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INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW OF CONTRIBUTIONS  
TO PfBAP VOLUME 4* 

 
Fred Valdez, Jr., The University of Texas at Austin 
David Hyde, The University of Texas at Austin 

 
 
INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
The Programme for Belize Archaeological Project (PfBAP) is organized to study from a 
regional perspective the history and cultural evolution of northwest Belize. The periods 
of study begin with earliest human evidence, the Paleoindian Period, through the early 
historic era of logging and chicle tapping activities. This region, owned and operated by 
the Programme for Belize, is also known as the Rio Bravo Conservation and 
Management Area (RBCMA) includes five urban centers and more than 60 towns, 
villages, and hamlets of the Maya occupation (Figure 1), in addition to several historic 
period sites (such as Holotunich and Qualm Hill).  
  
The concerted period of study, however, remains with prehistoric Maya occupations. An 
important result of the PfBAP research will be an understanding of the functioning 
components of a Maya regional state.  A cultural-ecological perspective is an important part 
of our integrated research design and will provide, for example, information on ancient 
agriculture and land modification, both of which will be of interest to modern tropical 
specialists, agricultural planners, as well as land-use experts in the Maya area.   
 
NATURE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE PROJECT  
One purpose of the current PfBAP effort is to evaluate the effectiveness of a regional study 
approach and to refine regional research procedures. The survey methods on the Programme 
for Belize property follows the strategy that was successfully used during the first years of 
the project.  Transect and reconnaissance surveys are both utilized as strategies for 
investigating landscape settlements and features. The sampling strategy is an extension of 
typical site-based procedures, but operates on a larger scale.  Our strategy will ideally test all 
levels within the settlement hierarchy and all possible levels of major cultural institutions. 
 
The relevance of our work to the Programme for Belize and for both land use and 
environmental planners lies in the fact that preservation of cultural and ecological resources 
is increasingly dependent on ecotourism and renewable resource strategies.  Both of these 
depend, at least initially, on specific identification of a region's resources. Our research will 
also suggest efforts that can be made to mitigate the effects of modern human populations on 
archaeological sites as the Programme for Belize incorporates them into an itinerary and 
education forum for visitors. 
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Figure 1. Map of sites in the PfBAP and neighboring areas. Map version by Rissa Trachman. 
 
 
RESEARCH METHODS    
Research Design 
The broad research goals of the PfBAP are twofold: 1) to define regional patterns of cultural 
development and decline within the study area as reflected in the individual histories of 
cities, towns, and smaller sites, and 2) to use these patterns to provide insight into several 
major research problems in lowland Maya archaeology.   
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The regional approach is appropriate for investigating processual and culture-historical 
questions because it allows us to see Maya urban centers and their supporting infrastructure 
in a more comprehensive fashion than has traditionally been possible with a single-site focus.   
 
Summary Comment 
Archaeologists are often reminded that the cultural institutions on which we focus are 
artificial constructs used for analysis and do not necessarily reflect an internal or "emic" 
perspective on ancient culture. True emic perspectives are obtained only rarely in 
archaeology, usually through the use of ancient texts.  These, however, tend to have specific 
and limited referents.  Our use of an external or "etic" perspective in the form of institutional 
analysis is the best window we have on a holistic understanding of culture.  Archaeology 
studies the material remains of culture, which provide an indirect view of human behaviors 
that underlie cultural institutions. Unfortunately for the archaeologist, Maya hieroglyphic 
texts and iconographic symbols focus primarily on calendric, ritualistic, and dynastic 
information and therefore deal only indirectly with the institutions and secondary 
components that provide a broad view of culture.  It thus remains for the archaeologist to 
clearly demonstrate the logical connection between recovered field data and the cultural 
institutions of which they formed a part. 
 
REVIEW OF THE 2009 FIELD SEASON 
Studies conducted during the 2009 field season are here reported by the specific directors 
and/or field assistants. This summary is provided as a cursory overview of the significant 
archaeological research completed under permit issued to the Programme for Belize 
Archaeological Project by the Institute of Archaeology in Belmopan, Belize.  
 
Research Areas 
Several areas of the Rio Bravo Management and Conservation Area were 
archaeologically investigated in the 2009 field season. Under the PfBAP umbrella was 
the research agenda of the “Three Rivers Archaeological Project” (TRAP) that included 
several investigations including research at Hun Tun as described and reported by Dodge 
and Doumanoff. The Medicinal Trail Site is documented by Hyde’s research at Group A 
and Martin at Group B. Weiss-Krejci and Brandl continued with investigations at La 
Milpa – East and Lagunita Elusiva. Hageman et al., report on their interests and findings 
on food consumption at Guijarral and Chispas.  
 
Large and medium-sized investigations include Jackson’s initial research at Say Ka, 
Levi’s continued documentation of research at Warrie Camp, and a new research 
program at Dos Hombres as described by Trachman. 
 
Excavations this season also continued at the site of La Milpa and the preliminary results 
are presented in papers by Riddick, Martinez, and Trein concerning efforts that begin 
near the parking lot of La Milpa and from the Plaza A area. Plaza B investigations are 
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described and reported by Houk and other members of the Texas Tech University 
research program. 
 
The research by Dodge, Hyde, Martin, Weiss-Krejci, and Hageman, has continued at 
minor sites that are critical to the reconstruction of ancient Maya civilization. At the 
middle of the scale, in terms of site size, are Say Ka and Warrie Camp followed by large 
sites equally important in Maya research including the sites of Dos Hombres and La 
Milpa which now have more significant effort in research. The results are general, but 
season specific and represent ongoing studies of the PfBAP. 
 
Other Activities of the PfBAP 
Public lectures to visiting groups at the La Milpa Research Station were provided by 
various directors of the PfBAP. Some of the visiting groups are student-tourists learning 
about the forest environment and have been extended the opportunity to learn about 
Maya archaeology as well. Other groups are students from Orange Walk or Belize City 
who do not often have the opportunity to visit the forest or Maya ruins. 
 
For the local Mennonite Community we have been fortunate to provide information about 
our activities. This has been a great opportunity to introduce the extended history of 
Belize into the local community.  
 
The local workmen and cooks (most from San Felipe) are also introduced to our activities 
both in the field and in the laboratory. We encourage anyone interested to visit, ask 
questions, etc. thus, the PfBAP has been quite active in a number of areas (locally) to 
promote the archaeology of Belize. 
 
The PfBAP remains fortunate to have Sharon Hankins, a “professional” potter, 
continuing with research efforts on the Rio Bravo property. Hankins provides hands-on 
training for many of the PfBAP participants on issues of pottery manufacture. This 
experimental component may give us the best chance at understanding this prehistoric 
technology. A detailed report will be published in a future report. 
  
Acknowledgements Our thanks go to many people and institutions in Belize and at home 
that allow for our time in the field in a productive and gainful way. In Belize, the Institute 
of Archaeology and the many professionals working there are always helpful with sound 
advice and assistance. Dr. Jaime Awe, Director of IoA, Dr. John Morris, Director for 
Research and Education at IoA, Brian Woodye and George Thompson , Directors of the 
Conservation and Management side of the IoA, and the many archaeologists of the IoA 
including Sherilyne Jones and Joyce Tun have been particularly helpful. Teresa Batty, 
formerly of the IoA and recently with the Museum of Belize (Belize City) has remained a 
constant source of encouragement. John Masson and Paul Hunt of Belize City remain 
among the most interested and helpful of Belizean citizens. Mr. Herbert Mason and 
family are also a great source of encouragement. 
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The many families of the Blue Creek community have shared much of the interest and 
curiosity. We are especially grateful to Peter Rempel and the Rempel family as well as 
the Nuefeldt family. Our camp and field assistants from San Felipe and Orange Walk 
always provide great company and security. Cruz and her team of cooks provide the best 
meals in Belize! Oscar always make certain camp is in order, providing peace of mind for 
staff and students alike. 
 
At home (at least in Austin), various members of The University of Texas share in our 
research interests and provide support that makes everything else possible. The Dean’s 
Office in the College of Liberal Arts, the Department of Anthropology, and our “account 
administrator,” Diane Ruetz (at TARL), are particularly important in the success of the 
Belize Program. 
 
Of course, the many colleagues involved in the PfBAP provide the much need “sounding 
board” for all of our research endeavors. The various staff members from the different 
projects and the corresponding students and volunteers keep us all in line and motivated 
to continue with this important research. 
 
* This introductory paper for PfBAP report (Volume 4) is nearly identical to that 

previously submitted to the Institute of Archaeology for the 2009 season’s activities. 
The basic background, significance of the project, research methods, etc. remain the 
same for this long-term regional endeavor. Many of the researchers involved 
understand the basic underlying principles and theoretical orientations that the PfBAP 
wishes to follow. There are often, perhaps always, variations on approaches, etc. that 
are specifically addressed in and by the individual reports. 

 
        
 



 



FLOORS, PHOSPHATES, AND POINTS: ANALYZING FOOD 
PRODUCTION – RESULTS OF THE 2009 FIELD SEASON 

 
Jon B. Hageman, Northeastern Illinois University 
Robin C. Goldstein, Northwestern University 

David J. Goldstein, University of South Carolina 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Fieldwork for the 2009 season began on May 22 and was completed on June 12. A group 
of 11 undergraduate students from Northeastern Illinois University collected data through 
mapping and excavation at two residential groups at the site of Guijarral (RB-18), a rural 
site approximately 8 km northeast of La Milpa (Figure 1). 
 
Excavations proceed along two fronts. The first consisted of off-mound excavations in 
areas of both very high and very low phosphate concentrations associated with the 
Guijarral site center. Based on ethnoarchaeological (Deal 1983; Hayden and Cannon 
1983; Wilk 1983; Wilk 1988), and archaeological (Haviland 1975, 1982, 1988; Leventhal 
and Baxter 1988, Tourtellot 1988) studies, phosphates are indicative of overall organic 
content of the soil. Unusually high levels are often attributed to human activity, 
specifically the deposition of organic remains in the form of refuse. Unusually low levels 
are also typically correlated with human activity, often farming. Depleted phosphate 
levels result from repeated cultivation or use of an area without fertilizing or other form 
of phosphorus replenishment. Soil samples from these units were collected and processed 
for macrobotanical analysis per our previous investigations in 2005-2007.   
 
A second front targeted the exposure and systematic sampling of plaster floor in a 
residential unit previously investigated in 2000, 2005, 2006, and 2007. Little is currently 
known of use of space within Late Classic Maya residences, and the goal of our 
excavations was to collect samples of plaster for subsequent analysis and comparison 
with ethnographic studies (e.g., Fernandez et al. 2002; Hutson et al. 2007; Manzanilla and 
Barba 1990; Terry et al. 2004). Dr. David Goldstein of the University of South Carolina 
oversaw off-mound excavations, and collection and analysis of botanical samples. Ms. 
Robin Goldstein, a PhD candidate from Northwestern University, supervised the 
excavation, collection and analysis of plaster samples from the residential unit. 
 
Finally, mapping efforts focused on obtaining several hundred points from the Guijarral 
site center using a total station. These coordinates were recorded using a data collector 
and subsequently input into a surface modeling program to generate a topographic map of 
the site. This was overseen by Dr. Jon Hageman.  
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 Figure 1. Map showing location of Guijarral and Chispas. 
 
DESCRIPTION OF EXCAVATIONS 
Two programs of excavation were pursued at Guijarral (RB-18). One set of excavations 
consisted of three test units in areas of both high and low phosphate between 15 and 50 
meters from the Guijarral site center. These units were excavated in 10 cm arbitrary 
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levels, and soil samples for flotation were collected from all but the top lot in each unit. 
All samples were processed using the Flote-Tech A flotation machine maintained by the 
Three Rivers Archaeological Project (Hunter and Gassner 1998; Rossen 1999). Flotation 
analysis is incomplete but we hope to finish this during the 2010 field season. The second 
program of excavations focused on exposing the final interior floor on the north wing of 
an L-shaped structure at Chispas, a residential unit some 150 m west of the Guijarral site 
center. All excavated matrix was screened though ¼-inch hardware cloth to enhance 
artifact recovery. Observed ceramic and lithic artifacts were collected for future analysis.   
  
Guijarral:   Site Center (Op 45)  
At Op 45, three test units measuring 1 x 2 m were excavated (Figure 2). Op 45X was 
located about 15 m south of west end of Structure A-3, where phosphate values were the 
highest. The unit was laid out with its long axis running east-west. This unit was 
excavated to a depth of 60 cm below the ground surface.   
 
The first two lots represent post-occupation debris, with few artifacts present. Lots 3 
through 5 contained midden materials, including ceramics and chert debitage. Lots 3 and 
4 included a total of three obsidian blade fragments, as well. Lot 6 was virtually devoid of 
artifacts, so the unit was profiled and closed at that point.  Ceramics were classified as 
Tepeu 2/3.   
 
Op 45Y was laid out some 40 m north of the northwest corner of the Guijarral site center. 
This 1 x 2 m unit was also laid out on an east-west axis, and was established to examine 
an area characterized by extremely low phosphate levels. This unit was excavated to a 
depth of 20 cm below the ground surface, with one half of the unit going to a depth of 30 
cm. 
 
At about 10 cm below ground surface, the unit exposed a layer of cobbles across the unit.  
This layer was further excavated and found to continue to a depth of 40 cm. Few artifacts 
were recovered and the excavation was closed after profiling. 
 
Op 45Z was a 1 x 2 m unit placed some 25 m northeast of the Guijarral site center, and 
laid out with the long axis aligned north-south. This unit sampled the second-highest 
concentration of phosphate at Guijarral. This reached bedrock in Lot 4, at a depth 
between 40-50 cm below the ground surface. The unit was marked by extensive root 
disturbance and very few artifacts. In spite of this, soil samples were collected from all 
but the top lot and processed through flotation. Few artifacts were recovered. 
 
For all of these units, four liters of matrix were collected from each lot for flotation.  
Though the samples were processed and dried, analysis is ongoing. Plant remains are 
being classified using our comparative collection and other resources as they become 
available. We hope to report on these results in 2010.   
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 Figure 2. Phosphates and off mound pits at Guijarral. 
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Chispas:  Op 46 
Our excavations began with de-backfilling Op 46M, a 2 x 3 m unit excavated to plaza 
floor level in 2007. Op 46M also revealed a doorway facing the plaza and extending into 
the building. Subsequent excavations followed the walls around the perimeter of the 
room to a level about 20 cm above the floor (Figure 3). Op 46N, a 2.5 x 2.7 m unit, was 
laid out adjacent to the northwest corner of 46M, with its long axis north-south. This unit 
as to catch the edge of the doorway, follow the wall to the west, catch the east wall, and 
the north wall as well.   
 

 
Figure 3. Unit Layout at Chispas.  

 
About 60 cm to the east of the doorway, the wall turned north. This east wall was only 40 
cm thick, in contrast to the 80 cm thick south wall. The unit followed this wall to the 
north, only a three cut stone blocks representing north wall were found, and this at the 
corner where it met the east wall.   
 
Subop O was then laid out, a 2.3 x 4.5 m unit extending to the west. This unit was to 
encompass the remainder of the building interior, designated Room 1. Excavation began 
by following the west doorjamb and removing matrix to a point about 5 cm above the 
floor. As the unit was excavated, it became clear that our units were not directly aligned 

11 



Hageman et al. 

with the building, so Subop P (0.5 x 2.0 m) was opened just south of O to catch the inner 
surface of the south wall. This allowed us to follow the wall to the west. At a point about 
160 cm to the west of the doorjamb, the wall turned north.  Following this wall in Subop 
O, we located a doorway about 82 cm north of the southwest corner, opening to the west.   
 
At this point two new units were established. The first, Subop Q, was a 1 x 1 m unit on 
the northeast corner of Subop O, whose purpose was to expose a segment of the north 
wall. A second unit, Subop R, was a 1 x 2 m unit on the northwest corner of Subop O, 
whose purpose was to identify and expose the same wall on the other end of the room.  
Neither Q nor R identified a wall to a point 5 cm above the floor.  Further excavation in 
Q found lower courses of cut stone, so we could identify the external face of the wall. 
This was further exposed by Subop S, a 1 x 2.5 m unit extending east of Q.  Eventually, a 
small and highly fragmented part of the north wall was revealed in Subop R. When the 
on-structure parts of these units reached the floor level, it became clear that the north wall 
had fallen away at some point in the past.   
 
Our final unit was Subop T, a 4.3 x 2 m unit running north-south, to explore Room 2, to 
the west of the interior doorway, following the walls exposed in Subop O. We followed 
them around to the west, locating a possible doorway to the south and into the other wing 
of the L-shaped building, but found no wall to the west. As with the other units, ceramics 
from 46T date to Tepeu 2/3. Interestingly, however, a comal fragment was found here. 
 
For all of the above units, the excavation profile was virtually identical: a humus layer ca. 
10-15 cm thick overlay a light gray marl layer some 1.0-1.5 m thick. The marl layer also 
contained limestone chunks and cut stone blocks ranging up to about 20 kg in mass. Very 
few artifacts were recovered.   
 
The south wall of Room 1 ranged from four to seven courses of roughly-cut limestone 
blocks, and measured about 80-90 cm thick. To the west of the doorway in Room 1 the 
wall ranged in height from 1.03 to 1.22 m.  The east wall was a mere three to four courses 
of roughly shaped limestone about 34-42 cm high, and about 40-50 cm wide. The interior 
space of Room 1 measured about 3.5 m east-west by 2.3 m north-south.   
 
In Room 2, the wall containing the doorway was only two to four courses of stone high, 
and the southern doorway was about 70 cm thick, while the northern doorway was about 
60 cm thick. Interior dimensions of Room 2 are 2.7 m east-west by 2.3 m north-south, 
though the boundary to the west represents the end of the excavation unit rather than the 
west wall of Room 2. 
 
Stone blocks used in wall construction were highly variable in size and overall shape; 
many were small and smooth on only one face while others were much larger and faced 
on all six sides.  Still others fell within this range. This is typical of Late/Terminal Classic 
construction in the area.  Stones were covered in plaster where they met the floor.   
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When all units had been brought to 5 cm above the level of the floor, we gridded both 
rooms of the building into 50 cm squares, using nails and marking them with flagging 
tape, for a total of 38 squares in Room 1, 23 squares in Room 2, and one square in the 
doorway between the two, for a total of 62 full and partial squares. Materials collected 
here were labeled as SubOp U, and each grid square was collected as a separate lot.  For 
the materials 5 cm above floor, squares were labeled sequentially. We collected 62 lots of 
material exclusive of features, including samples for chemical, microbotanical, and 
macrobotanical analysis.  Few artifacts were recovered here, but ceramics date to Tepeu 
2/3.   
 
After clearing this material, the floor was exposed in both rooms, revealing 10 features 
(Figure 4). These were designated by lot numbers beginning with 1001 to indicate their 
status. One element of the structure that emerged only when the floor was exposed was 
an L-shaped stone alignment, consisting of a single course of cut stones, measuring 2.53 
m east-west by 1.27 m north south, which cordoned off the northeast corner of Room 1. It 
appears that this alignment was installed when the floor was partially resurfaced.  When 
these stones were removed, they revealed a round, 32 cm-diameter opening in the floor.  
In contrast to the other holes, this one was not filled. A projectile point was found 
adjacent to this opening.  Three burned features were also found: 2 in the southeast corner 
(1001 and 1004) and 1 in the southwest corner (1007) of Room 1. A small jar was found 
smashed on the floor in the southeast corner of Room 2 (Lot 1003). Three refilled round 
holes between 30-65 cm in diameter were also revealed: 1 in the southwest corner of 
Room 1 (1005), 1 in the northeast corner of Room 2 (1009), and another near the western 
end of Room 2 (1010). We interpreted these as possible burials, but did not excavate 
them. A cluster of ceramic sherds and a projectile point were found in the doorway 
between Rooms 1 and 2 (1008). Both projectile points are similar in shape to other 
Late/Terminal Classic examples found elsewhere in the region. Subsequent ceramic 
analysis revealed another comal fragment from the southwest corner of Room 2. 
 
All features were assigned lot numbers and sampled for future macrobotanical and 
chemical analysis. The floor was incompletely preserved in Room 2, and had been 
destroyed in the southwest corner, so the datum was used to maintain level across both 
rooms. This room, along with the northeast corner of Room 1, was not resurfaced and is 
indicated as “No Upper Floor” in Figure 4. 
 
Sampling plaster floors followed a strict procedure. First, the floor was swept clean. A 
sterilized, sharpened trowel was then used to scrape the top 2 mm of plaster, which was 
then collected in two separate samples. First, 200 ml of sample was collected for 
subsequent pollen, phytolith, and chemical analysis. Next, one liter was collected for 
macrobotanical/ flotation analysis. When the square was completed, the trowel was re-
sterilized using a solution of bleach and water, and was then used on the next square.  
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Five squares in Room 1measured less than 50 cm on a side, so the macrobotanical sample 
was smaller from these areas.   
 
In addition, it was noted that a partial reflooring had been performed in Room 1, in the 
area outside the stone alignment (Figures 4 and 5). The reflooring consisted of a thin 
layer of plaster laid directly over another, with no fill separating the two.  This resulted in 
one floor that was 0.5-1.5 cm higher than the other. Given that areas of older floor 
represented activities further separated by laying down of the newer plaster layer, we 
sampled the lower floor as well.  Lots from this floor are numbered beginning with 101. 
We collected only 48 lots from this floor, due to the lack of preserved floor in Room 2, 
our discovery of the reflooring, (meaning that we had already sampled these areas) and 
burials in both rooms being off limits for collection.   
 

 
Figure 4. Upper Floor Features. 
 
As samples from these excavations were collected at the end of the season we did not 
process them. We hope to conduct this analysis in 2010. Upon completion of collecting 
samples and final documentation, all units were backfilled.   
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 Figure 5 Lower Floor Features. 
 
MAPPING 
Our topographic mapping efforts at Guijarral focused on the site center. Here, we mapped 
the main platform, all mounds on the platform, and an area about 10 m around the 
platform. We used a Sokkia Set 630R total station and a TDS Nomad data collector and 
collected 820 points. A few additional points remain to be shot, but we include the 
preliminary topographic map here as Figure 6. We hope to complete this process in 2010.  
 
DISCUSSION 
Excavations in 2009 continued our program of investigation of rural Late Classic Maya 
food production. We hope to indicate sustained patterns of processing and use of areas 
within the building at the Chispas residence. Existing data are suggestive, but far from 
conclusive: two comal fragments from Room 2 may be indicating food preparation here, 
or merely storage of food preparation implements. Our analysis of macrobotanical 
remains to date has resulted in an understanding of the broad range of plants used during 
the Late Classic, but we do not know if processing of certain plants was consistently done 
in specific areas within the house. We hope that the chemical, microbotanical, and 
macrobotanical analyses will yield datasets that will enable us to compare ancient 
signatures with those collected ethnographically in modern Maya houses (e.g., Fernandez 
et al. 2002). In addition, our initial results from our off-mound investigations suggest that 
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ancient disposal of refuse may have been very complex. Ball and Kelsay (1992) suggest 
that organic and inorganic trash were separated carefully during the Late Classic, but one 
of our pits in a high-phosphate (e.g., high organic load) area also yielded hundreds of 
potsherds. The plant macroremains may shed light on the nature of what was disposed of 
in the two high-phosphate areas, and the differences between the two may illuminate 
different emic perspectives on trash.   
 
 

 
 
Figure 6. Guijarral topographic map. 
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SUMMARY 
Our excavations into one mound yielded two sets of floor samples for future chemical, 
microbotanical, and macrobotanical analysis. We hope to be able to identify ancient 
activity areas within buildings through comparison with results from other sites as well as 
similar data from modern Maya contexts. Our off-mound excavations indicated that areas 
relatively high in residual phosphate do not necessarily have artifacts in them, but they 
may. This speaks to issues of ancient trash disposal, especially the degree to which the 
ancient inhabitants of the area separated organic from inorganic trash in the Late Classic. 
Finally, we are creating more detailed and comprehensive maps to help guide future 
excavation planning. 
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PHASE 2 RESEARCH AT WARI CAMP (RB-56):  
REPORT FROM THE 2009 FIELD SEASON* 

 
Laura J. Levi, The University of Texas at San Antonio 

 
 
RESEARCH LOCATION 
Wari Camp is situated at the top of the Bravo Escarpment, 10.75 kilometers east of La 
Milpa, 6.25 kilometers northwest of Gran Cacao, eight kilometers southwest of Blue 
Creek, and 12.25 kilometers northeast of Dos Hombres (Figure 1; UTM: zone 16 BQ, 19 
71 100 [N], 2 92 150 [E]).  While the full areal extent of the prehispanic community 
remains unknown, its inner core spanned roughly 10 square kilometers and was defined 
by a ring of subsidiary administrative precincts (satellites), three of which are known at 
present.  Alluvial lowlands, freshwater springs, and riverine portage lie a kilometer south 
of Wari Camp center at the base of the Bravo Escarpment. In 2001, one of Wari Camp’s 
administrative satellites was found in this alluvial setting, perched on a spur of elevated 
terrain just 250 meters from the river.  The top of the escarpment, by contrast, is 
characterized by extremely rugged terrain and a diverse array of upland vegetation suites.  
Much of the settlement area here is heavily dissected by an extensive system of drainages 
that helped to create the variegated environments supporting Wari Camp’s two 
escarpment satellites.  The first of these, discovered in 1997, is located 1.4 kilometers 
northeast of the site’s central zone of monumental architecture.  The second was found in 
2002 and is located 1.6 kilometers due north of site center.   
 
Fieldwork conducted in the summer of 2009 represented a new phase of research at Wari 
Camp.  Previously, five seasons of survey and mapping (Phase 1) facilitated detection of 
a series of ancient Maya social groups identified (in ascending levels of inclusiveness) as 
households, neighborhoods, and wards.  Wards were territorial units comprised of 
households aggregated into several distinct neighborhoods.  In addition, every ward had a 
core of monumental architecture that minimally consisted of a plaza housing a temple 
along its eastern perimeter.  To date, four wards have been identified.  One had as its 
focus Wari Camp’s central precinct of monumental architecture.  The remaining three 
centered upon Wari Camp’s three administrative satellites.  I suspect that several more 
wards await discovery in the western and southwestern portions of the settlement.   
 
The purpose of Phase 2 research at Wari Camp is to find material indicators of the social, 
ceremonial, and economic activities: 1) that discriminated among household forms; 2) 
that tied households into different kinds of neighborhoods; and, 3) that connected 
households to ward administrators and ward administrators to one another in 
relationships that cross-cut neighborhood and ward affiliations.  
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  Figure 1. Wari Camp and Surrounding Sites. 
 
 
PLAN OF WORK 
Phase 2 research began in the summer of 2008.  Unfortunately, that first field season was 
terminated prematurely due to heavy rains and impassable logging roads.  Many of the 
activities that would lay the groundwork for Phase 2 fieldwork were put on hold as a 
result. These included reconnaissance of the drainage system at the top of the escarpment, 
inspection of the escarpment slopes in search of terraces, canals, and other agrarian land 
modifications; and a test-pitting program focusing on Wari Camp’s residential 
architecture.  One significant accomplishment of 2008 fieldwork, however, was initiation 
of an excavation program focusing on Wari Camp’s satellites. Because of its relative 
proximity, we concentrated our efforts on the northern satellite which was determined in 
2002 to be composed of two plazas situated on two adjacent hilltops.  One plaza housed a 
“temple-on-the-east” group that we suspected was the ritual/ceremonial focus of the 
ward.  The second plaza contained elite residential architecture and was probably home to 
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ward administrators.  While excavations were planned for both plazas, the shortened field 
season meant that only the temple plaza was investigated.  Although more excavation is 
required, preliminary results suggested that plaza preparation and construction of the 
temple platform began in the Early Classic.   
 
The 2008 work ultimately will contribute to an overall understanding of the emergence 
and construction dynamics of ward precincts; however, its most immediate impact was to 
expose some important deficiencies in the data base for this area of the site.  In contrast to 
investigations at Wari Camp’s other two satellites, no systematic settlement survey had 
ever been conducted in the immediate vicinity of the northern satellite.  This was a 
critical omission in light of intentions to flesh out the diverse relationships linking 
householders with ward precincts.  In addition, the northern satellite seemed positioned in 
a topographically strategic way, sitting at the confluence of two arms of Wari Camp’s 
massive drainage system.   
 
Fieldwork in 2009 was therefore intended to fill gaps in the settlement survey while still 
making progress on some basic Phase 2 goals.  It was decided that a 250m x 250m survey 
block would be placed at the head of one of the two drainages that terminated near the 
base of the northern satellite.    By so doing, it would be possible to acquire some needed 
data on residence in the area all the while beginning our exploration of the functions 
served by drainages (Figures 2 and 3).     
 
PROJECT PERSONNEL 

• Laura J. Levi, Associate Professor, Department of Anthropology, The 
University of Texas at San Antonio. 

• Megan Egan, doctoral student, Department of Anthropology, The University of 
Texas at San Antonio. 
 

WORK ACCOMPLISHED (Figure 4) 
Survey Block 10 spans an interesting array of microenvironments.  An extensive swath of 
corrozal bajo occupies the northeastern portion of the block.  The inundation pattern 
creating this bajo derives in part from seasonal runoff from the two adjacent hilltops 
housing the temple and elite residential plazas discovered in 2002 (Figure 2).  A third, 
somewhat lower hilltop occupies the southeastern quadrant of Survey Block 10.  The 
head of a vast, steep walled drainage carves out the side of this hill just east of the 
southeast corner of the block.  At the center of the block lies a small tract of well-drained 
upland terrain which drops off gradually to the west and more precipitously to the south 
and southwest.  Figure 4 depicts the vegetation zones characterizing this terrain.  On the 
map, emerald green represents high canopied forest; light blue-green corresponds to 
transitional forest; the darker teal color stands for the broken canopies characteristic of 
sloping topography; and the sky blue patches indicate bajo vegetation.   
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Figure 2. Topography of the Wari Camp Settlement System. 
 
While the presence of an upland corozal bajo is unusual for the area, the other 
microenvironments are quite typical.  And, in general, this contrast between the expected 
and the unexpected characterizes much of what we learned from fieldwork in 2009.  On 
the one hand, there was much about Survey Block 10’s settlement that supported earlier 
findings elsewhere at the site.  On the other hand, several findings are completely novel 
and some challenge long held assumptions about the Wari Camp settlement.   

 
Confirmation of earlier patterns   
Residential settlement in Survey Block 10 conforms in many ways to patterns noted for 
other “wards” at Wari Camp.  For example, certain residential units only occur within 
500 meters of ward precincts (groups labeled P2V) and the pairing of the large, C3VA 
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groups signals a particular kind of neighborhood characterized by the prevalence of 
residential units with walled plazas.  Finally, many types of residence at Wari Camp tend 
to occur within sharply delimited environmental settings and this pattern is also replicated 
in Survey Block 10: P2V groups only occur in well-drained upland terrain and F2B 
groups are restricted to land forms that today support transitional forest.   
 

 
          Figure 3. Wari Camp Survey Blocks and Precincts, 2009. 
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Unusual finds 
By contrast, assumptions about the nature and configuration of monumental architecture 
at satellites were some the first casualties of research in 2009.  Until last summer, all 
evidence suggested that Wari Camp’s satellites were marked by the presence of one or 
two plazas supporting monumental architecture (i.e., one or two “precincts”).  A single, 
“temple-on-the-east” plaza could be found at each, with the temples in these groups 
ranging in height from five to seven meters.  A second monumental plaza was found at 
two of the three satellites.  In both cases this second plaza seems to have had a primarily 
residential function.   
 

 
Figure 4. Wari Camp Survey Block 10: Vegetation Suites, Residential. 
 
In the case of Wari Camp’s northern satellite, there would appear to be a third 
monumental precinct that stands just outside the northern face of Survey Block 10.   The 
plaza contains a stone altar (broken) at its center, four range structures along its 
perimeters, and a six-meter-high temple at its southeast corner.  With the exception of the 
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altar, the plan of this precinct is identical to La Milpa East but slightly smaller in overall 
scale.   
 
Also unusual were the two other temples located in the residential settlement of the block 
(marked by red-filled triangles on Figure 4).  In each case, the temple rose at least five 
meters above the surrounding terrain but the associated architecture was clearly domestic 
– and clearly not monumental.  A large expanse of vacant terrain with high densities of 
broken ceramics and lithics was encountered due east of these units in an area now 
supporting transitional forest.  Once again, visible middens and sheet trash have not been 
observed in other survey blocks at Wari Camp.  The extensive surface deposit in Block 
10 is suggestive of a highly specialized activity area that may have been connected with 
the nearby “residential temple complexes”. 
 
Finally, two stelae have been found in Block 10, but not in association with monumental 
architecture.  Both stelae rise about a meter above the current land surface (they are the 
proverbial stela “stubs” that are quite prevalent in northern Belize).  The first is situated 
in the southeast quadrant of the block, at the center of the hilltop and within 40 meters of 
the drainage.  The second is located due north of the first, at the base of the same hill.  To 
date, Wari Camp’s only other stela have been found in the site’s central precincts of 
monumental architecture.   
 
New Insights: Phase 2 Goals 
Fieldwork in 2009 afforded a far richer view of life in one of Wari Camp’s lesser wards 
than we ever anticipated.  Ritual and ceremonial architecture were more extensive and 
diffuse than previously realized and the drainage system that dominates the settlement 
must have been the principle avenue of communication between center and satellites.  
While physical connectedness to Wari Camp center was clearly important (marked out by 
a path of stela) there may have been external connections of equal importance (as 
suggested by the La Milpa East style precinct). And because no satellite at Wari Camp 
has been exhaustively mapped, it remains an open question whether the Survey Block 10 
findings can be replicated elsewhere.  
 
* A version of this paper was previously submitted as part of a report (2009) to the 
Institute of Archaeology, Belmopan, Belize. 



 



THE DOS HOMBRES ARCHAEOLOGICAL PROJECT (DHAP): 
SUMMARY OF FIELD RESEARCH FROM SUMMER 2009* 

 
Rissa M. Trachman, Elon University 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The 2009 summer season at the site of Dos Hombres represented the pilot season of a 
long term research project at the site.  The primary objective of the pilot field season was 
to complete the field portion of the background research needed in order to develop the 
long term research design for the site.  The work also included the initiation of instrument 
mapping the site core. Instrument mapping was also initiated 2 km west of the site center 
of Dos Hombres in order to document a previously unrecorded water management feature 
that had been observed during Trachman’s (2007) dissertation research.     
 
2009 SITE CENTER FIELDWORK 
The Dos Hombres Archaeological Project (DHAP) pilot season endeavored to complete 
the field portion of the background research of the site in order to develop a full scale, 
long term, and multiple phase research design in order to investigate the social, political, 
and economic organization of Dos Hombres, northwestern Belize.     
 
In the first summer session of the 2009 PfBAP field season, several goals were reached in 
terms of the pilot season.  First, parts of the site core of Dos Hombres was cleared and all 
open and/or previously marked excavations units were recorded.  Once the site was 
cleared, instrument mapping of the site began in the northern most plaza of the site 
center, Plaza A (Figure 1).  The control line set out in previous instrument mapping 
attempts was not able to be relocated and used as the basis of the current mapping 
project.  As such, I developed an alternative methodological approach from that of a 
controlled traverse mapping method to a modified transect method for mapping the Dos 
Hombres civic ceremonial center.  The modified transect method would involve setting 
out a north-south baseline through the site center with perpendicular extensions.  
Perpendicular east-west survey lines will be laid out from the baseline at 25 m intervals, 
and be of varying lengths based on the distance or extent of architecture included within 
the boundaries of the site center itself.  In this case, there would be no actual survey 
blocks created and the east-west lines can and will be extended as the project proceeds in 
the future to include instrument mapping much of the settlement within a 300 m radius of 
the center.  The survey lines will also provide the basis for the site grid.  In the 2009 
summer season laying out the baseline was initiated in the northern most portion of the 
site as well as preliminary instrument mapping of Plaza A.  
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  Figure 1: Map of Dos Hombres (after Houk 1996; Lohse 1999; © PfBAP). 
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2009 ESCARPMENT FIELDWORK 
During the second summer session of the 2009 PfBAP field season, instrument mapping 
was initiated on the Rio Bravo Escarpment approximately 1.7 km west of the Dos 
Hombres site center.  The goals were to instrument map two previously excavated 
household groups,  Grupo Agua Lluvia and the Dancer Group (Trachman 2007), and to 
document a previously unrecorded canal feature.  It is important to note that located 
within the Grupo Agua Lluvia household boundaries was a domestic reservoir that had 
been previously intensively studied (Trachman 2007).  As such, it was important to clear 
the bush from between the Grupo Agua Lluvia reservoir and the one canal feature I had 
located in the 2001 season. Now designated Canal 2, the canal is located approximately 
50 m north of the reservoir and slightly down slope and is approximately.  In the process 
of the re-survey of this area this summer, an important discovery was made.  Three other 
water management features exist geographically between the Grupo Agua Reservoir and 
the down slope canal, which includes two additional reservoirs and a second canal 
feature.  Both of the ancient canals were excavated into the limestone bedrock (Figure 2).  
The system originates at the Agua Luvia household and includes two large reservoirs 
(Reservoirs 1 and 3) with a small reservoir (Reservoir 2) in between that empty into a 35 
m canal (Canal 1) at the bottom. The canal once carried water horizontally along the face 
of the escarpment.  The canal which is connected to these was not the canal I had 
anticipated documenting, but is nearly 15 meters down slope of it and approximately 60 
m in length.  Both canals run perpendicular to the face of the escarpment, however, the 
origin of now designated Canal 2 remains unclear.  I hypothesize that the Agua Lluvia 
reservoir (Reservoir 1) was spring fed as it is located at the “head” of the system and is 
the highest in elevation.  Although the system was instrument mapped, there was no time 
for subsurface investigations in the 2009 field season.  Given this very limited extent of 
work conducted to investigate this water management system during the 2009 season it 
will be necessary to carry further investigations in 2010.  
 
CONCLUSIONS 
The site of Dos Hombres is arguably amongst the largest sites in Belize, yet little is 
known about the site or the people who occupied it.  Ongoing research is, however, being 
conducted at three of the four other large ancient Maya centers within this northwest 
Belize region. The three centers of current interest are La Milpa, Maax Na, and Dos 
Hombres which is the southernmost.  A long term research project at the site of Dos 
Hombres was initiated by the 2009 pilot season.  Dos Hombres research will add to our 
basic archaeological knowledge of the site, and its local and regional political and 
ideological influences.  The 2009 proposed pilot season was an important opportunity to 
initiate an instrument map of the site and to complete the field assessments of the site in 
order to develop the research design for the Dos Hombres Archaeological Project 
(DHAP). 
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  Figure 2: Canal 2 (photograph by Trachman). 
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A previously undocumented water management system was also discovered in the 
hinterland settlement located on the Rio Bravo Escarpment.  Although the investigation 
of the system was cursory, it will provide the basis for a more extensive project in 
coming seasons.  A better understanding of this set of features will contribute to our 
overall understanding of ancient Maya technology, households, hinterland communities, 
and rural social structure as related to the large civic-ceremonial center of Dos Hombres. 
 
* A version of this paper was previously submitted as part of a report (2009) to the 
Institute of Archaeology, Belmopan, Belize. 
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AGUADA LAGUNITA ELUSIVA (RB LAGUNITA) AND LA MILPA 
EAST (RB LME): SUMMARY OF THE 2009 SEASON* 

 
 

Estella Weiss-Krejci, University of Vienna, Austria  
Michael Brandl, University of Vienna and The Austrian Academy of 
Sciences 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
During the season of 2009 Estella Weiss-Krejci and Michael Brandl and three students 
from the University of Graz, Austria (Christl Gruber, Sarah Kiszter and Esther 
Unterweger) conducted field research at the Aguada Lagunita Elusiva (RB Lagunita) and 
at La Milpa East (RB LME) (Figure 1). The Aguada (waterhole) Lagunita Elusiva is 
situated a little over 5 km east of the La Milpa center and usually retains a little water 
during the dry season. The aguada and its immediate surroundings were mapped by 
Tourtellot in 2002 and investigated by Dunning and Akpinar (personal communication). 
The interior of the aguada was first excavated by Weiss-Krejci and her students in 2008 
(Figure 2). 
 
The second location of our research, La Milpa East, is a small ceremonial center 
consisting of a large courtyard with a small pyramid on one side (Structure 2040) and 
several other buildings. With the exception of one smaller group (Group 2044) all 
buildings at La Milpa East are located on one large artificially constructed platform. The 
site is located 3.5 km east of La Milpa (Figure 1). It was discovered and mapped by Gair 
Tourtellot from the La Milpa Archaeological Project in the late 1990s (Figure 3). 
Previous excavations at this site were carried out by Gloria Everson and Weiss-Krejci 
(Everson 2003; Tourtellot, Everson and Hammond 2003; Weiss-Krejci 2008; Weiss-
Krejci and Sabbas 2002). 
 
The main objectives of the 2009 research were to continue excavations in previously 
opened excavation units, to open new units (at La Milpa East these are situated in 
Depression A, in the courtyard of Group 2044 and in the looters’ trench in the Temple 
Str. 2040; at Lagunita Elusiva all units are located in the aguada) (Figures 2, 3, and 4), 
and to conduct systematic studies concerning the provenience of the lithics which were 
used as construction material at both sites. In the first part of this report Weiss-Krejci will 
briefly summarize the activities at the Aguada Lagunita Elusiva and at La Milpa East. In 
the second part Michael Brandl will present some preliminary results of his studies of 
lithic raw material. 
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Figure 1: Programme for Belize, location of La Milpa East and Lagunita Elusiva 
 
RESEARCH AT LAGUNITA ELUSIVA (RB LAGUNITA, OP. 1) 
In 2008 we were able to show that the aguada had been heavily modified by the ancient 
Maya on its northern side after a cobble feature became visible between five and ten 
centimeters below topsoil covering a thick layer of clay. In 2009 we continued exposure 
of this cobble feature in Subop D and opened a new unit adjacent to Subop B: Subop E  
(1 x 1 m). In order to see if the center and the southern side of the aguada had also been 
modified we opened two additional units: Subops F (2 x 2 m) and G (1 x 1 m) (Figure 2). 
As far as we can tell the entire aguada seems to be lined with these cobbles (crypto 
crystalline silicates, see below). Their probable function is to inhibit erosion of the clay 
layer when water gushes in during heavy rains as well as to ease access to the aguada 
center when the water level starts to drop during the dry season – in other words, to make 
the aguada a more useful water supply for longer in the year. Additionally we think that 
the aguada may contain at least one so called buk’te (thanks to Nick Dunning for the 
communcation). A buk’te is a cistern in the base of an aguada which provides access to a 
lowering water table during the dry season (Johnston 2004:283). It is also worth 
mentioning that the clay layer in the aguada held many ancient plant seeds that we hope 
to identify to get an idea of the Classic Maya environment. Finally, I would like to note 
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that on May 28th, 2009 we experienced a heavy earthquake (7.1 on the Richter Scale) 
which hit the Caribbean Coast of Honduras and Belize. The earthquake caused the 
aguada to drop about one-half meter between the rim and its center and whatever little 
water (on our first work day, May 21, 2009 the aguada was already almost dry) was left 
in it to disappear.   
 

 
Figure 2: Plan and north-south profile of the Aguada Lagunita Elusiva and excavation units (2008 
and 2009). 
 
RESEARCH AT LA MILPA EAST (RB LME, OP. 1) 
In 2009 we continued excavations at Depression A which Weiss-Krejci had first 
examined in 2000 and identified as an Early Classic  reservoir (AD 250-600) with a Late 
Classic structure inside (AD 600-850) (Sagebiel 2005; Weiss-Krejci 2004, 2008; Weiss-
Krejci and Sabbas 2002). We reopened Subops K, M, E, G, and I, and opened two new 
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units: Subops O (2 x 2 m) and S (2 x 2 m) (Figures 3 and 4). During the 2009 season we 
were able to determine that the apsidal platform in Depression A extends further to the 
east and is possibly part of at least two different construction phases. We also continued 
last year’s excavations in the courtyard of Group 2044 (Subops J and N) and enlarged the 
excavation by opening Subops Q (30 cm x 2 m) and R (1 x 2 m) (see Figure 3). We could 
confirm our initial hypothesis that the Late Classic cobble platform in the courtyard 
covers an earlier structure. Additionally, we put a small excavation unit in the looters’ 
trench at the back of Structure 2040 (the temple). Subop P (1 x 2 m) revealed the 
destroyed remains of a stairway which is still partially visible in the profile of the looters’ 
trench. 
 

 
Figure 3: The eastern part of La Milpa East showing all excavation units (2000, 2002, 2007, 2008 
and 2009). 
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 Figure 4: Excavation units in Depression A at La Milpa East 2000/2002/2007/2008 and 2009. 
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STUDIES OF LITHIC RAW MATERIAL IN NORTHERN BELIZE 
Starting from the excavations at the aguada Lagunita Elusiva, and the site of La Milpa 
East systematic studies on the lithic raw material were conducted.  
 
At the Aguada Lagunita Elusiva, massively constructed features composed of CCS 
(crypto crystalline silicate) were detected within the aguada. The bedrock situation is not 
yet completely understood, due to the complex system of the aguada. The encountered 
features are definitely anthropogenic and probably served to inhibit erosion of the clay 
layer during heavy rains. The question of the possible provenance of the construction 
material of these structures was evoked, especially due to the lack of properly sized rock 
material and similarity in mineralogical composition at the aguada. Dry creeks or rather 
drainages in a periphery of 150 – 300 m were identified to be the most likely raw material 
deposits of the rocks used for the construction of the structures. Remains of human 
activities such as tool production sites and semi-finished products in the gravel banks of 
the creeks clearly demonstrate their relevance as raw material sources.  
 
At La Milpa East all monumental structures are located on one large artificially 
constructed platform. Most likely, the entire hill summit has been modified and all the 
rock material from the uppermost residual deposit was extracted down to the bedrock. 
The high quality raw material usable for stone tool production was used for that purpose, 
while the poorer quality cobbles served as foundation for the plaza, and in many cases as 
platforms for structures. Due to the long lasting material property, CCS is perfectly 
usable as foundation for constructions. 
 
Additional to the situation at the hilltop at La Milpa East and at the creeks in the vicinity 
of the Aguada Lagunita Elusiva the bajos were an especially interesting field of research. 
The catchment area of a residual raw material deposit CCS is relatively evenly spread in 
the soil. Within the bajos located near secondary deposits washed out material from the 
surrounding hills and the material from the basins accumulate. The residual loams 
(secondary deposits) contain chalcedony, jasper, chert, petrified wood, and occasionally 
opals. The bajos are the richest deposits available in the catchment area of La Milpa. In 
addition to small residual deposits, they are considered to be the primary local raw 
material sources. 
 
The most important scientific question to be answered in the future will be a possible 
differentiation between raw material varieties from the bajos by geochemical methods. A 
second goal of research will be the distinction, exclusively between cherts from different 
proveniences in northern Belize. This research will be carried out as well as 
microscopically and geochemically in order to analyze trace elements in very high 
resolution using the LA – ICP – MS (Laser Ablation Mass Spectroscopy) method, which 
was successfully applied to raw material exploration in previous case studies.  
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David M. Hyde, The University of Texas at Austin 
Kirby Farah, The University of Texas at Austin 
Alexandra Smith, Hunter College 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
This report summarizes the 2009 investigations at Group A of the Medicinal Trail Site, a 
dispersed hinterland community located in northwestern Belize (Figure 1). The 
community is located in the La Lucha Uplands 4 km east of the major site of La Milpa on 
the Rio Bravo Conservation and Management Area which is owned and operated by the 
Programme for Belize. Excavations were focused on Structure A-3, a small mound 
located on the east side of the Northern Courtyard, and Structure A-4, a temple/shrine 
structure in the Middle Courtyard, which is also the largest structure at Group A. 
 
The Medicinal Trail Site is a dispersed hinterland community of a few formal courtyard 
groups, numerous informal clusters of mounds and multiple landscape modifications such 
as terraces, depressions, and linear features. Group A is the largest formal courtyard 
group so far identified within the community and consists of six mounds distributed 
around three contiguous courtyards aligned on a north-south axis and one additional 
mound to the north, all situated on top of a ridge, and is flanked by two depressions each 
on the east and west sides.  
 
STRUCTURE A-3 
Excavations associated with Structure A-3 consisted of a single 1 x 2 m unit, Subop GU, 
oriented north-south and placed at the northern edge of the structure. Limited excavation 
had previously been conducted on the platform in the 2004 season (Hyde 2005). Those 
excavations were conducted on the eastern side of the platform, approaching it from the 
courtyard. The preservation of the platform as exposed in those excavations was poor and 
little was determined as relates to its form. A Late Preclassic floor (Floor 2) uncovered in 
the courtyard was followed towards Structure A-3 and an alignment of stones running 
north-south was found on the floor, but little else. It is possible there may be a Late 
Classic construction above Floor 2 based on ceramics recovered from strata above the 
floor, however there was nothing preserved in the excavation unit or visible in the profile 
to conclusively determine this.  
 
The goals for the season as related to Structure A-3 were as follows: 

1. Expose the northern edge of the platform to determine its form. 
2. Look for earlier construction phases. 
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Figure 1. Map of Group A of the Medicinal Trail site. 
 
Subop GU was excavated to bedrock, reaching a depth of approximately 70 cm. Two 
plaster floors were uncovered as well as the possible corner of an early platform (Figure 
2).  The unit was placed too far north of the building to expose the northern wall so the 
first goal was not achieved, although in the southern profile of the unit there is an 
alignment of stones thought to represent the northern edge of Structure A-3. About 60 cm 
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off of bedrock a feature that is likely the western face of a platform that likely supported 
a perishable structure was uncovered (Figure 2). Constructed from large 40 x 30 cm cut 
limestone blocks, the platform appears to represent the earliest construction phase of the 
Northern Courtyard. Construction fill was placed around and just above this platform, 
and sealed by a badly eroded plaster floor, approximately 9 cm thick (Floor 3). On top of 
this floor was 20 cm of construction fill, sealed by another plaster floor (Floor 2). Floor 2, 
found throughout the Northern Courtyard, is approximately 10 cm thick and is poorly 
preserved. In the southern profile wall of Subop GU there are three chert stones in 
alignment directly below Floor 2.  The chert stones are around 20-30 cm long and 10 cm 
wide. 
 

 
Figure 2. Photo of the south wall of Suboperation GU. 
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STRUCTURE A-4 
Structure A-4 is the largest structure at Group A and one of two mounds on an artificially 
elevated plaza in the Middle Courtyard (Figure 1). The structure is located on the east 
side of the courtyard with the front of the structure facing west. It is approximately 20 m 
long north-south at the platform base, approximately 4-5 m tall from the level of the 
courtyard, and oriented 10° east of magnetic north. Although not pyramidal in shape, it is 
presumed to be ceremonial in function due it being prominently located within the 
elevated and artificial Middle Courtyard, as well as its placement on the eastside of the 
courtyard. 
 
Structure A-4 was excavated minimally in 2007 and again more extensively in 2008 
(Hyde 2008; Hyde and Atwood 2008). It consists of a five-stepped basal platform and a 
superstructure. The bottom four steps of the platform are comprised of cut limestone 
blocks and lead up to a wide landing, above which is a fifth step made of chert and is 
level with the plaster floor of the platform top. The doorway into the structure appears to 
be centrally located. The roof was likely corbel-vaulted, indicated by the presence of 
thick walls (roughly 80 cm) that would have supported such a roof and the recovery from 
building collapse of beveled stones. The interior of Structure A-4 was a plaster floor and 
just inside the doorway to the left (north) was a possible bench (the season ended prior to 
making a determination).  
 
The goals for the season as related to Structure A-4 were as follows: 

1. Define the interior and exterior dimensions of the superstructure.  
2. Locate and define the southwest corner of the basal platform. 

 
Upon returning to the site in the 2009 season it was discovered that four tree falls had 
severely damaged the back (eastern) side of Structure A-4. Observations of limestone 
construction materials contained within the roots of the fallen tree (still adjacent to the 
structure) proved that the massive root system had clearly disturbed construction beneath 
the surface. The tree-fall disturbed area atop the structure was cleared of loose dirt and 
debris until construction fill was hit. Further excavations revealed that the construction 
fill, which was composed of a dry chert cobble fill, extended for 70 cm below the surface. 
Beneath the construction fill, excavations exposed a layer of sascab (approximately 30 
cm thick) perhaps indicating an earlier construction phase. Beneath the sascab was more 
construction fill, seemingly of the same material as that found in the fill above. 
Excavations of the fill were continued for another 30 cm before the work was terminated 
because the unit became too dangerous to work. 
 
Excavation of the interior of Structure A-4 revealed a bench in the northwest corner and 
extends south to the doorway. The plaster surface of the bench was unevenly preserved 
and is 1.2 m wide and approximately 3 m long. Excavations south of the doorway 
revealed a poorly preserved plaster floor alongside the wall. An amorphous limestone 
buildup found within the room dominated the eastern portion of the interior. This buildup 
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of decomposing limestone was removed down to the level of the plaster floor to the west. 
A cut stone alignment was discovered at this level, suggesting that the amorphous feature 
was intentional and may have been the remnants of a bench. 
 
The southern wall of the doorway appears to have been extended, narrowing the doorway 
(Figure 3). There is evidence that the interior floor was filled and raised at about the same 
time as the doorway modification, perhaps part of a series of renovations having been 
taking place at the time of abandonment. 
 

 
Figure 3. Interior wall of Structure A-4, indicating location of previous doorway. 
 
The exterior wall of the front, courtyard facing (western) side of Structure A-4 is much 
better preserved north of the doorway relative the south. Smaller cut stones line the base 
of the western wall’s exterior and appear to have been uniformly cut, each measuring 
about 10 cm in height, 20 cm in length and 10-15 cm in width. North of the doorway, 
there are ten of these stones still intact with smooth cut faces, while south of the doorway 
only six remain. Of structural stones above these, only the bottom course remains intact 
in most cases, although some stones in the second course are still in place. The exterior 
wall stones still intact are not uniform and range from 20-40 cm in length by 20-30 cm in 
width and 20-40 cm in height. Eight exterior wall stones remain intact north of the 
doorway and five intact south of the doorway. 
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For the interior of the western (courtyard facing) wall, the stones are in better condition 
south of the doorway.  There are six intact cut stones of uniform dimensions, each around 
25 cm in height by 40 cm in length and 20 cm in width.  
 
The southern wall is poorly preserved with only one intact cut stone remaining. The 
southeast corner of Str. A-4 was located and a small portion of the eastern wall in.  Based 
on the location of the southeast corner, the remaining portion of the eastern wall, and the 
orientation of the western wall, the structure tentatively measures 8 x 4 m. A burial 
(Burial 4) was placed between the plaster floor of the platform and the southeastern 
corner of the structure, beneath the wall. A 20 x 26 cm granite metate fragment was 
placed over the bones of Burial 4. 
 
The northern side of Structure A-4 has a small room set into it with a ledge in the back. 
The room measures 1.5 m deep. Due to a large tree fall nearby the width of the doorway 
is unknown. Located on the ledge were the remains of a ceramic vessel (analysis 
ongoing). A burial (Burial 5) was placed inside the room, in front of and below the ledge. 
Plaster then covered the burial and ledge, sealing the room. The cache is believed to be 
part of termination ritual due to its placement against the wall on the ledge and 
association with Burial 5.  
 
The basal platform on the front (western) side of Structure A-4 was revealed and 
excavated all the way to the southwest corner. As excavations moved from north to south 
the platform appeared to become less and less well preserved. In some areas there are the 
remains of a plaster floor on top of the platform. Excavations were performed on an area 
believed to be the southwest corner of the platform for Structure A-4. The area is both 
poorly preserved and likely disturbed by a root just to the east. Even with the poor 
preservation the consistency in the alignment and the perceived dimensions of the 
structure from the surface suggest that the corner of the platform was only about a few 
meters away from the drop off of the middle courtyard to the south, and was about ten 
meters long north to south. 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
Excavations of Structure A-3 both left it poorly understood and at the same time provided 
tremendous information on the earliest occupation at the site. Excavations on Structure 
A-4 revealed its interior and exterior dimensions. The presence of two burials provides 
support for the notion of its function as a family shrine. Burial 5 was found in a sealed 
room on the northern side of the platform, and associated with a cache interpreted as 
termination ritual. Burial 4 has been tentatively sexed as a female. Its association with a 
metate fragment makes this additionally interesting as a possible avenue to explore issues 
of gender in Late Classic Maya commoner hinterland communities (cf. Trachman 2007).  
 
* A version of this paper was previously submitted as part of a report (2009) to the 
Institute of Archaeology, Belmopan, Belize. 
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INTRODUCTION 
During the summer of 2009 excavations were conducted at the Medicinal Trail site 
located in northwestern Belize in the Rio Bravo Conservation and Management Area.  
The Medicinal Trail site is located roughly six to eight kilometers east of La Milpa, the 
third largest archaeological site in Belize. The boundaries of the Medicinal Trail site are 
the La Lucha Uplands to the west, and Rio Bravo Escarpment to the east. The site 
contains the Turtle Pond excavated in 2004 (Chmilar 2005), a few formal courtyard 
mound groups, numerous informal mound clusters, and numerous associated landscape 
modifications including terraces, depressions, and linear features. The original 
excavations of the Programme for Belize’s tourist “Medicinal Trail” were two 
independent investigations of the mounds (Ferries 2002) and terraces (Farnand 2002) 
conducted in 2002. In 2004 Group A, a contiguous group of three formal courtyards, was 
discovered and has had ongoing excavations under the direction of David Hyde. 
Discovered in 2004 also was Group B (Figure 1), a large courtyard group consisting of 
four, possibly five, formal mound structures (Hyde 2005, Hyde et al 2006). This report is 
a short summary and explanation focusing on the excavations at Group B, directed by 
Lauri Martin and carried out during two summer season of the 2009 University of Texas 
at Austin Field School.  
 
LOCATION AND DESCRIPTION 
Group B is located approximately 200 m northeast of Group A and was first mapped in 
2006. The 2007 test pit excavations performed by Deanna Riddick (2008) confirmed that 
the formal group is built on an artificial platform. The mound structures are organized 
around, not on, the platform. The formal courtyard consists of four mounds, situated in 
the cardinal directions with the eastern structure (B-1) being the largest. This mound 
appears to be a pyramidal temple structure and has a major looter’s trench penetrating the 
front and center the mound, extensive work was conducted in previous seasons to remove 
looter’s debris located to the left and right of the trench on the west side of the structure. 
The south structure is long and from surface indications is possibly supporting two 
structures (B-2a and B-2b). It may also be that there were originally two structures and 
with collapse, they appear as one. It is thought that this structure served a civic function 
with relation to the temple structure; however, these observations are mere speculation 
and will require excavations to be definitive. The structures on the west and north 
boundaries of the courtyard are likely residential (B-3 and B-4), but again this hypothesis 
will need excavations to be anything more than tentative observations. To the east of the 
formal group are numerous depressions, linear berms, and what appear to be various 
water management features (Hyde and Valdez 2007). During the 2009 season, survey and 
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mapping discovered a concentration of structures directly north of the formal courtyard, 
as well as structures to the east, west, and south of the courtyard.  
 

 
 Figure 1. Tape and Compass map of RB 62 Group B with structures numbered. 
 
OBJECTIVES 
The proximity of the formal Groups A and B of the Medicinal Trail site present a prime 
opportunity to examine the validity of the hypothesized proximal extended family model 
over a significant occupation period. The lengthy occupation of Group A has already 
been noted (Hyde 2005, Hyde et al 2006), and preliminary evidence of Group B also 
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points to significant occupation. As more data becomes available through the extensive 
excavations at Group A and the growing excavations at Group B the extended family 
model will be examined through DNA testing. Goals of the 2009 field season include the 
finish up of the looter’s trench (Subop A) located in the eastern structure. The extensive 
looter debris was removed during the 2007 and 2008 field seasons and all mapping was 
also completed.  The 2009 season will excavate Subop A to bedrock in order to connect 
the chronology and occupation history of the structure with the chronology and 
occupation levels observed in the courtyard.  Subop B, directly outside the western face 
of Structure B-1 (pyramidal temple structure) will be excavated to bedrock and mapped. 
Excavations at Subop R, located on the eastern side of structure B-1, will continue in an 
effort to locate the eastern wall of Structure B-1 so that the structure can be defined. 
 
EXCAVATIONS 
Excavations during the 2009 season continued at three previously opened subops and 
opened one new subop in an effort to assess the chronology of Group B, and if possible 
determine relatedness to Group A. A detailed description of Op 12 will follow in a more 
complete report. The forthcoming report will include descriptions of the subops; their 
sizes, locations, and stratigraphy. It will also contain all maps pertaining to Group B, as 
well as a more thorough summary and discussion. 
 
PRELIMINARY SUMMARY 
Building on previous seasons, Subops A, B, and R were reopened.  Subop A, located 
within the looter’s trench of the eastern structure (B-1) was stabilized so that excavations 
within the trench could continue to bedrock.  The excavation of Subop A was slowed by 
the discovery of human skeletal material in the east and south walls of the unit. Samples 
of dental material were approved by the IA and exported for DNA analysis. A cyst was 
discovered in the south wall of the Subop A. Bedrock was not attained and to date, five 
floors have been noted in Subop A. Excavation of Subop B, located just outside of the 
western face and north of the trench line of Structure B-1, continued and reached bedrock 
at a depth of more than two meters revealing the remains of three plaster floors (Figure 
2). Ceramic evidence from Subop B reveals evidence of Postclassic pilgrimage or 
visitation (personal communications L. Sullivan, S. Mock).  One small carved phallic 
figure was found in Subop B (Figure 3) Bedrock was reached in Subop R and a post hole 
was discovered close to the south profile of the unit (Figure 4).  Subop S, a large (2x4) 
unit was opened directly north of Subop R.  This unit was divided with only the southern 
portion of the unit excavated after the humus layer was cleared. Close to the end of the 
season, the excavation of this subop revealed the western wall of Structure B-1 (Figure 
5).  This wall was preserved with the goal of continuing to define the eastern structure 
(B-1) of Group B during future field season(s). The forthcoming report will provide in 
depth detail of the excavations of Subops A, B, R, and S. 
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     Figure 2. Subop B plaster floors.  
 

 
        Figure 3. Small carved phallic object, Subop B. 
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    Figure 4. Posthole next to southern profile of Subop R. 
 

 
   Figure 5. Eastern wall of structure B1, Subop S. 
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* A version of this paper was previously submitted as part of a report (2009) to the 
Institute of Archaeology, Belmopan, Belize. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The 2009 field season was the second season at the Maya site of RB 70, Hun Tun. The 
second season of research at Hun Tun was designated Operation 2. As part of the 
Programme for Belize Archaeological Project (PfBAP) and the Three Rivers 
Archaeological Project (TRAP), archaeological research at Hun Tun focuses on several 
topics of Maya archaeology. The goals of this long-term research program and individual 
field seasons include investigating Maya settlement patterns, delineating site boundaries, 
determining site function, social and political status, as well as its relationships and 
interaction with nearby settlements. All of these concerns guide research at Hun Tun. 
Goals of the 2009 season expanded upon the goals of the 2008 season. These goals 
included building upon the working site map, testing all courtyard spaces for construction 
and occupation chronologies, as well as excavating limestone features. To this regard, the 
2009 investigations continued to surveying the area, identified more mounds associated 
with the settlement, created an all encompassing site grid, tape-and compass mapped the 
structures, conducted test excavations of the courtyard areas and excavated limestone 
features.  
 
METHODOLOGY 
A master site grid was established at Hun Tun in order to maintain long-term control of 
survey and excavations. All tape and compass measurements were taken in relation to the 
master grid and all 2009 excavations were appropriately placed on the grid. This will help 
establish a relationship between all the units and structures at Hun Tun. Courtyard test 
pits were placed at the base of structures and excavated to bedrock.  
 
MAPPING 
At the end of the 2008 season, Groups A-D were identified and mapped. The mapping 
aspect of the 2009 season focused on encompassing groups south of Group D. Group D 
was redefined in 2009 based upon identification of a closed, elevated platform not 
directly observable in the 2008 season. Courtyard excavations also confirmed the 
presence of an elevated closed access platform. Directly east of Group D three mounds 
along with cultural terracing features were identified. One tier of the terracing was 
mapped. Southwest of Group D, two platform groups with seven mounds were also 
identified and included on the working site map. 
 
 
 

57 



Dodge & Doumanoff 

EXCAVATIONS 
Twelve subops were excavated in the 2009 season. Nine test pits were established for 
sampling the courtyard spaces. Each was placed at the base of a structure and provided a 
sample of the construction and occupation chronology. Occupation and construction 
levels were identified in each subop. The test pits also provided information about where 
the bedrock is located and how much the land was modified for human occupation. Three 
subops were placed around the stone monuments. In excavating the stone monuments, the 
aim was to determine their shape and how much the monumental limestone varies from 
the limestone bedrock. Material culture recovered in excavations consisted of ceramics, 
lithics, lithic tools, and obsidian.  
 
A SUMMARY OF SUBOP EXCAVATIONS  
Subop  E was a 2 x 1 m unit established at the base of Structures C-1 and C-2. The subop 
was excavated in four lots to bedrock.  
 
Subop F was a 2 x 2 m unit placed around the stone feature in the center of Group C. This 
unit was excavated in six lots to bedrock. Excavations revealed the feature to be a 
deteriorated limestone monument.  
 
Subop G was a 2 x 2 m unit placed around the NW corner of the “possible stelae” feature 
between Groups C and D. It is associated with Subop H, which is a 1 x 1 m extension to 
encompass the entire length of the “possible stelae” feature. Subop G was excavated in 
five lots, exposing the limestone feature to bedrock. Subop H was excavated in three lots, 
also exposing and delineating the feature to bedrock. 
 
Subop I was a 2 x 1 m unit placed at the base of Structure C-4. It is associated with 
Subop K, a 1 x 1 m extension of the NE corner. Subop I was excavated in nine lots to 
bedrock. Subop K was established because of concern with excavating a complete 
ceramic vessel protruding from the north unit wall of Subop I. The ceramic vessel proved 
to be sherds and Subop K was excavated to the level of bedrock identified in Subop I.  
 
Subop J was a 2 x 1 m unit test pit excavation at the base of Structure C-3. It was 
excavated to bedrock in six lots. 
 
Subop L was a 1 x 2 m unit test pit in Group C, placed at the base of the northeast corner 
of Structure A-1. It was excavated to bedrock in five lots.  
 
Subop M was a 1 x 2 m unit test pit in Group C, placed at the base of the southeast corner 
of Structure A-1. It was excavated to bedrock in three lots.  
 
Subop N was a 1 x 2 m unit test pit in Group D, placed at the base of the northwest corner 
of Structure D-1. It was excavated to bedrock in six lots.  
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Subop O was a 1 x 2 m unit placed at the base of the southwest corner of Structure D-1. It 
was excavated to bedrock in six lots.  
 
Subop P was a 1 x 2 m unit placed at the base of Structure D-2 in Group D. It was 
excavated to bedrock in nine lots.  
 
FUTURE RESEARCH 
The 2010 and preceding field seasons at Hun Tun will continue to pursue the overarching 
project goals and expand upon the goals of the 2009 field season. Future research will 
continually be concerned with expanding the existing site map. Specifically, the terracing 
features associated east of Groups D will be mapped in 2010. Research may include 
topographical and digital mapping, with the aid of a Total Data Station.  
 
Excavations in 2010 will focus on architecture. In order to gain a better understanding of 
site function, and identify where specific activities occurred, it is essential to excavate the 
structures. The mapping will also be more accurate if the dimensions of the structures are 
confirmed through excavations. Elements of ritual activity have already been identified in 
the Group A courtyard in the 2008 season. An occupation level was also identified in 
Group A during the 2008 season. 2010 research will begin by strategically placing 
subops, which will follow the established occupation level into the base of the structures.  
 
Household domestic activities are also themes that concern research at Hun Tun. Based 
upon patterns of expected household behavior, excavations will confirm the location of 
such activities. With more excavations, household archaeology can be examined in more 
depth. Hints at function, ritual, domestic and subsistence practices can be observed at 
Hun Tun. Once the structures and surrounding areas are excavated more detailed 
knowledge will be available for archaeology at Hun Tun. Ancient Maya households 
represent the most basic social unit and provide an abundance of information into the 
socialization process. 
 
PRELIMINARY CONCLUSION 
After two field seasons, research is still in its preliminary stages. Analysis is ongoing. 
Long-term research has been established at Hun Tun. Thus far, a great deal of 
information can be derived form observable patterns in the Hun Tun settlement. 
Courtyard chronology, construction, and bedrock levels were all viable contributions to a 
knowledge base just from the courtyard excavations. Spatial analysis and more detailed 
understanding of the function of courtyard space will be possible with a larger data set. 
Artifact analysis and specialized analyses (such as soil analysis and limestone analysis) 
should fruitfully expand this knowledge base as well. Multi-regional and multi-site 
analysis will provide the greatest amount of information into socio-economic status and 
socio-political interactions. Comparing artifact assemblages between Hun Tun, La Milpa, 
La Milpa East, and Medicinal Trail will be the first step in that process. Obvious patterns 
will emerge that are comparable to many aspects of Maya archaeology. 

59 



Dodge & Doumanoff 

60 

 
Data is needed that calculates Hun Tun and its distance to major sites such as La Milpa, 
La Milpa East, and Medicinal Trail. This is important to determine settlement patterns 
site interactions, and political influence. The social mobility of Maya commoners may be 
represented by the single occupation of the Hun Tun settlement. Nearby settlements (such 
as Medicinal Trail) currently have a longer history of occupation (Pre-Classic until Late 
Classic). It is important to question why the Maya moved into the Hun Tun space and 
built a settlement for a short occupation, if it remains such, while inhabiting other 
settlements for a longer time frame. 
 
* A version of this paper was previously submitted as part of a report (2009) to the 
Institute of Archaeology, Belmopan, Belize. 
 



EXCAVATIONS AT GROUP B, SAY KAH, BELIZE 2009 
 

Sarah E. Jackson, University of Cincinnati 
Lindsay Argo, University of Cincinnati 
Meredith Coats, University of Cincinnati 

 
INTRODUCTION 
Archaeological investigations were conducted in Group B of Say Kah (Three Rivers 
Archaeological Project, Rio Bravo 26, Operation 2) between June 17 and July 7, 2009 
(Figure 1).  This season focused on initial investigations of the hitherto unexcavated 
Group B (Figure 2), with an emphasis on establishing a chronological sequence for the 
group and basic architectural and functional understandings of the components of this 
plaza.   
 

 
Figure 1.  Map of Programme for Belize region, showing location of Say Kah.  Map by Marisol 
Cortes-Rincon. 
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Excavations were overseen by Project Director Sarah Jackson, who was assisted by 
University of Cincinnati Anthropology graduate students, Lindsay Argo and Meredith 
Coats.  Work was also carried out by a team of Belizean workers (Martín Dominguez, 
Rolando Cortez, Rosendo Morillo, Isai Molino, and Ruperto Magaña) along with a 
rotating crew of junior staff members and field school students drawn from the 
University of Texas at Austin field school.  The project was conducted through 
collaboration with, and the support of, the Programme for Belize Archaeological Project 
(PfBAP) under the direction of Fred Valdez.  Funding came from the Taft Research 
Center at the University of Cincinnati, the McMicken College of Arts and Sciences at the 
University of Cincinnati, and matching grants from PfBAP.   
 

 
Figure 2.  Map of Group B, Say Kah.   
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PROJECT BACKGROUND AND PREVIOUS RESEARCH 
This season represents the beginning of the University of Cincinnati project at Say Kah, 
and the first scientific excavations to take place at Group B of Say Kah.  Past survey in 
the area had recorded the site (Guderjan et al. 1991).  Additionally, looters have been 
active in this area in the past.   
 
While the research undertaken during Summer 2009 represents the start of investigations 
in Group B of Say Kah, work has previously been conducted in Group A, located 
approximately 350 meters away, under the direction of Brett Houk and Jon Hageman as 
part of the Say Kah Archaeological Project during three field seasons between 2004 and 
2006 (Houk and Hageman 2007, Houk and Lyndon 2005, Houk et al. 2006, Houk et al. 
2007).  This previous work has identified Group A of Say Kah as a large patio group, 
comprised of 15 structures, many quite large.  Interpretations of Group A focused on its 
possible function as a mid-size administrative center connected to the major site of La 
Milpa, located only four kilometers away (Houk and Hageman 2007:155).  It appears to 
have been occupied during both the Early and Late Classic periods, and developed over a 
period of time (Houk and Hageman 2007:153-154).  Investigating Group B provides a 
fuller perspective on Say Kah as a secondary center in the Three Rivers region.   
 
2009 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 
The UC team inaugurated this project with long-term interests in understanding 
settlement hierarchies and contextualizing Say Kah – commonly classified as a 
“secondary center” – within the larger sociopolitical sphere of the Three Rivers Region, 
including both La Milpa, as the dominant site of the area, and smaller neighboring sites, 
as well.  Building upon the valuable previous work conducted in Group A of Say Kah, 
the UC team focused their energies on Group B (likely a more residential plaza group, in 
contrast to the imposing public or ceremonial space of Group A) in order to yield a more 
integrated perspective of Say Kah as a Classic-era community.   
 
The focuses of our first season in Group B of Say Kah were intended to establish basic 
information about this plaza group, in order to allow us to understand the connections 
(and similarities or differences) between Groups A and B, before turning our attention to 
larger comparisons in the region.  In particular, our excavations emphasized: 
 

• Establishing a ceramic and architectural chronology for Group B; 
• Sampling multiple structures in order to document architectural 

organization and construction techniques within Group B; 
• Investigating artifact-based functional markers of activities occurring in 

Group B; 
• Recovering artifact and architectural data that shed light on identity 

affiliations (particularly related to status or class affiliations) of Group 
B’s residents as part of situating them within a larger sociopolitical 
landscape. 
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SUMMARY OF THE 2009 SEASON 
In order to address the objectives listed above, a strategy combinating test-pitting and 
horizontal exposure within Group B was implemented.  Additionally, the three existing 
looters’ trenches were cleaned and documented.  Eighteen subops were opened (see 
details below), including three subops that describe the existing looters’ trenches.   
 
In brief summary, during the 2009 season the following was accomplished: 
 

• Units placed on, or overlapping with, five of the structures of the group 
(Structures B1, B3, B4, B5, and B6); 

• Two units investigating plaza sequence placed within the center of the 
plaza, and at a lower elevation south of the plaza; 

• Units placed behind structures (Structures B3, B4, and B5) in an 
attempt to locate midden deposits; 

• Detailed documentation of three looters’ trenches (in Structures B1, B5, 
and B6); 

• In-depth architectural investigation of Structure B6 through horizontal 
exposure from north to south across the structure, joining the internal 
plaza floor with the living surface behind the structure; 

• Initial map of Group B recorded by Marisol Cortes-Rincon and Travis 
Cornish.   

 
RESULTS OF EXCAVATIONS 
In what follows, specific suboperations are described.  Descriptions are organized by 
location of unit.  Size and orientation of each subop varied, and are detailed below.  
Subops were generally excavated in two lots, consisting of the humus layer, followed by 
excavation to bedrock.  The lack of differential cultural layers and the shallow deposits 
found throughout the site made this approach appropriate.  In some cases, detailed below, 
more than two lots were employed (e.g., when floors or other changes in matrix were 
encountered).  Additionally, in excavating architecture, units were not always taken to 
bedrock. 
 
General descriptions of the soil types and cultural layers encountered include: a humus 
layer composed of a dark brown friable silt loam with a high concentration of organic 
matter present throughout; wall fall (also referred to as wall tumble), consisting of both 
large cut and/or uncut stone and cobble within an organic matrix; construction fill 
consisting of pebbles, cobbles and/or small chert debitage, ceramics, and other disposed 
cultural material inclusions in a powdery grayish-white matrix; plaster floors, observed in 
two different conditions – intact plaster floors composed of a smooth grayish white 
plaster surface,  and eroded plaster floors presenting as a powdery grayish white matrix 
atop pebble ballast. 
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Soil was screened using 1/4 inch mesh in all cases, except for wall fall excavated from 
Subops J/Q/R.  Because units were distributed across a relatively wide area, local datums 
were used for measurements.  The depths discussed for each subop mentioned below in 
most cases represent the central measurement of the unit.   
 
Suboperations placed in plaza or behind structures 
Subop A 
Subop A was a 2 meter by 2 meter unit, oriented north, and located in the approximate 
center of the plaza (Figures 3 and 4).  This unit was placed in order to investigate the 
sequence of construction of the plaza and to determine some basic chronological 
parameters for Group B.  This unit was excavated in two lots, to bedrock at a depth of 49 
centimeters.   
 

 
 

Figure 3. South profile of Subop A, showing level of surface and bedrock 
in plaza, as well as scattering of small pebbles indicating eroded plaster 
floor. 

 
Figure 4. East profile of Subop A, showing level of surface and bedrock in 
plaza, as well as scattering of small pebbles indicating eroded plaster 
floor. 
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Contrary to expectations, multiple plaster floors were not encountered.  A scattering of 
gravel between approximately 10 and 20 centimeters below the surface as well as some 
larger cobbles below (especially in the southeast corner) may represent the highly eroded 
remains of a plaster floor.  Additionally, two rustic north-south alignments of unmodified 
stone present at the bottom of Lot 1 could be indicative of some type of later occupation.  
Notably, as in other subops, multiple phases of Classic-era occupation are not evident.  
Ceramic sherds and chert fragments were recovered in low density from this subop.   
 
Subop I 
Subop I was placed as a complement to Subop A, in order to ascertain whether a 
sequence of plaster floors might have been preserved elsewhere (Figures 5 and 6).  The 
southern edge of Group B is bounded by a steep slope, which we hypothesized may have 
been a staircase leading towards Group C (located to the south).  At the bottom of this 
slope, and before one begins to ascend the rise towards Group C, is a low-lying drainage.  
Subop I was placed in this low-lying area.  This unit measured 2 by 2 meters and was 
oriented north.  It was excavated in two lots, to the level of bedrock at a depth of 67 
centimeters.  Bedrock was very irregularly shaped here, and was much higher in the 
northern section of the unit. 
 

 
Figure 5.  North profile of Subop I showing level of surface and bedrock. 

 
Approximately 22 centimeters below the surface a scattering of gravel was encountered, 
likely remnants of an eroded floor.   Both above and below this floor, soil was extremely 
dark brown in color, indicating a high organic content consistent with the location of this 
subop in a drainage area.  Three medium bags of ceramics, and chert and obsidian flakes 
were recovered from this subop.  The higher than average number of artifacts recovered 
may be a result of washout, with artifacts ending up in this low-lying area through natural 
processes.   
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Subop B 
Subop B was placed as part of an effort to identify likely locations for middens behind 
structures in the plaza group.  This 1 meter by 1 meter unit, oriented north, was placed 
behind Structure B4, near its northwest corner.   It was excavated in two lots, to the level 
of bedrock, which was encountered at a depth of 56 centimeters.  Large stone inclusions 
were found in both lots, likely representing wall fall from Structure B4.   
 

 
Figure 6.  West profile of Subop I showing level of surface and bedrock. 

 
 
A low density of artifacts was recovered: a few ceramic sherds and chert pieces, as well 
as a few pieces of quartz that were possibly worked.  The low density of finds did not 
support the hypothesis of a midden location.  The soil in the two lots did not indicate a 
change in cultural layers, such as a floor.   
 
Subop C 
Subop C was placed as part of an effort to identify likely locations for middens behind 
structures in the plaza group, and of the four units placed for this purpose is the one that 
yielded the highest density of artifacts.  This subop consisted of a 2 meter by 2 meter 
unit, oriented north, located off the north end of Structure B5.  It was excavated in three 
lots to the level of bedrock, which was reached at 46 centimeters below the surface.  This 
unit was sloped, with the southern edge higher than the northern, indicating its abutment 
to the Structure B5 mound.  Large stone inclusions were found in the unit, likely tumble 
from Structure B5.   
 
As mentioned, this unit had a higher density of artifacts than other ones placed behind 
structures.  Denser concentrations of artifacts were found in the northern half of the unit 
(slightly further away from the structure), and in lot 3 (closer to bedrock).  While the 
density of artifacts was not that of a full-blown midden, there was clearly disposal of a 
variety of artifacts occurring in this location, perhaps by the residents of Structure B5.  

67 



Jackson et al. 

Artifact types recovered included: ceramics, chert lithics, obsidian, shell, quartz, and 
possibly bone.  The relatively high quantity of obsidian flakes was particularly notable.   
 
Subop K 
This subop was placed as part of an effort to identify likely locations for middens behind 
structures in the plaza group.  Subop K, measuring 1 meter by 1 meter and oriented north, 
was located west of (behind) Structures B2 and B3.  It was excavated in two lots to a 
depth of 29 centimeters, where bedrock was encountered.   
 
No indication of floor was found in this unit.  However, a possible cultural feature was 
encountered in the southwest corner of this unit, where a deep, conical hole (measuring 
an additional 56 centimeters in depth below the level of the surrounding bedrock) in the 
limestone was found, which was possibly manmade (e.g., a chultun).  Few artifacts were 
collected from within this feature.  In the subop as a whole, artifacts recovered in modest 
quantity included ceramic, chert lithic, and quartz; the density of artifacts uncovered did 
not support this location as that of a midden.   
 
Subop P 
This subop was placed as part of an effort to identify likely locations for middens in the 
plaza group.  In this case, the unit was placed at the intersection between two structures – 
Structures B4 and B5, which are situated at a right angle to one another.  The subop, 
measuring 1.5 meters by 1.5 meters and oriented 5 degrees east of north (in order to line 
up with the structures), was thus located to the west of Structure B5 and north of 
Structure B4.  It was excavated in two lots to the level of bedrock, which was 
encountered at a depth of 75 centimeters.   
 
This subop contained a significant amount of wall fall consisting of large rocks that 
presumably originated on Structures B4 and B5.  Artifacts recovered consisted of ceramic 
sherds; the low density suggested that this was not the location of a midden.  
 
Suboperations placed on structures 
Subop D 
Subop D was located on top of Structure B6, on the eastern half of the mound.  This 
subop was positioned in order to begin to understand the architectural arrangement of this 
structure (further clarified with Subop J/Q/R, below).  Some indications of possible wall 
lines were visible prior to excavation on top of the mound, which impacted decisions of 
where to place this unit: we hoped to position it in a way that we could excavate to an 
interior surface, and then find the back wall of the structure from there.  This unit 
measured 1 meter by 1 meter, and was oriented 5 degrees east of north.  The unit was 
excavated to an arbitrary depth of 68 centimeters below the surface; excavation ceased 
once we realized that a wall took up much of the subop, and that it was impossible to 
excavate tumble to the level of the interior floor in the remaining space.   
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While the intention of this unit was to expose interior architectural space of Structure B6, 
the unit was actually located partially on top of an inner wall of the structure – an 
interpretation that only became clear after excavating Subop J/Q/R, in which the large 
size of the unit allowed for a clearer understanding of the architectural organization of the 
building.  The southern two-thirds of Subop D thus consisted of the interior spine wall 
(running east-west), and was composed of large stones that were densely packed and hard 
to remove.  Some of these wall stones were removed before the wall was recognized in 
the unit.  The northern face of this fall subsequently became apparent.  Few artifacts – 
consisting of ceramic sherds and chert – were found here.   
 
Subop F 
This subop was positioned on top of Structure B4, approximately in the center of the 
mound.   It was positioned in order to investigate architectural arrangement and 
chronological construction phases of this structure (Figures 7 and 8).  The unit measured 
2 meters by 1 meter, and was oriented 5 degrees east of north in order to align with the 
structure.  This unit was excavated in four lots, due to some changes in soil color and 
texture.  The unit was terminated when bedrock was reached, at a depth of 85 
centimeters.   
 

 
Figure 7.  West profile of Subop F (Structure B4), showing scattering of small pebbles indicating 
eroded plaster floor. 
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This unit did not reveal evidence of multiple phases of construction or multiple layers of 
plaster floors.  Within the first two lots, between 2 and 18 centimeters beneath the 
surface, was a scattering of small stones, which may represent remains of an eroded 
plaster floor.  Below this, to a depth of approximately 36 centimeters, larger stones were 
found: probable construction fill within this platform.  The final lot (the last three 
centimeters above bedrock) consisted of moist and clay-like soil with only small stone 
inclusions.  Artifacts found in this unit included ceramic sherds, chert lithics, obsidian, 
and shell in low to moderate density.   
 

 

 

 
Figure 8. South profile of Subop F (Structure B4), showing scattering of small 
pebbles indicating eroded plaster floor. 
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Subop G 
Subop G was located in the small courtyard or sunken area between Structures B1, B6, 
B7, and B8.  It was placed in this location in order to clarify the architecture of this area; 
in particular, we hoped to reach the floor in this area, and part of the southern wall of 
Structure B7.  The unit measured 2 meters by 1 meter, and was oriented north.  It was 
excavated in two lots, and was terminated at the level of a plaster floor, 48 centimeters 
below the surface.   
 
A broken but visible plaster floor was uncovered in the southern half of the unit, but was 
difficult to identify in the northern half of the unit, where it may have been broken by 
wall fall from the surrounding structures.  Artifacts found included a few ceramic sherds, 
a few chert flakes, and quartz.  A cylindrically shaped stucco element was also recovered, 
a possible decoration from one of the surrounding structures.   
 
Subop J/Q/R 
Subops J, Q, and R will be discussed together, as they formed a trench running north to 
south over Structure B6 (Figures 9 and 10).  These units were oriented 5 degrees east of 
north in order to align with the structure.  Subop J measured 3 meters by 1.5 meters, and 
was subsequently supplemented on the south side by Subop Q (2.25 meters by 1.5 
meters) in order to connect with the plaza floor, and on the north side by Subop R (3.75 
meters by 1.5 meters), in order to yield an entire profile of the structure.  These subops 
were each excavated in two lots to the level of final phase architecture.  Within the 
structure, the final phase plaster floor was reached at a maximum depth (in the center of 
the mound) of 150 centimeters.   
 

 
Figure 9.  Plan view of Subops J/Q/R (Structure B6), showing north-south view of Structure B6. 

 
The architecture that was exposed revealed a structure with standing masonry 
architecture, in some cases with remains of plaster still adhering to the walls.  The tumble 
that was removed from within the rooms indicates that this structure was vaulted: many 
of the stones removed were long, rectangular vault stones.  The structure was organized 
into two rows of rooms, one behind the other.  A series of two low steps led from the 
plaza floor (on the south side of the structure) into the first room.  This room contained a 
large, L-shaped plaster bench, the surface of which was exceedingly well preserved, and 
which featured gently curved edges.  Both the floor and bench seen in this room were 
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similarly visible in Subop E (the looters’ trench in Structure B6); the profile visible 
within the looters’ trench indicates that the plaster floor continued beneath the bench.  
Continuing north, a second room was located behind this first one, again with a large 
apparently L-shaped, plastered bench that spanned the width of the room, as visible in the 
excavations.  (Given that the bench continued into the eastern wall of the unit, the 
unexcavated section may reveal in the future that this bench was in fact U-shaped.)  This 
northern room was dominated by the bench, with little floor space remaining, potentially 
suggesting a private domestic space in contrast to the more open southern room, which 
was directly accessible from the plaza.  Subop R allowed additional perspective on the 
north side of the structure, which consisted of a vertical wall with a masonry footing.  
Excavation continued to the base of the wall, but no external plaster floor was located.  
The excavations behind the structure in Subop R also revealed another line of stones in 
the eastern section of the unit, abutting the rear wall of Structure B6, and running north-
south.  This low alignment suggests the presence of other architectural features in the 
spaces behind the plaza’s structures; further investigation is needed.  Within the wall fall 
excavated from these units, artifacts recovered included: ceramic sherds, obsidian, and 
chert, all in small quantities.   
 

 
Figure 10.  West profile of Subops J/Q/R (Structure 
B6), showing two plaster benches, floors, and walls 
within unit. 

 
Subop M 
Subop M was located on the west side of Structure B1, overlapping the western edge of 
the structure and the plaza.  This unit measured 2 by 2 meters, and was oriented 20 
degrees east of north, in order to line up with the perceived orientation of Structure B1.  
This unit was excavated in five lots to the level of bedrock, which was reached at a depth 
of 87 centimeters below the surface. 
 
This subop revealed a step on the western side of Structure B1 (likely part of a staircase 
proceeding up the structure), as well as preserved plaster floor of the plaza.  After 
removing wall fall and working around large tree roots, excavation revealed an 
approximately north-south alignment of stones, comprising the step, in the eastern section 
of the unit.  This alignment was somewhat disturbed in the southern section of the unit 
due to tree growth.   In the western half of the unit, excavations revealed multiple layers 
of plaster floors – as many as four, placed directly on top of each other, likely 
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representing multiple layers of plaster put down at the time that the plaza floor was laid.  
That the plaster does not lip up over the bottom step suggests that this does not represent 
multiple repaving episodes after the construction of Structure B1.  Excavation below the 
level of the plaster floor revealed a subfloor ballast of small cobble fill, mixed with soil, 
which was placed above the bedrock.  Artifacts recovered from this unit included 
ceramics, chert, and obsidian – lithics (both chert and obsidian) were found above the 
level of the step and floor in relatively high quantities, including some larger pieces.  
 
Subop N 
This subop was located on top of Structure B3 (Figure 11).  It was placed in the 
approximate center of the mound, in the sunken area (surrounded on three sides by areas 
of higher elevation – a likely indication of a single room, U-shaped structure) that was 
assumed to represent the building’s interior space.  The unit measured 1.5 meters by 1.5 
meters, and was oriented 10 degrees east of north.  It was excavated in 6 lots, to a depth 
of 111 centimeters, when bedrock was reached.   
 

 
 

Figure 11.  South profile of N (Structure 
B3) showing plaster floor and lower 
irregular plaster layer. 

 
The first lot consisted of wall fall that had tumbled from the structure’s walls.  A 
relatively well-preserved plaster floor, eroded in a few places, was encountered at a depth 
of 64 centimeters.  The floor was 4 centimeters thick, and was removed as a single lot.  
Beneath this floor was found construction fill consisting of cobbles.  Approximately 10 
centimeters below the highest floor, a second plaster floor was encountered.  The surface 
of this floor was bumpy and irregular, with varying thickness, suggesting that it may have 
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been part of the construction technique employed, rather than an earlier living surface.  
This floor was then removed.  Construction fill consisting of medium sized cobbles was 
excavated until bedrock was reached.  Bedrock here was uneven with holes in it.  
Additionally, a human burial was placed on top of bedrock.  This burial was found in the 
western wall of the unit, with only a long bone and a few bone fragments visible within 
the unit.  Since the majority of the burial was not visible in the unit and remaining 
excavation days were few, it was decided to leave the burial in place, protected by palm 
fronds and aluminum foil (as recommended by Lauri Martin, project osteologist), and 
return to it in a future season.  Also excavated in this unit were ceramic sherds, chert, 
shell, and obsidian.   
 
Subop O 
Subop O was located on top of Structure B5 (Figure 12).  This unit was placed in order to 
access the ceramic-rich fill that was visible in the looters’ trench of Subop H (see below), 
and to collect ceramics from the fill from a securely excavated context.  This subop 
measured 1.5 meters by 1.5 meters, and was oriented 30 degrees east of north.  The 
positioning of this unit on top of Structure B5 was a challenge, due to the extensive 
damage caused by the looters’ trench; Subop O had to be located in a way that it did not 
intersect with the deep looters’ trench, which would have resulted in collapse within the 
mound.  The small size and unusual orientation of this subop were necessitated by the 
extent of the looters’ trench, placement of a large tree on top of the mound, and our 
estimates of where this unit could be placed in order to encounter as little standing 
architecture as possible.  It was excavated in five lots to the level of bedrock, which was 
reached at a depth of 201 centimeters. 
 

  
Figure 12.  Subop O. Left: Plan view of O (Structure B5), showing wall and stairs in eastern 
side of unit; Right: North profile of O (Structure B5), showing bedrock, plaster floor, wall and 
external stairs. 
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Excavation revealed that a north-south wall – representing an external wall of Structure 
B5 on the east side – bisected the unit; the spaces inside and outside of the wall were 
excavated with separate lots.  On the east side of this wall (outside of the structure), three 
steps were visible.  On the inside, excavations revealed a well-preserved plaster floor at a 
depth of 137 centimeters below the surface.  Above this was a matrix of soil and large 
rocks representing tumble from the structure.   Below the floor was construction fill on 
top of bedrock.  As anticipated from the finds in Subop H, this construction fill consisted 
of cobbles mixed with a dense quantity of ceramic sherds.  Unlike what was observed in 
Subop H, a separate plaster layer was not observed.  The lower plaster layer visible in H 
(interpreted as a construction technique, rather than an earlier living surface) appeared at 
varying depths in that subop, and may have actually coincided with the lower edge of the 
plaster floor within Subop O.  Artifacts recovered include ceramic sherds, chert, and a 
ceramic spindle whorl.   
 
Suboperations focused on looters’ trenches 
The following subops all consist of pre-existing looters’ trenches.  Investigations 
involved cleaning and documenting these trenches and collecting any visible artifacts left 
behind.   
 
Subop E 
This looters’ trench was located at the southwest corner of Structure B6 (Figure 13).  
Cleaning revealed multiple levels of well-preserved plaster surfaces.  After a clearer 
understanding of the building’s architecture was achieved through Subop J/Q/R, these 
surfaces were identified as: the structure’s interior floor on two sides of an interior wall, 
and the upper surface of two plastered benches on either side of the interior wall, also 
visible in Subop J/Q/R.  The profiles of this subop revealed large wall fall visible outside 
of the structure and within the structure’s north and south rooms.  Additionally, a denser 
matrix of smaller stone represented the structural fill within the bench, as well as fill 
beneath the plaster floor where looters had punched through it.  Both ceramics and chert 
were recovered in the process of cleaning the trench.   
 
Subop H 
The trench labeled Subop H penetrated the west side of Structure B5, and continued into 
the core of the structure (Figure 14).  This trench was widened by the looters within the 
structure, leading to a large, hollowed out shape inside the building.  Wall fall – 
presumably from atop the structure – was visible in the profile outside the structure, and 
an external north-south wall of the structure was visible in the south profile of the trench.  
To the east of this wall the fill of the structure was encountered, consisting of pebble and 
cobble sized stones.  Notably, this construction fill contained a very dense concentration 
of ceramic sherds throughout, which were deposited at the time of construction.  From 
cleaning this trench, 27 bags of ceramics were collected, as well as a bag of chert flakes 
and a possible chert eccentric.  Subop O, discussed above, investigated the same 
construction fill from within a securely excavated context.  Along the eastern and 
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southern margins of Subop H, a plaster floor was visible approximately 80 cm above the 
bottom of the looters’ trench, which terminated at bedrock; additionally a thin, wavy 
layer of plaster was visible approximately 20 centimeters below the upper floor.  This 
lower plaster layer seems unlikely to be an earlier living surface given its irregular 
surface, and instead may be a construction method of the also type seen in Subop N. 
 

 
Figure 13.  Northeast profile of Subop E (looters’ trench in Structure B6), showing mound height 
and inside of trench with wall and two plaster layers on both sides of the wall (benches and 
floors visible in Subop J/Q/R), as well as construction fill and wall tumble. 

 

 
Figure 14. South profile of Subop H (looters’ trench in 
Structure B5) with section of east profile showing plaster 
floor and lower irregular plaster layer. 
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Subop L 
This subop consisted of cleaning and documenting the looter’s trench located on the east 
side of Structure B1 (Figures 15, 16).  This trench penetrated the east side of the 
structure.  Structure B1 was the largest structure in Group B, with the extant mound 
measuring approximately 4 meters above the plaza floor on the eastern side, and was 
located on an east-west rise, with what was probably a steep series of risers on the eastern 
side of this structure.  The looters’ trench, which was stepped uphill, running east to west, 
sliced through the eastern external risers of the steps, which are visible particularly in the 
south wall of the trench.  Closer to the summit of the structure, the looters dug into what 
appears to have been a vaulted superstructure, yielding a cave-like hole; instability at the 
top of the mound precluded exploration of this upper section of the trench.  In the profile 
of the trench, tumble consisting of large stones and earth is clear and contrasts with the 
construction fill of small cobbles within a powdery, gray matrix.  Artifacts recovered 
include ceramic sherds and a moderate number of chert lithics.   
 

 
 

Figure 15. North profile of Subop L (looter’s trench in Structure B1) 
including burial within ceramic vessel. 

 
An interesting find, missed by the looters, was identified in the northern wall of the 
trench in the process of cleaning and documentation.  This consisted of a burial in the 
north wall of the trench, located within the construction fill of the building, contained 
within a large orange globular ceramic vessel (identified as Cayo Unslipped by Lauren 
Sullivan), with a rounded lid, measuring over 30 centimeters in diameter.  Lauri Martin 
excavated this burial, and is currently analyzing its contents; approximately half of the 
burial was able to be removed before the end of the season, and this interment will be 
returned to in future seasons.  The burial appeared to have been burned, given charring 
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inside the vessel.  This person was interred with a variety of special objects, including 
two jade ear flares (Figure 17) and two shells. 
 

 
 

Figure 16. South profile of Subop L (looter’s trench in Structure B1) 
with faced risers. 

 
 

 
Figure 18. Views from top, side and bottom of ear flares from 
burial Structure B1, Subop L.  Drawing by Sandy Shuster. 
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Mapping 
Mapping of Group B was generously carried out by Marisol Cortes-Rincon and Travis 
Cornish.  Using tape and sighting compass and a hand-held GPS unit with external 
antenna, they took measurements of the buildings that make up Group B, and of the 
topography of the group.  GPS data was corrected by downloading points from the 
Chetumal station for the dates of mapping, and Surfer was used to generate maps.  Due to 
time constraints, the units were not mapped in.   
 
DISCUSSION 
Chronology and occupation of the site 
Results of our first field season at Say Kah suggest that within Group B, occupation was 
limited to the Late Classic period.  This interpretation is supported by the single phase 
construction we found throughout the site, and the lack of earlier ceramics.  (To date, 
only one sherd has been identified that does not date to the Late Classic: a Sierra Red 
sherd of the Chicanel ceramic sphere, dating to the Late Preclassic.)  While several of the 
structures (including Structure B1, the largest), have not been systematically sampled for 
earlier constructions, and may contain evidence of earlier construction, the lack of 
refinishing or multiple floors in the plaza does not suggest likely occupation throughout 
the Classic period.  This Late Classic focus is in decided contrast to what was found in 
Group A of Say Kah, which was constructed and used during both the Early and Late 
Classic periods.  Given the proposed relationship between these two plaza groups as a 
public or ceremonial space (Group A), and a more residentially-focused one (Group B), 
the chronological mismatch suggests some change over time in how the occupants of 
Group A were settled or using the surrounding areas.  Perhaps an initial family was 
housed within Group A itself, and over time an increase in size of the community 
necessitated the construction of a separate residential space. 
 
The construction of Group B was carried out in a strategic location: its impressive height 
is due in large part to its location on top of a natural rise.  The notable proximity of 
bedrock to the surface throughout Group B indicates that the Maya who chose this spot 
relied not on construction materials but rather on natural topography to elevate this group.  
The location of Group B on a rise also yields a remarkably constant and refreshing breeze 
– enjoyed by modern archaeologists and, one might imagine, ancient inhabitants, alike.   
 
Architecture 
The investigations of architecture within Group B of Say Kah revealed well-preserved 
masonry architecture in the structures surrounding the plaza.  Some of these mounds 
consisted of stone platforms with standing, and vaulted, structures on top of them (such 
as Structure B6).  Others (such as Structure B4) probably consist of only a masonry 
platform with no superstructure.  The orientation of the majority of the structures is 
approximately 5 degrees east of north.  As mentioned in the discussion of chronology 
within Group B, investigation of the architecture did not reveal clear modifications or 
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remodeling, though additional horizontal exposure will continue to shed light on this 
topic. 
 
The one part of Group B that may indicate addition to the plaza group over time is 
Structure B5, located perpendicular to and behind Structures B4 and B6, which departs 
from the overall U-shaped organization of buildings around the central plaza.  The 
hypothesis that Structure B5 may have been added to the group later is also supported by 
the radically different construction fill (laden with ceramic sherds) found within it.  This 
distinctive construction fill was not found in other structures or locations within the 
group.  If Structure B5 was, indeed, a later addition, it is possible that extant middens 
around the perimeter of the group were incorporated into the construction fill – a theory 
that might also help to explain our lack of success in locating middens, and would explain 
the striking presence of extremely high quantities of ceramic sherds sealed within this 
structure.  However, B5’s construction fill included primarily ceramics, not other types of 
artifacts that one might expect to find in a midden.  Whether or not it was a later addition 
to the group, clearly different processes were at play in its construction compared to the 
other structures in the group.   
 
In looking at the site of Say Kah as a whole, Group B is a good candidate for a residential 
context in comparison to the grander and larger temple structures found in Group A.  
Indeed, the horizontal excavation of architecture in Structure B6 supports the idea that 
buildings within this group would have included private or secluded spaces with large 
benches, suitable for domestic activities.  That the structures within Group B differ in 
form (from the tall and imposing Structure B1, to the simple platform of Structure B4) 
suggests that a variety of functional spaces were included within this plaza group.  
Additional investigations in the future will help to further illuminate this.   
 
It should also be noted that despite the presence of three substantial looters’ trenches 
within this group, the looters seem to have done minimal damage in terms of impacting 
our ability to investigate and interpret even the damaged structures.  Additionally, it does 
not appear that the looters reached any significant finds; in the case of Subop L on the 
east side of Structure B1, the looters even clipped the side of a burial with notable grave 
goods, but did not see it or did not investigate further.   
 
Artifacts 
As noted above, one of our goals for this season was to locate one or more middens in 
order to shed light on activities within this group, as well as possible identities of those 
who occupied it.  Our efforts to locate middens, however, were unsuccessful despite 
investigations in likely spots for trash disposal between and behind structures.  Additional 
excavation (perhaps augmented by other technology, such as phosphate testing) will be 
necessary to locate middens, or to determine if the site had in some way been cleaned of 
trash.  Our 2009 season, thus, did not yield dense concentrations of artifacts for analysis.  
In fact, throughout Group B (with a few exceptions, as noted above), artifact densities 
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were quite low, and were not found in culturally meaningful loci (e.g., on floors, in 
middens, etc.).  The majority of the artifacts recovered were from humus, wall fall or 
construction fill.  Our picture of everyday activities occurring here as yet remains 
unfocused.   
 
Lauren Sullivan, with the assistance of Lindsay Argo, has carried out preliminary 
analysis of much of the ceramic materials recovered from Group B.  The ceramic 
assemblages of Group B that were analyzed include Subop F, Subop H, Subop N, and 
Subop O.  The analysis of the ceramics from Subops H and O was more detailed than that 
completed for Subops F and N; whereas the analysis of Subops H and O noted type, type 
counts, forms, form counts, and chronology of every sherd recovered, the preliminary 
examinations of Subop F and N that were carried out involved cursory identification of 
diagnostic types and their related chronology, without counts or form information 
recorded.  The ceramics were typed using the methods and ceramic characteristics 
originally expressed by Jeremy A. Sabloff (1975) and James C. Gifford (1976).  With the 
exception of Subop N, all of the ceramics are Late Classic (Tepeu 2-3) types for the 
region.  Recovered from lot 2 of Subop N was a sherd with an orange ash paste, often 
indicative of Belize River Valley ceramics.  In addition, lot 6 of Subop N revealed a Late 
Preclassic (Chicanel ceramic sphere) Sierra Red sherd.  The ceramic assemblages from 
Group B display a spectrum of style.  Of the twenty-three types recognized, nine have 
distinct style characteristics, including: incisions, impressions, polychromatic decoration, 
and glyphs. 
 
Despite the lack of dense artifactual deposits or revealing cultural contexts, the objects 
recovered do provide some interesting information about the occupants of Group B…and 
raise some important questions, as well.  In particular, for a “secondary site” (that is, one 
considered to be lower in the settlement hierarchy than regional centers), Group B 
exhibited multiple markers of high status inhabitants with access to significant resources.  
The one individual excavated, who was interred within the construction fill of Structure 
B1, was the owner of a beautiful pair of jade ear flares.  Possession of jade is often 
considered a useful marker of status in Maya contexts.  Another frequent marker of social 
standing is the presence of vaulted masonry structures, which were also found in Group 
B.  Furthermore, among the many ceramics found within the construction fill of Structure 
B5, were sherds of painted polychrome vessels, including ones with fragmentary 
hieroglyphic texts on them.  As discussed above, the original provenience of the ceramic 
sherds found in Structure B5’s construction fill is uncertain; it seems unlikely, however, 
that they were carried in from a significant distance, and likely belong to the denizens of 
one of Say Kah’s plaza groups.  Again, we see indications that the material goods used 
within this group reflect access to limited resources – in this case, of elaborately 
decorated vessels, and of text itself.  Additionally, within the central plaza of Group B, an 
uncarved (or heavily eroded) square monument was found, measuring 81 x 82 x 17 
centimeters.  Due to its weathered state, it is impossible to determine whether this would 
have been an altar top, or an upright monument of some sort.  Significantly, however, a 
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monument of similar dimensions (99 by 84 by 16 centimeters) was located in the central 
plaza of Group A, suggesting a symbolic connection between the stones (and the groups), 
and indicating that despite their plain faces, these were not randomly shaped stones 
abandoned in the plazas of these groups.  While there is no evidence that these 
monuments were once carved with text or image, traditions of blank monuments are 
known elsewhere; the practice of erecting monuments seems to have been meaningful 
within a ceremonial or symbolic sphere, even if they were undecorated.  Of course, 
erection of monuments is another notable marker of elite communities and politico-ritual 
privilege.   
 
These surprising finds raised questions for the investigators about assumptions regarding 
those who occupied so-called “secondary centers” such as Say Kah.  It appears that their 
surroundings and material goods may not differ significantly from those of a plaza group 
within La Milpa proper.  Additional thought is necessary about the meaning of these 
material markers, or the ways that the regional settlement hierarchy has been interpreted 
– or both.  These questions, in particular, provide rich fodder for future work at Say Kah.  
 
Future investigations 
Further work is warranted at Say Kah in order to better understand its occupation history 
and the identity of its occupants, as well as the role it played within the larger settlement 
hierarchy of the Three Rivers region.  The University of Cincinnati team plans to 
continue work at Say Kah in the Summer 2011 field season.  At that time, focuses of 
investigation will include: revisiting incompletely excavated burials within Group B; 
additional testing and exposure of architecture within structures in Group B that were not 
yet sampled; and extension of investigations to include Group C and the settlement area 
immediately surrounding Group B.  Additionally, further research will focus on data 
comparisons between the information gathered from Say Kah with other sites in the area, 
including major centers such as La Milpa, Maax Na, and Dos Hombres, as well as 
smaller sites such as Las Abejas, in order to clarify Say Kah’s position in the local 
settlement hierarchy and lead to more nuanced understandings of the relationships 
between the individuals and communities within this particular sociopolitical sphere.   
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AN INTERMEDIATE RESIDENTIAL GROUP AT THE SITE OF  
LA MILPA: OPERATION LM4, SUBOPERATIONS A-N 
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INTRODUCTION 
The site of La Milpa, the third largest Maya site in Belize, is located in northwestern 
Belize, neighboring Mexico and Guatemala. The site is located between the Rio Bravo 
escarpment, the Maya site of Rio Azul in Guatemala and the distant site of Lamanai. The 
La Milpa landscape consists of “seasonal swamps, incised drainages and rolling hills” 
(Rose 2000). Exploration and mapping of the site began in 1938 by Sir Eric Thompson in 
which the main plaza and many stela were documented. Visitation, exploration, and 
mapping of the site, including several plazas, large structures and residential groups, 
occurred throughout the 1970s to the 1990s by Ford and Fedick (1998) and Guderjan 
(1991). Gair Tourtellot and Norman Hammond began excavations at La Milpa in 1992 in 
the site center and at the periphery (Tourtellot et. al 2003). The site contains four large 
temple-pyramids in the Great Plaza, two sets of ball courts, and several “minor centers” 
documented in eastern, southern and northern portions of the site (Sagebiel 2005). 
Additionally, the site contains two large reservoirs located near the site center and three 
large open plazas with courtyards and a pyramid are located beyond the reservoirs. 
Research of the sites’ public architecture as well as surrounding residential groups is 
currently underway. Occupation of La Milpa extends from the Late Preclassic to the 
Terminal Classic periods. Late Preclassic evidence has been determined by the recovery 
of Chicanel sphere pottery, which suggests ties with sites in the Peten, such as Nakbe, El 
Mirador and Tikal and sites in the Pasion river region including Altar de Sacrificios 
(Kosakowsky and Sagebiel 1999).  Indications of Early Classic occupation at La Milpa is 
minimal, but present as supported by excavations within the site center and by stelae 
(numbers 1 and 16) whose possible erection dates to this period (Kosakowsky and 
Sagebiel 1999:13). La Milpa reached its apex in terms of population during the Late and 
Terminal Classic periods. Ceramic analyses for these periods have implied ties with sites 
in the Yucatan and the Belize River Valley (Kosakowsky and Sagebiel 1999). Based on 
excavations, evidence of Terminal Classic settlement appears to be located in eastern, 
southern, and northern La Milpa (Everson 2003). There is little evidence for continuous 
Postclassic occupation at La Milpa except for minute ceramic scatters in the form of 
incensarios, suggesting the possible presence of squatters (Kosakowsky and Sagebiel 
1999). Currently, excavations at La Milpa are being conducted in the site core and in 
residential sectors; this research will recover crucial information about the development 
of the Main Plaza and the occupants on the fringes of the site core. 
 
OBJECETIVES AND EXCAVATIONS OF THE 2009 FIELD SEASON 
The 2009 field season at the site of La Milpa was carried out during the months of June 
and July with the assistance of undergraduate students and local work staff. The southern, 
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western, and northern portions of the site were first surveyed for residential selection with 
the ultimate intention of excavation. A medium-sized residential compound was located 
north of the central precinct of the site and cleared for preliminary excavations. Survey 
revealed a patio group consisting of four structures, along with three detached structures 
composing the residential complex (Figure 1). Two chultuns were documented this 
season and will be explored further in future field seasons. Excavations at this residential 
group were designed to establish the chronology of the compound and assess the group’s 
possible function, relationship and interaction with the site center. The field season began 
with setting up 1 x 1 m test pits within each courtyard to assess the occupation of each of 
the courtyards (Suboperations A, B, D, E, and F). This group is located below a series of 
terraces, thus it receives a good portion of water run-off, providing for very clay-like soil. 
These units were excavated to bedrock and the artifacts recovered from these shallow 
units dated to Late (A.D. 600-800) and Terminal (A.D. 800-900) Classic periods.  
Additional 1x 1 m test pits were set up behind structures in an effort to locate a midden 
that would ultimately reflect the socio-economic and political status of the group and 
illuminate their daily practices. Suboperations A-N will be briefly discussed below and 
interpretations will follow.  
 

 
Figure 1. Operation LM4. (Map by Gair Tourtellot and Francisco Estrada Belli, 
courtesy of La Milpa Archaeological Project). 
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Suboperation A, a 1 x 1 m test pit, was placed in the southeast direction of the group. 
This unit has been defined as a midden due to the artifacts recovered: six obsidian blades, 
sea shell, and 600 ceramic sherds (body, bowls, jars, rims) dating from the Late Classic to 
the Terminal Classic period. This unit will be expanded in the following field season.  
 
Suboperation B, a 1 x 1 m test pit, was placed at the base of Structure 2 near the entrance 
of the patio group. This unit yielded very little artifacts.  
 
Suboperation C was placed behind Structure 6 to determine the chronology, but also in an 
attempt to assess the possible function of the structure. This unit yielded one broken 
obsidian blade and a few ceramic body sherds.  
 
Suboperation D, a 1 x 2 m unit, was placed at the elevated base of the front of Structure 
6. This unit yielded rims, remnants of bowls and jars, as well as a granite metate 
fragment. This unit was extended as a 1 x 2 (Suboperation J) onto the actual structure.  
The southern portion of Suboperation J revealed a series of steps and rock tumble. Some 
of the steps may have been subject to erosion. A large square shaped stone was revealed 
at the top of this unit. Suboperation J will be extended to expose the structure in the 
upcoming field season.  
 
Suboperation E, a 1 x 2 m unit, was placed within the patio group courtyard in order to 
assess the occupational history of the group. This unit yielded a series of plaster floors 
and minimal artifacts. However, one decorated utilitarian spindle whorl was recovered.  
 
Suboperation F, a 1 x 1 m test pit located behind Structure 5, yielded several body sherds 
and rims of bowls and 2 obsidian blades.  This unit was placed behind the eastern 
structure in order to determine the possible function. This unit will be extended in the 
upcoming field season.  
 
Suboperation G, a 2 x 2 m unit, was placed over a circular feature flanking Structure 6.  
This unit was carefully excavated, revealing the circular alignment. The center of this 
feature was excavated revealing ceramic artifact as well as those containing Late Classic 
appliqué. The function of this feature has yet to be determined, however, burned 
limestone was exposed near the bottom of the feature and several polychrome ceramic 
sherds were recovered.  
 
Suboperation H, a 1 x 1 m test unit, was placed in the open space between the patio group 
and the far eastern structure to assess the use of that space.  This unit contained thick, 
black clay and yielded very little artifacts.  
 
Suboperation I, a 1 x 1 m test unit, was placed in the elevated area between Structures 4 
and 5. This unit revealed very little artifacts.  
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Suboperations K, L, and M, 1x1 m units, were placed within the courtyard of the patio 
group. These units revealed a series of plaster floors and recovered large ceramic rims 
indicative of storage containers or ollas and very few lithics. Suboperation L revealed 
some faunal remains, which were collected. This unit was closed due to time constraints 
and will be reopened in the following field season.   
 
Suboperation N, a 1 x 1 m test unit, was placed behind the patio group, revealing various 
lithics and ceramics dating from the Late Classic to the Terminal Classic periods.  
 
GOALS AND INTERPRETATION 
The goals of the 2009 field season were to locate a residential compound for excavation 
in order to elucidate information reflective of the social dimensions and materiality of 
household life neighboring the site core. The excavations yielded material culture that 
indicated a Late and Terminal Classic occupation for Operation LM4. Artifacts from 
these units served as evidence of Maya daily life and reflect residential production and 
consumption patterns (e.g. metate fragments, spindle whorl, obsidian blades, lithic flakes, 
and hammerstones). Excavation and analysis of residential compounds are necessary to 
understand the nature of household life, social relationships, power, identity formation, 
and how gender constructions are articulated at the micro-scale. 
 
The Late and Terminal Classic periods and their political, social, and economic 
organization during these periods will be briefly discussed here to contextualize this 
household within the broader Maya world. The Late Classic (A.D. 600-800) has been 
identified as a major period representative of the florescence of Maya life (Maya 
Renaissance). The erection of monumental architecture, the pervasiveness of inscriptions 
and dynastic lineages and small-scale art forms such as polychrome pottery served as 
reflections of elite political and social power. Historically, the composition of Maya 
society during the Late Classic periods has been structured according to reductive 
concepts surrounding the complexity of the civilization. Maya society is still cited as 
being composed of elites and commoners (Sharer 1996). Sharer states that Maya society 
was “stratified into two classes: elite and nonelite” (Sharer 1996:130). These classes were 
known as the almehenob (elite) and ah chembal (nonelite) in the Yucatan and ahawab 
(elite) and the al c’ahol (nonelite) among the Quiche Maya (Sharer 1996:130). Although 
these social designations reflect conceptions of organization, they do not account for the 
gradations of power, wealth, access, and mobility within those two groups. The ancient 
Maya likely contained multiple social levels, from elites to intermediates to commoners 
and slaves as evidenced through pictorial narratives (Culbert 1991). Archaeological 
excavations of both elite and commoner sites have recovered evidence of an “emerging 
middle class” in the Late Classic period (Chase and Chase 1992). This middle class may 
reflect higher status commoners who participated in long-distance trade or other modes of 
production or lesser elites: intermediate elites. Although this is mere speculation, the 
Quiche Maya in the highlands have titles for specific occupational groups: estate 
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managers (uytzam chinamital), merchants (ahbeyom), and professional warriors (achij) 
that may provide insight into the socially stratified Late Classic Maya society (Sharer 
1996:131).  
 
Maya society was political organized in the Late Classic period by the institution of 
divine kingship in which the K’uhul Ajaw was a fundamental figure and precepts of 
power and authority were central (Demarest 2004).  The Maya were socially organized in 
the Late Classic period according to the constitution of kinship arrangements in terms of 
lineage and conceptions of gender, status and age (Sharer 1996; Hendon 1996; Gillespie 
2000). Lineage models, specifically uinilineal and double descent, in ancient Maya 
studies, have been privileged as determining factors in social organization (Ashmore and 
Wilk 1988; Marcus 1983; Scheffler 1973; Tourtellot 1988). Chronological assessments of 
scholars’ attempts to elucidate prehistoric Maya social organization demonstrate that the 
patrilineal model (outlining descent through the male line) dominated early perceptions 
of organization. Ancestor veneration was/is utilized as a structuring principle in social 
organization and “supports the patrilineage model” (Gillespie 2000:473). Ancestor 
veneration, defined as a legitimating aspect of elite power, was employed to restrict 
membership within a given group and was tied to “distribution and economic rights;” all 
of which are correlated with male functions in Maya and contemporary society at large 
(Gillespie 2000; McAnany 1995).  
 
This “androcentric ethic” dictated Maya scholarship until assessments of burial 
treatments (including acts of venerating the dead) and successions demonstrated 
contradictions in actual Maya practices resulting in Marcus’s proposal of double descent 
(tracing descent through the female and male line) (Gillespie 2000:470; Marcus 
1983:470-471). Recent theoretical explorations by Susan Gillespie have resulted in 
replacing the lineage model with Levi-Strauss’s House Model (Gillespie 2000).   
Gillespie argues that Levi-Strauss’s House Society Model is more applicable since it is a 
flexible model and because a house “perpetuates itself through the transmission of its 
name, its goods, and its titles down a real or imaginary line, considered legitimate as long 
as this continuity can express itself in the language of kinship or of affinity” (Levi-
Strauss 1982:174). Most scholars, however, argue for the lineage-based model as an 
organizational schematic for Ancient Maya society. The role of gender and age in Maya 
society would have been governed by ideological conceptions of order surrounding men 
and women and youth in the world.  
 
To gain a better understanding of the composition of Maya daily life, ethnohistoric and 
ethnographic accounts coupled with archaeological investigations will be explored in 
tandem to determine how material reflections of the household can address possible 
familial organization. In addition, status may not have merely been determined or 
motivated by access to  prestige goods as these goods were typically circulated among a 
specific collective and beliefs about value, both intrinsically and extrinsically, may have 
been contradictory for groups who did not participate in elite consumer culture. It will be 
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necessary to assess the patterns of material culture at this residential group to identify 
how household organization conflicts or coincides with dominant large-scale 
constructions of Maya society.  
 
Maya scholars have argued for elite control over the economy during the Late Classic 
period as research suggests elites managed the production, consumption, and distribution/ 
access of exotic goods including obsidian, jade, salt, polychrome pottery and shell 
(Sharer and Traxler 2006). Recent scholarship by Sharer and Traxler (2004), Chase and 
Chase (2006), and McAnany (1993), however, reflects that there was an expanding 
middle class, which was composed of a variety of specialists and may have had more 
access than what is portrayed. This new scholarship is on the cusp of dismantling existing 
notions about the actual degree of control exercised by the ruling elite in the Late Classic 
period. These new intellectual challenges will be considered for Operation LM4.  
 
The Terminal Classic period (A.D. 800-900) is traditionally defined as the aftermath of 
the political and economic challenges that triggered decline at various sites across the 
lowlands. Overpopulation, over exploitation, climate change, peasant revolts, invasion 
and warfare have been proposed as possible reasons behind the changes that led to the 
reorganization of Maya life (Culbert 1977; Demarest et al. 2004; Sharer1996; Valdez and 
Buttles 2007). The weakening of the institution of divine kingship and decentralization of 
power in this period is supported by changes in monument motifs as previous singular 
portraits of kings were replaced or accompanied by the subordinate nobility (Sharer 
2006).    
 
Previous household excavations at La Milpa were conducted under the auspices of 
Boston University at La Milpa East (Sagebiel 2005; Everson 2006). Test excavations at 
La Milpa East were performed by Gloria Everson at the following operations: Op G05, 
G08, G13, G14, G17, G32, which were small isolated mounds that likely held small 
perishable structures (Everson 2003). Additional test excavations include Op G06, which 
was a small masonry building located on the side of a hill that suffered from erosion. 
Further test excavations involve Operations G10, G11, G12, G16, G18, G19, G20, G26, 
G27, and G35 in which small residential buildings were exposed to assess chronology 
and occupation. Informal courtyard groups were also partially excavated to determine 
chronology by location of a midden (Operations G04, G07, G10, G11, G15, G18, G19, 
G20, G24, G25, G26, G27, G28, G31, G33, and G35). Middens were recovered from 
Operations G11, G19, G20, G27, G28, G36, G50, and G60 (Everson 2003). All of these 
middens yielded ceramics that were utilitarian (bowls and jars); these particular 
assemblages lacked elite ceramics and were located next to the walls of structures 
(Everson 2003). The dates from these middens ranged from sparse Early Classic 
occupation to the Late and Terminal Classic periods. The ceramic data recovered from 
Everson’s research was utilized for the establishment of chronological baselines. These 
operations lack any real explorations into daily life and adaptation of these groups to 
changes in the Late and Terminal Classic periods. Additional excavations at La Milpa 

 90 



Operation LM4, Suboperations A-N 

includes work at Los Pisos courtyard by Maria Martinez (this volume), which have 
concentrated on deconstructing existing conceptual models of space and action and 
illuminating alternative usages of space as places where integrative mechanisms, such as 
rituals, were conducted by the upper elite tier of society. This information is significant 
and crucial to explaining the development of La Milpa Maya society.  
 
La Milpa North lacks critical investigation, thus Operation LM4 will not only aid in the 
elucidation of the variety of actors occupying this space, but also the various types of 
work conducted in those spaces and if houses located in the northern sector of La Milpa 
differ from those in the eastern and southern periphery.  The location of Operation LM4 
is significant to interpreting its status, power, and possible interactions with the site 
center. This residential complex is positioned relatively near the site core and among 
other household compounds whose interactions among the site centered likely varied. 
The location of this particular household may indicate that occupants not only had daily 
interactions with both site-center affairs, but with their surrounding communities; thus, 
movement across the landscape for this particular household may have been less 
restricted and more fluid. Location can constrain and permit actors from creating and 
maintaining various social relationships affecting all components of household life and 
naturally the domestic economy. The specific location of this group is an essential 
component to understanding how households bordering the periphery and neighboring 
the site core managed all segments of household life during the uncertain and unstable 
Late and Terminal Classic periods at La Milpa. Additionally, assessing the occupants 
who border the site center may reveal that typical, deterministic settlement models are 
inaccurate. 
 
Household or micro-scale analysis is critical to understanding the social reproduction of 
specific forms of action, both repeated and altered, and relationships in which behavior 
such as compliance and resistance are manifested. Household studies in Maya 
archaeological research remained neglected for a long period of time until Gordon Willey 
applied settlement archaeology to Mesoamerican sites in Belize that documented and 
acknowledged the presence of people existing outside of the dominant site center (Willey 
1981).  Micro-scale analysis developed as a response to site-centered research that failed 
to take into consideration the role of households in the development of cultural evolution 
(Romanowicz and Wright 1996). Household studies in Maya research began with 
concerns surrounding what households do rather than its “social form” (Ashmore and 
Wilk 1988; Tringham 1991; Wilk and Rathje 1982). Functional components such as 
production, reproduction, consumption, and transmission were vital to comprehensive 
understandings of household life, however rendering households “faceless blobs” 
(Tringham 1991). The advent of  feminist anthropology in archaeological studies has 
enabled archaeologists to critically evaluate functionalist constructions of the household 
and has in return facilitated more nuanced research that crucially considers all 
components (internal and external) and all actors, including women and children, of the 
household (Gero and Conkey 1991). The research invested in utilizing a micro-scale 
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approach to balance functional analysis with applications of a feminist theoretical 
framework.  
 
Based on the artifacts recovered through preliminary excavations, this residential group 
can be classified as occupying an intermediate elite status (e.g. polychrome pottery, 
obsidian bladelets, sea shell). Intermediate elites as a status category is  a relatively recent 
development. Arlen and Diane Chase discuss the problem of the elite/commoner 
dichotomy plaguing Maya studies and propose the necessity of alternative interpretations 
of “elite” goods found in non-traditional locations across the landscape at given polities 
(Chase and Chase 1992). This restrictive dichotomy misinforms scholars about possible 
relationships and the flexibility of prehistoric political, social and economic organization. 
Additionally, and more importantly, this constraining dichotomy suggests the presence of 
only two types of actors in Maya society: those who act and those who are acted upon. 
By excavating households of agents who represent a “middle-class” or those who can 
operate and move between diverse social and political spaces in Maya society, scholars 
can deconstruct this existing dichotomy and begin to understand the complexities of 
prehistory. 
 
Historically and presently, status in Maya studies has been determined by the 
implementation of neo-evolutionary theories of complex societies, which insists that 
models of prestige pervaded every dimension of social life at all scales, specifically 
status, power, and access (Brumfiel and Earle 1987; Hendon 1991; Joyce 2000). Prestige 
models maintain that those in power, or the Maya elite, restrict access to goods that are 
considered highly valuable and imbued with supernatural meaning and limit the 
circulation of those goods to those occupying the same status (Earle 1997). These 
prestige objects can be defined as “high culture” that exists to socially differentiate elites 
from other segments of society (Joyce 2000). The recoveries of these particular items at 
sites are typically used as indicators of status. Status, however, can be deduced from 
socially constructed forms of power and access proving that prestige models do not 
operate uniformly, especially during the Late Classic period as an emerging middle sector 
is present. 
 
The artifacts recovered from these excavations are preliminary indicators of the 
productive and social elements of the household including, but not limited to, food 
production, textile production, food/water storage, and consumption. All of these 
activities require the engagement of the family (and non-familial) unit during production 
and the continuous repetition of these actions that reproduce both social relationships and 
gender identities, division of labor, and memory (i.e. habitus). Household artifacts serve 
as markers and material expressions of life-cycle events (marriage, birth, death, puberty 
rites).          
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FUTURE GOALS AND EXCAVATIONS 
The goals of the 2010 field excavations include providing a comprehensive picture of the 
Late and Terminal Classic periods at the micro-scale. Excavations in the upcoming field 
seasons involve exposing the residential structure, determining activities and the activity 
areas, and identifying the occupants at the residential compound. Excavations at this 
group center on exploring how these households negotiated their status and power and 
navigated the landscape during the contentious Late and Terminal Classic periods. 
Additionally, this research will concentrate on identification of continued ritual and life-
cycle practices of the household group during these periods.  
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POWER, MEMORY, AND COMMUNITY:  
DEFINING THE DEVELOPMENT AND FUINCTION OF A 

QUADRANGLE GROUP, LA MILPA, BELIZE 
 

Maria Martinez, The University of Texas at Austin 
 
During the 2009 field season excavations continued at the site of La Milpa under the 
auspice of the Programme for Belize Archaeological Project (PfBAP), directed by Fred 
Valdez, Jr. La Milpa the third largest Maya city in Belize, is equidistant from two of the 
largest Maya capitals of Tikal and Calakmul, approximately 90 km southwest and 
northwest, and is also flanked by the sites of Rio Azul to the west and Lamamai to the 
east (Hammond et al. 1998; Tourtellot et al. 1993). The site lies within the Rio Bravo 
Conservation and Management Area. Established in 1988, this nature reserve consists of 
over 250,000 acres and borders with Mexico to the north and Guatemala to the west. The 
site core lies 190 m above sea level on a prominent limestone ridge, the highest point in 
the study area (Tourtellot et al. 1993). The placement of civic and religious centers on 
natural high points is seen as part of the civic planning ideology of ancient Maya 
architects (Pollock 1965). J.E.S. Thompson was the first to document La Milpa in 1938; 
but it was not until the early 1990s that major archaeological excavations and mapping 
were conducted.  Under the direction of Norman Hammond and Gair Tourtellot III, the 
La Milpa Archaeological Project (LaMAP) conducted excavations at La Milpa every 
other year, from 1992 to 2002. In 2007, the PfBAP initiated excavations at the site.  
Currently, three independent institutions conduct research at La Milpa, the University of 
Texas at Austin, Texas Tech University (La Milpa Core Project), and Santa Monica 
College. 
 
La Milpa’s core occupies an area 680 x 250 m that includes two main groups consisting 
of vaulted range structures, temples, ball courts, and complex courtyard configurations 
(Hammond and Tourtellot III 1993). In similar fashion to Dos Hombres and other 
lowland Maya sites, La Milpa is laid out on a north-south axis (Figure 1, [Andrews 1975, 
1995; Ashmore 1991; Houk 1998]). The northern group consists of the Great Plaza, one 
of the largest public spaces built by the Maya, measuring 165 x 120 m (Guderjan 1991; 
Hammond and Tourtellot III 1993). Within the northern group lie four of the largest 
pyramidal structures, two ballcourts, and 16 of the 20 known stelae. The southern group 
is connected to the northern group via a causeway (sacbe), and consists of two plazas, B 
and C, and a succession of plazas and building complexes referred to as the Acropolis. 
Plazas B and C, along with the Acropolis are considered late additions to the site core, 
dating to the Late and Terminal Classic periods (A. D. 750-900 [Hammond et al. 1998]). 
However, Houk (2008) has documented evidence of trace amounts of Late Preclassic 
ceramics in the deepest layers of plaza test pits, which may indicate some minor 
occupation during the Late Preclassic period. Additionally, in 2008 a Late Preclassic 
structure was located within the core of Structure 27 (Houk et al. 2009). The Late 
Preclassic date for this building is based on the heavy apron molding on the first two 
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exposed steps (Padilla and Smith 2009). The function of the architecture in the southern 
courtyard groups and the Acropolis is not well understood, nonetheless it is believed to 
have housed various sects of the ruling elite, while the Acropolis served as the royal 
residence (Tourtellot III et al. 1994; 2003).  
 

 
Figure 1.  La Milpa, site core (by: G. Tourtellot and H. A. 
Shelley). 
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La Milpa, was a medium size urban center in the Late and Terminal Classic times (AD 
750-900), during which a major construction boom and major population explosion took 
place (Hammond et al. 1998). Although there are slight traces of Late Middle Preclassic 
(600-400 B.C.) ceramics at the site, it appears that La Milpa was first significantly 
occupied during the Late Preclassic, and into the Late and Terminal Classic eras (400 
B.C. to A.D. 900 [Kosakowsky and Sagebiel 1999; Sagebiel 2005]). Houk (et al. 2009) 
purports three radiocarbon dates that illustrate occupation and use of the Plaza B area 
during the Terminal and Early Post Classic periods (Cal A.D. 890-1030). The 1994 
LaMAP transect surveys projected the territory of La Milpa to be approximately within a 
6 km radius from the center. The survey data indicate a high frequency of structures 
(average N=149 km2) 3.6 km from the center, with a significant drop (average N=45 km2) 
beyond 5 km from the center (Tourtellot III et al. 1996). Based on the number of 
dwellings, the population density was approximately 738 persons/km2 within 5 km of the 
site center, while only 182/km2 5 km beyond the site center during Late Classic times 
(Hammond et al. 1996). Using these estimates, Hammond asserts that the population 
during the Late/Terminal Classic periods may have been as high as 50,400, and most 
likely under the reign of Ukay, the last known ruler of La Milpa (Grube 1994; Hammond 
et al. 1996:86). The water situation must have been a difficult one; a large aguada 100 m 
across appears to have been the only permanent water source known at La Milpa 
(Hammond et al. 1993). It may have been the same aguada that was dry when Thompson 
arrived in 1938, consequently cutting his research efforts short (Hammond et al. 1993; 
J.E.S. Thompson, field notes, C.I.W. Field notebook 215:9). This must have stymied his 
research and interest in La Milpa, since he only mentions La Milpa in a site index (1938). 
Two small reservoirs located south of the Great Plaza also provided water for the La 
Milpa inhabitants (Scarborough et al. 1993). 
 
The excavations described below were conducted in the Los Pisos Courtyard, also 
denoted as Group 88 in the LaMAP figures (Figure 1). The Los Pisos Courtyard is 
located within the northern group of La Milpa, and is situated on the highest point of the 
site, on a platform five meters above the Great Plaza. It is believed that the leading or 
founding family of La Milpa began using and creating this space as early as the Late 
Preclassic period (Martinez 2008, 2009a, 2009b; Sagebiel 2005). This quadrangle group 
was first documented and mapped by Ford and Fedick and Guderjan’s Rio Bravo 
Mapping Project (Ford and Feddick 1988; Guderjan 1991).Very limited excavations, a 
total of three units, have taken place within the courtyard, all which were conducted by 
the LaMAP. One unit was assigned to the plaza area, and associated with Structure 15 
(Operation: B64). Sagebiel (2005) encountered evidence of Early Postclassic (A.D. 800-
1100) ceramics in this subop. Nevertheless, evidence for Postclassic ceramics was not 
encountered within this courtyard during the 2007-2009 excavations (Lauren Sullivan, 
personal communication 2010). A second unit was designated for excavations outside the 
main exterior courtyard space (Operation: A03), on the first of the three terraces located 
on the northwest side of the courtyard. Operation A03 exposed a substantial midden 
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containing ceramics that date mostly to the Terminal Classic and Early Postclassic 
periods (A.D. 800-1100 [Tourtellot III et al. 1993]). Sagebiel (2005:599,616) also notes 
that the deepest levels of A03 (11 and 12) contained ceramics from the Late/Terminal 
Preclassic, and Early Classic periods. Lastly, an axial trench placed on the eastern façade 
of Structure 9 (Operation: B55), indicates that its final form dates to the Late and 
Terminal Classic periods, as does most, if not all visible architecture at La Milpa 
(Hammond et al. 1996).   
 
In 2008 excavations revealed that the five meter high platform, on which the courtyard 
sits, consists of a two and half meter natural limestone berm, while the upper two and a 
half meters consist of an artificially constructed platform––made of plaster floors, dry 
construction fill, and sascab. The ceramic chronology and radiocarbon dates indicate that 
the Los Pisos Courtyard had an extensive and continuous occupation, which dates from 
the Late Preclassic to Late and Terminal Classic periods (400 B.C. to A.D. 900 [Lauren 
Sullivan, personal communication 2009; Sagebiel 2005]).  Charcoal samples collected 
from various loci were processed in December of 2008 at the Arizona Accelerator Mass 
Spectrometry (AMS) Laboratory, Tucson (see Table 1).  Four samples, three pieces of 
charcoal collected in 2009, and human bone collected in 2008, were processed by Beta 
Analytic Inc. (Table 2). Although, Sagebiel (2005:706) noted that several Early 
Postclassic ceramic sherds, similar to those found in Giair’s House (Str. 86) were 
recovered from Suboperation B64.  It seems as though the life history of the Los Pisos 
Courtyard extends for a 1,300 yearlong saga that embodies transformations in 
sociopolitical relations, ideology, and identity at La Milpa.   
 
Table 1.  Results of Radiocarbon Sample Analysis from the 2008 Season. 

 
 
Table 2.  Results of Radiocarbon Sample Analysis from the 2008 and 2009 Season. 

 
 
The Los Pisos Courtyard consists of a series of Structures: 9, 13, 14, and 15 (Figure 2). 
Structure 9, a range structure, dominates the eastern side, and measures approximately 30 
m in width, and 85 m in length. Its height when viewed from the western façade is 10 m, 
and when viewed from the eastern façade is approximately 15 m. The north end of the 
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structure connects with a city wall that forms the northern precinct perimeter. Structure 
15, the second largest, is located on the west end, and is 8 m wide, 25 m in length, and 
7.5 m high.  Structure 13, located on of the south side, is approximately 2.5 m wide, 4 m 
in height, and 20 m long. Structure 14, the smallest structure within the courtyard is 
located on the north end, and is 15 m long and approximately 5.5 m in height. The formal 
entrance into the courtyard may have been up into and through the large range structure 
(Str. 9)––perhaps through a portal vault. Guderjan (1991:8) states “The most impressive 
aspect of the Acropolis Courtyard is its setting above the Great Plaza with its formal 
entrance into the plaza,” while Hammond (et al. 1998), suggest that the entrance was 
located on the southeast end of the platform, but was blocked of by the construction 
and/or expansion of Structure 8.   

 
Figure 2.  La Milpa, North Group (Map by: LaMAP). 
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To the west of the Los Pisos Courtyard is a commanding view of a principal water 
reservoir, known as the Far West Bajo, and the residences below. When cleared the north 
view would have permitted a panorama of La Milpa North (Eric Heller, personal 
communication 2010). To the east, the courtyard overlooks the Great Plaza, the most 
prominent funerary temples, 1, 2, 3, and 10, as well as the two ball courts. Access and 
visibility into the courtyard was very restricted during the Late and Terminal Classic 
times. A narrow alley, less than a one-meter wide between Structures 14 and 9, and 
Structures 14 and 15, suggests a pattern of restricted access in the northeast and 
northwest end of the courtyard. Additionally, access from the western side seems nearly 
impossible due to a steep gradient that leads to a drainage system.  A wall enclosing the 
northwest side also suggests that significant effort was made to close the area from the 
rest of the population. The physical locality, attached to the ceremonial precinct, 
exclusivity, and architectural monumentality supports the idea that this space held great 
importance, and was an exclusive place reserved for the most politically important elites 
of the La Milpa community.     
 
EXCAVATIONS 
A total of six weeks of excavations were carried out during the 2009 season. The research 
undertaken at the Los Pisos Courtyard was designed to build on the results from the 2007 
and 2008 excavations (Martinez 2008; 2010), which investigated the use, function, and 
meaning of architectural complexes within urban centers, as well as, the temporal 
dynamics of the Los Pisos Courtyard, and its association with the Great Plaza, and the 
urban landscape of La Milpa. During the 2009 season a major emphasis was placed on 
Structures 13, 14, and 15.  Structure 9 was just to grand of an undertaking that deserves 
ample time and a small army of workers to say the least. To determine the use and 
function of these structures, suboperations explored the form, dimensions, construction 
phases, additions and modifications, decorative elements, and plan layout. These 
excavations were carried out to test the notion that “palatial” architecture is 
multifunctional and a variety of activities take place within them. My research 
diachronically explores the changing configuration and cultural activities practiced in the 
Los Pisos Courtyard (at La Milpa) from the Late Preclassic to Late/Terminal Classic 
periods (400 B.C. to A.D. 900). These changes may reflect transformations in social 
relations between elites and non-elites, and the maintenance of hierarchy. More 
specifically, did the structures in this courtyard serve as residential and/or other special 
functions (i.e. ritual or administrative), and how does the use and function of this 
courtyard reflect the rise of complexity and changes within the social and political 
environment of La Milpa through time. Furthermore, although research of Maya 
architecture spans more than 150 years, most often and prosaically, research has 
concentrated mostly on the form and function of these vestiges, too often leaving out 
“meaning.” Therefore the perception of ancient Maya architecture will also be 
investigated, through the archaeologies of landscape and memory. This research explores 
the creation of place and dominant social memories that were shared and circulated 
among collective groups from all standings to construct a corporate identity at La Milpa.  

102 



Power, Function, and Meaning 

Structure 13, Suboperations F, T, U, AB, and AF 
During the 2009 season suboperations F, T, and U were expanded, and two new 
suboperations AB and AF were initiated.  It was determined that this structure was a non-
vaulted single room structure, with only one central independent entrance on the northern 
facade. Permanent benches and niches were not located in the excavated areas, and are 
not believed to have been part of the architectural program of this edifice, making this a 
simple interior arrangement (Type A [Hendon 1987:418]). The superstructure itself is 
approximately 8.75 m in length and measured 1.18 m in width (north-south) making the 
interior area 10.325 m2. A plastered terrace on the northern façade of the structure ran 
along the entire length of the building and was 1.30 m wide. Terraces may have been 
used for some sort of outside work, such as food preparation and craft production 
(Hendon 1987). A posthole on the last stair, discovered in the 2007 season suggests that 
an awning may have covered the terrace. Although Pollock (1965) and others typically 
equate one-room superstructures with religious temples, Hendon (1987) suggests that 
some benchless one-room superstructures at Sepulturas, Copan, Honduras, had a variety 
of functions. At Sepulaturas they predominantly served as storage bodegas. Thus this 
benchless and nicheless single room superstructure may have served storage purposes. 
No in situ artifactual materials were associated with the room floors to assist in 
determining function, however plaster floor samples from the terrace and interior room 
were collected for chemical analysis. Methodologies, as well as, results are presented 
below.  
 
Suboperation F 
Suboperation F was initially a 2 x 2 m unit at the summit of the axial staircase of 
Structure 13 and opened during the 2007 season. In 2009 this unit was expanded 1 m 
south to further expose a plastered terrace surface. At the southern extent of the unit a 
three course masonry wall was encountered––a building platform with remnants of a 
stuccod surface. An expansion of this suboperation (1 m north/south and 5 m east/west) 
was initiated to further expose the terrace and locate the entrance(s) to the superstructure. 
Significant amounts of red painted molded stucco were recovered from this unit, 
indicating that the northern façade of the superstructure was heavily decorated and 
painted. Although ceramic and lithic material was collected, they were not located in situ 
making them inconsequential for determining the use of the structure. A piece of charcoal 
was discovered in the most western edge of the unit. Beta Analytic Inc. provided a Late 
Postclassic date (A.D.1300-1500), suggesting that there may have been some sort of 
activity within the courtyard group during this time. A calibrated radiocarbon date of AD 
1400 to 1450 may have be associated with site veneration, as has been documented by 
Hammond and Bobo (1994). However, more evidence is needed to support this 
interpretation.   
 
Suboperations T and U 
Suboperations T and U were initially carried out during the 2008 season to expose both 
the northeast and northwest platforms that flank either side of Structure 13. These 
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platforms were not symmetrical, the eastern platform was longer, measuring 9 m at the 
base, while the western one measured 8 m. The length of the eastern platform at the 
summit is 5 m, while the western platform is about 3.7 m. The eastern side of the plaza 
was more visible from the Great Plaza, therefore the occupants of the Los Pisos 
Courtyard closed off visual and physical access by constructing a larger platform on the 
eastern side.  Based on this excavation, it appears that the substructure and the stairs were 
built as separate entities; they do not seem to share the same fill.   
 
Subop T located on the northeastern façade of the structure, initially a 2 x 1 m unit 
(north/south and east/west), was expanded in all cardinal directions to further expose the 
limits of the platform retaining wall encountered during the 2008 season. This wall 
aligned with the northern façade of the building platform exposed in Subop F. At the 
southwest end of the unit, the corner of the first stair alignment was also located. Two 
additional walls were exposed, a small expansion/support wall in front of the retaining 
wall, and the eastern sidewall of the stairway (Figure 3). The platform retaining wall had 
remnants of a stuccod surface. The stuccod surface indicates that this wall was decorated 
and at one time stood independently, thus suggesting that the second wall functioned 
more as an expansion, rather than a support wall. This modification was done late in time 
and seems to have served to further close the plaza view from the Great Plaza area below. 
Very small amounts of artifacts were recovered from these excavations.    
 
Excavations in Subop U were assigned to the western platform of Structure 13. The 
initial unit was opened as a 1 x 1 m unit in 2008, and reopened and expanded into a 2.5 x 
2.5 m unit in 2009. The corner of the basal stair alignment was exposed, as well as, a 
wall.  Based on the location and the fact that it does not align with the walls located in 
Subops F and T, it is assumed that excavations did not penetrate the interior retaining 
wall. However, the construction of western platform was not completely understood, and 
may be have been differently constructed than the eastern platform. Nevertheless, three 
stair alignments were located, suggesting that an outset staircase, with at least five rungs, 
ran along the entire northern façade of Structure 13. A very eroded plaster floor abuts the 
basal step, and appears to match the floor located in Subop U (southern façade of Str. 15). 
This unit produced more artifacts than were recovered from Subop T, however the 
amount was pretty small, and not recovered in situ.  
 
Suboperations AB and AF  
Suboperations AB and AF assisted in the exploration of the form and function of the 
superstructure on Structure 13. Subop AB consisted of an excavation measuring 2 x 2 m 
placed on the most western summit in order to reach the interior of the superstructure. 
The room was completely infilled, however it is not known if the room was intentionally 
infilled or if the walls and roof collapsed into the room. The interior room fill consisted 
of randomly placed cut stones, decomposed limestone, and very few artifacts. Not a 
single artifact was located on the floor surface typical of the Maya sweeping and cleaning 
patterns. This speaks to the second situation related to artifacts encountered throughout 
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the plaza floor. The shallowest plaster floors encountered within the plaza appear to be 
the last occupation surfaces and have large quantities of artifacts. If the collapse or 
intentionally infilled rooms do not have much in terms of artifacts (ceramics and lithics), 
I would be inclined to say that the artifacts encountered on the plaza floor were part of 
the activities taking place during the last occupation, and can be used to make 
interpretations about the use and function of the courtyard group. 
 

 
Figure 3.  Structure 13: eastern platform, retaining and expansion walls (Suboperation T). 
 
The interior room measured 1.18m north-south and measured 8.75 m in length (Figure 4). 
Although the room was not completely excavated, length measurements were estimated 
from the entrance to the western end of the excavation.  There were at least three plaster 
flooring episodes, indicating that the room was used for a long time. Multiple plaster 
samples were taken for chemical analysis. Remnants of all three two-course masonry 
walls (north, south, and west) were still intact and measured 1.20 m in height and 55 cm 
in thickness. The actual room was constructed on a building platform that was 30 cm in 
height. An earlier platform was discovered within the core of this structure, two meters 
below the surface of the structure’s summit (Figure 5). Based on the ceramic analysis the 
platform was constructed sometime during the Early Classic period, however the extent 
of the platform is not known for excavations ceased due to time constraints.      
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Subop AF measuring 2 x 1 m (east-west/north-south) was placed on the central summit of 
the structure in an attempt to locate the axial entrance. An expansion was made, 1 m east-
west by 50 cm north-south. The axial entrance into Structure 13 was finally encountered 
and is inset a few centimeters from the exterior platform wall. The entrance is 
approximately 1.15 m in length (east-west) and 75 cm in width (north-south) from the 
edge of the platform wall to the end of the second course of stones. Very few artifacts 
were encountered within this unit.   
 

 
Figure 4.  Structure 13: interior room (Suboperation AB). 
 
Plaster Floor Chemical Analysis 
Chemical analysis of the residues in anthrosols and plaster floors has revolutionized how 
we locate sites and interpret ancient space use patterns. The highly calcareous nature of 
the soils and plaster floors in the region keeps phosphate, iron, and other metallic ions 
stable and insoluble for centuries (Terry et al. 2000; Wells et al. 2000). Traditionally 
artifacts and their distribution throughout the landscape are used to interpret ancient 
behavior. However, scholars have noted the problems that arise when artifact distribution 
inaccurately characterizes activity areas (Cameron and Tomka 1993; Manzanilla and 
Barba 1990; Schiffer, 1987). This is mostly due to the slow abandonment processes that 

106 



Power, Function, and Meaning 

take place at most Maya sites, during which possessions were removed and moved to the 
next residence. Additionally, post abandonment processes, both cultural and natural, 
affect the location and distribution of artifacts. Therefore, chemical analysis has become 
an attractive and productive endeavor used to predict archaeologically significant features 
based on chemical signatures.   
 

 
 Figure 5.  Structure 13: Early Classic platform (Suboperation AB). 
 
Chemical analysis investigates phosphate and heavy metal signatures to correlate and 
understand past human activities within the landscape. Phosphorous analysis has a long 
history of successfully identifying ancient settlements and activity areas (Dauncey 1952; 
Houston et al. 1999). Soils and plaster floors typically have higher Phosphate 
concentrations within food preparation and refuse disposal areas. Because activities of the 
ancient Maya involved the use of a variety of metallic substances, metal analysis has 
become of great importance during the last two decades. These studies focus on copper 
(Cu), iron (Fe), mercury (Hg), manganese (Mn), lead (Pb), and zinc (Zn).  Iron (Fe) 
concentrations have been located in areas associated with agave processing or animal 
butchering (Manzanilla 1996; Parnell et al. 2002).  Iron ochre (Fe2O3.H2O) and hematite 
(Fe2O3) were used as pigments at the sites of Aguateca and Cerén (Parnell et al. 2002; 
Terry et al. 2002). Cinnabar (mercuric sulfide, HgS), a decorative pigment was used by 
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the Maya for ceremonial purposes, such as burials and caches. Thus trace metal analysis 
within and around residential and ceremonial architecture provides a robust tool for 
identifying pigment processing and other activities (see Goffer, 1980:167-173).   
 
Methods 
Surface (0-4 cm) floor samples (N=15) were collected as part of a pilot study.  Ten were 
collected from within the superstructure of Structure 13, three from the terrace located on 
the northern façade of the structure. While the remaining two were collected from a Late 
Preclassic structure located in the southern end of the plaza. The extent of the plaster 
floor space was limited by partial excavation of the buildings, as well as the preservation 
of the floors, making it difficult to collect samples on an established grid, thus only 
sections of both buildings were tested (Table 3). Nevertheless, additional samples have 
been collected and will be sent for analysis in the Fall of 2010, which will be 
representative of the area under investigation. The samples were sent to the soil analysis 
laboratory at Bingham Young University, where Richard Terry and his staff, air-dried 
and sieved (2mm) the plaster floor samples. Phosphorous levels were analyzed using the 
Mehlich II extraction procedure and the concentrations were determined with a 
colorimeter (Terry et al. 2000). The heavy metals (Cu, Fe, Mn, Hg, Pb, and Zn) were 
analyzed using diethylenetriaminepentaacetic acid (DTPA) and concentrations were 
determined by ICP-AES spectrometry (inductively coupled plasma-atomic emission 
spectrometer [Parnell 2001; Terry et al. 2004]). Background samples were not used 
because the samples from this pilot study had very similar concentrations. 
 
Table 3. Chemical Plaster Floor Analysis Results (Concentrations in mg/kg). 

 
 
Results and Discussion 
The sampled areas had very low phosphate concentrations. The highest concentration, 
8.92 (mg/kg), belonged to the youngest plaster floor located within the western section of 
the room in Superstructure 13. The lowest concentrations were located on the oldest 
plaster floor of Superstructure 13. The terrace also had very low phosphorus 
concentrations. Low phosphate levels indicate that Structure 13, the Late Preclassic 
structure, and the terrace were not used for food preparation activities. This is not 
uncommon for these types of quadrangle that are considered to be regal spaces within the 
site core, where the kitchen or food preparation structures are on the peripheries and 
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spatially dislocated from the domiciles proper.  This pattern is seen at Tikal, where the 
kitchen facility, Structure 5D-131, was located on the terrace near the southeast corner of 
the Central Acropolis, but certainly considered a peripheral structure (Harrison 1970; 
Webster 2001:150). This pattern of food preparation outside core architectural complexes 
is also present at the site of Piedras Negras, and Caracol (Houston et al. 2001:11; Chase 
and Chase 2001:131-132).  
 
The readings for heavy metals were also very low and clear differences in the levels of 
iron, lead, and other elements were not detected. Again negative evidence suggests that 
activities associated with these trace metals were not being conducted within the tested 
area. Typically Fe is associated with pigments for painting floors and walls, however it 
can also be associated with craft production of iron pyrite as was the case in Str. M8-4 in 
Aguateca. There are also high levels of Mn, Cu, and Pb in Str. M8-3 that have been 
interpreted as a result of crafting activities involving pigments (Terry et al. 2004). A 
midden associated with Str. M8-10 “the House of Scribe,” at Aguateca had high levels of 
Fe. This structure also contained a concentration of mortars and pestles used in mineral 
pigment preparation in one of the rooms.    
 
Artifacts and function determinate features were lacking within these excavations, thus 
activities and the function of the structures within the courtyard are corroborated through 
plaster floor chemical analysis and architectural layout. Terry (et al. 2004) concluded that 
buildings and/or rooms with low phosphate concentrations were used for storage, for 
example, “the House of the Axes” at Aguateca, Guatemala. As stated above Hendon 
(1987) demonstrated that benchless rooms often served as large-scale storage bodegas.  
Harrison (1970) also suggested that simple one or two room structures served as storage 
rooms for ritual paraphernalia. Perhaps Structure 13 served as a storage bodega, for 
unidentified items (food/ritual paraphernalia/water). Taking into account that clean food 
storage areas would produce low P concentrations.  
 
It is also common knowledge that the ancient Maya swept phosphorus rich organic 
wastes and trace elements, thus eliminating the possibility of creating chemical signatures 
of ancient activities. The lack of artifacts and low levels of phosphate and trace elements 
could also suggest that the abandonment processes at La Milpa were slow, during which 
the occupants took all their belongings. Although one should not compare concentrations 
of phosphates or trace elements between sites, the concentrations from the Los Pisos 
Courtyard were significantly low and were comparable to the lowest values found at sites 
throughout the Lowlands. Additional plaster floor samples from throughout the courtyard 
area, predominantly from the axial base of structures, and soil samples from a midden 
were sent for chemical analysis this fall (2010). The results may shed more light on the 
various ancient activities that took place within the Los Pisos Courtyard during the Late 
and Terminal Classic periods.  
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Structure 14, Suboperations X and Z 
Suboperations X and Z were assigned to excavations undertaken on Structure 14. 
Originally a 1 x 2 m unit (east-west/north-south) Subop X was placed at the base of 
Structure 14 to explore the axial staircase and attain the dimensions of the building. The 
unit was ultimately expanded and measured 2.5 m east-west and 3 m north-south. The 
initial excavations exposed four stair alignments. The first three steps were in excellent 
condition, whereas the fourth was poorly preserved. The first two steps were composed 
of large high quality cut stones, one measuring 19 cm in width and 32 cm in height. The 
stone quality and size are very distinct compared to what has been encountered in the 
other buildings, indicating the importance of this building. The last two steps were 
similar in construction and material quality seen in Structures 13 and 15. Ashmore (1991) 
argues in her site-planning model that north is representative of the sky realm and 
ancestors. It is supposed, based on the location, size, room number (2), as well as, quality, 
that this was the group shrine. Significant amounts of modeled stucco painted with red 
pigment were recovered, illustrating that this structure was also elaborately decorated. 
The unit was expanded in all cardinal directions in order to determine the extent of the 
staircase. The expansion revealed that the staircase was most likely an outset staircase 
that was about 2 m in length (east to west). Excavations to the summit were terminated 
due to a large tree in the center of the building. Significant amounts of ceramics were 
recovered from suboperation, especially within the first two lots. 
 
Vertical excavations, approximately 1.60 m below the surface, at the base of the first step 
were carried out in order to determine the construction episodes at the north end of the 
plaza and to compare them to the construction episodes encountered in the south end. 
Three plaster floor levels were penetrated, however the youngest floor is very thin and 
appears to be more indicative of a refurbishment. These two floors date to the Late and 
Terminal Classic periods, based on the ceramic analysis. The oldest floor dates to the 
Early Classic period, also based on the ceramic data. These plaster floors extend beneath 
the structure indicating that the structure was built upon them. Beneath the Early Classic 
floor the construction consisted mostly of large cobble fill and a sascab and soil mortar. 
These levels date to the Late Preclassic or Protoclassic periods based on ceramic and 
radiocarbon data (Table 2). The small number of floors (N-3) presents a much different 
scenario than what was encountered in the southern end of the plaza, where at least eight 
plaster floors with multiple refurbishments were encountered. These differences in 
construction are most likely due to the fact that the earlier renderings of the quadrangle 
group were significantly different than what is visible today. Excavations did not reach 
bedrock, due to the burial encountered, thus it is not known if an earlier floor, perhaps 
dating to the Late Preclassic exists.  
 
Excavations in Subop X yielded two significant finds, a part of stelae or an altar, and a 
burial. Within the mortar and cobble construction fill, approximately 160 cm below the 
ground surface, three human teeth and a long bone fragment were found in an ashen soil 
indicating that that an interment or re-interment burning ritual took place in situ. The 
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location of a burial beneath Structure 14, one of the most ritually significant buildings in 
the courtyard, suggests that this was an important individual with elevated ancestral 
status. The remainder of the burial is under the southern façade of the structure, beyond 
the limits of the subop.  A piece of charcoal associated with the human remains provided 
a calibrated date of A.D. 20 to 220––the Protoclassic period (Table 2). Time constraints 
limited excavations of the burial, therefore the condition or other data (sex, age, position) 
relating to the burial are not known.    
 
The piece of altar or stelae located directly at the base of the staircase beneath the 3rd 
plaster floor is dated to the Early Classic period (Figure 6). This find has been interpreted 
as a dedicatory cache. This cache may have been used to commemorate two significant 
events. The first as an act to document or cite the Protoclassic ancestor buried directly 
beneath, as a way of illustrating and materializing the memory of that ancestor through 
time, while concurrently commemorating a new construction program at the Los Pisos 
Courtyard.  
 

 
Figure 6. Structure 14: stelae or altar fragment (Suboperation X). 
 
Suboperation Z was a 1.5 x 1 m unit (north-south/east-west) placed at the southeastern 
corner of Structure 14. This unit was initiated to locate the corner of the building, 
however, visible architecture was not encountered. It appears that the corner of the 
building was much further north, thus excavations were terminated after two lots.     
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Looter’s Trench 
Located on the northern façade of the Structure 14, this trench provided invaluable 
information that would otherwise not have been obtained. Nevertheless, the looters trench 
savaged the entire building at ground level creating a large concavity. Excavating into the 
hollowed out superstructure was impossible and perilous. The trench did display various 
construction episodes in the profile. Examination of profile and plan maps illustrate the 
sequential architectural phases and modifications to the structure and a two-room 
superstructure, as well as, a human internment. There is no evidence for an earlier version 
of Structure 14 in the core of the building itself.  Therefore, Structure 14 was constructed 
in a single effort during Late Classic times. A large construction effort during the Late 
and Terminal Classic periods is a pattern noted by Hammond throughout La Milpa 
(Hammond et al. 1996). This coupled with the plaster floors encountered in Subop X 
suggests that the northern region of the plaza was an open, but paved space until the Late 
and Terminal Classic periods. It is possible that a smaller building may have existed, but 
completely removed before the construction of Structure 14. However, this is not typical 
of Maya construction, where by Maya architects added height, volume, and stability by 
building upon earlier constructions (Pollock 1965).  
 
The initial construction of the structure was that of a platform, perhaps a ritual 
performance platform, with a terrace that was approximately 1.5 m in length. The terrace 
was purposely infilled with a gray mortar, it is not known if this was done during the 
construction of a two-room superstructure discussed below, or if this was the last 
renovation to the structure. This gray mortar is of very poor quality and is typically 
associated with the Terminal Classic period (Estella Weiss-Krejci, personal 
communication 2010). Perhaps the two-room structure and the terrace were infilled very 
late in time to create a considerably higher platform. Two well preserved and 
significantly thick plaster floors, each approximately 6 cm thick, were visible in the 
profile, indicating that the platform was renovated at least once during its existence. 
Samples of both floors were taken for plaster chemical analysis. The core of the building 
consisted of both wet and dry construction fill; approximately 50 cm of wet fill and 1.5 m 
consisted of large dry boulder fill. The dry fill was not completely exposed in the looters 
trench, thus the measurement provided is based on what was visible.   
 
The two-room superstructure constructed on the platform was in fairly good condition 
considering the damage the structure underwent. The floor of the western room was 
completely gutted out; but a section of the eastern room floor was still intact. The eastern 
portion of the room that survived the looting appeared to be purposely infilled, making it 
too dangerous to collect plaster floor samples for chemical analysis. Evidence of floor 
refurbishment was confirmed in the intact eastern portion of the room. There were 
existing walls on the southern, western and part of the northern façade of the 
superstructure; the eastern wall was not visible. A spinal wall dividing the two rooms 
lacked an entrance, suggesting that the western room was sealed off in antiquity. 
Although the eastern wall was not visible, it is assumed that the main entrance into the 

112 



Power, Function, and Meaning 

building was located on the eastern façade.  An entrance was certainly not visible on the 
southern, western, or northern façade of the building.  
 
Although the looters completely removed all the room floors, a large piece (45 x 25 cm) 
of painted (red) plaster floor was located within the looters trench. However, it is not 
know which of the two plaster floors was painted, chemical analysis should ascertain an 
answer. The layout of the two rooms was mapped. The western room measured 1.25 m 
long by 1.30 m wide, making the interior space1.625 m. Only three quarters of the 
eastern room was visible for mapping, it measured approximately 1.02 m in length by 
1.30 m in width. I suspect that the eastern room was similar in size as the western room.  
The wall separating the rooms was 18 cm in thickness. The northern wall appears to be a 
two-course masonry construction, but only one-course survived, and is approximately 31 
cm thick, while the southern wall was a two-course stone construction measuring 54 cm 
in thickness. Because most of the plastered floor surfaces were destroyed, it is not know 
if the rooms contained built-in benches or altars. Built-in niches were not evident in the 
walls 
 
One of the last rituals conducted at the Los Pisos Courtyard may have occurred at 
Structure 14. A burial was placed under the staircase on the southern façade of the 
building, just beneath but outside the western room. The last inhabitants cut through the 
platform plaster floors to construct a stucco-lined pit that measured approximately 45 cm 
in width at the opening, 25 cm at the base, and approximately 28 cm in height (Figure 7). 
A dark organic layer 3 cm in thickness was visible at the base of the pit, most likely some 
type of organic remains such as plants, food, or flowers placed there as an offering. There 
was evidence of human bone on the floor of the looters trench, probably caused by rodent 
bioturbation. Fortunately bone was still in situ to help determine the position of the 
individual. Bone from the floor and burial pit was collected for radiocarbon dating to 
determine the approximate date of internment. The individual appears to be an older adult 
approximately 40-60 years of age (Lauri Martin, personal communication 2010). Dr. 
Martin is currently conducting a detailed analysis to determine the age, and burial 
position of the individual.  It is doubtful that sex can be determined from the few small 
bones and fragments that were collected.   
 
Structure 15, Suboperations K, V, Y, AA, AC, AD, and AE 
Suboperation K was initiated at the centerline on the eastern façade of the structure in 
order to expose the axial staircase during the 2008 season.  A poorly preserved axial 
staircase was exposed, but excavations did not proceed to the superstructure. During the 
2009 season, Subop K was expanded 3 m east-west (up the eastern façade) and 2 m 
north-south. Excavations were unsuccessful in terms of locating architectural elements 
such as a terrace, door jam, or superstructure. This is attributed to the fact that the eastern 
façade of the structure was heavily damaged due to tree falls and possible looting 
activity. Subsequently, excavations were established on the southern façade of the 
structure, this is the only façade that is well preserved (see Subops V and AA below). The 
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superstructure was not penetrated during the 2009 season, therefore the use and function 
of the structure are not clearly understood, and comparative data will be used to make 
most if not all interpretations about function and use.  
 

 
 Figure 7.  Structure 14: Late/Terminal Classic burial pit (looters trench). 
 
Suboperations V and AA were designated for excavations undertaken on the southern 
façade of the building. As stated above this side of the building was most promising in 
terms of preservation. Subop V was initially a 1 x 2 m (east-west/north-south) unit placed 
on the axial base of the southern façade. A well preserved plaster floor that matches with 
the plaster floor on the western corner of Structure 13 (Subop U) was located. This 
plaster floor appears to be the last paved surface in the Los Pisos Courtyard. Unit V was 
extended an additional 2 m north to expose the retaining wall of the first tier of the 
substructure. The first tier was 75 cm in height and had a surface ledge area measuring 60 
cm in width.  Significant amounts of ceramics were encountered on this ledge. This tier 
did not run the entire length of the southern façade of the structure, perhaps it is only 
present on part of the structure, similar to a construction style that is seen at Piedras 
Negras, Str. K-5, though not as grand. Additionally, this architectural element must have 
had a special function since it was only found on the southern façade.   
 
Subop AA a 1 x 5 m unit (north-south/east-west) was placed directly to the east of Subop 
V to further investigate the construction technique of this edifice. The remains of the 
second wall, perhaps the second tier of this substructure, measuring 5 m in length (e-w) 
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and 70 cm in height, was encountered (Figure 8). It was not as well preserved as the first 
tier, but this retaining wall aligned with the corner located in Subop Y, indicating that this 
tier ran the entire length of the substructure. A reconstructible vessel was discovered in 
situ in Subop AA––on the ledge of the first tier. It was almost as if this vessel was left in 
place right before the site was abandoned. Based on the form of the vessel, it most likely 
served as a water storage vessel (Lauren Sullivan, personal communication 2009). There 
appeared to be an axial niche constructed into the second tier, perhaps the ledge 
mentioned above served as a place for leaving offerings. Large amounts of in situ 
ceramics, particularly water storage jars, Tinaja Red, were also encountered at the eastern 
end of the unit, near the southeast corner of the structure (Figure 10). Tourtellot (et al. 
1993) has also noted a high presence of large storage vessels throughout the La Milpa 
center and outlying households.     
 
Suboperations Y, AC, AD, and AE were all established to expose the corners in order to 
understand the construction program and attain the dimensions of Structure 15. Three of 
the corners were exposed and in excellent condition, the southwest corner was not 
located. Subop Y exposed the southeast corner; Subop AC exposed the northeast corner, 
while Subop AD exposed the northwest corner.  Molded stucco painted with red pigment 
was recovered from Subops Y, AC, and AE. This confirms that all three Structures (13, 
14, and 15) were elaborately decorated with painted molded stucco. The exact 
dimensions of the building were determined by mapping the exposed corners using a 
Leica Total Station. The final map will be created in the Fall of 2010. Significant 
amounts of large reconstructable ceramic sherds, mostly Tinaja Red jars, were found in 
Subop Y, where subop Y and AA meet. They appear to be in situ, perhaps these can 
indicate use to some degree. 
 
The southwest corner, Subop AE, of the structure was not located, however this proved to 
be a very productive unit. An architectural armature was exposed in this unit. Large 
quantities of molded stucco with red pigment were recovered; undoubtedly this part of 
the building had monumental sculpture. Elaborate polychrome ceramics were also 
located in this subop, albeit in fragments. These fragments consist of at least two lids, one 
with a possible zoomorphic handle (Figure 11). These date to the Early Classic period 
and are typically found as part of funerary accouterments (Fred Valdez, Jr., personal 
communication 2009). Additional polychrome fragments from other vessels were also 
recovered. The excavation was terminated due to time constraints; therefore it is not clear 
if a burial or simply ceramics typically associated with burials where present in this 
subop. 
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Figure 8.  Structure 15: retaining wall and ledge (Suboperation AA). 
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 Figure 9.  Structure 15: Tinaja Red water jar (Suboperation AA). 
 
Midden, Suboperation W 
Suboperation W was a 1.5 x 1.5 m unit located on the first terrace north of the Structure 
14. This midden initially discovered by the LaMAP project appears to cover the entire 
northern section of the first terrace on the northwest side of the courtyard group. It was 
excavated in non-arbitrary 10 cm lots to ensure chronological control. Excavations 
encountered painted molded stucco, ceramics, including a few polychromes, as well as, 
lithic artifacts and charcoal. Ceramics from the Late Preclassic to the Late and Terminal 
Classic periods have been recovered from this subop. However, out of the 16 lots, only 
lots 9 and 11 contain Late Preclassic and Early Classic ceramics, while the levels above 
and below consists mostly of Late and Terminal Classic ceramic types. Charcoal from 
several lots was collected for radiocarbon dating.  A charcoal sample found at the deepest 
level was processed by Beta Analytic Inc. and produced a calibrated date of 160 B.C. to 
A.D. 60 (Table 2). This radiocarbon date suggests that the midden was produced over an 
extensive period of time, at least from the Terminal Late Preclassic to Terminal Classic 
periods.   
 
This midden deposit has a significant amount of admixture, either through cultural 
processes or bioturbation. The incongruity within the ceramic data and between the a 
radio carbon date may be a result of Late to Terminal Classic use of the midden for 
construction fill, during which the midden deposit was churned up into its current 
condition. As noted above the LaMAP project documented Operation A03 as possessing 
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a good chronological sequence, that commences at the Late/Terminal Preclassic through 
the Early Classic, with evidence for a gradual transition into the Late Classic, and on 
through the Terminal Classic periods (400 B.C. to A.D. 900 [Sagebiel 2005]). The 
remaining charcoal samples from this subop will be processed at the University of 
Arizona AMS Lab in the Fall of 2010 in hopes of understanding the chronology of this 
deposit. Soil samples collected will be analyzed for macro and micro botanical remains 
and soil chemical analysis. These types of analysis will elucidate the types of activities 
taking place within the Los Pisos Courtyard.  
 

 
Figure 10.  Early Classic funerary vessel lid fragments (Suboperation AE).  

USE, FUNCTION, AND MEANING 
Based on morphological attributes, architecture in Maya cities is divided into three 
general types––palaces, temples, and ball courts. “Palatial” architectural complexes are 
the focus of this research. “Palatial” architecture is defined as range structures that are 
well built and complex––multiple-roomed, vaulted, individual buildings of varying sizes 
(Kurjack 2003). Courtyard groups, such as the Los Pisos Courtyard, also fall into the 
“palace” category. Quadrangle/Courtyard groups constitute arranged groups of different 
kinds of architecture, with extremely limited access, where the configuration of abutting 
structures or structures with wings creates a completely enclosed exterior space––
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courtyard (Andrews G. F. 1975; Andrews et al. 2003; Ashmore 1991). Defining and 
establishing the courtly activities onto “palace” structures and/or complexes within urban 
centers has long been a point of contention and highly conjectural at times. Today, 
palatial configurations are seen as serving various functions. Perhaps where concomitant 
machinations of diplomacy, intermarriage, and political alliance took place, and are 
therefore considered dynamic places where use and function may have changed on daily 
basis.  
 
More recently, archaeologists have explored the meaning of these ancient monuments, 
that is, how did the ancient Maya perceive these physical constructs. These scholars no 
longer view the built environment as the passive theatrical backdrop of activities. Place is 
constructed, lived, and experienced by people, and subsequently influences people’s lives 
(Robin 2000). Thus, the daily practices, the daily engagements, and social relations 
consciously and unconsciously imbue the built environment with social meaning (Robin 
2002). These socially constructed landscapes serve to evoke the past and the meanings 
created in the past. According to Bowser (2004:1), “the Archaeology of Place is the focus 
on the ways in which people impart meaning––both symbolically and through action––to 
their cultural and physical surroundings at multiple scales and on the material forms these 
meanings may take.” The archaeology of place explores the social context in which 
activities are embodied. Gerdien Jonker (1995) maintains that the vestiges of the past in 
the present-day landscape: old cities, old walls, old temples–– in other words the material 
past in the present cadre materiel, stimulates memories. Place is therefore a starting point 
from which to explore social memories.   
 
Meskell (2003) argues that memory work is about understanding the material residuals 
left behind, and the interaction of humans and materials within a set of social 
relationships, the ways in which objects are actively used in social practices––materiality. 
Social memory is a shared understanding of the way things were in the past and how the 
present came into being. Memory does not only reflect the past, it can be used as social 
construct through which the past influences the present. Social memory is created and 
transmitted through language, bodily practice, and materiality. Social and political power 
can be maintained through social memories because they reproduce the social order of 
past power relations through the replication of action and interaction (Alcock 2002). In 
other words, the past can be used to legitimize the present though dominant social 
memories (Alcock 2002). However, alternative accounts of the past can undermine these 
hegemonic structures and change the course of social history, to create new traditions.         
 
SUMMARY 
The excavations conducted during the 2007, 2008, and 2009 seasons produced a 
substantial amount of data that can shed light on the use, function, and meaning of the 
Los Pisos Courtyard. Excavations have demonstrated the ritual importance of this space, 
as well as, glimpses of the various renderings of the built environment. Excavations 
within the plaza have revealed an extensive occupation in the courtyard group––the 
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ceramic assemblages and radiocarbon dates produced a chronology that illustrates a 
continuous occupation from the Late Preclassic to the Late and Terminal Classic eras 
(400 B.C. to A.D. 900).Brown and Garber (2008:148) believe that establishment and 
continual reuse and occupation of a sacred place were ways for elites to legitimatize and 
maintain their social status and power.  
 
The juxtaposition, attached to the ceremonial precinct, exclusivity, and architectural 
monumentality supports the idea that the Los Pisos Courtyard and earlier renderings of it 
held great importance through a 1300-year period. The openness of the courtyard during 
earlier times indicates that the rituals and other activities were performed for a wide 
audience and not hidden from view (Martinez 2009b). This location played an important 
role in socially integrating and constructing the corporate identity of the community, and 
just as important, the construction of the life history of this place with heavily charged 
rituals. Ritually charged places and the actors influence one another to create and or 
modify the course of social history.  It was imperative for emerging elites to illustrate and 
perform associative rituals in public view to boast their social and political status to all 
segments of the population.   
 
During the Late Preclassic this space was heavily used. The two subops, A and B, on the 
plaza floor exposed a dark organic living surface (anthrosol), and in some locals burning 
activity was visible. It was during this time that the most significant event took place. The 
interment of an important individual in the southern end of the plaza was located, 
approximately 8 meters north of Structure 13, and 2.5 meters below the ground surface. 
This Late Preclassic burial chamber contained one individual (male 18-25 years old) that 
was wrapped in a sitting position, as if still ruling from a throne or bench. This individual 
was most likely the dynastic founder or lineage head of La Milpa. There is evidence of 
ritual reentry during which the long bones (femuri) and cranium were removed after the 
initial burial. The removal of long bones and the cranium is regarded by many as 
evidence for the practice of ancestor veneration (McAnany 1998).   
 
The reading of the text from Tikal’s Altar 5 depicts Jasaw Kan K’awil a Tikal ruler and a 
lord affiliated with Calakmul, presiding over the exhumed bones of a noble lady (Martin 
and Grube 2000:46). A skull and bones were located under the accompanying stelae 16, 
however it is not known if the human remains belong to the noble lady describe on altar 5 
(Rice 2004). Two additional interpretations have been proposed, but the association lies 
in the scene on the altar. The two lords are standing over the skull and long bones of the 
noble lady, reportedly corresponding to what occurred with the individual of the Los 
Pisos Courtyard. The skull and cross bone motif is associated to the ancestors. Carlson 
(1981:193) noted that this motif “signified more than death and decay. It was a sign of 
completion and rebirth from the ancestral bones.” According to McAnany (1998:46-47) 
this motif represents “symbolic of generational continuity and the rights and privileges 
that are inherited from the previous generation, the crania and/or long bones are potent 
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images symbolic of social order and orderly successions, be they transmission of royal 
power or of the field and orchards of wealthy commoners.”  
 
Above and three meters south of the burial chamber, a Late Preclassic composite 
structure consisting of low masonry walls and pole and thatched construction was 
located. The area surrounding the structure consisted of a plastered floor surface, 
suggesting that by this time the southern plaza area was a paved surface, it appears the 
Great Plaza also underwent this transformation during this time. It is not known if this 
structure was on a large platform, similar to what was uncovered at Tikal (Irma 
Structure), and at Cuello, by Norman Hammond (1991), which were Late Preclassic and 
Middle Preclassic prototypes for royal residences. A 10 cm thick layer of burned marl 
covered this structure. The burned marl contained small concentrations of ceramics and 
some charcoal. The practice of burning marl on structures has been interpreted as 
termination ritual activity (Ambrosino 2003; Freidel 1986). Excavations penetrated 
through the terrace and room floor of this structure to expose a dark organic soil fill. A 
bird bone, two oval bifaces, lithic and ceramic artifacts, as well as, charcoal was 
collected. One of the bifaces was nearly complete, while the second was a partial 
fragment that appears to have been recycled for flakes. The bifaces were fashioned from 
chert from the site of Colha (Michael Brandl, personal communication 2009). Colha, 
Belize was an important lithic trading network site during the Late Preclassic period 
(Hester 1989). Perhaps this was a midden created by the occupants of the pole and 
thatched building. The lack of horizontal excavations hinders the interpretations that can 
be made in terms of use and function, however it appears that this space became a 
ceremonial precinct for the occupants of La Milpa by the Late Preclassic period. Perhaps 
this place, the rituals, and the activities preformed within it served as a mechanism for 
binding the polity together.       
 
A Protoclassic ritual burning pit feature measuring 65 x 70 cm in diameter and 15 cm 
deep was located 30 cm above the pole and thatched structure mentioned above. Takeshi 
Inomata (personal communication 2008) found similar features that date to the Middle 
Preclassic period at the site of Siebal, Guatemala. The circular feature appeared to be 
constructed into the plaster floor, and fashioned out of limestone rocks measuring 
approximately 20 cm in length. There were high concentrations of ash, charcoal, large 
ceramic sherds, and a few chert flakes within the feature.  Two of the largest sherds were 
from a “mammiform tetrapod” vessel. Mammiform tetrapods are considered a subclass of 
elite trappings that date to the Protoclassic period (A.D. 150-250). It is argued that this 
artifact class served as a currency among the elite circles, and was used to reestablish 
trade and political alliances that collapsed during the Late Preclassic period (Reese-
Taylor and Walker 2002). The large amount of ash and charcoal, the various layers of 
large ceramic sherds, and the types of sherds (mammiform) implies that this feature was a 
ritual-burning pit, used for multiple ritual events. These features demonstrate that the 
configuration of the Los Pisos Courtyard changed through time. The built environment, 
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activities, and the attitudes of the people occupying this place may correlate to the shifts 
in social and political manifestations during the establishment of this urban center.  
 
Although there appears to be a hiatus at many Lowland Maya sites there is evidence for 
activity at La Milpa. At least four stelae, based on stylistic evidence (Grube 1994), were 
erected during the Early Classic period. Two Early Classic events were documented at 
the Los Pisos Courtyard. The first consisted of fine polychrome ceramics, typically 
associated with elite burials, located at the southwest corner of Structure 15.  It is not 
know if these reconstructible vessels were associated with a burial. Their size and 
preservation indicates that they were placed, perhaps as a cache, to cite a person or an 
event. Excavations within this subop were limited by time, therefore proper 
interpretations are not possible at this time. Secondly, an Early Classic platform was 
located within the core of Structure 13, and is the only structural evidence for the earliest 
rendering of the current plaza layout. Evidence for postholes was not present, however 
only the western end of the platform was exposed, so it is not known if postholes used to 
support a pole and thatched building were present. The platform’s western end was cut or 
damaged; perhaps someone or something was interred there. Time restrictions did not 
permit further excavations to explore this activity. The courtyard may have continued to 
be relatively open, but the present day configuration was being implemented and the use 
of this place was altered. However, Structures 15 and 9 were not penetrated, and although 
their latest versions date to the Late Classic and Terminal Classic periods they may have 
earlier versions within their cores as well. 
 
During the Late and Terminal Classic periods the configuration and architectural 
monumentality created a very secluded and private place. Prior excavations (LaMAP) 
along with the current excavations have established that a mass construction effort took 
place at La Milpa, including the Los Pisos Courtyard. It is without question, that all the 
structures in the courtyard were constructed or expanded during this construction boom.  
Structure 14 underwent at least two transformations, first as a platform that may have 
been used for ritual performance. Schele and Mathews (1998:23) propose that, “Maya 
architects designed their buildings to encompass motion and performance so that they 
operated like stage sets in which drama and ritual unfolded.” Therefore this structure may 
have initially functioned as a performance platform that was later converted into the 
group shrine. This type of platform occurs at Tikal during the Late Classic period 
(Pollock 1965:421). The courtyard may have functioned as a restricted theatrical space 
and retained a certain level of inclusiveness (Inomata 2006). Dave Stuart (personal 
communication 2008) suggested that this space may have functioned as a preparation 
area (the green room) for the rituals, ball games, processions, and other activities, that 
took place in the Great Plaza. During the 2009 season, the N1H1 flu scare restricted 
travel outside districts throughout Belize, increasing local tourism at La Milpa. 
Approximately 100 elementary school children, teachers, and parents fit comfortably in 
half the plaza space, a number that I never imagined or predicted for this space. I can 
envision 100 adults fitting within this space comfortably, perhaps participating and 
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viewing ritual performances––one also has to take into account the western perception of 
individual space.   
 
The conversion of Structure 14, from a platform to group shrine or temple was significant 
to how this space was used. Most architectural configurations that are residences include 
a group shrine, I suspect that this quadrangle group may have served a residential 
capacity or perhaps the mythical na (house) of La Milpa. Shrines or small temples also 
occur in non-residential spaces; consequently shrines do not always imply residential 
space. The construction of Structures 9 and 15 may have also occurred concurrently. The 
interior space or superstructure of Building 15 was not investigated, but its location, size, 
along with the large quantities of high quality molded stucco that were recovered, suggest 
that it was the most elegant element in the complex. Takeshi Inomata (personal 
communication 2008) suggested that it may have served as the throne room and receiving 
area for diplomats and court members. When visitors entered the courtyard from the 
Great Plaza and through the portal vault of Structure 9, the first spectacle would have 
been the king sitting on his throne––this scenario is strong speculation. 
 
Although Structure 9 was not penetrated, it is the largest and most complex of the four, 
similar to Structure 8, the 13-room range structure located in the Great Plaza (Hammond 
et al. 1993). 
 
According to Harrison (2003) complexity of form indicates residence as a function. 
However, the term “residence” continues to remain problematic.  Harrison (2003) makes 
a distinction between residence and residents, where by the former indicates permanent 
and the latter temporary residence (Harrison 1970; 2003). Royal families only occupy 
locals designated as permanent residence according to Harrison’s definitions. While, 
temporary residences varied in use, function, and occupants. It is assumed that during the 
Late and Terminal Classic periods Courtyards B and C, the royal acropolis, as well as, 
structures with elaborate thrones (Strs. 65 and 69) were constructed  (Hammond et al 
1998; Hammond et al. 2000). This may be a reflection of the need to house an ever-
growing elite class during this time period. Hammond (et al. 2000) has also suggested 
that it could mean alternate seats of power, one formal and ancestral seat (acropolis), 
while the smaller courtyard groups that include Strs. 65 and 69, served as the actual royal 
residences. Additionally, Hammond (et al. 2000) and Tourtellot (el al. 2003) have 
proposed a form of co-rulership as has been suggested for Copan (Fash 1991:163-165) 
and at other Terminal Classic sites in the Yucatan (Sharer et al. 2006). These are complex 
issues that necessitate further discussion elsewhere, nevertheless, where does this leave 
the Los Pisos Courtyard in terms of use, function, and meaning?      
 
Based on Harrison’s criteria, the Los Pisos Courtyard may have been used and functioned 
as a temporary residential complex and an important component of the ritual center of La 
Milpa during the Late and Terminal Classic periods. The activities and practices 
specifically rituals were no longer open for public viewing, this served as a way to 
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socially separate and create significant disparities between nobles and commoners. The 
appropriation of the Los Pisos Courtyard by elites would have inscribed new meanings 
onto this built space. Joyce (2009:44) perceived a similar phenomenon at Monte Albán 
and predicts that the Main Plaza no longer served as the place where communal identity 
signaled inclusion and the celebration of communal relations with the sacred, but toward 
the spatial segregation of place for self-aggrandizement. During the Late and Terminal 
Classic periods (A.D. 700 to 900) a massive construction effort took place throughout La 
Milpa, including the Los Pisos Courtyard. This monumental construction was visible and 
present in everyday life and may have communicated aspects of a dominant ideology. 
The continued use of place and monumental construction may have served as mnemonic 
devices used to invoke the social memories created during earlier times.  Hendon (2000) 
argues that in the creation of social distinctions in Classic Maya society, access to space 
was manipulated to create differential knowledge. The clandestine nature of the Los Pisos 
Courtyard may have produced valued cultural knowledge, which can be converted to 
symbolic capital and political power for the elites. Only the most important political 
players had access to and were privy of the activities and restricted rituals taking place in 
the Los Pisos Courtyard, the population at large was no longer integrated in the creation 
of place and social memories created. 
 
The creation of a ritually charged place and the activities conducted within this place 
constructed strong social memories that bound people to the rulers, but at the same time 
contributed to an increasing separation of noble and commoner identities. At the site of 
Monte Albán, Joyce (2009) sees elites endorsing themselves as religious specialists or 
mediators between commoners and the sacred. This pattern is certainly part of Maya 
society and may have taken place at the Los Pisos Courtyard, this was certainly a place 
were nobles led and organized some of the most important public and later private rituals.  
Elites implemented and legitimized their social status and power with the creation of this 
place where a social memory was constructed and solidified during the Late Preclassic 
and proto-classic periods. Through time this sacred place and the memories created there 
were co-opted by elites to communicate social differentiation and power perhaps as early 
as the Early Classic and institutionalized by the Late and Terminal Classic periods.     
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ARCHITECTURAL MORPHOLOGY AND ACTIVITY:  
STRUCTURE 3 AT LA MILPA, BELIZE 

 
Debora Trein, The University of Texas at Austin 

 
 
OVERVIEW 
This report documents the preliminary results of the excavations of Structure 3 and 
surrounding features in Plaza A, at the site of La Milpa in northwest Belize, conducted in 
the 2009 field season. The 2009 season represents an initial archaeological assessment of 
the research area and the first field season of the author’s doctoral research. The data 
presented here will be used as a base on which to build a more topic-oriented research 
focus in the following field seasons. 
 
RESEARCH AREA AND SUMMARY OF PREVIOUS WORK 
The ancient Maya site of La Milpa is located in the Three Rivers Region research area, in 
northwest Belize (Figure 1). The site core of La Milpa is located 190 meters above sea 
level over a limestone escarpment, and is oriented in a largely north-south axis and 
divided into two large sectors (Figure 2). The northern sector of the site core is comprised 
of Plaza A, located on a high limestone plateau and ringed by some of the largest 
structures at the site. The southern sector is composed of Plazas B and C, Courtyard D 
and the southern Acropolis and is linked to the northern portion of the site by a sacbe. 
Based on the history of archaeological research, occupation at the site of La Milpa has 
shown to date from the Late Preclassic period (400 BC-AD 250) in various locations 
throughout its site core (Hammond & Tortellot 2004; Kosakowski 1999; Sagebiel 2006). 
The site core of La Milpa shows continuous habitation through the Early Classic period 
(AD 250-600), although only relatively modest construction projects can be identified 
(Hammond & Bobo 1994; Hammond & Tourtellot 2004). The last observable 
construction phase for architecture at the site core of La Milpa dates to the Late Classic 
period (AD 600-800), where a number of structures exhibit multiple construction 
treatments dating from this period (Hammond & Tourtellot 2004; Kosakowski 1999). 
Several structures at the site core have also been determined to have been unfinished in 
their last construction phases, at around AD 850, when La Milpa is thought to have 
suffered large-scale socio-economic collapse and abandonment (Hammond & Tourtellot 
2004; Hammond et al 1998). 
 
The area to be investigated as part of this research comprises Structures 3 and associated 
areas and features at Plaza A (Figure 3). By “associated” it is implied architectural 
features that are immediately adjacent to Structure 3. These features include Structures 93 
and 94, which were identified in initial mapping efforts (Hammond & Tourtellot 1993; 
Hammond et al 1996). Adjacent plazas, courtyards and open areas are also included in 
the research area, due to the role of Structure 3 in the architectural framing of these areas 
(Cap 2008; Robin 2002; Dahlin & Ardren 2002). These areas include the open spaces to 
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the east, south and west of Structure 3, the latter being part of the sacbe that links Plaza A 
to the rest of the site core to the south (Grazioso 2008). Structure 3 is situated on the 
eastern side of Plaza A and represents one of the most imposing structures in the region, 
both in height and volume. As far as can be discerned through a superficial topographic 
examination and preliminary excavations, Structures 3 faces westward and seems to be 
straddling the plaza level – while its western and northern façades are positioned at the 
level of Plaza A, the eastern and southern façades seem to extend below Plaza A levels. 
 

 
Figure 1. Map of the Three Rivers Region. (Houk et al. 2007). 
  
  

134 



Structure 3 at La Milpa 

Another feature worthy of note is that although the research area is part of Plaza A, in 
that it is located within the physical space delineated by the plateau on which other Plaza 
A structures rest, it is not necessarily part of the same architectural space. Structure 3 is 
separated from other Plaza A structures by the presence of two smaller structures 
immediately to the north, Structures 6 and 7, which dramatically reduce visibility from 
Structure 3 to the center of Plaza A, and vice-versa. The area occupied by Structure 3 is 
also the site for a high incidence of recorded monuments (stela and altar stones) at La 
Milpa, with seven associated monuments. Based on comparative literature of 
archaeological investigations in the Maya lowlands, the positioning, size and association 
to other monumental features give Structure 3 the designation of monumental 
architecture (Hammond & Tourtellot 1993; Hammond et al 1996; 1998). 
 

 
Figure 2. Plan of the site core of La Milpa. (Hammond & Tourtellot 1993). 
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Excavations of the architectural conglomerate that comprises the Structure 3 area was 
commenced in 2007, and these focused on the examination of the last construction phase 
architecture of Structure 93 (Grazioso 2008). A southwest corner of Structure 93 was 
uncovered, and further analysis determined that the western side of Structure 93 
functioned as a staircase, possibly to Structure 3, in its last construction phase. Extensive 
profiling of the south wall of a looters’ trench on the western façade of Structure 93 
uncovered at least three distinct construction phases, in which differences in type of 
construction material were detected – earlier construction phases showed higher quality 
masonry (Grazioso 2008). 
 

 
Figure 3. Plan map of Plaza A. (Hammond & Tourtellot 1993). 
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2009 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 
The investigations conducted in the 2009 season at Structures 3 and associated areas 
focused on expanding on the data gathered in the archaeological investigations 
undertaken in 2007 (Grazioso 2008). Although this particular project does not constitute 
a true continuation of the 2007 project, the unit-ordering system was maintained for 
organizational purposes. As such, the first unit established in 2009 was “A1-N”, “A1” 
standing as a designation for the Structure 3 area, and “N” as the unit label.  
 
The methodology applied in the investigations of Structure 3 and associated features was 
two-fold: excavations, which formed the bulk of the work conducted, and limited 
topographic mapping utilizing a TDS (Total Data Station).  
 
The aim of the 2009 season was to provide a preliminary view of the morphology and 
chronology of the architecture present in the research area and open up some possible 
research avenues for following field seasons. The excavations were thus mainly geared 
towards spatial, architectural and artifactual reconnaissance. Units were purposefully 
placed in areas where architecture was not only likely to be present but also where it was 
felt that they would provide the most information on the structures’ dimension, 
orientation and articulation.  
 
SUMMARY OF THE 2009 EXCAVATIONS 
Excavations undertaken in the 2009 field season of Structure 3 and surrounding areas 
were confined to three architectural spaces, and will therefore be outlined in this report as 
three distinctive unit clusters. Three units (units A1-H, N and S) in the south side of the 
western façade of Structures 3 and 93, five units (units A1-P, Q, T, V and W) on the 
north side of the western façade of Structures 3 and 93 and three units (units A1-O, R and 
U), focused on Structure 94 and the sacbe to its immediate west (Figure 4).  
 
Units A1-H, N and S 
The objective of units A1-H, N and S was the investigation of the architecture of the last 
visible construction phase of Structures 3 and 93, and how these articulate at their 
southern junction point. The southern side of Structure 93 had already undergone 
archaeological investigations in the 2007 excavation season, which was successful in 
uncovering a south facing exterior wall, west facing steps and the corner shared between 
these two architectural features, all belonging to Structure 93 (Grazioso 2008). The work 
completed in 2009 in this area comprised of a formalization of the boundaries of the 
already established unit A1-H on its eastern edge, and excavation of units A1-N and A1-
S (Figures 5 and 6). 
 
The excavation of units A1-H, N and S revealed complex architectural design in the 
construction of Structures 3 and 93 (Figures 5 and 6). The southern wall of Structure 93, 
first uncovered in 2007, was found to extend eastwards, meeting the west façade of 
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Structure 3 in a relatively well preserved articulation, which has enabled several 
observations regarding the construction of Structures 3 and 93. 
 
The stratigraphy present in these units indicates that the last visible construction phases 
of Structures 3 and 93 may not have occurred simultaneously: the intersection between 
Structure 93’s southern wall and the western façade of Structure 3 suggest that the south-
facing wall was present before the west façade, although there is little evidence at present 
to suggest what the time lapse between the two construction episodes may have been 
since the architecture was only exposed and not excavated (Figures 5 and 6). 
Nevertheless, similarities in the quality of construction material and construction style 
lead to the suggestion that the building interval, if any, was short.  
 

 
   Figure 4. Position of units excavated in the 2009 season. 

 
The west façade that directly interfaces with the south wall of Structure 93 was not the 
only architectural feature to be encountered in association to Structure 3. A small 
segment of a west-facing façade was excavated on the northern side of unit A1-N. This 
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feature shows similar construction characteristics and follows the same general 
orientation as the lower western façade of Structure 3 (Figures 5, 6 and 7). The position 
of this section of wall, further up the façade of Structure 3, suggests a second tier or 
platform to Structure 3. 
 
An alignment of irregular limestone cobbles and boulders and possible construction fill 
was also identified in the northern edge of unit A1-N, running at approximately 110º, 
which generally follows the orientation of the southern wall of Structure 93 and seems to 
cut the upper western façade of Structure 3 at its northern side (Figure 5 and 6). Their 
position and orientation suggest that this particular alignment may have served as a 
construction pen associated with the construction of the southern wall of Structure 93, 
although such interpretation is tentative given the limited exposure of this particular 
feature. 
 

 
Figure 5. Plan map of units A1-H, A1-N and A1-S, and architectural features. 
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A plaster floor was also excavated in association to the last construction phase 
architecture. Originally detected in 2007 in A1-H, the plaster floor continued into A1-N 
and S, where it lipped up to the architecture of both Structures 3 and 93. It was 
discovered in a state of moderate preservation, with some of the plaster surface still in 
situ (Figure 6). Another feature encountered in the excavation of units A1-N and A1-S 
was a compacted plaster deposit which was present at the eastern side of the unit, over 
the floor and against the northern west façade of Str. 3 (Figure 6). Its position in the 
internal corner of exterior architecture leads to the suggestion that this deposit was the 
result of architectural decomposition of the plaster façade of Structures 3 and 93, which 
gathered where it fell and compacted over time. 
 

 
Figure 6. North-east facing photo, showing the south wall of Str. 93, two west façades of Str. 3, the 
irregular alignment and the remains of the plaster deposit. 
 
Although the architecture itself was not excavated, diagnostic ceramic sherds found 
above architecture in architectural collapse have been found to belong to the Late Classic 
(Lauren Sullivan, personal communication 2009). 
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Figure 7. Cross section of units A1-H and A1-N, facing north and running at 109º. 
 
Units A1-P, A1-Q, A1-T, A1-V and A1-W 
Units A1-P, Q, T, V and W were established on the northern side of the western façade of 
Structures 3 in order to investigate the architectural relationship between Structure 3 and 
93 at its northern articulation, in effect mirroring and complementing the excavations of 
the same juncture on the southern side detailed above (Figures 8 and 9).  
 
In units A1-Q and A1-V, which encompassed the side of the western face of Structure 93, 
two steps were encountered, which are architecturally compatible to the steps found on 
the south side of the western face of Structure 93, thus supporting the interpretation that 
Structure 93 functioned as a staircase on its western side in its last construction phase 
(Grazioso 2008) (Figure 9 and 10). 
 
Although the northwest corner of Structure 93 was not present, its location could be 
estimated from the presence of the western steps and north facing wall of Structure 93 
that were both found in situ (Figure 8 and 9). The north facing wall of Structure 93 is a 
multi-course stone alignment that rises in height as it moves eastwards towards the west 
façade of Structure 3. Poor preservation conditions have dislodged a number of cut stones, 
which impedes a true assessment of the original height and morphology of the north wall. 
Nevertheless, due to the position of the north wall in relation to the steps found on the 
western side of Structure 93, it may be reasonable to suggest that the north wall 
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functioned as one of the sides for the stairs that rose to the top of Structure 93, which 
would also be consistent with the rise in height observed in the remains of the wall. The 
north alignment of Structure 93 continues eastwards to meet the west façade of Structure 
3. The west façade of Structure 3 exhibits several courses of cut stone. These are reduced 
from four to five courses of stone to one course of stone further to the north, away from 
the intersection with the north wall of Structure 93, a dramatic reduction in height that 
could have been caused by unfavourable preservation conditions.  
 

 
Figure 8. Plan map of units A1-P, A1-Q, A1-T, A1-V and A1-W, and 
architectural features. 
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Figure 9. South-east facing photo, showing the west façade of Structure 3, the north wall and two 
first steps of the last construction phase of Structure 93. 
 
Moreover, although not fully explored, in that the last phase architecture was exposed 
and not excavated, it appeared that the north wall of Structure 93 abuts the west façade of 
Structure 3 (Figure 11), a relationship that is in opposition to that observed on the 
southern articulation where the west façade of Structure 3 abuts the south wall of 
Structure 93.  
 
The remains of a plaster floor were also encountered in association to the last 
construction phase of Structures 3 and 93. Where identifiable, the plaster floor was found 
to have been deposited overlapping the bottom stones of the architecture, indicating that 
the floor was a later addition to the architectural space. Similarly to units A1-H, A1-N 
and A1-S, diagnostic ceramics found in these units were dated to the Late Classic period 
(Sullivan 2009 pers. comm.) 
 
Units A1-O, A1-R and A1-U 
This cluster of units was established to investigate three possible archaeological features 
south of Structure 3: Structure 94, a relatively regular square flat platform; the sacbe 
immediately to the west of Structure 94 characterized by a wide, regular and relatively 
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g
between these two features (Figure 12).  
 

entle declination southwards from the southeast edge of Plaza A; and the intersection 

 tightly compacted construction fill deposit made up the entire unit of A1-U and the 

n the eastern side of subop A1-O and A1-R, two to three faced-stone alignments were 

 between the construction fill for the sacbe on the west and the architecture of Str. 94 to 

OPOGRAPHIC ANALYSIS 
opographic mapping was also conducted, utilizing a 

A
western half of A1-O, being composed of large limestone boulders directly over bedrock, 
to smaller limestone cobbles and more abundant matrix as one moved towards the surface 
(Figures 12 and 13). The gradual decrease in the size of cobble and the lack of any 
apparent stratigraphic break lead to the suggestion that the material found in this area is a 
product of a single construction event, which, based on preliminary ceramic analysis 
(Sullivan pers. comm.), was undertaken in the Late Classic Period. Bedrock was found to 
be irregular, but generally sloping upwards towards the north, into Plaza A. Irregular 
alignments of large limestone boulders encountered at the level of bedrock could point to 
the presence of construction pens, which could have been employed to increase the 
stability of construction over the irregular bedrock. Taking into consideration the position 
of the units within the Plaza A architectural arrangement, it could be proposed that the 
construction fill deposit found in A1-O and A1-U are part of the eastern side of a sacbe 
for traffic in and out of Plaza A. This is further supported by a preliminary topographic 
analysis of the western side of the possible feature, which shows a difference in elevation 
that would be consistent with the edge of a walkway or platform.  
 
O
encountered that, in their physical location and alignment of approximately 8º, are 
associated to the western exterior façade (and possibly a small staircase) of the last 
construction phase of Structure 94 (Figure 12 and 14). Due to time restraints it was not 
possible to penetrate the structure and investigate the construction sequence for Structure 
94.  
 
In
the east is an interface area in which the two recognizable architectural features seem to 
intermingle. The composition of strata found in this area did not correspond to either the 
compacted, organized construction fill to the west or the architectural construction to the 
east. This area and materials within it could represent a large deposit of architectural 
collapse from both Structure 94 and the sacbe, which over time filled in any possible 
space that may have existed between the two architectural features, although further work 
must be conducted in order to propose a solid interpretation.  
 
T
In conjunction with excavations, t
TDS (Total Data Station). This was undertaken in order to relate all of the units 
excavated, as well as the architectural features uncovered within these units, with each 
other as well as the entire architectural nucleus of Structure 3 and associated features. 
Over 200 points were taken – unit corners, the edges of the architecture excavated, and 
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several points throughout the western façade of Structures 3, 93, 94 and the sacbe. These 
points have been recorded and have yet to be fully assessed. 
 
COMMENTS ON FINDINGS 
While not conclusive at this point in the archaeological investigations, the findings from 
the 2009 field season encourage some interpretation. The oppositional stratigraphic 
relationship between Structure 3 and 93 at their southern and northern intersection points 
to the treatment of these structures as one single structure, in which a project of 
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maintenance, renovation or reconstruction was designed and undertaken for the entire 
architectural complex rather than two separate structures – hence the disparity in the 
chronological order in which Structures 3 and 93 received their last visible architectural 
alterations. Alternatively, the architecture excavated could be evidence for a partial 
renovation of Structure 3 or 93, in which only one of the articulations between the two 
structures received additional architectural treatment, although the similarities of masonry 

uality and material on both sides could run against this hypothesis. 
 
q

 
Figure 13. North-facing photo of the western end of units A1-O and A1-U, depicting the 

nstruction fill that makes up this side of the unit, and bedrock in the bottom of the unit. co
 
The excavations at Structure 94 and the sacbe also spurred a number of observations. 
While the presence of a sacbe to the west of Structure 3 was already established prior to 
the 2009 excavations, in light of observable topography and architectural organization of 
Plaza A, its morphology and chronology of construction was not known. It has become 
evident that the sacbe, as it exists presently, was the product of a single construction 
episode in the Late Classic period, an observation that lies awkwardly with the data that 
indicates that Plaza A has been occupied since the Late Preclassic. Although the 
excavations conducted in 2009 were limited in scope, it may be possible to suggest that 
previous incarnations of the sacbe were destroyed or dismantled for the construction of 
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the latest sacbe in the Late Classic, or alternatively, that the access point into Plaza A 
may have been located in a different area, although this seems less likely in light of the 

ptimum gentle gradient of the natural bedrock found at this particular location.  
 
o

 
Figure 14.East-facing photo, showing the large boulder construction fill in the foreground and 

ts in the background (Structure 94). two possible alignmen
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FURTHER WORK 
The 2009 excavations have provided some preliminary data that will become the basis for 
further work in the 2010 season. It has been possible to identify the last phase 
architecture of Strs. 3, 93 and 94, and although only the last construction phase has been 
exposed in the 2009 season, relevant units (A1-N, A1-O A1-Q, A1-R, A1-T, A1-V and 
A1-W) have been partially backfilled for the purpose of furthering the investigation of 

e architecture of these structures in the 2010 season.  

reas that may have been associated to Str. 3/93 and their construction and 
aintenance. 

re accurate and detailed picture of the structures and their 
cation within the site plan.   
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INTRODUCTION TO THE 2009 SEASON OF  
THE LA MILPA CORE PROJECT AND REPORT ON  

THE 2009 INVESTIGATIONS OF STRUCTURE 21 
 

Brett A. Houk, Texas Tech University 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
From May 19 to June 12, 2009, and on June 20 and 21, 2009, the La Milpa Core Project 
(LMCP), under the direction of the author, conducted its third season of excavations in 
the Plaza B area of La Milpa, Belize (Figure 1). The professional staff included Houk, the 
LMCP Principal Investigator; Dr. Gregory Zaro, LMCP Associate Director; and field 
assistants Elizabeth Crockford-Peters, Melanie Mann, and Shannon Smith. Junior staff 
for the project included Ryan Adamson, Megan Gres, and Chelsey Shockley. The 
laboratory support staff, members of the Programme for Belize Archaeological Project 
(PfBAP), included Lauren Sullivan (ceramicist) and Jenni Gutzeit (illustrator). Fifteen 
students on the Texas Tech University Field School in Maya Archaeology and seven 
Belizean workmen conducted the fieldwork. 
 
This chapter summarizes the research design for the 2009 LMCP season, includes the 
results of miscellaneous investigations, and presents a detailed description of the 
investigations at Structure 21. The results of the investigations of other structures and 
groups are included in individual chapters: Zaro (this volume) reports the Structure 24 
excavations, Mann (this volume) summarizes the preliminary work at Courytard 100, and 
Houk and Smith (this volume) describe the excavations at Structure 27. 
 
BACKGROUND 
Plaza B is the second largest plaza at La Milpa. Range structures define the northern, 
western, and southern margins of the plaza, and Structure 21, the fifth largest pyramid at 
La Milpa, is on the eastern side of the plaza. Courtyard 100 actually defines the eastern 
edge of the Plaza B platform. Attached to the southern side of the plaza are two small 
courtyards: Courtyard D and the Kotanil Courtyard. West of the Kotanil Courtyard is 
Plaza C, the third largest plaza at La Milpa. 
 
During the 2007 season, which was the first for the project, the LMCP conducted 
excavations in Plaza B and the adjacent Courtyard D (Figure 1). The goals of the 2007 
investigations were to gather initial chronological data from test pitting and characterize 
the condition and nature of the final construction phases on several buildings. 
Excavations were conducted on Structures 21, 22, 23, and 27 (Houk 2007). Two caches 
were discovered in 2007 and have been reported in detail elsewhere (Houk and Zaro 
2009; Houk et al. 2008, 2009; Trein 2008). The results of those initial excavations guided 
the placement of new excavation units in 2008, which expanded on the work on 
Structures 22, 23, and 27, and initiated new investigations on Structure 24. Additionally, 
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a TDS map of Plaza B was produced, and excavators recovered the remaining artifacts 
from Cache B-2, which was not completely uncovered in 2007 (Houk et al. 2008). 

Figure 1. Shaded relief map showing locations of excavations in Plaza B area. 

 
METHODOLOGY AND 2009 RESEARCH DESIGN 
Research Agenda 1: Structure 21 
Structure 21 is the largest mound in Plazas B and C, and, with its rectangular base, flat 
summit, and no evidence of a stair, the structure is different from the other temples at La 
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Milpa. Based on its unusual form, Hammond and Tourtellot (2004) concluded that 
Structure 21 was never completed.  
 
The LMCP placed two suboperations on the mound in 2007 to look for evidence of intact 
architecture. Subop B1-P was the largest unit opened in 2007—a 2 x 10 m unit on the 
western face of the building, north of the structure’s centerline. The excavations were 
challenging and initiated too late in the season to complete. The unit encountered 
generally cobble-sized to small boulder-sized fill in a loose, marly matrix. In places, as 
much as 1.25 m of material was removed, but it was not clear whether the excavations 
were in collapse debris or structural fill. In 2008, Subop B1-P was backfilled because the 
project did not have the resources to continue excavating the trench. Subop B1-T was a 
small unit placed on the summit of Structure 21. Excavations there encountered a layer of 
fill from the surface to approximately 65 cm deep overlying an eroded plaster surface. 
While this surface suggested an earlier building was likely buried by Structure 21, the 
2007 excavations could not confirm this. 
 
The question that the 2009 investigations proposed to answer is: “Was Structure 21 
finished or not?” While the question is rather simple, answering it required intensive and 
challenging excavations. Knowing the answer to the question, however, will not only 
greatly affect our current understanding of the cultural history of La Milpa, but will also 
refine the focus of future investigations at the site. The finished/unfinished state of a 
major building like Structure 21 relates to larger issues of the nature of the Classic Maya 
Collapse in northwestern Belize as well as the elite response to and understanding of the 
significant cultural transformation that swept through Maya society during the Terminal 
Classic. 
 
Research Agenda 2: Structure 27 Sub 
In 2008, the LMCP discovered an apparent Late Preclassic building buried beneath 
Structure 27, a small range structure facing into Courtyard D. The exposed portion of 
Structure 27 Sub comprised two apparent steps and an associated courtyard floor, which 
were covered by the Late Classic stairs of Structure 27. The LMCP proposed in 2009 to 
expose more of the buried Late Preclassic building to assess its form and size. Initial 
appearances suggested it is a low, stepped platform, but this conclusion was based on a 
very small exposure. Initial excavations extended off of Subop D1-B, where the building 
was first discovered, to the south and to the west. Subop D2-B, a unit opened but not 
completed in 2008, was reopened, and excavations completed on the Late Classic 
architecture. See Houk and Smith (this volume) for a discussion of the Structure 27 
investigations.  
 
Research Agenda 3: Structure 24 
In 2008, a single 2 x 4 m unit (Subop B4-A) was excavated at Structure 24 to locate the 
western edge of the suspected central stair. Structure 24 is a large (76 m long, 12 m wide, 
and 5 m high) mound that forms the northern side of Plaza B. It is oriented approximately 
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105° east of north. The proposed 2009 excavations were designed to expose the Late 
Classic architecture and assess the size and configuration of rooms. The exact size, shape, 
and number of units was determined by the location of large trees, which cannot be cut 
down, and the results of adjacent excavations. See Zaro (this volume) for a discussion of 
the Structure 24 investigations. 
 
Research Agenda 3: Initial Study of Courtyard 100 
Prior to 2009, the LMCP had not investigated the eastern margins of Plaza B, a complex 
of low mounds organized around a small courtyard (designated Courtyard 100). From a 
research perspective, this portion of the plaza is interesting: it is screened off from the 
rest of the group by Structure 21, and its mounds are much smaller (approximately 1–2 m 
high) than the ones surrounding the western part of the plaza. No formal excavations 
have been conducted in this area, although a small looters’ trench is present on the 
western side of Structure 102. 
 
In the 2009, the LMCP proposed to conduct minimal clearing of the undergrowth on 
Structure 102 and the adjacent buildings and verify the existing map of the group. The 
preliminary investigations included cleaning and profiling the small looters’ trench and 
excavating several exploratory units may to investigate the group. See Mann (this 
volume) for a discussion of the Courtyard 100 investigations. 
 
Methodology and Other Work Performed 
In 2009, the LMCP conducted excavations under four separate operations (Table 1), 
following the PfBAP’s excavation and recording system. The excavations targeted 
Structures 21, 24, and 27, as well as multiple small structures associated with Courtyard 
100. Additional units investigated courtyard construction sequences at Courtyards D and 
100. The TDS mapping, which began in 2008 (Houk et al. 2008), continued in 2009, 
incorporating Courtyard 100. Additionally, through a Research Enhancement Fund grant 
from Texas Tech University, the LMCP was able to process several radiocarbon samples 
from the 2009 season. 
 
Table 1. List of Operations Used in 2009. 

 
 
RADIOCARBON RESULTS 
Our three seasons of excavations in and around Plaza B have demonstrated that 
recovering large enough samples of organic material suitable for radiocarbon dating is 
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difficult from most contexts. We suspect this is largely a preservation issue. Nevertheless, 
four samples collected in 2009 were large enough for analysis and were processed by 
Beta Analytic (Table 2). Three samples—two from a midden in Courtyard 100 and one 
from Structure 27—indicate Terminal Classic activity around Plaza B (see Mann, this 
volume, and Houk and Smith, this volume, respectively). Because the three dates come 
from two distinct contexts (two from a midden and one from construction fill) it appears 
as if occupation of the Plaza B area continued for some time (60–200 years) after 
Hammond and Tourtellot’s (2004) proposed abandonment date of A.D. 830. 
 
Table 2.  Radiocarbon Dates from 2007–2009 LMCP Excavations. 

 
RESULTS OF PLAZA AND COURTYARD TESTING 
In 2009, a series of new plaza and courtyard test pits was excavated to improve our 
understanding of the construction sequence, age, and depth of Plaza B, Courtyard D, and 
Courtyard 100. Combined with data from 2007, the LMCP now has 11 excavation areas 
providing data on plaza and courtyard floors and/or subfloor construction depths; there 
are also two excavations conducted by Scarborough (1999) near Structure 22, which 
supplement our investigations (Table 3). As Table 3 indicates, the remnants of plaster 
floors were detected in multiple areas, suggesting that at least portions of both Courtyard 
D and Plaza B had been plastered. In most cases, the test pits encountered only one  
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Table 3. Data from Plaza and Courtyard Test Pits (LaMAP Units in Italics). 

 
 

156 



Introduction to the La Milpa Core Project and Structure 21 

 
 
flooring episode, and the recovered ceramics (for contexts for which we have LMCP 
data) are primarily Tepeu 2-3 in age, which is in contrast to the data obtained by Boston 
University (see below). It is worth noting that the ceramics have not been analyzed from 
some of the test pits, including Subop D2-E in Courtyard D, which had two flooring 
episodes. 
 
Prior to the LMCP investigations of Plaza B, Boston University’s La Milpa 
Archaeological Project (LaMAP; as reported in Sagebiel 2005) and Scarborough’s (1999) 
water management study excavated several test pits in the plaza. The exact locations of 
these units are unknown, but the approximate locations of two of Scarborough’s (1999) 
tests are reported. LaMAP’s investigations included test pits in the center of Plaza B, in 
front of Structure 22, behind (east of) Structure 21, in front of Structure 27 in Courtyard 
D, in the Kotanil Courtyard, and on the low wall and adjacent structures east of 
Courtyard D (Sagebiel 2005). Sagebiel (2005) reports Late Preclassic, Early Classic, Late 
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Classic I, and Late Classic II sherds from various contexts (see Table 3). Both Sagebiel 
(2005:602) and Scarborough (1999:17) speculate there was a Late Preclassic occupation 
around Reservoir B, which may have been a natural aguada at that time. 
 
In most cases where bedrock was reached, including Scarborough’s (1999:17) test pits, 
the natural bedrock was covered in a layer of “basal gumbo clays,” which may represent 
a buried paleosol. In general, this layer is culturally sterile, suggesting it is a natural 
depositional unit, rather than a cultural one (such as dredged material from Reservoir B). 
 
RESULTS OF STRUCTURE 21 INVESTIGATIONS 
Background 
Structure 21, La Milpa’s fifth largest building and largest unlooted structure, is an oddity 
at the site. Hammond and Tourtellot (2004:292) note that the building “lacks a front stair, 
masonry facing, and a superstructure, and…appears to have been abandoned unfinished.” 
The flat summit of the structure led to the original interpretation that the building was a 
Late Preclassic pyramid (Tourtellot 1993:11). This 18 m high mound measures 
approximately 52 m long by 30 m wide at the base, while its flat summit measures about 
10 by 25 m. Structure 21 is the largest un-looted building at La Milpa. 
 
The LMCP’s primary interest in Structure 21 was to determine if it was truly a single-
phase Late Classic “unfinished building” or if it contained some older constructions 
within it. To accomplish this, the project excavated four suboperations on the summit of 
the structure (under Operation B5). Past experience had shown that units on the face of 
the mound are dangerous and unproductive, in large part due the amount of collapse 
debris that has accumulated around the base of the mound (Trein 2008). 
 
The 2009 excavations were funded by a Research Enhancement Fund (REF) grant 
awarded to Houk by Texas Tech University. The grant allowed the LCMP to hire 
professional Belizean excavators to work on the structure. 
 
Previous Investigations 
The LMCP initially attempted to address questions about the nature of Structure 21 in 
2007 with two suboperations (Trein 2008). The two units were designated Subops B1-P 
and B1-T (Figure 2). 
 
Subop B1-P 
Subop P was a 2 x 10 m placed on the western side of Structure 21, extending from the 
plaza surface at the base of the mound up the face of the structure. The excavations 
encountered large, unshaped chert and limestone boulders in a loose, marly matrix. Trein 
(2008) concluded the matrix could represent either cobble fill within an unfinished 
platform (one that was never faced, for example) or collapse debris covering the base of a 
finished building.  
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 Figure 2. Suboperation designations and locations on Structure 21.
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Subop B1-T 
Suboperation B1-T was more informative. It was initially a 1 x 2 m unit, oriented seven 
degrees east of north, placed on top of Structure 21. The unit was placed north of the 
central axis of the structure, and was ultimately expanded 1 m to the east. 
 
Subop B1-T had a thin humus layer, mixed with small cobble construction fill (Figure 3). 
Excavations encountered dry-laid cobble and small boulder fill below the upper zone, 
extending approximately 65 cmbs and resting on an eroded plaster floor. A small 
concentration of ceramic sherds and burned clay were found on the floor surface (Trein 
2008). The ceramics are Tepeu 2-3 Subin Red forms with large calcite inclusions visible 
in the paste. 
 

 
 
 
Figure 3. Profile of Subop B1-T. 

2009 Excavations 
Because the preliminary excavations in 2007 had shown that excavations at the base of 
the mound were dangerous and unproductive, in 2009 the LMCP targeted various areas 
on the summit of the mound for excavations. Four units, Subops B5-A through B5-D, 
were opened over the course of the season (see Figure 2; Table 4). 
 
Subop B5-A 
The most informative and largest excavation was Subop B5-A, a 1.5 x 5 m unit placed on 
the western edge of the mound’s summit, slightly north of the mound’s primary axis. The 
unit encountered cobble-sized rocks directly below a 5 cm thick layer of recent organic 
debris (leaves, roots, etc.). We have interpreted this matrix to be fill, not collapse debris 
(see below). The small cobble fill blends into large cobble and small boulder fill within  
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Table 4. Summary of Lots from Subops B5-A through B5-D. 

  
 

161 



Houk 

20 cm of the surface. Below the fill, the unit exposed a buried building, only 65 cm below 
the summit surface of Structure 21 (Figure 4). Excavations uncovered the edge of the 
summit of this buried structure, designated Structure 21 Sub, and followed 15 steps down 
the western face of the building. The summit surface is a highly eroded plaster floor, and 
the plaster covering the steps is almost completely eroded away—only small patches of 
soft plaster remain in places. The summit surface corresponds in elevation to the eroded 
surface encountered in 2007 by Subop B1-T (Trein 2008). 
 
The steps are composed of cut and shaped limestone blocks, which are not tightly fitted 
together. Gaps were chinked with smaller, irregular pieces of stone, and presumably 
plaster once disguised the rather poor construction. A curious feature of the steps is that 
there appears to be a joint or seam running up the stairs (Figure 5). The steps south of the 
seam are more regular and better constructed than those north of the seam, and there is a 
subtle difference in the alignment of the steps north of the seam (see Figures 4 and 5). It 
appears as if the stairway to Structure 21 Sub was widened at some point, with the seam 
representing the original northern edge of the stairway. 
 
Subop B5-B 
The second excavation opened on the summit of Structure 21 in 2009 was designed to 
test for the remains of a superstructure associated with Structure 21 Sub. Subop B5-B 
was placed 1.5 m south of Subop B5-A. It was 1.5 m wide and 4 m long, placed to catch 
the upper steps and expose a larger area of the summit of Structure 21 Sub. The unit 
encountered the foundation of an east-west oriented wall along the southern edge of the 
excavations (Figure 6). A north-south wall, at the edge of the platform, abuts the east-
west wall, but it is unclear if this is a part of the buried building or a construction feature 
(to retain fill, for example). Regardless, the excavation unit demonstrated that Structure 
21 Sub at one time had a stone superstructure, which was apparently demolished before 
being covered in fill. 
 
Subop B5-C 
Subop B5-C, on the eastern side of the mound, exposed part of the back of the buried 
building (Figure 7). The excavations revealed that Structure 21 Sub is a terraced building; 
the summit, the face of the summit terrace, and the surface of the underlying terrace 
platform were exposed. Curiously, the alignment of the terrace face does not match that 
of the stairs on the west side of the building. In fact, the difference is substantial: 14° is 
the alignment of the steps, and 358° is the alignment of the rear terrace. 
 
Subop B5-D 
Subop B5-D was placed on the northern end of the building. The excavations did not 
encounter any intact architecture other than the upper platform surface. The northern 
edge of Structure 21 Sub may have collapsed down the mound. 
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 Figure 4. Southern profile and plan map of Subop B5-A showing steps of Structure 21 Sub. 
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Figure 5. Photograph, facing north, of steps to Structure 21 Sub with apparent joint or seam 
highlighted. 

Discussion of Structure 21 Excavations 
The Final Phase of Structure 21 
The results of our excavations support the arguments put forth by Hammond and 
Tourtellot (2004), at least with respect to the final phase of Structure 21. The visible form 
of Structure 21 does not appear to have been a finished construction—its final phase is 
essentially a pile of dry-laid fill (apparently) without any surviving external cladding or 
prepared surface on the summit. There is evidence that this fill may have been crudely 
faced; apparent vertical alignments were visible in the excavation profiles (see Figures 4, 
6, and 7) that may be part of the final phase. The excavation data suggest that Structure 
21 Sub’s superstructure was demolished, the building covered in fill, and construction 
activity terminated at that point. 
 
Despite a strong desire on the part of the excavators to discover charred material in the 
excavations, the only chronological markers recovered were ceramics. Sherds from the 
summit excavations have only been analyzed from the 2007 excavations; all the 
identifiable sherds from the fill above the plaster surface in Subop B1-T were Tepeu 2-3 
types. 
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 Figure 6. Northern profile and plan map of Subop B5-B showing truncated superstructure 

wall foundation from Structure 21 Sub. 
 
Whether or not the final phase represents an interrupted and abandoned expansion of the 
building or a termination of Structure 21 Sub is not clear. Inomata et al. (2004:809) 
excavated an unfinished pyramid at Aguateca, Guatemala and report that “a useful clue in 
distinguishing unfinished buildings from completed structures robbed of stones is the 
absence of mortar over exposed cores.” Stone robbing does not appear to have occurred 
at La Milpa to any large degree—there are no hastily built defensive walls, for example 
(Inomata et al 2004:800). They also suggest that “well-preserved retaining walls of cores 
may also help archaeologists to identify unfinished buildings before excavation” 
(Inomata et al. 2004:809).” These two conditions appear to apply to Structure 21: there is 
no evidence that the rubble core exposed in excavations was ever mortared, and crude 
alignments, which appear to represent retaining walls” were observed on the back of the 
mound near Subop B5-C and in the excavations of Subops B5-A and B5-B. However, 
there are important differences between the Aguateca example (Structure L8-8) and 
Structure 21. Inomata et al. (2004:809) showed through excavations that during the 
construction of Structure L8-8 “the placement of dressed stones in lower sections and the 
building of the cores of upper levels proceeded simultaneously.” The 2007 excavations at 
the base of Structure 21 did not find evidence of dressed stones at the base of the 
structure, but it is possible that the excavations did not penetrate deep enough into the 
mound to get entirely through collapse debris. However, cut stones were not encountered 
in the collapse debris. Another important difference between the Aguateca example and 
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Structure 21 is that Inomata et al. (2004:805–806) documented a construction ramp 
extending from off the base of the mound to its summit. No such feature was observed at 
Structure 21, but one was presumably present at one time: Inomata et al. (2004:806) 
speculate that the Structure L8-8 ramp “was meant to be removed in a later stage of 
construction, and its stones were probably to be used for the core of the building.” 

Figure 7. Southern profile of Subop B5-C showing terrace/platform face and surfaces. 

 
Another curious element of Structure 21 is the lack of stockpiled materials, particularly 
rough-cut stones for the outer cladding of the building. Although Hammond and 
Tourtellot (2004:292) report “a quarry still containing stockpiles of limestone rubble 
blocks among the modest buildings northwest of Plaza B indicates interrupted 
construction activity in the area toward Plaza A,” we would expect to see materials piled 
close to Structure 21 if the project had been abandoned suddenly. 
 
Alternatively, the visible phase of Structure 21 could represent an intentional termination 
of Structure 21 Sub; in which case the building could be considered “finished.” However, 
there is no clear evidence to suggest this is the case. For example, evidence of some sort 
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of ritual termination would be expected on the summit of Structure 21 Sub, but other than 
the cluster of ceramics found in 2007 in Subop B1-T, no artifacts were found on the 
surface of the building, and there was no evidence of burning. 
 
Based on our current data, it appears that the most plausible explanation for Structure 

tructure 21 Sub 
out the buried building at this point. Without extensive excavations, 

ne additional note concerning Structure 21 Sub is that it is likely to be associated with 

21’s state is that it represents a partially completed renovation of the building. However, 
it seems as if the construction project proceeded in stages—the demolition of the 
superstructure of Structure 21 Sub, the burial of Structure 21 Sub by large cobble and 
small boulder fill, etc.—that may have taken place months if not years apart. Scheduling 
each stage was likely a matter of balancing labor availability with the demands of 
multiple construction and maintenance projects within some long-term plan for 
completing the final structure (such as timing the completion to correspond to a 
significant date). Failing to complete the structure could be related to the “collapse” of La 
Milpa, or it could just as easily be related to a change in planning agenda or construction 
priorities, such as might occur with a new ruler’s ascension to the throne. The lack of a 
construction ramp, the apparent lack of partially faced platforms, and the notable absence 
of stockpiled materials suggest that the Structure 21 renovation project was a indicate a 
prolonged process that may have advanced in discrete stages over time. 
 
S
Little is known ab
determining its architectural form would be difficult—even the planar shape of the 
summit surface is unknown. It is clear, however, that the building had a west facing 
stairway, a terraced pyramidal substructure, and at one time had a stone superstructure. 
Given the size of Structure 21 Sub—approximately 17 m high and apparently not much 
smaller than the final mound—it is highly like that one or more earlier buildings are 
contained within it (Figure 8). The rather poor quality of the steps on the western face of 
the building suggests that Structure 21 Sub dates to the Late Classic, if not the Terminal 
Classic. The only ceramics recovered from within Structure 21 Sub fill were collected in 
2007 from Subop B1-T—as a test, the plaster surface representing the summit of 
Structure 21 Sub was excavated to reveal the underlying dry-laid fill. From the fill, a 
small sample of ceramics was recovered that appear to be Tepeu 1 sherds based on their 
paste. This is unfortunately not enough information to assign an age to Structure 21 Sub. 
 
O
Stela 21. Assuming Stela 21 at one point was a standing monument, it seems likely that it 
would have been in front of a “finished” building, rather than the apparently incomplete 
form of Structure 21. 
 
 
 
 
 

167 



Houk 

 
 

ecommendations for Future Excavations at Structure 21 
ut to address: Structure 21’s 

• The plan of the summit of Structure 21 Sub is unknown. The exposed section on 

unknown. Exploratory units 

 21 Sub are unknown. Despite the 

Figure 8. Cross-section of Structure 21 showing known and inferred architecture on Structure 21 
 
 
Sub (note, the truncated superstructure of Structure 21 Sub is not shown).

R
The 2009 REF-funded project answered the question it set o
final phase appears to be incomplete, but older buildings are buried within it, meaning the 
entire mound was not built in one large construction event. Future excavations should 
target the following unresolved issues: 
 

the back of the building differs significantly in alignment from the steps on the 
front, making it impossible to even project the size or shape of the summit 
platform. Additional units should be placed along the eastern edge of the top of 
the mound to expose more sections of the Structure 21 Sub upper platform. 
Initially, a unit should be placed along the primary axis of the building and 
another approximately 5–10 m to the south of that. 

• The width of the stairway to Structure 21 Sub is 
should be placed north of Subop B5-A and south of Subop B5-B to locate the 
northern and southern edges of the stairway. 

• The north-south dimensions of the Structure
failure of Subop B5-D to locate the northern edge of the platform, a similar unit 
should be opened on the southern side of mound where, perhaps, the architecture 
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may be preserved. If successful, the data from this unit could be combined with 
data from the stairway units to project the north-south extent of the platform. 

• The plan of the truncated Structure 21 Sub superstructure is unknown. A series 
of 2 x 2 m units, building off the architecture exposed in Subop B5-B, should be 
placed across the summit of the mound to locate other buried walls from the 
superstructure. 

• It is not clear if the base of Structure 21’s final phase had been faced prior to the 
abandonment of the renovation project. A unit at the base of the mound, similar 
to Subop B1-P, would potentially be able to determine this. The excavations, 
however, would be slow, dangerous, and challenging. 
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THE 2009 EXCAVATIONS AT STRUCTURE 24 
 

Gregory Zaro, University of Maine 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Structure 24 is a range building that defines the northern limits of Plaza B. The mound 
measures approximately 76 m in length, 15 m in width, and 5 m in height. Several stone 
alignments and a modest bulge along the southern face of the structure provide evidence 
for a central stairway leading from the Plaza B surface to the building’s summit. 
Structure 24 investigations were designed to reveal the nature of architectural 
configuration and assess the degree to which the building had been completed and/or 
modified during its latest construction history. Excavation of Structure 24 began in 2008 
with a single suboperation (Subop B4-A) positioned along the northern extent of the 
central stair. In 2009, additional units were placed along the mound’s central summit area 
(Subops B4-C, -E, -F, and -I), its central stairway (Subops B4-B, -D, -G), and along the 
western extent of the building (Subop B4-H) (Figure 1; Tables 1 and 2). The results of 
these excavations are presented below. 
 

 
 Figure 1. Overall unit placement. 
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Table 1. List of 2009 Op B4 Suboperations. 

 
 
Table 2. List of 2009 Op B4 Lots by Suboperation 
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Excavations at Structure 24 

 
SUMMIT EXCAVATIONS: SUBOPERATIONS B4-C, B4-E, B4-F, AND B4-I 
Four suboperations were centrally placed on the summit of Structure 24 with the intent to 
generate information regarding the latest architectural arrangement of the building and 
assess the relative preservation and integrity of the architecture. Evidence from 
excavations and surface inspection indicate that Structure 24 is a tandem range building 
with a 1.5 m thick spine wall extending the length of the building. Excavations also 
encountered a 1.45 m wide central doorway through the spine wall, permitting passage 
between the southern and northern rooms (Figures 2 and 3). A plastered bench measuring 
approximately 50 cm high was also encountered in the north (rear) room. An exterior 
door and window were found to correspond to the spine passage in the southern and 
northern rooms, respectively, and they are of comparable width to the spinal doorway. 
One additional door, located approximately 2.6 m west of the southern door, also opens 
onto Plaza B, though with no corresponding passage through the spine wall. In addition, 
the presence of several beveled limestone blocks within collapse debris is suggestive of a 
corbel vaulted ceiling.  
 
Subop B4-C 
Subop B4-C measures 2 x 4 m and is oriented north-south. The unit was centrally 
positioned on the summit of Structure 24, with the intention of exposing latest-phase 
architecture of the building. Surface morphology suggests that a spine wall extends east-
west along the center of the building, with a possible central doorway connecting 
southern and northern rooms. This suboperation was positioned to expose doorjambs and 
the doorway through the spine wall. The 20–30 cm thick humus layer is designated Lot 
B4-C-1, while building collapse debris is divided into Lots B4-C-2 and -3, the lower of 
which (3) designates material within 15 cm of the Lot B4-C-4 floor surface. Collapse 
debris consisted of chunks of limestone (cut or otherwise) within a gray/white marly 
matrix. The Lot B4-C-4 plastered surface ranges in preservation from fair in the southern 
portion of the unit to excellent toward the center and north portion of the unit. 
Preservation appears to be directly linked to depth below ground surface and organic 
layers. The floor surface appears to have been re-plastered several times, with multiple 
thin (1–2 cm) applications evident on the floor within the spine wall doorway. 
 
The spine wall door jambs are designated Lots B4-C-5 and -6, while the south wall door 
jambs are designated Lots B4-C-7 and -8. The spine wall is well-preserved to a height of 
approximately 2 m and has plaster coating preserved on its lowest courses (Figure 4). The 
wall measures 1.5 m thick and is constructed of cut and shaped limestone blocks. Cut 
stones vary in size, but average on the order of 30–40 cm in length and 20 cm in height. 
The center (core) of the wall contains medium chunks of limestone construction fill. The 
passageway through the spine wall measures approximately 1.45 m wide. In contrast to 
the spine wall, the south wall measures approximately 1.1 m thick and is preserved to a 
height of only 60 cm. It is constructed of similar materials as the spine wall, but is much 
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Figure 2. Composite plan of summit/stair excavations, plus interpretive drawing. 
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Figure 3. Composite plan of summit/stair excavations, plus interpretive drawing. 
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more poorly preserved. A doorway measuring approximately 1.4 m wide is positioned in 
alignment with the spinal doorway. 
 
The northern extent of this suboperation also identified the front face of a bench. It 
measures approximately 50 cm in height, and is constructed of cut/faced limestone 
blocks. Plaster from the floor of the room lips up onto the bottom of the bench face. A 
narrow 15 cm wide space separates the front of the bench from the spine wall. While the 
width of the bench is unknown, it extends across the entire width of the suboperation, 
indicating it is at least 2 m wide. 
 

 
 
 
Figure 4. Photo, Spine wall and south room exposed. 

Suboperation B4-E 
Subop B4-E measures 2 x 4 m and is oriented east-west. It extends west from the 
southern half of Subop B4-C, exposing a portion of the southern room, which measures 
about 1.35 m wide. Lot designation is similar to Subop B4-C, where Lots B4-E-1 and B4-
E-2 consist of humus and building collapse layers, respectively. Given the paucity of 
artifact recovery in Lot 3 of Subop B4-C (within 15 cm of the floor surface), building 
collapse debris was not separated into two lots in Subop B4-E. Excavations continued to 
expose both the spine wall (Lot B4-E-3) and plaster floor (Lot B4-E-4), with resurfacing 
evident in several locations. Plaster coating is also evident on the spine wall, though in a 
fairly eroded condition. Several large roots course their way across the suboperation and 
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along the south face of the spine wall. In general, the upper portion of the wall is heavily 
slumped toward the south, though still preserved to a height of approximately 1.8–2 m.  
 
The interior face of the south wall (Lot B4-E-5) was also exposed. It is constructed of cut 
limestone blocks and preserved to a height of about 60 cm. Given its shallow depth below 
surface, the wall has been exposed to significant root disturbance. A second doorway 
opens towards Plaza B and is positioned approximately 2.6 m south of the central 
doorway; there is no corresponding spine wall passage. The door measures approximately 
1.5 m wide, with the west doorjamb exposed in the suboperation’s west profile. 
 
Subops B4-F and B4-I  
Subops B4-F and B4-I are small, 1 x 2 m and 1 x 1 m units, respectively, extending north 
from Subop B4-C. They were positioned to expose the surface of the bench identified in 
the north room and to identify the rear (north) wall of Structure 24. Combined, the units 
revealed a well-preserved plastered bench surface extending to the rear of the building, 
and two window jambs spaced approximately 1.45 m apart and in alignment with the 
spine wall and south wall doorways. While exposure of the north wall is limited to these 
two suboperations only, the presence of a single, centrally located opening may be 
similar to the depiction of Structure 17 at Nohmul, a range building with multiple 
entrances in the front, and a single, centrally located door or window in the rear 
(Hammond et al. 1988:489, see Figure 8). However, additional excavations along the rear 
wall would be needed to verify this supposition. The distance between the spine wall and 
southern corners of the window jambs measure approximately 1.35 m, suggesting the 
north and south rooms are comparable in width. The exterior face (north face) of the wall 
was not identified. A single stone alignment (apparently slumping northward) may 
indicate a possible location of the exterior face, but given the steepness and decay of the 
north side of Structure 24, it seems more likely that the exterior face of the north wall has 
completely collapsed, leaving only the interior faces of the window jambs in place. 
 
 
CENTRAL STAIR: SUBOPS B4-B, B4-D, AND B4-G 
Initial excavation of the central stair began in 2008 with Subop B4-A, but continued more 
intensively in 2009 with Subops B4-B, -D, and -G. Suboperations were positioned to 
generate data regarding both the dimensions and preservation of the central stair. 
Combined, excavations determined the stairway to be 21.4 m in width, with at least six 
identifiable steps—and possibly a seventh—spaced approximately 60 cm apart. The steps 
were constructed of cut limestone blocks ranging from 20–40 cm in length/width, most of 
which remained in a fairly obvious alignment. However, the shallow nature of 
architecture coupled with significant root disturbance left much of the central stair in 
poor condition and with most stones at least partially displaced. The details of each 
suboperation are presented below. 
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Subop B4-B 
Subop B4-B is a 2 x 2 m unit intended to define the eastern extent of Structure 24’s 
principal stairway. This suboperation complements Subop B4-A, which in 2008 
identified the western extent of the central stairway. Combined data from these 
suboperations provide a more precise measurement of 21.4 m for the width of the central 
stair. Lots B4-B-1 and B4-B-2 consisted of overburden and building collapse, 
respectively, while Lots B4-B-3–5 correspond to architectural forms (stairs, terrace wall, 
Plaza B surface). Portions of both the stairs and terrace wall were visible on the surface, 
testifying to the shallow nature of deposits. Consequently, preservation was poor at best 
and with significant root disturbance.  
 
The east side of the stairway (Lot B4-B-3) was found partially intact and oriented north-
south, though strongly sloping outward toward the east. Stones measure approximately 
20 x 20 x 10 cm on average, though the southernmost basal stone (cornerstone) measures 
twice that size and appears to be in place (though adjacent stones are absent). The face of 
the stairway is preserved to several courses high in the north, while some stones are 
absent in the south due to root disturbance. Given the limited exposure and poor 
preservation, no individual steps were identified (Figure 5).  
 
The foundation terrace of Structure 24 (or perhaps a stairside outset platform) (Lot B4-B-
4) is oriented east-west and intersects with the central stair approximately half way along 
the northern margin of the suboperation. Where it joins the stairs, the terrace face remains 
in fairly good condition, but away from the stairs (northeast corner of the suboperation), 
the terrace face is partially collapsed and sloping outward toward the south. The terrace 
face is preserved to a height of about 1 m, and it is constructed of stones measuring 
approximately 30 cm in length and 20 cm in height (depth cannot be determined). 
 
An eroded plaster surface likely corresponding to Plaza B (Lot B4-B-5) was identified 
adjacent to the stairway and terrace face. The surface is in poor condition with sub-floor 
gravely matrix exposed in most areas. While only small fragments of plaster remain, it 
does not appear to continue beneath the stairs, and in some cases it lips upward slightly as 
it approaches the terrace face.  
 
Subops B4-D and B4-G 
Subop B4-D is a 2 x 4 m unit oriented north-south and extending up from the Plaza B 
surface to expose the lower steps. Several stone alignments are noted on the surface, 
indicating the shallow nature of architectural remains. Lot B4-D-1 consists of an organic 
rich deposit (including humus) immediately overlying the stairway. Several large roots 
course their way across the unit and have clearly disrupted a number of stones within the 
four identifiable steps (Lot B4-D-2). Cut/shaped stones utilized in stair construction vary 
in size, but average 20–40 cm in length and width. Additionally, the depth of each step’s 
tread averages 60–70 cm. A possibly eroded plaza surface was also identified at the base 
of the stairs in the southernmost portion of the suboperation (Lot B4-D-3). Beneath this 
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Figure 5. Joint plan view drawing (B4-B) and photograph (you have plan; see attached photo).. 
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eroded surface, excavations revealed a sequence of small cobble fill overlying clay and 
bedrock. Two large (80 x 30 cm and 40 x 30 cm) boulders were found with the small 
cobble fill, and while the underlying bedrock tends to undulate, it is fairly shallow and 
was encountered approximately 60 cm below ground surface.  
 
Subop B4-G is a 1-m-wide extension of Subop B4-C and was intended to connect summit 
excavations with those of the stairway. Consequently, the unit measures 1 x 3.2 m (the 
length equaling the distance from Subop B4-C on the summit to Subop B4-D below). 
Similar to Subop B4-D, this unit encountered architectural elements immediately below 
the surface. Lot B4-G-1 consists of a very shallow humus layer with scattered building 
collapse debris, while Lot B4-G-2 is assigned to a thin stratum of collapse debris 
immediately below the humus layer. The northern extent of the unit revealed the southern 
(exterior) wall of Structure 24, which corresponds to the east doorjamb of the south-
facing central doorway (Lot B4-G-3). The jamb is preserved to a height of only 60 cm 
and consists of cut limestone blocks averaging 20–40 cm in length/width. Because of 
extensive root disturbance to the majority of Subop B4-G, only one small 20 x 30 cm 
area of plaster surfacing (Lot B4-G-4) and two steps (Lot B4-G-5) were definitively 
identified. The steps were spaced approximately 1.6 m apart, suggesting a possible third 
step once existed between them. However, root disturbance is heavy in this area and no 
stones remain in situ. Because the uppermost step is 60 cm south of the southern wall of 
Structure 24, it appears as if a narrow landing ran the width of the stairs at the top of the 
stairway and probably continued to both ends of the building to provide access into 
rooms east and west of the stairway. 
 
ADDITIONAL DIMENSIONAL DATA: SUBOPERATION B4-H 
Suboperation B4-H is a 2 x 3 m unit oriented roughly east-west and situated along the 
western margin of Structure 24. Its purpose was to define the westernmost extent of 
Structure 24 and provide more definitive dimensional data, specifically with regards to 
the length of the building. Surface morphology suggests that the western terminus of 
Structure 24 possibly included a small, attached structure or platform that extended 
slightly toward the south or southwest from the range structure. Unfortunately, 
Suboperation B4-H was neither able to confirm nor reject this idea. Roughly central to 
the suboperation, intact architecture was exposed in the form of a north-south oriented 
wall or terrace face. The uppermost course of stones lies approximately 80 cm beneath 
the surface and is poorly preserved. Along the northern and southern margins of the 
suboperation, the wall is preserved to several courses high. However, in the middle of the 
suboperation, all but the foundation stones are collapsed. Individual limestone blocks 
measure approximately 25 x 25 x 20 cm on average (length x width x height), and are 
faced towards the west. The matrix immediately east of this alignment, though only 
partially excavated, appears to consist of overburden and collapse debris in the upper lots, 
and possibly construction fill in the lower strata (probable wall or platform fill).  
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A plastered surface was also identified immediately west of the exterior wall. Plaster was 
variably preserved, often depending on its proximity to the ground surface and O-
horizon. Near the west end of the suboperation, the plaster lies approximately 40 cm 
below surface, while at the base of the wall, the plaster lies upwards of 1 m below 
surface. The plaster also exhibits a slight lip at the base of the wall.  
 
Although excavations were not conducted on the easternmost extent of Structure 24, the 
identification of the westernmost wall does permit a more precise assessment of the 
length of the building. The distance between the wall identified in Subop B4-H and the 
western extent of the central stairway (identified in Subop B4-A in 2008) measures 26.3 
m. If we can assume architectural symmetry with a centrally located principal stairway, 
then the distance from the eastern extent of the stair to the east end of Structure 24 would 
also measure 26.3 m. When added to the stair width of 21.4 m, the total length of 
Structure 24 would measure 74 m (26.3 m + 21.4 m + 26.3 m), not unlike the initial 
measurement taken of the mound prior to excavation (76 m).  
 
CHRONOLOGY 
None of the Structure 24 excavations penetrated the latest architectural phase of the 
building. Consequently, all excavated material came from overburden and building 
collapse contexts. All ceramic artifacts recovered from these excavations were classified 
as TR-Tepeu 2-3 types (Lauren Sullivan, personal communication, 2009), suggesting a 
Late/Terminal Classic period for its latest construction and occupational history. 
However, a small charcoal sample was collected from Subop B4-F-2. The sample was 
found partially in contact with the surface of the bench, and possibly in the context of 
collapse debris. The sample returned a radiocarbon date of 1500±40 years B.P., with a 2σ 
calibrated age range of A.D. 435–645 (Figure 6), possibly suggesting an earlier 
construction history than strictly a Late/Terminal Classic period. 
 
SUMMARY 
In summary, the results of 2008–2009 excavations on Structure 24 indicate a 
Late/Terminal Classic (ca. A.D. 600–950) tandem range building facing Plaza B (Figure 
7). It measures 74 m in length, and includes a 21.4 m wide central stair extending from 
the building’s summit to the Plaza B surface. A 1.5 m thick spine wall extends the length 
of the building, creating two rows of rooms that measure approximately 1.35 m in width. 
The front (south) side of the building contains multiple doorways opening towards Plaza 
B, including a centrally located door that corresponds to a passageway through the spine 
wall connecting northern and southern rooms. A bench is located in the northern room, 
extending from just north of the spine wall to the rear of the building, where a window 
opens toward the north. Evidenced by two window jambs exposed in excavations, the 
opening measures approximately 1.45 m and is in alignment with the spine wall doorway 
and the centrally positioned exterior doorway to the south. Because excavations did not 
penetrate beneath the latest architectural phase of the building, the complexity and 
historical depth of construction remains unknown. It is clear, however, that some degree 
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of renovation had occurred during the Late/Terminal Classic period, indicated by 
multiple replastering events on floor surfaces. 
 

 
 Figure 6. Radiocarbon curve. 

 

 
 
 
Figure 7. Structure 24 cross section. 
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CONTINUING INVESTIGATIONS OF STRUCTURE 27  
AT LA MILPA: THE 2009 SEASON 

 
Brett A. Houk, Texas Tech University 
Shannon M. Smith, Texas Tech University 

 
 
BACKGROUND 
As an element of the third season of the La Milpa Core Project (LMCP), students and 
staff of the Texas Tech University Field School in Maya Archaeology continued 
investigating Structure 27 in Courtyard D at La Milpa, Belize (Figure 1). The authors 
oversaw the work at Structure 27 with assistance from Chelsey Shockley, and field 
schools students conducted the excavations. 
 
Courtyard D is attached to the southern side of Plaza B and measures approximately 25 m 
north-south by 30 m east-west. The courtyard is framed by Structure 20 on the north, 
Structure 27 on the west, Structure 26 on the south, and Structure 25 on the east. 
Structures 20, 27, and 26 join each other, completely enclosing the western side of the 
courtyard. Structure 20 is also attached to Structure 21 by a low, stepped platform, and 
Structure 25 is likely attached to Structure 20, as well. The only unrestricted access to the 
courtyard, therefore, is in the southeastern corner between Structures 25 and 26. Both 
Structures 20 and 25 have been looted.  
 
Prior to the LMCP’s initial work there in 2007 (Padilla 2008), the only reported 
investigations in Courtyard D were Guderjan’s (1991) examination of the looter’s trench 
in Structure 25, from which he reported Late Preclassic ceramics, and a test pit excavated 
by Boston University’s La Milpa Archaeological Project “in front of Structure 27” 
(Sagebiel 2005:618). Sagebiel (2005:618) reports that nearly all the sherds recovered 
from Subop B02 were Early Classic. 
 
Our investigations to date in Courtyard D have focused on Structure 27 (see Figures 1 
and 2). In 2007, we initially exposed part of the Late/Terminal Classic stairs to Structure 
27 and discovered an extremely well preserved floor beneath the Late/Terminal Classic 
construction fill (Padilla 2008). An expansion of our excavations in 2008 revealed the 
base of a buried platform, which appeared to be buried directly beneath Late/Terminal 
Classic stairs and fill. The morphology of the platform and the quality of plaster indicate 
Late Preclassic construction (Houk et al. 2008). The exposed portion of the platform 
comprised two tiers or steps and an associated courtyard floor (Houk et al. 2008). 
 
2009 INVESTIGATIONS IN COURTYARD D 
The LMCP proposed in 2009 to expose more of the buried Late Preclassic building to 
assess its form and size. Initial appearances suggested it is a low, stepped platform, but 
this conclusion was based on a very small exposure. In 2009, excavations continued 
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under Operation D2, and included expanded exposures of Structure 27, a courtyard test 
pit on the southern side of Courtyard D, and profiling of the looters’ trenches in 
Structures 20 and 25. 
 

 
 
 
Figure 1. Shaded relief map showing locations of excavations in Plaza B area. 
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 Figure 2. Suboperation designations and arrangement in 2009 excavation areas in 

Courtyard D. 
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Subop D2-E: Courtyard Test Pit 
The courtyard test pit, Subop D2-E, measured 1 x 2 m, and was placed north of Structure 
26, oriented east-west. Two flooring episodes were documented (Figure 3) in this unit, 
although the upper one was so poorly preserved it was not recognized during excavation. 
It was observed in the profile. The upper floor was approximately 25 cm/bs and 8 cm 
thick. Only small bits of plaster were preserved and visible in profile. A 10 cm thick layer 
of small cobble fill separated the upper floor from the second surface, which was much 
better preserved but still heavily eroded. The second floor was assigned Lot D2-E-2, and 
everything above it was removed as Lot D2-E-1. Small cobble fill below the second floor 
transitioned to small boulder fill, which continued to the base of the excavations. The fill 
was excavated as Lot D2-E-3. Bedrock was not reached because the unit became unsafe 
to excavate approximately 1.5 m below the surface. The ceramics have not been analyzed 
from the unit, so the ages of the floors are unknown. 
 

 
 
 Figure 3. Southern profile of Subop D2-E in Courtyard D. 

 
Structure 27 Excavations 
Prior to 2009, the excavations at Structure 27 had focused on defining the condition and 
width of the final stairway (Subops D1-A, D1-B, D2-A, and D2-C) and attempting to 
follow the stairs up the building to investigate the superstructure (Subop D2-B). In 2009, 
new excavations were opened adjacent to—and in some cases over—the existing units. 
The final plan of units at the end of the season was a complicated arrangement of 
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suboperations (see Figure 2). The analysis of the data is on going, and some issues related 
to the construction sequence at Structure 27 will require additional excavations to clarify. 
What is presented here is a preliminary description and interpretation of the results. 
 
Subop D2-B, which had been opened in 2008 but not completed, was reopened. The 
suboperation measures 1 x 7 m, but the western 2 m has not been excavated beyond the 
removal of the humus layer. The purpose of this unit was originally to follow the stairs up 
the building to the summit architecture, a method that had been used successfully on 
Structure 22 in 2007 (Barrera 2008). Unfortunately, employing this technique at Structure 
27 proved to be less successful, largely due to the nature of the architecture, its state of 
preservation, and the thickness of the overlying collapse debris. 
 
New units were opened south of Subops D1-A, D1-B, and D2-B to expose the final phase 
stairway. Our hypothesis, which was based on the 2008 results, was that Structure 27 had 
two construction episodes: the Late Preclassic platform covered by a Late/Terminal 
Classic structure. Therefore, our plan in 2009 was first to document the final phase of 
architecture, which we knew to be poorly preserved, and then remove it to expose the 
Late Preclassic building. As is detailed below, our underlying assumption proved to be 
incorrect, and our excavation approach complicated our understanding of the construction 
sequence.  
 
The new units included Subop D2-D, a 3.9 x 3 m unit placed 2.5 m south of Subop D1-B. 
Subop D2-D encompassed much of the southern end of Subop D2-A, a unit that had been 
used to expose the width of the Late/Terminal Classic stairs to Structure 27 in 2008. 
Subop D2-G was subsequently opened in the space between Subop D2-D to the south and 
Subops B1-B and B2-B to the north. This resulted in an irregularly shaped unit measuring 
5 m east-west by 2–2.5 m north south—the unit was wider at its eastern end and narrower 
where it abutted Subop B2-B. The eastern end of this unit covered the northern half of 
Subop D2-A. 
 
Two additional units targeted the superstructure of the final phase of the building. Subop 
B2-F measured 2 x 2 m. The unit was situated on the southern side of Subop B2-B, 2 m 
from Subop B2-B’s western end. The purpose of this unit was to look for the outer wall 
of the building and the southern doorjamb to the entrance to Terminal Classic building on 
the Structure 27 platform. Subop B2-H was located across from Subop B2-F to look for 
the northern doorjamb. Subop B2-H measured 1 x 2.5 m, oriented north-south. The 
western edge of the unit was 2.4 m east of the western end of Subop B2-B. 
 
Preliminary Interpretation of Structure 27 Construction Sequence 
Despite three seasons of work at Structure 27, we do not fully understand the 
construction sequence (Figures 4 and 5). The Maya appear to have expanded, renovated, 
and modified the architecture in this area repeatedly, and the nature of our excavations, a 
paucity of ceramic data, and the generally poor preservation of the youngest phases of the 
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structure all hinder our interpretations. Therefore, this section presents our preliminary 
interpretation of the sequence without assigning hard and fast structure designations 
(such as has been done in the case of Structure 21 Sub [Houk, this volume]). We discuss 
the Late Preclassic platform and the final phase of the building in detail, and present a 
summary of the intervening modifications to the structure. 
 

 
 
 
 
Late Preclassic Structure 27 

Figure 4. Photograph of Structure 27, facing west, showing Late Preclassic platform and 
various later modifications, including two battered surfaces, possibly filling an inset stairway. 

The oldest construction, based on stratigraphic position, is the hard plaster floor we 
originally discovered in 2007 (see Padilla 2008). East of the lowest step of the overlying 
Terminal Classic building, the surface of this floor was eroded. Excavations through the 
eroded portion determined the floor is 25 cm thick (Padilla 2008). The preserved portion 
of the floor extends across the western half of Subop B1-A and covers most of Subop B1-
B. It extends beyond the northern limits of these two units. In 2009, excavations 
determined that the southern limit of the floor is located approximately at the boundary 
between Subops B2-D and B2-G. We also observed a north-south running seam in the 
floor that spans the width of Subop D1-B and extends into Subop D2-G; it presumably 
extends the width of the floor, but was not completely exposed in Subop D2-G (see 
Figure 5). We believe this floor dates to the Late Preclassic period based on the quality 
and thickness of the plaster. 
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Figure 5. Northern cross-section of Structure 27 through Subops B2-B and B1-B. 

The next phase of construction for which we have data is the Late Preclassic platform 
first documented in 2008. In 2009, our expanded excavations reveled much more detail 
about this building, but important questions remain about its form, size, and age. Our 
assessment that it dates to the Late Preclassic is based on the architectural style of the 
building (rounded plaster surfaces) and the quality and thickness of the plaster. That this 
platform is younger than the previously described floor is evidenced by the fact that the 
two do not meet: the base of the platform is approximately 10 cm above the floor and 
shows indications that it was lipping out to a higher floor that was totally removed by 
later renovations (Figures 5 and 6). Curiously, the older floor does not appear to extend 
beneath the platform (see Figure 6). 
 
As is shown in Figure 5, the preserved and exposed section of the Late Preclassic 
platform has five tiers. The structure was originally higher, however. There is evidence 
that a sixth tier was chopped, and the building truncated by later construction (see Figure 
4 and discussion below). The chop line reveals the Late Preclassic platform’s plaster to 
be approximately 20 cm thick, although this may include two different layers of plaster 
(Figure 7). A Terminal Classic floor (see below) caps the platform where it was truncated 
and forms a landing at the top of the Terminal Classic building’s stairs. 
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Figure 6. Close-up photograph of the base of the Late Preclassic platform and older floor surface. 
Note that the two do not meet, and the platform appears to be lipping outward. Also note that the 
floor does not appear to extend beneath the platform, as rubble is visible at the same elevation.
 
The exposed part of the Late Preclassic platform, shown in a simplified section drawing 
in Figure 8, is 2.11 m high (measured from the well-preserved floor slightly below its 
base to the highest preserved point below the Terminal Classic floor) and 3.08 m deep 
(based on the east-west limits of the preserved plaster surface). The exposed north-south 
dimensions of the platform are 3.7 m from the northern edge of Subop D1-B to the 
exposed limits of the platform in Subop D2-G. The tiers range in height from 32 cm to 49 
cm and in depth from 57 cm to 65 cm (Table 1).  
 
               Table 1. Dimensions of Late Preclassic Platform Tiers From Bottom to Top 

Tier Height (cm) Depth (cm) 
1 49 59 
2 39 65 
3 33 60 
4 32 57 
5 37 65 
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Figure 7. Close-up photograph showing thickness of Late Preclassic platform as exposed 
beneath the Terminal Classic floor.
 
The southern limits of the lowest two tiers were exposed in 2008 (Figure 9). Because the 
ends of the two tiers are even with one another, rather than second tier being stepped 
inward both west and north, we suspect that these corners indicate an inset stairway 
rather than the end of the platform. If so, the stairway has been filled by later 
constructions (see below). The two exposed corners show clear signs of damage from 
later modifications and reveal that the Late Preclassic platform had been re-plastered 
multiple times before being covered in later architecture. 
 
Subsequent Modifications to Structure 27 
Based primarily on features exposed in Subops D2-F and D2-G, we know that Structure 
27 underwent a series of modifications prior to its final form. We do not, however, have a 
good understanding of the nature of the renovations, due in part to the fact that the final 
phase of the stairway apparently removed portions of the underlying renovations. At the 
southern end of the exposed portion of the Late Preclassic platform, our excavations 
uncovered two sequential platform faces; these features fill the area where we expect an 
inset stairway is located on the Late Preclassic platform (Figure 10). Both surfaces are 
battered (sloping inward from base to top). The older surface, which is only partially 
exposed, has small areas with preserved plaster and extends north (or above) the second 
tier of the Late Preclassic building (see Figure 10). The quality of the masonry also 

195 



Houk and Smith 

appears to be better on the older platform face—the stones are more consistent in size and 
more regularly spaced. 
 
The younger platform face is separated from the older by a thin (ca. 10-cm thick) layer of 
rubble. It does not extend over the Late Preclassic building, but rather seems to terminate 
in line with an east-west alignment of stones in between the platform face and the lowest 
Late Preclassic platform tier (see Figure 10). Our preliminary hypothesis is that the 
battered platform face is a stair-side outset (a feature seen on other range buildings 
around Plaza B and on the final phase of Structure 27), and that the east-west alignment 
of stones represents the southern edge of the associated stairway (which was largely 
removed during later renovations). If true, it is likely that the older platform face is a 
similar feature, although its staircase was probably narrower and has been totally 
demolished by later renovations. 
 

 
 
 
 

Figure 8.  Simplified northern cross-section of Late Preclassic platform showing known 
dimensions. 

Subsequent renovations appear to have covered at least the base of the platform faces and 
truncated the underlying Late Preclassic floor. As shown in Figure 10, the east-west 
alignment of stones rests on the well-preserved floor—an indication the floor associated 
with the Late Preclassic platform had been removed by this renovation phase—but, the 
floor ends south of the alignment (Figure 11). South of the floor is an amorphous mass of 
plaster associated with a poorly understood renovation. 
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 Figure 9. Photograph of the corners of the bottom two tiers to the Late Preclassic 

platform, facing west. Note that the two corners are even with one another, and note 
the evidence of replastering exposed in the damaged areas. 
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 Figure 10. Photograph of sequential platform faces south of the Late Preclassic platform. 

Note that the quality of stone work is higher on the older surface. 
 

 
 Figure 11. Photograph showing the southern limits of the well-preserved, Late 

Preclassic floor. The east-west alignment of stones, which is probably associated with 
the younger platform face, is visible on the left (west). 
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It will be the task of future excavations to clarify these inadequately understood 
architectural phases. At this point, it would be unproductive to speculate on the nature of 
the phases beyond what has been posited here. 
 
Terminal Classic Architecture 
The final phase of Structure 27 was a range or tandem range building with a 2.5–3 m 
deep landing and stairway descending into Courtyard D. The stairway was approximately 
10 m wide with five to six steps leading up to the landing. Based on excavations in Subop 
D2-D, the stairway was flanked by sloping stair-side outsets. The preservation of the final 
phase of the stairs was extremely poor (Figure 12). 
 

 
 
 
Figure 12. Shannon Smith, Cyndi Rodriguez, and Chelsey Shockley (from left to right) plan 
mapping the Terminal Classic steps to Structure 27 in 2009. 
 
The landing is not well defined, but its final phase truncated the sixth tier of the Late 
Preclassic platform. A radiocarbon sample collected from Lot B2-D-10 (see Figure 4) in 
2009 from below the landing returned a late ninth to early eleventh century date, 
suggesting this renovation took place in the late Terminal Classic period (Beta-262890; 
cal AD 890–1030 [p=0.95]).  
 
From the landing, a step up led into a building on the summit of the mound. In 2009, part 
of the floor and both the north and south doorjambs of this room were exposed (Figure 
13). The entrance into this room was 2.7 m wide. The eastern walls of the building are 
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preserved to approximately 128–180 cm high and are approximately 95 cm wide (see 
Figure 5). Because the excavations did not expose more of the room, we do not know if a 
bench is present or not, and we do not know if the building has one or two rows of rooms. 
The collapse debris contained possible vault stones (see Figure 13), so we speculate that 
the building was vaulted. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 13. Photograph of the southern jamb to Structure 27’s Terminal Classic building. The step 
into the room and the landing are visible in this photograph. Note that the outer face of the wall is 
poorly preserved. Also note the collapse debris inside the room at the base of the wall. It is likely 
the Terminal Classic building was vaulted. 

As a final observation on Structure 27, it is worth noting that in the final phase of the 
building the landing may have been raised to match the level of this step. This 
observation is based on the profiles of Subops B2-B and B2-F. At near the base of the 
profiles, above the landing, the collapse debris more closely resembles fill (see Figures 4 
and 13). There is no clear evidence of a floor surface above this fill, but details are 
difficult to discern in the profile. It is possible that a surface was excavated inadvertently 
in 2008 during the initial work in Subop B2-B. 
 
Suggestions for Future Research at Structure 27 
There are many unresolved questions about Structure 27. First, the size and form of the 
Terminal Classic building should be determined by excavating the western 2 m of Subop 
D2-B and additional units as needed. It is likely that the building has a bench facing into 

200 



Continuing Investigations of Structure 27 

Courtyard D. Extending the Subop D2-B trench across the mound into the Kotanil 
Courtyard would be useful for investigating the western face of the building. 
Furthermore, using the information gathered in 2009, excavations north of Subop D2-B 
may be able to clarify both the size and condition of the final building’s landing and 
resolve questions about the previous renovations. Additional radiocarbon samples should 
be obtained, if possible, to confirm the suspected late Terminal Classic age of the final 
structure. Finally, only by documenting and removing the various phases covering the 
Late Preclassic platform can the hypothesis regarding the inset stair be investigated. 
Furthermore, excavating the overlying modifications could recover chronological 
information and thus clarify the construction sequence. 
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COURTYARD 100 IN PLAZA B AT LA MILPA, BELIZE 
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INTRODUCTION 
The 2009 archaeological field season of the La Milpa Core Project (LMCP) initiated the 
first formal excavations at Courtyard 100 at La Milpa, Belize (Figure 1). Prior to the 
2009 season, the only evidence of excavation was the presence of a small looters’ trench 
located on the western side of Structure 102. Courtyard 100, located in Plaza B at the site 
of La Milpa, is positioned to the east of Structure 21, situated on a north-south axis. The 
group is an enclosed courtyard space—a complex of low mounds organized around a 
small courtyard. In addition to this enclosed space, Courtyard 100, in its entirety, sits on 
top of a raised platform space that extends beyond the edges of the courtyard. From a 
research perspective, this portion of Plaza B is interesting, as it is screened off from the 
rest of the group by Structure 21, and its mounds are much smaller (approximately 1–2 m 
high) than the ones surrounding the western part of the plaza. 
 
Based on the initial map of the group produced by Tourtellot (1993:Figure 1), Courtyard 
100 includes three numbered structures (Structures 102, 103, and 104) around the central 
courtyard and two structureless platforms to the south (Structures 105 and 106). Structure 
102 is really several separate structures—as it is currently mapped, the building is an 
irregularly shaped mound that fronts Courtyard 100 to the east and largely encloses 
another small space (Courtyard 101) to the north. The LMCP’s inspection of the area also 
determined that Structure 106 is actually a natural feature, and it was left off the revised 
map of the group (Figure 2). 
 
The fieldwork in Courtyard 100 during the 2009 season began with minimal clearing of 
the undergrowth in the courtyard and the on adjacent buildings. The looters’ trench on the 
western face of Structure 102 was cleaned and profiled, and the Boston University map 
of the group was verified. A total of eight suboperations was opened in Courtyard 100 
under Operation B6, and each unit is described in greater detail below. Excavations 
during the 2009 season were directed by the author and overseen by the Project Director, 
Dr. Brett A. Houk of Texas Tech University, and Associate Project Director, Dr. Greg 
Zaro of the University of Maine.  
 
EXCAVATION SUMMARY 
Courtyard Test Pit: Subop B6-A 
Subop B6-A was a 1 x 2 m test pit placed on an east-west axis in the approximate center 
of Courtyard 100. The suboperation datum (elevation = 178.065 m) was placed on the 
southern side of the unit. The ground surface in the center of the suboperation was 
located some 34 cm below this datum. The main objective of Subop B6-A was to locate 
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and identify any evidence of a preserved plaza surface. A second objective of Subop B6-
A was to determine the construction sequence and depths of deposits in the courtyard. 
 
A small amount of both ceramics and lithics were found in the removal of the organic 
topsoil (Lot B6-A-1). Large amounts of faunal bone fragments were collected in the 
center of the unit at the start of excavations. The initial lot was terminated after the 
discovery of numerous small, limestone pebbles; indication of the possible remains of a 
highly eroded plaster floor. 
 

 
 
 
Figure 1. Map of Plaza B showing the location of Courtyard 100. 

During excavation of the second and final lot of Subop B6-A, a small amount of obsidian 
was located, as well as one, small piece of jade. This piece of jade was unique to Subop 
B6-A, as it was the only piece located in Courtyard 100 during the 2009 season. Lot B6-
A-2 was composed of more organic matter, and was later classified as subfloor fill. 
Bedrock was encountered shallowly during the excavation of Subop B6-A. The bedrock 
formation, however, was quite irregular, as it significantly sloped downward from east to 
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west. In the eastern half of the unit, bedrock was only 36 cm below surface. To the west, 
bedrock was measured some 83 cm below surface. 
 

 
    Figure 2. Map of Courtyard 100 showing    

  the locations of 2009 excavation units  
  (Operation B6). 
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Structure 102 
Subop B6-D 
As noted above, Structure 102 as mapped by Tourtellot (1993) is an irregularly shaped 
mound; it essentially forms the western and northern sides of Courtyard 100. The western 
section appears to have a central stairway on the courtyard side. Two units were opened 
to explore this interface between Structure 102 and the courtyard in the northwestern 
corner of Courtyard 100. Subop B6-D was a 2 x 3 m unit positioned on the southern face 
of the northern wing of Structure 102 (Figure 3), in a north-south orientation. The 
suboperation’s datum (elevation = 179.668 m) was placed at the southwest corner of the 
unit. The ground surface of the middle of the unit measured some 114 cm below datum. 
The main objective of Subop B6-D was to identify architecture within the courtyard 
group. Prior to excavations, numerous cut stones were visually identified in the topsoil, 
but no major alignments were noticeable, indicating a large amount of collapse. 
 

 
Figure 3. Photograph of Subop B6-D at the end of excavations, facing northwest. Note the southern 
wall of Structure 102’s northern wing with footer stones and an eroded courtyard floor at the base. 
 
The topsoil (Lot B6-D-1) was consistent in color and texture; it was an organic, dark, 
marly soil. Many large roots were located, particularly towards the northwest corner of 
the unit. Lot B6-D-1 yielded only a small amount of ceramics, and terminated with the 
location of two large, cut stones in an east-west alignment, an indication of a possible 
wall. With the location of these stones, a change in soil color, from a dark brown to a 
very light brown/dark gray color, as well as a lighter, ash-like consistency was also 
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noticeable in the surrounding matrix. Within this lighter matrix were numerous tumbled 
and displaced cut stones and rubble indicative of collapse debris. This context was 
assigned Lot B6-D-2. After the location of the alignment of stones, excavations focused 
on clarifying the underlying wall, as well as using the wall as a guide to locate any 
remains of a preserved plaster surface. Eventually, both the north and south sides of the 
wall were located. Towards the eastern half of the wall, however, a large, surrounding 
root was responsible for the main cause of collapse of a portion of Structure 102’s south 
facing wall in Subop B6-D. The root had caused the rubble core in the center of the wall 
to push forward, which in turn, pushed three, large wall stones southward. Measurements 
of this three-stone collapse were recorded, and then the stones were removed, due to their 
danger of falling.  
 
With the removal of the three-stone alignment, the intact portion of the wall (Lot B6-D-3) 
began to take shape, similar to Suboperation B6-B; large faced stones on either side with 
a rubble core in the center. The wall was made up of several large stones in an east-west 
alignment, and measured approximately 102 cm in width. At the base of the wall was a 
course of footer stones, which sat on top of an eroded courtyard floor (Lot B6-D-4). This 
surface was 202 cm below datum (Figure 4). 
 
Subop B6-E 
Subop B6-E was set up at the same time as Subop B6-D, but excavations in Subop B6-E 
did not begin until after the completion of Subop B6-D. Sub B6-E was a 2 x 3 m unit that 
mirrored B6-D, positioned on the northern face of the possible stairs on the western wing 
of Structure 102 in a north-south orientation. Subops B6-D and B6-E essentially formed a 
2 x 6 m excavation block. The datum (elevation = 179.668 m) was located at the 
northwest corner of Subop B6-E; Subops B6-D and B6-E used the same datum. The 
center of the unit measured some 96 cm below datum. The main objective of Subop B6-E 
was to locate and identify more architectural elements of Courtyard 100. 
 
Unlike Subop B6-D, there were no visible stone alignments noticed in the topsoil (Lot 
B6-E-1). Excavations began with the removal of the topsoil from the southern edge of the 
unit down to the northern edge. The northern edge of Subop B6-E, was also the southern 
edge of B6-D, Initial excavations of B6-E left an approximate 20 cm thick balk between 
B6-D and B6-E to act as a barrier (but this balk would later be removed). Lot B6-E-1 
consisted of organic matter, small stones, and a high volume of roots. The soil was 
extremely dark and marly. The removal of the topsoil allowed for the visual location of 
several, large, faced stones. These stones were covered in eroded plaster, but were out of 
their possible original alignment, classifying them as collapse (Lot B6-E-2).  These 
collapsed stones remained in the unit as excavations continued. Using the collapse as 
guideline, a small stone alignment was eventually located at the southern end of the unit; 
Lot B6-E-3. The visible portion of this east-to-west alignment was three stones across 
and one stone high. By the time of the location of this alignment, the 2009 field season  
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Figure 4. Photograph of Subop B6-B at the end of excavations, facing south. 
Note the north wall of Structure 103 with the ceramic ring inset. The doorjamb 
is not visible in the this photograph (see Figure 5). Note the well-preserved 
plaster floor extending north of the wall and terminating on the low platform 
face in the foreground. 
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was coming to a close. Because of this time constraint, it was decided to excavate only 
the eastern portion down towards surface. It was hypothesized that the surface in Subop 
B6-E would be found at approximately the same depth below datum as Subop B6-D, 
because of the similarity in location. As in Subop B6-D, footer stones were noticed in the 
eastern portion of Subop B6-E, which sat on top of an eroded plaster surface (Lot B6-E-
4), this floor measured some 189 cm below datum. 
 
Structure 103 
Subop B6-B 
Subop B6-B was a 2 x 4 m unit placed on the north face of Structure 103, in a north-south 
axis. Eventually, Subop B6-F was opened in line with this unit on the southern side of the 
mound (see below). The unit extended from the courtyard at the base of the mound to 
near the summit. Prior to excavations, a small stone alignment in the southeast corner was 
visible, and was believed to be the edge of a possible staircase. The main objective of 
Subop B6-B was to determine if the visual stone alignment was in fact a staircase, or, if 
not, what other architectural elements could be discovered and identified. The datum 
(elevation = 179.780 m) was placed at the southern side of the unit, at the highest point of 
the mound. The ground surface in the center of the suboperation was located 141 cm 
below this datum.  
 
Excavations began with a clearing of the topsoil from the southern edge of the unit down 
to the northern edge. The removal of the organic topsoil moved rapidly. Along with 
organic matter, numerous small to large stones were removed. After the completion of 
Lot B6-B-1 the visible alignment mentioned previously was determined to be a portion of 
an intact wall, and not a staircase as originally believed. Lot B6-B-2 began with the 
removal of collapse, and the continuation of location and clarification of faced stones. 
With the removal of all collapse following the natural south to north slope of the mound, 
a well preserved plaster surface was located approximately mid-unit. This surface, later 
identified as a floor, spanned east-west, across much of the unit’s width, and was later 
designated Lot B6-B-4. Towards the northern end of the unit, the floor was noticeably 
less well preserved.  
 
After discovering the plaster floor, excavations focused on following the floor to uncover 
its extent and to discover more architectural elements within Subop B6-B. Doing this led 
to the discovery of a large stone alignment across the southern end of the unit. This wall, 
designated as Lot B6-B-3, was two to three courses high with the center stone pushed out 
to the north (Figure 4). The discovery and subsequent cleaning of this stone alignment, 
led to the discovery of a ceramic rim found flush with the wall. It was measured some 19 
cm from the floor, 14 cm across, and was likely a partition-rod holder. The ceramic rim 
was broken, and the pieces were collected.  There was evidence of a door jamb/entrance 
into the room on the far west side of the unit in the southwest corner (Figure 5). The wall 
(B6-B-3) appeared to end but the floor (B6-B-4) continued past the wall, to the south.  
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Towards the northwest corner of Subop B6-B, positioned below the plaster floor, a two-
course stone alignment was identified. This alignment, Lot B6-B-5, was step-like in 
appearance, and because of its location underneath the plaster floor surface, it was 
believed to have been a step up to the surface of the floor. The final lot, Lot B6-B-6, was 
classified as subfloor fill; thick layers of compacted dirt that spanned the width in the 
lower (northern) end of the unit. Both the south and east wall (Figure 6) of the unit were 
profiled. An elevation map of the unit’s entirety was drawn. Suboperation B was 
extensively photographed with the clean-up and termination of each individual lot.  
 

 
Figure 5.  Photograph of northern wall of Structure 103 and doorjamb in Subop B6-B, facing 
southwest. Note the ceramic ring inset into the wall. 
 
 
Subop B6-F 
As mentioned above, Subop B6-F was opened in line with B6-B, on the southern side of 
Structure 103 (see Figure 2). Subop B6-F was a 2 x 4 m unit placed on the southern face 
of Structure. 103, positioned in a north-south orientation. The datum (elevation = 179.801 
m) was placed at the northern edge of the unit, at the highest point of the mound. The 
center of the unit measured 134 cm below datum. Flat-faced stones were visible in the 
topsoil, and it was the objective of Subop B6-F to both locate architecture, and correlate 
it with what was found in B6-F. 
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Excavations began with the removal of topsoil, Lot B6-F-1, from north to south. The 
southern portion of the unit yielded a high volume of ceramics and lithic bifaces.  After 
the removal of the topsoil, numerous cut stones were noticed, but all were offset and 
slanted as if they had collapsed from what was originally the top of the structure. These 
stones were found at the southern end of the unit, determined to be collapse (Lot B6-F-2), 
and removed. With the removal of all collapse, and subsequent cleaning of all loose soil, 
the architectural elements of Subop B6-F came into focus. A plaster surface (Lot B6-F-3) 
was identified towards the northwest portion of the unit. The depth below datum that the 
plaster floor was found in Subop B6-B, was 188 cm below datum, while the surface of 
Lot B6-F-3 measured 147 cm below datum; a height difference of 41 cm. This suggests 
Lot B6-F-3 is likely a possible bench. The large tree root mentioned above, blew out 
much of this plaster surface, which should have extended southward. 
 

 
Figure 6. Eastern profile of Subops B6-B and B6-F showing northern and southern walls o 
Structure 103. The Subop B6-F profile data were extrapolated from the western profile of the unit. 

 
The southern-most part of the plaster surface, lipped downward onto a small stone 
alignment (Lot B6-F-4) that spanned the entire width of the unit. This east-west 
alignment of stones faced south, suggesting that this was most likely an exterior wall to 
Structure 103 itself. A cross wall (Lot B6-F-5) intersected the exterior wall, Lot B6-F-4. 
Lot B6-F-5 was at first thought to be a door jamb, until the eventual recognition that B6-
F-4 was an exterior wall. 
 
Structure 104 
Subop B6-C 
Subop B6-C was perhaps the most interesting unit opened in Courtyard 100 during the 
2009 field season. Subop B6-C was a 1 x 5 m unit placed on an east-west axis across 
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Structure 104, the low mound forming the eastern edge of the courtyard (Figure 7). The 
purpose of the unit was to determine if Structure 104 was actually a low wall (as 
expected), rather than a platform. Before the commencement of excavations, it was noted 
that the eastern half of the unit was noticeably higher than the western portion. The 
suboperation’s datum (elevation = 178.942m) was placed at the north end of the unit, 
approximately midway between the eastern and western ends of the unit. The ground 
surface in the center of the suboperation, measured 43 cm below datum. 
 

 
Figure 7. Photograph of southern wall of Structure 103 and plaster surface (probable bench) to the 
north of the wall in Suboperation B6-F, facing northwest. Note the footer at the base of the wall and 
the large root, which damaged both the wall and plaster surface. 
 
Prior to excavation, a large ceramic rim sherd was noticed directly to north of the eastern 
portion of the unit, just outside the unit’s boundaries; a foreshadowing of the subsequent 
excavations. From the onset of excavations and removal of the topsoil (Lot B6-C-1), 
Subop B6-C yielded a high volume of large ceramic pieces; more so in the eastern 
portion of the unit than in the west. Once the topsoil had been removed across the entire 
unit as one lot, the underlying collapse debris was subdivided into different lots based on 
its relationship to the central architectural feature, which proved to be a wall: Lot B6-C-2 
was assigned to material east of the wall, and lot B6-C-3 was assigned to material west of 
the wall. The excavation process for both lots was simultaneous. 
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A dramatic change in soil was immediately noticed at the onset of excavations of both 
Lots B6-C-2 and -3. To be expected, the topsoil (Lot B6-C-1) was dark and filled with 
organic matter. The underlying lots were gray in color and extremely ashy. Large ceramic 
pieces were found frequently during the excavation of Lot B6-C-2, which led to the 
crew’s screening the matrix from both Lot B6-C-2 and -3. As excavations continued, 
other materials were identified and collected in Lot B6-C-2; whistle fragments, 
mammiform vessel feet, manos, animal bone, etc.. Because of the density of artifacts was 
so high, the lot was arbitrarily subdivided at a depth of roughly 125 cm below datum, and 
the remainder was excavated as Lot B6-C-5. The midden terminated on an informal 
surface in the eastern portion of the unit, designated Lot B6-C-7. The surface was not 
formally prepared, as no intact plaster was found to suggest otherwise, and appeared to be 
a packed earth floor. 
 
The density and diversity of material suggest that Lots B6-C-2 and -3 are a midden. The 
recovery of the whistle fragments, and the discovery of a possible ceramic drum 
fragment, suggest that Courtyard 100 might have been an area used for the production, 
use, storage, or maintenance of musical instruments (Figure 8). 
 
Two charcoal samples were found approximately 132.5 cm below datum in Lot B6-C-5, 
and were collected for radiocarbon analysis, although both samples proved too small to 
date. However, dates were obtained from two peccary bones (Table 1), suggesting the 
midden formed during the Terminal Classic period. 
 
Table 1. Radiocarbon Samples from Lot B6-C-5 (Midden). 

 
 
In Lot B6-C-3, numerous large ceramics were found during excavation, but not at the 
level of frequency as Lot B6-C-2. The excavations yielded a shell pendant was located, 
an artifact unique to Lot B6-C-3. Lot B6-C-3 was terminated when a small amount of 
preserved plaster was located; evidence that suggested a more formal surface was one 
present in the courtyard. This floor was assigned Lot B6-C-6. 
 
The excavations confirmed the presence of a wall, running north-south, which divided the 
unit. The wall was designated Lot B6-C-4. The wall measured approximately 80 cm 
wide, with faced stones on either side encasing a rubble core. The base of the wall was 
lower in elevation on the western side (Figure 9). 
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Structure 105 
Subop B6-G 
Subop B6-G was the first unit placed on the raised platform space south of Courtyard 
100. Subop B6-G was a 1 x 2 m test unit placed on a north-south axis. The suboperation’s 
datum (elevation = 177.991 m) was placed on the east side of the unit. The center of the 
unit measured 32 cm below datum. The main objective of Subop B6-G was to test 
Structure 105 to determine if it had a prepared surface and assess its construction 
sequence. 
 

 
Figure 8. Ceramic artifacts from midden in Courtyard 100. a: flute fragment; b: whistle or figurine 
fragment; c: incised sherd; d: ceramic drum fragment; e: incised cylindrical tripod vessel sherd. 
Illustrations by Jenni Gutzeit. 
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Figure 9. Plan map and profile of Subop B6-C. 
 
The topsoil, (Lot B6-G-1) full of organic matter and dark soil, was removed quickly. The 
topsoil also yielded a high volume of ceramic pieces. Lot B6-G-1 was completed when a 
dramatic change in soil consistency and color was reached. The soil in Lot B6-G-2 was 
extremely similar to B6-C-2; gray in color with a silty texture. No formal plaster surface 
was located in Subop B6-G. Large boulders, however, were discovered in the unit 
approximately 106 cm below datum. The observation of these boulders resulted in the 
classification of Lot B6-G-2 as subfloor fill. Excavators removed a small number of these 
stones in an attempt to reach bedrock. The removal of the stones led to the discovery of 
even larger boulders, in the southern half of the unit and a bedrock ledge in the northern 
half (Figure 10). It was then decided by the Project Director that the unit was reaching a 
hazardous depth, and that excavation should cease. The unit was photographed and 
profiled. 
 
Subop B6-H 
Subop B6-H was a 1 x 2 m unit located on the western edge of Structure 105 )Figure 11). 
The suboperation’s datum (elevation = 178.491 m) was placed to the north side of the 
unit, with the center of the unit measuring 71 cm below datum. The main objective of 
Subop B6-H was to locate an exterior wall to the raised platform space. 
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Figure 10. Photograph of Subop B6-G, facing north. Note the bedrock ledge in the 
northern half of the unit and the boulder-sized fill in the southern half. 
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Excavations at Courtyard 100 in Plaza B 

 

 
Figure 11. Photograph of Subop B6-H, facing east showing the Structure 105 
platform face. 
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The removal of the topsoil (B6-H-1) clarified a stone alignment, Lot B6-H-2, 
approximately mid-unit. This stone alignment was set in a north-south orientation, across 
the width of the unit, and faced west. The alignment divided the east and west portions of 
the unit, and was noticeable outside the unit, which supported the hypothesis that it is a 
platform face of Structure 105. As in Subop B6-C, the east and west portions of B6-H 
were excavated and identified as separate lots. An informal surface was identified and 
defined as Lot B6-H-3 the western and lower portion of the unit. Lot B6-G-3 measured 
some 118cm below datum. The final lot, Lot B6-G-4, was identified as the surface of the 
raised platform space of Structure 105, and measured some 80 cm below datum.  
 
SUMMARY 
Excavations of Courtyard 100 in La Milpa, Belize during the 2009 archaeological field 
season provided a great deal of initial information of this previously unexcavated 
courtyard. All eight suboperations that were opened provided both architectural and 
artifactural data that supplied information for the formulation of hypotheses of the 
function(s) of Courtyard 100. As mentioned above, Subop B6-C was conceivably the 
most interesting suboperation opened during the 2009 season, and provided the most 
evidence that Courtyard 100 functioned as a craft production area or housed occupational 
specialists (such as musicians); more excavation, however, is necessary to test this 
particular hypothesis. 
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