ (Fagan 2002:254 
cited in Holtorf 2006:172) 
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The role of cultural tourism professionals is vital in the transmission of scientific 

knowledge and the search for a balanced integration of history, archaeology, politics, 

economics, and community. Within the Maya area, Guatemala and Mexico seem to show 

the greatest disparity between national and international tourism at archaeological sites. It 

is important to note that Quintana Roo, heart of the Riviera Maya, represents the only 

Mexican state where international tourists are double the number of national tourists 

(Batllori 2003:55). 

Researchers cannot be indifferent and stay outside the “theater production,” nor 

should they become part of the crowd that applauds the misrepresentation of 

archaeological data. If mass production is inevitable for the growing industry of tourism, 

there is a responsibility to actively become part of the production of truthful cultural 

products. Scientific knowledge can reach a broader audience besides academia and the 

professional realms of archaeology, contributing to the construction of cultural identities 

that can eliminate the temporal and shallow performances of some modern versions of 

cultural heritage.  

Architectural conservators are not the only professionals facing ethical dilemmas 

in Maya studies. New evaluations of research methods and objectives are needed, that 

include their direct and indirect influence on societies. The ways in which the ancient 

past is related to the lives of modern populations in the Maya region and the world can 

partially be instrumentally employed in the study and conservation of archaeological 

sites. Are we too late in the game to modify the rules of engagement between 



 58 

conservation and Maya buildings? Most certainly not. We are obliged to reestablish our 

ethical grounds in order to guarantee that the methods employed in the investigation and 

rehabilitation of Maya buildings are the best for our times and circumstances. In the case 

of San Bartolo (see Chapter 4 for a detailed description of the challenges encountered in 

the excavation and conservation work at the site, the case study in this dissertation), the 

building housing a Late Preclassic mural program plays an important role in scholarly 

debates around the origins of Maya civilization (Saturno et al. 2005:51). Even if it is not 

open to the public, the images portrayed in the building walls speak about early Maya 

mythology and religion to the general public. Most importantly, the murals are now one 

of the top cultural heritage sites nominated by the state in Guatemala for having 

“outstanding universal value.”13 For all these reasons and different appropriations of the 

depictions in the murals today, careful considerations had to be made for its conservation 

project.  

After quickly reviewing the variable roles of architecture in this particular region, 

the following chapter describes the most common demands imposed on architectural 

conservation in Petén, Guatemala, from a conservator’s perspective.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
13 This categorization complies with UNESCO’s World Heritage List. Guatemala as one of the state parties 
nominated San Bartolo and other sites to be on the tentative list (see Chapter 5 for other mentions of this 
topic). 
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LOS RETOS 

Chapter 2:   

Current Challenges of Conservation in the Guatemalan Lowlands 

It is only in the last thirty years that the ‘philosophical’ aspects of preservation 
have entered into the conservation debate. The debate is an on-going process 
which is now leading us to recognise that the philosophical aspects form an 
important part of the decisions that have to be made in the field of conservation. 
Issues such as the marketing of history, the control of visitor numbers, recognition 
of the special characteristics of each site, whether to preserve as found or restore 
to a specific period, all these need to be grasped and resolved for each site before 
any of the technical decisions can be taken. (Strike 1994:3) 
 

The effective conservation of Maya architecture implies looking at the different 

aspects of ancient construction in the context of current archaeological research. 

Therefore the many philosophical challenges associated with this profession will be 

highlighted in this chapter, while the technical aspects of conservation will be included as 

part of the discussions of the case study in Chapter 4.  

The modern territory that encompasses Belize, El Salvador, Guatemala, 

Honduras, and Mexico, has thousands of Maya settlements dating from Preclassic to 

Postclassic times (1000 BCE-1500 CE). Since the early 1900s, field archaeologists have 

uncovered the different layers that constitute the architectural history of ancient 

settlements in this area, along with the social processes embedded in buildings as 

artifacts. Guided by almost exactly the same methods implemented by the first 

archaeological projects of the last century, approaches to architecture still include the 

stratigraphic excavation and documentation of architectural features (i.e. floors, walls, 

decorative elements). These approaches to the study of Maya buildings have typically 

been concerned with chronological histories and the use of theoretical frameworks of 

political and stylistic analysis to infer architectural function.  
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Field archaeologists and conservators face the challenge of not only interacting 

with the material culture they uncover but also with presenting the past to the public, both 

national and international. Although the tradition of preserving Maya sites is at least a 

century old, there still exists a tradition of transforming original remains into completely 

new structures. The idea of preserving a site is overwritten by proud intentions to shine as 

the best and most remarkable site for the tourist to experience. Today, the restoration of 

ceremonial architecture in the Maya area is extensive and represents a direct contact with 

the history of ancient and contemporary Maya peoples. Within the context of their 

original settings, buildings are displayed for the amusement and education of a national 

and international audience in the form of an institutionalized representation of Maya 

culture that sometimes misrepresents archaeological data by creating marketable cultural 

commodities. On the one hand, we have the scientific community contributing to our 

knowledge of ancient societies, and on the other, a need by whom to exploit our cultural 

heritage as a commodity for economic profit. Even if we struggle to keep a balance, the 

second almost always prevails. As architectural conservators, we are faced with the 

dilemma of presenting the past to local populations and international travelers that have a 

wide array of agendas and interests, while at the same time inserting ourselves in the 

archaeological investigation. 

Therefore the conservation of Maya architecture implies looking at different 

aspects of ancient construction as well as contemporary issues of archaeology and 

heritage studies. Usually, architectural conservators are considered specialists who can 

contribute invaluable knowledge to the consolidation and restoration of ancient buildings. 

But very few projects will consider having such a specialist as part of a research project 

from its initial planning stages. Typically, the architectural conservator is recognized as 

the expert that will join the project after a building has been exposed through a series of 
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excavations. Such late participation can result in a great amount of reconstruction of 

deteriorated and sometimes non-existent architectural features when there is not a careful 

understanding of the building under study. Most of the conservation work, even today, is 

typically based on Classic period architecture, which is most commonly found on the 

surface but often overlies earlier, sometimes Preclassic, structures. As addressed in 

Chapter 1, the choice to preserve only one phase of a structure is a central issue 

confronting conservators, but is also one that must be addressed very early on in 

excavations, in collaboration with an archaeological team consisting of experts on 

conservation, archaeology, architecture, and engineering  (also see Chapter 4 for the case 

of San Bartolo). Because of these many different issues, Maya architectural conservation 

has become part of a growing concern among the professionals in the fields of 

archaeology, architecture, and heritage management.  

In this chapter I address some of the political, historical, and methodological 

issues common in the field of architectural conservation. I focus on archaeological 

heritage and its relevance to modern societies in the Maya area, specifically in northern 

Guatemala. Rather than being a treatise on how to do conservation, this study is focused 

on examining the different scenarios to consider before the work is performed. By doing 

this I argue that better results can be obtained from the excavation and study of a building 

that lead to the completion of a sensitive and appropriate conservation project.  

2.1 THE DICHOTOMY OF ARCHAEOLOGY AND ARCHITECTURAL CONSERVATION 
 

Early in my career, I learned that architectural conservation of Maya buildings 

was a task relegated mostly to archaeologists in charge of field excavations. On one side, 

I often heard archaeologists say how architects and conservators were trained to do 

specific tasks that had more to do with dealing with buildings and artifacts after 
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excavations had taken place. On the other hand, some archaeologists saw great benefits 

from working closely with conservators in the field, recognizing the advantages of 

combining the methodologies of both professions in the study and restoration of 

buildings. These sentiments are characterized by Fagan: 

The stereotype of the conservator in archaeology is of someone who mends pots, 
stabilizes waterlogged artifacts, or achieves miracles of restoration. In fact, 
conservation encompasses a much broader field of endeavor than just the care of 
objects. Conservation professionals include individuals with backgrounds in fields 
ranging from geology and chemistry to architecture and engineering. These 
professionals can and should play an integral role in the preservation of 
archaeological sites. But for that to happen, archaeologists need a new perspective 
on archaeological conservation, one in which conservation is the top priority 
whenever fieldwork is planned. (Fagan 2003) 

 

Consequently I ask: Are archaeology and architectural conservation so different in 

their methods and objectives that they cannot coexist, especially given the undeniable 

nature of Maya studies as both multi- and interdisciplinary? In this section I discuss some 

of the qualities and challenges of both professions and argue along with other scholars, 

that these two not only can but should coexist most of the time in the field.  Again, I 

quote from Fagan: 

Public archaeology—which seeks to inform the public about cultural heritage and 
investigation of the past—is a growth industry. As numerous observers have 
pointed out, an aware public and an archaeology engaged in society are key to 
preserving the archaeological record. Unfortunately, these all-important 
conservation activities do not rank high in the archaeological pantheon of valued 
activities, despite the passionate engagement of many eminent and influential 
archaeologists. (Fagan 2003) 
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As previously discussed in Chapter 1, Maya architecture was meant to 

communicate and convey important and varied messages (Houston 1998).14 The built 

environment is archaeologically identified as the most important medium through which 

the cosmology, religion, economics, and politics of power of the ancient Maya was 

communicated. I believe that the buildings remaining today are also embedded with a 

strong historical narrative surrounding national and international cultural politics that is 

worth exploring in depth. In dealing with pre-Hispanic buildings in the Maya region we 

must be aware of the different needs posed by indigenous and non-indigenous groups, 

scholarly research, tourism, and economics, to mention a few.  

THE ARCHAEOLOGIST’S CONSERVATION DILEMMAS 

Trigger (2003:1) affirms that: “Archaeology might have been invented 

specifically as a case study for the philosophy of science.” Such assertion results from the 

debates Trigger observes in his discipline of defining it as a social science, history, or 

anthropology (Ibid.). I believe that Mesoamerican archaeologists as much as their 

European colleagues should consider the anthropology and history of their country in 

their research design. A stronger anthropological focus could help them establish a 

bilateral communication with the different social groups that interact with the sites 

currently studied by archaeologists. That could improve some of the their contributions in 

the realm of conservation of Maya sites today.  

 In my work, I constantly meet field archaeologists or academics who deal with 

Maya architecture directly in their excavations or in lesser degrees, i.e., collecting sherds 

inside a room, documenting architectural features, excavating a burial chamber, 

                                                
14 This volume focuses mainly on Classic Maya architecture. Since then there have been several important 
publications on buildings from the Preclassic period in the Guatemalan Symposium volumes, in addition to 
conferences on Maya art and architecture like the recent 2013 Maya Meetings at UT-Austin. 
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deciphering the text on a wall or a step. Almost all of them are passionately devoted to 

the Maya and archaeology, of course. They are trained to perform as anthropologists in 

general, no doubt, but usually their research is oriented toward a subfield of archaeology 

in order to undertake specific challenges. For example, some might self-identify as 

ceramicists, osteologists, iconographers, or epigraphers. Others will simply name their 

broad interests in the field, avoiding categorizations that might prevent them from 

receiving a more general appointment. It is interesting, however, that few if any field 

excavators of Maya ruins define their specialty as architectural study. In fact, it is curious 

how architecture plays an almost negligible role as a sub-specialty within archaeology, 

despite its obvious importance.  

In Chapter 1, I briefly described the different ways in which archaeologists study 

architecture. In the words of an archaeologist the difference between her/his discipline 

and that of the conservator lies in the following:  

The archaeologist would ideally like to understand how Maya civilization 
developed over time through excavating a Maya site in a way that would fully 
uncover (or at least meaningfully sample) the unfolding evolution from the 
genesis of the first village to the emergence and oscillations of the complex social 
and political forms symbolized by carved monuments and massive public 
architecture through to the final collapse of polity and the eventual abandonment 
that all Maya sites have witnessed. The preservationist looks to resurrect an image 
of the Maya city at its height as a social and political statement in support of the 
cultural patrimony of Mesoamerica. (Black 1990a:377) 
 

Black’s assumption about the architectural conservator  (in his text referred to as 

the preservationist) exemplifies some of these perceptions of a limited, post-excavation 

participation by the conservation expert. Expected to act almost as the Dr. Frankenstein 

of buildings, can we really “resurrect” those “high” moments in ancient Maya histories 

without a full understanding of them? Is the architectural conservator only useful to 
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represent and serve the cultural patrimony industry? Or worse, can archaeologists only 

benefit from our “services” to clean up and organize the debris and remaining elements of 

excavated buildings? Could archaeologists be better prepared to face decisions involving 

the excavation of architecture if they had an architectural conservator on site? I think 

most definitely in the following examples: 

In my opinion, the dismantling of Structures E-VII, A-1 and A-V at Uaxactun and 
Structure 5D-33-1st at Tikal were properly and justifiably done, given what was 
known and not known when these decisions were made. (Black 1990a:379) 

 

I have not fully come to agree with Black in these particular cases (and I discuss 

them in Chapter 3 along with other examples) although it seems, that most of the 

archaeological community has accepted the dismantling of later construction phases as 

part of the history of archaeological research. Rarely we find an explanation or 

justification for some of the more recent atrocious examples where Maya buildings have 

not been properly excavated or reconstructed before excavation even occurred. Larios 

(2005a) has made evident some of these reconstructions before in his restoration criteria 

and I am in agreement that such abuses using a reconstructive technique should be 

eradicated from the conservation agenda. Most of the times such reconstructions occur 

because archaeologists and conservators are not coordinated in the decisions. Or even 

after the restoration has been decided and completed on a structure, the conservation 

expert is not fully responsible for such choices when the excavation is in the control of 

the archaeologist. 

The problems associated with inappropriate conservation strategies are rarely 

documented and mostly accepted as the norm by now. Uaxactun’s E-VII-Sub and Tikal’s 

North Acropolis are not the only ones. Archaeologists essentially rely on guidelines or 
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criteria that barely fit the particular needs of Maya buildings (legislation is discussed in a 

section below). There are very few texts written to prepare the archeologist to face some 

of the most common problems in the field that compromise the integrity of an artifact 

(e.g., bone, shell, stucco, textiles), before seeking the help of a conservation expert 

(Rodgers 2004; Schneider 2001). When it comes to architecture, the situation differs 

since the building is not typically treated as an actual “artifact” in the sense of smaller 

objects. The study of Maya buildings implies a basic knowledge of art, epigraphy, 

planning, structural analysis, construction materials and techniques, and architectural 

finishes, to name a few. Despite the knowledge the archaeologist might have about 

ancient construction, the architectural conservator can easily engage in fruitful 

discussions in the field to help them solve problems together.  

I believe some of the most common dilemmas faced by archaeologists are really 

"making the call” to have an architectural conservator be part of their team. It is not 

unusual to have an archaeological project do backfilling as a way to reach the percentage 

required for conservation. In Guatemala 15% of the project’s budget must be spent on 

conservation efforts (MCD 2012, Agreement 001-2012, Article 26-4). Some 

archaeologists are even hesitant to call upon a conservator because they view 

conservators as “complicating” the matter (for instance, most conservators’ salaries are 

higher than those of dirt archaeologists due to the specialized work they perform. They 

also require an on-site lab to treat and store materials and special tools and supplies. 

Usually conservators tend to slow operations down by cleaning, documenting, and 

securing fragile elements and environments).15 In the following section I try to 

summarize some of the work carried out by an architectural conservator. 

                                                
15 See Saturno et al. 2005:6 for a brief description of the excavation and conservation work at San 
Bartolo’s Structure Sub-IA, also constituting the case study of this dissertation in Chapter 4). 
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THE ARCHITECTURAL CONSERVATOR 

The architectural conservator (hereafter referred to as AC) is a professional who 

deals with cultural heritage or objects of public interest. Such a specialist not only 

responds to colleagues, patrimony, but her/his actions also bear a responsibility to 

society.  

Architectural conservation, like architectural design, is a creative process. Design 
skills are applied especially in fitting in a new use efficiently and sensitively into 
an existing building, in accommodating services without them becoming an 
eyesore and in the careful execution of details, especially where new materials 
join with existing ones. (Orbasli 2008:6) 

 

Although coming from a variety of professional backgrounds, the AC typically 

has an architectural training. On the education of the architect, Vitruvius stated in one of 

the first theoretical treatises of the field, dating to the first century B.C.:  

The architect should be equipped with knowledge of many branches of study and 
varied kinds of learning, for it is by his judgment that all work done by the other 
arts is put to test. (Vitruvius 1999:5) 
 

He goes on to explain the qualifications an architect should also have or acquire: 

knowledge of drawing, geometrical theories and methods, and a wide knowledge of 

history. Although Vitruvius was most likely referring to the history of the Persians and 

Greeks, having an assortment of skills can be valuable in archaeology. There are some 

advantages that come from having an architectural training that particularly useful in 

Maya archaeological fieldwork. Some of these skills include: drafting, knowledge on 

materials and construction, space and structural design, and managerial skills usually 

involved in oversight of construction work, etcetera).  
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History of the Maya region might be one of the greatest challenges to fit in the 

architect’s agenda. The AC mainly relies on the archaeologists particularly for the ancient 

past. Unlike other countries, Mexico and more recently Guatemala are the only modern 

nations that train conservators to work in the Maya area. It is important to note that such 

training is mainly done at the college level and with a particular focus on movable objects 

for the most part. Very few professionals can locally train and gain experience as an 

architectural conservator. 

According to the National Park Service in the United States as listed under 

Resources Stewardship for Cultural Resources,16 an architectural conservator "is a 

preservation technologist who attempts to combine the perspectives of an architectural 

historian with the overall approach of an architect and the scientific focus of a 

conservator.” As an interdisciplinary professional working at historic and prehistoric sites 

in parks, centers, and offices both public and private in the U.S., the AC should have the 

following essential competencies when dealing with architecture (and I selectively list a 

few of them): The ability to do historical research, documentation, diagnosis, material 

analysis, consolidation, interpretation, and identification of site significance; and also to 

employ an interdisciplinary approach with other professionals, and maintain effective 

communication. The requirements of architectural conservators who work in Mayan 

occupied countries are very specific as well but educational institutions do not always 

provide the essential competencies for a professional working in this region.  

Based on the unique context of Latin America, a conservation tradition does not 

have a long history of development as in some other regions of the world a lot of 

improvement could be made to include the current sociocultural context in which 

                                                
16 http://www.nps.gov/training/npsonly/RSC/archcons.htm 
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archaeological projects occur. And even within Latin America, each country has its own 

history and local dynamics when dealing with heritage. The skill set typical of a 

conservator trained elsewhere would only translate in the technical sense. There is no 

standard procedure for operating in the field that would be universal in terms of the social 

and cultural context of a building or its archaeological investigation. The training of 

professionals who do conservation and archaeology work must be attuned to the 

particular needs of Maya buildings and their current contexts (be they rural or urban).  

In Mexico, the National Institute of Anthropology and History (INAH) represents 

the best-organized institution in the Maya region for its years of experience, its presence, 

and its representation in policy making and training.17 INAH has established seven 

categories for conservators and the same number and stratification for architects working 

at the state or “Centro” level.18 These categories are designated fairly to each Centro 

depending on the type and number of sites/monuments each Mexican state has in its 

inventory. The lowest categories (types A-C, “Auxiliar”, “Conservador”, and 

“Epecializado”) require a B.A. in architecture and one year of experience. The ones that 

follow up the ladder (types D and E, “Diseñador” and “Dictaminador”) require an M.A. 

and several years of experience while the last two (F and G, “Programador” and “Perito”) 

are senior positions that require a Ph.D. and one and four years of experience, 

respectively. The position known as “architectural conservator” is located in the second-

to-last category (B): "a professional technician with a degree in architecture and one year 

of experience." I must emphasize that these positions are strictly designed for dealing 

with buildings in archaeological contexts but are generally housed in the Historic 

                                                
17 For instance, the National School of Conservation, Restoration, and Museography (ENCRyM, acronym 
in Spanish) offers a Masters program in the conservation and restoration of immovable cultural property.  
18http://www.gobiernodigital.inah.gob.mx/Transparencia/Archivos/catalogo%20arquitectos%20y%20resta
uradores.pdf (Accessed on April 15, 2013). 
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Monuments offices at INAH centers. It is understood that these professionals can work 

for INAH’s subdivision of Architecture and Restoration in the Conservation and 

Restoration of Mexico’s archaeological, historical, and paleontological cultural 

patrimony. 

Guatemala has a completely different structure for the professionals in 

conservation at the National Institute of Anthropology and History (IDAEH, acronym in 

Spanish). There are no specific positions for architectural conservators and specialized 

training only happens at the master’s level at the national university. The University of 

San Carlos in Guatemala (USAC, acronym in Spanish) offers a Master’s in Restoration of 

Monuments with an emphasis on Immovable Property and Historic Cores. The Spanish 

Agency for International Development Cooperation (AECID, acronym in Spanish), in 

collaboration with the Central American Higher Education Council (CSUCA, acronym in 

Spanish), offers the Central American Master’s in Conservation and Management of 

Cultural Patrimony for Development.19  

I believe that Maya architectural remains demand a holistic understanding of past 

and present Maya culture that one profession cannot accomplish on its own. Ideally, all 

professionals in Maya studies should have access to an interdisciplinary academic 

program like the ones described above. I have personally benefited from being able to 

select my academic training in the different fields needed to acquire a better 

understanding of the particulars of Maya architecture. By expanding my knowledge of 

archaeology, art history, and preservation, I have improved my understanding of Maya 

architecture by identifying problems in a broader context than that of an archaeologist, an 

architect or a conservator trained in a single more limited discipline.  

                                                
19 (http://mpd.webs.upv.es/convocatoria.htm).  
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The role of capable and professionally trained specialists is vital for the proper 

study and treatment of buildings. By having the right skill set, conservation will no longer 

have to be a difficulty task for archaeologists. Conservators and archaeologists should 

identity the similarities in their professional code of ethics to obtain satisfactory results 

when carrying out fieldwork.  

For over a century, the conservation of Maya ruins has meant simply mechanical 

restoration or "interventions." If we analyze the word, its meaning is not very far from the 

reality of current process and results. An intervention is a "rescue" or, as defined by the 

Oxford American Dictionary: "the action or process of intervening, an action taken to 

improve a situation" (or in this case perhaps improving a ruined building). I particularly 

like the Oxford American definition of intervention as "the interference of a country in 

another's affairs," to stress my point. 

The complexity of Maya studies becomes markedly more crucial when we are 

dealing with buildings. We assume that, in the ancient past, different specialists 

participated in the production of artwork and buildings.20 Although we do not know 

exactly how many people worked in construction21 or the details of such contractual work 

between "client” and “builders" (Schávelzon 1982), archaeological, iconographic, and 

epigraphic evidence implies the existence of a complex, hierarchical structure where 

someone directed the work. Based on how we plan and execute conservation projects 

today, there might be a possibility that the people who directed a building project in the 

past also actively participated in the process of design.  

                                                
20 For instance, see Cowgill (2003:44) for a reference on architects in Teotihuacan, Mexico; Hurst (2009) 
for mural painting specialists at San Bartolo, Guatemala; or Abrams (1998:131) for plaster manufacturers 
in Copan, Honduras.  
21 Abrams’s (1994, 1998) works on energetics provide an approximate calculation on man/day based on 
experimental work at Copan, Honduras.  
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We typically categorize Maya buildings using generic functional terms such as 

“palace” or “temple” that mainly derive from other cultures and completely different 

social contexts, as I touched upon in Chapter 1. The economic aspects of monumental 

architecture, along with their ceremonial attributes, make the typical site tour today all 

about experiencing the life of elite populations and the architectural settings of ancient 

kings and queens. But Maya buildings were not all about the privileged part of society. 

Architecture is recognized as the result of a long process where more than one person is 

involved. Public architecture carries sociopolitical and cultural implications that imply 

collective efforts.  

As problematic as it is to establish the original function of an ancient building, it 

is equally problematic to assign Maya sites the new purpose of serving as tourist 

attractions. First of all, in my view, an old structure ceases to be a house or a place of 

veneration when its remains are substituted with a modern shell that may or may not 

reflect its original form. The tourists standing at the top of a building are the new users 

who get different levels of educational experiences from ancient structures. Second, a 

false appearance creates a new narrative for the history of the building. Most importantly, 

it is the original design(s) that carries the meaning and understanding of its builders and 

the ancient knowledge of construction, which should be, in my opinion, the focus of 

conservation efforts.  

There are some conservators that only document architectural elements in detail 

and instead of conducting a restoration project they chose to leave the building’s 

appearance the way it has been found by archaeologists during excavations (Larios 

2005a). In doing this, not only are we preserving the building but also the history of its 

deterioration and the knowledge of its original creators by “freezing” such images in time 

through consolidation. 
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As conservators we usually tend to focus on the particulars of material science 

and heritage policy but are not invested in understanding ancient history in the Maya 

region to apply appropriate conservation treatments for ancient buildings. My 

professional training ranges from architecture, art history, archaeology, and anthropology 

to architectural conservation. The interdisciplinary nature of my work was facilitated by a 

doctoral degree in Latin American Studies, in which I was able to construct a program of 

study that availed itself of a variety of courses and methodologies, and numerous field 

experiences. Over the last decade I have collaborated with ten different Maya 

archaeological projects in Belize, Guatemala, Honduras, and Mexico. There I have 

witnessed a wide range of archaeologists approach the excavations with different levels 

of experience or merely following their instincts, curiosity, natural talent, or the simple 

desire to test a trendy theory at their excavations. Only a very small number of 

archaeologists have some, if any, knowledge of conservation theory or methods, a point 

also raised by Fagan:  

At no point in the careers of most archaeology graduate students do they receive 
comprehensive training in conservation. Most Ph.D. candidates have never heard 
of Lipe's groundbreaking paper, let alone have read it. When questioned about 
this lacuna, many hard-pressed faculty say that they do not have time to include 
conservation in the curriculum. To which the only response must be that they 
need to reorder their priorities, for the future of archaeology and for the benefit of 
their students' careers. It is also a matter of basic professional ethics. (Fagan 2003) 
 

Conservation or heritage studies are not part of the undergraduate (or 

Licenciatura in Latin American countries) or graduate curriculum, but the reality is that 

sooner rather than later most professionals will encounter some sort of conservation 

dilemma when working in Mesoamerica. Maya studies are characterized by a series of 

different specialties that include linguistics, archaeology, cultural anthropology, 
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architecture, art history, engineering, urbanism, geography, and conservation. Working 

with Maya architecture is an exceptional enterprise due to the different types of buildings, 

time periods, and current physical and geographic conditions of structures. I believe that 

in the context of archaeological research, the architectural conservator relegated to the 

category of “luxury” and not a “necessity.” 

Besides exploring the semiotics of architecture, heritage studies are more 

dominant in the current curriculum of archaeological training than conservation 

techniques and philosophies. Despite that, some conservation awareness and 

interdisciplinary methods prevail in Guatemala, as archaeology has managed to employ a 

collaborative approach to building restoration at major projects in Petén thanks to the 

efforts of early research projects (primarily the University of Pennsylvania project in 

Tikal mainly, see Chapter 3).   

Architecture as found in archaeological excavations frequently presents serious 

conservation challenges. In the words of Coe and Haviland (1982:13) in the context of 

the excavations of the Tikal Project: “Quest of data and responsible physical destruction 

went hand in hand to clash inevitably with the interests of conservation.” Some 

conservators recognize the diversity of construction materials and cultural traits as an 

important challenge for Maya site conservation and management (Castellanos 2009:9). 

The deterioration of construction materials constitutes a technical problem for 

conservators throughout the world has been an issue since the early nineteenth century, 

requiring an intellectual exchange between researchers and practitioners (Matero 1993). 

“The coat of plaster is the skin of the Maya building. The durable, smooth surface 

protects the walls, roof, and floors from weather degradation” (Hurst 2009:112). We have 

reached high levels of acceptance when reconstructing a building with the architectural 

parts that were lost throughout time, but we are opposed to restore the protection of the 
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building fabric with a plastered layer that can provide protection to masonry walls. The 

works at Tikal in the 1960s are now in much need of another round of conservation 

treatments as the limestone facades are slowly pulverizing and losing their integrity due 

to exposure to changing levels of humidity (Larios 2009b, Morales et al. 2008).  

Collaborative work between excavators and conservators, when done in the early 

phases of a project, has proven effective, for a holistic understanding of a building’s 

history, combining archaeology and conservation methods. Archaeologists, unlike 

conservators, are perhaps less convinced that collaborative work is essential in their 

research of buildings. Nonetheless, in my experience many of my colleagues in the field 

are considering interdisciplinary approaches as they face their own battles with Maya 

buildings. The work of other more experienced professionals and scholars has left us a 

good foundation to guide and solve most conservation dilemmas.22 Active professionals 

doing hands-on conservation of Maya architecture, including archaeologists, have shared 

their valuable lessons in the form of restoration criteria, along with old and new 

legislation enacted by local government (Larios 2009a, see summary of restoration 

criteria by Larios in Chapter 3).  

2.2 LEGISLATION: SOME RULES ARE MEANT TO BE BENT 

Collective efforts regarding the conservation of Maya sites vary at the local, 

national, and international levels. Decision-making at the international level is mentioned 

in most of the literature on cultural heritage management and conservation. Most 

countries with cultural patrimony have adopted guidelines, recommendations, and 

doctrines from UNESCO, ICOMOS, and other well-established international 

organizations. Guatemala subscribed to the Convention Concerning the Protection of the 

                                                
22 An example of this is the extensive conservation work in the history of Copan, Honduras (Fash 2010).  
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World Cultural and Natural Heritage23 in its Decree No. 47-78 and to the Convention on 

the Protection of the Archaeological, Historical, and Artistic Heritage of the American 

Nations of El Salvador, 1976 in its Decree No. 53-79 (Larios 2009a:19). The purpose of 

this thesis is not to focus on such documents, which are the legal setting for the 

conservation work but do not solve conservation dilemmas at the local level. Mexico and 

Central America have their particular cultural and political demands in terms of heritage 

and its preservation.  

Architectural conservation is not simply about buildings, it is also about people, 
and the approaches to conservation at any time will inevitably be linked to the 
values of society at that time. The role of the conservation professional is to make 
balanced judgments that will help maintain the continuity of buildings and 
townscapes, while serving present-day communities and their needs. (Orbasli 
2008:6) 
 

To Orbasli’s remark we must add that in the case of Guatemala and ancient Maya 

architecture, those judgments should ideally be accompanied by inclusive national 

conservation legislation and a similar professional disposition in the field of archaeology.  

Conservation guidelines have not been black and white at any level. On this subject, the 

Maya area seems more of a multicolor mix when it comes to conservation 

recommendations and criteria. This is not surprising when some of the descendants of the 

ancient Maya are active social actors with collective claims to the use of their sacred 

spaces.24  

There is no doubt that centuries of oppression of the indigenous populations have, 
with justification, polarized attitudes. Whether they like it or not, however, this 
does not alter the fact that all Guatemalans share a greater or lesser percentage of 
the same blood. That is why all Guatemalans have the same duty to protect, care 

                                                
23 Paris, November 16, 1972. Guatemala was accepted on January 16, 1979 
(http://www.unesco.org/eri/la/convention.asp?KO=13055&language=E&order=alpha). 
24 The full document for the Sacred Sites Initiative 3835-2008 can be viewed at: 
http://www.oxlajujajpop.org.gt/images/stories/Oxlajuj/Iniciativa.pdf (Accessed on April 15, 2013). 
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for, and administer Guatemala’s cultural and natural heritage, whether it be 300, 
2,000, or more than 4,000 years old. This is an important point, because Mayan 
groups are currently claiming the exclusive right to manage and administer their 
sacred sites, including archaeological sites, lagoons, volcanoes, caves with river 
sources, and hot springs. With the greatest respect to Mayan priests and their 
religious beliefs, all Guatemalans have equal rights to protect archaeological sites 
for the reasons outlined previously. (Valdés 2006:97)  

The interests of modern states whose sovereignties encompass the Maya area are 
not tied to preservation per se as much as to the need to create monuments to past 
glories and for present purposes. (Black 1990a:378) 
 

Conservation is considered a science in the sense of analyzing and treating 

construction materials of buildings and smaller artifacts. But no science is foreign to 

institutions of law and policy-making that coordinate the actions of the people involved 

in this particular activity. I personally find architectural conservation an almost strictly 

political endeavor. Sadly, it is not inclusive of all political actors. The methods and 

theory implemented today can solve the specifics of a conservation job while the 

decision-making in the planning and execution of a conservation project is a constant 

negotiation between legislation and professional ethics. The politics of conservation are 

not only defined in terms of the sensibilities and judiciousness of the actors involved but 

also in the constant struggles encountered during excavation or the technical aspects of 

architecture itself.  

CONSERVATION AND THE LAW IN GUATEMALA 

Architectural conservation in Guatemala is a duality between pristine 

archaeological sites and reconstructed ones. There are many sites waiting to be studied by 

archaeologists, but the rest are a combination of modestly and severely reconstructed 

architectural landscapes. The ancient Maya did not leave evidence of the design planning 

stages of their buildings. With the lack of copyrighted architectural works, there is no 
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apparent objection to reconstructing ancient buildings today. Very few laws censor 

archaeologists and conservators from doing such work. State regulations exist for the 

protection of cultural heritage but the work of conservators is primarily based on 

restoration criteria that do not always comply with archaeological data. In Guatemala, the 

Law for the Protection of Cultural and Natural Heritage (Decree 26-97) promotes the 

rescue, investigation, salvage, conservation, and revitalization of cultural heritage.  

New uses of architectural settings after restoration include public rituals of 

indigenous groups, filming of TV programs,25 and the overloading of tourists at Tikal and 

Yaxha. While some Maya26 groups are claiming the “right of access” to a sacred place 

like Tikal (Initiative 3835-2008), other groups such as tourists merely seek a souvenir to 

commemorate their visit. Governments try to exploit archaeological sites for tourist 

access, ignoring the fact that in doing this, buildings simply serve as props for the 

economy similarly as they once did in ancient times. The continuous erosion of buildings, 

and the lack of investments in their conservation and maintenance are proof that 

capacities are being exceeded.27  

Beyond the legal implications of intellectual property, this section is intended to 

draw attention to the significant problem that is currently represented by the 

reconstruction of architectural remains at Maya sites. The efforts to preserve the 

architectural legacy of ancient populations can be challenged by the mistaken idea of 
                                                
25 The eleventh season of the show “Survivor Guatemala: The Maya Empire” was filmed at the Yaxha-
Nakum-Naranjo National Park in 2005 (http://www.survivorfever.net/index11.html, accessed on March 13, 
2013). 
26 Today there are speakers of some 29 extant and different Mayan languages and ethnolinguistic groups in 
Guatemala. That is to say, descendants of the earliest Mayan language (proto-Mayan) spoken some 5,000 
years ago are not all descendants of Classic Maya, or even of their Formative period ancestors. But, all 
Mayan groups, Xincas, and Garífunas have a voice under the umbrella of the Maya Movement. 
27 This erosion and excessive traffic was particularly true during the celebration of the 13 Bak’tun. For one 
example at Tikal see the report by the local newspaper Prensa Libre in Guatemala 
(http://www.prensalibre.com/mayas_2012/Queda-dano-templos_0_833316685.html, accessed on March 
13, 2013). 
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institutions and individuals who misuse restorative techniques can give ancient buildings 

an ultimate reconstruction or “extreme makeover.” As we can attest by visiting the most 

popular archaeological sites near the Cancún area in southeastern Mexico, or the national 

icons of Tikal and Iximche’, Guatemala, unnecessary reconstructions have outweighed 

the details of the original construction by replacing them with new materials. It is that 

intangible nature of ancient technological knowledge that makes us wish there was some 

sort of protection against the abuse of modern reconstructive methods. Interestingly, 

reconstruction does not spark ethical discussions among the archaeological community 

like it did before with the early restoration works at Tikal by the University of 

Pennsylvania.28 Unfortunately for those concerned with the study of material culture and 

the preservation of ancient construction techniques, the unstoppable trend of not 

examining and interpreting a building before deciding to be “creative” with it has become 

a real challenge. Architecture is a social need and architects are trained creative 

professionals who constantly explore new ways of solving functional space requirements 

while providing “aesthetically correct” forms. On the other hand, archaeologists are 

trained without the foundations of architectural theory and history, and commonly treat a 

building as if it was another small artifact (e.g. ceramics, bones, lithics), only one with a 

dual meaning in the past and the present. 

The Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) 

intends to go beyond the World Heritage Convention that focuses on material heritage 

(Kono 2009). I think it is imperative to note that when it comes to architectural remains, 

we need to recognize the duality of heritage. Of course no one will argue with the 

contention that an ancient Maya building should be protected and preserved. To this day, 

                                                
28 However, see discussion on Tikal’s Structure 5C-33-1st and Uaxactun’s E-VII-sub in Chapter 3. 
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a great deal of archaeological research in the Maya area focuses on architectural function 

and meaning only to acknowledge the vast possibilities for further inquiries on this topic  

(Houston 1998:530).   

Some of the recommendations at the international level, such as the Norms of 

Quito, are created to define a social function for world heritage monuments today. They 

typically relate to the tourist agenda by trying to make heritage accessible to the public 

instead of appealing but not always appealing to the uses that nearby communities can 

give to those sites. 

Since conservation policy, archaeological research, contemporary claims by 

indigenous groups have understandable shortcomings; a fair negotiation between all 

parties ought to argue in favor of protecting the rights of the ancient builders and creators 

who provided the meaning and original function to the architecture we revitalize today. 

THE CRITERIA FOR MAYA BUILDINGS  

It is not a coincidence that we often confuse criteria with critique when talking 

about the conservation of Maya buildings. We typically point to the examples we consider 

to be the bad ones, arguing that we must learn from our mistakes. Also, it is not 

uncommon to pass judgment on restoration works, as many sites are accessible to visit 

these days. Some buildings are severely over-reconstructed while others remain as 

mounds after the excavation work ended. Without really looking at the initial conditions 

that triggered the conservation work (and this part includes the documentation available 

on the building, if any), evaluating the quality of the work remains a difficult task.  

Rudy Larios has done extensive conservation work in Belize, Guatemala, 

Honduras and Mexico. He has produced some of the most important (and hard to find) 

publications that specifically focus on the conservation of Maya buildings (see primarily 
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Larios 2009a). His publications are not only the criteria we use in the field but also 

present a methodology that can be and has been implemented for historic architecture as 

well.29 

As Larios discusses in his work, there are many obvious examples of what went 

wrong with a restoration project in the past that are easy to discern, but there are other 

less evident observations more difficult to perceive by the inexperienced eye. 

Unfortunately, to this day it is still common to see modern construction materials that 

were definitely not an original part of a building with any justification for their use. 

Cement and iron were a large part of the reconstruction movement in Mexico in the late 

1800s and even during the late 1900s, e.g., Chichén Itzá in Molina 1975 and Schávelzon 

1990:103; Uxmal in Barrera and Huchím 1990, but also elsewhere in the Maya region 

e.g., Cahal Pech, Belize in Ball 1993; Tazumal, El Salvador in Atwood 2006; Tikal and 

Yaxcha, Guatemala in Larios 2009b. Sadly, not knowing the structural design of ancient 

buildings made the people in charge of conservation projects opt for modern construction 

materials and such practices continued on until fairly recent like in the example cited 

above.  

Larios’s work is essential for consideration of the topics addressed in this 

dissertation as it is in compliance with international guidelines but also offers solutions 

that are specific to Maya structures. Perhaps a way to improve his proposals would be to 

further explore the social aspects of Maya buildings, an interest he has more recently 

developed. He explains: 

The social function that renders a remembrance memorable is the original 
function; nowadays, however, it will also have a contemporary function, or 
destiny. This is the starting point to define the scope of restoration, one which will 

                                                
29 These documents created by Larios are more accessible in Guatemala and are mainly written in Spanish. 
Some online versions can be found in English (e.g., http://www.famsi.org/reports/99026/). 
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help us discern between monuments that will continue with their original use like 
religious temples and public palaces within societies still active, and those that for 
different circumstances have interrupted their original function, and are therefore 
destined to contemplation. I mean, to be visited by tourists, with no intervention 
of religious or political activities within the component buildings. (Larios 
2005a:9) 

 

It is in the social implications of conservation that I move the discussion to the 

historical message carried by ancient structures after their archaeological interpretation 

and conservation work.  

2.3 THE HISTORICAL NARRATIVE OF MAYA BUILDINGS: MODERN POLITICS AND 

CONFLICTING INTELLECTUAL AGENDAS IN GUATEMALA 

Architectural conservation only began as an exclusive concern of European 

historic buildings in an urban context in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Orbasli 

2008:15). It was not formally introduced in the Maya area until the early twentieth 

century, after the archaeological research in the area began to deal with issues of exposed 

monumental architecture, as I describe in Chapter 1. Preservation efforts mainly focused 

on a few sites turned into large economic investments by governmental institutions of 

Mexico and Central American countries. Today, the restoration of ceremonial 

architecture is extensive and puts the history of the ancient Maya in direct contact with 

national and international populations.  

Cultural rights include not only the protection of cultural property and heritage 

but also “the right to benefit from the protection of moral and material interests resulting 

from any literary or artistic production” (Goonasekera 2003:5). So what happens when 

architectural data is shaped into a uniform reconstructed form, or when the lack of 

protection of original remains results in the loss of unique forms? The Petén region in 
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northern Guatemala presents us with a unique case, since the area was recently 

repopulated by a diversity of linguistic and cultural groups (Hurtado 2010).  

Archaeology in Guatemala plays an important role in the construction of already 

contested identities as part of a national historical narrative (see Castillo 2011 for the case 

study of Iximche’). But, as Trigger (2003:3) rightly points out:  

It seems that, for political reasons, and in their desire to achieve their goals 
quickly, archaeologists of various persuasions have too often embraced 
epistemologies that did not fully reflect the complexity of what they studying.  
 

Such political aspects of archaeological research become relevant in the 

protection of ancient intellectual property. The attempt to reconstruct the social identity 

of ancient populations by archaeologists should be as important as the study of 

contemporary interrelations of existing inhabitants of the Maya region and their pre-

Columbian past a position that is commonly taken for granted by archaeologists. With the 

introduction of cultural tourism, also came the reutilization of architectural settings as 

tourist attractions and even the reenactment of some of their most popular ancient 

performances studied by archaeologists.30  

The introduction of cultural tourism in Mexico and Central America provides a 

new agenda to generate representations of Pre-Hispanic historical events by using a 

combination of marketing strategies and the archaeological record. To a certain extent, 

scientific data is typically restricted to academia and professionals from the fields of 

Maya anthropology and history; only part of these interpretations is left accessible to the 

general public. It is of special interest to review the cultural right of access to knowledge 

                                                
30 By popular I specifically refer to specialized studies that throughout the history of Mesoamerican 
archaeology have captivated both scholars and the general public (e.g. ballgames, incense burning, royal 
accession, warfare, and astronomical phenomena). Such recreations are most commonly found in the 
Mexico’s Maya Riviera where international tourism is abundant. 
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included in the UNESCO Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity (Goonasekera 

2003:11): scientific knowledge can and should reach a broader audience besides 

academia and the professional realms of archaeology, contributing to the construction of 

cultural identities that can eliminate the temporal and shallow reconstructions and 

performances of cultural heritage. 

The politicization (or the adoption of state policy) of conservators and 

archaeologists has limited the exercise of a native-oriented practice. Instead, 

archaeological conservation has resulted in new research predicaments whose solutions 

go beyond the aesthetic aspects of restoration to take into account modern multicultural 

dynamics in the Maya region. The implementation of critically engaged approaches for 

the interpretation and use of ancient architecture is needed in order to responsibly 

advance our understanding of ancient Maya culture and its dialogue with modern 

societies. 

NATIONAL PRIDE, INTELLECTUAL RENAISSANCE, AND MAYA BUILDINGS  

The Penn Museum’s Tikal Project was instrumental in establishing this ancient 
Maya city as the national symbol of Guatemala. Today Tikal is one of the most 
visited archaeological sites in the Americas. (Sharer 2010:8) 
 

I see three main modes of discourse surrounding ancient architecture in 

Guatemala today. First, there is a discourse driven by the institutionalization of a 

nationalistic or “Guatemalteco” identity based on the powerful state that owns and 

defines the modus operandi of archaeological sites. Second comes the resurgence of a 

native-based oppositional scholarship and intellectual force voicing the needs of the so-

called Maya Movement. And finally, there exists a scientific discourse driven by foreign 
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institutions that still operate and fund most archaeological investigations of Maya 

buildings in Petén.  

In my experience working in Petén, very few of the local communities subscribe 

to a “unified” Guatemalan identity. In fact many local communities do not always 

identify themselves as the owners and therefore the people responsible for protecting 

archaeological sites. From our “privileged” position in university circles, education is the 

most valuable tool we have to disseminate our knowledge about the past. Part of the 

history of our nations is built on our own fieldwork. So why not make archaeological 

research accessible outside academia? In my opinion, this is extremely helpful as we 

search for a way to fully understand the implications of architectural conservation work. I 

understand why making connections between archaeology, heritage management, and the 

people involved in the decision-making can be extremely political and uncommon in 

scholarly discussions. But in reality such connections are needed to deal with the 

dynamics of each site at the local level. 

PETÉN: THE POLITICAL AND NATURAL ENVIRONMENT FOR CONSERVATION PROJECTS 

 One of the main arguments of this thesis is that conservation should be thought of 

in terms of current sociocultural demands particularly to the Maya region. This approach 

is an invitation to view architecture as an artifact that is in constant interaction with 

modern visitors, viewers, and users. In reviewing the different issues of this sort we must 

highlight the uniqueness of Guatemala’s history, but especially that of the department of 

Petén. This northern state has the biggest and most important Lowland Maya sites among 

a mixture of natural and cultural resources. This is important to consider regarding the 

institutional discourse on community development in the region, as it directly affects how 
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ancient settlements are treated and perceived by current inhabitants and as an important 

asset for the Guatemalan government.  

“I learned what a grim country the Peten is on my first trip to Uaxactun. That was 

in 1928” (Smith 1950:3). For the most part, doing conservation in northern Guatemala 

means working in extremely remote areas even today. According to the National Institute 

of Statistics in Guatemala,31 Petén is a sparsely populated region of 628,383 inhabitants, a 

third part of which is self-denominated as indigenous (ENCOVI 2011:9). Ethnic groups 

are for the most part identified as Ladinos (70%) and Mayas (30%), but there is also a 

very small group of Garífunas (0.025%) and Xincas (0.025%) in Petén. It is one of the six 

least developed departments in the country (Ibid.:23). In the last five decades, groups 

have migrated from Alta Verapaz and other departments in the country, mainly to the 

southern border but also reaching the northern end as well (Demarest and Woodfill 

2012:122; Hurtado 2007). Sharing a border with Mexico and Belize, the upper third of 

Petén has been designated as the Maya Biosphere Reserve, having the “largest block of 

broadleaf forest north of the Amazon Basin.”32 This natural reserve of 8,100 square miles 

includes the most important national parks and archaeological sites: Tikal, Laguna del 

Tigre, Mirador-Río Azul, Yaxha, and Sierra del Lacandón. An area this isolated and rich 

in resources is not only the easy target for archaeological looting but also the cradle of the 

recent narcoganadería enterprise, which combines drugs and cattle ranching in the zone 

(Allen 2012, Hurtado 2010:114). Special considerations are therefore needed for both 

archaeological research and conservation and the implications of such works. 

                                                
31 http://www.ine.gob.gt/np/poblacion/index.htm, accessed on March 13, 2013. 
32 www.wcs.org/saving-wild-places/latin-america-and-the-caribbean/maya-biosphere-guatemala.aspx, 
accessed on March 13, 2013. 
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The depopulation of the northern Guatemalan region of Petén since the Late 

Classic Period (600-900 CE) allowed for the regeneration of the natural environment and, 

in most parts, for the preservation of a vast area of ancient settlements. From 1926-1937, 

Petén housed the first archaeological project in Guatemala, directed by the Carnegie 

Institute of Washington (Ricketson and Ricketson 1937, Smith 1950). After its discovery 

in 1916 (Morley 1943), the site of Uaxactun attracted the interests of scholars since it was 

known to have some of the oldest inscriptions as well as an astronomical complex (Group 

E). At this point in time, Maya archaeology was in its infancy, and it was in the jungles of 

Petén that a methodology for the study of architecture was developed (Black 1990b). 

Research and travel conditions to the area were nothing close to the modern roads and 

international airports of today. The archaeology and tourism of Petén continuously 

presents ethnocentric and fixed opinions of past and present societies, all within the 

“Indiana Jones” type of “exotic and adventurous” jungle experience. Tourists enjoy a 

very different quality of service than locals in the jungle, of course. As a result, 

archaeological projects and the development of tourist attractions (such as the Tikal 

National Park) represent a good part of the economy in the region.  

The struggle for the natural resources of Petén is not new, nor is it in extinction, 

since the area is constantly repopulated. When natural and archaeological resources are 

combined in the region of Petén it becomes an attraction for people interested in investing 

both money and labor.33 Currently there are new human settlements around the Maya 

Biosphere Reserve. Profitable projects such as the Tikal National Park in Petén34 or the 
                                                
33 Migrating communities of both Maya and Ladino groups constitute new settlements in Petén, although 
illegal immigrants or invasores from Mexico and Belize are also common in protected areas (Juska and 
Koenig 2006:61). Most of these are located on the northwest end of the Maya Biosphere Reserve (CONAP 
2002), some of them in the proximity of archaeological sites such as La Corona, creating stresses for both 
natural and archaeological resources (Canuto and Barrientos 2008:143). 
34 Cuatro Balam, a sustainable tourism initiative in the Maya Biosphere Reserve in Petén, hoping to attract 
1.5 million tourists per year, is currently on hold (http://www.periodistas-es.org/planeta-azul/guatemala-
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large tourist developments of the Maya Riviera in Mexico significantly contribute to 

changing social conditions of the current inhabitants surrounding archaeological sites. 

Over fifty archaeological sites are open for tourism in the Mexican Maya states,35 a 

number that is not surprising for a region developed with the purpose of attracting a 

“massive” number of tourists (Daltabuit et al. 2007:30). But Petén also attracts several 

archaeological projects every year. Some of them have extended their agendas to include 

touristic, environmental, and developmental programs to the point of creating tensions 

among the bordering communities, archaeologists, forest concessions, conservationists, 

and other actors in the private sector  (Escalón 2012).36   

CONTENTIOUS MEANINGS, CHANGING IDENTITIES, AND ARCHAEOLOGY IN 
GUATEMALA 

Archaeological sites in Guatemala strive to represent some constructed ideal of 

“Mayaness” to meet the modern standards of tourism and compete internationally as a 

destination. Maya identity will never be encapsulated within an absolute category. Unlike 

ethnographers, archaeologists lack a direct communication with the people they study. 

So, despite the denial of archaeologists, we utilize our visual perception to interpret the 

objects we collect as part of the archaeological record. To a certain extent, artifacts or 

material remains of ancient times are understood and interpreted as visual representations 

of contemporary conceptions of the past (Stone and Molyneaux 1994:4). 

                                                
congela-la-iniciativa-cuatro-balam-para-la-selva-maya). Also see project description by the Inter-American 
Development Bank: http://www.iadb.org/en/projects/project-description-title,1303.html?id=gu-m1024, 
both accessed on March 13, 2013). This project had ambitions similar to those of the construction of a 
cableway in Machu Picchu, Peru (Mould de Pease 2003:22). 
35 http://inah.gob.mx/zonas-arqueologicas, accessed on March 13, 2013. 
36 This is a recent journalist piece on the tensions between the Mirador Basin Project, the Maya Biosphere 
Reserve, and the rural village of Carmelita, Petén. The Universidad Rafael Landívar, a private Jesuit 
university in Guatemala, sponsors Plaza Pública. Some of the debates generated by this article can be read 
in the comments section: http://www.plazapublica.com.gt/content/el-mirador-el-incierto-futuro-de-unas-
ruinas (accessed on April 8, 2013).    
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Grahame Clark (1939, 1970) demonstrates that archaeology has often been 
important in establishing group identity and a pride in past accomplishments 
among emerging nations or newly self-conscious ethnic groups. (Lipe 1974:217) 
 

The notions of cultural identity of both past and present Maya communities are 

continuously reshaped by the analysis of archaeological data and the treatment of artifacts 

that include buildings and landscape features of ancient settlements. It is in the process of 

making such artifacts available to the general public that one can see the museographic37 

aspect of archaeology for modern societies. Are archaeologists sufficiently involved in 

the process of presenting the past? What are the implications of tourism in archaeological 

research and vice versa? Are archaeological theories and practices strictly related to these 

cultural phenomena and if so, how? The challenge and responsibility of preserving and 

presenting the Maya past to contemporary societies deserve greater attention and a 

multidisciplinary participation by professionals and governmental institutions.  

But how much of the conservation of structures originates with tourism and not 

from the archaeologist’s desire to show off the discoveries made through excavations? 

The 2012 excavation seasons in the Guatemalan Lowlands presented a palette of 

discoveries where some project directors took the opportunity to put their research in the 

most popular magazines and world media to promote Maya culture and archaeology.38 

                                                
37 Guillemin (1970:123) uses “museology” as a metaphor for the primordial goal of archaeological 
restoration and reconstruction when talking about the work done in Guatemala in the 1960s. Specifically 
for the archaeological site of Chichén Iztá in Yucatán, Mexico, Castañeda (1996) provides his excellent 
ethnographic insight on tourism, identity construction, and a “museum of Maya culture” manufactured by 
an institutionalized archaeology. Instead here and elsewhere (Coronado 2009), I use the word museography 
to critique similar assumptions of the conservation field today. The choice of words is based on the 
descriptive nature associated with the object versus the museum. See Aquilina (2011) for in-depth 
discussions on the use and meanings of the terms “museology” and “museography.”  
38 Such exposure is not always intentional on the part of project members and directors. For instance, the 
Minister of Culture and Sports in Guatemala held a series of press conferences to promote and announce 
archaeological discoveries in Petén during the year of the 13 Bak’tun celebration (the three most recent: 
http://www.mcd.gob.gt/patrimonio/patrimonio-descubren-el-entierro-real-maya, 
http://www.mcd.gob.gt/patrimonio/patrimonio-inesperado-hallazgo-el-peru-waka, 
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From the hands of archaeologists, material culture first becomes cultural heritage 

to later be managed by professionals in the field of cultural tourism. A sort of in situ 

museum has resulted from an attempt at making the significant past accessible to a wider 

audience, a new form of displaying knowledge in a more interactive way. Within the 

context of original settings, buildings are displayed for the amusement and education of 

many, in the form of an institutionalized representation of Maya culture that sometimes 

overwrites the archaeological data to create a marketable cultural commodity.  

Archaeologists can also show their concern for the communities they work in by 
simply sending back to the schools and public libraries there the published results 
of their work. Public contact in the form of lectures and slide shows can also 
provide a forum for explaining what it is that archaeologists actually do, as well 
as for listing some of the benefits to the community that accrue from controlled 
excavation as opposed to pothunting. (Lipe 1974:221)  
 

Lipe offered several other options for archaeologists to interact with society 

including visits to the digs, which happen at the most accessible sites.39 As evidenced by 

Castañeda’s study at Chichén Itzá, archaeological sites become a live museum where 

ancient Maya histories and the construction of national identities are intertwined in the 

context of cultural tourism through the essential role of archaeological research 

(Castañeda 1996). The restoration of Maya architecture comes with grand implications, 

as in the case of Copan in Honduras and Palenque in Mexico. The human settlements 

near archaeological sites are impacted, and almost completely revolve, around a “Maya 

archaeological identity.”  

                                                
http://www.mcd.gob.gt/patrimonio/patrimonio-evidencia-de-la-escritura-temprana-es-encontrada-en-
murales-de-proyecto-san-bartolo-xultu, accessed on March 13, 2013). 
39 Several of the archaeological projects where I have collaborated had weekly visits by school children. 
For instance the Cancuén Archaeological Project and the SAHI-Uaxactun Archaeological Projects in Petén. 
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In Guatemala, the Tikal National Park is probably the most significant symbol of 

national unity used by the state (and other social groups40) to speak both of ancestry and 

modernity. But it does not speak of ethnic reality.  

At present, in law and in fact, the national culture is Ladino culture; Maya 
cultures are only rural, domestic cultures, part of Guatemalan folklore. The 
commercial exploitation of Maya cultures for the tourist industry demonstrates the 
moral cynicism of Ladino leaders, who deprecate and exterminate Maya cultures, 
on the one hand, while selectively utilizing and exploiting them at the political 
level (as symbols of Guatemalan identity) and at the commercial level (in the 
tourism industry), on the other. (Cojtí 1996:42) 
 

In his critique of the Guatemalan state and its politics of cultural assimilation 

Cojtí (Ibid.:23) also affirms: “…the Ladinos use the Maya culture to demonstrate the 

originality of Guatemalan identity to foreigners.” In my opinion most of this is true 

because I cannot find evidence to prove otherwise in terms of the way archaeological 

sites have been restored. The outline is basically the incorporation of tourism, the 

validation of a national identity, and the institutionalization of archaeology as a 

discipline. And this assumption is not particularly exclusive to large national parks such 

as Tikal or Yaxha.41 Uaxactun and many other more isolated archaeological sites in Petén 

are not immune to similar cultural demands, even if tourists are less frequent. 

The recent archaeological discovery of Preclassic mural paintings at San Bartolo 

generated a similar conservation plan in terms of cultural politics. On the one hand, the 

murals are of great cultural significance even outside of academia and tourism. They 

portray mythological narrations of the Maya origins that resonate with accounts such as 

those in the Pop Wuj, the native K’iche account of ethnic and political origin (see the 

                                                
40 For instance, private companies advertising for beer or brear, and some contemporary Maya groups. 
41 The foreign investment for restoration work at these two sites has come from Germany, Spain, and Japan 
in the last few decades. 
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case study of San Bartolo in Chapter 4). And if direct descent was not enough, the 

mural’s themes can be claimed as a religious link between ancient and the contemporary 

Maya groups in Guatemala. Although the site of San Bartolo is remotely located in the 

Maya Biosphere Reserve, San Bartolo’s “local community” is made up of a diverse 

mixture of rural settlements at Uaxactun, the urban towns of Flores, San Benito, Santa 

Elena, and the community-based forest concession of Árbol Verde. Each group probably 

has its own way of appropriating the discovery at San Bartolo.42 The conservation work 

at San Bartolo focused on a sub-structure buried under a later construction. Such 

subterranean context of the mural house or Structure Sub-IA, presented a great deal of 

technical challenges. It is important to note that Sub-IA, unlike many of the restoration 

works at Maya sites, is not visible or in direct contact with people. The conservation 

work at the site does not take into account the potential appropriations of the building’s 

significance by nearby communities. The protection of Sub-IA and the murals in its 

interior are currently in the hands of the San Bartolo archaeological project, currently 

directed by William Saturno and Patricia Castillo. Once the project is done, the 

conservation will be the responsibility of the Guatemalan authorities. As at San Bartolo, 

most projects do not emphasize enough some of the philosophical aspects of conservation 

that are important to guarantee a long-term preservation of the buildings under study (see 

more specific discussions on this topic in chapters 3 and 5). In archaeological practice, 

the sociocultural contexts of Maya ruins are variable, but the people as much as the state 

should be considered to draft a successful conservation plan.  

                                                
42 This is something that could be explored in the future through by interviewing the different groups that 
constitute San Bartolo’s local communities. 
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2.4 ETHICS AND PHILOSOPHICAL DILEMMAS  

Ceremonial centers of religious significance to the Maya should be preserved and 
recognized as public resources. Ceremonial centers, be they on public or private 
land, should be conserved in their original state and should remain open to the 
Maya free of charge. (Cojtí 1996:43; emphasis added) 
 

Some buildings are not only identified as ceremonial centers in ancient history, 

but the Maya today recognize archaeological sites as an important part of their religion. 

When I talk about conservation of Maya architecture, the first locations that come to 

mind are sites such as Copan, Tikal, Chichén Itzá, and Palenque. Uaxactun and Uxmal 

also fall in this category. What do they have in common? Most of the bulk of restoration 

at these sites is decades if not a century old. The problem with these edifices, as Cojtí 

points out, is that the majority of them were not “conserved in their original state” as part 

of the cultural demands of the Maya Movement.  

Not only were they reconstructed, but now after several decades of exposure to 

the elements they require additional conservation. Architectural conservation of ancient 

structures in the Maya region poses great technical and political challenges: ones that 

cannot be fully tackled alone without reviewing the current demands of archaeology, 

cultural policy, cultural activism, and tourism in the area.  

The past can be mined both for its good ideas and for its bad examples, and a 
future of possible convergence upon a durable, substantial, and robust design 
ethic can be imagined (Spector 2001:IX). 

The fact that archaeologists are temporarily placed in command of the 
excavations of an archaeological site does by no means imply that they are at the 
same time the absolute lords of it. By their acts and omissions they are 
responsible to the opinion of the present and the verdict of the future (Berlin 
1967:242). 
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The ethical challenge of architectural conservation at Maya sites is comparable to 

that of architectural design. Space does not exist in isolation nor is it restricted to a 

specific unit as architecture is typically dealt with in archaeological excavations. One of 

the principal differences between archaeology and architecture in my opinion is that of 

the public expectation from an architect. Spector (2001:6) explains that in terms of the 

past “the public at large requires someone to protect it from the potentially devastating 

effects of poor and insensitive building practices.” I do not think my profession is doing a 

great deal to improve the way we approach Maya buildings.  

Otro de los grandes problemas del patrimonio, resultado de una visión parcial del 
grupo dominante, es que siempre – quizás desde el siglo XVIII – fue pensado 
como algo muerto, acabado, y que debe ser rescatado. La cultura debía excavarse 
arqueológicamente, como los edificios prehispánicos, y luego ponerse en valor y 
darle un uso actual. Jamás se pensó en lo vivo de la cultura, en cómo lo ven los 
grupos indígenas, los sectores subalternos de la población. Qué pasaría si 
tratáramos de entender la diferencia que existe entre nuestra manera de concebir 
como patrimonio la vestimenta y el lenguaje de los grupos indígenas, y las ideas 
que ellos mismos tienen al respecto. Cómo lo ven, cómo lo piensan, cómo lo 
sienten los propios grupos involucrados es algo acerca de lo que aún no tenemos 
la más remota idea. Pensemos en la enorme diferencia que habría entre nuestra 
perspectiva de conservar para darle un uso nuevo y conservar como 
reivindicación social. Ya no como imposición externa, sino como proceso interno. 
(Schávelzon 1990:225) 
 

I believe we have internalized the issues brought up by Schávelzon two decades 

ago and are finally ready to modify our current methods by identifying problems in the 

conservation of buildings within the context of contemporary societies. It might be the 

era of moral uprising for conservation. 

Almost every field archaeologist wishes for a “to-do list” when faced with a 

conservation issue. Inevitably, those who have been exposed to one of these challenges 

before does not wish to deal with the same problem again. In some lucky cases, previous 
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experience has proven to be satisfying, so there is a precedent on how to proceed and 

which people to involve in the process. Getting a conservation team to participate in the 

excavation can be the most difficult decision to make.  

After reviewing some of the most important challenges of the architectural 

conservator, exploring the social implications of the profession is of great assistance. I 

find a sense of hope in questioning our codes of conduct to try and solve our current 

challenges in the field. Why are we undertaking conservation without considering the 

long-term implications of our work? How can we modify the philosophies that guide our 

current work to steer it in a better direction?  

The real issue in my opinion is that the architectural conservator is more 

concerned with complying with international guidelines that are framed under an 

institutional discourse and less concerned with the questioning behind the decision-

making that truly characterizes the conservation of Maya buildings in the field today. 

Therefore I ask, what do these criteria offer beyond the specifics of the technical work? Is 

it enough to follow recommendations without including (or creating) a code of ethics that 

specifically applies to Maya buildings? How can we be more inclusive of groups outside 

of academia? How can we improve our methods to fit the demands of contemporary 

times and societies while being able to finally work hand in hand with archaeologists?  

Hale (2001:13) stated that: “the practice of activist research asks us to identify our 

deepest ethical-political convictions, and to why not let them drive the formulation of our 

research objectives.” It feels as if conservation is relegated to a strict practice without a 

much-needed research design. If we have argued before that most conservators come 

from an architectural background, let us go back to basics with Vitruvius’ second 

requirement for the education of the architect:   
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…[a]rchitects who have aimed at acquiring manual skill without scholarship have 
never been able to reach a position of authority to correspond to their pains, while 
those who relied only upon theories and scholarships were obviously hunting the 
shadow, not the substance. But those who have a thorough knowledge of both, 
like men armed at all points, have the sooner attained their object and carried 
authority with them. (Vitruvius 1999:5) 

 

Architectural conservation is in great need of more scholarly discussions in order 

to acquire the right balance between field methods and theory. Conservators should be 

concerned with fieldwork ethics and those of Maya scholarship in the planning stage of 

interventions. In the dawn of new approaches to archaeological research that incorporate 

the active participation of local communities (Atalay 2012), could we also aspire to 

establish a community-based conservation in Petén? Perhaps if conservators are more 

sensitive and inclusive of what happens outside the discipline and academia, we could 

integrate the local dynamics surrounding the buildings we conserve and truly aim for a 

long-term preservation.  

Whether or not the ethics of preserving buildings is what archaeologists and 

governments have seriously considered, I can attest that current trends in conservation are 

not solving the problems that come with preserving ancient Maya buildings. Ethics are a 

large part of every profession but in my opinion when it comes to the restoration and 

conservation of Maya architecture the most obvious mistakes are left unpunished. The 

majority of reconstructed sites serve to exemplify such questionable reconstruction 

works. In a way, as investigators we are spoiled and privileged to witness the essence and 

puzzling nature of Maya ruins in the field.  

If we are to have success in educating the public about the value of conserving 
archaeological resources, we must first be clear in our own minds on the 
relationship of archaeology to society and on the benefits of archaeology to 
society. Unless we are prepared to argue convincingly that archaeology is more 
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than just an interesting game for the privileged few, we might as well check in our 
badges. (Lipe 1974:216) 
 

The same can be said for conservation. We must improve the way we are 

educating the public on different types of conservation work. People in general have only 

a superficial view of Maya buildings. Such a view is typically the digested and post 

“extreme-makeover” version presented to the public at archaeological sites or in the 

media, often manufactured from very little archaeological evidence. Who is this kind of 

work really helping? What is ethically justifiable for an architectural conservator?  

Now that I have highlighted some of the larger issues with current conservation 

work, I will provide the foundation that initiated such methodological trends in the 

following chapter.  
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LA HISTORIA 

Chapter 3:   

An Overview of Architectural Conservation in Petén 

In the history of modern Mexican and Central American archaeology, there have 
been two major goals –excavation for the recovery of evidence upon which to 
draw historical and cultural conclusions, and the repair and preservation of 
monuments of interest to the public and of such aesthetic or historical importance 
that it would be unthinkable that they should be destroyed.  – Alfred Kidder II 
(1960) 
 
The conservation of buildings has been incorporated to different degrees since the 

beginning of early archaeological work in the Maya region. If we consider documentation 

as a form of conservation, this statement is particularly true.  The first exposure and 

approaches to the study of buildings during the experimental phase of archaeological 

projects in Petén in the early 1900s played a vital role in their conservation until this day.  

In this chapter, the role of such archaeological projects is not only discussed in terms of 

their technical or methodological aspects but also in the ideological subtext. 

I will focus the present discussion specifically in Petén, Guatemala, an area where 

the rapid regeneration of forest created a stabilized environment around ancient Maya 

buildings.  Here, most archaeological sites currently being restored for tourism belong to 

the Late Classic Period (600-800 CE).  The investigation of Preclassic (2000-300 BCE) 

and Early Classic (300-600 CE) structures at major settlements comes with a special 

challenge to the archaeologist since they are generally found under later construction 

phases.  Such challenges are not only related to the state of preservation of architectural 

remains but also to their particular sociocultural context.  This has been addressed in the 
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excellent historiographic work of Daniel Schávelzon (1990), who discussed in detail the 

restoration of pre-Hispanic buildings in Mesoamerica from the 1750-1980.  Additionally, 

Carlos Rudy Larios Villalta is a Guatemalan restoration consultant and one of the 

foremost authorities in the conservation of pre-Hispanic architecture with his fifty years 

of experience in the Maya area.43  In Peter Mathews introductory words: 

The Guatemalan archaeologist Rudy Larios is one of the finest architectural 
excavators in the business. He has worked at a number of major Maya sites, from 
Copan to Uaxactun, and in all of them made major discoveries and important 
contributions in techniques of excavation and strategies for dealing with complex, 
multi-phased architecture. His contribution to this volume is a rather pensive one, 
investigating the fundamental issue of the purpose of archaeological restoration 
(Chapter 13). Should archaeological excavation and restoration be made in order 
to glean the most information from the remains, going as far as one can from the 
evidence but no further, or should it follow national objectives and demands such 
as touristic development of the site? In a country as beautiful and as touristed as 
Mexico, this debate is always present, and the archaeologist often has difficult 
choices to make, especially when dealing with badly damaged buildings. 
(Mathews 2007:12) 

 
In this chapter I provide a brief analysis of Rudy Larios’s previous works that 

give a detailed methodology for restoration projects in the Maya area (Larios 2005, 2007, 

2009a, 2009c, 2010).44  

I include investigations by the Carnegie Institute of Washington at Uaxactun in 

the 1930s as the starting point for the discussion in this chapter (Smith 1950).  Later 

works at Tikal by the University of Pennsylvania (1956-1969) are also relevant to 

highlight some of the most iconic buildings studied, recorded, and restored in the region 

                                                
43 Rudy Larios first worked at an archaeological project in Mixco Viejo.  He later became part of the Tikal 
Project (1965-1969).  There, Larios held administrative positions besides working on the excavations, 
documenting architecture, and supervising restoration works (Coe and Haviland 1982:8). 
44 Most of these documents are originally in Spanish, except for Larios 2005 and 2007.  
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(Coe and Haviland 1982; Loten 1970).  Parallel to these, the sites of Chichén Itzá, 

Palenque, and Uxmal in Mexico, and Copan in Honduras, add to the foundation of 

current conservation methodologies in the region.45  Current research projects in Petén 

such as the Cancuen Archaeological Project are considered in my discussion of recent 

methodological proposals, with architectural conservation and anthropological 

considerations on the archaeological agenda. 

3.1 METHODS AND APPROACHES TO ARCHITECTURAL CONSERVATION 
 
Architectural conservation, as stated in Chapter 2, is hardly ever independent 

from archaeological endeavors.  The multidisciplinary study of Maya buildings has 

proven to be the best approach so far.  

The Carnegie Institute of Washington’s 1924-1937 Uaxactun Project, one of the 
first large-scale excavations in the Maya area, established the role of dirt 
archaeology in Maya studies. The archaeologists who worked on this pioneering 
project developed many field methods and approaches that remain with us today. 
(Black 1990b:abstract)  
 
According to Black (Ibid.:257), the Carnegie Institute of Washington (CIW)’s 

project at Uaxactun established not only the methodology for later projects in the Maya 

area but also set the example in terms of project organization.  The project hired 

specialists in the field of biology and engineering to employ a holistic study of the 

archaeological site and its environment. Crafted by A. V. Kidder at Uaxactun (Black 

1990b), such diversity of experts constitutes the first multidisciplinary project in Maya 

archaeology.  
                                                
45These have been addressed in detail by Larios (2005) and will only be mentioned briefly in this chapter. 
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The work detailed in the following sections will highlight the principal 

contributions and influences that the work at Uaxactun has made to current 

archaeological and conservation projects.  This legacy of multidisciplinary integration of 

research teams is easily exemplified, more recently, in the work at Copan, Honduras.46 

Although not located in Petén or Guatemala, I consider Copan the pioneering case 

for also addressing the social aspects of Maya archaeological research.  I include it in this 

section, as it will be helpful in tracing the intellectual legacy of projects such as San 

Bartolo (case study in Chapter 4).  

COPAN 
Copan is a well-known, well-studied archaeological site on the western border of 

the Maya region (Andrews and Fash 2005; Fash 2010; Bell, Canuto, and Sharer 2004; 

Fash and Agurcia 1996; Fash 1991; Webster 1999; Webster, Gonlin, and Freter 2000).  

For over a century, the numerous projects at Copan have made conservation and 

interdisciplinary work priorities during and after archaeological investigations.  This 

became more evident after the CIW investigations that took place from 1915-1946.  At 

that time, architectural reconstruction was a popular choice at Maya archaeological sites.  

Especially during the later years of the CIW archaeological study at Copan, most of the 

main buildings in the Principal Group were reconstructed under the supervision of Gustav 

Stromsvik (Fash 2010:29, Stromsvik 1946).  

                                                
46 Several sites in Mexico have also benefited from the multidisciplinary approach mentioned here. The 
strong collaboration between INAH-Centers and the National School of Conservation and Restoration has 
proven to be a successful combination (Schneider 2009).  The institutionalization of conservation in the 
country follows the national agenda, however, leaving little room to incorporate the demands of local 
groups.  
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The first attempt to restore a pre-Hispanic building was at Copan in the late 

1800s-early 1900s during the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology 

excavation seasons led by Gordon (Schávelzon 1984:138, cited in Black 1990a:66).  

Gustav Stromsvik was an engineer whose skills were crucial in the rechanneling of the 

Copan River and the public works at the village of Copan Ruinas (Fash 2012:29).  

In 1952 the government of Honduras took steps to establish the Instituto 
Hondureño de Antropología e Historia (IHAH) under the direction of Jesús Núñez 
Chinchilla. Núñez was trained by John Longyear, a staff member of the Carnegie 
expedition, excavating and sorting ceramics from ruins in the vicinity of the 
Principal Group. (Fash 2010:30)  
 
That same year, Núñez Chinchilla continued the restoration work in the Principal 

group.  

Gordon Willey, William Coe, and Robert Sharer began “the modern era of 

archaeological research” in Copan.  One of the main goals in the long-term plan of 1975 

was:  

The investigation and consolidation of the archaeological cut of the Copan 
Acropolis, with tunnels to be cut perpendicular to the face of the cut as a means of 
better understanding and evaluating the features exposed by the Copan River. 
(Fash et al. 1993:204) 
 

Rudy Larios was an integral part of this work (Larios, Fash, and Stuart 1994), 

which balanced the successful combination of archaeology, conservation, engineering, 

and heritage management.  Fash et al. (1993:203) proposed two main theses in a 

convergent approach of archaeological conservation and investigation: 
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1. [t]hat archaeologists must change the way in which they think about 
working in the Maya area, and put the conservation of the archaeological, 
biotic, and modern cultural resources as their first goal, and as the frame 
within which they construct their research designs. 

2. [t]hat quality conservation demands first-rate research, and that research is 
in turn greatly illuminated by the conservation work itself. 

 

This tradition continued throughout the following decades.  Particularly the work 

of the late 1980s and 1990s demonstrates how the conjunctive approach, which allows for 

an inclusive investigation of buildings, ended up being highly beneficial to archaeological 

research.  The work included epigraphic, architectural, and archaeological analysis of 

monumental architecture in the main Acropolis, but also of smaller scale architectural 

compounds like Las Sepulturas (Andrews and Fash 2005). 

Rudy Larios currently serves as a consultant directing restoration works in the 

Copan area today.  His contributions and participation at archaeological sites in 

Guatemala, Belize, El Salvador, Honduras, and Mexico are vast.  His experience 

contributed significantly to the criteria listed in the following section.  Larios is a 

conservation consultant; therefore such documents have been commissioned or sponsored 

by American institutions or by the state in Guatemala (Larios 2009a).  However, the 

approach advocated in this dissertation slightly differs from that of Larios in terms of the 

motivations of a conservation project.  The work at Copan, and specifically that of 

Larios, has greatly advanced architectural conservation toward a socially committed 

practice.  Nonetheless, the “ideal project” envisioned by my approach includes a parallel 

dialogue between the different parties involved in conservation, including local 

communities.  In that sense, such approach differs from the common top-down 
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instruction on concepts of cultural heritage and conservation techniques as 

institutionalized or regulated activities (Omland 2006).  

CRITERIA FOR CONSERVATION PROJECTS 
Generally and as shown in Larios’s (2009a) latest restoration criteria, the word 

“conservation” implies a series of methodologies and philosophies to guarantee the long-

term preservation of a structure or a site.  My approach differs only in that I believe that 

conservation is not necessarily an activity to be designated by the state, but a general 

pursuit in response to what different groups of people consider as significant in their 

culture.  Restoration is one of the many methods used by the conservator to recover the 

original characteristics and structural function of an architectural element or building as a 

whole.  We talk about a reconstruction when parts of a building are missing and have to 

be replicated in order to restore the aesthetic or practical aspects of a structure.  Previous 

and current approaches to conserving buildings mainly include the restoration and 

reconstruction of existing and non-existing architectural elements.  Both methods are 

applied in the short term and need to be monitored and maintained throughout time to 

secure their effectiveness in the long term.  

Rudy Larios’s (2009a) latest restoration criteria47 can be summarized in the 

following points. 

                                                
47 Most of the restoration criteria used by Larios can be traced to the work directed by A. Trik and G. 
Guillemin (1970) in Tikal.  Larios originally started working along with George Guillemin at the site of 
Mixco Viejo, Guatemala.  According to Schávelzon (1990:164) this site represents one of the most 
“pathetic” histories of restoration in Mesoamerica.  Guillemin was also involved in the work at Iximche’, 
where the same nationalistic exaltation of the past is evident in the restoration work (Castillo 2011).  Trik’s 
restoration experience was first at Copan (Trik 1939), and then at the service of the United Fruit Company 
with excessive reconstructions at the site of Zaculeu (Schávelzon 1990:150).  The multidisciplinary 
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1) Basic Planning of the Intervention: 

In his most recent manual, Larios discusses the importance of a justification that 

clearly identifies the reach and limitations of a conservation project, the importance of 

having an official plan approved by the state authorities, the participation of a 

multidisciplinary conservation unit or group of specialists in different relevant areas of 

expertise (i.e., biologists, conservators, engineers, archaeologists, topographers), and the 

removal of surface debris (e.g., mapping, registering architectural features in situ, dealing 

with vegetation, etc.).  Once the architecture is exposed, Larios recommends a thorough 

analysis and diagnosis of its state of conservation in order to define the specific 

objectives of the intervention.   

Documentation is also included in this basic stage of the conservation project but 

I will refer to this separately, as I too find it to be an indispensable tool for the study of 

architecture (see section below). 

2) Restoration: 

According to the Law for the Protection of Cultural and Natural Heritage (Decree 

26-97) in Guatemala, restoration is a technical intervention that aims to maintain and 

convey the integrity of cultural heritage into the future (Chapter IX, Article 42k).  Larios 

(2009a:33) defines restoration as the exceptional process through which cultural heritage 

regains its stability back, with respect to its physical, aesthetic and historical integrity.  

According to him, restoration should be carried out through a minimum of intervention 

                                                
approach to the investigation and conservation at Copan in the 1980s is also identifiable in Larios’s 
methodology.  
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that will reinstate the monument’s structural efficiency in a comprehensive way for the 

observer.   And finally, restoration should honor the use of original materials and remains 

without trying to alter the objects’ authentic look based on the conservator’s suppositions.  

The different restoration treatments in Larios’s criteria include stabilization or 

consolidation (border capping, drainage, water leaks and crack filling, decoration repair), 

reintegration or anastylosis (reassembling of fallen elements), reconstruction of missing 

parts (that should be excluded from restoration techniques unless they is absolutely 

needed to guarantee the structural stability of a building). 

One of the methods emphasized by Larios (Ibid.), and summarized by Black 

(1990a:379), is the importance of documentation: 

All archaeological excavation, good and bad, is by its very nature destructive.  
The difference is that properly done archaeological excavations result through a 
record of what has been destroyed. 
 
Documentation is an essential part of the conservation agenda.  Construction 

details and architectural elements need to be accurately drawn, photographed, and geo-

referenced.  The investigator when first exposing the building can only do this record 

once.  The Tikal Project, as indicated by Black (Ibid.:329), “is responsible for much of 

the standardization in recording practices and the high standards for photography and 

section drawing.”  Professional ethics are therefore relevant to the documentation 

process.  Every project should include a standardized manual of architectural features, for 

instance many archaeological projects in Guatemala try to comply with the Tikal’s 

project standards (i.e., El Zotz, Holmul, see more of this topic on Chapter 5).  In addition 
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to maintaining good records of the archaeological research held by some projects, the 

state should also include a requirement for standardization to be included in project 

reports.  This would allow a consistent reproduction of architectural features for 

comparative or individual analysis.48 

3.2 RELEVANT RESTORATION AND CONSERVATION WORKS TO DISCUSS 
 
Recent works at various archaeological projects in Petén such as Aguateca, El 

Mirador, El Perú-Waka’, El Zotz, Holmul, La Blanca, La Joyanca, Nakum, Naranjo, Río 

Azul, San Clemente, and Yaxha warrant discussion in terms of their conservation 

agendas and history, but in this section I focus on Uaxactun, Tikal, and Cancuen.  These 

projects enable me to explore different examples throughout time, beginning with the 

early conservation work at Uaxactun, Tikal in the 1960s, and Cancuen in more recent 

years.  I choose these three, despite the fact that other excellent examples of 

multidisciplinary projects exist outside of Petén, such as those at Copan (addressed in the 

previous sections and in Chapter 4) and the Palenque Cross Group Project (Larios 2007; 

Marken 2007; Morales 1999; Stuart 2005).49 

UAXACTUN 
Once known as San Leandro, Uaxactun, was first described in 1916 by S. G. 

                                                
48 Pillsbury (2012) has some of the most recent discussions on the vital role of archaeological illustrations 
in the representation of the past. Also see Gillespie (2011). 
 
49 Merle Greene Robertson and Alfonso Morales directed the Cross Group Project from 1997-2003.  Their 
multidisciplinary work provides an extraordinary model for how to carry out excavations of architecture 
and fragmented sculpture modeled both in stone and lime-based materials.  Conservators, artists, engineers, 
architects, epigraphers, and archaeologists worked hand in hand during the early stages of research, from 
architectural conservation, through the final design of interpretation materials.  
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Morley (1943).  Located within the Maya Biosphere Reserve (Hurtado 2007:76; Laporte 

and Valdés 1993:7), the site is especially interesting for this study since it has one of the 

oldest and most distinctive histories of archaeological research in the area.  Morley chose 

this site for intensive excavation and large-scale investigation (Kidder 1950:1).  Currently 

it is known for the dramatic excavations done by the Carnegie project from 1926-1937, 

where large and wide trenches dug through different structures, buildings were 

completely dismantled to expose inner structures, and no back filling was done after the 

project ended (Ricketson and Ricketson 1937, Smith 1950).  Specifically for Structure A-

I (R.E. Smith 1937), Schávelzon (1990:120) describes the work as “a gigantic 

architectural dissection.”  Even if the extreme experimental nature of such excavations 

cannot be denied, Uaxactun has been one of the greatest contributions in terms of 

architectural stratification and ceramic sequential data in Maya studies (Black 1990a; 

Kidder 1947).  

The earliest occupation at Uaxactun is found in Group E in the form of round and 

rectangular platforms dating to the Middle Preclassic period (Valdés 1987, 1992).  Franz 

Blom discovered Group E during a topographic survey in 1924 (Ricketson 1937:30).   

Most notably, the work done in Groups A and E play a prominent role in discussions of 

excavation and conservation (see Schávelzon 1990:118 and the discussion in Chapter 1 

about the origin of the Group-E complex at Uaxactun E-VII-Sub).  Interestingly, the term 

“E-Group” comes out of these early excavations at Uaxactun, which gave rise to terms 

and an understanding of Maya architectural patterns that we continue to use today. 
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E-VII-Sub made a remarkable impression on the oringial investigators, portrayed 

in much of the exultation expressed by the CIW archaeologists.  For example, A. Ledyard 

Smith constantly refers to the building as “the most spectacular structure” (Smith 

1950:74).  Elsewhere he states: “Probably the most impressive of all the stairways at 

Uaxactun are those of E-VII sub”(Ibid.:76). Or: “The best-preserved stucco decoration 

was on the Late Developmental Period construction, E-VII sub…”(Ibid:83).  

Unfortunately, we can no longer talk about E-VII- sub in the context of good 

preservation.  Such impact motivated archaeologists to remove the layers of later 

architectural features to expose the whole substructure (Ricketson 1937).  Most of the 

decorations were modeled on stucco and have severely deteriorated throughout the years.  

Such erosion is a ubiquitous phenomenon throughout the region where lime-based 

materials are exposed to the elements and human contact.50 

Over eighty years after the excavation of Structure E-VII-Sub, it constitutes the 

oldest if not the iconic example of the way a building can be discovered, excavated, 

admired, exposed, abandoned, deteriorated, restored, and incorporated into the daily lives 

of a modern settlement, and occasionally visited by tourists.  At the time, the 

investigators in charge of the excavation considered it appropriate to expose the inner 

structure adorned with a series of fragile stucco masks to fully understand its nature 

(Ricketson 1937).  Since the first excavations, Group E has gone through several drastic 

changes in its occupational history that include at least four construction phases.  The 

                                                
50 This phenomenon is most commonly seen at Tikal (Larios 2009b). 
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evidence shows the Group was last occupied during the Late Classic period (Rosal and 

Valdés 2005:153; Rosal et al. 1993:91).  

After the dismantling of E-VII’s last construction episode by the Carnegie 

archaeologists, Enrique Monterroso and Edwin Shook returned in 1974 to restore the 

building (Schávelzon 1990:120; Valdés 2005:205).  The rest of the Carnegie excavations, 

in addition to E-VII-Sub, remained exposed to the elements without proper backfilling or 

stabilization, incurring serious water damage and the collapse of walls and vaults (Ibid.).  

Additionally and especially in the case of E-VII-Sub, the structure suffered constant 

climbing by tourists for decades.51  

Juan Antonio Valdés and his team returned to Uaxactun and carried out 

archaeological salvage and research from 1983-1986 as a branch of the Tikal National 

Project (Valdés 2005).  The project recognized the particular needs of the site taking into 

account its history, current conservation condition, and the future.  The goal was not to 

restore the site for tourism, as the project thought it would have resulted in the loss of 

even more scientific data.  Instead, Valdés proceeded to consolidate the visible 

architectural features and restore the missing structural elements after establishing open 

discussions between archaeologists and conservation experts (Ibid.:206). The 

conservation work was done at Structures A II, III, XII, XVIII (including the backfilling 

of tunnels in the south courtyard); B-XIII; E I, II, III, VIII, X, XVI.  

                                                
51 This is particularly alarming during the equinox in March, when hundreds of people gather at Group E’s 
structures to witness the passage of the sun.  Only recently did IDAEH take measures to prevent people 
from climbing on the structure.  
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Additionally, another component of the Tikal National Project was to explore the 

architecture and sculpture from the Preclassic Period (Laporte and Valdés 1993:7). 

Tunneling through the basements of the visible construction phases allowed for the 

sequential architectural exposure of different features.  The work at Group H South, in 

particular, revealed the presence of remarkable Late Preclassic architectural complexes of 

great technological dexterity, with vaulted rooms, mural paintings, and modeled sculpture 

on the facades.  Minimal intervention using reversible chemical resins was done in order 

to conserve the elements at risk of major fragmentation (Ibid.:98).  After this cautious 

archaeological excavation was carried out the tunnels and trenches were carefully 

backfilled to protect the fragile architectural features from various environmental changes 

and extreme humidity.  

Unfortunately there was minimum maintenance of the exposed architecture at 

Uaxactun after the Tikal National Project; several collapses occurred at the site, such as 

that at the northeast corner of Structure A-V, which collapsed around 2008.  In 2009, the 

SAHI-Uaxactun Archaeological Project52 began a regional archaeological survey that 

also had a restoration component (Kovac and Arredondo 2009).  Structures B-V and B-

VII, also known as the Ball Court Complex, were restored by the project during the first 

season.  From 2010-2012, restoration efforts focused on Group H North’s decorations on 

the basal platform (Kovac et al. 2010- 2012).  

                                                
52 This project is directed by Milan Kovac and is funded by the Slovak Institute of Archaeology and 
History (Acronym in Slovak).  The Guatemalan Co-directors are Ernesto Arredondo from 2009-2012 and 
Edy Barrios in 2013.  Since 2009 research by the SAHI-Uaxactun project has focused on the mapping and 
excavation of Groups C, F, G, and Group H North.  Other types of studies include epigraphy, palynology, 
and anthropology in the area (Kovac and Arredondo 2009).  
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According to the cultural heritage laws of Guatemala, the state is entirely 

responsible for the preservation of the site after projects have finished their research.  In 

addition to the areas covered by the SAHI-Uaxactun Project, members of the technical 

staff (unidad técnica), a multidisciplinary professional team at the Tikal National Park, 

are in charge of analyzing the current conditions and existing building pathologies of the 

many structures at the site.  

What is extraordinary is that Uaxactun is not exclusively a complex and revisited 

archaeological site but also a dynamic contemporary town in Petén.  Such an exceptional 

situation constitutes an additional challenge for the conservation of the site and its 

constantly evolving histories.  The archaeological site as a populated place can be both a 

threat and a blessing for the protection of ancient buildings at Uaxactun.  The people are 

living among the ruins in direct contact with the archaeological site.  In some ways, they 

have made it their new “backyard,” setting mainly along the air strip built in 1938 for the 

extraction of chicle sap (Manilkara sapota) products (Valdés 2005:10).  

These new settlers have migrated from different areas in the country looking for 

opportunities to survive and improve their quality of life.  Most immigrants have been 

drawn to Petén in recent decades by the natural resources of the regenerated forest 

(Hurtado 2007:76; Ibid.).  Lately, most of the local profits come from the biggest 

community-based forest concession in Petén, OMYC,53 which extracts tropical woods 

and renewable resources from the Maya Biosphere Reserve.  In order to survive, people 

                                                
53 Acronym in Spanish for Organización de Manejo y Comercialización. This organization employs over 
125 families in Uaxactun with 275 members (Hurtado 2007:79). 
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grow food (corn, beans, rice, bananas, and winter squash), hunt in the forest (animals and 

archaeological “treasures”), harvest palm or xate (Chamaedorea spp.) or extract 

renewable resources such as allspice and chicle sap.  There is also a recent tourist 

commission and a craft committee but they have had limited success.54  Most of these 

activities require coexisting and working together. 

A modern study by Hurtado (2007) does not consider Uaxactun a typical 

“community,” but a place where individualism and competition are the common in the 

inhabitants’ remote living conditions.  Problematizing conservation in the context of 

these conditions is a vital tool for understanding a sociocultural background for the case 

study described in Chapter 4.  

Recently, scholarly work has addressed the histories of modern settlements 

around sites and their ambivalence about heritage (Breglia 2006).  These studies describe 

many issues concerning the interactions between communities and archaeological sites.  

In this case, I think that the presence of a modern Uaxactun can be beneficial in the long-

term for the conservation of ancient Uaxactun.  Instead of imposing a historically 

constructed view of the past onto the inhabitants of the modern town, archaeology can 

serve a social purpose by assisting in the town’s future expansion, appreciation and 

protection of the ancient settlements (see Castillo 2011 and Macías 2009 for contrasting 

views on conservation projects and the involvement of local communities).  Unlike 

archaeologists, authorities, or tourists, the rural town of Uaxactun has its own unique way 
                                                
54 Most of the tourism is managed from Flores or Tikal leaving no or very little profit at Uaxactun itself. 
Women are trained to make cornhusk dolls and men are taught to weave furniture with locally available 
vines as part of a government initiative (Hurtado 2007:80). There is occasional tourist activity involving 
hunting the indigenous turkey (Meleagris ocellata) also managed by the OMYC. 



 114 

of appropriating and protecting the site.  None of the conservation projects has explored 

this perspective before. This opens up great possibilities for bilateral communication that 

has proven successful elsewhere (e.g., the Carmelita-Mirador Circuit in Petén,55 the 

Nueve Cerros region in Alta Verapaz56). 

Despite the multiple struggles between inhabitants described above, the rural 

setting of Uaxactun offers an advantageous position when compared to the local and 

institutional contested agendas of an urban locale such as Kaminaljuyu, for example 

(Linares, n.d.).  In Uaxactun, the people, forest, and ancient buildings coexist in an 

almost harmonious way.  This unique relationship between an archaeological site and a 

rural settlement generates interesting discussions in terms of migration, identity 

construction, appropriation, resistance, and coexistence within a natural reserve.  In a 

sense, the people exist in the archaeological map and the ruined buildings live in the daily 

events of modern Uaxactun.  Most importantly, Uaxactun’s exceptional human and 

archaeological histories could shed light on the issues of access and sustainable 

conservation of Maya architecture from the analysis of daily interactions of people and 

their environment (see alternative research approaches proposed in Chapter 5).  

                                                
55 This is an archaeological development plan designed in three phases to combine archaeological research, 
conservation and tourism in the next fifteen years.  It is a program of PACUNAM (acronym in Spanish for 
Maya Cultural and Natural Patrimony), “a foundation comprised of visionary corporations committed to 
the preservation of Guatemala’s natural and cultural heritage through sustainable development for the 
benefit of future generations” (http://www.pacunam.org/index/quienes_somos; accessed on April 22, 
2013).  The foundation currently supports archaeological research at the sites of Holmul, Cival, El Zotz, 
Naachtun, La Corona y Waka’.  Visitors Care Program on the Carmelita-Mirador Touristic Circuit includes 
a scientific script, along with interpretative panels and stations, and a tourist guide for visitors. 
56 See Schwab et al. 2012.  Although there is a different relationship between a modern community and the 
archaeological site than Uaxactun’s, the Nueve Cerros project’s approach includes strong ethnographic, 
educational, and economic development components. 
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TIKAL 
Tikal is probably one of the best-known archaeological sites in the Maya area 

today because of its archaeology and ecology (Laporte and Valdés 1993:4).  This is 

enough reason to admit that describing the history and complexity of conserving a site 

such as Tikal deserves an entire dissertation of its own.  Therefore, I concisely highlight 

what I consider relevant for the current discussions on architectural conservation and the 

Tikal Project’s eminent concern about the site’s physical appearance.  After the extensive 

excavation at Uaxactun by the Carnegie Institute of Washington, the University of 

Pennsylvania signed a contract with the Guatemalan government to preserve what the 

“excavations were to uncover of a non-portable nature (i.e., constructed features), or the 

responsible cuttings were to be backfilled” (Coe and Haviland 1982:13).  In this sense, 

the project was strictly oriented to the documentation, study, and restoration of 

architectural features and monumental sculpture to aid in the imminent future of Tikal’s 

tourist development (Ibid.). 

To the Peteneros upon whose labors –be they in disinterring Tikal’s vast 
substance, in guiding us through the forests, in bringing to pass great architectural 
restorations– the Tikal Project was collaboratively founded, dependently grew, 
and then closed with so much felicitously accomplished. (Dedication, Coe and 
Haviland 1982:v) 

 
Shortly after the dedication of Tikal Report No. 12, Coe and Haviland (1982:1) 

provide the Tikal Project’s background and summarize the various restoration works 

done mainly at the Great Plaza, North and Central Acropolis, and Temples III, IV, and 

VI.  In the first pages of this report the authors offer constant assertions of uncertainty 
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about the course and scope of research goals, along with an unexpected five year-season 

from 1965-1969.  Interestingly, other investigators have identified ulterior motives, 

clearly of tourism and nationalism, heavily influencing the archaeological research in 

Petén during this time period.57  Castillo (2011:135) provides the details of the contract 

between the University of Pennsylvania and the Guatemalan Government in 1956.  It was 

modified in 1965 to follow a strict restoration agenda, supervised by the Institute of 

Anthropology and History (IDAEH, acronym in Spanish) and co-sponsored by the 

FYDEP Agency (Spanish acronym for Promotion and Development of Petén; Coe and 

Haviland 1982:3; IDAEH 2003:111). 

According to Castillo (Ibid.), Edwin Shook, an undercover FBI agent in 

Guatemala during World War II, was appointed Director.  His previous experience 

included the restoration project of Zaculeu.  Also, as Coe and Haviland (1982:1) point 

out: “His years of Uaxactun experience, when coupled with the epigraphic and 

architectural expertise of Linton Satterwhaite, did much to promote confidence in the 

imminent work,” especially as field director of investigations.  The Tikal Project had full 

support of the state in Guatemala, with duty-free status, free transportation to Petén on 

the national airline Aviateca, and “free will” to conserve or backfill the project’s 

excavations (Coe and Haviland 1982:3).  

There are several examples of such methodological liberty toward building 

exposure granted to the project by the state.  Structures 5D-33 in the Main Plaza and 5D-

                                                
57 Castillo (2011) offers an excellent analysis of the archaeological construction of a “Guatemalan” or 
national identity at Iximiche’ in the 1960s. George Guillemin, who later became part of the Tikal Project 
and also directed the restoration at Tikal, was in charge of the work at Iximche’.   
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22 in the North Acropolis, popular spots for visitors to Tikal today, serve as evidence of 

dismantling of later construction episodes. On the first building Coe and Haviland 

(Ibid.:22) explain: 

A conscientious review of all factors then involved led to the decision to 
dismantle 5D-33 to its comparatively solid, originally clad lower parts; by level 
these coincided with the directly antecedent structure. Then, as today, what was 
preserved visibly enwraps or engages the earlier building and, hopefully, does so 
in a clear-cut, jointly constructional, and temporal way.  

And in a similar situation for the dismantling of the later phase of 5D-22 they 

describe: 

 Nevertheless, immediately behind [the eroded facades] stood far more 
elaborately designed facings in essentially perfect condition; these pertained to a 
predecessor of what excavation in its course had otherwise preserved (i.e., final 
staircase and above the building proper). We had to consider and comparatively 
weigh, on the one hand, a puristic principle of temporally homogenous exhibition 
and, on the other, the display of a splendid example of complex architecture and 
the achievement of a significant economy to the benefit of other undertakings, 
such as Temple IV, but without giving priority to either one of the advantages 
foreseen. (Coe and Haviland 1982:17)  
 
Such a “perfect condition” has faded away after fifty years of 5D-22’s exposure. 

The masks in particular have eroded in a severe manner (Larios 2009b).  

 In 1969, excavation and restoration work continued at the Tikal Project- FYDEP 

under the direction of Guatemalans Rudy Larios and Miguel Orrego (Laporte and Valdés 

1993:4; Orrego and Larios 1983).  From 1973-1978 they carried out work at Group G and 

at the Plaza of the Seven Temples, and at the Ventanas Palace from 1982-1983 (IDAEH 

2003:111).  Together, Larios and Orrego (1997) created the backbone of the restoration 

criteria for the conservation of buildings at Tikal. Almost simultaneously from 1980-
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1982, IDAEH’s Tikal National Project began the excavation and restoration work at the 

Lost World Complex under the direction of Juan Pedro Laporte (1998-2005).  

 Francisco de León directed the restoration at Temple III after serious damage 

from a lightning strike.  De León worked for COARSA, a private contractor hired by the 

Ministry of Culture from 1998-1999 (IDAEH 2003:111). 

From 1987-1991, Temple V was excavated and restored by Quintana and Noriega 

(1992; cited in Gómez and Vidal 1997:317).  And recently the Spanish Agency for 

International Development Cooperation (AECID, acronym in Spanish) sponsored three 

major restoration projects: 1) Temple I, from 1992-1996; 2) Temple V, 1997-2002; and 

3) Plaza of the Seven Temples (Gómez 2008:544).  The restoration work at this last 

location was carried out from 2003-2010 (AECID58).  

Currently the Unidad Técnica de Arqueología at Tikal National Park is in charge 

of the conservation maintenance of structures and monumental art throughout the site 

(Morales et al 2008). These areas include the Central Acropolis, the West Plaza, the Lost 

World Complex or Mundo Perdido, and Temple IV. An interesting restoration technique 

employed by this team is the application of a sacrificial layer on the weathered limestone 

blocks on the building facades (Ibid.:415). This process consists of the restitution of 10-

15% of the original volume of masonry blocks that have suffered from erosion. The 

restoration is done using a limestone paste with similar characteristics to the original 

building blocks. 

                                                
58 http://www.aecid.es/es/noticias/2013/04-2013/2013-04-08_acta_entrega_parque_tikal.html (accessed on 
April 12, 2013). 
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Without spending too much time on other projects in Petén that offer particular 

relevance to the considerations included in this thesis, I selectively move from Tikal, a 

project that set the precedent for multidisciplinary research and destructive/reconstructive 

restoration of buildings, to more recent projects that contrast with the Tikal and Uaxactun 

projects in terms of social engagement and ethically committed conservation choices.  

CANCUEN 
Cancuen was a pioneering project in collaborative research in Petén, even if its 

focus was not exactly declared to be the restoration of architecture.  Directed by Arthur 

Demarest and his Guatemalan counterparts,59 the Cancuen Archaeological Project 

currently serves as a model for socially committed and sustainable architectural 

conservation project in Petén.  The project is multidisciplinary in nature, with a focus on 

archaeology, cultural anthropology, ethics, conservation, and ecotourism.  All of these 

were important components of the research in order to integrate local communities 

surrounding the archaeological site (Demarest and Barrientos 2001; Demarest and 

Woodfill 2012; García 2002, 2003).  

The city of Cancuen was founded in the middle of the seventh century by the 

Kingdom Calakmul as part of an expansionist policy that attempted to gain strategic 

control of this important location that controlled river routes for trade and 

commercialization (Fahsen, Barrientos, and Demarest 2004).  It is located between the 

Maya highlands and lowlands in southwestern Petén.  During the Early Classic period, 

                                                
59 Tomás Barrientos (1999-2006), Luis Alberto Romero (2007-2008), and Horacio Martínez (2009-
present). 
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Cancuen had epigraphic and iconographic ties to Tres Islas, Teotihuacan, Tikal, later with 

Calakmul and Dos Pilas, and then with Machaquila in the Late Classic (Fahsen and 

Demarest 2000; Fahsen et. al. 2001).  These same influences from many regions also 

appear architecturally, a point that careful conservation policies can help to understand 

and preserve.  A ruler from Cancuen is mentioned on Stela 1 at Tres Islas in 396 A.D.  

This same monument has Teotihuacan imagery, documenting some of the 

Teotihuacano/Maya contact referred to in other epigraphic studies of Central Petén 

(Stuart 1998).  It is possible that commercial interaction was not limited to river travel 

and that other communication corridors connected central Mexico to the southeast Maya 

area (Demarest 2004).  This information and the alliances made by Cancuen with other 

sites mainly rely on epigraphic evidence (Martin and Grube 1995), but other stylistic 

influences are revealed in the sculptural and architectural programs, and conservation 

needs to be attuned to these.  

What seemed to be a modest site, until the weakening of Calakmul and Dos Pilas 

in 761 A.D. suddenly gained regional power by not only controlling the transportation of 

raw materials, but also creating the large-scale production of prestige goods (Kovacevich, 

Ohnstad, and Beach 2005).  Initial excavations at Cancuen viewed the site as a gateway 

for commercial trade from the Maya highlands to the lowlands in the Late Classic period, 

but recent discoveries have shown that the site had a strategic military significance as 

well since it was founded in 656 A.D. as part of the Calakmul kingdom (Fahsen and 

Jackson 2002). Military movements at Cancuen began directly after the large Maya 

centers in the area were defeated in the interregional battles of Petén when Cancuen’s 
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ruler Taj Chan Ahk is believed to have attracted nobles and artisans who fled from their 

cities of origin looking for refuge (Demarest et al. 2006). There are numerous complex 

residential structures in Cancuen that could be evidence of social diversity of elite and 

non-elite populations at the site (Barrientos and Demarest 2006).  

Cancuen has been one of the most intriguing border sites studied in recent years. 

The unique geographical location of the site at the beginning of the navigable upper 

Pasión River, which connects to the Usumacinta River, facilitated political, economic, 

and ethno-linguistic interactions with the surrounding areas (Ibid.).  This was one of the 

most important commercial routes for the ancient Maya, allowing the exchange of 

prestige goods such as jade, obsidian, pyrite, and quetzal feathers and their large-scale 

distribution to the great centers of the Petén region.  Recent investigations at Cancuen 

have focused on power relations that were based on this control of commercial trade and 

the production of prestige goods.  Investigations at the site have also proved that this 

manufacture, specifically of jade objects, was not exclusive to the elite but that a non-

elite supporting population also had a lively role in this activity (Barrientos and Demarest 

2001; Kovacevich 2006).  Excavations in non-elite residential areas have exposed 

evidence of the first stages of jade and pyrite goods production, although no finished 

products were found (Callaghan and Kovacevich 2005).  This supports the assumption 

that the elite held exclusive knowledge and skill to complete and distribute these items 

(Barrientos and Demarest 2006).  

Excavation and subsequent restoration done by the Cancuen Archaeological 

Project since 1999 has allowed archaeologists and restoration architects to observe that 
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certain buildings reveal architectural and decorative techniques similar to those in the 

buildings at Palenque.  Early in the chronology, the architectural typology at Cancuen 

more closely resembled the highland tradition of building with mud; it later developed 

into more elaborate stone constructions with fine decorations in stucco, recognizable as a 

“Palencano” style (Ibid.).  Not only was the architecture tied to Palenque but ceramic 

analysis has shown fine paste materials from that area as well (Callaghan and Kovacevich 

2005).  Although very hard to prove in the archaeological record, there is a possibility 

that the river could have served as the vehicle for new craft specializations at Cancuen.  

Recent studies of stucco samples from Cancuen (Fernández 2012) reveal close 

similarities to those made by stucco artisans at Palenque.  This could be one example of 

how detailed excavation, cataloguing, and material analysis with conservation in mind, 

can assist the investigation of architecture at an archaeological site and reveal patterns of 

relationships both in stylistic and technical terms. 

In reality, the scope of the conservation component at the Cancuen Project was 

strictly defined to serve in the touristic promotion of the site. In doing this, the local 

project members were trained in conservation techniques both practically and through 

lectures, including field trips to Tikal and Yaxha (Barrientos 2004; Barrientos and 

Demarest 2006).  The restoration at Cancuen included the south wing of the Palace, at the 

main entrance to the site.  The East Ball Court, located and looking over the river, was 

also restored using the duplication of three ball court markers (Coronado 2005).  The 

original pieces were transported to Guatemala City to become part of the National 

Museum’s collection.  More recently, other conservation works have included the 
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restoration and partial reconstruction of a sacred pool that served as a depository for 

corpses after what may have been the extermination of the site’s elite in a regional battle 

(Alvarado 2010). A contemporary altar was also built near the pool for religious 

celebrations of the local Q’eqchi’es.  

At present, Maya altars, no matter how historic, are subject to changes of 
ownership according to the free play of supply and demand. Moreover, the lack of 
protection leaves them vulnerable to vandalism. Maya have to pay an entrance fee 
to see the archaeological centers of their ancestors and then are treated like third-
class citizens by the staff. This is further proof that the Maya are foreigner not 
only in their own country but also in their own homes. (Cojtí 1996:43) 

 

As I discuss in detail in Chapter 5, a conservation agenda must include the needs 

of local groups. This facilitation of an altar for ritual at Cancuen is an excellent example 

of this issue (Demarest and Woodfill 2012:134).  

Conservation is probably the component of the project that will have the largest 

single impact after the research is concluded. Even if at the beginning conservation 

training had a “paternalistic” undertone, where locals were educated in heritage and 

conservation philosophies and techniques by a specialist, the sustainable part of the initial 

objective has apparently succeeded. I say this with extreme caution since no real survey 

of the local population has been done to measure how well or poorly the conservation 

efforts have served the community’s interests.  

What is evident in recent publications is the continued and strengthened 

interaction and collaboration between the archaeological and local communities of ladino 

and Q’eqchi’ communities surrounding an archaeological project. The restored areas and 
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patios of the Cancuen Palace, and likely contemporary altars, are currently utilized as the 

loci of religious ceremonies with animal sacrifices by the Maya Q’ueqchi’ Mayahak 60 

(Demarest and Woodfill 2012:134; García 2003). In these activities we find a new set of 

users and functions for the architecture at Cancuen, a once again prosperous ritual locale.  

There is no ideal scenario that archaeological projects can solve in terms of ethical 

debates and sustainable conservation but at least the search for “real” collaborative 

practices is in the mind of many scholars.  

Recent archaeological work at Salinas de los Nueve Cerros in the nearby 

municipality of Cobán is directed by Brent Woodfill, a former member of the Cancuen 

project, “committed to using archaeology as a mechanism for positive social change and 

the preservation of the natural and cultural resources that are present at the site.”61 

SAN BARTOLO 
In the same way, San Bartolo is a multidisciplinary research project like Cancuen, 

only lacking the participation of a sociocultural anthropologist who could study the 

modern populations near the site. San Bartolo has a completely different setting than that 

of Uaxactun, Tikal, and Cancuen. It is a relatively small and extremely remote site about 

30 kilometers from Uaxactun. In Chapter 2 I discuss some of the cultural significance and 

potential claims of San Bartolo by social groups who relate to the site in different 

degrees.  For instance, Árbol Verde (the community-based forest concession mentioned 

in Chapter 2), the modern towns around Flores, and the rural settlement at Uaxactun 

                                                
60 The Mayahak is a ceremony associated with agriculture and farming (Demarest and Woodfill 2012:127; 
García 2003:62). 
61 http://nuevecerros.org/index.php?p=1_14_Our-Project-and-Goals (accessed on April 15, 2013). 
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(consisting mainly of migrating groups of Q’eqchi’ and Ladinos) surround the site of San 

Bartolo.  But the conservation work at San Bartolo was never planned to include such 

settlements or any other social groups as visitors or tourists.  

3.3 SOME ETHICAL DILEMMAS OF CONSERVATION PROJECTS IN PETÉN 
Two buildings have made an impression that could reflect the difference that 

architectural conservation can make in the archaeological community: Uaxactun’s E-VII-

Sub and Tikal’s 5D-33.  The exposure of E-VII-Sub went unnoticed since the research at 

Maya sites was still restricted to the archaeological community who had literally no 

interaction with the public.  The later construction episodes of both structures were 

dismantled but Tikal’s 5D-33 generated a much larger controversy and even serious 

criticism among the archaeologists involved in the excavations and the academic 

community (Berlin 1967; Rainey et al. 1967).  

After the debates emerged around the dismantling of Structure 5D-33 in Tikal, 

Coe and Haviland (1982:22) stated:   

Aside from supposed wanton demolition, to have actually designed an 
architectonic exhibit juxtaposing diachronic disparities happens today to remain 
an anathema in some quarters. Nevertheless, both parties, purists and pragmatists 
alike, would seem to share a premise, namely, that the aim of restoration is a 
pedagogical one. If this is true, the general public is the obvious audience. Yet 
tourism and national economics so patently combine as to make one question 
education as the aim. Rather, Tikal “sells” only to the extent that its restorations 
(and ambience) provoke awe and fascination and beguilement.  
 
The conservation goal of a project is not always transparent or obvious to the 

general public. Neither is typically discussed beyond the project directors and 

professionals involved in the excavation of a building. But Coe and Haviland were not 
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mistaken in assuming a pedagogical intent for the conservation project in Tikal and 

elsewhere. And, as they imply, this early conservation agenda is what helps “sell” Tikal 

today, in the sense that the dramatically reconstructed buildings are what attract throngs 

of tourists each year. In other words, today, people are awed and “beguiled” but not 

necessarily educated. 

In the case of Mesoamerica, and the Maya region in particular, most conservation 

work is undertaken after the excavation of Classic-period (300-900 AD) architecture, 

which is most commonly found on the surface at major centers. The choices faced by the 

conservator can commonly include the last built architectural episode but also the 

preservation of subterranean or earlier construction.  Although it is more “logical” to deal 

with the conservation of the latest structure, looted structures or the extensive excavations 

made by the earlier projects at Uaxactun or Tikal provide the opportunity for deeper 

stratigraphic layers to be seen as part of the stabilization of a building. Such preference is 

up to the conservator and the archaeologist criteria but it can also be a decision based on 

the site’s history.  

As a result of this situation and these choices, predominantly Classic-period sites 

have been restored in the past. Some of the most familiar are Tikal in Guatemala, Copan 

in Honduras, and Palenque in Mexico. However, there are sites where the latest 

construction phase can be entirely Preclassic or Postclassic. Most recently at San Bartolo, 

but also at Uaxactun and Tikal, excavations experienced problems inherent to exposing 

earlier architectural chronologies. The case of San Bartolo will be addressed in detail in 

the next chapter but a similar “didactic” solution was proposed to explicitly reveal and 
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preserve different construction episodes through a looter’s trench (Larios 2005, also see 

Chapter 4). In this case, the dismantling was obviously the result of the site’s human 

depredation.  But the destruction was given a positive spin by the conservators who 

designed the consolidation of the architectural sequences to educate visitors, who can 

thus reach a better understanding of certain features that emphasize the building’s 

distinctiveness.  

At the end of Coe and Haviland’s previous statement (cited above), they were also 

right in identifying the “general public” as the audience that “buys” the restoration works 

at Tikal. In this sense they are finally admitting the clear links between tourism and the 

research carried out by the Tikal Project. Particularly for building 5D-33-1st, I believe 

that educating the public by showing the different construction phases was only a 

serendipitous intent and one not clearly interpreted as such. Perhaps, it was merely the 

solution to a bigger methodological issue presented during the excavation of the building. 

Or instead, perhaps a preference for showing the earlier decorations found in a pristine 

state of conservation. In discussing historic preservation issues, Striner (1995:4) asserts: 

“Certain problems of preservation ethics are nothing more than problems of age-old 

human weaknesses.”  These “human weaknesses” can be seen in the conservation history 

of Tikal and Uaxactun.  

For example, the decision to dismantle Uaxactun’s Structure E-VII-Sub came 

from the admiration and desire of archaeologists to show earlier Preclassic constructions 

in a better state of preservation compared to the more deteriorated later architectural 

remains found exposed on the surface (Ricketson 1937).  The destruction of Tikal’s 
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Structure 5D-33 might have resulted because priority was given to excavation but mainly 

came from the pressures of tourism and a nationalistic economic agenda that was 

imposed on the site directors.  Perhaps site directors at both Uaxactun and Tikal were 

victims of what Striner (1995:4) calls an “aesthetic connoisseurship” that made them 

choose between a poorly preserved and bad looking building and a pristine and good 

looking architectural decoration. 

This type of "preservation connoisseurship" becomes even more excruciating 
when the understanding of what constitutes "architecture" degenerates to the level 
of mere motifs and ornamentation. An example of this occurred at a recent public 
hearing before a local regulatory commission at which the preservation staff of 
the local government argued that the roof of a historic building was "not an 
architecturally significant element" - presumably because it did not possess 
ornamental qualities reflective of a "style." In this manner a building that was a 
unique historical document -- a historic resource exuding the authentic qualities of 
the long-vanished period in which it was created -- was mentally reduced from a 
unified entity (a building) to a disconnected series of visual motifs. (Striner 
1995:9) 
 

I have come to accept the reasons behind such decisions of the Tikal and 

Uaxactun projects because as conservators we have struggled to find a balance between 

pedagogy and practicality in our work, and have learned from the previous mistakes of 

our profession.  The same applies to the lack of backfilling of the excavations at 

Uaxactun or the careless exposure of plaster decorations at E-VII-Sub (Ricketson 1937). 

These made of Uaxactun a learning laboratory of sorts for archaeology students although 

not so much for the general public (Tomás Barrientos, personal communication 2005).  In 

a broader sense Castañeda (1996:6) makes a similar assumption about Chichén Itzá: 
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Climatological, geological, medical, historical, ethnographic, anthropometric, 
linguistic, and other studies were conducted in conjunction with the excavation 
and restoration of the monumental architecture of the central parts of the site. 
Eighteen years later, the investment of hundreds of thousands of dollars by the 
Carnegie Institution of Washington and the Mexican government in these 
investigations had converted Yucatán into a scientific laboratory and the ancient 
city into a virtual factory of knowledge, the products of which formed the 
foundation of Maya studies and the local tourist industry. 
 
Hopefully this chapter makes evident how funding entities not always directly 

associated with archaeological research play a significant role in the articulation of 

conservation projects, mainly orchestrated by the state.  

Unlike Yucatán, Petén offers an attractive opportunity for those interested in 

exploiting the natural resources of the forest in the Maya Bioshpere Reserve (MBR).  At 

the same time, migrating communities feeling no connection or very little cultural 

attachment to archaeological sites have recently populated the area (Hurtado 2010:104).62 

Recent scholarship has explored the degrees in which communities appropriate the past 

(McNiven and Russell 2005; Scarre and Coningham 2012). Most conservation work in 

Petén, near settlements in the MBR, do not take under consideration the demographics, 

difference in language or culture, and the significance that archaeological sites might 

have for these communities. Very few archaeological projects manage to engage with 

descendant or surrounding communities in their practice (Colwell and Ferguson 2008). 

The problematic combination of an isolated area with extraordinary archaeological 

                                                
62  This is also the case of the El Perú-Waka’ archaeological site located in the Laguna del Tigre National 
Park.  The modern settlement of Paso Caballos is a Q’eqchi’ village located within the boundaries of this 
park that serves as the access to archaeological site located near the San Pedro river. Research by Rahder 
(2008) shows the frustration in some of the villagers toward scientific research that might be generated by 
the exclusion of the Q’eqchi’. Rahder identifies the lack of consideration by conservation agencies and 
other state programs of the social inequalities of such settlements. 
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discoveries in need of careful conservation is the focus of the case study in the next 

chapter, which discusses some of the technical challenges faced by the archaeological 

project at the site of San Bartolo.  
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UN EJEMPLO 

Chapter 4:   

The Case of San Bartolo, Petén, Guatemala 

San Bartolo is an archaeological site located in northeastern Petén. It is best 

known for the magnificent mural paintings found in 2001 inside Structure Sub-IA dating 

to circa 100 BCE (Saturno 2009a:111).  In this chapter I provide a technical description 

of the architectural analysis and conservation work carried out at Structure 1 (also known 

as Las Pinturas) in the Las Pinturas Complex.  I specifically focus on the consolidation of 

Structure Sub-IA.  In the same manner, I present an overview of the site as cultural 

patrimony and the reasoning behind the conservation decisions made by conservators, 

project directors, and Guatemalan institutions.  

In the following sections I discuss the inter/multidisciplinary efforts of the San 

Bartolo Project, primarily focused on the consolidation of the architectural program of 

Structure Sub-1A.  The mural house63 is now safely preserved for further analysis and 

maintenance throughout a series of consolidated excavation tunnels.  The painted features 

and its surroundings have been carefully analyzed and stabilized by a team of specialists.  

In the current section I provide the architectural analysis of Sub-IA and discuss the 

conservation methods used to preserve different aspects of the building.  Finally, I 

address the challenges present in conserving subterranean Late Preclassic contexts and 

                                                
63 This word choice is similar to the ancient term Nah identified by Stuart (1998:376) in Classic Maya texts, often 
referring in a general sense to a “building” or “structure.”  Also, the Oxford American Dictionary definse house as “a 
building in which people meet for a particular activity.”  Sub I-A is typically referred to elsewhere as a temple or a 
mural chamber.  I also call it “the mural room,” without having to assign a speculative function to the building. 
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the implications of having to investigate a building that is considered the cultural 

patrimony of a nation.  In this way, I provide the reader with sufficient evidence of the 

successes and limitations of the San Bartolo synergetic approach.  

Due to such a fragile and important discovery, conservation has played a vital role 

in the San Bartolo Regional Archaeological Project (SBRAP) since the beginning 

(Beaubien et al. 2004:102).  Conservation, as one of the project’s priorities, allowed for a 

detailed study of one of the most significant and vibrant samples of Preclassic art in the 

Maya Lowlands (Hurst 2009:22; Miller 2006:1; Saturno 2009a:113; Saturno et al. 

2005:7).  Such preservation effort allowed archaeologists to make a controlled and 

specific record and analysis of paintings, molded decorations, and structural features, 

contributing to the study of ancient architecture in the region and protecting the ancestral 

cultural legacy of Guatemala.  But the question remains as to who will guarantee the 

continuing preservation of the murals and the site once the main investigations and 

conservation work of the project end.  The remoteness of the site from modern 

settlements makes San Bartolo susceptible to several potential dangers, including further 

archaeological looting and uncontrolled access by tourists.  The reality of other sites like 

this in Petén is one that presents many challenges.  Uaxactun, the nearest human 

settlement from San Bartolo, serves as an example of the scenarios that can arise when 

conservation is not planned or regulated (see Chapter 3 for specific discussions on this 

site’s conservation history).  Currently, the preservation of Sub-IA’s pictorial programs 

plays an exclusive role in the project’s goals, while the state regulates the project research 

agenda and local communities are not involved in the site’s preservation.  
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Despite these challenges, the excavation and conservation methodologies 

employed have been very successful.  San Bartolo represents a good (and understandably 

an improvable) model for similar projects dealing with architecture preserved in original 

subterranean contexts.  The interdisciplinary approach of the investigation team has made 

evident the viability of strong collaboration between archaeology, architecture, art and art 

history, and conservation.  

The key role of conservation in the early stages of the San Bartolo Project can be 

traced to some degree to the training and intellectual background of the project members.  

A particularly strong influence is the conjunctive approach implemented at the Copan 

Acropolis Project at Copan, Honduras, where various key project members had 

significant work experience and training (Saturno, Stuart, and Taube among them).  From 

its earliest stages, SBRAP focused on four fundamental goals during the first formal 

season in 2002: 1) investigation and conservation of the mural paintings in Sub-IA; 2) 

regional survey and mapping; 3) determination of the site’s occupational history through 

excavation of the main architectural complexes; and 4) establishment of preliminary 

conservation plans for the site (Urquizú and Saturno 2002). 

After a decade of research by SBRAP, Structure I is now understood to include a 

series of architectural programs built under a long tradition of highly skilled masons, 

painters, and sculptors.  Unique examples of Late Preclassic art are found in the 

contemporaneous structures of Sub-IB (Hurst 2005a) and the Yaxche/Ixim building 

(Román 2005, 2008).  Recently, Boris Beltrán finished the excavations of the Middle 

Preclassic Sub-VI Complex (Beltrán and Saravia 2012; Hurst 2009:39; Saturno et al. 
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2006). This group of structures includes mural paintings and inscriptions from 

Ixbalamque or Sub-VIA, Hunahpu or Sub-VIB, and Sub-VIC or the small ball court 

(with a painted ball marker).64 

4.1 THE PROJECT’S SOCIO-HISTORICAL CONTEXT    

The San Bartolo Regional Archaeological Project (SBRAP) formally began in 

2002 under the leadership of William Saturno and Mónica Urquizú, soon after the 

unexpected discovery of the murals in Sub-IA (Urquizú and Saturno 2002).  In the 

previous year, after the initial discovery, cursory explorations had begun by Saturno, Ian 

Graham, David Stuart, and Héctor Escobedo (Saturno et al. 2001). 

THE SITE 
As previously described in Chapter 3, San Bartolo is located in northeastern Petén 

within the Maya Biosphere Reserve (MBR), and surrounded by Árbol Verde, a local 

communal-based forest concession located in the Multiple Use Zone of the MBR.65  The 

ruins are situated approximately nine kilometers north of the major Classic Period 

settlement of Xultun. The nearest modern settlement is Uaxactun, located some 30 

kilometers to the southwest.  In Chapter 5 I will return to the issues surrounding the 

                                                
64For a detailed description of the Sub-VI Group see the field reports by Beltrán (2005, 2006, 2008, 2010) 
as well as Beltrán and Saravia (2012).  Beltrán (n.d.) is currently working on his licenciatura thesis on the 
Sub-VI Complex at San Bartolo. 
65 Árbol Verde has an area of 64,973 ha for the extraction of mahogany and tropical cedar along with non-
timber forest products (e.g., allspice and chicle gum).  This concession is based at Ixlú, Petén, and was 
certified in 2002.  Currently, nine communities with a population of 7,452 benefit from Árbol Verde: Ixlú, 
El Remate, Macanche, El Zapote, Las Viñas, El Naranjo, El Caoba, El Porvenir and Zocotzal (Stoian and 
Rodas 2006). 
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present-day relationship between the ruins of San Bartolo and various communities 

engaged with the site.  

San Bartolo covers an area of approximately one square kilometer (Saturno et al. 

2005:3) and is composed of four major architectural Groups: 1) The Jabalí Complex to 

the west, 2) the Ventanas Complex or the Main Group, 3) the Las Pinturas Complex 

located about half a kilometer east of Las Ventanas, and 4) the Saraguates Complex to the 

east.  Las Pinturas is the second largest architectural assemblage at the site, comprised of 

five structures around an interior plaza.  Structure I is the central building dominating the 

view of the Complex, a little over 26 meters high.  Severely damaged by illegal 

excavations, this building protects at least seven completed construction episodes dating 

to the Preclassic period (Saturno 2009:115, emphasis added) and one last effort to 

renovate the building that was never finished.66  Consequently, Sub-IA is the 

antepenultimate construction episode or the first sub-structure where Saturno found some 

of the earliest examples of Maya wall paintings in Guatemala.  The function of the mural 

house remains unclear, but according to the iconographic interpretation of the murals, it 

seems to be tied to themes of agricultural fertility and rulership (Saturno 2009:130; 

Saturno et al. 2006; Taube et al. 2010).  In the Pinturas Complex, Sub-IA and Sub-IB are 

two structures contemporaneous with the Ixim Structure and Yaxche platform, all part of 

a group that I call the Late Preclassic Mural Complex.  

                                                
66Low walls on two terraces were detected on the east side of Structure I, indicating a possible building renovation that 
was never completed.  Therefore, Sub-IA along with Ixim, Yaxche, and Sub-IB are really the antepenultimate 
construction episodes in Structure I’s building chronology.  The nomenclature for the sub-structures changed after this 
finding, but Sub-IA retains its original name as published before 2006 (Beltrán 2006). 
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THE DISCOVERY 
On March 16, 2001, William Saturno left a hand-written note for David Stuart on 

the table of Ian Graham’s house in San Andrés, Petén, describing the discovery of 

important murals at a then-unknown site he had visited in the previous days.  Both Stuart 

and Saturno were then working for the Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions 

Project67 of Harvard’s Peabody Museum, and each were in Petén to follow rumors of new 

archaeological sites.  While Stuart was working at the ruins of Zapote Bobal and El 

Parajal, Saturno intended to travel with guides to sites in the region of Dos Lagunas and 

Naachtun.  His plans were changed, however, due to lack of provisions, and during this 

time Saturno and his companions rested for a little over a day at the small, undocumented 

site of San Bartolo before Saturno headed back to Guatemala City.  In his brief note, 

Saturno informed Stuart of the discovery of some mural paintings he had found when 

they unintentionally stopped at San Bartolo and explored one of the walls of a looter’s 

trench (Saturno et al. 2005:1).        

Beginning in 1994, Stuart assisted Ian Graham with the Corpus, where Saturno 

joined them as Field Associate in 2001.68  Saturno’s expedition to Petén had the goal of 

identifying monuments missed by previous archaeological expeditions for the Corpus 

near the site of Xultun (Von Euw and Graham 1984; Garrison 2007).  This connection 

and the detailed recording of monuments that characterizes the Corpus had a great 

influence on Saturno’s decision to return to the site and properly record and preserve such 
                                                
67 Currently directed by Barbara W. Fash, the Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions (CMHI) of the Peabody 
Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology at Harvard University was founded by Ian Graham in 1968.  He had the 
wonderful ambition of documenting every Maya inscription to make those records available to researchers all over the 
world. 
68 Saturno joined the Corpus a year after obtaining his doctorate at Harvard under the supervision of William L. Fash.  
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a unique discovery.  Similarly, Saturno was able to use his experience and research 

methodologies employed at Copan as another important influence. 

THE COPAN LEGACY 
Hammond’s (1983) prosopography essay and Black’s (1990a) dissertation work 

provide valuable insights on the developmental history of Maya archaeology and into 

how archaeologists were connected to each other, and institutions funding their research, 

affected by contemporary trends in academia.  Hammond (1983:4) asserts that “one of 

the salient characteristics of Maya archaeology has indeed been the extent to which 

personalities rather than ideas have dominated its development.”  In discussing the work 

at San Bartolo, I believe it is important to keep this approach in mind and to discuss some 

individual histories that show the way people and their backgrounds play an essential role 

in a conservation effort as challenging and successful as the one at Sub-IA. 

I want to stress the importance of Saturno’s training and his exposure to best 

practices in archaeology beginning early in a professional career.  Saturno most likely 

believed in and learned from the Corpus’ high professional standards and commitment to 

document, rescue, and make all written records available.  Undeniably he recognized the 

frailty and exceptionality of the murals requiring urgent care.  Doubtlessly these were 

good reasons for making conservation a priority for the SBRAP.  The research methods 

employed at San Bartolo are an intellectual legacy inherited from Saturno’s experience at 

Copan, Honduras.  Such a legacy can be traced to the Uaxactun archaeological lineages 

proposed by Black (1990a:258): 
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While it might be assumed that methodology is adopted because it is 
“productive,” the importance of historical connections should not be 
underestimated. In Maya archaeology as elsewhere, field traditions are maintained 
through shared field experiences as established archaeologists (field directors) set 
the methodological standards for the next generation (field assistants) to emulate, 
modify, or reject. 

 
In his dissertation, Black (1990a) discusses in great length not just the intellectual 

pedigree that exists in Maya archaeological research but primarily its historical 

development of field methods and methodologies still employed to this day.  In the case 

of San Bartolo, the influences the project director and other key members gained from 

fieldwork experience at Copan –along with their academic training at Boston, Harvard, 

Vanderbilt, and Yale Universities– is manifested in the conjunctive approach of 

archaeology, art history, and conservation. 

William Saturno began as a graduate student at Harvard in 1992 and two years 

later joined William Fash’s field archaeological project in Copan.  Saturno completed his 

doctoral studies investigating the site of Río Amarillo, a subordinate center of Copan 

(Saturno 2000).  It is important to highlight the direct link between Saturno and his 

multilayered research and conservationist philosophy at San Bartolo because his 

experience in Copan/Río Amarillo was invaluable for eventually facing with great 

dexterity the challenges that SBRAP presented.  The study of a Maya building through 

the integration of structural, iconographic, and epigraphic studies (when available) seems 

to be obvious from the architectural point of view, although to this day not every project 

considers them essential.  
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After the discovery of the murals in Structure Sub-IA, Saturno and Stuart raised 

the first grant money for the first expedition to the site in 2001.  A year later, Saturno and 

Monica Urquizú, his Guatemalan counterpart, were granted directorship of the San 

Bartolo Project by the Guatemalan Ministry of Culture and Sports.  They invited to the 

project a group of specialists in iconography, art, architecture, and conservation who had 

worked at Copan.  The group included: Harriet Beaubien, Heather Hurst, Rudy Larios, 

and Karl Taube.  

Saturno not only recruited some of the Copan specialists but he also led a team at 

San Bartolo that included some of the most experienced Guatemalan archaeologists; they 

have been instrumental in the conservation efforts described in this thesis.  To this day, 

Saturno has co-directed the work at San Bartolo and Xultun with three Guatemalan 

counterparts: Mónica Urquizú (2002-2008), Luis Alberto Romero (2009-2011), and 

Patricia R. Castillo (2012-).  Conservation, monumental art, and detailed studies of 

artifacts were not foreign to this group of archaeologists who collaborated at other 

multidisciplinary projects in Guatemala, such as those focused on Pierdas Negras, the 

Petexbatun region, and Kaminaljuyu; their experience became vital in the conservation 

activities at San Bartolo.  Together, and with many other international specialists who 

later joined SBRAP, they made valuable contributions to the project. 

Unlike the archaeological cut that destroyed part of the Acropolis at Copan, the 

damage at San Bartolo’s Structure I was a combination of natural deterioration and man-

made depredation.  In a similar way the looters’ trench located on the east side of the 

building cut and exposed a series of architectural features and threatened the stability of 
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the entire structure.  Saturno and his team tunneled perpendicularly to the trench, 

following the building attributes to investigate the structure’s chronological history (see 

the preliminary reports by Uriquizú and Saturno 2002-2008).  Originally the plan for San 

Bartolo was to consolidate the excavation tunnels to create a visitor’s route similar to that 

at Copan, where visitors can view some features of earlier Acropolis structures.  But later 

the idea of having tourists inside Structure I was discarded due to the fragile environment 

of the murals (Larios 2005b).  The excavation and consolidation methods were still the 

ones used by Larios at Copan, only geared toward visitations by scholars and 

conservation experts.  Thus it is now easy to trace the Copan intellectual legacy to the 

investigations and analysis at San Bartolo, especially through the people leading the 

different specialized studies.  

It is important to recognize Black’s input in making obvious the intellectual 

interconnections or legacies in Maya archaeology.  The topic is significantly more 

complicated than what I have stated here.  I simply try to prove that conservation, as part 

of collaborative work, has been a concern carried out by archaeologists in Guatemala 

since the early Carnegie works (Miller 2008:6).  Enrique Monterrso Tun and Rudy Larios 

are well-respected archaeological conservators in Guatemala.  They both were part of the 

Tikal Project in the 1960s and thus share the intellectual legacy of the early works at 

Uaxactun described by Black (1990a).  Additionally Rudy Larios’ experience included 

working at the site of Copan.  The work at Copan is different from those earlier projects 

because of its strong commitment to conservation and the interdisciplinary focus of the 

archaeological research.  



 141 

Ultimately, the greatest contribution of Copan (and now San Bartolo) has been the 

teamwork and willingness of project directors to include specialists since the early stages 

of research planning.  For conservation studies, this is truly a key element to advance our 

practice toward becoming a well-established discipline in Maya studies.  

THE MULTIDISCIPLINARY TEAM 

The conservation work at San Bartolo has been uninterrupted since the site’s 

discovery.  Serendipity aside, finding such a wonderful set of paintings can be a once-in-

a-life-time experience for an archaeologist.  But at the same time it is a significant 

financial and logistical burden for a project director, as safeguarding and investigating 

such unique finds is a demanding responsibility for any person or institution.  There is 

almost always a nerve-wracking, time-sensitive, and unpleasant financial challenge 

involved in archaeological conservation, even involving finds far more mundane than the 

murals of San Bartolo.  Having to budget and secure funding for conservation tasks 

throughout several field seasons often becomes an incessant struggle.  It is perhaps not 

surprising then that conservation is perceived as more of a luxury than a professional 

obligation for a research project, especially in its early stages.  Nevertheless, due to 

Saturno’s determination the work at San Bartolo (and currently at the site of Xultun) 

resulted in the initial creation of a thorough, interdisciplinary, highly committed, and 

ethically concerned archaeological research team devoted to conservation. 

A team of archaeologists excavated Structure Sub-IA with conservators, structural 

and civil engineers, geologists, geographers, and other environmental experts who were 
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able to answer the immediate questions and difficulties posed by the building (Urquizú 

and Saturno 2002).  The joint participation of various specialists advanced the analysis 

and interpretation of Structure Sub-IA beyond traditional archaeological research by 

tackling the different components of the structure.  Conservation was carried out in a 

holistic way, allowing consultation and modification of techniques.  In some instances, 

excavations had to be delayed, cancelled, or tailored to the needs of a particular feature. 

Archaeologists and conservators shared their knowledge and space, so the analysis of the 

construction fill, masonry, mural paintings, and environment was not done in isolation. 

In 2002, along with a bi-national archaeology team, the project employed two 

wall painting conservation experts from the Getty Conservation Institute (Leslie Rainer, 

who was also part of the initial expedition in 2001) and the U.S. National Park Service 

(Angelyn Bass), a multispectral photographer (Gene Ware), a Guatemalan archaeological 

conservator (Enrique Monterroso Tun), and two photographers from the National 

Geographic Society (Ken Garrett and Jesús López). Other important studies of settlement 

patterns and the environment took place in order to understand the context of Sub-IA, as 

a site, and within the region (Garrison and Dunning 2009).  

Throughout the years, more than 25 members of the technical staff, in addition to 

almost 60 local workers, have collaborated on different areas of research at Sub-IA (see 

Appendix 1 for full listing). In terms of architectural and structural analysis, the project 

originally sought advice from engineers and conservators to solve the most imminent 

threats to the building. Enrique Monterroso Tun carried out the initial inspection of the 

room and its surroundings. Angelyn Bass and Leslie Rainer were responsible for the 
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conservation, stabilization, and monitoring of the mural paintings and plaster both in situ 

and on detached fragments. Additionally, Daniel Torrealva (a structural engineer) and 

Marco Tulio Sandoval (a geologist), both from the Universidad de San Carlos de 

Guatemala, were in charge of performing a risk assessment of the stability of the fill and 

tunnels before archaeological excavation began (Torrealva and Sandoval 2004). In 2006, 

Rudy Larios led the team in charge of the stabilization of the mural room and its 

surroundings. This group consisted of an archaeological conservator (Rudy Larios), an 

architectural conservator (Anabella Coronado), and a civil engineer (Cristian Larios 

Aguilar). 

The success of the research occurred with a group of different specialists 

individually working in their respective fields of expertise, but by joining forces and 

methods to find better ways to approach the architecture of Sub-IA. In my own 

experience, I greatly benefited from the constant discussions with archaeologists and 

artifact conservators while we worked on the excavation and consolidation of the tunnels 

near the murals. Together we negotiated our personal preferences or previous experiences 

elsewhere to find the solution that would best suit the building. Interdisciplinary work can 

be a difficult mediation process if individualistic ideals or egos get in the way. Despite 

the small scale of Sub-IA, specialists were required to consult each other on the threats 

caused by intense looting, the complex artistic program, and its subterranean context. 

Most importantly, the research team gathered at San Bartolo was always willing to 

negotiate different approaches to archaeology, conservation, engineering, and art history 

for studying the Pinturas buildings. Unquestionably, taking the time to find the best 
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possible solution through consensus is what helped to complete the work safely and 

effectively.   

4.2 STRUCTURE SUB-IA, ARCHITECTURAL EVENTS 

In recent publications, Hurst (2009) and Saturno (2009a) have provided analyses 

of Sub-IA following a symbolic description of the building (Miller 2008:10) or 

presenting “interpretations of iconography and symbolism, a staple of the art historical 

approach to Mesoamerican studies” (Smith 2011:535). In this section I analyze the 

architecture of Sub-IA based on an alternative approach recently proposed by Miller 

(2008:19):  

The new approach presented in this dissertation uses an analysis of patterns of 
changes in the way structures are constructed, modified, and terminated to 
illuminate changes in the society responsible for the structures. 

In explaining the contrast between this proposal and traditional approaches Miller 

adds: 

The overwhelming majority of archaeological descriptions and interpretations of 
structures are based in an etic perspective, breaking the structures down into their 
component parts (rooms, doors, walls, and decoration) and comparing these 
components to see how they change. The component parts selected for analysis 
are generally those that are significant in Western cultures. Some studies, 
especially those that examine site layout (Ashmore 1986, 1991, 1992), begin to 
approach an emic perspective in relating patterns recognized in excavated 
structures to cosmological principles of the ancient Maya. The approach presented 
in this dissertation also corresponds to an emic perspective in that it examines the 
architecture for patterns of change and then attempts to determine what those 
changes mean in the context of the society of the builders. (Ibid.:20) 
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This approach can be helpful in examining the visible events on Sub-IA’s 

architecture, not only from ancient times but including more recent events such as 

looting, excavation, and conservation events in the history of the building.  

The excavations at Structure I by SBRAP include the analysis of the different 

construction episodes exposed by illegal trenching and tunneling inside the building. In 

2006, the consolidation work of the looters’ trench on the east side of Structure 1 

revealed the presence of coarse walls (about 1.2-1.5 meters high) covering the first two 

terraces of the last construction episode (Coronado 2006:105; Román 2006:94). This 

possibly was an attempt to renew the structure during the Late Classic Period. 

Unfortunately the materials associated with these explorations produced mixed dates due 

to the disturbed context and made it impossible to date these apparent renovations 

(Romero and Montejo 2009:103). The last completed construction is a Late-Preclassic 

platform composed of a series of stepped terraces and no evident superstructure (Pellecer 

2005; Hurst 2009:38).  

The first substructure is called Sub-IA, originally known as Sub-I until the 

excavations in 2005, when evidence of another contemporaneous structure or Sub-IB was 

found to the north, forming a small architectural assemblage (Hurst 2005b:1).  Dating to 

the same construction episode is a three-tiered platform known as Yaxche with a 

superstructure called Ixim (Román 2005, 2007). Sub-IA is an abutted addition to 

Yaxche’s first platform level. Assuming symmetry either on an E-W or N-S axis has 

proven to be unsuccessful, since parts of Sub-IA and Sub-IB were destroyed to 

accommodate the new building. Even if this complex would have had three structures (or 
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more), no archaeological evidence survives on either side.  Excavations showed no trace 

of an adjunct structure on the south side of Sub-IA that could have possibly formed a 

triadic group on the east side of the Yaxche platform (Román’s field notes 2007).  On the 

other hand, even if symmetry is considered an essential part of ancient Maya design, most 

of the architectural remains show that symmetrical compositions were often conceived 

but not strictly executed.  All the buildings in this arrangement or antepenultimate 

construction have polychrome works of art.  Thus I call it the Late Preclassic Mural 

Complex in this document for practical purposes.  

Structure I’s looting revealed at least another five substructures predating the 

Mural Complex (Beltrán 2006), with outstanding sophistication in painted and sculptured 

features (Román 2005; Beltrán n.d.).  Naturally the substructures described above are 

chronologically superimposed like most Maya buildings that were renovated throughout 

time.  Most of the fill material between constructions buried under Structure I is a well-

graded mixture of limestone in varying sizes and highly plastic tough clay from the 

nearby bajos.  

GENERAL DESCRIPTION 

Architecturally speaking, Sub-IA can be categorized as the least noticeable 

structure of the Late Preclassic Mural Complex at Pinturas, standing almost 

insignificantly against the Yaxche platform.  Of course this is easily debated once the 

incredible murals in its interior are revealed.  In this description I do not focus on 

discussions about the imagery portrayed and housed at Sub-IA, as that has been done in 
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detail by other project investigators (Hurst 2009; Taube et al. 2010; Saturno et al. 2005).  

I will treat them as any another architectural element of the building design. 

Saturno (2009a:116) describes Sub-IA as:  

[a] rectangular masonry building placed atop a low (60 m) red platform. Its 
vertical exterior walls rise 1.5 m and were decorated with painted human figures 
amid swirling red volutes at the building’s corners and surrounding its five 
doorways. Above the vertical walls begins a cornice and slightly angled façade of 
painted and modeled stucco relief just over a meter in height. 
 

Generally, Sub-IA is a three-faced, one-room, single-level, and flat-roofed 

structure that is 3.1 meters in height.  It has a central doorway accessed through a single 

step and four other smaller architectural openings on the front and lateral walls. 

Understanding the history and chronology of the Pinturas Group, and specifically that of 

Structure I, to its fullest extent depends on more excavation and material sampling in 

order to achieve an accurate summation of its architectural program.  Structure I houses a 

series of complex Preclassic architectural designs such as the Ixim/Yaxche building and 

the Sub-VI Group (one of the earliest construction episodes) that predate Sub-IA and still 

await proper excavation and analysis (Beltrán n.d., Román 2008).  

As a typical part of construction, the history of the Pinturas Complex possibly 

involved a “trial-and-error” or experimental process to finally achieve technological 

proficiency in the architectural works of the time period.  The analysis of each building 

episode tells us more about the creation, improvement, or substitution of certain 

construction techniques throughout time.  They also provide insight into ancient design 

norms and ideological beliefs that are typically reflected in architectural programs. But 
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excavating the Group in full is not a viable task.  The style of the murals has been 

compared to Structure 5D-Sub 10-1st at Tikal and Structure H-sub 10 at Uaxactun 

(Saturno et al. 2005:7).  But Structure H-Sub 8 at Group H South in Preclassic Uaxactun 

might also be comparable to Sub-IA in terms of size and layout, although it was severely 

mutilated and only in use for construction episodes 5 and 6 (Laporte and Valdés 

1993:115). 

The following analysis is only a partial reconstruction of Sub-IA based on the 

fragmented data available. 

DESIGN 
As Saturno (2009a:116) notes, the doorways’ height would have been smaller 

than that of an average-sized person of that time.  It is possible that the relatively low 

door height is merely the result of structural design and not entirely of an ergonomic 

design to suit the average height of an ancient Maya inhabitant.  The design of Sub-IA 

was restricted in the structural sense.  Even if evidenced of vaulted roofs has been found 

in excavations at other contemporaneous structures at the sites of El Mirador, Tikal, and 

Uaxtactun, Sub-IA has the only flat roof identified so far in the Preclassic Maya 

Lowlands (Valdés et al. 2008:127).  In order to gain more free interior space, the room 

walls were shorter in order to bear the weight of the roof without much risk (even though 

they were probably too thin, approximately 0.70 meters wide).  The volume of the walls 

was certainly compromised by the many architectural openings on the sides and front of 

Sub-IA.  These I believe were meant to let light in and for air to circulate and not as 

formal doorways in the functional sense.  Structure Sub-IA seems to be a building 
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designed as an architectural canvas to convey specific messages, depicted in the multiple 

interior and exterior decorations.  Since the door lintels correspond to the interior 

molding, the interior space is the right height, or as stated by Hurst (2009:93), “a 

panorama of narrative unfolds at eye level in Sub-IA.”  

The mural design and construction process were conceived simultaneously as 

shown by the strategic placement of the murals just mentioned. Doubtless the creation of 

an architectural space to house the mural paintings and sculpted facades was the priority 

in the design; although, as I argue above, the structural design did impact part of the 

spatial and mural design. The postures of Figure 3 and 7 (Figure 7, in Taube et al. 2010) 

on the west wall mural are leaning forward directly below the internal transverse beams 

that supported the roof. Such location of these structural elements minimized the space of 

the upper wall section that functioned as a framing device for the murals or as an 

architectural canvas.  The same phenomenon can be observed under the central beam, 

where three birds are arranged one above the other, almost emphasizing the vertical 

quality of the architectural feature. Similar observations can be made on the west wall for 

the scenes placed under the other three beams. In a sense, there is a complementary 

relationship between the aesthetic and the functional. Such a bond can be attributed to the 

refined sensibility of the artists who accommodated the interior design to live in a 

permanent correlation with the structural blueprint. 

Traditionally archaeology has not taken into account the architectural context in 

which the paintings were created. Curiously, the murals at San Bartolo have been 
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compared in popular publications to the quality of those in Italy’s Sistine Chapel.69 But 

we cannot undermine the samples found at Sub-IA and the work of Maya artists that 

make them unique in their own context. Artists throughout history have to make do with 

the architectural conditions in which they are working, including physical space. 

Otherwise they would simply not be able to carry out the most basic mechanical 

requirements of draftsmanship. In this case the whole becomes more than the sum of the 

parts: When allowances are made for local conditions the final product is a richer three-

dimensional experience. As is the case with Sistine chapel, a talented artist would know 

how to use the space in which their artwork was created, and this relationship involves 

experience.  

The architectural layout of Sub-IA was innovative, providing larger interior space 

–if compared to neighboring and other contemporary buildings such as Sub-IB and Ixim– 

but more restriction in height. This impacted the dimensions for architectural openings 

but was an ideal elevation for viewing the interior designs. This innovation most likely 

came with structural problems not easily seen on the buildings in the same complex. In 

later construction phases, walls were typically thicker to sustain flat and eventually 

vaulted roofs in the Classic Period. Maya architectural design is based on an equilibrium 

principle, where balancing weights becomes a major concern during the design process, 

almost exceeded by the aesthetic concern and iconographic symbolism that need to also 

be communicated through architecture.  

                                                
69 http://www.world-archaeology.com/news/early-maya-sistine-chapel/ (accessed on April 15, 2013). 
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I imagine the design process having been a clash among scale, form, and the 

visual characterization of buildings, and the use of the interior space. This, more than the 

murals themselves, is why I see Sub-IA as the most interesting building of the Mural 

Complex. In this case, the structural design was compromised by the architectural 

“novelty” that provided a wide-open space for other functions that could not be 

performed in the plazas or inside the small rooms of buildings such as Sub-IB or Ixim. 

The result is a relatively modest looking house with outstanding internal freedom and 

embellishments. From the east side of the Late Preclassic Mural Complex, Ixim and 

Yaxche would have appeared as the most imposing buildings in height. According to 

Hurst (2009:91), Sub-IB’s facade is also exceptional for the time period. There might be 

a possibility that Sub-IA housed a more distinctive activity than that of its neighbor 

because of its open interior space and complex narrative in the form of interior and 

exterior murals. Sub-IB is visually more attractive since it had a single access with 

central stairway, flanked by two modeled masks and mural paintings on the exterior 

walls. 

As noted by Saturno (2009a:116), medial moldings exist in Maya buildings 

typically at the level of vault-springs. In the case of Sub-IA, such protruding moldings are 

not there to serve a structural function but instead frame the interior mural designs.70 At 

this level but on the exterior, there is a similar salient element. A drip molding exists at 

the starting point of the frieze to deviate rainwater. Such molding survives along the 

                                                
70 Much as on Late Preclassic stelae described by Flora Clancy (1990). This use of framing bands shows a relationship 
between mural paintings and other artistic forms.  
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north wall and northeast corner of the building, also showing the important balance 

between form and function. Water is by far the most adverse enemy of buildings. The 

position of Sub-IA at the bottom of a long sloped wall like Yaxche’s made it vulnerable 

to wash-off not only from natural precipitation but also the rainfall draining off of the 

east side of the tall platform.  

An apparent single-episode construction, the architectural program of Sub-IA is 

rich in ornamentation with vivid three-dimensional plaster decorations on the exterior and 

detailed pictorial elements on both interior and exterior walls, all typical attributes of the 

Late Preclassic period. For the exterior, it is assumed that the decorative elements on both 

the east and south facades share similar characteristics to those of the north frieze. The 

latter remains in relatively good condition (Hurst 2009; Saturno 2009a), considering that 

the north facade survived both the intentional destruction of the building in ancient times 

and the vulnerability of more recent archaeological plunderers. Heather Hurst 

meticulously illustrated the north frieze, originally excavated in 2003 by Davis (2003c).  

CONSTRUCTION 
The construction of Sub-IA was heavily influenced by the design process as most 

architecture. After the location of the building was decided and the specifics of the 

interior requirements were established as a priority, the construction process was highly 

restrictive in terms of the structural aspects. In my opinion, the building never reached 

ideal levels of performance.  

The building is supported on a rectangular platform that measures approximately 

0.55 meters high and serves the dual function of foundation and flood protection. 
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Bedrock or solid ground is practically level with the plaza floor; it did not require much 

filling to erect these buildings on the east side of Yaxche. 

The building walls are roughly 1.45 meters high and only 0.5 meters wide, which 

might have been less than ideal for load-bearing perimeters supporting both the roof and 

sculpture above. Sub-IA’s interior is an open space of approximately 9.75 meters by 4.2 

meters with no medial walls or piers to help support the roof. Although it seems obvious 

to assume there were wooden lintels over the openings that strengthened the walls on 

these overstressed crucial points, no actual evidence exists. The masonry blocks were all 

local limestone and measured on average approximately 0.3-0.4 meters long by 0.25-0.3 

meters wide by 0.1-0.2 meters high. There were two exceptions evident in the excavation 

and consolidation work: 1) two lintels over the lateral opening on the north wall that each 

measures approximately 0.7 meters long by 0.3 m wide by 0.15 m high, and 2) the 

northwest section of the west wall that had smaller blocks of approximately 0.25 m long 

by 0.2 m wide by 0.1 m high.  

There are two plain rectangular openings (1.30 meters by 1.42 meters) flanking 

the main entrance and one on each lateral facade immediately next to the west wall 

(approximately 0.6 meters by 1.42 meters), all spanned by stone lintels. There is a single 

step of 4.2 meters long and 0.22 meters high that runs centered along the main facade to 

provide what I argue is the main and only access to the room. I base this assumption on a 

simple fact: there is only one step built of non-perishable materials to mark the entrance 

on the East facade. Other wooden stairs could have been built to easily access the room 
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from the other openings; but most likely these openings were designed as windows to 

allow air and light through the room.  

The roof is made of a 0.1 meters thick lime concrete laid over a traditional 

wooden grid of thin rods that are transversely mounted on five wooden crossbeams 

(about 0.2 X 0.2 X 5.0 meters each). I assume they were most likely manufactured from a 

hard tropical wood available nearby. Today, chicozapote (Manilkara zapota) or logwood 

(locally known as tinto tree, Haematoxylon campechianum) are found throughout the site 

and at other sites in later time periods (Lentz and Hockaday 2009). Sub-IA was excavated 

almost completely and no evidence of postholes was found inside the room (Craig 2004, 

Hurst 2005a). This roof system, also called a beam-and-mortar roof by Smith (1950:69), 

is a lightweight solution for thin load-bearing walls. Although basically flat, the roofing 

of Sub-IA was a low-sloped covering allowing for water drainage. The north wall is 

slightly 0.18 meters higher than the south wall, sloping enough to shed water. The roof 

was certainly treated as another horizontal surface (e.g., floors, terraces), with a polished 

weatherproofed layer to provide protection from sunlight and primarily rain. Most of this 

feature is now destroyed except for a few sections evident in the consolidation work of 

the west wall to be described later.  

In the interior, the upper section or frieze is on average 0.90 meters high and 0.12 

meters outset from the rest of the wall. Diana Magaloni (2003)’s analysis of the 

architectural finishes shows the specific compositions of the paintings’ substrate. She 

identified two different layers as part of the wall preparation, or canvas, for the painters 

and the presence of carbon and an organic binder in the plaster. For Sub-IA, Hurst 
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(2009:109) divided these layers into coarse and fine plasters, depending on the aggregate 

and particle sizes. The coarse plaster had a grayish color because of the clay or dirt mixed 

with the lime, while the fine-plaster layer had quartz and barite as aggregates.  

DESTRUCTION 
I consider two scenarios for the destruction of Sub-IA: 1) a structural failure 

caused by the flat roof and its placement at the bottom and south part of the Yaxche 

platform (a scenario previously contemplated by Saturno 2009a:118); 2) and the 

termination of Sub-IA and Sub-IB, while the new architectural program was erected at 

the Pinturas Complex. Sub-IA and Sub-IB were both partially destroyed prior to the 

construction of the penultimate episode. The new building had a different orientation and 

one of its terraces was a few meters away from the southeast corner of Sub-IA. 

Approximately half of Sub-IB was also intentionally destroyed on its southern end. 

Archaeologists have recovered and documented over 3,000 Sub-IA’s mural fragments 

from different levels and contexts (Taube et al. 2010:6). The north, west, and a small 

section of the east wall survived ancient dismantling, along with the lower section of the 

south facade. Even enough Sub-IA was “preserved,” I believe it was a preservation based 

on practicality and economy to be used as part of the construction fill of the next 

architectural enterprise. The remaining architecture from the Late Preclassic Mural 

Complex does not necessarily imply reverence in the sense of a ritualized interment 

identifiable through caches and offerings.71  

                                                
71 Craig (2010)’s study on religious rites at San Bartolo shows evidence of burning floors at Sub-IA but no caches or 
special deposits. 
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[Monuments] were carefully defaced and respectfully “interred” in elaborate 
“termination rituals” involving the destruction and offerings of broken pots, 
incense, and sometimes sacrifices. (Demarest and Woodfill 2012:127)  

 
Taube et al. (2010:5) describe the intentional destruction of Sub-IA’s east and 

south facades and the damage on the west wall murals caused by the coarse walls built in 

the proximity of the murals during interment (described below). The intentionality of 

these actions was entirely practical and not ritualistic as in other contexts where 

termination deposits or ceremonies have taken place, e.g., at El Perú-Waka’ (Navarro et 

al. 2008), Yaxuna’s Structure 68-F (Ambrosino et al. 2003:117), or many others in Mock 

(1998).  Nevertheless, the damage caused when the building was filled in was evident 

during excavations. I also consider the possibility that such harm to the remaining 

architecture was caused before interment. While the aesthetic design of Sub-IA 

apparently took priority, I argue that due to the importance of the murals and their 

narrative the structural design had to accommodate the specific placement of the 

decorations (and the building for that matter). The structure is a combination of thin 

walls, no supporting piers, and a relatively large flat-roofed system in Sub-IA. The 

potential structural damage was also entertained by Hurst (2009:103): “The large open 

floor plan created with a beam and mortar roof in Late Preclassic period construction was 

not without engineering difficulties.” A structural collapse of a building can be expected 

when the walls rest on a weak foundation. The west wall was partially supported by the 

sloped wall of Yaxche. In addition the construction joint between Yaxche and Sub-IA’s 

roof was not properly sealed against water damage, possibly resulting in crack formation 
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and leakage and the formation of cracks. Saturno (2009a:118) has identified the “areas of 

water damage and calcium carbonate accretion that predate the room’s destruction.” 

Evidence of a similar structural malfunction is found on the lower section of the 

west wall. There is an obvious break in the type of masonry used to build the wall. On the 

north side the stones that constitute the wall are of thinner dimensions than those on the 

east side of this section. Interestingly, the analysis of the cracking pattern that occurred 

post-burial shows evidence of serious fractures around this construction joint. The west 

wall is only 0.20 meters wide on its rise and roughly 1.50 meters wide at the roof level. 

Sub-IA’s west elevation rests against Yaxche’s sloped platform, causing a series of 

building anomalies. For instance, the bending stress on the lower section of the west wall 

probably exceeded the factor of safety due to the thin support at the base and the greater 

weight at the top. 

Detailed observation of the west wall on its south end shows possible 

discoloration caused by condensation or a leak in the roof. Another important 

construction joint is found between the roof surface of Sub-IA and the plaster on 

Yaxche‘s east sloped wall. Excavations on the southwest section of Sub-IA showed no 

evidence of a chamfered edge or special treatment of the joint between the roof and 

platform in order to prevent water infiltration (Román 2007). The building might have 

suffered slight leaking before the destruction due to a possible detachment of the roof 

from the Yaxche platform. This is supported by several dripping marks on the mural 

painting in the northwest corner where the paint was blurred (Hurst 2009:103). Curiously, 

a small section of Sub-IA’s roof still survives on the north section of the west wall right 
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before the water damaged previously indicated. This portion of the roof is now evident 

from the third observation window as part of the consolidation work.  

Why was this building constructed in such a manner instead of creating a stronger 

and independent wall on the west side? Does the intrinsic relationship of the Yaxche 

platform and Sub-IA represent something besides a saving in construction costs? 

Practicality is commonly associated with Maya buildings, but what points to a possibly 

stronger link between these two buildings might be discerned once the narrative of the 

Ixim murals is further analyzed.  

A plaza floor continues on the east side of Sub-IA, but the building sits on an 

artificial construction fill exactly over a natural depression approximately 0.40 meters 

deep from Yaxche’s basal platform (this can be observed on the East-West profile view 

of Sub-IA). Such a foundation could have been vulnerable to water infiltrations providing 

an unsettling terrain. Another possible reason for destroying the building’s southeast 

corner was the need to reinforce the foundation of the new construction. The natural drop 

of bedrock levels (- 0.36 meters on the south) might have caused a slight shift or sinking 

of the southeast corner. The foundation was especially weak under the west wall of Sub-

IA. An improper width of the foundation left the load-bearing part of the wall directly at 

the junction with Yaxche’s sloped wall. 

Even when contemplating that Sub-IA was only structurally functional for a short 

period of time, archaeologists suggest “it was in use for possibly a century before it was 

intentionally destroyed” (Taube et al. 2010:5). The degree of destruction of the room 

before it was buried is still unknown.  
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INTERMENT  
The plausible reasons for the burial of Sub-IA were described before. The 

construction fill of Structure I is a wetted packing. This is the same technique used today 

to backfill units or tunnels; it consists of depositing rough pieces of limestone embedded 

in a mortar made of triturated limestone and natural soil with organic material (Torrealva 

and Sandoval 2004:273).  

Most likely the roof, friezes, and all structural supports on the southeast corner 

were already dismantled when the room was filled. Of course the first option to consider 

is that wooden materials simply did not survive the elements throughout time if left in 

place, but in the interment event I include a “selective” possible scenario where some 

elements of the room were removed while the room was filled in. The chosen materials 

included mural fragments that were scattered in different places (i.e., at different levels 

inside and outside the room) and the surviving wooden rods and beams used as roofing 

materials. The wood was possibly removed from its original placement in order to be 

reused as fuel or in a different construction. I assume this based on the levels of 

destruction of the roof and the construction fill found in the lintel sockets.  

The general constitution of Sub-IA does not speak of an abundance of good 

material, except for the high-quality lime-based materials used in its decorations (see a 

different analysis by Hurst 2009 on architectural finishes and mural fragments). 

Differential settlement along the axis of the building might have led to transverse 

cracking on the roof, which could have allowed the passage of water. Even if some rough 

walls were built perpendicular to the west wall to encapsulate fill, the static loads 
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generated after the interment of Sub-IA meant the deformation of the west and north 

walls during stress distribution and load transfers. Potential cracking resulting from 

tensile stresses during the settlement of filling materials for interment is identifiable on 

several parts of the west wall, one of the most vulnerable sections to treat during 

excavations and conservation works at Sub-IA.  

LOOTING 

The destruction and interment events of Sub-IA allowed for the survival of the 

west and north walls.  The remaining architectural features rested under the construction 

fill of the new building when covered it until looters penetrated Structure I.  

He had simply attacked and penetrated the wall, but hadn’t despaired on finding 
that the chamber within had been filled up in ancient times with rocks, as the first 
step before building an upper story. At considerable risk of being crushed by 
falling rocks, he removed a considerable amount of this fill before giving up. 
(Graham 2010:214) 
 
Graham’s accounts of a “crazy looter” at Kinal are still accurate descriptions of 

looting activities today.  His accounts are from the 1950s when Guatemalan laws allowed 

explorations by American oil companies in Petén. Such concessions bulldozed the forest 

for miles (from Belize through Guatemala and to the Mexican border) until the lakes in 

the area of Dos Lagunas, where they eventually built a runway (Ibid.:213).  New accesses 

to Petén also included the paved road constructed in the 1960s.  Such a public road 

allowed for a relatively easier entrance to the previously isolated forest and surely 

facilitated illegal explorations and excavations at almost all the large Maya sites in Petén. 
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Fialko (2009) offers an examination of recent and severe depredation by looters at 

Naranjo, Petén, the second largest site in Petén after Tikal.72 

The topic of archaeological depredation (and private collections) is a complex 

one.  Archaeological sites in Petén have been looted throughout the years, often by 

members of local impoverished settlements, or otherwise by larger organized criminal 

operations.73  For obvious reasons involving mobility and fragility, wall murals and other 

non-portable objects are rarely seen on the black market, unlike the ubiquitous 

polychrome vessels and carved stone monuments.  Ancient structures are commonly 

plundered for portable objects that are easy to transport, preserve, and eventually sell.   

As an alternative, the state and the archaeological community have concentrated 

their efforts in raising awareness under the umbrella of tourism and cultural heritage. 

However, most populations in Petén feel disengaged from archaeological sites, unless 

they offer income of some sort (Juska and Koenig 2006).  

While excavating the looter’s trench that gives access to Sub-IA, a piece of 

modern clothing was found buried under a compacted pile of looter’s dirt (Coronado 

2006, field notes).  Some of the workmen participating in the project who live in 

Uaxactun would comment on looting episodes from people they knew and many others 

who were passing through or come from elsewhere.  The archaeological record now 

includes this looting episode as part of the intentional destruction affecting Sub-IA.  

                                                
72 See also recent controversy in popular opinion around looting and private collections in Guatemala 
(http://www.plazapublica.com.gt/content/los-coleccionistas-que-protegen-pero-alientan-el-saqueo; accessed on April 
15, 2013). 
73 Archaeological looting is the theme for the XXVII Annual Symposium of Archaeological Research in Guatemala to 
be held the summer of 2013. 
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Illegal plundering damaged several areas at the site but for Structure I the 

majority of the harm was done on the east facade.  Looters penetrated the collapsed front 

wall to continue cutting through several construction episodes.  The north wall of Sub-IA 

was most likely left intact during interment but the looters destroyed the bottom part to 

keep going to the center of the structure.  According to Saturno (et al. 2005:2): 

[L]ooters had apparently dug the tunnel in the hope of finding a Late Classic 
tomb, and when painted stucco fragments began to fall from the ceiling deep 
inside the structure, they probably thought they had found it. Clearly, the looters 
had determined the width of the room, found its center, and began excavating into 
bedrock in search of a burial chamber, but found none. They continued this vain 
search for the next two years, leaving the mural partially damaged but largely 
undisturbed. 

 

Regardless of the obvious implications of such an atrocity, it is the 46 meters-long 

main trench running on the East-West axis that exposed different architectural episodes 

of Structure I (Ibid.:5).  Archaeologists used this opportunity to document and extend 

excavations that followed features such as floors or walls on the lateral walls of the 

looters’ trench.  

RESEARCH 
This episode in the building’s history of Sub-IA is the one allowing for the 

reconstruction of the previous events. The research at San Bartolo, and specifically at 

Sub-IA since 2001, has exposed different architectural features, primarily the wall 

painting vistas of the interior design. The focus of the San Bartolo project was the 

documentation, conservation, and study of the mural paintings in the context of Structure 

I, the Pinturas Complex, the site, and the immediate region. Due to the previous scholarly 
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work done on the murals by other project members, I focus my study on the architectural 

context of the paintings and the conservation work of Sub-IA in the following section. 

Regarding the role played by a structure such as Sub-IA, the research mainly done 

by Saturno (2009a) and Hurst (2009) has shown direct links to the themes portrayed in 

the murals but also to the physical aspects of the building and its possible function as part 

of the Late Preclassic Pinturas Complex. Hurst (Ibid.:93) notes that Sub-IA “stands out as 

potentially a public temple space intended for open accessibility” when compared to 

other contemporary structures in the Pinturas Complex.  As in this case, public use of 

Maya buildings could be argued based on their relative location to other structures, 

access, enclosement, and size of constructions. I, however, question the use of the word 

“public” to describe Structure Sub-IA.  A number of scholars have addressed the 

problematic use of terms such as “public” or “private” (see for example, Guernsey 

2012:111-115; McAnany 2002). In my opinion, the nature of the narratives included in 

Sub-IA’s murals and their location at the back of Ixim could suggest a restricted, elite use 

that was probably not accessible to all in the sense of “public.”  Even the plaza within the 

Pinturas complex may have had limited access through a wall or some other feature not 

currently preserved or removed by later modification.  

Another important aspect to look at when determining the restrictive or more 

general use of a building is the interior dimensions or total open space and number of 

rooms.  

Structure function in the epicenters of large sites is determined using architectural 
criteria such as room size and arrangement, access patterns, presence and shape of 
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benches, and masonry quality – that can be ambiguous, and that are almost always 
augmented with ethnographic or ethnohistorical information. These features 
typically have none of the functional specificity that one might find, for example, 
in the storage rooms of Cretan palaces. (Plank 2003:90) 
In excavation, the artifactual evidence recovered from the interior of a building 
will relate to its final use. If a building is decorated, the symbols and scenes 
rendered during construction in paint, stucco, or carved stone will be an indication 
of its original intended use. If a building is not decorated, its size, plan, and 
arrangement of rooms may indicate something of its initial use. However, it is 
difficult, if not impossible, to find evidence of the various activities associated 
with the building during its use span between construction and termination. 
(Miller 2008:12) 
 
But there is nothing certain in the archaeological record about the access and 

public nature of Sub-IA, even if it was located at ground level and had five architectural 

openings.  As described in a previous section, architecturally only the central opening is 

treated as a formal doorway.  Saturno’s proposed viewing route of the murals, from the 

center of the west wall through the main door and onto both sides (Saturno 2009a:116), 

can also support this assumption.  Despite the obvious functional capabilities of Sub-IA’s 

informal openings, I believe they were meant to let the light in and for air to circulate 

rather than simply serving as “multiple points of access” (Hurst 2009:92).  Nonetheless, I 

agree with other scholars’ interpretations about the ceremonial use of the mural house 

based on the archaeological data (Ibid.; Craig 2010). 

Based on the evidence found on Sub-IA (i.e., decorations, burned marks on floor, 

building destruction), it was described as a “temple” (Hurst 2009:43).  Personally, I 

prefer to use the term “structure” when describing a Maya building, unless there is 

absolute certainty of its function. In this particular case, I have my reservations about 

calling Sub-IA a temple and “oversimplifying” its functional complexities as pointed out 
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by Miller (2008:12).  I believe the architectural design of Sub-IA (including the complex 

decorative program but predominantly the interior space) allowed for multiple uses.  

Saturno (2009a:116) proposes a circuit for viewing the murals that probably 

began at the center of the west wall and continued to on either the south side or to the 

east.  Even if the portrayal of the maize god might be an indication that worship was 

strongly associated with this structure, the ancient function was probably closer to an 

exhibition or instructional group gatherings.  I say this without evidence or certainty, and 

only based on my assumptions about a practical use of the building and the general 

themes of its decoration.  The connection with the Yaxche/Ixim building could also go 

beyond the tangible connection between the platform and Sub-IA’s west wall.  A stronger 

link could possibly be identified once the narrative in the Ixim murals is fully understood. 

The iconography is strictly related to agricultural and mythological events.  In my view, 

Sub-IA is visually attached to Yaxche, and therefore to Ixim, to show the intrinsic 

connection of the origins of rulership (possibly Sub-IA as a cave and a public 

performance location?) and the exercise of kingship (Ixim and an enclosed perfomance?). 

According to Hurst (2009:66):  
 
Overall the murals of San Bartolo, Sub-IA represent images of the interface 
between humans, supernaturals, and sacred places that are the foundation of Late 
Preclassic period Maya cosmological, religious, and ideological beliefs. 

 
Saturno (2009a:130) goes further, arguing that: 

[t]he mural room was intended as an accessible location to be educated in the 
ideological foundations of Maya rule, where a Maya king commissioned his 
artists to produce art illustrating the very foundations of his reign for an audience 
that would grow up to support his successors.  
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Although we might not have enough evidence to prove some of these interesting 

proposals, for now Sub-IA seems to be have been a sacred space and possibly a place for 

rituals that could be viewed by a small group or performed in a relatively larger and 

unrestricted interior space (especially when compared to the rooms in its neighboring 

structure Sub-IB). If an “ideal type” is needed for classification in modern Western terms, 

I simply settle for a school of sorts, where people could learn and commemorate 

legendary stories and histories.74 This of course remains purely speculative. Ritualistic in 

fact, its didactic character (depicted in the artwork narrative) and the lengths to which its 

builders had to go in order to gain more open space, speak of a larger audience than ruler-

attendants or ruler-royal visitors.  

Taking into account the different functions that earlier constructions had at the 

site, it is easy to identify Las Pinturas as a versatile ceremonial center and a long-

instituted sacred space throughout the site’s occupation. It was renovated as needed, 

showing the importance of the grounds themselves and no real attachment to the ideology 

of the moment. The extensive analysis done by Hurst (2009:93) on the murals shows that 

no other place in San Bartolo has the same artwork or was as “vibrantly painted” as the 

architecture of the Late Preclassic Mural Complex at Las Pinturas. This of course is not 

applicable to every Mesoamerican site. Although it is true that mythological narration is 

                                                
74 Both Saturno (personal communication 2013) and Stuart (personal communication 2013) have offered the 
possibility of Sub-IA being a type of educational space based on the narrative described on the murals.  
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the common denominator in the creation of public art since the Late Preclassic Period in 

other Maya sites in Petén such as Uaxactun, Tikal, El Mirador or Cerros in Belize. 

4.3 STRUCTURE SUB-IA, CONSERVATION METHODOLOGIES 

A series of techniques and treatments was utilized for the conservation of Sub-

IA’s architecture. The tasks were classified as: excavation of tunnels; consolidation of 

construction fill on the sides of tunnels; consolidation of vaulted roof over tunnels; 

conservation of mural paintings, modeled sculpture, and plaster; and the consolidation of 

Sub-IA’s structural elements, installation of fiberglass beams, and the construction of 

observation windows. Obviously the stabilization and maintenance of the murals and the 

excavation and construction of the vaulted roof close to them required most of the 

delicate work.  

EXCAVATION AND CONSERVATION 
Sub-IA is a great example to show how excavation and conservation can coexist 

throughout the whole investigation of a building.  The mural conservation work began in 

2001 along with the excavation and exposure of the pictorial programs.  

Conservation and analysis of the exposed mural has been of primary importance 
to the project to date (Figure 3). To this end, a team of conservators has been 
involved since the inception of research at the site. To date, the murals have been 
drawn and photographed and had all biological surface adhesions removed. In 
addition we have made use of multi-spectral digital photography to fully record 
the paintings, in both visible and non-visible spectra. The chemical and physical 
analysis of plasters and pigments is ongoing, as is the recording of microclimatic 
data from the interior and exterior of the mural room. (Saturno 2002:6) 
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In the spring of 2001, immediately after the discovery of the murals, Leslie Rainer 

(2001) performed the first on-site evaluation of the paintings. As Rainer and Bass 

(2002:1) argued in their first field report together, including a team of conservators 

during the initial stages of an archaeological project is “rare and extraordinary.”75  My 

experience in San Bartolo, aside from the work at Cancuen, can also be described as 

exceptional as Rainer and Bass’s.  The fragility and uniqueness of the paintings made 

conservation a necessity rather than an occasional collaboration between conservators 

and archaeologists. But we must acknowledge that archaeologists rarely grant 

conservators the authority to equally contribute in the guidance of excavations.  In this 

case, the conservators had prior field archaeological experience to negotiate the space and 

methodologies with archaeologists.  

The primary concern when disturbing a cultural context during archaeological 

research is the alteration of the artifact’s environment.  From the conservation viewpoint, 

once an excavation occurs the stability of the excavated features is never the same 

(Castellanos et al. 2009:10).  This is universally true when exposing earthen architecture, 

be it Roman murals or an Inca fortress. Specifically for Maya buildings in Petén, the 

regeneration of the forest around them creates a level of protection from surface erosion. 

During excavations, the humus and other cultural layers are removed to expose the 

desired architectural features, causing an irreversible alteration of macro- and 

microenvironments. Therefore it is highly recommended to monitor these changes in the 

                                                
75 In other regions such collaboration, to work on Roman murals for example, is more traditional.  
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environment. This is of particular importance in the presence of mural paintings and other 

movable artifacts in enclosed contexts such as tombs and funerary chambers.   

The primary objectives of the conservation project included the preservation of in 

situ mural paintings, the sculptured facade, and architectural plaster. Initially the 

conservation work facilitated the proper exploration, visualization, and iconographic 

interpretation of Structure I in a safe manner.  Immediately after the discovery in the 

summer of 2001, Leslie Rainer first evaluated the partial exposure and condition of the 

mural (Rainer 2001). The following year, Angelyn Bass joined Rainer in diagnosing, 

documenting, and experimenting with different conservation treatments for the paintings 

on the north wall. Together they created the formulas that are still used for maintenance 

of Sub-IA’s murals and architectural finishes (Rainer and Bass 2002).  

The consolidation work at Sub-IA began in 2006. Rudy Larios designed the 

architectural conservation project after careful consideration of structural concerns and 

the demands of patrimonial protection. He followed his previous methodology at Copan 

involving scrupulous documentation, excavation, and analysis of the architecture. This 

time, an architectural conservator and a civil engineer were part of Larios’s team, and 

they proceeded to stabilize the construction fill and other architectural elements of 

Structure I in collaboration with other archaeologists and conservators at the site 

(Coronado 2006; C. Larios 2007; Larios 2005).  

Previous to beginning the architectural conservation work, environmental 

monitoring was conducted in Sub-IA by the conservation team that worked on the murals 

(Rainer and Bass 2002). The macro- and microclimatic variations inside and outside the 
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mural house were essential factors in designing a stabilization plan. These conditions 

allowed for temporary work to be done in situ every year at the site.  

After the stabilization of the major looters’ trench on the west side of Structure I 

and the completion of excavations of the north and west walls, Larios created a 

contingency plan for the 2006 season (Larios 2005). That year a full team led by Larios 

began the stabilization of both walls of the illegal excavation. These walls were 

consolidated to offer structural support and prevent more collapses of what is still the 

main access to structure Sub-IA. During the consolidation, the last effort to renovate 

Structure I is evident on two different terraces that were intended to cover the last 

completed building (Coronado 2006, Román 2006). Such walls were left intact and 

apparent in the stabilization work of the looters’ trench. Larios proposed building 

contention walls with rough or defaced stones to prevent more erosion on both sides of 

the illegal excavation and to use the trench as a didactic tool where different construction 

episodes could be viewed. The same technique was used around the surviving features of 

the last completed building. The original architectural elements are visible through tall 

vaulted openings in the fill.  

Once inside the last completed building, the remaining frontal facade of Sub-IA is 

mainly visible on the northeast corner of the building.  It has already been discussed how 

the east and south walls were almost completely destroyed in ancient times during the 

construction of the new building that covered Sub-IA.  Nearly 90% of the west wall and 

only the upper section of the north wall survived after the looting event.  
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In 2002, prior to Larios’ project design, Enrique Monterroso Tun conducted the 

first structural evaluation of the north wall damage caused by looter trenching. The clay 

fill that replaced the roof after Sub-IA was destroyed held this portion of the painted 

frieze in place. As an emergency conservation measure, Monterroso (2002) and his team 

built a temporary support for the lower section of the north wall and the northwest corner 

of the room. This was done using wooden lintels and sponge and sand bags for 

cushioning at the base of the wall. In doing this, they restored the support to the upper 

section that threatened the fragile pictorial designs on the west and north friezes. A team 

of masons later reconstructed the entire missing section in 2003 (Rainer and Alvarado 

2003:92).  This team also reconstructed part of the basal platform on the east facade that 

serves as the room’s foundation. Illegal trenching in this area destroyed approximately 

1.5 meters next to the northeast corner of the building. The rest of the east side of Sub-IA 

was destroyed in order to erect a new building, but this section was left intact by the 

consolidation team.  

By evaluating the stresses that can occur at different layers of building and at 

various stages of construction, we gain a better understanding of the processes involved 

in the destruction event of Sub-IA. Most likely the painted friezes were exposed to static 

loads that were above safety factors. Additionally, the sloping wall of the Yaxche 

platform put external pressures on the coarse walls inside the room.   



 172 

DOCUMENTATION 

Records are a vital part of conserving a monument. Digital techniques have 

sometimes replaced traditional hand-drafted illustrations but never should in the naturalist 

or organic feeling of pencil and ink drawings on graph and mylar paper. In my opinion, 

nothing can ever substitute for the natural process of experiencing and getting to know a 

building through drawing it. There are limitations that an illustrator faces when trying to 

faithfully represent an artifact. The complexity of the drawing is dependent on the 

conditions of the building or parts of it when taking the measurements. The feature can be 

in a tunnel where lighting and space are a restricted, or perhaps the fragility of the 

elements to record will not allow for intrusive measures.  

Every architectural feature in Sub-IA was recorded through illustrations, flatbed 

digital scans (Saturno 2009b:9), high-resolution photographs, and/or mapping. 

Additionally, the documentation of the mural paintings consisted of detailed real-scale 

pencil and watercolor drawings by Heather Hurst (2009). The importance of having 

detailed documentation facilitated diagnosis and assessment previous to the stabilization 

of each of these elements. The documentation of the murals involved more than just the 

digital scanning and illustration of the murals and detached fragments. An effective 

conservation implied having an extensive and thorough record of every crack and 

perforation identifiable on the decorative elements, updated annually.  

CONSERVATION OF THE MURALS 
Leslie Rainer and Angelyn Bass were the main conservators in charge of 

preserving the mural paintings and other architectural finishes on Sub-IA. The 
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conservation work done at Sub-IA is detailed in a series of field reports as part of the 

project’s annual publication (Bass 2006; Bass et al. 2004, 2005; Beaubien et al. 2004; 

Grifi 2008; Magaloni 2003; Rainer 2001; Rainer and Alvarado 2003, 2004; Rainer and 

Bass 2002, 2003; Rainer and Caal 2005).  First, the conservators monitored the 

fluctuating environment inside and outside the tunnels.  The excavation and surface 

cleaning was carried out carefully along with the archaeologists and local excavators.  

Once the murals were exposed and the immediate threats to detached fragments were 

stabilized in situ the diagnosis and documentation were conducted.  The conservation 

treatments included the injection of lime-based grouts76 into the fragmented mural 

surface, border capping and crack filling, mechanical and chemical removal of residues 

on mural surface, and reintegration of fallen fragments.  Saturno worked with the scanned 

images of the fragments on the computer.  They were first matched digitally to avoid any 

friction and mishandling, to later be reattached in their original place.   

Angelyn Bass returned to the project each year to perform maintenance and 

reassessments of Sub-IA’s modeled and painted surfaces. Bass has also trained various 

members of the project and some local conservators in the techniques used on the murals. 

This training effort guarantees that even when the artifact conservators are not available, 

other members of the project can provide emergency treatments.  Bass has continued in 

charge of the preservation work at Sub-IA and other critical parts of Structure I and San 

Bartolo.  Currently the conservation work has extended to the archaeological site of 

                                                
76 The grout used for the stabilization of the murals was made of one part each of hydraulic lime (Riverton), 
microspheres, and pulverized limestone.  It is lightweight, has low compression, and possesses a high hardening 
capability in humid conditions (Rainer and Bass 2003:99).  
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Xultun and its recently discovered modeled sculpture and mural paintings (Saturno et al. 

2012).  

Clearly the priority at San Bartolo was the stabilization of the mural paintings, but 

in order to fully understand such a wonderful artistic program the focus extended to the 

architectural context with the same rigor. Since the project’s beginning, there was a real 

concern and effort to study and stabilize the architectural elements at Sub-IA. This was 

the only way to guarantee a long-term conservation of Structure I. The last construction 

phase of this building did not survive the passage of time well (Pellecer 2005:86-87). 

Therefore, the restoration of what was thought to be the last construction episode of the 

building was never an option (Larios 2005b:564).  

In 2005, Larios and C. Larios created a formal proposal to stabilize the 

construction fill in Structure I.  Originally the idea was to allow tourism inside the mural 

house (Larios 2005b). Their design was mainly intended to regain structural stability 

around Sub-IA, while providing a circuit among its main architectural features. The 

proposal was based on the initial structural analysis done by Torrealva and Sandoval 

(2004), who provided a risk assessment of the tunnels and construction fill of Structure I. 

C. Larios designed a special structural solution to the problem of digging adjacent to the 

painted walls on the north and west sides of Sub-IA. This calculation allowed Larios to 

make a circuit where the murals could be both maintained and also appreciated by a 

restricted group of possible visitors. Such visitors fall into the exclusive category of 

“researchers” as distinct from tourists. To this day, the site’s management plan continues 

to be a work in progress. In fact, the plan remains as a mere recommendation made by the 
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project’s conservations experts. Significantly, there is no official restriction preventing 

potential visitors from obtaining a permit from the Guatemalan institutions in charge of 

archaeological sites in the region.  In most cases such as Tikal (IDAEH 2005) or Copan 

(IHAH 2005), having a management plan does not guarantee conservation of the site. In 

reality, projects are responsible for the conservation and maintenance needed for an 

object while they are still actively doing research. Once they are done, the state is fully 

responsible.  In this case it includes IDAEH’s staff and policies, which change every four 

years with the renewal of a presidential mandate.     

For Sub-IA, regular maintenance includes the inspection, cleaning, and 

consolidation of the murals. In the same way, the consolidation of walls and architectural 

elements will eventually require new evaluation and conservation treatments. As part of 

the project’s concern for the long-term preservation of the murals, Angelyn Bass, the 

head conservator, provided training for young Guatemalan conservators working at 

IDAEH (Bass 2008). The idea was to have people available in Guatemala who will in 

turn train other people. Based on the changeability of the institute this is an unsustainable 

policy. Larios (2009a) has recently suggested the creation of independent conservation 

units that can maintain the knowledge and skills of a group of technicians independently 

of the changes made at the government level.77  Also the conservation of the murals very 

much depends on restricting access to the site by visitors who are unsupervised.  

                                                
77 The technical staff or unidad técnica at Tikal National Park are an independent group of specialists in archaeology, 
biology, and fields relevant to the site’s conservation.  
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Currently there are three IDAEH guards on duty at San Bartolo. They are paid by the 

project and one hopes that they will remain there after the research is over.  

STABILIZATION OF THE LOOTER’S TRENCH 

During the 2006 field season, the stabilization project began on both the exterior 

and interior of Structure Sub-IA. Larios highlighted the most significant features of the 

building. First, he utilized the looter’s trench on the east side of Structure I to create what 

is now the entrance to the mural house. In this case, the looter’s trench serves a useful 

purpose, helping the archaeologist to understand the different construction episodes in the 

building and also serving as a didactic tool for visitors and the general public (see 

discussion on the pedagogic aim of conservation in Chapter 3). In other words, as 

conservators we have to make sense of both the original building and the deleterious 

effects of features like looter’s trenches. In a sense, Larios chose to “make the best of a 

bad situation” and use such as looter’s trench as a way to view the layers and construction 

episodes that constitute the history of the building.  

However, in my opinion, more signs and didactic resources along the trench 

access path are needed. Decisions like the one chosen by Larios are easier to understand 

from a conservationist standpoint, but we cannot assume that visitors or people outside 

the field of archaeology will always understand such features. Labeling, signage, or other 

interpretative materials are typically part of every conservation project in Guatemala. In 

this particular case, these are not present at San Bartolo because to this day it is not meant 

to be open for visitors. The site of Cancuen (described in Chapter 3) has one of the best 
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examples of an interpretative trail with signs and materials in Spanish, English, and 

Q’eqchi’, targeting different linguistic groups. This speaks to the project’s concern that 

archaeological findings be accessible to local communities and visitors from outside of 

Petén. The transparent methods of conservation at San Bartolo serve as a good model for 

the future by making the most important architectural features of Sub-IA visible without 

jeopardizing the structure’s stability. With all of this in mind, Larios left parts of the 

features exposed in the looters’ trench; the east side, or back of the structure, became the 

main access to Sub-IA.  

The later modification of the Pinturas Complex that covered the mural room is 

evidenced by the looters’ trench, along with lower walls that could have possibly once 

covered such a renovation, eventually burying what it is known as the final episode. This 

last endeavor was probably abandoned as such walls are made of a coarse masonry and 

measure less than a meter high.    

Once inside Structure I, Larios designed a route that proceeds and around Sub-IA 

and consists of a series of tunnels and observation windows that allow access to the 

various architectural features of Sub-IA (Coronado 2008). A nomenclature for tunnels 

and observation windows inside and outside of Sub-IA were recently assigned after the 

completion of the consolidation work inside of Structure I (Coronado 2010:231). This 

interior route was not destined for tourists but instead was designed to provide access to a 

restricted number of specialists. Such experts are the ones in charge of current and future 

monitoring and conservation of the murals. Access might be necessary for other 
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researchers if the documentation and material sampling produced by SBRAP is not 

sufficient to carry on additional studies of Sub-IA.78 

CONSOLIDATION OF EXCAVATION TUNNELS 

The stabilization program consisted mainly of the consolidation of the 

construction fill around the excavation tunnels that followed the features of the remaining 

architecture of Sub-IA. This work can be divided into three main tasks: 1) the 

consolidation of tunnel walls, 2) consolidation of ceilings, and 3) consolidation of areas 

around the murals.  

The Tunnels 
To avoid confusion with the excavation nomenclature, the tunnels were not given 

a number but were named based on their location and most important function.79 

Therefore, tunnels are divided into three main categories: 1) access, 2) circulation, and 3) 

maintenance. Access tunnels are outside of Sub-IA, while circulation tunnels simply 

connect access and maintenance tunnels. The third category refers to the tunnels for 

conservation maintenance built in the interior of the mural house along the north and west 

painted walls.  

1) Access tunnels: 

Logically, the Main Access Tunnel (MAT) is the looters’ trench that was reduced 

in width and consolidated on both walls and ceiling. The MAT branches off into the 

                                                
78 It is important to note that the tunnel nomenclature provided in this section is only representative of the 
stabilization work and does not correspond to the names assigned to the excavations. 
79 For obvious reasons, tunnels share all three functions, as they all provide access, circulation, and 
maintenance. 
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North Access Tunnel (NAT) and the South Access Tunnel (SAT). The NAT is escentially 

the only way to access the north facade of Sub-IA.  

2) Circulation tunnels: 

The Medial (or Central?) Circulation Tunnel (MCT) is a limb of the SAT and runs 

in an east-west direction, practically dividing the mural house in half. It ends at the 

second observation window (W2). The MCT subdivides into the South Circulation 

Tunnel (SCT) and the North Circulation Tunnel (NCT) that lead to the first (W1) and 

fourth (W4) observation windows respectively. Finally, the West Circulation Tunnel 

(WCT) is a subdivision of the NCT, providing access to the third observation window 

(W3).  

3) Maintenance Tunnels: 

These are two interior tunnels that circulate along Sub-IA’s painted walls: the 

West Wall Maintenance Tunnel (WWMT) and the North Wall Maintenance Tunnel 

(NWMT).80 In identical fashion, the same number of tunnels exists on the exterior of 

Sub-IA: the North Facade Maintenance Tunnel (NFMT) and the South Facade 

Maintenance Tunnel (SFMT). 

The Beams 
Larios designed a cover to encapsulate the mural house within the construction fill 

of Structure I. This solution aimed to protect the murals and their architectural context 

from the pressure of the construction fill above. After several tests and calculations, 

Larios (2006) deuced a proposal to build a roof over the north and west walls. This roof 
                                                
80 The North Wall Maintenance Tunnel also provides access to the mural paintings remaining on the East Wall.  
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consisted of a series of beams that could be installed individually after excavating the fill 

over the murals. Originally, the beams were manufactured of fiberglass to specifically 

mimic the physical characteristics of a rough-hewn piece of limestone. This material 

allowed conservators to use a lightweight and resistant object that could easily be 

installed on top of the painted freeze.  

Above the murals 
At approximately 1.6 meters high, a series of three or four stones were placed 

approximately about 0.1-0.2 meters from each other to mimic the Maya vaulted system. 

The access and circulation around Sub-IA were defined through several tunnels. 

Tunneling inside the construction fill consisted mainly of the excavation and stabilization 

of the lateral walls and the construction of vaulted ceilings. This work was done using 

limestone and gluing the stones with a basic 1:3 lime-and-sand mortar mix. The only 

exception to this were the ceilings immediately above the painted friezes on the west and 

north walls, which will be described in detail in the section below. Smith (1950:69) 

detailed the architecture excavated at the site of Uaxactun. In his book section devoted to 

materials and tools, he mentions:  

Coralline limestone, everywhere present below the shallow surface soil, was very 
accessible except in swampy areas. It has a hard crust averaging roughly a little 
over 1 m. in thickness, below which lies soft marl. The crust was quarried for 
monuments and building stone. (Ibid.) 
 
Special care was given to the specification of construction of the upper part of the 

tunnels adjacent to the murals. Instead of using regular limestone capstones, the ceiling 

over the west and north walls was closed using fiberglass beams. Such beams were 
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specially designed for this purpose. The beams function just as a capstone does in a 

typical Maya vaulted system. After an elasticity analysis was done on the construction 

fill, a better understanding of its load-resistant capacities was gained. Limestone was 

collected nearby and further submitted to tensile stress tests to evaluate its resistance 

variations. Some ancient quarries were documented not too far away (about 1 kilometer 

from Pinturas) during the mapping of the site (Garrison 2007).  

Originally the roof beams of Sub-IA were roughly shaped to look like limestone 

so they would imitate the irregular excavation of the fill around the murals. This attempt 

at “blending in” was not possible to keep in the later construction of other pieces, since 

the coarse shape of the beams made it difficult to test the resistance of the fiberglass in 

the laboratory (Larios 2007:20). 

 Another preventive measure taken by the stabilization team was to build a 

compacted fill in front of the west wall that would help mitigate the deformation, slope 

pressure, and weakness due to its weak foundation supported mainly on the Yaxche 

platform. This was done at about a third of the wall’s height (C. Larios 2006; Larios 

2007a:14). After the consolidation work on the north wall, a similar treatment of the floor 

was done in order to reduce the height of the maintenance tunnel (Coronado 2010). 

OBSERVATION WINDOWS  
The interior circuit of Structure I has a total of nine observation windows, 

typically located at the end of a tunnel, allowing a partial view of Sub-IA’s most 

significant architectural features. Graphically, such windows are referred to by numbers 

according to their position beginning with: 1) four beams located inside the mural house 
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and 2) five windows surrounding its main facade. The numbering grid begins with the 

three windows facing the west wall and ends with the windows on the east facade of Sub-

IA. It runs horizontally south to north and vertically from west to east. 

1) Observation windows inside Sub-IA: 

The first three windows inside Sub-IA face the west wall. W1 is located on the 

southwest corner of Sub-IA and provides a view of the first three sacrificial scenes of the 

west mural.81 

W2 is one of the modifications made to the original design proposed by Rudy 

Larios that originally included two windows facing the west wall (Larios 2005b:565). 

The second window is now located at the end of the Medial Circulation Tunnel (MCT), 

facing the central section of the west mural. There are a series of important features seen 

through this window: the fourth sacrificial scene and the image of the Principal Bird 

Deity descending from a tree. The original floor level and some graffiti on the lower part 

of the west wall are only evident in this section. In addition, this window shows one of 

the best plaster footprints where the supporting beams were once embedded in the west 

wall.  

The critical condition of the northwest corner of Sub-IA after the illegal 

excavations on the lower portion is explained in detail in this document and elsewhere 

(Coronado 2010:233). Needless to say, new solutions were needed to solve the challenges 

presented by the construction of this window that were not contemplated originally by 

                                                
81 For obvious reasons, this dissertation does not intend to delve into iconographic interpretations of the murals. For a 
complete description of the north and west wall iconography, see Saturno et al. 2005 and Taube et al. 2010, 
respectively). 
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Larios. The justification for its addition is twofold. First, building a new wall meant the 

opportunity to excavate another section of the construction fill that resulted in the 

recovery of more mural fragments. Secondly, and based on the iconographic scenes 

represented in this painted section, the initial location proposed for W2 did not allow 

viewing of the northwest corner of the building.  

Subsequently, W2 was moved to the middle of the west wall; the width of the 

tunnels at the northwest corner was reduced from 1.0 meters to 0.75 meters on the west 

wall and 0.8 meters on the north wall (Ibid.:236). In addition, from W3 it is possible to 

see the partial remains of the flat roof that originally covered the room, when seems to be 

a lime-based concrete slab of approximately 0.1 meters thickness. W4 is the fourth 

window inside the mural house that runs parallel to the north wall. This window allows 

an almost complete view of the north wall and what is left of the East Wall murals. 

2) Observation windows outside of Sub-IA: 

The fifth window (W5) is located at the end of the South Access Tunnel (SAT) 

and provides a full view of the east facade of Sub-IA. Additionally, at the end of the East 

Facade Maintenance Tunnel (EFMT) it is possible to see the basal molding of the Yaxche 

platform intersecting the southwest corner of the mural house almost on its east posterior 

opening (also viewed from W5).  W6 and W7 are small openings consolidated like the 

rest of the tunnels, only of smaller dimensions. Respectively, they show the south and 

north corners of Sub-IA’s central step that provided the main access to the mural room. 

Finally, W8 and W9 are located at the end of the North Access Tunnel (NAT). 

After careful consideration of the stress and loads on the north side of Sub-IA, the entire 



 184 

facade was completely backfilled, leaving only the northeast corner of the building 

exposed via W8. This window gives views of the North Facade Maintenance Tunnel 

(NFMT) and the northeast corner of Sub-IA. This includes the sculpture on the frieze, the 

murals on the north facade, and the painted basal platform of the building. The looters’ 

cut from the illegal trenching is also visible from this point.  

Another departure from Larios’ original proposal was to build a window (W9) 

that would allow either viewing of the remains of Sub-IB’s stucco mask or access to 

further investigation of that structure. As a result, the ninth observation window provides 

a view to the excavation tunnel that shows the architectural features of Structure Sub-IB 

in 2005 (Hurst 2005b).  

In terms of the stabilization of the architectural features in and around Sub-IA 

(i.e., walls, openings, floors, etc.), the methodology used is listed in detail below:  

MATERIAL EXTRACTION AND PREPARATION   

Effective architectural conservation requires an understanding of ancient Maya 

construction systems and the effective integration of modern techniques. Discussions of 

contemporary methodological approaches for building conservation and restoration 

includes the organization of labor, materials, and tools, among other socio-political 

aspects of dealing with architectural contexts are rare. In some respects, such discussion 

can benefit from the comparative analysis of past and present construction technologies 

that are valuable to the understanding of basic architectural processes and their execution. 

The mix used in the consolidation of masonry walls and tunnels consisted of a basic 1:3 



 185 

lime mortar. Quicklime used in the consolidation work was purchased from a quarry 

located on the road from San Benito to San Francisco. The limestone was extracted from 

quarries located southeast of the Pinturas Group. Water is a precious luxury both at 

Pinturas and around SBRAP’s camp. An aguada, or water supply, is located about eight 

kilometers away from the site and provided the amounts needed for preparation.  

 The bark of the gumbo-limbo or mulato tree (Bursera simaruba) was soaked for 

three days to be used as an additive to the lime mortar. It has an elastic consistency and 

functions as a natural glue to quicken the curing process. Research has been done on 

other plants around the Maya region that could have possibly been used as additives in 

ancient times (Magaloni et al. 1995).  

The lime was soaked in water for three days in special wooden boxes built for this 

purpose. This was done to ensure that the lime completed its maturing process.  

I consider lime-plaster production to be an ancient seasonal and communal 

activity just like agricultural activities and like them also imbued with symbolic 

significance.82 Obviously, I do not find ancient evidence for this assumption and only 

rely on personal observations made at various modern conservation projects where I have 

worked doing the last ten years.  

When referring to mural painting, Hurst has stated:   

A solo artist cannot procure resources, build a masonry building, and produce and 
apply plaster and paint to the building with any type of efficency or scalar 
application of the type we find archaeologically. Unlike the possible chaine-

                                                
82 See Hurst 2009:74-83 for an excellent overview on lime-plaster production.   
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opératoire available to the mask maker, shell carver, ceramicist, or even jade 
carver, mural painting in the Maya area was by necessity a cooperative activity. 

 
In a variation of the technical studies identified by Miller (2008:11) ranging from 

ethnographic to experimental contexts, I use direct observations from the way we 

organize conservation teams now to infer some parallels with the organization possibly 

employed in ancient construction.83  

There is much to explore in further research about construction and other 

practices that might have influenced the way buildings were designed and used in the 

past. I see a range of associations from practical to symbolic that can be tied directly to 

the relationship between agricultural practice and construction, especially since there is a 

basic ideational connection between the two activities found in the word for “to plant” in 

Ch’olan. The word is pak’, which also means “to build walls.”84  

The advent of sedentism, even without agriculture, would have increased 
information gathering to address new concerns about the growth cycles of 
available plants and animals and ways to keep stored food safe from rodents, 
bacteria, and other destructive elements. The development of communal 
architecture, which is often seen in sedentary societies, would have required the 
collection and pooling of knowledge about building materials, labor organization, 
structural engineering, and the optimal timing of construction activities. The 
development of agriculture would have vastly increased the amount of 
information that could be accumulated and shared, such as how to cultivate and 
process new foods and how to improve yields. The adoption of agriculture also 
would have necessitated a dramatic increase in the memory capacity needed to 
adjudicate matters of possession, access rights, and inheritance resulting from 
increased quantities of material goods. (Smith 2010:138) 
 

                                                
83 I am aware of the many variations in construction technology but I specifically refer to the labor and managerial 
skills needed for individual tasks such as mortar preparation. 
84 David Stuart, Personal Communication 2013. 
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Alfonso Morales,85 in his observations and extensive work at the site of Palenque, 

Chiapas, identifies the Temple of the Inscriptions as a metaphor for the dirt mound that 

covers and protects the maize seed when planted in the milpa. In his interpretation, 

Pakal’s tomb is the seed that germinates and reaches the sunlight through the so-called 

“psycho-duct” (Ruz and Mason 1953:97) outside of the building. I agree with Morales, as 

this seems to make a logical connection between subsistence, shelter, and ritual, all basic 

activities in Maya culture that continue among the contemporary Maya today.  Along 

with the temporality of these activities and the way people continue to carry on 

community work for agriculture and architecture.  

4.4 CONCLUSION 
It is worth mentioning that although this chapter describes mainly the work done 

at Sub-IA, other sub-structures in the Pinturas building and at different parts of the site 

requiring emergency conservation were diagnosed and treated. The ambitious 

interdisciplinary work at San Bartolo went from a fortunate discovery to an exciting and 

non-stop conservation effort. As described in this chapter and the next, architectural 

conservation in Guatemala can have, as much as archaeology, an important educational –

and political– component. 

 
 

 

 

                                                
85 Personal communication 2012. 
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EL MAÑANA 

Chapter 5:   

Reflections on Maya Architectural Conservation and its Future 

The future depends on what we change or what we preserve.  

            --Paulo Freire 
 
 
The future of conserving Maya buildings depends on a socially engaged approach 

to their excavation, consolidation, interpretation, and use today. My expectations rely on 

conservation and archaeological ethics tailored to the uniqueness of the people of nearby 

communities of an archaeological site, on respecting their histories, power, local politics, 

and current living conditions in the Maya area.  

Porque la lucha por la conservación debe venir unida a la intensificación de la 
lucha por impedir la destrucción de la cultura popular, rural y urbana, por el 
desarrollo de las comunidades indígenas, por un uso social de los monumentos 
impuesto desde los propios habitantes y en función de sus propias necesidades, y 
ya no por imposición vertical del Estado. Porque la conservación patrimonial es 
también una forma de luchar por una vida más justa y más humana. (Schávelzon 
1990:206) 
 
As evidenced in Daniel Schávelzon’s accurate critique, such battles for the 

conservation of cultural patrimony in Latin America must create a dialogue between state 

and local officials and advocate for reasons to exist that are socially created and accepted. 

Maya buildings are a cultural resource before they are an economic, like some 

international documents suggest. I find the social function of cultural heritage, as 

expressed in the Norms of Quito and other international documents for the use and 

protection of world heritage (see section 2 in Chapter 2), all useful to market a monument 
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for tourism and not for improving the everyday life of people in the region. If 

conservation is meant to endure, the social function of an ancient building should be 

determined using conservation parameters that fit the immediate sociocultural context of 

such a cultural heritage and how the local people define this heritage.  In the specific case 

of archaeological sites, the use and protection of such heritage can be expected after 

conservators and archaeologists have established a dialogue with the local inhabitants in 

and around those sites.  

How can a horizontal dialogue be achieved among professionals, policy-makers, 

and the people living near Maya sites? From the scholarly perspective, I can only base 

my hopes in the performance of academics and specialists working at archaeological sites 

to make valuable contributions by filling in the “historic gap” in the historiography of 

modern Guatemala described by Taracena (2006).  Such a gap is nothing more than the 

intentional and oppressive discourse of the Guatemalan republican state. These 

segregation and assimilation politics eliminated the link between the ancient and 

contemporary indigenous Maya groups.  

The celebration of the 13 Bak’tun brought archaeologists and Maya groups 

together for the interests of tourism, heritage, and archaeology.  The monumentality of a 

Maya archaeological heritage resurged in 2012 to exalt Guatemalan cultural pride in a 

glorious but lost indigenous past.  Once more the prophecies of the end of the world have 

not been fulfilled. Instead, more hopes of new beginnings are emerging in the Maya area.  

This is a time to acknowledge that archaeology and conservation in Guatemala must have 

a strong historic component.  
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In this chapter, I write my version of upcoming research of Maya buildings that 

most likely echoes Shávelzon (1990) and Larios (2009a)’s claims for greater 

consideration of the role of social actors involved in the study, conservation, and use of 

such edifices today. This thesis adheres to such responsive and ethically committed 

searches for better professional and scholarly practices in conservation. Most importantly, 

I advocate for architectural conservation to become a discipline within Maya studies, a 

discipline that moves beyond a transient field practice that has served the agendas of 

archaeology and cultural tourism. I see three factors as keys to success and a positive 

future in my field:  

1) Planning, since real progress depends on drafting long-term projects that will 

not start with an emergency intervention and later expect the site to be maintained 

exclusively by the state.  The early collaboration between conservators and local 

inhabitants can help us draft specific needs to fulfill by the conservation project. Such 

particulars can be negotiated within a community and research teams can be properly 

trained to carry out these negotiations.  What might seem like too much time and money 

invested in the early stages of a collaborative effort will surely turn into the best 

investment when conservation becomes a well-established culture in the local area. 

Currently, international regulation is implemented based upon the conservator’s criteria 

and in a standardized form. In doing this, conservation only promotes the ancient past but 

ignores the current context of buildings and archaeological sites that pose unique research 

demands for a multi- and intercultural region. 
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2) Interdisciplinary training of professionals and a multidisciplinary assemblage 

of project members will allow for a holistic understanding of Maya buildings as 

archaeological artifacts. If we treat buildings as live objects during excavations, we will 

be able to incorporate into our study both ancient and current perceptions found in 

architectural works. By taking the time to study the past and present contexts of a Maya 

edifice we will guarantee a new proper use and interpretation today, not as part of an 

idealistic conservation goal of safeguarding for tomorrow. A diversification of 

knowledge is needed in the classroom, in the field, and in academia. A professional who 

deals with buildings needs to learn the basics of disciplines such as architecture, 

conservation, history, anthropology, archaeology, and art history. They are all relevant to 

the study of Maya buildings. If we continue to relegate local communities to cultural 

anthropologists outside the archaeological project, history and identity formation to social 

scientists, or conservation to architectural conservators once the excavation is over, we 

will surely remain stuck in the same conversation about conservation. Conserving 

architecture must become a discipline instead of merely a practice. This way it can offer 

assertive practical solutions founded on theories and methods that will help us avoid 

excessive reconstructions and the unjustified exposure of buildings.   

3) Finally, advocating for socially committed fieldwork and a reciprocal system of 

knowledge production in Maya studies between professionals, people, and authorities. 

Architectural conservation needs scholars and specialists who are ethically committed 

and willing to engage with the people who live nearby, work, or visit archaeological sites; 

they need to be willing to listen and engage in collaborative research instead of 
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conforming to current conservation standards. We cannot let our conservation practice 

remain as the remedy; instead we must see our specialization as an opportunity to assist 

the archaeologist and the different groups of people that gave origin to the conservation 

project.  

5.1 A FUTURE FOR SAN BARTOLO AND STRUCTURE SUB-IA  

THE STATE 
Cultural patrimony is a large part of the power relationships between the people 

and the state. Local communities do not necessarily accept the decisions made by the 

government in terms of what is considered patrimony in Petén. In the context of heritage 

worth preserving, San Bartolo became one of the top priorities in Guatemala. In 2002, 18 

sites in Guatemala were included in the World Heritage Tentative List (“A Tentative List 

is an inventory of those properties which each State Party intends to consider for 

nomination”86). Ten years later, Ab’aj Tak’alik, the caves of Naj Tunich, and the painted 

murals of San Bartolo were added to this list for a total of 21 sites.87 San Bartolo houses 

one of the most fragile and rare examples of Preclassic iconography in Mesoamerica 

(Saturno 2007:134; Taube et al. 2010) in a relatively small mural room. It is no 

coincidence that such a especial corpus of ancient art is part of the tentative World 

Heritage List. The Guatemalan state is ethically committed to continue on with such a 

large conservation effort made by the San Bartolo Regional Archaeological Project 

(SBRAP).  

                                                
86 http://whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists/ 
87 http://whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists/5738/, accessed on March 13, 2013. 
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The WHL [World Heritage List] has gained success because its meaning goes 
beyond heritage protection. It also has political, economic, promotional, and 
touristic significance. The number of sites inscribed on the WHL builds the image 
of the State Party; is proof of cultural richness; is a source of prestige; is a basis 
for promotion; and is a very important factor for tourism development. However, 
additional dimensions of the WHL also cause additional problems. For example, 
due to political correctness the statistical analysis of the WHL (“Gaps Report”) is 
treated as a measure of its representativeness and has influence on the evaluation 
of new nominations. It also limits the reliability of evaluation of particular types 
of nominations (especially within “living cultures”) and as a result has influence 
on their protection. (Szmygin 2010:abstract) 
 
This UNESCO list is made with recommendations from political parties. 

Therefore, it is assumed that the state of Guatemala is considering the implications of a 

nomination of this kind.88  The protection and safeguarding of the San Bartolo 

archaeological site is tied to the conservation of its surrounding natural environment as 

well.  

THE PROJECT 
The consolidation work previously described in this chapter is the result of a 

series of professional judgments and decisions made based on the uniqueness of the 

pictorial program of Sub-IA. The building and the mural paintings are distinct both for 

researchers and the general public, so the creation of a conservation plan for them was 

almost inevitable. We need to understand that conservation derives from the combination 

of field professionals’ ethical sensibilities and the regulations for cultural heritage. 

According to the contract signed between SBRAP and the IDAEH (Acronym in 

Spanish for Instituto de Antropología e Historia), the conservation and maintenance of 

                                                
88 Guatemala was ratified as UNESCO’s state party member on January 16, 1979 
(http://whc.unesco.org/en/statesparties/gt, accessed on March 13, 2013). 
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Sub-IA is guaranteed as long as the project is still actively conducting research. But once 

the project ends the Guatemalan authorities will have to secure the long-term preservation 

of the site.  San Bartolo is only one of many sites that demand such care from the state. 

The principal difference between doing conservation and restoration relies on the 

duration of such tasks. Conservation is a continuous effort while restoration is only a 

methodology employed in the conservation of a monument. The work at San Bartolo 

done by the project attempts to conserve the pictorial program of Sub-IA for present and 

future generations. Commonly, conservation is nothing more than a judgment call, but 

new regulations in Guatemala now require that at least 15% of a project’s budget be spent 

on conservation work.  

The research at Sub-IA and more generally at the site at San Bartolo ended in 

2012. Since 2008, the project research goals have been directed to excavation at the 

nearby site of Xultun (Saturno et al. 2012). The investigations at Xultun are expected to 

be lengthy but the work at Sub-IA will be restricted to the monitoring and maintenance of 

the mural house (Saturno, personal communication 2013). 

THE TOURIST AGENDA 

The idea of cultural patrimony is not equally shared among institutions at the 

federal and local levels (see discussions on the different roles of architecture Chapter 1). 

There is a level of appreciation when we compare the general notion of patrimony to 

those of national, universal, local, or archaeological communities. Often associated with 

issues of tourism and public access, the sites that hold important monuments worth 
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viewing by the world have significant challenges to overcome in terms of heritage 

management. After the devastation of cultural heritage during World War I, more 

attention was paid to securing sites that are significant to a particular culture.  For a site to 

be inscribed in the World Heritage List, it must go through a nomination process by the 

home country.89  All of the parties are invested in the decision at some point: tourist 

industry, archaeological community, local settlements, and state authorities. The 

nomination and classification of cultural patrimony for the tentative list requires a series 

of presentations and meetings among archaeologists, heritage specialists, the general 

public, and state representatives (mainly from IDAEH). The question I pose in this 

section is not who decides the nomination list in Guatemala but why would they pick San 

Bartolo? And what about the surrounding communities and other sectors of the 

population? Are they equally invested in the preservation of the nominated sites?  

THE PEOPLE 
Working at San Bartolo means using the Santa Elena-Tikal-Uaxactun route to 

access the site. This involves establishing agreeable relationships with the local groups 

who have a history of survival at the site. In recent years Saturno has been relentless in 

negotiating with the people at Uaxactun, including them in different stages of the project 

despite the particular skepticism (?) that characterizes this village toward foreigners, 

previously discussed in Chapters 2 and 3.  

                                                
89 For details on the nomination process visit: http://whc.unesco.org/en/nominations/ (accessed on April 12, 
2013). 
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The first issue would be to establish local values for each of the elements that are 

worth preserving in archaeological excavations. The second, and almost equally 

important, concern is to secure the financial resources that would underwrite the 

specialized study of the findings. Conservation consists of more than the technical aspect 

of putting back together a ruin for tourism.  

DISCUSSION 

Is it really necessary to socially contextualize buildings and their conservation 

work? Most professionals in this field will tend to disagree, unless they concur that there 

is an extremely unique discovery at stake. I argue that every conservation effort must be 

well thought out beforehand in terms of who would be the eventual user of this space. 

More importantly, who will guarantee that such space is well maintained and protected?  

In the particular case of Sub-IA, the original builders decided to terminate the 

building at some point.  But of course most people now would like to admire such 

wonderful art in person. Inherently, conservation is primarily the responsibility and 

decision of the project directors, conservators, archaeologists, and everyone involved in 

its study and preservation (including of course those institutions and governments that 

grant the permission to do archaeological fieldwork in the first place, or the institutions 

that fund the projects). Therefore, I go so far as to state that conservation should be an 

ethical obligation while in reality it is only a personal choice and privilege of certain 

archaeological projects.  
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The conservation carried out at San Bartolo’s Structure I, particularly Sub-IA, is 

the result of a multi/interdisciplinary effort to study an architectural program in detail. 

Sub-IA constitutes one of the best-documented Late-Preclassic buildings, including the 

analysis of its construction fill, masonry, plaster, sculpture, painting, and inscriptions. I 

say this because the data produced by the project can help identify iconographic, 

epigraphic, pictorial, and construction trends for that particular time period.  

Under the visionary work of William Saturno and his Guatemalan co-directors, a 

team of architectural conservators was able to stabilize the fill inside Structure I and 

preserve the architectural features and particularly the pictorial program of Sub-IA that to 

this day constitutes one of the most fragile and unique corpuses of Maya Late-Preclassic 

art. 

In Chapter 2, I explored the non-technical and scientific concerns currently faced 

by architectural conservators and in Chapter 3 I expanded the discussion to examine San 

Bartolo’s particular sociocultural context. In time, such demands will surely change and 

present archaeologists and conservators with different challenges. For now, I can argue 

that the conservation of Sub-IA is guaranteed for the duration of the project.90 This 

particular situation allows for annual check-ups and maintenance programs and of course 

restricted entry to the building. Once the project is over, the responsibility devolves 

entirely to IDAEH and the Guatemalan government. Inevitably, the seasonal visit of local 

and foreign tourists will require a different strategy.  

                                                
90 Since 2011 the work on Sub-IA has been reduced to monitoring the murals and consolidated tunnels 
once a year. SBRAP is currently excavating at the site of Xultun with plans to undertake intensive research 
there in the future. The research permit is renewed every year and is granted by IDAEH.  
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The legislation for sacred spaces mentioned in Chapter 2 is particularly relevant in 

the case of San Bartolo because of the themes included in the murals, although San 

Bartolo is not physically located within a Maya community. The cosmological and 

mythical narrative of the paintings could possibly serve as an instrument for 

appropriation for their incorporation into modern Maya ritual activities. Therefore, more 

scientific publications in Spanish are crucial to help promote accurate archaeological 

interpretations to the general public. In a few years, San Bartolo may become part of the 

texts used in Mexico and Central American educational systems.  

Those who have worked in tunnels have witnessed the conditions and 

impediments involved in such works. Not only Sub-1A but also other sub-structures 

within Pinturas represent the same challenges for excavating and conserving architectural 

features in subterranean contexts. Rudy Larios has previously discussed in detail the 

implications of such conditions (Larios 2009c). Due to these provisions and being 

entirely committed with the great responsibility to investigate, stabilize, and preserve the 

artistic elements of Sub-IA under those circumstances, inter and multidisciplinary work 

was the best course of action for the SBRAP.  

Even if the circumstances are not always ideal in terms of combining the methods 

and practices of different fields, the groups of experts and technicians at San Bartolo have 

gone through the needed discussions and negotiations to reach a satisfactory solution for 

each and every one of the challenges that Sub-IA presented, whether to excavate or 

preserve the mural paintings or their architectural context. In addition to the integration of 

a multifaceted team and the instability of looter trenching and causes of destruction in 
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ancient times, the challenge of a project of this nature is mainly financial.  A constant 

supply of funding is essential for long-term conservation work. The work at Sub-IA 

varied from days to weeks to full three-month seasons.  

The investigation of the rest of Pinturas’ sub-structures with contemporaneous 

and earlier pictorial programs similar to those of Sub-IA recently ended (Beltrán and 

Saravia 2012; Román 2005, 2008). The room is excavated in full, and only the 

consolidation and stabilization of the construction fills is within 5% of its completion on 

the east side. The physical and environmental stability of Sub-IA has finally reached ideal 

levels, basically constant throughout the year. On the other hand, the maintenance and 

monitoring that will guarantee that such efforts endure and are worth the work done by 

local communities, scientists, and private and governmental institutions, are long-term 

and constant tasks. Currently, the Institute of Anthropology and History in Guatemala 

(IDAEH) and SBRAP members are working in collaboration to draft a management plan 

for San Bartolo. I originally thought that not having a management plan was a deficiency 

of our conservation work at San Bartolo. My participation in recent conservation 

workshops organized by the Ministry of Culture of Guatemala-IDAEH (2010) and 

UNESCO has been strictly limited to the one at Tikal in 2005 (Castellanos 2005). The 

discussions held at these venues seem to be more akin to the typical politically correct 

conversation among colleagues than actual reflections on the reasons why conservation 

has not reached sustainable levels in Guatemala. What are these documents really going 

to do to guarantee the preservation of Sub-IA? Will they truly prevent local guards 

opening the tunnels to random tourists who might show up at the site offering a bribe in 



 200 

cash? Will they serve the purpose of instructing the nearby inhabitants of Uaxactun in 

matters of cultural value?  

The consolidation of Structure Sub-IA’s vestiges and the stabilization of the 

construction fill that surrounds it currently allows the observation and investigation of the 

architectural and pictorial program that characterized the Late Preclassic period at San 

Bartolo in northeastern Petén. From a purely conservationist point of view, we wish to 

have only extremely low traffic inside the mural chamber. This can be for the privilege or 

fortune of very few people who manage to justify their presence in the tunnels instead of 

taking advantage of the detailed documentation and publication of the murals and the 

architectural program at Sub-IA (see further discussions on ethics, ownership, and 

alternative approaches in the following chapter). 

In ten years of archaeological work at San Bartolo, the investigation, stabilization, 

and maintenance of structures was done simultaneously. Performing systematic 

documentation and monitoring on the environmental conditions of architectural features 

can guarantee the conservation of a building. The tunnels of Sub-IA encapsulate one of 

the most unique corpuses of Late Preclassic art in the Lowlands that are now living 

witness to the benefits of collaborative work among professionals. In reality, a great part 

of maintaining the high conservation standards established by the project is now the 

responsibility of the local groups around the site.  

In 2001 Saturno envisioned the excavation and conservation of the mural 

paintings and their architectural context, along with the stabilization of the construction 

fill that protected them. After a decade of intensive labor and continual fundraising, the 
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results might surpass even Saturno’s expectations but are still far from ideal. I say this 

with no intention of diminishing the work at Sub-IA, which in my opinion stands as one 

of the exemplary efforts in Maya archaeology to fund, study, and preserve a Late-

Preclassic building. This will surely be improved by future architectural analysis of 

earlier construction episodes (i.e. the Ixim-Yaxche and Sub-VI complexes). 

In the next section I imagine the perfect scenario for a conservation project that 

can include the expectations of people outside of academia or the archaeological 

community in Guatemala. The ideal scenario would envision the practice of architectural 

conservation and archaeology in the Maya area as one reciprocal channel of 

communications. In the same way, the long-term conservation of San Bartolo depends on 

this mutual understanding between the people’s needs and the state’s ability to 

accommodate such sociocultural demands. 

5.2 REVEALING PAST AND PRESENT AGENDAS 

Finally, here we are, I trust, extremely hopeful and excited by the possibility that 
the Maya people are organizing themselves, and will have a role in the decision-
making process about the future of the living as well as the ancient Maya. (Fash 
1993:203) 
 
Twenty years later, I am citing William Fash while having witnessed some 

progress in the involvement of Maya people in matters of their ancestral heritage. To his 

expectations, I add a counterpart or the participation of professionals in Maya studies that 

unlike the state and other “ruling elites” such as the tourist industry (or other internal 
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power relations among Maya groups91), can help these groups achieve autonomy and 

success in their claims and rights. Specifically for Guatemala, the collaboration between 

Maya groups and Maya scholars can generate a great and positive change in the uses and 

interpretations of archaeological sites. I add the inclusion of non-Maya groups as well: 

Ladinos, Garífunas and Xincas, since they all play an important role in the identity 

formation process in Guatemala. But archaeological research already has its own 

complications with regulations that do not always promote active and reciprocal 

participation from both ends –the professional and the public.  

Lately, scholars have recognized the importance of building such a nexus between 

the object of study and the practical use of archaeological sites by contemporary society. 

Reflections on the social implications of our work in the field are more evident in the 

collaborative work and changes implemented by archaeologists and anthropologists 

throughout the world. Archaeologists are “establishing more inclusive, democratic, and 

reciprocal relationships with descendant communities” (Colwell-Chanthaphonh and 

Ferguson 2008:3). But is this a viable approach in a country such as Guatemala, where 

even recently the disconnection between Maya indigenous groups and the archaeological 

past is still challenged by a “degenerative history” (Taracena 2006)? According to many 

native scholars of Guatemala (Castillo 2011:14, Taracena 2006, Zamora and Cojtí 2004), 

archaeology and the liberal agenda are conditioning the interethnic relationships in the 

country and promoting a Guatemalteco identity to which everyone can subscribe. The 

“indigenous disadvantage” against a ladino or indigenous-Spanish mestizaje has been 

                                                
91 See Esquit (2012) for discussions on identity and power relations among Mayanist elites. 
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imposed by the state and instituted in the most basic systems of education and knowledge 

production, echoing Spanish colonial praxis.   

These notions are currently negated at the professional level where archaeology, 

and conservation, for that matter, serve as active participants in the construction of the 

monocultural national identity mentioned above (Zamora and Cojtí 2004:2). This is an 

obvious opportunity for architectural conservators and archaeologists to change their 

approach. García and Pereira (2004:108), while recognizing that the management, 

creation, and divulgation of the past in Guatemala is a polarized debate, have proposed a 

joint discussion and exchange between Maya spiritual leaders and intellectuals, the state, 

and the archaeological community. And let us include other groups of people that do not 

fit the categories mentioned above for cases such as San Bartolo, where the multicultural 

settlement at Uaxactun constitutes the nearest population to the site (see Chapter 3). 

As architectural conservators, we can began by including contemporary societies 

–and specifically Maya people– in the planning stages of our projects so they can finally 

play active roles in the management of their ancient sites. Sadly, in my experience there 

have been no or very few opportunities to draft conservation projects that are inclusive. 

For example, current investigations are carried on in Petén with the logistical assistance 

of local groups. They mainly provide labor, transport, and supplies to archaeological 

projects. Rarely do such people have anything to do with the project’s objectives or 

decision-making.  

In terms of conservation and heritage matters, the segregation is more obvious. 

Only the state and the archaeological community are involved in the nomination of sites 
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or the archaeological agenda that does not need more than institutional approval for 

project execution. Also, archaeological sites are typically located near modern 

settlements populated by Mayas and Ladinos. This creates social inequalities that often 

include the acculturation of Mayas to the Ladino lifestyle and the imposition of an 

institutional heritage. To complicate matters, if archeological projects do not establish 

and honor agreements with the locals they can result in additional stress. Tensions have 

arisen lately in northern Petén at projects such as El Mirador, where interests in terms of 

tourist development vary for both parties (Hurtado 2010:197). On the other hand, such 

disputes can be mitigated or even avoided when the research design includes a 

pedagogical or anthropological component as in the case of the Cancuen Archaeological 

Project (García 2003).  

FINDING A CODE OF ETHICS FOR MAYA RUINS AFTER PLAYING WITH DIRT AND 

HITTING PAY DIRT 

In an article presented at the Proceeding of the American Philosophical Society, 

Alfred Kidder II, one of the first archaeologists to imprint Maya archaeology in 

Guatemala, began by stating: 

The archaeologist is the only grave robber whose activities are contemplated by 
society without abhorrence, the reason, of course, being that the men and women 
whose tombs he violates have ceased to be persons and have faded, nameless and 
unremembered, into the mists of the past. (Kidder 1960:18) 
 
I agree that is probably irreverence that guides the excavation of human and 

remains. That is not the case for Guatemala and America for the most part. The people’s 

past and Maya ruins have great ethical dimensions. “If we define ethics as the exploration 
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of how we should best live our lives, it will become apparent that ethical commitments 

underlie most political positions” (Pulido 2008:357).  In the same way, if we consider 

doing archaeology or conservation, politics are something we are obligated to take into 

account.  Specifically, we must consider being sensitive toward the varying local politics 

and the sociopolitical impact involved in our practice (Inomata 2003:29; Sturm 

1996:129). 

Archaeological sites are more than deteriorated, meaningless ruins.  As Demarest 

and Woodfill (2012:123) point out from their experience in Petén, they must consider 

working with “the archaeological site, the sacred site, and the ecological reserve that is 

Cancuen.”  

It is no wonder that heightened attention to ethics in archaeology comes at a time 
when archaeologists have begun to recognize the implications of their practice for 
living peoples and wrestle with the many new roles that archaeology is asked to 
play in a global and multicultural world. (Colwell-Chanthaphonh et al. 2008:2) 

 
Particularly for the preservation of Maya cultural heritage, I believe architectural 

conservators can assist archaeologists in achieving a suitable approach to the study of 

buildings according to Guatemala’s history and its current sociocultural context. 

Although we might be at another critical crossroads where we have the opportunity to 

question once again how and why we are doing conservation today (see Schavelzón 

1990:179 for similar debates in the 1970s). 

As caretakers for the future, the locals become conservators, not predators, of 
these cultural goods. This so-called predation has occurred in many cases in 
which both locals and outsiders see the sites merely as a source of profit, not as a 
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connection with the past, and even less as something with which they themselves 
are integrated. (Larios 2007:267) 
 
The lack of integration between the “locals” and “cultural goods” mentioned by 

Larios is still a reality in the form of archaeological looting at several sties in northern 

Petén. Such goods are simply buildings, sculpture, and ceramic wares. The locals are 

simply individuals who have basic needs. They are “predators” because specifically for 

Petén –if not true for most of the Maya region- they live near site settlements and in 

communities with extreme conditions of poverty. They live and survive from the 

provisions of the forest (i.e., looted objects from archaeological sites or renewable 

resources such as plants, wood, animals). If the archaeological project includes a 

conservation component, the education of locals has a top-down approach where “they” 

can learn about cultural heritage from “us.”  

When introducing the possibility of autonomous research by Maya groups instead 

of Western scholarship, Sturm (1996:128) questions the following: 

How different might our understanding of the past be? Until economic equality is 
reached between Maya and Westerners, a subtle recreation of colonial patterns 
emerges despite the best intentions. Perhaps the politics of Maya studies are 
dictated by the larger economic and historical relationships between Maya and 
“others.”  
 
How can we espouse the hegemonic discourse of cultural heritage in countries 

such as Mexico and Guatemala where indigenous and non-indigenous groups are to 

accept responsibility to care for an imposed legacy? Even worse, how can we expect the 

appropriation and recognition of cultural significance of archaeological sites without 

taking into account the realities of the people experiencing Maya buildings on a daily 
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basis? As architectural conservators, we unintentionally expect people to take pride in the 

ancient past. We expect local groups to safeguard what the state, international 

conservation legislation, or the archaeological project decide to highlight as culturally 

significant. This significance is mainly based on the materiality of sites or their treatment 

as objects.  

Yet “spiritual guides” local and those familiar with the pan-Maya dialogue have 
told us explicitly that there is a “soul,” a sprit, in many things that must be taken 
into account and that our Western idea of inanimate things is dangerously 
fallacious. Thus, such “things” are worthy of receiving sacrifice and, indeed, 
much blood sacrifice to what we would call “objects.” (Demarest and Woodfill 
2012:127) 
 
No wonder we congratulate ourselves among colleagues for a successful 

exchange of methodologies and theoretical discussions that never go beyond the 

classroom walls, the professional meeting, or public policy discussions. But when do we, 

as architectural conservators, think of how our work impacted the life of the people 

working or living near an archaeological site? I am aware of the technical challenges of 

my profession (e.g., limestone and lime-based material deterioration to name one of too 

many), but cannot help but feel that as professionals we have failed in solving the main 

philosophical problems that result from doing work in Guatemala or the Maya area. 

Conservation continues to be an exclusive and authoritarian activity and not one adapted 

to local realities. The best example I can provide at this moment is again the site of 

Uaxactun, Petén. Here, the archaeological site and a multicultural modern settlement 

collide. At present, the purpose of archaeology, building restoration, and tourism, is 
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merely to benefit such archaeological, economic, political or academic agendas and not a 

way to empower the people living in the village.  

Throughout this thesis I have advocated that archaeologists should view 

architecture - or individual structures - as artifacts, and pay the same attention to their 

materials, design, structure, or function, as they do to ceramic wares or carved 

monuments. In doing this, the archaeologist –by modifying her/his methodological 

approach– exists at the center of a larger conversation that incorporates many data points, 

many viewpoints, and multiple agendas. These artifacts are not just ruins but a legitimate 

heritage that belongs to the living Maya. 

The Spanish capital, Mérida, was built on the ruins of Tihoo (as, in the highlands 
of Guatemala 20 years before, the Cakchiquel town of Iximche had become the 
first Spanish capital there), and it does not seem to have occurred to the Spanish 
that the older ruins derived from any people other than the ancestors of the 
sixteenth-century Maya. As a result, we have a number of casual mentions and 
descriptions of ruins but no record of a planned exploration of sites and no sense 
that the Maya past should be studied. (Hammond 1983:5) 
 
Hammond wrote that paragraph in reference to the Spanish explorations from the 

sixteenth to the eighteenth century.  Today, we are still struggling with a hazy view of 

Maya ancestry.  Although some archaeologists –typically those inclined to the study of 

history and culture–are aware of this fact, their methods do not reflect a greater 

sensitivity to the cultures around the sites they study.  

In conservation we take much for granted: “cultural value,” “significance,” 

“ownership.”  For the preservation of Maya buildings, we immediately assume that using 

the terminology accepted internationally or providing conservation criteria will suffice.  
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The main concern is that none of those circumstances solve the problem of unnecessary 

building reconstruction, conservation negligence during excavation, or the lack of 

attention to site maintenance and management after restoration.  None of those issues will 

take care of themselves as we continue to have conversations about how restoration 

should be done instead of asking why architectural conservation is not a serious line of 

work in Maya archaeology. As important as a discussion about value can be among 

scholars, we cannot forget how evident the disconnection is between academia, public 

cultural policy, and people using and living nearby restored Maya sites.  

If archaeologists do not treat buildings as individual artifacts from the beginning 

of excavation, chances are that by the time they decide to – assuming they finally do – 

have a conservator at site, conservation will be limited to consolidation, restoration, or 

reconstruction. In the worst case, the architectural conservator will continue to randomly 

appear in the field to fulfill a limited conservation agenda as part of the archaeological 

project. The autonomy I demand for the conservators of buildings can only bring benefits 

to archaeology by deepening the investigation of the building in question. Advantages 

include a deeper architectural, structural, and material analysis, to name a few, by 

combining different kinds of knowledge about architecture while in the early stages of 

interpretation.  

Decision-makers are not just limited to studying how to enforce truth within the 
object. Contemporary ethics asks them to consider the different meanings that an 
object has for different groups of people, and to decide not just which meanings 
should prevail, but also how to combine them to satisfy as many views as 
possible. Even though this is a difficult task, the intent of contemporary 
conservation ethics is not to eliminate discussion, but to encourage it. It also 
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intends for this discussion to take place before the actual conservation process 
begins. (Muñoz 2005:214) 
 
We assume that architectural composition, conservation techniques, or structural 

analysis are common knowledge among archaeologists. But communication among 

conservators and archaeologists is vital. In the same way, taking such professional 

conversations to public forums can help in the creation of conservation methodology 

awareness. Productive dialogues should substitute for the typical monologue of the 

conservator or the usual conduct of the archaeologist as the authority in the field.  

After important sociopolitical events of our times such as the signing of the 1996 

Peace Accords in Guatemala, the celebration of the 13 Bak’tun in the Maya area, or new 

Presidential elections in Mexico and Central America, we still lack a holistic approach to 

the investigation and conservation of architectural remains. We also lack an approach that 

fully considers the interrelationship between the ancient past, the modern present, and the 

contemporary Maya. I consider this as much an ethical problem as a methodological one. 

In my experience, much can be improved by extending the discussions of value and use 

to the communities at hand, such as the workmen on a project or the nearby communities 

of an archaeological site. My obvious example is of course Sub-IA in San Bartolo, 

described in Chapter 4.  

The responsibility or moral commitment of the conservator is not only their 

education in cultural heritage and conservation but also the exchange and understanding 

of the significance that a building can have for those outside of the profession or 

academia. More importantly, the cultural agency embedded in our practice can provide 
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more than a lecture on methods and become a mutual learning process where both local 

and professional voices can be heard. 

As an architectural conservator working mostly in Petén, I am often faced with 

the ethical challenges of my profession. Trying to do “the right thing” when you are a 

conservator is definitely not easy. Time and resources are very limited in the field so it is 

important to find ways not to repeat what has proven to be detrimental for a building, site, 

artwork, or for people themselves.  

METHODS OF DOCUMENTATION  
Buildings mainly demand careful and thorough excavation, but I cannot 

emphasize enough the importance of a detailed architectural record. This is another topic 

that needs to be added and improved in the curriculum of training archaeologists. The 

unfavorable state of archaeological documentation today, compared to the high standards 

of the Tikal Project by the University of Pennsylvania in the 1960s is surprising. Most of 

those principles do not survive in Guatemalan projects today. This is also true for most 

archaeological projects in Belize, El Salvador, Honduras, and Mexico, which lack the 

accuracy and standardized format of drawings and maps from the Tikal Project. 

Maya scholars are committed to not making the same mistakes of early 

excavations at Uaxactún (Smith 1950, cite E-VII-Sub) and Tikal (Temple 33, Coe and 

Haviland 1982; Black 1990a:150), not to mention the poor documentation and 

preservation of unique mural samples such as those at Río Azul (Acuña 2007:2, Hurst 

2009:23), or the loss of majestic modeled sculpture on building facades like those at the 

site of Palenque (David Stuart, personal communication 2006). The conservation work at 
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San Bartolo has guaranteed the study and preservation of Late-Preclassic painted 

iconographic Maya programs with a detailed record. Copán has one of the most advanced 

three-dimensional technologies to document archaeological artifacts, besides of course 

the magnificent illustrations of project members.  

We must keep detailed documentation on the priority list. It is the privileged 

position of the investigator to witness and record the building and it is an ethical 

obligation to later share and disseminate it through publications. 

5.3 KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION: PRACTICE-COLLABORATION,  ALTERNATIVE 
APPROACHES, AND ACTIVIST RESEARCH  

 
Buildings as artifacts, archaeological practice in collaboration with Maya people, 

a tourist agenda versus long-term conservation, lack of good architectural documentation, 

excessive reconstruction with no interpretation, and the list goes on. We need to join 

forces and create new methods that perhaps emerge from our own needs in Maya studies 

instead of an import or adaptation from the outside. 

Contemporary conservation ethics provides more efficient, down-to-earth, 
reflection tools for the understanding of ethical problems in conservation, and 
thus for their actual solution. Since it is based upon people’s needs and feelings, it 
does not imply a radical change in current conservation practice. (Muñoz 
2005:214) 
 
As Muñoz points out, changes do not have to be radical, they merely have to 

solve immediate needs. Current research trends in Guatemala align to the conjunctive 

approach implemented more successfully at Copán (Larios, Fash, and Stuart 1994). But 
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in this section I also propose looking at the advantages that transdisciplinary and activist 

research might have to offer to the conservator.  

Y existe otra cosa más y que consideramos imprescindible: la posibilidad de 
trabajar interdisciplinariamente entre arquitectos y arqueólogos, cosa que hasta 
ahora sigue siendo utópica. La antropología, la arquitectura y en general las 
ciencias sociales no interdisciplinarias, no son sociales, ni siquiera llegan a ser 
ciencia. La triste y todavía no muerta reconstrucción de monumentos nos muestra 
que o se trabaja en conjunto, o como dijo Marshall Sahlins, nos sentamos a 
esperar que los dioses nos orinen sobre la cabeza. (Shávelzon 1982:14) 
 
As I described in detail in Chapter 3, I cannot conceive architectural conservation 

in Petén without communicating and negotiating with a group of workmen, 

archaeologists, fellow conservators, and other building specialists. Field conservation is 

purely a team effort, especially in remote sites of the Guatemalan forest as discussed in 

Chapter 4. So achieving ideal levels of collaborative work between archaeologists and 

architects has proven extremely successful in the Maya area at sites such as Uaxactun, 

Tikal, Cancuen, and many others. 

I see as a successful archaeological project one that engages in varying levels of 

knowledge production. At one level, an archaeological project is multidisciplinary – it 

has to be.  Likewise, conservation is multidisciplinary. But the results derived from these 

multidisciplinary endeavors often do not leave the confines of their own discipline. 

Likewise, the results often do not go beyond the walls of academia. I am advocating 

several things in the hopes of moving past these obstacles and limitations.  

For one, we need to begin these interdisciplinary dialogues sooner, from the 

inception of an archaeological project. Conservators should be a part of this dialogue 
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from the beginning, and throughout the life of the project. Equally importantly, however 

we need to train conservators who go beyond the project itself to include local 

populations, and who investigate the needs of local groups.  

THE TRANSDISCIPLINARY APPROACH IN ARCHITECTURAL CONSERVATION 
The concept of multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary research echoes in the 

conservation literature and in current practice. Transdisciplinary research, on the other 

hand, offers a targeted problem-solving knowledge production. According to Doucet and 

Janssens (2011:2), “one that turns around three major elements: the integration of 

discipline and profession (theory and practice) in knowledge production, the ethical 

dimension, and the importance of experimental, designerly modes of inquiry.” 

But why and how would this approach be suitable for Maya architectural 

conservation? As defined in the Handbook of Transdisciplinary Research: 

[I]t is needed when knowledge about a societally relevant problem field is 
uncertain, when the concrete nature of problems is disputed, and when there is a 
great deal at stake for those concerned by problems and involved in dealing with 
them. (Pohl and Hirsch Hadorn 2008;431) 

ACTIVIST RESEARCH: THE NEW KID ON THE BLOCK? 
The only mention of activism in Maya archaeology is in a conference paper 

presented by Inomata (2003) at the Guatemalan Symposium of Archaeological Research 

in 2002. One can easily trace an activist scholar in Maya studies to Arthur Demarest’s 

recent works at Cancuen (discussed in Chapter 3). The work of other archaeologists in 

Petén might be having a community collaboration component indirectly. Interestingly, 

Inomata was a doctoral student under the supervision of Arthur Demarest at Vanderbilt 
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University, after receiving training as a cultural anthropologist. He joined the Petexbatun 

Project, then moved on to Aguateca, and is currently doing work at the site of Ceibal, all 

in Petén. In a concise conference paper, Inomata provides the positionality of his 

research: 

1. Los sitios arqueológicos de Guatemala representan la herencia de grupos
indígenas, así que la participación e iniciativa de los pueblos indígenas en
la preservación, investigación, y manejo de los sitios son críticas.

2. La arqueología y los arqueólogos deben servir para la protección y
promoción de derechos indígenas a través de su apoyo al activismo
cultural.

As briefly mentioned in Chapter 1, cultural activism in Guatemala has been the 

source of recent claims of accessibility to archaeological sites. 

Conversations among a group of fellow students in the Latin American Studies 

department at UT question the audience of the scholarly work we produce. The majority 

agrees on having an open interaction between the academic and archaeological 

communities. I know I have asked others and myself the same question many times, 

especially when I have been carrying out fieldwork. It is no surprise that building 

conservation is currently trapped in the same internalized discourse of cultural heritage 

and does not really look for transformative actions beyond our field. Maya archaeology, 

on the other hand, has had enough field and scholarly autonomy but is starting to 

recognize the need for further societal engagement in similar ways. Very few 

professionals have focused their attention on the ethical and historical scope of the 
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profession in Guatemala. Almost none of these archaeologists will call themselves an 

“activist” or counter the way archaeology has operated since its inception as a science.  

But little attention has been paid by archaeologists in Guatemala to how their 

work engages with the world around the ancient settlements they study; they instead 

assume that is purely a topic for the cultural anthropologist. Instead, archaeologists align 

with the national identity construction agenda of the state and not on being social agents 

themselves (Zamora and Cojtí 2004). The notion of social change is not exclusive to 

2012 or its aftermath. We keep trying to improve the ways we approach and study ancient 

Maya buildings. A socially committed archaeological practice receives many names in 

academia: public archaeology, activist research, social or applied archaeology. In 

Guatemala, Maya archaeology should not be concerned with labels but with a focus on 

being more inclusive in order to participate in the creation of social change.  

Other graduate students at the Teresa Lozano Long Institute of Latin American 

Studies (LLILAS), like myself, are aware or already implementing alternative approaches 

to anthropological fieldwork in Latin America. 

Ultimately, activist anthropology is an attempt to respond to the gap between 
scholarship for the academy and scholarship for the community. It presents an 
opportunity for us to explicitly name the political stakes of our research, to speak 
to the historical shortcomings of our disciplinary methods and the ethical 
oversights that have persisted in the name of scientific “objectivity.” (Loperena 
2012:9) 
 
Activist or socially committed research as described by the work of Loperena in 

the context of architectural conservation can help the conservator identity the interests of 

people near archaeological sites. Indentifying the real significance held by local 
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communities toward ancient buildings might help in the planning and execution of a 

conservation project. In this hypothetical scenario, the knowledge that people have or can 

contribute through active participation can be combined with that of the professionals in 

the field of archaeology to set the goals and parameters of sustainable work. More 

importantly, archaeologists equally share the great responsibility of informing the 

communities and authorities about endangered cultural resources. 

5.4 THE HYPOTHETICAL SCENARIO 
When I imagine the perfect scenario for conservation of ancient buildings, I 

immediately wish for a second chance at Sub-IA, San Bartolo, Petén, Guatemala. A 

project in Guatemala differs from another in Honduras. Conserving the “palace” complex 

at San Bartolo (Runggaldier 2009) or the residential compound (Davis 2012) would have 

meant an entirely different methodological approach than the one taken at Pinturas’s Sub-

IA. My previous experience at the site of Uaxactun was completely different than that of 

others in Petén.  The ideal conservation project consists of selecting the right building, 

the right project team, the right sponsor, and cooperation from the authorities involved in 

the process.  I am a conservator who is hired, invited, or shows up unsolicited or refuses 

to leave a project.  I am paid to follow the project’s conservation agenda. 

It is probably too soon to be talking about community-based archaeology and 

conservation but an ideal scenario is that where the technical aspects achieved at San 

Bartolo can improve by reaching out to the people in Uaxactun and other social groups in 

the country that can help in the preservation of the murals. 
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The writing workshops of the 1990s in Guatemala, directed by Linda Schele and 

Nicolai Grube, served as a way to disseminate academic knowledge about ancient 

hieroglyphs into Maya hands (Esquit 2012:199). I believe that construction is another 

topic available to establish an exchange between indigenous knowledge and scholarly 

research. The organization of labor, engineering, material procurement, architectural 

finishes, are only some of the ways to experiment and learn together about ancient 

construction. I see prospects in the conservation of ancient architecture if we could 

reorient fieldwork to include identity politics in our practice. 

This dissertation is merely an exercise to bring awareness to the things, a young 

conservator identifies as necessary. I understand the many agencies and agents involved 

in the protection and study of Maya architecture. Hopefully, our practice can serve as the 

link between people and politics in the future. 
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