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PROGRAMME FOR BELIZE ARCHAEOLOGICAL PROJECT: 
ACTIVITIES FROM THE 2010 INVESTIGATIONS* 

 
Fred Valdez, Jr., The University of Texas at Austin 
Brett A. Houk, Texas Tech University 

 
 
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 (Figure 1). 
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). 
  
The major period of study for the PfBAP 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 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.   
 
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.   
 
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.   
 
While the PfBAP, as an umbrella organization, holds to a regional perspective in its research 
investigations, each focused research program brings forward several theoretical perspectives 
that articulate with the broader PfBAP goals. Each paper (chapter) in this volume may voice 
a particular theoretical interest as pertains to that program’s research. 
 
REVIEW OF RESEARCH ENVEAVORS AND THE 2010 FIELD SEASON 
Studies conducted during the 2010 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.  
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 Figure 1. Map of sites in the PfBAP and neighboring areas. Map version by Rissa Trachman. 

 
Research Areas 
Several areas of the Rio Bravo Management and Conservation Area were 
archaeologically investigated in the 2010 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 Arnt in two contributed papers. The Medicinal Trail Site is documented by Hyde’s 
research at Group A and Sword complements this research with a specific excavation 
analysis. Drake discusses the excavation of a burial from Group A and its potential for 
data recovery. Brokaw presents a brief study of trees at the Medicinal Trail area. Weiss-
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Krejci and Brandl continued with investigations at La Milpa – East and Lagunita Elusiva. 
Heller reports on an initial season at the La Milpa North locality. 
 
Large and medium-sized investigations include Levi’s continued documentation at and 
near Warrie Camp while the research program at Dos Hombres is reported Trachman. 
Cortes-Rincon contributes a summary of research begun with a transect to run from Dos 
Hombres to Gran Cacao. Nearby, in the southern portion of the property, Walling defines 
various activities of the Rio Bravo Escarpment program. 
 
Excavations this season also continued at the site of La Milpa and the preliminary results 
are presented in papers by Riddick and Trein concerning efforts that begin near the 
parking lot of La Milpa and from the Plaza A area. Plaza B investigations are described 
and reported by Houk and the Texas Tech prgram. Lewis and Me-Bar report on findings 
from two residential groups (East and West) by the South Acropolis. 
 
Aylesworth contributes two papers, one focused on the 2010 activities and the second a 
synthesis of the 2009-2010 seasons. Aylesworth and colleagues provide a wide range of 
topics under discussion, from preliminary research at Plaza A of La Milpa to pre-Maya 
and Historic sites in the Hill Bank region. A special study and synthesis is provided by 
Trachman concerning the obsidian analysis from several sites across the PfBAP research 
region. 
 
The research by Dodge, Hyde, Weiss-Krejci, Heller, Cortes-Rincon, Walling, and 
Trachman, 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, is Wari 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 as 
investigations by the various PfBAP collaborators continues at several locations. 
 
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 
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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.  
  
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, IoA 
- Director for Research, Dr. Allan Moore, IoA – Director of Education, Brian Woodye 
and George Thompson , Directors of the Conservation and Management side of the IoA, 
and the many archaeologists at the Institute of Archaeology who have have been 
particularly helpful. Teresa Batty, formerly of the IoA and recently with the Museum of 
Belize (Belize City) and Sherilyne Jones, Museum Director have 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. 
 
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 the 2010 season’s report is very similar to that 
previously submitted to the Institute of Archaeology and published in the 
Occasional Papers series. The basic background, significance of the project, 
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research methods, etc. remain the same for this long-term regional endeavor. 
Many of the researchers involved understand the basic underlying principles that 
the PfBAP wishes to follow. There are often, perhaps always, variations on 
approaches, etc. that are specifically addressed in the individual reports. Our 
“outreach” efforts with visiting groups, the Mennonite Community, and our 
acknowledgements remain constant as we return season after season with the 
various research notions and interests. 



 



STRUCTURE 26 EXCAVATIONS, LA MILPA, 2010 
 

Gregory Zaro, University of Maine 
Brett A. Houk, Texas Tech University 
Shannon M. Smith, Texas Tech University 
Chelsey Shockley, Texas Tech University 
Catherine Joseph, Texas Tech University 

 
 
Initial work from 2007–2009 at the Courtyard D/Kotanil Courtyard complex determined 
that the area has a long and complicated construction history. On the western side of 
Courtyard D, excavations on Structure 27 documented multiple construction phases 
dating from the Late Preclassic through the Terminal Classic periods (Houk and Smith 
2010). Furthermore, on the northern side of the Kotanil Courtyard, excavations on 
Structure 23 demonstrated that the Late Classic/Terminal Classic tandem range building 
was under renovation at the time of abandonment, with large boulder fill placed on the 
southern side of the building and the summit rooms apparently in-filled with compacted 
marl and limestone blocks (Padilla and Smith 2010). 
 
Structure 26 is a tandem range building that defines the southern limits of Courtyard D 
(Figure 1). The mound measures approximately 31 m in length, 15 m in width, and 
approximately 4 m in height as measured from Courtyard D (north side) and 9 m in 
height as measured from the building’s southern base (Figure 2). The western end of the 
building joins the southern end of Structure 27 and the eastern end of Structure 28, which 
to date has not been investigated. 
 
The La Milpa Core Project’s (LMCP) Structure 26 investigations in May and June of 
2010 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 (see Figure 1). Excavation units were placed along the mound’s 
central stairway (Subops D3-A), its central summit (Subops D3-B, -C, and -H), and along 
the building’s northeast (Subops D3-D, -E, and -F), southeast (Subop D3-G), and 
northwest corners (Subop D3-I) (Tables 1 and 2). The results of these excavations are 
presented below. 
 
STAIR AND SUMMIT EXCAVATIONS: SUBOPERATIONS D3-A, -B, -C,       
AND -H 
Four suboperations were centrally placed on the summit and north face of Structure 26 to 
define the latest architectural arrangement of the building, assess the relative preservation 
and integrity of the architecture, and determine the degree to which architectural 
renovation or modification was carried out. Evidence from excavations and surface 
inspection indicates that Structure 26 is a tandem range building atop a terraced platform. 
The structure has a 1.20 m thick spine wall extending the length of the building, dividing 
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northern and southern rooms. Excavations encountered a 1.75 m wide central doorway 

through the spine wall, though it appears that the eastern doorjamb was, at some point, 
extended 50 cm across the opening, leaving an approximately 1.25 m wide passageway 
associated with the building’s final architectural phase.  
 

 
Figure 1. Map of Courtyard D showing location of Operation D3 2010 Excavations at Structure 26. 
 
Central Stair: Subop D3-A 
Subop D3-A was a 1.5 x 5 m unit oriented north-south and situated on the northern face 
of Structure 26, descending from near the summit area to the Courtyard D surface. It was 
positioned to reveal the nature and integrity of the central stair. Lots 1 and 2 were 
designated the humus layer and building collapse, respectively, while Lot 3 was assigned 
to the latest identifiable stairs. Excavation of Subop D3-A determined the final stairway 
to be poorly preserved, with perhaps four identifiable steps utilizing two courses of stone 
each (Figure 3). The steps were constructed of cut limestone blocks, where most range 
from 20–40 cm in length. Some remain somewhat in alignment, while most appear 
displaced. Several steps are likely missing, making any accurate measurement of spacing 
very difficult. Poor preservation of the latest construction phase of the stairway is a result 
of the shallow nature of architecture coupled with significant root disturbance. However, 
the lack of any well-defined bulge on the surface, coupled with information from Subops 
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D3-D and -I (see below), also suggests this phase of the stairway likely extended nearly 
the entire length of the building. 
 
Excavation of the southernmost 50 cm of the suboperation encountered a moderately 
preserved plaster surface or landing (Lot 4) associated with the final phase of the 
stairway. Given the eroded nature of the surface toward the north, coupled with the poor 
preservation of the upper stairs, definite articulation with the latest stair was not 
identified. However, as revealed in Subop D3-B, the plaster surface corresponds to the 
latest phase architecture of Structure 26 and thus with the latest stairs. 
 

 
Figure 2. Western cross-section of Structure 26 along primary axis through central doorway. 
 

Table 1. List of Operation D3 Suboperations on Structure 26 Excavated in 2010. 
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   Table 2. List of Lots by Suboperation in Operation D3. 

 
 
Excavation beneath the lowest steps (nearest to the Courtyard D surface) associated with 
late phase construction revealed two steps of an earlier stairway, designated Lot 5. The 
lowest step exhibits the best preservation and appears to have been well constructed. 
Limestone block construction is somewhat larger and more regular on average in this step  
than observed in the latest-phase stairway, where blocks range from about 40–60 cm in 
length and are much more quadrangular in shape. 
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Figure 3. Plan map of Subop D3-A. 
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Excavation of the northernmost 1 m of Subop D3-A revealed a heavily eroded Courtyard 
D surface (Lot 6). Intact remains of the surface were not found, though excavation did 
encounter small, dry-laid cobbles indicative of immediate sub-floor fill. 
 
Finally, excavation in the southern reaches of Subop D3-A revealed the eastern doorjamb 
of the northern wall of Structure 26’s north/central room (Lot 7). The wall/jamb was only 
visible in the east profile of the Subop, extending only about 3–4 cm into the unit. The 
wall is 85 cm in width and preserved to a maximum height of 70 cm above the plaster 
floor (Lot 4). It is composed of cut limestone blocks ranging from 10 x 20 cm to 20 x 38 
cm. The south side of the wall is better preserved than the north side, which has collapsed 
down the face of the mound above the second course of stones.  
 
Summit Rooms: Subops D3-B, -C, and -H  
Northern Room 
Subop D3-B measured 2 x 3 m and was oriented north-south. The unit was centrally 
positioned on the north face of the summit of Structure 26, with the intention of exposing 
latest-phase architecture of the building. The northern edge of the unit met Subop D3-A, 
which descended to the Courtyard D surface. Prior to excavating Subop D3-B, surface 
morphology of Structure 26 suggested that a spine wall extends east-west along the 
center of the building, with a probable central doorway connecting southern and northern 
rooms. Subop D3-B exposed part of the northern face of the spine wall, the eastern 
doorjamb, an architectural extension of the doorjamb, and a portion of the doorway 
through the spine wall (Figures 4 and 5). The 20–30-cm thick humus layer was 
designated Lot 1, while building collapse debris was designated Lot 2. Collapse debris 
consisted of chunks of limestone (cut or otherwise) within a gray/white marly matrix. 
Large slab stones indicative of a corbel-vaulted roof were commonly removed in building 
collapse. 
 
The spine wall and original eastern doorjamb was designated Lot 3, while the 
architectural expansion of the doorjamb was designated Lot 5. The spine wall was well 
preserved to a height of approximately 1.85 m above an associated plaster floor (Lot 4). 
Based on exposed architecture and surface elements, the wall measures approximately 
1.20 m thick and is constructed of cut and shaped limestone blocks. Cut stones vary in 
size, but range on the order of 20–40 cm in length and 15–20 cm in height. The core of 
the wall contains medium chunks of limestone construction fill set in a soft marly mortar. 
The original passageway through the spine wall measures approximately 1.75 m wide, 
based on exposed architecture on the surface and in both Subops D3-B and -C. Using 
cut/shaped limestone blocks, this passageway was narrowed to approximately 1.25 m 
wide, presumably during the Late/Terminal Classic period (Figure 6). Based on 
comparative information from Subop D3-C (see below), it appears this architectural 
renovation was only added to the eastern doorjamb. Finally, using information from both 
Subops D3-A and -B, the northern room measured approximately 2.28 m wide. 
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Figure 4. Plan map of exposed portion of northern room in Subop D3-B and southern portion of 
Subop D3-A. 
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Excavation of Subop D3-B terminated at a well-preserved plaster floor (Lot 4) with 
evidence of replastering observed in several locations. Two samples of plaster were 
recovered from this lot for potential chemical analysis. The first was located 60 cm east 
of the doorjamb and 15 cm north of the wall, while the second was located 80 cm east of 
the doorjamb and 145 cm north of the wall. During sample extraction, it was determined 
that the earlier plaster surface measured approximately 11–13 cm in thickness, while the 
latest surface measured approximately 3–5 cm in thickness. 
 

 
Figure 5. Eastern elevation drawing of Subop D3-B and southern portion of Subop D3-A. 
 
Southern Room 
Subop D3-C and -H measured 2 x 3 m and 1 x 1.5 m, respectively, and they were 
positioned on the southern face of the summit area of Structure 26 to provide 
complementary architectural data from the southern room block. Subop D3-C was 
oriented east-west, and it shared its northeastern corner with the southwestern corner of 
Subop D3-B. Subop D3-H was placed adjacent to the southern margin of Subop D3-C 
(Figure 7). Lot designation in D3-C was similar to Subop D3-B, where Lots 1 and 2 
consisted of humus and building collapse layers, respectively, while Lot 3 was assigned 
to the spine wall and western doorjamb. The spine wall is well preserved in this 
suboperation, measuring to a height of 1.85 m above an associated plaster floor, and it is 
composed of cut/shaped limestone blocks averaging about 20–40 cm in length and 15–20 
cm in height. Excavation of D3-C terminated at a well-preserved plaster floor, designated 

14 



Structure 26 Excavations 

 
 
 
Figure 6. Southern elevation drawing of modified doorjamb (Lots 3 and 5) in Subop D3-B. 
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 Figure 7. Plan map of exposed portion of southern room in Subops D3-C and –H. 
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Lot 4. Replastering was noted in several locations near the eastern end of the unit, and the 
floor begins to lip upward within 5 cm of the wall. Plaster is not preserved on the wall 
itself. 
 
In Subop D3-H, Lots 1 and 2 were humus and building collapse, respectively, while Lot 3 
was assigned to the interior face of the Structure 26 south wall (Figure 8). The wall is 
preserved to a height of 66 cm above the plaster floor (Lot 4), and it is composed of 
faced, semi-rectangular limestone blocks. Interestingly, the floor does not meet the wall, 
and the wall continues beneath the floor. This suggests that the southern wall of the room 
may also be the southern wall of the Structure 26 platform. The separation between the 
two is likely due to the wall’s pulling away as it gradually falls down the back slope of 
the mound. Combined, excavation of Subops D3-C and -H determined the south room to 
have measured about 2.35 m wide, suggesting the northern and southern rooms were 
comparable in width.  
 

 
Figure 8. Eastern profile of Subops D3-C and –H. 
 
Comments 
As was observed on Structure 24 (Zaro 2010a) the spine wall of Structure 26 is preserved 
to a much greater height than either of the outer walls. No internal architectural features 
were identified in either the north or south room, which is unusual given the width of the 
rooms. Both Structures 22 and 24 had benches in their back rooms against the back walls 
(see Zaro 2010b, 2010a). Benches were not documented in Structure 23’s rooms either, 
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but the rooms were much narrower (see Padilla and Smith 2010). Time constraints 
prevented additional excavations to determine the length of the rooms, so it is possible 
benches may be present on one or both ends the rooms. Based on surface morphology, it 
is likely that two doorways are located both east and west of the central door, as shown 
on Figure 1. 
 
STRUCTURE 26 PLATFORM: SUBOPERATIONS D3-D, -E, -F, -G, AND -I 
Five suboperations were placed along the base of the Structure 26 platform, near the 
northeastern, southeastern, and southwestern corners of the building. Combined, these 
suboperations defined the northeastern and southeastern corners definitively, and 
produced an approximate location for the northwestern corner where Structures 26 and 27 
meet. The results indicate a basal platform that measures about 31 m in length along 
Courtyard D, and 13 m in width along the building’s eastern margin. 
 
The Northeastern Corner: Subops D3-D, -E, and -F 
Subops D3-D, -E, and -F were contiguous units along the north face of the Structure 26 
platform near the northeastern corner of the mound. They were 2 x 2.5 m, 2 x 2 m, and 
1.5 x 2 m units, respectively, and positioned to identify a portion of the northern terrace 
wall and northeastern corner of the basal platform of the structure. In each of these 
suboperations, the humus layer and underlying building collapse were combined into Lot 
1, while Lot 2 was assigned to the basal platform wall and Lot 3 to an eroded plaster 
surface at the base of the terrace face. In Subops D3-E and –F, the humus and collapse 
above the terrace face was not excavated. Excavation of Subop D3-D also revealed the 
eastern terminus of a probable collapsed/eroded stairway, designated Lot 4. 
 
The north face of the Str. 26 terrace (Lot 2 in Subops D3-D, -E, and -F) is composed of 
cut limestone blocks of varying sizes (Figure 9). Stones are not uniform in shape, and 
placement is not regular or patterned. Stones range in size from 5 x 18 cm to about 28 x 
45 cm, with an average of about 13 x 30 cm. At its maximum, the terrace is preserved to 
a height of about 120 cm above the plaster surface. The corner of the basal platform is the 
most poorly preserved segment, reaching a height of only 25 cm. The face of the terrace 
is slightly battered—at 1.0 m high, the batter is 17 cm. The terrace face also curves 
slightly as it approaches a rounded corner, and individual stones used in the construction 
of the corner are actually rounded. During excavation of Lot 1, a number of large pieces 
of modeled stucco (red with elaborate designs) were recovered from building collapse 
contexts, suggesting the terrace face or possibly other elements of the Structure 26 façade 
were highly decorated. 
 
The eroded plaster surface at the base of the terrace face (Lot 3 in Subops D3-D, -E, and -
F) is better preserved at the base of the terrace and becomes progressively eroded with 
distance from the structure. The surface is highly eroded and irregular with cobbles either 
protruding from below (construction fill) or embedded in the surface. The surface lowers 
in Subop D3-E and continues downward in Subop D3-F. A well-preserved rectangular 
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section of plaster surface was revealed at the base of the terrace in Subop D3-F on the 
east end of the building. In Subop D3-D, the surface extends westward to the probable 
collapsed/eroded stairway (Lot 4). 
 

 
Figure 9. Plan map and rollout elevation drawing of terrace face in Subops D3-D, -E, and –F. 
 
Lot 4 consisted of a very poorly preserved stairway at the western end of Subop D3-D. 
This feature was primarily recognized by several probable stair alignments and by the 
termination of the terrace face (Lot 2), which abutted the stairway. Stairs were not 
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excavated, but construction fill was visible beneath them at the collapsed juncture 
between the stairs and the terrace. 
 
The Southeastern Corner: Subop D3-G 
Subop D3-G was a 2 x 6.5 m unit oriented roughly north-south and positioned to identify 
the southeastern corner of the basal platform of Structure 26. Lot 1 consisted of humus 
and building collapse debris, while Lot 2 was assigned to the eastern basal wall of the 
platform. The eastern terrace wall was variably preserved, though enough was intact to 
follow the wall during excavation and expose the southeastern corner of the platform. 
The wall is constructed of cut limestone blocks of similar size; most range in 
width/height from about 30 x 20 cm to 50 x 25 cm, and often exhibiting a width-to-height 
ratio of about two to one. Two vertical joints or seams were also noted in the terrace wall, 
possibly representing a form of segmented construction or incremental additions or 
renovations to the platform. Excavation of the southern portion of this suboperation 
revealed the southeastern corner of the platform to be rounded, similar to that of the 
northeast. Due to time constraints, the base of the terrace wall was not reached. 
 
The Northwestern Corner: Subop D3-I 
Subop D3-I was a 3 x 3 m unit located at the Courtyard D juncture of Structures 26 and 
27. Lot 1 consisted of both humus and building collapse deposits, but it was abandoned 
due to both time and weather constraints. Nonetheless, partial excavation of this lot may 
have revealed one step (stone alignment) and three additional lower steps (indicated by 
single stones that appeared to be in situ and were observed in profile along the western 
portion of the unit). These stones descend in somewhat regular fashion toward the north 
and likely represent the continuation of the Structure 26 stairway, lending additional 
support to the conclusion that the stairway extended nearly the entire length of the 
building. Padilla and Smith (2010) made a similar conclusion about Structure 20/23. 
These single stones are well-cut limestone blocks of about 25 x 25 cm (width/height) as 
seen in profile. Near the southeastern portion of the unit, a single stone alignment may 
represent a step, though no additional steps were located toward the north. However, in 
attempts to define the depth of this alignment, excavation immediately north of the 
alignment revealed dry-laid cobble fill beneath the base of the stones, further suggesting 
the probability of a collapsed stairway. The point of articulation between Structures 26 
and 27 was never identified, but given the likelihood of the Structure 26 stair extends past 
the western edge of the unit, the juncture between the two structures probably is just west 
of the unit. As was the case with the northeastern corner of the building, multiple pieces 
of modeled stucco were found in the collapse debris in Subop D3-I (Figure 10). 
 
SUMMARY 
In summary, the results of 2010 excavations on Structure 26 determined it is a tandem 
range building facing Courtyard D. Its basal platform measures about 31 m in length and 
13 m in width, and has rounded corners on its eastern margin. The building also includes 
a Courtyard D-facing stairway that extends nearly the length of the building. A 1.20 m 
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thick spine wall extends the length of the building, creating two rows of rooms that 
measure approximately 2.30 m in width (Figure 11). The front (north) side of the building 
contains a centrally located door that corresponds roughly, though not precisely, to a 
passageway through the spine wall, connecting northern and southern rooms. Surface 
indications suggest that two doorways are located both east and west of the central 
doorway, which would allow for up to 10 rooms in the building, if cross walls are 
present. At some point, the spine passageway was reduced from about 1.75 m wide to 
about 1.25 m wide. Along with evidence for replastering, this indicates some form of 
renovation late in the building’s history, but not a major expansion of the building, as was 
documented at Structure 23 (see Padilla and Smith 2010). Additionally, modeled and 
painted stucco from the northeastern corner of the building and Subop D3-I near the 
interface with Structure 27, indicate that Structure 26 was at one point an elaborately 
decorated building. 
 

 
Figure 10. Photograph of modeled stucco found in Subop D3-I. 
 
Because excavations did not penetrate the building, the age of Structure 26 can only be 
estimated based on other data. The adjacent Structure 27’s final form was apparently 
renovated during the Terminal Classic, based on a single radiocarbon date (Houk and 
Zaro 2010). The building is known to have undergone multiple renovations, and the 
initial construction apparently took place in the Late Preclassic (Houk and Zaro 2010). It 
is probable, based on excavations in Plaza B (see Houk et al. 2010) that the visible form 
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of Structure 26 dates to the Late-to-Terminal Classic, but it is not possible to assign a 
more precise date to the architecture. 
 

 
Figure 11. Composite plan map of Subops D3-A, -B, -C, and –H with projected architecture 
on Structure 26. 
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LA MILPA, BELIZE 
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INTRODUCTION 
The second season of excavations in Courtyard 100 by the La Milpa Core Project 
(LMCP) expanded on the work begun in 2009. Investigations centered on refining the 
interpretations pertaining to the function and purpose of the courtyard as well as 
modifying the existing map to accommodate new interpretations of the architecture and 
to allow for a greater amount of detail on the surrounding structures. 
 
Prior to 2009, little was known about Courtyard 100. It was mapped by Tourtellot 
(1993:Figure 1) during the initial seasons of the Boston University La Milpa 
Archaeological Project, but the first formal excavations in the area were not done until 
2009 by the LMCP (see Mann 2010). Courtyard 100 is located on the periphery of Plaza 
B, the second largest Plaza at La Milpa, to the east of Structure 21 (Figure 1). The 
courtyard is characterized by small mounds, less than 2 meters high, that sit on a raised 
platform. This platform extends beyond the limits of the courtyard and serves to elevate 
the area so that it is more synchronous with surrounding architectural elements. There are 
four numbered structures within the courtyard (Structures 102, 103, 104, and 105), and at 
the close of the 2010 season most had been excavated to some degree. Interesting finds 
during the 2009 dig season alluded to the possibility that the courtyard was associated 
with the production or storage of specialized good and/or home to occupational 
specialists (see Mann 2010), and this notion was one of the main focuses of the 2010 
excavations. 
 
Fieldwork in 2010 began with completing Subop B6-E, a unit opened but not completed 
in 2009. Upon its completion two new units were open in Courtyard 100, Subops B6-I 
and -J (Tables 1 and 2). Subop B6-I was placed on the western side of Structure 104, 
adjacent to the northern edge of Subop B6-C. Subop B6-J was a small test pit in 
Courtyard 100B (discussed below). These locations were chosen for two particular 
reasons. First, based on evidence from the previous year, it was important to open another 
unit on Structure 104 to gather more information pertaining to its purpose. Second, with a 
small test pit in Courtyard 100B, information related to particular area would be obtained 
and would give us information regarding most structures associated with the courtyard. 
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The rectified map of the courtyard was also revised since it was apparent that some 
features were not accurately drawn, particularly in terms of orientation. Several structures 
were also renumbered, as discussed below. 
 

 
Figure 1. Map of Plazas B and C with Courtyard 100. Base map courtesy of Boston University and 
Dr. Norman Hammond. 
 

 Table 1. List of Operation B6 Suboperations Excavated in 2010. 
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 Table 2. List and Description of Operation B6 Lots 

 
 
This season we planned to gather more data dealing with specific artifacts possibly 
related to craft/occupational specialization found in a midden along Structure 104 in 2009 
(see Mann 2010). These artifacts included several ceramic musical instruments. Because 
of this, the main focus of excavations in 2010 was Structure 104, expanding the area 
investigated by Subop B6-C the previous year. It was also important to explore this 
structure more thoroughly in order to better understand its possible association with craft 
specialization. Evidence for craft specialization came from this locality during the 2009 
season Work in 2009 yielded some interesting and intriguing results, and guided research 
for 2010 as is discussed below. Excavations during the 2010 season were directed by the 
first author with considerable aid from the second author and supervised by the Project 
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Director, Dr. Brett A. Houk of Texas Tech University, and Associate Project Direct, Dr. 
Gregory Zaro of the University of Maine. 
 
SUMMARY OF 2009 INVESTIGATIONS 
In 2009 the LMCP conducted the first season of formal excavation in Courtyard 100 
(Mann 2010). A total of eight suboperations was opened under the direction of Melanie 
Mann, and the area was specified Operation B6 (Figure 2). Subop B6-A was a 1 x 2 m 
test pit in the center of Courtyard 100. Excavations in this unit centered on locating a 
courtyard surface and obtaining a stratigraphic construction sequence. Ceramics, lithics, 
and obsidian were encountered as well as one piece of jade, the only piece found in this 
area to date. Shallowly buried bedrock was located in the unit below a layer of subfloor 
fill. No courtyard surface was found. 
 
Subop B6-B was a 2 x 4 m unit on the north face of Structure 103. The main objective of 
this unit and Subop B6-F was to investigate the architecture of the mound. Subop B6-B 
encountered a plaster surface and associated wall. The plaster surface extends north from 
the wall, which was found in the southern part of the unit, and ended at a possible step 
down into the courtyard. The wall had a ceramic rim imbedded in it that was likely a 
partition rod holder, and there was a door jamb/entrance on the western side of the unit, 
presumably the entrance into a room on Structure 103. Subop B6-F was a 2 x 4 m unit 
that was placed to the south of Subop B6-B on the southern face of Structure 103. This 
unit encountered the badly preserved southern wall of the building and a possible bench 
within the room. 
 
Subop B6-C was a 1 x 5 m unit perpendicular to and extending across Structure 104. The 
unit determined that Structure 104 is actually a low wall marking the eastern side of the 
courtyard. A plaster floor was found on the west side of the wall, and a hard-packed dirt 
surface was found on the east side. This unit yielded a large number of ceramics from a 
dense midden on both sides of the wall. Among the recovered sherds were fragments of 
ceramic drums, whistles, and flutes. Two radiocarbon dates were obtained from peccary 
bone, yielding conventional radiocarbon ages of 1040 ±40 years and 1080 BP ± 40 years 
(Houk 2010:Table 2). This area initially led to the speculations that Courtyard 100 was 
involved in craft production and/or occupational specialization, and was the reason for 
excavations focused on this area in 2010. 
 
Subop B6-D was a 2 x 3 m unit on the southern face of Structure 102.2. The purpose of 
this unit was to locate and uncover architectural elements associated with the courtyard 
and structure. A wall was found in the northern end unit with large cut stones on either 
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    Figure 1. Rectified map of Courtyard 100 showing locations of 
2009 and 2010 excavations.
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face with a rubble core in the middle. At the base of the wall was a line of footer stones 
that rested on an eroded courtyard surface. 
 
Subop B6-E was a 2 x 3 m unit that was placed on the southern end of Subop B6-D. This 
unit also focused on located architectural elements that were associated with Structure 
102 including a possible stair. A small stone alignment, oriented east-west, was 
encountered at the southern end of the unit with footer stones on top of a heavily eroded 
plaster surface. Because of time constraints at the end of the season excavations were not 
completed in this unit and the suboperation was reopened during the 2010 season (see 
discussion on Subop B6-E below). 
 
Subop B6-G was a 1 x 2 m test pit on the large raised platform space of Structure 105, 
south of Courtyard 100. Its purpose was to locate a prepared surface and determined the 
construction sequence of the structure. This area yielded a large amount of ceramics that 
sat on top of large boulders that were designated subfloor fill. No formal floor surface 
was encountered. 
 
Finally, Subop B6-H was a small 1 x 2 m unit on the western edge of Structure 105. The 
main objective of this unit was to locate an exterior wall associated with the raised 
platform. A stone alignment with a north-south orientation was located which was 
determined to be a platform face of Structure 105. 
 
RECTIFIED MAP 
In 2009, the LMCP modified the LaMAP map of Courtyard 100. In 2010, minor changes 
were made in order to better represent new insights into Courtyard 100 gleaned from the 
2009 and 2010 excavations. The initial map depicted the courtyard’s orientation as true 
north, but upon further investigations it was realized the actual direction was slightly east 
of true north; the map was rotated 7˚E to accommodate this change (see Figure 2). More 
specific details were added to Structure 104, defining wall features that run perpendicular 
to the main structure and are thought to partition off separate rooms or alcoves along its 
length. This structure, which is really a wall forming the eastern edge of the courtyard, 
has two suboperations toward its northern end, Subop B6-C excavated in 2009 and Subop 
B6–I excavated in 2010.  
Another change to the map was the renumbering of several mounds. The original map 
referred to the mound on the western side of the courtyard and the “U-shaped” mound on 
the northern side of the courtyard as Structure 102. We renumbered the mounds as 
follows: Structure 102 now applies to the mound on the western side of Courtyard 100. 
The “U-shaped” mound is now referred to as Structure 102.1 (western mound), Structure 
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102.2 (southern mound), and Structure 102.3 (eastern mound). We labeled the small 
courtyard formed by these three mounds as Courtyard 100B. The northern side of this 
small area is open, and Courtyard 100B drops off the edge of the raised platform on 
which this entire subcomplex sits. This area is discussed below in the section pertaining 
to Subop B6-J. 
 
EXCAVATION SUMMARY 
Structure 102: Subop B6-E 
Subop B6-E was first excavated in 2009, but due to time constraints only the eastern 
portion of the unit was completed to the plaster surface of the courtyard. Fieldwork in 
2010 started with removing backfill and then excavating the entire unit down to the 
plaster floor. Subop B6-E was a 2 x 3 m unit positioned on the northern end of a possible 
stair feature on the western face of Structure 102. The northern end of the unit joined the 
southern end of Subop B6-D. The main objective of Subop B6-E was to complete the 
work begun in 2009 and clarify the architectural features revealed the previous season. 
 
The backfill from 2009 that was quickly removed, and, once architectural elements began 
to be discernable, excavations began to be more precise, and lots were assigned. Lot B6-
E-2 was a light gray ash-like soil with numerous rocks, some faced, apparent in the 
western profile of the unit. The total thickness of the lot was 21 cm and terminated when 
larger faced stones were discovered 142 cm below datum (Datum B6-E has an elevation 
of 179.668 m). Lot B6-E-3 contained many large faced stones that appeared to be 
collapse in the western profile. One broken obsidian blade and a few incised ceramic 
sherds were found among other lithic and ceramic artifacts, and the lot was concluded 
with the unearthing of a plaster floor. This surface had already been excavated in 2009 on 
the eastern side of the unit, but the section uncovered to the west was heavily eroded, and 
in many places the plaster was broken through by stones from the collapse debris. The 
entire unit was leveled to the floor and a western profile and plan map were drawn. 
 
Based on the evidence collected during the 2010 season, the architectural elements 
exposed in B6-E pertain either to stairs on the eastern side of Structure 102 or a platform 
associated with that structure. These interpretations are based on the collapse debris 
excavated from the unit coupled with the single course alignment exposed in the southern 
extent of the unit (Figure 3). The visible architectural features include a matrix of small, 
loose stones that were classified as construction fill (Figure 3A), a single course of cut 
and faced stones aligned west-east that still contained sections of a visible plaster coating 
(Figure 3B), large amounts of collapse debris both in the unit that consisted of medium-
sized cut stones (Figure 3C), and a row of footer stones at the base of the stone alignment 
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(Figure 3D), which sat on top of an eroded plaster surface (Figure 3E). It is in the proper 
location to be considered a portion of the stairs or a stair-side outset to Structure 102 
based on the map constructed by the LMCP. 
 
Structure 104: Subop B6-I 
Subop B6-I was a 2.5 x 3 m unit located on the western side of Structure 104 and north of 
Subop B6-C (Figure 2). Its northern and eastern boundaries were designed to expose 
architectural features, where stones were visible in the topsoil, and its southern boundary 
was Subop B6-C, a 2 x 5 m unit, which was excavated in 2009 (see Mann 2010). Subop 
B6-C uncovered a dense midden straddling the north-south wall of Structure 104 (this 
wall is called the courtyard wall in subsequent descriptions), and the artifacts from this 
midden included ceramic whistle and drum fragments, leading to the interpretation of the 
area as being associated with craft/occupational specialists (see Mann 2010). 
 

 
Figure 3. Photograph of Subop B6-E, facing south/southwest. A: construction fill; B: single course 
stone alignment; C: collapse debris in western profile; D: footer stones; E: plaster surface. 
 
Subop B6-I was opened in 2010 to gather more information pertaining to the midden. 
This unit was the main focus of fieldwork in Courtyard 100 and was designed to capture 
multiple architectural elements including the courtyard wall of Structure 104, the 

32 



Excavations at Courtyard 100 

courtyard floor, and a possible wall extending perpendicular from Structure 104 into the 
courtyard. This perpendicular wall feature was discernable by a raised area with a 
possible stone alignment visible on its summit. The datum, with an elevation of 178.942 
m, was the same that was used for Subop B6-C and was located at the southwest corner 
of the unit. Excavations began with clearing the topsoil from the south to the north, and 
from the onset numerous ceramics were encountered including rims, bases, and some 
decorated sherds, as well as a small amount of lithics. This signaled the beginning of the 
midden originally documented in Subop B6-C, shallowly buried in the humus layer. The 
humus layer contained large rocks, possibly collapse from the surrounding walls, and a 
thick root mat within a dark brown soil. Lot B6-I-1 was 13 cm thick. A definitive stone 
alignment was encountered toward the conclusion of B6-I-1 that is associated with the 
courtyard wall of Structure 104. While only a small portion of this wall was visible in 
B6-I-1, it was apparent that the alignment contained cut stones connected to the wall 
exposed in 2009. 
 
Lots B6-I-2 and -3 were architectural elements within the unit (Figure 4). Lot B6-I-2 is 
the courtyard wall that runs north-south through the unit. It is a continuation of the wall 
exposed in B6-C during the 2009 season, but it is not as well preserved. An unexpected 
feature was an opening through the wall, leading outside the courtyard (to the east). The 
opening measures 80 cm wide (north-south) and was preserved up to five courses high on 
one side and two courses on the other. The entire exposed portion of the wall is 43 cm 
wide, but only the western face of the wall was fully exposed. Preservation of the 
courtyard wall was much better north of the opening, than south of it. Lot B6-I-3, an east-
west wall, intersected Lot B6-I-2 at the northern limit of the unit. This wall was very well 
preserved and extended 180 cm into the courtyard. At its highest, the wall is five courses 
and reaches 78 cm from the plaster floor (Lot B6-I-7) at its base. This wall served as a 
partition at the northernmost end of Structure 104. It is probable that it served two 
separate individual rooms along the length of Structure 104 since two or possibly three 
apparent dividing walls are visible at intervals along this structure (Figure 2). 
 
After Lots B6-I-2 and B6-I-3 were assigned and described, excavations focused on the 
area between the two walls (Figure 4). This area became Lot B6-I-4 and contained 
collapse from the surrounding walls and the continuation of the large midden first noticed 
in Lot B6-I-1 in a light brown/gray matrix containing many roots. The lot contained an 
abundance of ceramic sherds from vessels of varying sizes and shapes with some 
decorated sherds and a partially reconstructable water vessel (Figure 5). It also included 
many lithic artifacts including cores, bifaces, and a small amount of debitage. Four small, 
broken obsidian blades were also found, as well as a circular shell (game) piece. 
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Figure 4. In situ water vessel fragment in midden in Subop B6-I. 
 
Lot B6-I-4 terminated at an arbitrary depth of 107 cm below datum so that more specific 
excavations could be used to extract the material from the midden. Lot B6-I-5 contained 
many the same types of artifacts as Lot B6-I-4 including numerous ceramic sherds, lithic 
cores, bifaces, debitage, and obsidian blades. The soil was a similar light brown/gray to 
Lot B6-I-4, although it progressively became lighter as excavations continued. Ceramic 
data has shown that sherds are present from the Tepeu 2-3 period, which indicates that 
the midden was deposited between A.D. 700–900 (although the radiocarbon dates from 
2009 indicate a slightly more recent date). Only a few of the exceedingly numerous 
sherds could be refit in the lab, suggesting that the vessels were not broken in place, but 
rather that the sherds were deposited after they were broken. Lot B6-I-5 ended when a 
poorly preserved plaster floor was encountered. 
 
Lot B6-I-6 was assigned to a possible faced stone alignment toward the southern end of 
the unit (Figure 4). It ran parallel to Lot B6-I-3 and terminated at roughly the same length 
as its northern counterpart. This alignment was only one course high with cut stones of 
various sizes. At present, it is not certain if this was a partition wall, another form of a 
wall, or just collapse from the surrounding walls. All three stone features associated with 
Subop B6-I (Lots B6-I-2, -3, and -6) were on top of a heavily eroded plaster floor that 
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was designated Lot B6-I-7. The plaster floor extended beyond the limits of the unit to the 
west and was also seen in Subop B6-C, where it was better preserved. The plaster is more 
intact toward the northern portion of Subop B6-I, where it meets with the corner formed 
by the walls of Lots B6-I-2 and -3, and virtually nonexistent in the southwest corner, 
where a section of the floor appeared to be missing and ceramic sherds were encountered 
below the plaster. A 1 m wide section along the southern limit of the unit, labeled Lot 
B6-I-8, was excavated to explore the subfloor (1) to see if the wall of Lot B6-I-2 
continued below the plaster surface and (2) to locate the extent of the artifact deposit in 
the southwest corner. No continuation of the wall was found but ceramic, lithic, and 
obsidian artifacts as well as a small amount of animal bone continued to be found in the 
southwest corner until bedrock at a depth of 145 cm below datum and 20 cm below the 
plaster floor. Ceramics found from the subfloor have demonstrated that the plaster floor 
was likely constructed during the Terminal Classic period. This is based mainly off the 
presence of Buyuk Striated sherds, which date to the Tepeu 2-3, between A.D. 750–1150. 
Buyuk Striated sherds were also present in B6-I-4 and -5. 
 

 
Figure 5. Suboperation B6-J, western profile. 
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Since this suboperation was the main focus of fieldwork, the majority of the season was 
spent in this area. Excavations helped to better understand the architectural configuration 
of Structure 104. Since the wall appears to have individual alcoves or partitioned areas on 
the courtyard side and because the midden yielded specialized artifacts, it has been 
hypothesized that these areas were the place of production or storage of specialized 
goods. Whether or not the midden deposits on the eastern side of the wall are functionally 
and temporally the same as the midden-like deposit inside the courtyard is still unclear. 
 
Courtyard 100B: Subop B6-J 
Suboperation B6-J was a 1 x 2 m test pit in the center of Courtyard 100B (Figure 2). It 
was intended to gather preliminary information about this area to better understand its 
construction sequence. 
 
Lot B6-J-1 was a dark brown humus layer with an abundance of roots (Figure 5). Within 
this lot, numerous ceramics were collected including one Fine Orange sherd depicting an 
elite male in a feathered headdress (Figure 6). Along with this intricate piece, five broken 
obsidian blades, multiple lithics including debitage and bifaces, a broken spindle whorl, 
and a figurine fragment were also found. The lot was terminated at a thickness of 19 cm 
when an abundance of small stone cobble fill was encountered. Given the density of 
material in this lot and its placement in the center of the small courtyard, this lot is 
potentially very important. Because we do not have a good understanding of it yet, it has 
been designated a problematic deposit. 
 
Lot B6-J-2 contained limestone cobble fill of various sizes. The lot was 32 cm thick with 
ceramic and lithic artifacts in a light brown soil with few roots. The cobble fill rested on a 
thick plaster floor that began the next lot. Lot B6-J-3 included the plaster floor and 
subfloor fill. The plaster was 17 cm thick and sloped noticeably to the north at an angle of 
11˚. This floor was interesting since it sloped toward the back of the courtyard where 
there is an opening between the surrounding structures. A few ceramic sherds were found 
in the subfloor beneath the plaster surface, but they have not been analyzed yet. 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
There are still many questions pertaining to Courtyard 100 that need to be answered. In 
association with the information gathered in 2009, the 2010 season further delved into the 
mysteries surrounding this small area while shedding some light on the architectural 
configuration of the courtyard. The apparent Terminal Classic age of the courtyard, based 
on ceramics and radiocarbon dates, has broadened the timeline of occupation and opened 
up new hypotheses and options about its interpretation. The dense midden associated 
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with Structure 104 promises to provide more information on the role of craft 
production/specialization within the courtyard and interpretations about its function 
within La Milpa during the Terminal Classic period. 
 

 Figure 6. Fine Orange sherd, Lot B6-J-1. Illustration by 
Jenni Gutzeit. 
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INVESTIGATING MONUMENTAL ARCHITECTURE AT LA MILPA: 
THE 2010 SEASON 

 
Debora Trein, The University of Texas at Austin 

 
 
This report details the findings of the 2010 field season at site of La Milpa, in northwest 
Belize, more specifically the excavations of Structure 3 and immediate surroundings. The 
2010 research effort at Structure 3 (La Milpa), represents the second field season in the 
author’s doctoral research and builds upon the previous seasons of excavations at 
Structure 3 conducted in 2007 and 2009. 
 
RESEARCH AREA AND SUMMARY OF PREVIOUS RESEARCH 
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, 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 been shown to date 
from the Late Preclassic period (400 BC-AD 250) (Hammond and 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 and Bobo 1994; Hammond 
and 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 
and 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 and Tourtellot 2004; Hammond et al 1998; Houk 2010 personal 
communication). 
 
The area to be investigated as part of this research comprises Structures 3 and associated 
areas and features at Plaza A (Figure 3) – the term “associated” implying here 
architectural features that are immediately adjacent to Structure 3. These features include 
those denominated Structures 93 and 94, identified in initial mapping efforts (Hammond 
and 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 and Ardren 2002). These areas 
include the open spaces to 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). 
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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. Structures 3 faces westward 
and straddles the plaza edge – 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. 
   
Excavations of the architectural grouping that comprises the Structure 3 area were 
commenced in 2007, and these focused on the examination of the last construction phase 
architecture of the architectural feature named Structure 93 (Grazioso 2008). A southwest 
corner of Structure 93 was uncovered, and further analysis determined that the western 
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side of Structure 93 functioned as a staircase to Structure 3 in its last construction phase. 
Extensive profiling of the south wall of a looters’ trench (LT1) 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). In 2009, excavations continued on the western façade 
of Structure 93, and expanded to encompass the north and south articulation between 
Structure 93 and 3, to the east (Figure 4). The stratigraphy uncovered at the north and 
south articulations between Structures 3 and 93 indicate treatment of these structures as 
one single structure, in which a project of maintenance, renovation, or reconstruction was 
designed and undertaken for the entire architectural complex rather than as two separate 
structures (Trein 2010). As such, Structure 93 as an architectural entity is from now 
referred to as the lower staircase of Structure 3. 
 

 
Figure 2. Plan of the site core of La Milpa. Hammond and Tourtellot 1993. 
 
2010 RESEARCH GOALS AND METHODOLOGY 
The focus of this research consists of an investigation of the variable ways in which 
monumental architecture in La Milpa was used and accessed by different socio-economic 
groups in Late Classic Maya society. It is posited here that monumental spaces can be 
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associated to activities other than events of political and ritual significance, these being 
often favored in a great number of archaeological works that hold an elite-oriented 
perspective (Ashmore 1991b; Ashmore and Sabloff 2002; Freidel and Schele 1986; 1988; 
Villamil 2007; and others). In addition to being stages for ritual performances and 
political statements (Ashmore 1991a; Hammond 1991; Pendergast 1965; Prouskouriakoff 
1963; Stuart 1986; Traxler 2003), monumental structures can also function periodically 
as working spaces and transit areas for groups in ancient Maya society other than the 
elite. In order to understand the variable nature of use of monumental architecture within 
the context of larger-scale social dynamics in ancient Maya society, an investigation of 
the activities that were taking place in this space is required. As all action is mediated 
materially (Meskell 1998; 2005; Miller 2005), different activities and events should leave 
material traces of their existence. The methodology used in the 2010 field season was 
three-fold: horizontal and vertical excavations, soil analysis, and TDS (Total Data 
Station) topographic mapping. This particular approach was adopted for its 
comprehensive character: excavations, soil sampling, and topographic mapping deal with 

 Figure 3. Plan map of Plaza A with main structures demarcated. Hammond & Tourtellot 1993. 
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different scales and types of archaeological evidence, and as such it should work to 
counter possible biases against micro- and/or perishable remains in the archaeological 
record. This approach is to be eventually complemented and contextualized through 
comparative analysis of present archaeological literature and an examination of 
epigraphic evidence found in the research area in upcoming years. 
 

 
Figure 4. Location of 2010 excavation units in the research area. Adapted from Hammond & 
Tourtellot 1993. 
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SUMMARY OF THE 2010 FIELD SEASON RESULTS 
Excavation units are listed here in order of their spatial distribution within the research 
area (Figure 4). In the 2010 season, excavations were located on the northeast and center 
line of Structure 3, and on the northeast, southeast and southwest quadrants of the 
research area. The unit (suboperation) nomenclature system is an extension of that 
employed in the 2007 and 2009 seasons, and as such the first excavation unit of the 2010 
season was A1-X. The last excavation unit to be established in 2010 was A1-AJ. Soil 
sampling and topographic data gathering were undertaken in the 2010 field season, but as 
the information has yet to be analyzed, results are not available for discussion here.  
 
Structure 3 Area 
For excavations on Structure 3, these are separated into the units’ position on the western 
façade or in the northeast corner of the building. For the suboperations on the western 
façade, these are positioned on the center line of the lower staircase (A1-Y and A1-AI), 
on the landing area of the bottom staircase (A1-Z), on the upper staircase (A1-AA), and 
in the area surrounding Looter’s Trench 2 (A1-LT2 and A1-AH). 

 
A1-Y and A1-AI 
A1-Y is a 2 x 5 m unit that was partially excavated in 2007, as unit A1-J. A1-AI is 
located to the immediate east of A1-Y, and measures 1 x 2 m. These two units are located 
in the approximate center line of the structure at the base of the lower staircase of 
Structure 3, and are placed approximately equidistantly between LT1 and LT2, two 
looter’s trenches on the western façade of Structure 3. A1-J was originally excavated in 
2007 to examine the last phase construction episode of Structure 3, however, due to time 
constraints, investigations terminated before enough data could be recovered (Grazioso 
2008). In 2010 A1-Y was opened partially enveloping the eastern side of A1-J and 
extending a further 2 m to the east.  
 
The stratigraphy present at A1-Y and A1-AI shows a visible, but weathered last 
construction phase set of aligned faced stones with a north-south orientation. Shallow 
bedrock can be observed in the eastern side of A1-Y, although it dips down sharply at 
approximately 0.75m east of the western border of A1-Y (Figures 5 and 6).  
 

 
  Figure 5. Plan Map of A1-Y and A1-AI. 
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Figure 6. East-facing photo of A1-Y and the lower portion of A1-AI. Arrows point the last 
construction phase (on left), cut in bedrock (bottom right) and 2nd to last construction phase floor 
(upper right). The southern side of A1-Y (the right side in the photo) was chosen for further 
excavations. 
 
After documenting the last construction phase, the southern 1 x 5 m of A1-Y was chosen 
for further excavation (Figures 5 and 6). Under the last construction phase surface, two 
distinct stratigraphic sequences were encountered (Figure 7). On the eastern half of the 
unit, a layer of loose cobble, which belonged to the 2007 excavation backfill, was 
followed by a stratum of compacted soil matrix directly above bedrock. Remains of 
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flagging tape were encountered throughout the compact soil matrix, indicating that this 
area had been previously excavated (although the 2007 excavations had not reached this 
level). On the western 3 m of A1-Y, the stratigraphic sequence presented itself as quite 
different and devoid of evidence for recent excavations. Directly underneath the faced 
stone alignments laid a stratum of medium to large limestone cobbles in a compacted, 
hard, plaster matrix. This layer was approximately 1.40 m in thickness at its densest, and 
was preceded by a stratum of medium to large limestone cobbles in a loose dark soil 
matrix. This last stratum was placed directly over bedrock. The bedrock in the west 
portion of A1-Y was relatively level, at around 35cm below the level of the bedrock to 
the east. At the eastern edge of the unit, and at 2.75 m below surface, an irregular edge of 
a flat, compacted plaster deposit and underlying pebble layer was found, measuring 35 
cm in thickness.   
 

 
Figure 7. South profile of A1-Y, showing the backfill layers on the right side, and construction fill 
deposits to the right.  
 
The archaeological remains encountered in A1-Y and A1-AI have to be contextualized in 
the recent research efforts at La Milpa in order for it to be understood. The last 
construction phase represents the steps of the lower staircase of the western façade of 
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Structure 3 as well as the two-phase construction fill indentified underneath. This is true 
for the eastern portion of the unit. On the western half, evidence for contemporary 
excavations is apparent in the presence of flagging tape and differential stratigraphy. 
Artifacts found in this context were processed accordingly. Based on ceramic analysis, 
the last construction phase dates to the Late Classic, which is in accord with other 
excavations in the research area (Sullivan 2010 personal communication). This last 
construction phase represents a high volume building effort, which is mirrored in the 
stratigraphy present in A1-X, discussed below. At approximately 3.5m from the western 
edge of the last construction phase, evidence for a previous construction phase can be 
identified, in the remains of a plaster floor 25-30cm thick. The floor appears to have 
extended westwards at the height of the bedrock level above the cut, although it cannot be 
proposed at this stage whether the irregular edges of the second-to-last construction phase 
was the result of a Late Classic purposeful cut or natural depositional processes. 
 
A1-Z and A1-AA 
A1-Z and A1-AA, measuring 2 x 3 m and 2 x 5 m respectively, were established on the 
top of the landing of the lower staircase of the western façade of Structure 3 in order to 
examine the nature of the architectural intersection between the lower and upper staircase 
on the western façade of Structure 3. Due to the location and depth of Looter’s Trench 1 
(LT1) and Looter’s Trench 2 (LT2), which both reach deep into lower staircase and 
landing, and the presence of a large dead tree stump, these two units had to be placed in a 
staggered fashion in relation to each other (Figure 8). A1-Z was not excavated fully due 
its the proximity to LT1. 
 
In A1-Z, the first step of the upper staircase of Structure 3 was encountered in the eastern 
portion of A1-Z, oriented to a north-south alignment (Figure 8). This first step was also 
present in A1-AA, along with six other steps rising to the east. The exterior of the back 
wall of the last phase construction superstructure of the lower landing was encountered 
on the western side of the A1-Z, also oriented to a north-south alignment (Figures 8, 9 
and 10). The stairs of the upper staircase and the lower landing superstructure were 
bridged by a plaster floor, which provided access from the lower landing to the upper 
staircase of Structure 3. The exterior of the back wall of the superstructure on the lower 
landing showed a peculiar architectural morphology, being composed of faced limestone 
blocks that were positioned in straight and staggered columns, rows, and in a frame-like 
arrangement (Figure 9 and 10).  
 
It is not clear what the architect’s purpose of this architectural design may have been. The 
interpretation that it may have served as a base for a mask is thwarted by the fact that it 
faces into the structure rather than towards the plaza. Similarly, an interpretation that the 
staggered columns may have served as a structural support for an architectural addition is 
left open due to the lack of evidence for said addition.  
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Figure 8. Plan map of A1-Z and A1-AA. 
 
A test pit was excavated in the last construction phase plaster floor present in A1-Z, 
uncovering a well-preserved buried staircase belonging to a previous construction phase 
(Figure 11). Although the buried staircase rose towards the east, in the direction of A1-
AA, it was not visible in A1-AA either during the excavations of this unit or in an 
investigation of the unit’s profiles. It is not clear where the buried staircase led to, and 
further investigation is needed. As the buried staircase was only uncovered and not 
excavated, it is not possible to offer a date to the construction episode as of yet. The 
construction fill above, belonging to the last plaster floor, lower landing superstructure 
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and upper staircase, has been dated to the Late Classic period based on an analysis of 
diagnostic ceramics (Sullivan 2010 personal communication).   
 

 
Figure 9. Cross Section of back façade of A1-Z. 
 
An extensive and diverse artifact assemblage was found in the topsoil layer above the last 
phase architecture in A1-Z and A1-AA. This assemblage was composed of obsidian 
blades, obsidian cores, mano and metate fragments, green stone fragments, incensario 
fragments, and a complete lenticular biface (Figure 12). It potentially belongs to a cache 
that was deposited late in the use of the last construction phase of Structure 3 or after its 
abandonment in the Terminal/Early Postclassic, based on the morphology of the 
incensario fragment and the lenticular biface (Hester et al 1980; Hester and Shafer 1991; 
Shafer 1985; Shafer 2010 personal communication; Sullivan 2010 personal 
communication). Taking into account the established ritualistic significance for these 
objects (Shafer 2010 personal communication), and the identification of other Postclassic 
deposits in Plaza A at La Milpa (Hammond and Bobo 1994), it may be possible to 
suggest that Structure 3 may have been a site for post-abandonment visitation.   
 
A1-LT2 and A1- AH 
The objectives of A1-LT2 and A1-AH were to retrieve, document and consolidate the 
archaeology exposed in A1-LT2, and investigate the architectural morphology of the last 
phase construction superstructure of Structure 93, respectively. A1-LT2 was excavated 
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  igure 10. Photo of the back façade of A1-Z.  F

 

   Figure 11. Bird’s eye view photo of test pit in A1-Z, showing three buried steps.
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within the boundaries of the destruction caused by the looters in Looter’s Trench 2, 
although a test pit was excavated for purposes of chronology. A1-AH was initially 
established as a cateo (an informal unit with no established boundaries) following the 
exterior of the west facing wall of the last construction phase superstructure of Structure 
93, which was first identified in the north profile of LT2. As the boundaries of the 
architectural feature were identified and delineated, A1-AH was demarcated as a 2 x 3 m 
unit.  
 

 
Figure 12. Illustration of the lenticular biface, found in 
A1-AA. 
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The results of the cleaning and excavation of A1-LT2 and A1-AH show a complex 
construction sequence for Structure 3 (Figures 13 and 14). It is clear from the stratigraphy 
exposed in LT2 that looters broke through at least two construction phases. Starting with 
the earliest construction phase exposed, a thick plaster floor of approximately 25 cm in 
thickness abuts a buried staircase to the east. This plaster floor stretches 3.5 m to the 
 

Figure 14. Photo of cleaned LT2, facing east. The 2nd to last construction phase 
floor can be seen as the bottom surface of the unit; 2 (two) courses of the 2nd to last 
construction phase stairs (two bottom arrows) and the last construction phase floor 
and superstructure (two top arrows) can be seen in the background. 
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west, and is cut by the last construction phase staircase (Figure 15). To the east, due to 
the fragility of context in the looter’s trench, determining what the buried stair led to is 
problematic, although the buried stairs found further up and east in unit A1-Z, discussed 
above, are probably a continuation of the stairs found in A1-LT2 due to the positioning, 
step height and morphology. The stairs do not continue below the level of the thick 
plaster floor, which lead to the interpretation that they are contemporaneous. A test pit 
excavated on this floor recovered ceramic fragments dating this construction phase to the 
Late Classic (Sullivan 2010 personal communication). This earlier construction phase 
was then buried by the last construction phase of Structure 93, on top of which a 
relatively thin plaster floor (of approximately 5 cm in thickness) is deposited, which is 
stratigraphically correspondent to the plaster floor observed in A1-Z. This plaster floor 
served as the walking level to the superstructure that last crowned the top of the lower 
landing. This superstructure had one central doorway based on excavations of A1-AH 
(Figure 15).  
 

 
Figure 14. Photo of southern profile of A1-LT2, showing the last construction phase stairs ( arrows 
indicates individual steps) and 2nd to last construction floor where the meter stick is resting. 
 
A1-AC and A1-AJ 
A1-AC and A1-AJ are a 3 x 3 m and a 1 x 2 m unit respectively that were created to 
investigate the architectural morphology of Structure 3 at its north-east corner. The locale 
chosen for excavation comprised of the area where the north-south and east-west lines 
created by the structure’s mound intersect at its north-east corner. In A1-AC, below 
topsoil, a layer of medium to large sized limestone cobbles were encountered in a loose 
white marly matrix. This layer gradually faded into an interface with the stratum below, 
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composed of medium to large sized limestone cobbles in a compacted, hard, plaster 
matrix. At this point, only half of this stratum was excavated, revealing below it a layer 
of medium to large limestone cobbles in a comparatively loose dark soil matrix (Figure 
16).  
 

 
Figure 15. Plan map of A1-LT2 and A1-AH. 
 
In A1-AJ, the stratigraphy presented was composed, below topsoil level, of medium to 
large limestone cobbles in loose white marly matrix, interspersed with horizontally 
deposited cells of compacted plaster which were irregular in appearance and 
discontinuous (Figure 17). 
 
The stratigraphy present in A1-AC and A1-AJ indicates that the architecture of the north-
east corner of Structure 3 suffered from large-scale post-depositional disintegration. This 
is evident in the presence of disassociated and irregular plaster cells and large deposits of 
limestone cobble in loose matrix in A1-AJ especially. No discernable exterior walls or 

54 



Monumental Architecture at La Milpa 

floors were encountered, which would have enabled a more solid identification of 
construction events at this locale. However, the stratum composed of cobble in a 
compacted dark matrix suggests the presence of a sub-façade construction fill, which, 
together with the bottom-most layer of limestone cobbles in dark matrix, mirrors the 
stratigraphy encountered inside the last construction phase of Structure 3 in unit A1-Y, on 
the western façade of Structure 3. It is thus suggested that the façade of Structure 3 at this 
location has been entirely destroyed, exposing the inner construction fill under a layer of 
architectural collapse. 
 

 
Figure 16. Western profile of A1-AC. 
 
Southwest Area 
A1-X 
A1-X is a 2 x 2 m unit set on the southwest corner of Structure 3, an area originally 
demarcated as Structure 94 in Hammond and Tourtellot (1993) and Hammond et al 
(1996) in their comprehensive mapping effort at the site of La Milpa. The aim of this unit 
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was to investigate the construction sequence of the southwest corner of Structure 3, as 
well as to elucidate on its architectural morphology and function. The area covered by 
A1-X is characterized by a horizontal, flat platform that projects southwards and 
westwards away from Structure 3 as the level of Plaza A dips down southwards. The 
stratigraphic sequence encountered in A1-X consists of one layer of small to large 
limestone cobbles and limestone boulders in loose, sparse matrix, reaching a depth of 
3.10 m.  
 

 
Figure 17. Southern profile of A1-AJ. 
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The distribution of limestone cobble in A1-X was not found to be uniform. Larger sized 
cobble was found in the majority of the unit, being mostly present on the western side of 
the unit, whereas smaller limestone cobble was present in the eastern most edges of the 
unit (Figures 18  and 19). Although these differences could be discerned upon 
examination, there was no clear stratigraphic break, only a diffuse interface between the 
different limestone cobble deposits. A number of large flat limestone slabs were 
uncovered at approximately 2.15 m below surface level, stacked in five rows in a north-
south alignment, approximately at the intersection between the distinct deposits of 
limestone cobble. 
 

 
Figure 18. Photo of A1-X, diagonally from the west towards the east. Note the 
presence of small cobble on the eastern profile only. 
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Figure 19. East profile of A1-X. 
 
The stratigraphic record uncovered in A1-X suggests one construction phase, which, in 
relation to an analysis of the ceramic assemblage recovered, pertains to a Late Classic 
construction event (Sullivan 2010 personal communication). Due to the fragile nature of 
the soil matrix, excavations of A1-X terminated at the depth of 3.10 m for safety reasons. 
Nevertheless, the final depth of this unit is at the same level as bedrock observed in unit 
A1-O four meters to the west, excavated in 2009, and as such, it can be suggested that the 
construction episode observed in A1-X is the only and/or largest construction event 
present at this location. The volume of the construction effort observed in A1-X is 
mirrored by that encountered in A1-Y, A1-AA and A1-AC, where the last construction 
episode is characterized by the addition of a large amount of volume to Structure 3.  
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The construction fill in A1-X appears to be divided in order of cobble size, with the 
larger stones placed towards the outer edges of the platform, and smaller rocks towards 
the center. The large limestone slabs identified close to the bottom of the unit may have 
served as a construction pen in the process of construction, separating these two 
construction fill deposits (Figure 19). It is quite possible that the southwest corner of 
Structure 3 was designed as structural support to a heavily enlarged building in the last 
construction episode of Structure 3 in the Late Classic.  
 
Northeast Area 
A1-AB, A1-AD, A1-AE, A1-AF 
These four units were established to investigate the stratigraphy of the north-east sector 
of the research area, which is characterized by a relatively flat area bound by Structures 2 
and 3 to the west, and low-lying limestone ridges to the south, east and north. Units A1-
AB, AD, AE, and AF were uniformly established as 1 x 1 m units, to expedite the vertical 
excavation effort, and their positions were determined by a combination of non-
probabilistic and random stratified sampling designs (Figure 4). 
 
The stratigraphy encountered was fairly uniform between A1-AB, AD, AE, and AF 
(Figure 20). They all presented, under a layer of humus, a faint layer of limestone/plaster 
granules and pebbles. Under this stratum, medium to large limestone cobbles were 
encountered, within a thick clay matrix. Below this layer, limestone cobbles peter out into 
a clay lens which was between 60 cm to 1.20 m in thickness. The clay lens became 
denser and whiter in color towards its interface with the limestone bedrock. Cultural 
material, in the shape of ceramic fragments and lithic debitage, was found throughout the 
stratigraphic sequence, including in the clay lens immediately above bedrock. In 
accordance to the soil sampling component of the methodology designed for the 2010 
field season, 1.5 kg soil samples were collected sequentially for each stratum in all units, 
starting from 10 cm below surface level (Beach 2010 personal communication). 
 
The combined presence of a decomposed limestone/plaster and pebble stratum above a 
layer of compacted medium to large limestone cobbles suggests an ancient Maya floor. 
Due to its proximity of the decomposed plaster and pebble stratum to topsoil levels, the 
original plaster surface would have been exposed to the detrimental action of roots and 
organic debris, resulting in the decomposition of the plaster surface. The consistent 
presence of cultural materials immediately above bedrock in all four units suggests that 
the area to the north-east of Structure 3 was culturally modified from the bedrock up.  
 
In A1-AF and A1-AD, an unusually high concentration of lithic debitage was 
encountered. In A1-AD, comparatively high amounts of obsidian debitage and micro-
debitage, as well as a few fragments of prismatic blades, were encountered in relation to 
chert lithic debitage at the level of the possible decomposed plaster floor. In A1-AF, high 
amounts of chert debitage and micro-debitage, approximately 4,207 fragments (8,920 g in 
weight), in addition to a three broken bifaces at different stages of manufacture, were 
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encountered clustered in the north-east corner of the 1 x 1 m, in a lens that stretched 
beyond the boundaries of the unit. This dense lithic debitage lens was identified at the 
level of the possible decomposed plaster floor. Diagnostic ceramic fragments from this 
level were identified as belonging to the Late Classic period (Sullivan personal 
communication 2010). Taking into consideration the volume and concentration of chert 
and obsidian debitage, as well as the common identification of micro-debitage in both 
units, it can be suggested that the area to the north-east of Structure 3 served as a lithic 
tool processing area for an unknown period of time in the Late Classic. 
 

 
Figure 20. Profiles of A1-AB, A1-AD, A1-AE, and A1-AF. 
 
Southeast Area 
A1-AG 
A1-AG was established as a 3.5 x 3 m unit, placed in the south-east quadrant of the 
research area. This locale is characterized by five largely parallel limestone stepped 
ridges, which generally follow the outline of Structure 3, from north to south, further to 
the east. The goal of unit A1-AG was to determine whether and how this area was 
utilized in antiquity. The unit was laid out across a sharp break in the bedrock 
topography, enveloping one of the bedrock’s stepped edges, and over a possible large 
limestone feature (Figure 21).  
 
The excavation of A1-AG consisted exclusively of the removal of the humus layer, 
immediately above bedrock. The limestone feature was found to be natural, due to its 
position above a substantial layer of humus, thus being the product of processes of the 
decomposition of the limestone matrix, rather than human action. The recognition of the 
natural aspect of the limestone feature was useful in the interpretation of the material 
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culture found in A1-AG. Most of the lithic debitage and ceramic assemblage found, and 
the totality of lithic tools found in A1-AG, were encountered on the outside edge of the 
limestone feature (to the east), rather than in-between the limestone feature and the 
bedrock from which it detached. Considering that water and erosion debris flow 
downwards from west to east, it would be reasonable to assume that natural deposition 
processes would cause artifacts to be deposited between bedrock and the limestone 
feature, and not beyond. Since this is not the case, it can be suggested that at least a 
portion of the artifact assemblage was found in situ. The lithic tools that were identified 
in excavations consisted of one large biface, biface fragments, and large uniface 
choppers, which seem to have been expediently or crudely made (Figure 22). Based on 
the study conducted by Woods and Titmus (1996), the tools found in A1-AG seem to be 
consistent with quarrying activity due to the type of lithic tools and the context in which 
they were identified. This quarrying activity could have occurred as late as the Late 
Classic period, when the last large-scale construction effort occurred, as evidenced by 
excavations on Structure 3. This chronology is supported by the ceramic assemblage 
found in the unit (Sullivan personal communication 2010).  
 

 
Figure 21. Plan map of A1-AG. 
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Figure 22. A sample of the lithic tools and debitage found in association to A1-AG. 
 
FINAL THOUGHTS 
The excavations, soil sampling, and TDS mapping of the 2010 field season represent the 
core data-gathering effort in my doctoral dissertation research, and the data collected 
certainly have set the basis for subsequent fine-tuning and finalization in the upcoming 
field seasons of 2011 and 2012. Excavations of units A1-Z and A1-AA on Structure 3, 
A1-AB, A1-AD, A1-AE and A1-AF to the northeast of Structure 3, and A1-AG to the 
southwest of Structure 3 have yielded promising evidence for the multiplicity of use of 
the space occupied and framed by Structure 3 during the Late Classic and possibly after 
its abandonment in the Terminal Classic. It can be suggested that limestone quarrying and 
lithic tool manufacture was being carried out in the area behind Structure 3, or away from 
the open space of Plaza A, in the Late Classic period. These activities were conducted in 
spatially defined activity areas, although the extent of their duration is not known in this 
point of the investigations. It seems apparent that Structure 3 was also the stage for post-
abandonment visits from surrounding populations who may have passed through the site 
(by design or accident). Whatever their intent, it seems clear that Structure 3 was 
considered important enough to warrant the deposition of ritualistically significant 
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objects, including a sacrificial knife (Shafer 2010 personal communication), and an 
incensario.  
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INTRODUCTION 
The Three Rivers Archeological Project represents a regional research program aimed at 
elucidating the nature of Maya political, social, and economic integration. Toward this 
end, extensive research is being undertaken at the primary center at La Milpa. As part of 
a multi-institutional endeavor, Santa Monica College is examining the role of elite 
lineages within the developmental trajectory of La Milpa. Ongoing research at two 
separate multi-courtyard lineages within the site epicenter is shedding insight into the 
long-term historical development and overarching political economy of this polity. 
 
BACKGROUND DISCUSSION OF LA MILPA 
The site of La Milpa is located within a 260,000 acre ecological preserve managed by the 
Programme for Belize.  Situated in the Three Rivers Region of northwestern Belize, La 
Milpa represents the largest polity within the Programme for Belize lands.  Excavations 
began in the early 1990s under the directorship of Norman Hammond and Gair 
Tourtellot. Their initial work in the central precinct along with a comprehensive 
settlement pattern investigation generated critical data in regard to core development and 
outlying population distribution. Initial data suggested a nucleated Late Preclassic 
presence followed by a massive Late to Terminal Classic explosion. At its height, the site 
core at La Milpa was home to 17 stelae, two ballcourts, major pyramids, administrative 
structures, and a series of large, connected plazas (Figure 1). Based on these political 
markers it is argued that La Milpa was the dominant regional center within the Late 
Classic. Hammond and Tourtellot estimate that La Milpa governed an immediate 
population of nearly 20,000.  
 
Initial research by Hammond and Tourtellot provided the critical foundation from which 
our subsequent investigations have proceeded. Over the last decade, the Three Rivers 
Archaeological Project, under the directorship of Fred Valdez, has expanded on-going 
research to include examination of water and land management strategies, site-periphery 
interaction, and residential courtyards.  
 
THEORETICAL OBJECTIVES 
Research conducted by Santa Monica College is motivated by numerous theoretical and 
methodological objectives. First, examination of La Milpa’s mid-to-upper elite lineages 
continues the long-term residential investigations conducted by the author. Of specific 
interest is the degree to which social status influences key subsistence-related activities at 
the courtyard level of integration. To investigate this research question, courtyards/ 
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extended families throughout the Maya social hierarchy have been sampled in relation to 
basic productive and consumptive activities. Research at La Milpa provides critical 
complementary data that will be compared to the existing data from low-to-middle class 
residences. Furthermore, of general interest is the degree to which social status affects 
manipulation of, and involvement within, systems of ideology and the overarching 
political economy.  
 

 
Figure 1. La Milpa Site map, RB 25. (Map by Hammond and Tourtellout, courtesy of LaMAP). 
 
A second research objective is to examine the developmental trajectory of La Milpa 
throughout the Preclassic and Classic periods. Such an investigation allows us to 
reconstruct the historical events specific to La Milpa and to understand more precisely 
the role of this polity within the changing political landscape of the region. At present, 
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there are two competing models in regard to La Milpa’s rise to political prominence. 
Hammond and Tourtellot argue for a rapid and intense Late/Terminal Classic expansion. 
They propose that the vast majority of La Milpa’s monumentality and site-core 
composition is a product of Late/Terminal Classic construction. To the contrary, Houk 
and Zaro suggest a more pronounced Late Preclassic presence, along with emphasizing a 
more gradual political expansion throughout the Classic period. This interpretation is 
based on current research being conducted within Plaza B at La Milpa. They have 
identified a series of monumental construction phases that appear to pre-date the Late 
Classic along with evidence of a more significant Late Preclassic presence. Analysis of 
Courtyards 136 and149 may allow us to determine if an entrenched elite class existed in 
the southern site-core in advance of the Late Classic.   
 
The third objective of our project is to support and facilitate the Programme for Belize 
and Institute of Archaeology’s efforts to expand ecotourism while maintaining a 
commitment to natural and cultural sustainability. Santa Monica College has been 
noticeably active in many such efforts and continues this commitment in regard to 
archaeological preservation. Ongoing excavation at Courtyard 149 has revealed a 
remarkably preserved, Late Preclassic structure (#63). The presence of inter-connected 
cut-stone walls atop a red specular hematite floor has generated considerable interest 
within the Programme for Belize for future consolidation.  Our excavation methodology 
at this locus is specifically designed to facilitate this possibility. 
 
DISCUSSION OF SELECTED EXTENDED LINEAGES 
Excavations have been initiated within two elite lineages. The extended lineage 
associated with Courtyard 149 is situated approximately 0.25 km southeast of the 
Southern Acropolis, while the lineage affiliated with Courtyard 137 is located 0.25 km to 
the southwest. These loci satisfied our research requirements in that: 
 

1) Their proximity to the Southern Acropolis suggests differential 
privilege 

2) The presence of key political and religious markers were consistent 
with those of an elite class (e.g., associated C-shaped structures, a 
courtyard shrine, carved monument, and a sub-terrainean throne room),  

3) Their complex and multi-courtyard composition may allow us to 
distinguish between gradual, accretionary growth and rapid, single 
phase construction, and  

4) The superb condition of Structure 63 (Courtyard 149), along with its 
proximity to the site core, makes it a viable option for consolidation 
and incorporation into the country’s efforts of advancing eco-tourism 
and cultural sustainability.  
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Southeastern Lineage 
Courtyard 149 is situated atop an artificially modified ridge slope approximately 5 meters 
in height. The upper dimensions of the formalized ridge measure 45 meters north/south 
by 25 meters east/west. This courtyard includes a combination of domestic and religious 
structures. The plaza appears to be functionally and socially integrated with the two 
courtyards lying immediately to the south (Figure 2). A comparison of plaza size, form, 
and composition suggests that Courtyard 149 housed the ranking individuals of this 
extended lineage. Courtyard 149 is the largest of the three loci, displays the most 
formalized architecture, exhibits restricted access and tight nucleation, is closest to the 
southern acropolis, and contains the only temple structure.   
 

 
Figure 2. RB 25, Operation 1:  Southeastern Lineage associated with 
Courtyard 149. 
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Based on data generated and observations made during the first three field seasons, the 
southern temple structure appears to be the product of rapid, single phase construction 
dating to the Late Classic.  Excavations along the eastern flank of Courtyard 149, though, 
provide construction data that may indicate 1) a more gradual and complex 
developmental history and 2) noticeable social affluence in advance of the Late Classic.  
 
Southwestern Lineage 
Courtyard 137 and the adjoining compounds lie approximately 0.25 km southwest of the 
terminus of the Southern Acropolis (Figure 3). This lineage consists of three connected, 
formalized courtyards to the north and two courtyards with associated ancillary structures 
to the south.  A precipitous drop-off exists immediately to the west and south.   
 

 
Figure 3.Extended Southeastern Lineage associated with Courtyard 
149. 
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Initial investigation of this extended grouping was conducted under the directorship of 
Hammond and Tourtellot in the mid-1990s.  Prior examination appears to have focused 
on Courtyards 137 and 135, which include an elevated C-shaped structure and carved 
monument, respectively. Hammond proposes that the subterranean chamber located at the 
rear of the C-shaped structure would have represented a royal throne. This, along with the 
aforementioned monument, argues for upper-level elite status. In fact, Hammond 
suggests that this locus represents the residence of a La Milpa ruler. 
 
While Hammond’s excavations appear to have centered on the archaeological markers of 
political power, our efforts have been directed toward identifying site chronology, 
recovering associated midden, and investigating drainage and landscape modifications.   
 
SUMMARY OF 2010 EXCAVATIONS 
Southastern Lineage: (Operation 1: Courtyards 149, 151, and 68) 
Excavation during the 2010 field season focused on the continued examination of 
Courtyard 149. As stated previously, it is suggested that this courtyard housed the 
ranking extended family of the defined lineage. Our efforts were limited to the intensive 
investigation of the northeast quadrant of the courtyard (Figure 4).   
 
Our goals were:  

1) To delineate Structure 63 dimension 
2) To reconstruct and date the various construction phases associated with 

the aforementioned structure 
3) To continue examination of the raised bench 
4) To determine the lateral extent of the assumed Late Preclassic, red 

specular hematite surface 
5) To define the proposed courtyard entrance way 
6) To identify the architectural connection between Structures 63 and 64 
7) To evaluate the potential for structure consolidation and its 

incorporation into the country’s long-term plans for cultural 
preservation and sustainable eco-tourism 

 
A total of six new suboperations were initiated during the 2010 field season, along with 
the continued investigation of Suboperation AQ (begun in 2009). The units were 
designated Suboperations AW-BB (see Figure 5 for unit location).  The units will be 
presented and discussed according to archaeological context. Consequently, they will not 
necessarily be presented alphabetically. In general, the discussion proceeds from north to 
south within the targeted excavation area.  
 
Suboperation AW 
Suboperation AW is a 1.6 x 1.9 m unit located directly west of Suboperation AR. The 
goal of this unit was to identify whether the architectural extension/entrance jam 
identified in Suboperation AMA was paralleled by a similar extension to the west. If so, 

72 



Two Extended Elite Lineages 

the flanking nature of such construction would indicate a formalized entryway into 
Courtyard 149. A total of five lots were excavated.   
 

 
Figure 4. Suboperations associated with Courtyard 149. 
 
A nicely preserved, corresponding jam was identified creating an entrance path 
approximately 1.25 meters in width. The dimension of the western jam is 1.88 n/s x 1.25 
m e/w and preserves at a height of 80 cm. The basal depths of the flanking insets 
terminate upon a poorly preserved floor. Furthermore, this western jam adjoins a 
formalized north/south stone alignment that may represent the basal platform for 
Structure 64, the structure’s eastern wall, or a small ancillary construction due east of 
Structure 64. 
 
Suboperation AY 
Suboperation AY is a 2 x 1 m unit directly south of Suboperation AW and immediately 
west of Suboperations AR and AU. The goals of this unit were to examine the area 
immediately south of the entrance jam identified in Suboperation AW and to determine 
whether a formalized staircase descended to the lower courtyard surface. The noticeable 
down slope of the topography suggests the possibility of such a staircase. A total of three 
lots were identified.  
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Figure 5. Subopertion locations for Structure 63 and 64. 
 
Due to the limited excavation of this unit, we were only able to remove the humus and 
portions of the overlying collapse/tumble. Although further clarification is required, a 
probable east-west stone alignment was identified. This feature abuts the southeastern 
entrance jam and tentatively suggests the presence of a descending staircase. Poorly 
preserved cut-stones above this alignment may indicate a higher coursing.   
 
Suboperation AZ 
Suboperation AZ is a 1.6 x 2 m unit located directly north of Suboperation AW. The 
purpose of this unit was twofold. First, we hoped to define the function of the north/south 
cut-stone alignment identified in Suboperation AW. Secondly, extending excavation 
northward would help to clarify the spatial logic of the presumed entrance way. A total of 
nine lots were excavated.   
 
Excavation focused on the eastern half and northern third of the unit. The cut-stone 
alignment identified in Suboperation AW continued northward and terminated 
approximately 50 cm shy of the unit’s northern edge. A minimum of six vertical 
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coursings was identified. Tentative interpretation of this feature suggests that it is either 
associated with a formalized entrance way or is part of an ancillary structure immediately 
adjacent to (and east of) Structure 64. The latter interpretation is based, in part, on the 
irregular shape of the alignment.   
 
Suboperation BB 
Suboperation BB is a 3.4 x 1 m unit situated directly west of Suboperations AW and AZ. 
We extended excavations westward in hopes of defining the organization of the 
formalized entrance way. As stated above, the irregular architectural layout of this area 
suggests construction post-dating (or functionally independent of) Structure 64. A total of 
three lots were excavated. 
 
Due to time restrictions, we were only able to conduct partial excavation of this 
suboperation. A series of additional cut stones were identified immediately west of the 
north/south alignment discussed above. The irregular westward extension requires further 
examination. The recovery of red plaster fragments and apparent sub-floor fill in Lots 1 
and 2 suggests that this architectural feature may have been plastered during the final 
occupation phase so as to create a usable surface. Underlying this fill were a series of 
horizontally laid cut-limestone blocks. The 2011 field season will continue examination 
of this area.  
 
Suboperation AX 
Suboperation AX is a 1 x 1.5 m unit situated immediately east of Suboperation AQ. The 
goal of AX was twofold: to identify the eastern wall of Structure 63 and, at the same 
time, to define the east-west interior dimension of the structure. This unit extended 
excavations of the structure’s northernmost room further east than any previous 
suboperation. Due to the easterly sloping terrain and the corresponding erosional forces, 
discovery of the structure’s eastern wall has been challenging. A total of six lots were 
excavated. A per-lot description will be provided for this unit. This is done to clarify 
Suboperation AX’s relationship and integration with Suboperation AQ (discussed below). 
See Figure 6 for a schematic representation of the associated lots.  
 
Lot 1. The first lot isolated the overlying humus and was excavated parallel to the angle 
of the slope. No artifacts were collected. 
 
Lot 2. Lot 2 averaged 11 cm in depth and began the process of leveling the unit. In situ 
construction fill appears to have been reached throughout the majority of the unit. 
Considerable root disturbance exists in the southern third of Suboperation AX. In all 
likelihood this root system has relocated cut stones associated with the wall column 
immediately to the south. The ending depths of AX-2 roughly match the ending 
elevations of AQ-3 excavated during the 2009 field season.  
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Lot 3. Lot 3 extends excavations westward to the inner face of the structure’s outer wall.  
Consequently, AX-3 extends across both Suboperations AX and AQ resulting in a 1 x 2.5 
m level. The size of the sub-floor fill and our desire to have a manageable unit within 
which to operate necessitated this decision. Lot 3 averaged 20 cm in depth and represents 
construction fill.  No significant alignment or feature was identified. 
 
Lot 4. Lot 4 maintained the 1 x 2.5 m dimension begun in Lot 3 and averaged 22 cm in 
depth. The primary context of this lot was construction fill. As before, existing tree 
disturbance limited our efforts in the southern portions of the unit. Considerable effort 
was made to separate fill/collapse from the myriad of roots. No artifacts were recovered 
and no discernible features were identified. 
 

 
 
Figure 6. North profile of Suboperations AQ and Ax. 
 
Lot 5. AX-5 is located primarily within the original dimensions of Suboperation AX. Lot 
5 represents the western 75 cm of the original unit and the eastern 20 cm of Suboperation 
AQ (extension into AQ was due to the pedestaled fill that overlapped the division of the 
units). This level was terminated approximately 14 cm above the red-plaster surfaced 
identified in AQ 5 (see below). Our intent of stopping short of the plaster floor was to 
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isolate any deposits associated with the act of termination and to protect the integrity of 
the well-preserved surface. Fewer than a dozen ceramics were collected. 
 
Lot 6. This level brought excavations down to the red plaster surface identified in 
Suboperation AQ.  The overlying 14 cm were excavated carefully, isolating any artifacts 
that were purposefully deposited upon the surface. Six well-cut, limestone blocks 
appeared to have been intentionally laid on the floor prior to the fill process commencing 
(Figure 7). This determination is based upon the perfectly horizontal position of these 
limestone blocks and the absence of any surface damage that would have resulted from 
careless depositing of structure fill. Both ceramics and lithics were recovered, although 
none of these were recovered directly atop the living surface.   
 

 
Figure 7. Plan map of Lots AQ-6 and AX-6. 
 
Suboperation AQ 
Suboperation AQ is a 2 x 1 m unit directly north of Suboperation O and immediately 
west of Suboperation AX. Suboperation AQ was aligned so as to expose the eastern face 
of the structure’s outer/western wall and, at the same time, calculate its overall height. In 
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addition, our goal was to determine if the red plaster floor found south of the interior wall 
plug (Figure 8) continued northward into this room. This suboperation was commenced 
during the 2009 field season with a total of three lots excavated. Level 3 terminated 
within the context of interior structure fill. The 2010 field season re-opened Suboperation 
AQ.   
 

 
Figure 8. Plan map of Structures 63 and 64. 
 
Lot 4. This is a somewhat irregular level served to formalize the dimensions of 
Suboperation AQ. Lot 4 includes portions of AQ that were immediately north and south 
of AX-4. (AX-4 extended east-west across both units and was one meter in width.) 
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Despite the irregularity, the entire context of AQ-4 was construction fill. The average 
depth of this lot was 56 cm with several ceramics being recovered. 
 
Lot 5. The upper portions of AQ-5 extended across Suboperations AX and AQ. In 
general, we were excavating west to east in 20 cm intervals in hopes of identifying a 
continuation of the red specular hematite floor. The lot began by removing approximately 
15-20 cm of construction fill throughout both units. Upon removing the next 20 cm of fill 
in the westernmost portion of Suboperation AQ we identified the underlying red plaster 
floor. In the process it was discovered that the base of the western/outer wall was covered 
with similar, red painted plaster (up to a height of 30 cm). At this point, we placed 
screened dirt over the small portion of the exposed surface and brought down the western 
1 m of AQ-5 to 10 cm above the underlying floor (190 cm below Datum X). Construction 
fill in the eastern half of this level (located within the original boundaries of Suberation 
AX) was approximately 25 cm higher (165 cm below Datum X). At this point, it was 
decided to distinguish Suboperations AQ and AX and re-establish their original 
dimensions. Ceramics and broken fragments of the painted wall plaster were collected. 
 
Lot 6. Lot 6 is a 1 x 1 m level located entirely within the original dimensions of 
Suboperation AQ. Lot 6 brought the overlying 10 cm down to the floor surface. Special 
effort was made to identify artifacts that may have been purposefully placed on the 
surface as part of a termination ritual. A total of two cut limestone blocks (related to 
those found in AX-6) were intentionally deposited on the plaster floor (Figure 7). The red 
plaster lips up to the western wall. At present, it is uncertain as to whether there were any 
re-plastering events or if the western wall continues below the plaster floor.   
 
Suboperation BA 
Suboperation BA is a 1 x 2 m unit located directly south of Suboperations AP and O. The 
purpose of this unit was to determine the lateral extent of the bench exposed in 
Suboperation AP and, in the process, reconstruct overall room configuration. The later 
insertion of the opposing northern wall plug suggests the separation of this inner space 
from the once parallel (and shared) room to the north (Figure 8). A total of six lots were 
designated. 
 
The degree and directionality of excavation was limited by numerous factors, including 
root disturbance, proximity of large trees immediately to the south, and the need to 
maintain architectural integrity. Minimal excavation was conducted in the western 
quarter of the unit due to concerns of column stability while excavation terminated shy of 
the unit’s southern boundary due to excessive root disturbance.   
 
Despite the limitations noted above, the well-preserved, red-specular hematite bench 
continued throughout Suboperation BA. During excavation of this subop we were able to 
identify and expose the southern face of the eastern column. The opposing western wall 
column stands, at minimum, four courses higher than its eastern counterpart. It is 
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assumed that this discrepancy is a product of slope orientation and differential collapse as 
opposed to varying architectural construction. Minimal ceramics were recovered, but 
preliminary evaluation suggests a construction fill episode dating to the Late Classic. Lot 
5 was terminated 10 cm shy of the bench in hopes of isolating any artifacts that may have 
been ritually deposited on the surface. No such termination ritual was identified in Lot 6. 
 
Southwestern Lineage: Operation A5 (Courtyards 135, 136, 137, and 142) 
2010 excavations continued the test-pit program initiated in 2008. Our goal was to 
examine each of the lineage structures along with all associated features (e.g., courtyard 
surfaces, projected causeways, slope terraces, and drainage features). In general, our aim 
was to determine structure function, associated activities, and chronology. Toward this 
end we employed a series of 1 x 2 m units behind each structure. In addition, select 
buildings were examined in regard to construction history, architectural quality, and 
interior-use space.   
 
A total of 10 new Suboperations were conducted during the 2010 field season. The units 
were designated Suboperations S-AC (see Figures 9 and 10 for unit location). Again, the 
units will be presented according to archaeological context. In general, the discussion 
proceeds in a southerly direction. 
 
Suboperation AB 
Suboperation AB is a 2 x 1 m unit situated within Courtyard 137. The unit was oriented 
approximately 30 degrees east of north and located within the center of the plaza that 
supports the C-Shaped structure. The goal of Suboperation AB was to identify the 
construction date of the plaza and the presence of any re-plastering episodes. A total of 3 
lots were identified. 
 
Immediately upon removing the humus, courtyard fill was encountered. The upper layer 
of fill consisted of chert cobbles ranging from 4-25 cm in length. As the unit proceeded, 
the size of the cobble fill increased dramatically. The unit was terminated during Lot 3 
due to the excessive size of the fill. Although numerous air pockets were present bedrock 
was not visible. Approximately 50 ceramics were recovered. Analysis of these sherds will 
provide preliminary estimates of courtyard construction.   
 
Suboperation X 
Suboperation X is a 2 x 1.5 m unit located atop Structure 69 immediately west and 
upslope of Courtyard 137. The unit sits atop the northernmost extension of the C-shaped 
structure. The primary goal of Suboperation X was to examine the architecture associated 
with the sunken throne room located immediately to the west. It was assumed that the 
structures flanking the throne room would have maintained a highly ritual function and/or 
represented the residence of the ruler’s immediate family. A total of 2 lots were 
excavated. 
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Figure 9. Suboperations associated with Courtyards 135, 136, and 137. 
 
The specific location of Suboperation X was chosen due to the lack of overburden. The 
extreme drop-off behind the unit and the presence of nearby trees suggested that this area 
had not been excavated. Lot 1 immediately encountered a mottled grey matrix in the 
southern half of the unit. This texture is consistent with previous “backfill.” To the 
contrary, the northern half of the unit was distinguished by a rich, humus matrix. 
Furthermore, a north/south alignment of stones was identified along the western edge of 
the unit. As excavation proceeded, we realized that the entire unit had been the subject of 
prior investigation. Shortly after Lot 2 commenced the above-mentioned, mottled gray 
matrix was discovered throughout the entire unit. Immediately below was found a series 
of loosely packed cobbles, interspersed with numerous air pockets. An illustration of the 
western wall alignment was drawn and the unit was terminated.  
 
Suboperation Z 
Suboperation Z is a 2 x 1 m unit abutting the inner slope of Structure 73 in Courtyard 
135. The goal of this unit was twofold: 1) to isolate evidence of a courtyard surface, and 
2) to locate the basal foundation of Structure 73. Based on the form and architectural 
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context of Structure 73 it is proposed that this building functioned as an elite residence. A 
total of four lots were excavated.  
 

 
Figure 10. Suboperations associated with Courtyard 143 and the Southern Lineage. 
 
Excavation proceeded by cultural context. We removed the overlying humus first and 
then isolated the dense layer of structure collapse. The large quantity of recovered 
ceramics (approximately 300) is consistent with a residential function. Dating of these 
ceramics should identify the terminal stages of occupation. Below the collapse in the 
southeast corner of the unit was found a series of cut stones. This may represent the lower 
coursings of the structure’s outer wall or be part of an underlying basal platform. A 
moderately thin layer of fill appears below this cut-stone feature. The northern half of the 
unit was taken down to bedrock. The closing of the field season and significant rainfall 
prevented the complete exposure of the unit’s southern half.   
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Suboperation S 
Suboperation S is a 2 x 1 m unit located behind Structure 71 of Courtyard 136. The unit 
is 20 cm west of Suboperation I excavated in 2009. The discovery of an apparent plaster 
surface, angled-stone alignment, and significant quantities of cultural remains in 
Suboperation I warranted a western extension of that unit. The goals of Suboperation S 
were 1) to define the dimension and function of the stone alignment, 2) to determine the 
function of the plastered area behind Structure 71, and 3) to recover additional artifacts 
associated with the elite residents. A total of seven lots were differentiated. 
  
Suboperation S produced a rich array of artifacts. The first two lots (upper 45 cm) appear 
to represent in situ midden. Within this context were recovered over 500 ceramics, 12 
lithics, and four obsidian blades. Included among the ceramic remains were two sherds 
with connecting carved-glyph designs. Lots 3 and 4 were associated with what appears to 
be sub-floor fill. Although no intact evidence of this (upper) surface was identified, a few 
pieces of red painted plaster were recovered. The sub-surface fill was relatively compact, 
composed of a mixture of small chert cobbles, plaster melt, and significant quantities of 
artifacts. Lots 3 and 4 (totaling 24 cm in depth) generated nearly 3,000 ceramics, 175 
lithics, and 10 obsidian blade fragments.   
 
A lower plaster surface was identified in Lot 5 that extended throughout the north/south 
length of the unit. A few cut-limestone blocks were found upon this surface, but do not 
appear to have been in situ. Lots 6 and 7 divided the subop into two adjacent 1 x 1 m 
levels.  Both lots were taken to bedrock. Lot 7 (the northern 1 x 1 m level) identified a 
series of cut stones in both the northeast and northwestern corners. These appear to exist 
at the same level as the plaster surface discussed above. It is likely that the plaster surface 
was a later addition that served as an extended platform. Although the function of the cut-
stones is unknown, they may be part of a lower retaining wall or earlier structure. The 
2011 field season will examine this area more intensively. 
 
Suboperation T 
Suboperation T is a 2 x 1 m unit located behind the southwest corner of Courtyard 136. 
The unit abuts the projected base of Structure 71. The purpose of this unit was to 
compare artifact recovery from the western terminus of Structure 71 with that of the 
eastern end (Suboperations I and S). Since the building is 20 m in length, it is possible 
that different activities would have occurred across the extent of the structure. A total of 
two lots were excavated. 
 
This suboperation examined the overlying humus and first level of collapse/midden. The 
arrangement and density of collapsed limestone suggests that we are immediately off the 
back edge of the structure. Approximately 125 ceramics were recovered in the first two 
levels (25 cm) including an apparent “black slipped” ceramic game piece. The unit was 
temporarily suspended while we focused our efforts on reaching bedrock in Suboperation 
S. We are intending on re-opening this suboperation in the upcoming field season.  
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Suboperation U 
Suboperation U is a 1.5 x 2 m unit located on the east edge of an unnumbered building 
situated between Structures 191 and 144. This structure is irregular in shape. The 
northern half of the 8 m-long structure is roughly 4 m north/south x 4 m east/west while 
the southern half measures 4 m north/south x 2.5 m east/west. Since the entire western 
edge of the structure is aligned symmetrically, there is a medial inset along the eastern 
edge. In addition, the southern half of the structure is lower in elevation and noticeably 
more level. This architectural design differs significantly from surrounding mounds.   
 
Suboperation U was placed along the eastern face of the structure aligned with the medial 
inset. The goals were to identify the function of the southern extension and to detail the 
architectural transition that occurs along the medial axis. A total of three lots were 
distinguished with this subop. 
 
As excavation proceeded, noticeable amounts of collapse were encountered within the 
eastern third of the unit. These were removed and immediately below was identified a 5 
cm thick plaster floor. Operating from this surface we moved south towards the unit’s 
edge and identified an east/west rock alignment superimposed directly upon the floor. As 
excavation proceeded west a concentration of north/south trending stones was exposed. 
At present we are unable to ascertain whether this concentration represents a cultural 
feature. At this point, our efforts focused on Suboperation W located immediately to the 
south.   
 
Suboperation W 
Suboperation W is a 2 x 2 m unit situated directly to the south of Suboperation U. The 
overall goals of Suboperation W are identical to those of the aforementioned unit. This 
subop was excavated simultaneously with Suboperation U to provide greater lateral 
exposure of the various rock alignments found immediately to the north. A total of five 
lots were excavated.  
 
A north/south alignment of cut stones was identified along the western edge of the unit.  
This feature preserved at a height of two coursings and sat directly upon the same 5cm 
plaster floor identified in Suboperation U to the north. Although its orientation is 
consistent with the tentative concentration/alignment of cut-stones in Suboperation U 
(discussed above), the functional connection between the two is uncertain. It appears that 
the stone alignment terminates within Suboperation W. Due to natural erosion processes 
we were able to determine that the underlying floor was re-plastered in advance of wall 
construction (a 2 cm addition). Examination of Suboperation W was discontinued due to 
the closing of the 2010 field season.   
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Suboperation Y 
Suboperation Y is a 1 x 2 m unit located atop the slope leading down to Courtyard 142. 
Based on the width and gradual slope of this ridge it was believed that this area served as 
a formal walkway for the immediate residents. The presence of structures (190, 191, and 
148) flanking the proposed pathway was consistent with our interpretation. A total of 
three lots were excavated. 
 
The ubiquity of protruding outcrops suggested that bedrock would be reached quickly. 
On the average, bedrock was identified at a depth of 25 cm (Figures 11 and 12). Despite 
the shallow depth of this unit a tremendous quantity of artifacts was recovered.  
Considerable care was exercised during Lot 1 to isolate the overlying humus. Our goal 
was to recover any artifacts associated with the last occupation phase. Unfortunately, 
very few artifacts were recovered within the 8 cm humus.  Lots 2 and 3, although totaling 
only 17 cm in depth, produced over 1,000 lithic and ceramic artifacts along with 
significant quantities of chert cobbles. The density of recovered cobbles combined with 
large quantities of artifacts is consistent with sub-floor fill. It is argued that this slope 
functioned as the primary walkway connecting the residences of the aforementioned 
courtyards.   
 

 
Figure 11. East wall profile of Suboperation Y, Lot 3. 
 
Suboperation AC 
Suboperation AC is a 2 x 1 m unit located approximately 10 m north and three m east of 
Suboperation Y. It was situated along the eastern perimeter of the presumed walkway. 
Unit location may, in fact, be slightly east of the primary corridor of travel (this 
possibility is suggested by the pattern of surrounding bedrock outcrops). Our goal was to 
delineate the eastern terminus of the walkway through investigation of recovered 
artifacts. If this locus were part of the formal causeway we would expect to find 
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considerable quantities of underlying chert cobble fill. If this area is east of the formal 
pathway we anticipate a qualitatively different matrix (e.g., a sterile deposit or in situ 
midden). Two levels were excavated. 
 

 
Figure 12. South wall profile of Suboperation Y, Lot 3. 
 
Careful attempt was made to distinguish the humus from the underlying matrix. Although 
averaging only 3 cm in depth, the humus produced 25 ceramic fragments and seven 
lithics. The sub-humus lens, as opposed to that of Suboperation Y, was a rich loam 
devoid of chert cobbles. Lot 2 averaged 22 cm and brought the unit down to bedrock. A 
total of 350 ceramics and 100 lithics were recovered from this level. The absence of chert 
cobbles, the different consistency of the soil, and the abundance of artifacts suggest that 
this locus represents a midden context. It is proposed that the lineage members using the 
causeway would have deposited this trash. Consequently, the eastern terminus of the 
walkway is argued to be immediately west of Suboperation AC. 
 
Suboperation V 
Suboperation V is a 2 x 1 m unit oriented 10 degrees east of north. This unit is located 
behind and slightly west of Structure 144. The goal of this subop was to isolate midden 
associated with the aforementioned structure.  A total of four lots were examined. 
 
Instead of recovering superimposed layers of related midden, it appears that a plastered 
surface/walkway extended behind Structure 144. A poorly preserved surface (in part 
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indicated by dense underlying fill) bisected the unit north/south. Lot 3 identified the 
western edge of this surface and exposed a completely different matrix/cultural context 
for the western half of the unit. Additionally, very few artifacts were recovered within 
Subop V. The paucity of artifacts is consistent with this area being used as a walkway by 
the immediate residents.  
 
DISCUSSION 
Southeastern Lineage  
A primary objective of the 2010 field season was to provide greater lateral exposure of 
Structures 63 and 64 so as to expose the complex series of interior construction phases 
and architectural connections (Figure 8). In addition to reconstructing the developmental 
history of these structures, we hoped this effort would aid in determining structure 
dimension and function.  A total of seven suboperations were investigated.  
 
We are tentatively proposing a minimum of nine separate construction events/ 
architectural components. At present we are uncertain as to whether a sub-structure 
platform exists or if earlier construction phases are present. The following is the proposed 
sequence for the various construction phases associated with Structures 63 and 64. (See 
Figure 12 for a temporal schematic.) 
 

Stage 1: Although there is some disagreement regarding the temporal 
relationship between the outer western wall and specular hematite 
floor, we are proposing that the outer wall predates the floor 
(portions of the wall may appear to continue below the surface).  

Stage 2: The red specular hematite floor is laid and extends throughout 
the excavated area.  

Stage 3: The southern interior wall segments are constructed along with 
a raised bench.  It appears that the addition of the southwest wall 
segment reduces the width of the existing doorway. At this stage 
there appears to be unobstructed access within the interior of the 
structure.  

Stage 4: Flanking inner wall segments are constructed immediately to 
the north. This creates a narrow entry way into the northern half of 
the structure.  

Stage 5: A plug is placed between the inner wall segments discussed in 
Stage 4.  This creates two separate rooms.   

Stage 6: A plug is placed along the outer wall. This creates a 
continuous western wall alignment.  The insertion of this plug 
prohibits direct access to the courtyard.  Although not identified, it is 
suggested that access into the structure would either have been from 
the rear (east) or further to the south.  

Stage 7: There is suggestive evidence to support the construction of a 
second plaster floor coterminous with the height of the inner wall 
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plug to the north (approximately 1 meter above the lower red plaster 
floor).  Based on analysis of ceramic fill, this construction episode 
dates to the Late Classic (Sullivan, personal communication).  The 
structure is then completely filled to the height of the existing wall 
segments.  A final plaster surface is prepared and a perishable 
structure is built on top. 

Stage 8: A formalized, restricted entry way is constructed between 
Structures 63 and 64.  These inserts (or “jams”) rest atop the 
uppermost plaster surface. This surface appears to be level with the 
floor of Structure 63’s perishable building (Stage 7).  

Stage 9: A stone staircase is constructed leading to the inner courtyard 
surface.  

 

 
Figure 12. Temporal schematic for Structure 63 and 64. 
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As discussed, our 2010 efforts terminated atop a well-preserved, red specular hematite 
surface. It is proposed that this floor and much of the associated architecture dates to the 
Late Preclassic period. This temporal assessment is based on the presence of fine, cut-
stone masonry typical of the Late Preclassic, the thickness of the plaster floor (over 10 
cm in depth), and the identifiable ceramics recovered during probing of the floor’s 
eastern terminus. Based on the lipping of the red plaster surface, the raised bench to the 
south and all superimposed wall segments would be associated with the Late Preclassic.  
 
Upon the ritual termination of this surface (as suggested by the horizontally laid stones 
and the care with which structure fill was deposited), the rooms to either side of the inner 
plug were filled. Whether this was the product of a single fill episode or two separate 
events remains uncertain. What is important, though, is that all excavation lots associated 
with the fill context date to the Late Classic period (Sullivan, personal communication). 
A subsequent perishable structure was then constructed atop the newly created platform 
(investigated during the 2008 field season). 
 
These data tentatively argue for long-term, accretionary growth of this residential 
unit. Furthermore, the quality of cut-stone masonry along with remnants of painted 
plaster indicates a noticeable degree of residential affluence well in advance of the Late 
Classic. Combined with data generated in the previous three field seasons, this extended 
lineage appears to provide a balance between the competing models proposed by 
Hammond and Houk. The complex construction history and assumed Late Preclassic 
affluence of the eastern residential structure is consistent with Houk’s assertion of an 
established, embedded elite class well in advance of the Late Classic.  To the contrary, 
the courtyard’s single-phase, Late Classic temple structure, along with a presumed Late 
Classic date for the lineage’s southernmost plaza, testifies to considerable expansion 
during the Late Classic.   
 
The newly exposed architecture associated with Structure 63 mirrors the same degree of 
impressive preservation as that discovered during the 2009 field season. Site visits by Mr. 
Herbert Haylock reaffirmed the Programme for Belize’s interest in consolidating this 
area. Although no definitive decisions have been made, steps are being taken to remove 
select trees that are threatening the architectural integrity of the structure.     
 
Southwestern Lineage 
Our primary goal during the 2010 field season was to gather additional information 
regarding structure function, status, and chronology. Both residential and non-residential 
features were examined. Midden units were placed behind numerous residential 
structures while test pits examined plazas, causeways, and platforms.   
 
Suboperations S and T, associated with Courtyard 136, produced a rich assemblage of 
domestic and agricultural items (even though bedrock was less than 40 cm below the 
surface). Artifacts discovered include thousands of ceramic sherds, carved ceramic glyph 
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fragments, faunal remains, obsidian blades, chert bifaces and a particularly detailed 
visage fragment from an incensario. The shear quantity of artifacts, as well as the 
presence of numerous elite items, indicates the high degree of status exhibited by the 
occupants of this courtyard. The presence of bifaces in association with an elite lineage is 
not inconsistent with the data generated by Lewis’ research on the distribution of 
agricultural-related tools across status within northwestern Belize.  
 
Despite the irregular terrain and noticeable degree of protruding bedrock throughout the 
lineage, considerable effort was expended by the Maya to modify the landscape. 
Suboperations Y and AC identified the presence (and lateral extent) of a causeway 
connecting Courtyards 136 and 142. Based on the width and slope of the ridge, along 
with the distribution of flanking structures, it was proposed that this area would have 
represented a formal access way for the residents. There was initial uncertainty for this 
interpretation due to the degree of exposed outcrops along the assumed pathway. 
Discovery of dense underlying fill within Suboperation Y was consistent with a 
formalized surface. The absence of such fill in Suboperation AC indicated the general 
width of the causeway. In addition, it appears that there may have been narrow, 
formalized walkways around the perimeter (or rear) of many structures. This feature was 
identified at numerous loci, including Suboperations S and V. 
 
Inspection of the precipitous topographic decline surrounding Courtyard 137 and the 
discovery of excessively large plaza fill indicates that the entire plaza may be artificially 
constructed. Although specific calculations have not been made, it is estimated that a 
minimum of 1,000 cubic meters of construction fill was necessary to formalize this 
courtyard. The labor and energy required for such an undertaking is consistent with the 
assumed status of the residents.  
 
Finally, the minimal accumulation of soil compounded with the high density of artifacts 
throughout the units suggests a period of rapid growth and intensive occupation. 
Furthermore, units placed within Courtyards 135 and 137 failed to identify multiple plaza 
surfaces.  At present, all archaeological data suggest a somewhat different developmental 
trajectory for this extended grouping. It appears that the entire lineage was constructed 
within the Late Classic period.  
 
OBJECTIVES FOR THE 2011 FIELD SEASON 
Southeastern Lineage 
Investigation will continue on Courtyard 149’s eastern structure. There are five primary 
goals: 

 
1) We hope to identify the northern terminus of Structure 63 and 

formalize its Late Classic dimension.  This will entail the integration 
of adjacent 2 x 2 meter units into our existing excavations. 
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2) We intend to expand our excavations of Structure 64 and the formal 
entrance way to the west.  The irregular shape of the existing cut-
stone alignments suggests the possibility of an attached structure, 
functionally independent of Structure 64. 

3) We will investigate what appears to be a sub-floor crypt.  
Examination of this burial (and any evidence below) will help us to 
recreate the developmental trajectory of this elite compound and 
understand better the nature of Late Preclassic Maya political 
economy at La Milpa. 

4) A re-survey of the respective lineages will be done with a total 
station and new site maps will be generated. 

5) We are committed to preserving the structural integrity of this 
residential compound.  All excavation will be conducted with this 
possibility in mind.  Conversations will continue with the Institute of 
Archaeology, the Programme for Belize, and the Three Rivers 
Archaeological Project in this regard. 

 
Southwestern Lineage 
The 2011 excavations within the southwest lineage have three primary objectives: 

 
1) We will continue our ongoing midden-unit program. Our goal is to 

excavate 1 x 2 meter units behind each of the various structures. 
These data will allow for a quick assessment of the residents' 
activities and allow us to integrate this information with the burial 
and structural data generated by Norman Hammond.  

2) We will continue investigations of micro-land management and 
terracing activities at this lineage. This will be accomplished through 
detailed mapping and examination of surface features. 

3) We will conduct preliminary structural investigation of select 
residential units.  Excavations will entail the use of 2 x 2 meter units 
(possibly connected) to identify structure function and form. In 
particular, we will expand our efforts on the unnumbered structure 
located along the southern causeway (Subops U and W). 
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RITUAL AND CRAFTING AT AN INTEMEDIATE ELITE 
RESIDENTIAL GROUP: EVIDENCE FROM THE 2010 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL EXCAVATIONS AT OPERATION LM4 
 

Deanna M. Riddick, The University of Texas at Austin 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The ancient Maya site of La Milpa is located in northwestern Belize, neighboring Mexico 
and Guatemala (Figure 1). The site is located between the Rio Bravo escarpment and the 
Maya site of Rio Azul in Guatemala. Exploration of the site began in 1938 by Sir Eric 
Thompson in which the main plaza and many stela were documented. This site has 
maintained academic interest and archaeological research through the La Milpa 
Archaeological Project (LaMAP) was conducted from 1992 to 2002 under the auspices of 
Boston University (Hammond 1991; Hammond and Tourtellot 2004; Hammond et al. 
2000).  La Milpa underwent an extensive mapping program under LaMAP in an effort to 
delineate settlement distribution. La Milpa was mapped and divided into four cardinal 
transects, North, South, East and West (Tourtellot et al. 1993, 1996). The site contains 
four large temple-pyramids in the Great Plaza, two sets of ball courts, and several “minor 
centers” documented in the eastern, southern and northern portions of the site (Guderjan 
1991; Sagebiel 2005; Tourtellot et al. 1993). 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. La Milpa was occupied from the Late 
Preclassic through the Late Classic periods (Hammond and Tourtellot 2004).  
 
Similar to many lowland sites during the Late Classic period, La Milpa experienced 
population growth and elite residential and administrative complexes were undergoing 
expansion and renovation (Hammond and Tourtellot 2004; Rose 2000). The erection of 
monumental architecture, the pervasiveness of inscriptions and dynastic lineages and 
small-scale art forms in the form of polychrome pottery served as reflections of elite 
political and social power during the Late Classic fluorescence (Halperin and Foias 2010; 
Reents-Budet 1998). The Late Classic period experienced political and economic 
challenges that eventually triggered decline at various sites. The La Milpa polity likely 
suffered from these taxing conditions and public architectural projects lying arrested 
midway in their construction in the site core of La Milpa attest to the ongoing challenges 
of the Late Classic period. The site core was abandoned around A.D. 850 (Hammond and 
Tourtellot 2004). 
 
Test excavations under LaMAP were conducted in the northern and eastern sectors of the 
La Milpa periphery to establish a chronology of occupation (Sagebiel 2005). The results 
of these excavations yielded predominantly Late and Terminal Classic dates (A.D. 600-
900). These dates in particular reflect scholarly arguments concerning the expanding 
population during the Late Classic period. Prior peripheral house mound test excavations 
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Figure 1. Map of the Three Rivers Region, showing La Milpa.  Map courtesy of PfBAP. 

at La Milpa were conducted only in the eastern transect by Gloria Everson under the 
direction of LaMAP (Everson 2003). Thirty small house mounds were tested to delineate 
function and their associated middens were analyzed to determine chronological 
occupation (Everson 2003). The results of these test excavations revealed a predominate 
Late/ Terminal Classic occupation (A.D. 600-900)  and ceramics recovered from 
associated middens revealed that ceramic types were primarily utilitarian and the midden 
assemblages were predominantly “devoid of any elite wares” (Everson 2003:80; 
Kosokowsky and Sagebiel 1999). Although survey of the La Milpa polity has resulted in 
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the demarcation of peripheral occupation, the complete settlement boundaries of La 
Milpa remain to be assessed and mapped.  Research at La Milpa has been conducted 
under the Programme for Belize Archaeological Project (PfBAP) by the University of 
Texas at Austin since 2006. This site contains a large dispersed diverse community and 
research of the sites’ public architecture, as well as surrounding residential groups are 
currently underway. 
 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND OBJECTIVES 
The goal of this project is to elucidate the role of the peripheral house within the broader 
La Milpa polity. Household archaeological research within Mesoamerican scholarship 
has expanded since the introduction of settlement archaeology and its implementation 
across the Maya universe (Ashmore 1981; Hammond and Ashmore 1981; Sabloff 1983; 
Willey et al. 1965). Elite and commoner houses have undergone considerable 
investigation to deduce function, consumption, production, and distribution patterns 
(Hendon 1991; Manzanilla and Barba 1990; Robin 2003; Webster and Gonlin 1988). 
Although recent explorations of residential architecture within rural contexts have 
illuminated Maya social complexity, it has failed to move beyond the pervasive 
elite/commoner dichotomy that has traditionally structured interpretations (Webster and 
Gonlin 1988; Marcus 1983; Tourtellot 1993).  The goals of this research are to 
problematize this traditional model and provide an alternative way of approaching the 
social structure, inter and intra household relationships, and production on the periphery 
and for the Maya in general. Specifically, the house, or the residential complex 
comprising Operation LM4 (Figure 2) and its peripheral location serve as the prime locus 
in which to investigate daily interactions, practices, or material patterns of behavior 
beyond the dominant monument-centered lens that traditionally constitutes analysis.  
Operation LM4 serves as a proper project in which to explore the social relationships that 
constitute production and consumption, as well as the multiplicity of rank or “class” that 
existed at the microscale during the Late and Terminal Classic periods.  Archaeological 
data from the La Milpa periphery is fundamental to understanding social, economic, and 
political actions that existed beyond the site center and provides for a more balanced 
interpretation of the Late and Terminal Classic social structure. 
 
Research and preliminary analysis conducted during the 2009 field season has prompted 
questions about the complicated nature of the peripheral household within the political La 
Milpa landscape.  Ceramic analysis from units A-N yielded Late and Terminal classic 
dates for Operation LM4 (Lauren Sullivan, personal communication 2009, 2010). 
Although the La Milpa central precinct was abandoned at the beginning of the Terminal 
Classic period, Operation LM4 remained inhabited This research will expand on current 
reassessments of the Terminal Classic period that reconsider site variability in terms of 
social, economic, and political decline and reorganization (Aimers 2007). This research is 
specifically concerned with the material and social reproductive aspects of the household 
during the Late and Terminal Classic periods. In particular it seeks to delineate the types 
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Figure 2. Map of Operation LM4, La Milpa. (Map by Gair Tourtellot, courtesy of LaMAP, 
modified by Deanna M. Riddick). 
 
of activities in which this household was involved and to demarcate the spatial and 
temporal boundaries of production at Op LM4. 
 
EXCAVATIONS 
The Goals of the 2010 field season included the excavation of Structures 1, 2, 5, and 6 to 
determine their function. Additional goals included elucidating particular activities at this 
residential complex through the analysis of both consumption and production patterns. 
This season also included the excavation of one chultun at the site.  The excavations of 
Structures 1, 2, 5, and 6 will be discussed below. 
 
Unit O (1 x 3 meters) was placed on Structure 1 to find the corner of the building. This 
unit revealed heavy deterioration with the exception of a few pieces of stucco fragments. 
Excavation of this unit encountered a cache below the corner step. This cache was a Late 
Classic jar with its rim intact. The body of this cache lacked preservation, but its contents 
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included a chalcedony flake and a broken obsidian blade. Located near the cache rim 
were two spindle whorls and a mother of pearl shell that may have been the original 
cache contents.  This 1 x 3 meter unit was extended to the top of the building. This unit 
recovered a partially preserved plaster floor and two cut limestone blocks at the back of 
this unit. These two blocks outlines the back of the building wall.  
 
Unit P was a 1 x 2 meter extension of Unit A from the 2009 field season. Unit A was 
speculated to have been a midden due to the vast concentration of ceramics, sea shell and 
obsidian in a 1 x 1 meter unit. This Unit (P) was excavated in 10cm intervals due to the 
lack of noticeable layers. This unit recovered ceramic sherds and obsidian blades, but was 
not excavated to bedrock due to the clay texture of the soil. Unit Q was a 1 x 2 meter 
extension of Unit O on the top of Structure 1. This unit was placed here to see if the 
plaster floor extended and also to determine the number of rooms. This unit was 
excavated to the plaster floor. Large cut stones were encountered in this unit. These 
stones likely represented part of the room walls. These stones were measured and 
removed. A plaster floor was located beneath the stones. Plaster was collected from this 
unit for analysis. 
 
Unit R (1 x 2 m) was placed on the corner of Structure 5 to delineate the architectural 
features of this small platform, specifically the corner of this building. The topsoil of this 
unit contained multiples ceramic sherds. This unit recovered the corner of this building. 
The artifacts from this unit include multiple ceramic rims, a mano, and a biface. Unit S, a 
2 x 2 m unit, was placed on top of Structure 1 and was an extension of Unit Q. This unit 
was excavated to the plaster floor. Large cut stone were encountered in this unit, likely 
representative of collapsed walls. Ceramics, lithics and obsidian were recovered in this 
unit. Unit T, a 2 x 3 m unit, was established over the front of Structure 1 in an attempt to 
recover the steps of this building. The excavation of this section showed heavy 
deterioration of the building probably due to the presence of damaging roots.  
 
A 4 x 4 m unit, Unit U, was placed over Chultun 1, an underground storage/burial 
feature, carved out of bedrock. This unit was excavated in 10 cm intervals until there was 
a visible change in stratigraphy. The first 40 cm of this unit recovered small eroded 
ceramic sherds. The soil was claylike. There was a noticeable change in soil texture and 
color below 50 cm. The soil shifted from a clay texture to a gray powdery texture. The 
artifacts recovered from this depth and below increased in frequency; these include, but 
are not limited to: 58 bowls, 61 jars, and 11 plates, a pestle, a hand axe, and conch shell. 
A large capstone was encountered and was carefully documented. This capstone was 
shifted to the eastern section of the unit. Plaster was encountered below this capstone. 
Below the plaster, large cobblestones were encountered along with multiple Early Classic 
jars and bowls. Excavations of this subsurface feature also yielded the  disposal of conch 
shell, one miniature ceramic pigment cylinder, three shattered polychrome jars with 
eroded narrative scenes and geometric designs, one smashed polychrome cylinder 
depicting a narrative scene and a polychrome plate inscribed with hieroglyphs yet to be 
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deciphered. Further analysis is necessary to determine if these were imported or produced 
on site.  A burial was discovered at the bottom of this chultun in the northern wall. This 
burial underwent preliminary examinations and was backfilled. Further examinations will 
take place in the upcoming field season.  
 
Unit V, a 1 x 4 m unit, was established behind Structure six to verify chronological dates 
for this portion of the site. This unit recovered several obsidian blades and eroded 
ceramic sherds in the topsoil. The texture of the soil (thick, black clay) and rain prevented 
further excavation of this unit. This unit was backfilled. Unit W, a 1 x 3 m unit, was 
established outside of the external plaza with the intention of conducting horizontal 
excavations across the plaza. This unit was excavated in 10 cm intervals. The texture of 
the soil (clay) prevented further excavations and the extension of horizontal excavations. 
Artifacts recovered from this unit include eroded ceramic sherds and a few obsidian 
blades. A 2 x 2 m unit, Unit X, was established behind Structure 7 in an attempt to assess 
the spatial function. This unit recovered ceramic sherds in the humus layer. This unit was 
inundated by the rain and difficult to continue excavating. This unit was terminated 15 
cm below surface.  
 
Unit Y, a 2 x 2 m unit, was set on top of Structure 1, and served as an extension of unit S. 
The goal of this unit was to locate the rooms of this structure. The recovery of large 
masonry stones revealed the collapse of room walls. The limits of the back wall of the 
room were determined by the preservation of two large cut stones. Charcoal was 
recovered from the northern and eastern walls of the unit. A 3 x 3 m Unit, Z, was 
positioned over two standing capstones. These capstones were mapped and removed. The 
intention of his unit was to excavate the chultun beneath these capstones. These capstones 
were mapped and removed. Two obsidian blades were collected and ash was collected as 
well. Excavations revealed that there was no actual chultun below. Excavations were 
terminated.  
 
Unit AA, a 1 x 3 m unit, served as an extension of Unit R on Structure 5 to further 
delineate the function of the building. A tree sitting in the middle of this unit blew out the 
architectural features. A jar was recovered near the surface of this unit as well as a 
Postclassic censer fragment. Unit BB, 1 x 2 m unit, was placed on Structure 6. This unit 
revealed rock tumble, charcoal, obsidian and lithic flakes. Unit CC, a 3 x 4 m unit, was an 
extension of Unit T on Structure 1. A large tree was sitting in the middle of this unit. The 
roots from this tree destroyed most of the residential staircase. Two steps were preserved, 
but out of their initial alignment. These were documented. The front of this building was 
completely blown out. Rock tumble was removed to see whether or not this building had 
an additional construction phase.   During the removal of rock tumble, lithics and ceramic 
sherds or construction fill were collected. Broken pieces of a cache were collected and 
were refitted. This unit was mapped and terminated. 
 

98 



Ritual and Crafting 

Unit DD, a 2 x 2 meter extension of Unit O was opened to determine if the plaster floor 
expanded. A large tree sat in the middle of this unit destroying some of the plaster floor. 
Plaster was found in part of the unit and collected for trace-metal analysis. Red pigment 
on the plaster floor was documented in this unit.  
 
Unit EE was a 2 x 2 meter extension of Unit Y on top of Structure 1. This unit revealed 
the collapse of the room walls and the back wall as indicated by the discovery of multiple 
large cut stones. This unit will be reopened in 2011.  Unit FF was placed on top of 
Structure 6 to elucidate the function of this long-range structure. Burned limestone and 
rock tumble were encountered in this unit. Unit GG served as a 1 x 4 meter extension of 
Unit R on Structure 5. Large ceramic sherds were encountered near the surface. The 
excavation of this unit revealed an alignment at the base of the structure. 
 
A 3 x 3 meter unit, Unit HH, was established over Structure 2 in order to assess its 
function. Rock tumble was removed from this unit, likely representative of collapsed 
walls. Large ceramics were recovered near the surface of this unit as well as sizable lithic 
flakes. At the base of this unit, ceramic rims were encountered as well as pieces of 
ceramic bowls. The base of this structure was slowly excavated to recover the artifacts. 
Artifacts at the base include about 50 ceramic rims, multiple bowls and plates, a figurine 
head, a mano, smoothing stones and four hammer stones thus far. Introductory analysis of 
the material culture of this assemblage yielded three limestone polishers, with distal ends 
used for polishing.  One of these polishers contains residual red pigment on its distal end. 
These limestone polishers are similar to ground stone tools utilized for polishing. These 
tools were used during the manufacture of pottery, specifically polychromes (Adams 
2002; Halperin and Foias 2010). This ritual also yielded two concave limestone grinding 
palettes used in the processing of minerals (Jason Yaeger, personal communication 
2011).  
 
Initial analysis of the ceramics recovered from the termination ritual demonstrated that 
this assemblage was composed of six striated storage jars with rims measuring between  
25 – 30 cm in diameter.  Additionally, three rims of possible platters measuring 22-34 cm 
in diameter, were recovered from the same deposit. Preliminary examinations indicated 
the storage of household goods and possible feasting or communal sharing; however, 
further artifact analysis and excavations are necessary for complete interpretation. 
Preliminary analysis of this material culture has led to its interpretation as a termination 
ritual; charcoal was collected to date this event. Excavations will continue to recover the 
rest of the materials. Cut stones inside of the building were discovered after the removal 
of rock tumble.  These cut stone followed an alignment and were mapped. Broken 
ceramic sherds were found concentrated in the possible room of the building. These were 
mapped and collected. Below these ceramics, a Terminal Classic rim was found intact on 
the floor of room one with charcoal inside the rim (Figure 3). The rim was mapped and 
collected. Two bowls were recovered beside the Terminal Classic rim. This unit was 
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closed due to time constraints, however, excavations will continue in the 2011 field 
season.   
 

 
Figure 3. Photo of in-situ Terminal Classic cooking rim/stand. In the room of Stucture 2. Unit HH-
4. Photo by Deanna M. Riddick 
 
Preliminary Interpretations  
Excavations at Operation LM4 during the 2010 field season recovered evidence of 
multiple ritual practices across the site in the form of caching and a termination ritual. 
Specifically, Unit U and Unit HH, yielded evidence of possible ancestor veneration and a 
termination ritual respectively. Unit U, a chultun, contained shattered jars, plates, and 
platters, including polychromes dating to the Late/Terminal Classic. A burial was also 
encountered in the north wall of the chultun. Shattered ceramics have been interpreted as 
being indicative of ritual practice, specifically termination rituals or the end product of 
feasting events (Mock 1998). In this particular case, the ritually killed ceramics recovered 
above the burial may be characterized as acts of commemoration.    Unit HH recovered a 
termination ritual located on the courtyard floor in front of Structure 2. Termination 
rituals have been defined as acts that de-animate and acts that kill or remove a spiritual 
force from particular objects or given places (Freidel et al. 1998; Stross 1998; Vogt 
1998). They not only operate as material reflections of abandonment, but as 
representations of “internal revolt and inter-realm warfare” (Freidel et al.1998:191).  
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Termination rituals or offerings have been traditionally discovered in various contexts 
including on stairways, on courtyard floors, doorway openings, and axial centers (Mock 
1998). Late Classic termination rituals have been found at places like Yaxuna in the 
Yucatan in the form of smashed vessels, located near corners and doorways (Friedel et al. 
1998; Mock 1998). The termination ritual discovered at the base of Structure 2 was 
composed of smashed ceramics, figurines, and manos and according to Stross (1998), 
ritual abandonment procedures involved the smashing of objects.  
 
This research necessitates a theoretical and material exploration of ritual and the domestic 
and political economies. Ritual in ancient Mesoamerica is traditionally explored in terms 
of religious expression (Wells and Davis-Salazar 2007). Existing concepts of ritual 
practice in Mesoamerica characterize it as comprising exceptional actions that are 
disconnected from everyday life. However, ritual can be defined as a structural practice 
that guides and informs all daily performance and practices including economic, social 
and political interactions that constitute production, consumption, and distribution (Wells 
and Davis-Salazar 2007).  As articulated by Spielmann’s examination of the intersection 
of ritual and economy in “small-scale” societies:  
 

“...ritual and belief define the rules, practices, and rationale for much of 
the production, allocation, and consumption in an individual’s life…It 
is to people’s participation in and manipulation of the ritual context that 
we must look to understand variation and changes in many economic 
practices” (2002:203).  

 
Thus, ritual can be seen as operating on multiple scales and as framing and conditioning 
the materialization of sociopolitical and economic ideology and practice. Wells and 
Davis-Salazar argue for the intersection of ritual and economy as “economic practices are 
ritualized…and ritual practices are economized…and actions sequentially or 
simultaneously communicate and constitute worldview” (Wells and Davis-Salazar 
2007:3). Ritual occurrences at Op LM4 were likely tied to existing ideological 
apparatuses that structured and reproduced beliefs. It has yet to be deduced, however, 
how termination and dedicatory rituals are linked to the perpetuation of a ritual economy.   
 
Crafting at Operation LM4 can be inferred by the recovery of four hammerstones, three 
limestone polishers, three spindle whorls, and two pigment pots. Unfortunately, specific 
activity areas cannot be deduced as craft refuse deposits have yet to be located. 
Preliminary analysis, however, indicates that this group possibly participated in the 
artistic production of polychrome pottery and spinning and weaving. Limestone polishers 
are typically identified as tools utilized to polish ceramics during the production phase 
(Adams 2002). These particular polishers recovered at Op LM4 contained red pigment 
residue.  Recovered polychromes from this group may have been produced or at least 
painted onsite, however, further excavation and analysis is necessary. 
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Preliminary analysis of artifact assemblages at this group demonstrates that this group 
was involved in the production of everyday and specialized crafts. This research argues 
for the occurrence of daily household crafting, which consisted of spinning and weaving 
and possible stone tool production, as well as the production of specialized crafts like 
polychromes at Op LM4. Participating in the production of specialized crafts at the 
household level likely had broader political implications and possibly impacted the 
ability of the household to socially and politically reproduce its power and social status. 
Craft specialization is traditionally theorized in terms of its role in the emergence of 
complex societies and the development and maintenance of sociopolitical hierarchies 
(Brumfiel and Earle1987; Brumfiel and Fox 1994; Childe 1951; Costin  2005; Lewis 
1996; McAnany and Isaac 1989).  The control over importation and distribution of 
specialized crafts or the raw materials from which luxury or ritual goods were crafted, 
facilitated change in access, power, and technological skill (Brumfiel and Earle 1987; 
Wailes 1996).  Additionally, the productive aspects of specialized crafting from highly 
valued materials involved the ownership of cultural and symbolic capital;  possession of 
this restricted knowledge imply a direct engagement with the elite sectors of society 
(Inomata 2007).  Furthermore, theories about specialized crafting argue that it is a 
political act that either structures or contributes to the social formation of inequality 
(Clark 1997; Clark and Parry 1990; Helms 1993; Hendon 2002; Inomata 2001; Peregrine 
1991). Craft specialists in ancient Maya society are conventionally defined as 
contractually bounded and sponsored by the ruling elite.  They are traditionally 
associated with the elite class as they have been physically identified near or within the 
polity site core (Fash 1983; Inomata 2001; Inomata and Houston 2001). Although 
previous research has demonstrated that craft specialization occurred within the site core, 
a reassessment of their locus of production may yield alternative sites of specialized 
production, such as within peripheral sectors. This research will consider the broader 
implications of specialized crafting at the microscale. 
 
This research will further attempt to address how household production was organized 
according to gender, particularly, how organizational variability affected production 
intensity, how crafting and material expression shaped identity, and how household 
production fueled the political economy and contributed to social inequality.  
 
FUTURE GOALS 
The excavations from the 2010 field season aimed to determine the function of the 
structures at Operation LM4 as well as delineate the utilization of the courtyard space and 
various activity areas. These excavations defined the function of Structure one as a 
residential structure containing evidence of two different episodes of ritual activities. The 
function of Structure 2 has yet to be determined, but another ritual activity was 
discovered at the base of this building in the form of a termination ritual.  Excavations in 
the 2011 field season will include completing excavations of Structure two and 
excavating the remaining structures comprising the residential complex, which include 
Structures 3, 4, 5, and 7.  
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THE 2010 SEASON OF SURVERY AND EXCAVATION 
AT LA MILPA NORTH 

 
Eric J. Heller, University of California Riverside 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
In an effort to explain recurring patterns in the built environment in the Three Rivers 
Region, scholars have often applied the cosmological model of Maya civic planning as 
codified by Wendy Ashmore and Jeremy Sabloff (see Ashmore 1991; Ashmore and 
Sabloff 2002). This model of civic planning asserts that, in addition to practical and 
immediate concerns, the ancient Maya constructed portions of their urban centers 
according to the significance they ascribed to the cardinal directions. Axial directionality 
in Classic Maya civic plans may have evoked and embodied the path of the sun, while the 
north-south axis represented a vertical axis connecting the three layers of the Maya 
cosmos (Ashmore and Sabloff 2002). Due to regional and temporal variability in 
cosmologies, organic development, and geographical constraints, the quincunx or 
cruciform structure of this model is rarely discernable in its ideal form in settlement 
patterns. Nevertheless, scholars have identified a variation, known as the Petén template, 
operating on various spatial scales in the Three Rivers Region (Dunning, et al. 1999; 
Hammond and Tourtellot 2003; Houk 1996, 2003; Swait Yorke 2006; Tourtellot, et al. 
2003; Tourtellot, et al. 2000; Tourtellot, et al. 2002).  
 
Among those to apply the cosmological model of civic planning in the Three Rivers 
Region are Gair Tourtellot, Norman Hammond, and others who used this model to 
predict the location of two groups at the ancient Maya site of La Milpa in northwestern 
Belize (Tourtellot et al. 2000). After discovering the sites of La Milpa East (LME) and La 
Milpa South (LMS) along survey transects designed to measure settlement density, these 
scholars hypothesized that La Milpa is the center point of a massive quincunx realized by 
four equidistant outlying groups, each roughly 3.5 km from the center and oriented to the 
cardinal directions (Figure 1) (Tourtellot et al. 2000). Using this model, Tourtellot et al. 
(2000) predicted the precise location of Milpa West (LMW) and La Milpa North (LMN). 
LME, LMW, and LWS are pyramid groups surrounding open-cornered plazas, which 
suggests they function as ritual performance spaces. However, LMN consists of a central 
pyramid flanked by two enclosed plazas, suggesting that a this group may have served a 
variety of functions related not only to ritual, but also the political economy of La Milpa 
(Tourtellot et al. 2003). The discovery of LMW and LMN marks the first application of 
the cosmological model in civic planning to predict the precise location of a previously 
unknown site. While Tourtellot’s work is provocative, it is not uncontroversial. Some 
scholars argue that a successful interpretation of cosmological ideation in ancient 
settlement patterns requires multiple lines of evidence generated and tested via the 
scientific method (Ashmore and Sabloff 2002, 2003; Smith 2003, 2005) and that 
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searching for cosmological ideations in the archaeological record is fundamentally 
problematic (Smith 2005).  
 

 
Figure 1. The proposed La Milpa Cosmogram and the path of the 2010 La Milpa North project 
transect. Inset site maps are to scale with one another. Adapted from GIS database compiled by Dr. 
Francisco Estrada-Belli,  Dr. Norman Hammond and Dr. Gair Tourtellot of the La Milpa 
Archaeological Project. The original map and GIS database are available at 
http://www.bu.edu/lamilpa/. 
 
The primary goal of this project is to address these concerns by establishing multiple 
lines of evidence that either support or controvert the cosmological significance attributed 
to the site of LMN. In order to accomplish this, architectural excavation and a detailed 
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spatial investigation will be conducted in an effort to construct a diachronic, multivocal, 
and multilocal biography of place at LMN with special attention paid to issues of political 
and economic organization of space, shared and contested landscapes, and emic concepts 
of community identity.  
 
2010 FIELD SEASON GOALS 
The 2010 season of the La Milpa North research project was intended to be a preliminary 
field season. The primary goal of this field season was to relocate and blaze a trail to two 
points of interest on the map assembled by Francisco Estrada-Belli, Norman Hammond, 
and Gair Tourtellot of the La Milpa Archaeological Project (full map and GIS database 
available at http://www.bu.edu/lamilpa), La Milpa North Chico (LMNC), and LMN 
(Figure 1). With access to these sites established, the objective was to assess the 
condition of both sites to determine if they were suitable for further excavation, and 
conduct pedestrian survey on a transect between the two sites to generate settlement 
density data between the two hilltop groups. Due to the generous support of the 
Programme for Belize Archaeological Project (PfBAP), the Belize Institute of 
Archaeology, and the Krahn family, on whose property LMN is located, it was possible 
to complete the goals of the preliminary goals of the 2010 season and move on to other 
objectives. These included the creation of a three-dimensional digital topographic map of 
LMN and the beginning of excavation operations.  
 
Transect Survey 
Pedestrian survey was conducted along a transect between the sites of LMNC and LMN 
over the course of the 2010 season. Beginning from a known position along the road that 
connects the Programme for Belize lodge to La Milpa’s site center, the survey transect 
ran true north from the road to the position identified by the La Milpa site map to LMNC. 
LMNC was designated as the first waypoint because it was a known position on the map, 
and a possible point of interest for a comparative study between LMN and hillock groups 
with prominent architecture. From the plaza of LMNC, the transect course was adjusted 
by 11 degrees west of north to reach LMN (Figure 1).  
 
Survey between the road and LMNC revealed little evidence of occupation. Dense 
vegetation and seasonally flooded bajo lies in between the road and the ascending terrain 
in proximity to LMNC. As the project goals did not call for settlement survey on this leg 
of the transect, and the thick vegetation of the bajo made wide area survey difficult, only 
features directly in the line of the survey transect were recorded. After arriving at LMNC, 
an informal pedestrian survey was conducted in an attempt to discern the general 
patterning of the built environment around the small center. Numerous mounds and 
chultuns were encountered in close proximity to LMNC. Each identified feature was 
marked and recorded in a handheld GPS receiver to document its approximate location 
within seven meters accuracy. After the survey of LMNC was complete, a trail was 
blazed from LMNC to the site of LMN. A 100 meter wide pedestrian survey transect was 
conducted along the path between the two hillock sites. The survey team walked roughly 

111 



Heller 

50 meters from the main trail on either side and recorded all features using point 
locations on a handheld GPS receiver.  
 
In total, the survey efforts located 27 individual mounds, three L-shaped structures, 15 
chultuns, and a handful of terraces, platforms, berms, and aguadas. The majority of 
chultuns were concentrated in the immediate vicinity of LMNC. Evidence of ancient 
settlement terminated at the Programme for Belize property line, where land that was 
presumably occupied late in the Classic period, has been cleared for pasture. While some 
trace evidence of occupation remains in the form of the occasional ceramic sherd or lithic 
fragment, no structures were identified between the property line and the hill on which 
LMN lies. Fortunately, the field clearance did not damage the structures of LMN. 

 
La Milpa North Condition Assessment 
Another primary goal of the 2010 season was a detailed assessment of the condition of 
LMN. The structures of LMN were thoroughly inspected, photographed, and cleared of 
vegetation to determine their present condition and make initial inferences into relevant 
site formation processes. The findings from the condition assessment are briefly 
summarized below.  
 
Although the structures at the core of LMN are largely intact, they have suffered from 
processes of erosion, frequent lightning-induced fire damage, and falling trees. Portions 
of Structures 1, 2, and 3 are heavily damaged and eroded, while Structures 4 and 5 appear 
to be relatively well preserved (Figure 2). The soils are very thin in this area, which likely 
contributed to erosion damage. Despite extensive erosion damage, it is notable that no 
evidence of looting was encountered at any structure. In the process of condition 
assessment, several important features that did not appear on the original map (Tourtellot 
et al. 2000) were located. These include three additional mounds labeled Str. 6, Str. 7, 
and Str 8, located to the east, south, and northwest of LMN and a possible stela located to 
the north of Str. 1a.  
 
Possible Stela 1 
Possible Stela 1 was located roughly north of Structure 1a (Figure 3). The monolith was 
discovered lying flat on its broadest side, concealed by loose dirt and tall grasses. After it 
was cleared of the loose dirt and organic debris that partially covered this possible 
monument, it became clear that the feature is similar to other stelae in the region. 
Possible Stela 1 measures approximately 144 cm top to bottom and 85 cm along its  base. 
The stone narrows as it nears its northernmost side, reaching a width of 46 cm, before the 
stone turns sharply to form a wide based pyramid-like point at the top. The stone appears 
to have been shaped on all sides, though the top of Possible Stela 1 is heavily eroded 
from the frequent accumulation of water.  
 
Other than clearing the area around the feature, no formal excavation has yet been done 
on Possible Stela 1, and all inferences into the function of the stone feature are based on 
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the shape and size of one side of the stone. The removal of the matrix around the feature 
is a priority for future field seasons. With further investigation, Possible Stela 1 could 
provide evidence that address core questions regarding the meanings intentionally 
imbedded in the built environment at LMN.   
 

 
Figure 2. The site plan from the original map of LMN by Dr. Francisco Estrada-Belli,  Dr. 
Norman Hammond, and Dr. Gair Tourtellot of the La Milpa Archaeological Project overlaid on 
the digital topographic map produced by Eric Wettengel and Kyle Austin during the 2010 field 
season. Contours are rendered in 1m increments. 

 
Digital Topographic Mapping 
In addition to the stated research goals for the 2010 season, it was possible to begin other 
phases of the LMN project. Among the principle goals of this project is to create a digital 
three-dimensional topographic map of LMN. This objective was largely accomplished 
during the 2010 season thanks to support from the PfBAP and the dedication of Eric 
Wettengel of Texas State University and his student assistant, Kyle Austin. The three-
dimensional topographic map is accurate to one-half meter elevations and extends 
roughly 265 meters east to west and 150 meters north to south, with Str. 3 as its center 
point. This map captures all the structures identified and mapped by Tourtellot et al. 
(Tourtellot, et al. 2000)  as well as another mound, Str. 6, directly south of Str. 3 that was 
not identified by Tourtellot et al. (2000) as published. In addition, the location of 
Suboperations A, B, C, D, and Possible Stela 1 were recorded (Figure 3).  
 
The digital topographic map both validates the accuracy of the map originally published 
by Tourtellot et al. (2000) while also enabling a more detailed analysis of site formation 
processes, site conditions, interior and exterior spaces, sight lines, and intervisibility 
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between structures at LMN as well as other key areas of the La Milpa polity due to the 
detailed elevation data. The digital mapping at LMN will continue into subsequent field 
seasons in order to expand existing data sets to include other structures adjacent to LMN 
that remain unmapped due to time constraints. An analysis of the topographic data 
acquired during the 2010 season is ongoing.  
 

 
Figure 3. Plan view of Possible Stela 1 showing extent of erosion to the 
top face of the stone. 
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Test Pit Excavation at La Milpa North 
Operation 1 is a series of test pits designed to establish the chronology, stratigraphy, and 
phases of construction in the courtyards of key structures. To achieve this end, excavation 
units will be placed in each of the courtyards and plazas of LMN. In addition, several test 
pits will be placed in areas adjacent to structures in order to diversify the data collected 
and establish baseline reference stratigraphy where necessary. In the 2010 season, four 
sub-operations within Operation 1 were completed. The PfBAP project ceramicist, Dr. 
Lauren Sullivan of the University of Massachusetts Boston, performed an analysis of all 
ceramic materials to determine relative chronological dates. 

  
Operation 1-A 
Suboperation A was a 1 x 1 meter unit, aligned to magnetic north, placed slightly off 
center of the courtyard of Str. 1 (see Figure 2). This unit was placed in this location to 
determine the stratigraphy, chronology, and construction phases of the Str. 1 courtyard. 
This unit was excavated 118 cm from surface to bedrock in six lots. With the exception 
of Lot 1, which was the humus layer, the matrix was composed largely of a loose light-
grayish brown soil between limestone cobbles and a significant proportion of lithic 
production waste materials, interpreted by the principle investigator to be construction 
fill. The lithic waste materials consisted of many large tested cores, unfinished or broken 
bifacially flaked stones, a great variety of debitage, and microliths. Several large stones 
were also revealed in the northwest corner of the unit, which may have been used to 
retain the smaller fill materials in the process of elevating the courtyard with limestone 
cobbles and lithic debitage. While some ceramic materials were recovered, ceramics were 
not a major component of the fill material relative to lithics. All ceramic materials in 
Suboperation A dated to the Late Classic period.  The north and east walls of 
Suboperation A were profile mapped. No evidence of multiple construction phases was 
recovered or identified in the stratigraphy of this suboperation.  
 
The tentative interpretation of the data generated from Suboperation A is that this Str. 1 
was likely built in a single construction phase in the Late Classic Period. The vast 
quantity of lithic production materials recovered in the construction fill may suggest the 
presence of a nearby lithic production activity area, from which the lithic materials found 
in the construction fill was utilized to level and elevate the courtyard of Str. 1. The nearly 
120 cm distance between bedrock and the courtyard’s surface suggests a significant 
investment, in terms of labor and materials, occurred in one phase in the Late Classic 
Period during the construction of Str. 1. All such interpretations and analysis should be 
considered tentative pending further excavation and a more detailed analysis of lithic and 
ceramic materials.  
 
Operation 1-B 
Suboperation B, a 1 x 1 meter unit aligned to magnetic north, was placed slightly off 
center of the courtyard of Str. 2 in order to establish the stratigraphy, chronology, and 
construction phases of this courtyard. Suboperation B was excavated to bedrock, 45 cm 
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below surface, in two lots. The matrix in the first lot consisted of rich brown humus soils 
and larger shaped limestone blocks lying just beneath the surface level. In the second lot, 
the stones were removed and a thin layer of dark brown soil was encountered between the 
stones and the bedrock below. Ceramic and lithic materials were encountered in all lots. 
All recovered ceramic materials have been dated to the Late Classic period.  
 
From this information, it is inferred that the Str. 2 courtyard was leveled off in a single 
construction episode in the Late Classic period. The bedrock surface appears to slope 
downward from the northern to southern portions of the courtyard and the limestone 
blocks were likely placed in abutment to the bedrock to form a level surface.  

 
Operation 1-C 
Suboperation C, a 1 x 1 meter unit aligned to magnetic north, was placed off center of the 
easternmost plaza of Str. 3 in order to establish the stratigraphy, chronology, and 
construction phases of this particular plaza. Suboperation 1-C was excavated to bedrock 
in four lots, of roughly 20 cm each. Lithic and ceramic materials were recovered in all 
lots, in proportions that suggest a more common household or community source for the 
construction fill used to elevate or level the plaza. Ceramic seriation dating dated all 
recovered ceramic materials to the Late Classic Period. Profile maps of the northern and 
western walls of the excavation unit were drawn. No evidence for multiple construction 
phases was present in the stratigraphy of Subop C.  
 
From the data collected from Suboperation C, it can be inferred that the easternmost 
plaza of Str. 3 was likely leveled off or elevated from bedrock in a single construction 
episode in the Late Classic period. In addition, it is apparent that the construction fill used 
by the builders of Str. 3 is from a different source than that used in Str. 1. These 
inferences are tentative however, and require additional data slated to be collected in 
upcoming excavations.  
 
Operation 1-D 
Suboperation D, a 1 x 1 meter unit aligned to magnetic north, was placed to the west of 
Str. 1a. The purpose of this unit was to diversify the data set from the first portion of 
Operation 1 by including information generated from exterior spaces. As Subop D is 
placed between structures and not in a courtyard or plaza, Suboperation D adds some 
diversity to the sampling strategy employed throughout Operation 1. A point adjacent to 
Str. 1-A was chosen in an effort to collect some data on Str. 1-A, a low-lying structure 
placed between two of the largest buildings at LMN and in close proximity to Possible 
Stela 1.  
 
At the bottom of Lot 1, excavators encountered a series of damaged and eroded limestone 
blocks running roughly from the center of the unit and into the south wall profile. As 
Operation 1 is not designed to collect architectural information, Suboperation D was only 
partially excavated to bedrock in an effort to preserve all architectural elements of Str. 1a 
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for future operations. Subop D was plan mapped, and the north and east walls of the 
excavation unit were profile mapped. In addition to lithic and ceramic materials, many 
special finds were recovered in the matrix excavated from around the possible limestone 
platform of Str. 1a. These include microliths, marine shell, four obsidian blade fragments, 
a possible unfinished or repurposed hematite object, and pebbles of raw red and yellow 
ochre. As with other units, all ceramic materials were dated to the Late Classic.  
 
Although the recovered materials require further analysis, data collected from this unit 
suggests a possible link between Str. 1a and the production of rarified goods, as evinced 
by the presence of materials associated with dye production and elite ceremony. In 
addition, the association of Str. 1-A with Possible Stela 1 has provocative implications 
for relationships between ostensibly sacred portions of the built environment and the 
activities that occurred at Str. 1-A.  
 
RESULTS AND INTERPRETATIONS 
As 2010 season survey and excavation activities were intended to offer only preliminary 
insights into the form and function of LMN and its surrounding environs, only limited 
information is available. Nevertheless, some preliminary inferences can be made. All 
interpretations however, should be considered tentative pending further excavation and 
analysis.  
 
The survey around LMNC and along the LMNC/LMN survey line suggests that the 
landscape between the two sites was densely settled. The density of settlement in this 
area appears to be similar in concentration and form to previous survey projects in 
adjacent areas peripheral to La Milpa center (Rose 2000).  
 
The digital mapping portion of the LMN 2010 season confirms the accuracy of the 
original map of LMN produced by Tourtellot et al. (2000) while providing additional 
detail that will facilitate further research at this location. The structural renderings map 
extremely well on to the topographic map. The places where the accuracy of the original 
map appears to fail are all places that correspond to recent damage from tree fall and 
other site-formation processes according to the condition assessment survey.  
 
At this point, I am inclined to agree with the inference that the principal function of LMN 
is as an elite residence in a palatial form (Hammond and Tourtellot 2003; Tourtellot, et 
al. 2003; Tourtellot, et al. 2000). The special finds recovered from Suboperation D may 
also buttress arguments for elite habitation of LMN. The presence of raw ochre, a 
hematite specimen, and obsidian blade fragments suggests the presence of artisans or 
consumers who ostensibly worked and consumed raw materials that were locally 
acquired. Furthermore, if Possible Stela 1 is in actuality a stela, its association with Str. 1-
A and the site in general lends credence to the hypothesis that LMN was at the very least, 
at certain times and by certain actors, considered a sacred location. It is of interest that 
Possible Stela 1 is located to the north of what appears to be an activity area. If validated 
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by upcoming excavation, this possible monument promises to elucidate processes of 
placemaking at LMN and its imagined and actual connections to social and sacred 
landscapes. 
 
The hilltop location of LMN also may have made it an ideal space for the enactment of 
political power and the surveillance of adjacent populations. The wide 360-degree vistas 
may have enabled the residents to surveil the landscape for over a kilometer in any 
direction. The apparent productivity and resulting population density of this environment, 
inferred due to the dense settlement of this region, may have contributed to the need or 
desire to oversee activities in this particular landscape (cf. Hutson 2002). 
 
Activities at LMN were likely not confined to ritual or political purposes. Although the 
data is too sparse to yet infer the exact location of lithic production, the large quantity of 
lithic waste materials in the fill of Str. 1, recovered in Suboperation A seems to suggest 
that chert quarrying and lithic production activity occurred nearby, possibly at LMN itself 
(see Rose 2000:107). In addition, the special finds present in Suboperation D appear to 
have been component parts in the production of rarified goods, suggesting the residents 
or artisans who worked and lived at LMN may have employed a variety of potential 
productive strategies.  
  
GOALS FOR SUBSEQUENT FIELD SEASONS 
Survey 
The digital topographic mapping portion of the La Milpa North project will continue in 
subsequent field seasons. Structures 6, 7, and 8 were located adjacent to the core of LMN 
and will be added to the digital topographic map. These structures are considered vital to 
creating a multilocal biography of place of LMN.  
 
While much of the settlement around the hillock site of LMN has been damaged or 
destroyed by modern land clearing for livestock grazing, a small portion of land remains 
forested to the northwest of LMN. Preliminary informal pedestrian survey indicates the 
presence of settlement in this area, which may provide some insight into ancient land use 
practices around LMN as the area is less disturbed than other parts of the site. In 
subsequent field seasons, a formal survey of this area will be conducted in an effort to 
generate broader settlement pattern and land use data in the area around LMN.  
 
Initial condition assessment and digital topographic mapping survey revealed a plethora 
of lithic and ceramic materials scattered throughout the site. Some notable examples 
include pressure flaked and groundstone bifaces and an unfinished chipped cert bowl. To 
better understand these and other surface finds, a formalized surface collection strategy 
will be devised and implemented so that a statistical analysis of surface materials can be 
conducted.  
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Excavation 
In the 2011 field season, excavation will continue with the resumption of Operation 1. As 
this operation moves forward, test pits will be placed in the western plaza of Str. 3, the 
courtyards of Str. 4 and Str. 5, and adjacent to all structures, including Structures 6, 7, 
and 8.  In addition, the 2011 field season will include the commencement of Operations 2 
and 3. Operation 2 will be limited to excavations around Possible Stela 1 to determine the 
exact form of the features and confirm or refute the significance of this feature. Operation 
3 will begin architectural excavations in an effort to determine the exact form and 
probable function of the core structures at LMN as originally mapped by Tourtellot et al. 
(2000). Due to time constraints in the 2011 season, it is likely that Operation 3 will 
continue into subsequent field seasons and may last for the duration of the project. If time 
and resources permit, Operation 4 may also commence during the 2011 season. Operation 
4 will include detailed architectural excavation to determine the form and possible 
function of Str. 6, Str. 7, Str. 8, and any other significant nearby structures located in 
future survey efforts.  
 
Analysis 
Excavations during the preliminary field season recovered a very large amount of lithic 
materials, including tested and discarded cores, cores, bifaces, groundstone tools, flake 
tools, lithic production debitage, microliths, and obsidian blade fragments. In subsequent 
seasons, a detailed lithic analysis of the recovered materials will be conducted. Although 
no conclusive evidence related to lithic production activities at LMN has been directly 
recovered, the fill composition of Str. 1, the special finds at Str. 1a and the abundance of 
lithic materials on the surface of the site suggest the possibility of lithic production in 
close proximity of LMN. The analysis of these materials may assist in locating the 
presence and spatial distribution of stone tool production at LMN.  
 
In addition to future excavation efforts, an intervisibility study will be conducted to 
expand on the insights of previous scholars who have done similar studies. This study 
will include a detailed analysis of intervisibility at multiple scales. Firstly, a study of 
intervisibility will be conducted between points at LMN and other discernable points of 
interest in the immediate landscape. In addition, intervisibility between LMN and other 
identified major points of interest on the broader and more distant viewshed will also be 
considered. The elevation of LMN relative to the surrounding landscape invites a critical 
analysis of several theoretical constructs related to vision, control, power, resistance, and 
community identity (cf. Hutson 2002). 
 
The comprehensive mapping, chronological information, architectural data, and soil 
analysis, will be used to construct an understanding of the spatial ordering principles, 
cosmological or otherwise, in operation during the final phase of occupation at LMN. It is 
the hope of this project that by employing a mixture of scientifically rigorous, empirically 
grounded observations, and interpretations, I will be able to understand La Milpa North’s 
“unique” position within broader political economic, social, and ceremonial spheres.  
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HUN TUN ARCHAEOLOGY: 
REPORT ON THE 2010 FIELD SEASON AT RB 70 

 
Robyn L. Dodge, The University of Texas at Austin 

 
 
BACKGROUND AND INTRODUCTION 
The 2010 field season was the third season (Operation 3) at the Maya site, Hun Tun 
(Figure 1). Under 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 a sustainable long-term research 
program and individual field seasons include investigating Maya settlement patterns, 
household archaeology, delineating site boundaries, identifying activity areas, site 
function, social and political status, relationships and interactions with nearby settlements 
(especially La Milpa and Medicinal Trail) are all questions guiding research at Hun Tun. 
Goals of the 2010 season expanded upon the goals of the 2008 and 2009 seasons. These 
included expanding upon a working site map, testing courtyard spaces for construction 
and occupation chronologies, excavating limestone features, excavating architecture and 
interpreting adjusting needs of household space. To this regard, the 2010 investigations 
excavated structures in the settlement area, exposed construction chronologies, and 
extensively exposed the limestone features. Test excavations of the courtyard areas 
continued as well in order to identify prominent features. Hun Tun consists of six 
courtyard groups (currently only four courtyard groups are included on the working site 
map). The duration of the 2010 field season was eight weeks. This included both 
fieldwork and analysis.  
 
METHODOLOGY 
A master site grid was established at Hun Tun during the 2008 and 2009 seasons in order 
to maintain long-term control for survey and excavations (Dodge 2009; Dodge and 
Doumanoff 2010). All suboperations are established in reference to the master grid. The 
site grid was established in Group C from an arbitrary (0MN, 0ME) point. All tape and 
compass measurements were taken in relation to the master grid and all previous 
excavations were appropriately placed on the grid. All the suboperations and structures at 
Hun Tun are related to the master grid and each other. Courtyard test pits from Operation 
3, were placed at the base of structures, excavated in cultural lots and terminated upon 
encountering bedrock. Architecture was excavated in cultural lots and features. 
Construction chronologies, occupation chronologies and modification histories were 
established. This method allowed opportunities to interpret activity areas and make 
inferences about the expanding, changing household. There were a total of 20 
suboperations excavated in 2010. Datums N-X were established during the 2010 season. 
Operation 3 excavations were conducted in Group A, Group B, and Group C.  
 
 

123 



Dodge 

 
Figure 1: Hun Tun, RB 70, Working Site Map (2008 version). 
 
Excavations 
Suboperation Q  
Suboperation Q was a 2 x 1 m unit located at the Southern base of Structure A-4 in Group 
A. Suboperation Q was excavated in three lots. Excavations were concerned with testing 
the courtyard space and identifying the Group A floor level. Lots were excavated in 
cultural lots. Ceramics, lithic debitage, and obsidian were excavated in this subop. 
 
Suboperation R 
Suboperation R was a 2 x 1 m unit located at the Southwest base of Structure A-1 in 
Group A. Suboperation R was established in order to identify the cultural activity at the 
base of Structure A-1 and identify cultural features associated with Structure A-1. 
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Suboperation R was excavated in three lots. Ceramics, lithic debitage, obsidian, lithic 
core and a core tool were all uncovered from this subop. 
 
Suboperation S 
Suboperation S was a 2 x 2 m unit excavated in seven lots. Suboperation S was 
established in order to anticipate the Northeast corner of Structure A-1. It will be 
reopened in the 2011 season. Ceramics, lithic debitage, lithic tools, and obsidian were all 
excavated from this subop. 
 
Suboperation T 
Suboperation T was a 2 x 1 m unit extension of Suboperation Q. It is located one meter 
north and established to follow the occupation level of Group A into the southwest corner 
of Structure A-1. It was excavated in two lots. Ceramics, lithic debitage, and obsidian 
were all excavated in this subop. 
 
Suboperation  U 
Suboperation U is a 2 x 2 m extension east of Suboperation R. It is located at the 
southwest base of Structure A-1 and was placed in order to identify the corner of the 
building. It was excavated in 10 lots. Ceramics, lithic debitage, lithic tools (Figure 2), 
groundstone fragments, an anthropomorphic vessel (Figure 3).  
 

 
Figure 2. Biface recovered from 3-U-3 at Hun Tun. 
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Suboperation V 
Suboperation V is a 2 x 2 m unit extension north of Suboperation S. It was placed at the 
northeast base of Structure A-1 with the intention of locating the corner of the building. It 
was excavated in seven lots and will be reopened in the 2011 season. Ceramics, incised 
ceramics, lithic debitage, lithic tools, and obsidian, were all recovered from this subop. 
 

 
Figure 3. Anthropomorphic Vessel recovered from 3-U-7 at Hun Tun. 
 
Suboperation W 
Suboperation W is a 1 x 4 m unit extension west of Suboperations S and V. It was 
established in order to follow the exterior structure wall, exposed in Suboperations S and 
V. It was excavated in seven lots and will be reopened in the 2011 season. Ceramics, 
lithic debitage, eccentric lithics (Figure 4), painted plaster, and obsidian were all 
recovered from the excavations. A semi-complete vessel and a snail shell were also 
recovered from this suboperation. As the northern exterior Structure A-1 wall was 
exposed, the plaster floor was uncovered as well. Excavations were intentionally 
controlled along the northern exterior wall to delineate the dimensions of Structure A-1. 
An underlying set of cut stone alignment was exposed. Excavations continued through 
the plaster floor in order to determine if another layer of cut stone alignment exists. 
Bedrock was expected to be close to the bas level of the exterior wall. Excavations were 
limited to a 60 cm x 1 m lot during this process in order to maintain control and have 
enough space to excavate. However, removing 3-5 cm of soil uncovered a carved 
limestone bedrock chultun and a capstone sealing the chamber (Figure 5). The chamber 
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was left intact and Subops S, V, and W were carefully backfilled with the intention of 
reopening the excavations in 2011. 
 

 
 
      Figure 4. Eccentric from Hun Tun. Illustration by Debora Trein. 

 
Suboperation X 
Suboperation X is a 2 x 2 m unit established as a northern extension of Suboperation U. It 
was established in order to excavate the western base of Structure A-1 and expose what 
appeared to be a staircase. It was excavated in three lots.  
 
Suboperation Y 
Suboperation Y is a 2 x 3 m unit established at the projected intersection of the 
northwestern and southeastern walls intersect on Structure A-1. It was excavated in three 
lots.  
 
Suboperation Z 
Suboperation Z is a 1 x 2 m unit established as an extension of Suboperation U. It was 
established in order to follow the exposed architecture identified in Suboperation U into 

127 



Dodge 

the southwest base of Structure A-1 and further expose the construction phases (Figure 
5). It was excavated in four lots.  
 

 
     Figure 5.  Plan view photo of chultun capstone uncovered in 3-W-7 at Hun Tun. 
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Figure 6. Profile view of 3-Z-4 and 3-U-10. 
 
Suboperation AA, AB, AC, AF, AG, AI, and AJ 
(See Arndt Chapter) 
 
Suboperation AD 
Suboperation AD was a 2 x 3 m unit established in Group C in order to expose the 
limestone megalith. It is associated with Suboperations G, H, and AE. It was excavated in 
four lots.  
 
Suboperation AE 
Suboperation AE was a 3 x 4 m unit established in Group C in order to excavated the 
limestone megalith. It was excavated in 3 lots.  
 
Suboperation AH 
Suboperation AH was a 3 x 1 m south extension of Suboperation Y established in order 
to expose the architecture uncovered in Suboperation Y. It was excavated in two lots and 
will be reopened in the 2011 season. The profile of the southern subop wall revealed a cut 
stone alignment and excavations will pursue exposing the cut stone alignment in order to 
determine if it is related to the staircase identified in Suboperation X.  
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PRELIMINARY ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATIONS 
The 2010 excavations revealed that household expansion, changing household dynamics 
and modifications occurred in and around Structure A-1 and within the Group B 
courtyard. The architectural excavations conducted thus far exposed a staircase, a 
modified and renovated northwest corner on Structure A-1. This suggests that household 
activity was not static, but rather constantly changing. Construction, occupation and 
abandonment sequences should be detected in the archaeological record elsewhere at Hun 
Tun. Commoner ritual activities have been identified by the presence of incised ceramic 
vessels and limestone monuments, as they pertain and contribute to household ideology. 
Ancient Maya households represent the most basic social unit and provide an abundance 
of information into the socialization process. Household function includes identifying 
areas of food activity, everyday activities, ceremonial artifacts and social communities. 
Limestone samples were taken to source the limestone outcrop from which they were 
taken. Once a database or resource exists, such conclusions will be made.  
 
FUTURE RESEARCH 
Future Research at Hun Tun will continue to involve excavating household archaeology 
and domestic activities. Household activities should leave recognizable patterns of 
household behavior. Systematically controlled excavations will confirm the location of 
such activities. With more excavations around Structure A-1 household archaeology can 
be examined in more depth. Suboperations S, V, and W have provided a solid 
construction chronology, but these units only exposed the interior architecture. Future 
research will involve going into the interior structure space. Household archaeology and 
commoner rituals will also be more thoroughly investigated by excavating the chultun. 
This is a priority for the 2011 season.  
 
Hints at household function, site function, commoner ritual, domestic activities, food 
activities and subsistence practices can be observed at Hun Tun. Once more structures 
within Group A and surrounding Structure A-1 are excavated more detailed knowledge 
will be available for household archaeology at Hun Tun. Directed excavations of 
architecture and household activities should produce data pertaining to expanding, 
changing household dynamics and modifications. The architectural excavations will also 
produce information pertaining to a more specific occupation and construction 
chronology. Construction, occupation and abandonment sequences should be detected in 
the archaeological record. Commoner ritual activities will be investigated as they pertain 
to household ideology through activity areas identifiable in the archaeological record. 
Ancient Maya households represent the most basic social unit and provide an abundance 
of information into the socialization process. Household archaeology will be a constant 
theme in future research at Hun Tun.  
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OVERVIEW OF EXCAVATIONS AT GROUP B, HUN TUN, BELIZE 
 

Nick Arndt, University of Cincinnati 
 
 
FIELD SEASON OVERVIEW 
Excavations took place at Group B of Hun Tun from June 21 to July 9, 2010. Research 
focused primarily on Structure B-4 with aims of gaining an understanding of how 
archaeologists can better identify and differentiate commoner residencies juxtaposed to 
public or elite contexts. The initial aims of excavations included delineating the 
chronology of the structure related to the rest of the site, determining the functional 
aspect of the structure, and the overall study of the people who once inhabited the site. 
Excavations attempted to distinguish the function of the structure by identifying 
architectural and building typologies as well as examining the artifact assemblage 
present. Previous research was conducted at Hun Tun by Robyn Dodge (Dodge 2009; 
Dodge and Doumanoff 2010). While the majority of her research has focused on Group 
A, Group B had been mapped and a test pit, Suboperation C, was excavated in 2008 
(Dodge 2009).  
 
Excavations were led by the author, under the guidance and in association with the 
research of Robyn Dodge. The project is part of the Programme for Belize 
Archaeological Project (PfBAP) directed by Dr. Fred Valdez. Hired local workers, 
including Gabriel, Daniel, Don Pastuer, and Saied, and students from The University of 
Texas at Austin field school, including Erin White, Kyle Clark, Cat Sword, and Adam 
Nelson, assisted in excavations, on-site records, and illustrations. Preliminary ceramic 
analysis was conducted by Lauren Sullivan, and basic lithic analysis was conducted by 
the author, under the guidance and direction of Maria Martinez.  
 
OVERVIEW OF EXCAVATIONS 
A total of seven suboperations were opened and a total of 19 lots were excavated. 
Excavation locations and sizes were chosen based on the type of data being collected. 
Plans were modified based on time restrictions and interests as excavations progressed, as 
well as weather conditions. All excavations at Group B in the 2010 field season were part 
of Operation 3 and designated Suboperations AA, AB, AC, AF, AG, AI, and AJ. Each 
unit will be described here in conjunction with Structure B-4 and sections of the plaza for 
clarity and organizational purposes.  
 
Vertical location and measurements of lot depths were all taken from local datums. The 
depth from each datum was recorded at four points in each corner and the center of the 
unit at the beginning and end of every lot. This provided a general thickness for the entire 
lot, while accounting for varying slopes of the landscape as well as irregular hindrances, 
such as rocks and root inclusions. The descriptions below include both general and 
detailed depth measurements where necessary for the description of features, the overall 
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natural landscape and manipulations of the terrain. For horizontal location, Hun Tun is on 
a grid system. All horizontal measurements in Group B were taken from the central B 
point within the grid system to the southwestern corner of each suboperation.  
 
Suboperation AA 
Suboperation AA was a 2 x 2 meter unit located on the south-central side of Structure   
B-4. After the overlain vegetation was cleared and initial observations of the plaza and 
Structure B-4 were undertaken, it was unclear whether the structure was a single entity. 
Therefore, the main goal of Suboperation AA was to delineate the continuity of Structure 
B-4, i.e. to determine whether B-4 was a single structure or not. However, Suboperation 
AA was also used to gain an initial understanding of the structure, in terms of its 
architectural characteristics. These included type and number of platform(s), how and 
where the architecture met the plaza floor, and the amount of masonry construction 
present. Suboperation AA was placed along the south-central side of Structure B-4 with 
the hopes of finding a stairway or entrance to the structure.  
 
Suboperation AA was horizontally located at 0 meters east and 10 meters north of the 
central B point. All vertical measurements were taken in centimeters below Datum S and 
taken from the southwest corner of the unit, unless noted otherwise. Suboperation AA 
had a beginning elevation of 130 cm below datum.  
 
Lot 1 dug through the humus layer and slightly into the interface. There was a decaying 
tree stump, roughly 40 cm in diameter, located on the north side of the unit, 
approximately 20 cm from the northern wall. The stump was hollow, much of which was 
destroyed during excavation. The soil was a loose dark brown and reddish humus with 
numerous root inclusions. The soil could be categorized as A Horizon soil, consisting of a 
dark friable silt loam that included a high concentration of organic matter. A single piece 
of obsidian was found in the south central area of the unit. Approximately 10-15 ceramics 
and 10-15 lithics were collected. Land snails were observed, but not collected. Lot 1 
ended due to a soil change at 139 cm below datum for a lot thickness of 9 cm. However, 
no discernable features were visible at the conclusion of Lot 1.  
 
Lot 2 dug through the interface to a depth of 145 cm below datum for a lot thickness of   
6 cm. The layer of interface consisted of a loose brown soil that contained numerous 
limestone inclusions, measuring approximately 1 cm or less in diameter, as well as five 
large limestone cobbles/tumble, roughly 10-40 cm in diameter. The south end of the lot 
terminated at a compact earthen floor, while the north end of the lot terminated above a 
possible feature constructed of limestone, which ran east to west approximately 90-110 
cm north of unit’s south wall. Due to the apparent feature located in the northern half of 
the unit, the majority of excavation occurred in the southern portion of the unit. The 
hollow tree stump encountered in Lot 1 persisted into Lot 2. Lot 2 was closed due to the 
suspected structural feature at the north end of the unit and a new lot was required in 
order to preserve the context of artifacts located above the feature. A total of 174 
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ceramics, 51 lithics and two obsidian blades were collected, while shell was observed but 
not collected. 
 
In Lot 3 the northern half of the unit was excavated down to a limestone feature, the 
underlying platform of the structure. Cobble-sized limestone met the earthen floor 
approximately 100 cm from the southern wall of the unit. The soil was brown and 
extremely compact with root and organic materials remaining from the tree stump. Due to 
the narrowed excavation of the unit, a relatively small artifact density was encountered. A 
total of 21 ceramics and seven lithics were collected. Since the southwest corner of the 
unit was not excavated in Lot 3, vertical measurements were taken from the northwest 
corner. The beginning elevation was 112 cm and the ending lot elevation was 120 cm, 
giving Lot 3 a thickness of 8 cm. A plan map of the platform and corner was completed 
following the conclusion of the lot. 
 
Suboperation AB 
Suboperation AB was a 2 x 2 m unit located at the southeast corner of Structure B-4. A 
key component in identifying the social context of a structure is its overall size. In order 
to delineate the dimensions of Structure B-4, apposing corners had to be unearthed. 
Therefore, the main goal of Suboperation AB was to uncover the southeast corner of the 
structure. Suboperation AB was horizontally located 5 m east and 10 m north of the 
central B point. All vertical measurements were taken in centimeters below datum S and 
taken from the southwest corner of the unit, unless noted otherwise. Suboperation AB 
had a beginning elevation of 105 cm below datum.  
 
Lot 1 proceeded through the humus layer. The soil was a loose, dark brown friable silt 
loam that contained numerous roots and other organic materials. There were several large 
limestone and chert inclusions located in the northwest corner and along the northern 
wall of the unit. These inclusions were most likely tumble as the soil in the northwest 
corner was lighter and portions of the architecture became transparent at the conclusion 
of the lot. Other smaller, pebble-size inclusions were found throughout the unit. Lot 1 
was closed due to a soil change as the soil became lighter and increasingly more compact. 
The lot had an ending elevation of 116 cm below datum for a total lot thickness of 11 
centimeters. A small amount of ceramics and lithics were collected, while land snails 
were observed, but not collected. 
 
Lot 2 dug to a depth of 130 cm below datum for a lot thickness of 14 cm. Lot 2 excavated 
through the interface layer of semi-loose brown soil to the occupation layer. Soil at the 
occupation layer was very compact and included numerous limestone inclusions. The 
occupation layer of Suboperation AB resembled the earthen floor encountered in 
Suboperation AA and Suboperation C. The southeast corner of the unit went slightly 
below the occupation level and encountered a dense amount of artifacts. Tumble and 
possible portions of the wall were exposed in the northwest corner, protruding east 
towards the northeast corner of the unit. Tumble was also prevalent at the southwest 
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corner. A total of 91 lithics and 132 ceramics were collected. Shell was also observed but 
not collected. 
 
Lot 3 dug through the occupation layer and construction fill along the southern and 
eastern walls of the unit in an attempt to better distinguish the feature. The platform was 
discernable and the corner was identified. A possible second platform or masonry 
architecture was visible in the northwestern corner of the unit; however, due to weather 
conditions and time restraints, a unit extending from Suboperation AB into the interior of 
the structure was never undertaken. The soil was light brown with numerous pebble-size 
limestone inclusions present throughout. As expected, an extremely high artifact density 
was encountered within the construction fill. A total of 139 lithics, 610 ceramics and one 
obsidian blade were collected. Shell was also observed but not collected. The lot was 
arbitrarily terminated when the platform and corner were able to be positively identified. 
The ending elevation for Lot 3 was 143 cm below datum for a lot thickness of 13 cm. A 
plan map of the platform and earthen floor was completed following the conclusion of 
Lot 3.  
 
Suboperation AC 
Suboperation AC was a 1 x 1 m midden test pit located on the north side of Structure    
B-4. A key component to identifying the function, as well as the social context, of a 
structure is the artifact assemblage located within and around the structure. Middens are 
usually located within a structure, as a general floor midden, or behind a structure, where 
artifacts and other waste would be discarded after an items life usage had expired. To the 
south of Structure B-4 was a documented plaza, where Suboperation C was excavated. 
Therefore, the north side of Structure B-4 seemed an ideal location for a midden test pit. 
Suboperation AC was horizontally located three meters east and 20 m north of the central 
Group B point. All vertical measurements were taken in centimeters below datum T and 
taken from the southwest corner of the unit, unless noted otherwise. Suboperation AC 
had a beginning elevation of 151.5 cm below datum.  
 
Lot 1 dug through the humus layer of A Horizon soil, consisting of a relatively loose dark 
brown soil. The soil had a clay consistency and contained a high concentration of organic 
materials. Large root inclusions were prevalent in the center of the unit. The lot contained 
numerous chert inclusions juxtaposed to a minute amount of limestone fragments. The 
humus layer contained a large amount of land snails, however they were not collected. 
About 10 ceramic fragments were collected, predominately small unpainted pieces. At 
least 25 lithics were collected, ranging in both size and color. Lot 1 ended at a depth of 
162 cm below datum for a lot thickness of 10.5 cm. 
 
Lot 2 dug through the interface layer to the occupation level. The interface layer 
consisted of a brown clay-like soil. Soil became increasingly compact towards the 
occupation layer. Small limestone inclusions became more frequent and larger in size 
towards the occupation level. Root inclusions present in Lot 1 persisted in the center 
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portion of Lot 2. The occupation layer uncovered in Lot 2 resembled the earthen floor 
encountered in units on the south side of Structure B-4. Shell was observed but not 
collected. A total of three small obsidian blade fragments, 53 ceramics, and 82 lithics 
were collected. Portions along the eastern wall accidentally proceeded into construction 
fill below the earthen floor, which might explain the potentially inflated artifact density 
encountered in Lot 2. Lot 2 ended at a depth of 180 cm below datum for a lot thickness of 
18 cm. 
 
Lot 3 dug through construction fill to a depth of 192 cm, resulting in a lot thickness of   
12 cm. Portions of the southern wall encountered bedrock. However, due to inclement 
weather conditions, there was some water intrusion, unit damage, and wall collapse. 
Therefore, the lot was closed in order to preserve context. Lot 3 consisted of a semi-loose 
brown soil with numerous pebble-size limestone inclusions. There were also a few 
cobble-size limestone inclusions removed. A total of 36 ceramics and 23 lithics were 
collected.  
 
Lot 4 was opened because of a change in context as a result of foreign soil, water damage 
and wall collapse. Wall integrity was restored in an attempt to preserve stratigraphy for 
subsequent mapping. Soil was a grey and very clay-like clumpy loam. Several limestone 
fragments were encountered. No artifacts were found. Lot 4 was excavated until 
limestone bedrock was encountered throughout the unit. The lot concluded at a depth of 
199 cm below datum for a lot thickness of 7 cm. Two profile maps, one of the north wall 
and one of the east wall, were completed.  

 
Suboperation AF 
Suboperation AF was a 1 x 1 m midden test pit located on the north side of Structure B-4. 
Since Suboperation AC suffered unit and wall damage, subsequent midden test pits were 
excavated to gather a more reliable artifact assemblage and stratigraphic profile of the 
northern side of Structure B-4. Succeeding midden test pits were laid out in a 
checkerboard pattern to the west of Suboperation AC. Suboperation AF was horizontally 
located 1 m east and 19 m north of the central Group B point. All vertical measurements 
were taken in centimeters below Datum T and taken from the southwest corner of the 
unit, unless noted otherwise. Subop AF had a beginning elevation of 166 cm below 
datum.  
 
Lot 1 dug through the humus layer to a depth of 174 cm below datum for a lot thickness 
of 8 cm. The soil was loose dark brown-and-reddish humus with numerous root 
inclusions. The soil could be categorized as A Horizon soil, consisting of a dark friable 
silt loam that included a high concentration of organic matter. The lot was closed due to a 
soil change, as soil became more compact. Land snails were observed but were not 
collected. A total of 17 lithics and 19 ceramics, varying in size and type, were collected. 
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Lot 2 dug through the interface layer to a depth of 184 cm below datum for a total lot 
thickness of 10 cm. The interface consisted of a dark brown soil. Lot 2 was closed as soil 
changed to a brown soil with pebble-sized limestone inclusions prevalent throughout the 
unit. Soil also became increasingly more compact towards the occupation layer. Soil at 
the occupation level was consistent with the earthen floor observed at other units in 
Group B. Land snails were observed within the lot but were not collected. A total of 51 
ceramics and 29 lithics were collected.  
 
Lot 3 excavated below the earthen floor through a layer of construction fill. The 
construction fill consisted of a light-brown, grayish soil that was relatively compact. 
Limestone inclusions, ranging from pebble to cobble-size and increasing in size towards 
bedrock, were prevalent throughout the unit. The lot was closed when limestone bedrock 
was encountered. Lot 3 ended at a depth of 191 cm below datum for a lot thickness of     
7 cm. A relatively high density of artifacts was encountered with a total of 70 lithics and 
117 ceramics collected. Two profile maps, one of the south wall and one of the east wall, 
were completed following the conclusion of the lot.  
 
Suboperation AG 
Suboperation AG was a 1 x 2 m unit extending north from the northwest corner of 
Suboperation AA to the interior of Structure B-4. Suboperation AG was located on the 
south-central side of structure and at 0 m east and 12 m north of the central Group B 
point. Suboperation AG was attempting to encounter an artifact assemblage of primary 
context. Another aim of Suboperation AG was to follow the platform into the interior of 
the structure to gain a better understanding of the overall architecture. All vertical 
measurements were taken in centimeters below datum S and taken from the southwest 
corner of the unit, unless noted otherwise. Suboperation AG had a beginning elevation of 
90 cm below datum.  
 
Lot 1 dug through the humus layer of A Horizon Soil. The humus consisted of dark 
brown loose soil with associated organic materials. There were several large roots and 
remnants of tree fall located in the northeastern corner of the unit, prolonging excavation. 
Lot 1 was terminated as several large limestones became visible at the bottom of the lot. 
No lithics or ceramics were present, but land snails were observed. Lot 1 ended at a depth 
of 98 cm below datum for a lot thickness of 8 cm. 
 
Lot 2 excavated the interface layer, which consisted of a brownish soil that was relatively 
loose. There were several large root inclusions protruding along the eastern wall of the 
unit. Remnants of the tree fall present in Lot 1 persisted in the northeast corner of the 
unit. Cut limestone was uncovered, which formed some type of structural feature. The 
platform uncovered in Suboperation AA appeared to continue into Suboperation AG. 
There was also possible tumble or wall fall located in the northern half of the unit. 
Ceramics and lithics were collected while shell was observed, but not collected. Lot 2 
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ended at a depth of 113 cm below datum for a lot thickness of 15 cm. A plan map of the 
initial structural feature was completed following the conclusion of the lot. 
 
In Lot 3 the first layer of stone was pulled, possibly tumble or collapse, and excavation 
proceeded to the platform. Soil was loose and brown with limestone inclusions ranging in 
size. The large root inclusions along the eastern wall were removed; however, a few 
additional root inclusions were encountered. A possible inner wall of the western half of 
the structure was identified along the western wall of the unit. However, portions of it 
had collapsed. A second platform was also identified. Land snails were observed but 
were not collected. A small artifact density was encountered with a total of three lithics 
and four ceramic sherds collected. Lot 3 ended at a depth of 115 cm for a lot thickness of 
2 cm. A plan map of the second platform and inner wall was completed following the 
conclusion of the lot. 
 
Suboperation AI 
Suboperation AI was a 2 x 2 m unit located on the northwest corner of Structure B-4. The 
main goal of Suboperation AI was to identify the opposing corner to Suboperation AB in 
order to delineate the dimensions of Structure B-4. The northern wall of B-4 is nicely 
preserved with masonry alignment intact, which enabled for the precise placement of 
Suboperation AI. However, there were several large trees that had displaced the 
continuity of portions of the wall. Suboperation AI was horizontally located 6 m west and 
16 m north of the central Group B point. All vertical measurements were taken in 
centimeters below Datum T and taken from the southwest corner of the unit, unless noted 
otherwise. Suboperation AI had a beginning elevation of 137 cm below datum.  
 
Lot 1 dug through the humus layer of A Horizon Soil. The humus consisted of dark 
brown loose soil with a high concentration of organic materials. There were numerous 
root inclusions, including four extremely large roots protruding from the southern wall 
and nearly extending the length of the unit. Lot 1 was terminated as the soil became 
lighter and numerous cut limestones became visible. Land snails were observed but not 
collected. Artifact density was low with three lithics and one ceramic collected. Lot 1 
ended at a depth of 149 cm below datum for a lot thickness of 12 cm. 
 
Lot 2 excavated the interface layer, which consisted of a brown soil with several 
limestone inclusions ranging from small pebble-size to larger cobble-size. While some of 
the small root inclusions were removed, several large roots persisted from Lot 1. The 
roots seemed to have pushed some of the limestones out of alignment. While the corner 
of the structure was somewhat distinguishable, the severity of the root intrusions made an 
accurate assessment nearly impossible. Land snails were present but were not collected. 
A total of 10 ceramics and 17 lithics were collected. In an attempt to delineate the corner, 
the western portion of the unit was excavated to a lower depth than the rest of the unit. 
Lot 2 ended at a depth of 177 cm below datum for a lot thickness of 28 cm. Due to time 
constraints, as a result of weather conditions, further investigation in the unit was unable 
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to be undertaken. A plan map of the platform and corner was completed following the 
conclusion of the lot. 
 
Suboperation AJ 
Suboperation AJ was a 1 x 1 meter midden test pit located on the north side of Structure 
B-4. Suboperation AJ was laid out in a checkerboard pattern to the west of Suboperations 
AC and AF. Suboperation AJ was horizontally located 1 m west and 20 m north of the 
central Group B point. All vertical measurements were taken in centimeters below datum 
T and taken from the southwest corner of the unit, unless noted otherwise. Suboperation 
AJ had a beginning elevation of 180 cm below datum.  
 
Lot 1 dug through the humus layer to a depth of 183 cm below datum for a lot thickness 
of 3 cm. The soil was loose dark brown-and-reddish humus with numerous root 
inclusions. The soil could be categorized as A Horizon soil, consisting of a dark friable 
silt loam that included a high concentration of organic matter. Three cobble-size 
limestone inclusions were encountered in the center portion of the unit. The lot was 
closed due to a soil change, as the soil became lighter in color. Land snails were observed 
but were not collected. A relatively low artifact density was encountered with a total of 
eight lithics and five ceramics were collected. 
 
Lot 2 was started but was never completed. Due to inclement weather, Suboperation AJ 
was flooded and underwent critical water damage. The saturated soil failed to dry out in 
the time allotted and the unit had to be abandoned. In turn, the unit was not mapped.  
 
PRELIMINARY ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATIONS 
After the initial mapping by Robyn Dodge and the initial observations by the author, 
Structure B-4 was thought to have been a commoner housemound. However, after 
excavations in and around the structure, the social context and function of the structure is 
in question. If Structure B-4 is indeed a housemound, it is unlikely that it was a 
commoner residency. Demographic studies have shown that commoner domestic 
structures are generally located on the periphery of a settlement (Robichaux 1995; 
Sullivan 1997). However, Structure B-4 is located within close proximity of Group A and 
the large ceremonial structures present there. While Structure B-4 is located in Group B, 
it is one of the eastern most structures within B and is almost directly in contact with 
structures from Group A. 
 
Aside from location, there are other characteristics that question the commoner nature of 
the structure. After excavating opposing corners, the dimensions of the structure were 
identified. However, even from visual observations the structure appears to be larger than 
commoner residencies tend to be. The amount of masonry architecture observable and 
uncovered in excavations is also uncommon in commoner housemound groups. Masonry 
architecture of this degree is generally associated with elite contexts or elite residencies 
(Becker 1979:18; Demarest 2004:116; Robichaux 1995:168-169; Tourtellot and Rose 
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1993:11; Webster 2002:90). Most commoner houses are made out of perishable materials 
and constructed on top of a single platform (Demarest 2004:113; Webster 2002:91). 
Excavations at Structure B-4 have identified two platforms. Therefore, it would be 
unlikely that the structure is a commoner domestic structure. If Structure B-4 is indeed a 
domestic structure, it would appear to have been inhabited by someone(s) of a relatively 
high social status. 
 
With Structure B-4 being located within close proximity of the large ceremonial 
structures of Group A, it is also possible that Structure B-4 is a public structure. The 
overall size, amount of masonry architecture, and multiple platforms of Structure B-4 are 
also common characteristics found in public contexts. The midden test pits also seem to 
point towards a public context. The original test pit, Suboperation C, done in 2008 
identified the earthen floor of the plaza. The midden test pits exhibited the same 
stratigraphy as Suboperation C, unearthing another earthen plaza floor. Also, the artifact 
assemblage within the midden test pits lacked the density typically associated with 
residential middens.  Instead, the midden test pits identified the plaza continuing 
northward. 
 
It is possible that the inhabitants discarded their waste to the eastern or western sides of 
the structure; however, due to the close proximity of other structures on those sides, it 
seems unlikely. Since the interior of the structure was not fully investigated in the time 
allotted, it is possible that a dense floor midden exists within the structure. However, with 
the information gathered through excavation and observation, the preliminary analysis 
and interpretation of Structure B-4 is that it was a public structure with associated 
political or ceremonial functions. In order to gain a definitive identification, further 
investigation, specifically referring to primary context, is needed.  
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RESEARCH AT LA MILPA EAST (RB LME) AND THE AGUADA 
LAGUNITA ELUSIVA (RB LAGUNITA): THE 2010 SEASON 

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

Austrian Academy of Sciences 
 
 
As in previous years (Weiss-Krejci 2008, 2009), research in 2010 focused on the site of 
La Milpa East (RB LME) and on the Aguada Lagunita Elusiva (RB Lagunita) (Figure 1). 
Our main 2010 research objective at La Milpa East was to further determine the extent 
and construction history of the apsidal structure (originally called Feature 2) which is 
located inside Depression A (for a detailed description see Weiss-Krejci 2008: 96-101).  
 

 
 

  Figure 1. Programme for Belize, location of La Milpa East and Lagunita Elusiva. 

We wanted to explore the possibility if Feature 2 is a Terminal Classic Yucatec style 
shrine. These types of buildings not only have been found in the coastal zones of Belize 
reaching as far south as the Sibun River Valley (Harrison-Buck and McAnany 2006; 
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McAnany 2007) but also at the Rosita Group of Blue Creek (Guderjan et al. 2010). 
McAnany (2007:220) considers the presence of these shrines as evidence for some type 
of connection with Chichen Itza and its Quetzalcoatl ideology. 
 
At the Lagunita Elusiva (see Weiss-Krejci 2009:157-164) we tried to further reconstruct 
the history of actions in the aguada, which besides the obvious function as water-
reservoir had also been used as a chert quarry. Additional to new excavations, Michael 
Brandl undertook an extensive analysis of the lithic raw materials which we had 
encountered in and around the aguada in 2009 and 2010, as well as macro, mini and 
micro debitage analysis of some selected samples. 

  
RESEARCH AT LA MILPA EAST (RB LME, OPERATION 1) 
In Depression A we first re-exposed old excavation units Suboperations A, B, C, D, E, F, 
H/K27, K, M, O, and S and removed old refill covering an area of 16.5 m2. Additionally 
we started two new units (Subops T and U), and continued excavating Subops O and S 
(both 2 x 2 m), which we had begun in 2009 (Figures 2, 3, and 4). Subop T is a 1 x 1 m 
unit which is located on the inner side of the structure (see Figure 4). We excavated four 
lots (Table 1) and stopped at 119 b.d. at the top of an ancient floor (Lot T-5). Subop U is 
a 1 x 2 m unit located outside the wall of Feature 2 (Figure 4). After removal of the 
topsoil we expected to find a series of facing stones laid out in an east-west direction, 
similar to those which we had first encountered in Op. K27/Sub. H. However, no row of 
facing stones was found (Figure 5). Instead, the matching piece of a Terminal Classic 
spiked incensario sherd (Figure 6) appeared at the top of Lot U-3. The other part of the 
sherd had been recovered in 2009 from Lot S-2 (see Figure 4). The remainder of Lot U-3 
is an artificial gravel, sherd, chert and burnt limestone layer (Table 2) which is also 
present in other units beyond Feature 2 (including Lots 3 and 4 in the adjacent Subop I). 
There exist two possible explanations for the missing facing stones in Subop U: either 
Feature 2 was still under construction when the ancient Maya decided to leave La Milpa 
East in the ninth century or the stones were removed in later times. The large chert 
boulders in Subop S (possible facing stones) and the two matching incensario sherds 
from Subops S and U support the idea of ancient disturbance. However, at present it is 
not yet possible to answer this question with certainty. 
 
The chert cobbles encountered in the western part of Subop O (Lot 6) as well as the 
larger chert boulders in Subop M (Lot 8) (Figures 4 and 7) most likely belong to an 
earlier construction phase than that of the apsidal structure (the ceramics from the 
structure still have to be analyzed). The grey/white layers underneath Lots M-7 (i.e. Lots 
M-9 and M-10) as well as the gray bottom layer of Subop G (Lot G-5) (see Figure 4, 
approx. 180 b. d.) are probably already part of the bottom layer of Depression A which 
has been dated to the Early Classic/early Late Classic by Sagebiel (2005:621, 639). 
Before Tepeu II/III times Depression A functioned as a water cistern (Weiss-Krejci and 
Sabbas 2002:350). 
 

144 



La Milpa East and Aguada Lagunita Elusiva 

 
 

Figure 2. Excavation units at La Milpa East. 

 
RESEARCH AT LAGUNITA ELUSIVA (RB LAGUNITA, OPERATION 1) 
The Aguada Lagunita Elusiva is located approx. 5 km southeast – not northeast as 
erroneously stated in earlier reports – of La Milpa at 17°49’40.42”N and 89°00’17.54”W 
(Figure 1). In May 2010 it was dry and its center overgrown with some type of sedge. 
After some rain at the beginning of June we were able to observe two species of water 
turtles. One was a white lipped mud turtle Kinosternon leucostomum leucostomum (June 
4 2010) and one a red-cheeked mud turtle Kinosternon cruentatum (June 15 2010). The 
total number of aquatic and semi-aquatic turtles observed in the aguada is now four 
(together with a Mexican snapping turtle Chelydra serpentina rossignoni observed on 
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May 29 2008 and a Honduran slider Trachemys scripta venusta observed on May 22 
2009).  
 
In 2008 we found that the aguada has 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 (Weiss-Krejci 2009:162). In 2009 we 
continued to expose this cobble feature in Subop D and opened three new units: Subop E 
(1 x 1 m), Subop F (2 x 2 m) and Subop G (1 x 1 m) (Figure 8). We detected that the 
entire aguada was lined with these chert cobbles. In some areas the cobbles appear close 
to the surface, in others deep beneath a thick layer of clay. In 2008 we discovered part of 
the rim in Subop B (Figure 9) which separates the upper from the lower part (Weiss-
Krejci 2009:Figure 19, Lot B-8; see also Figure 10). However, what appears as separate 
lots at two different levels (e.g. Lot B-2 and Lot B-8, see Table 3) may be part of one and 
the same construction unit. We also found evidence that the aguada may contain at least 
one so called buk’te (thanks to Nick Dunning for the communcation) (probably in Subop 
E., see Figure 10, Lot E-6). A buk’te is a cistern in the aguada which provides access to a 
lowering water table during the dry season (Johnston 2004:283). 
 

 
Figure 3. Apsidal structure (Feature 2) in Depression A (2010), La Milpa East, looking northeast. 
 
In 2010 we opened four additional units: Subop H (1.5 x 2.5 m), I (0.5 x 1 m), J (0.5 x 1.5 
m), and K (0.5 x 1 m) (Figure 8). In total, between 2008 and 2010 we have exposed 18.75 
m2. In Subop H (Figures 9 and 11) the chert cobble layer was located immediately below 
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 Figure 4. Excavation units around and in Feature 2 in Depression A, La Milpa East. 
 
topsoil. At the northwest side (Figures 9 and 12) we discovered a pit of unknown 
function. Inside the pit (approx. half way down) we found a small green bottle (Figure 
12). The bottle (Figure 13, second from the left) – one out of four so far found at the 
aguada – has not been dated yet. Norman Hammond (personal communication) suspects 
that the bottles in the aguada may belong to La Milpa Chicleros. Eric Thompson who 
stayed at the La Milpa camp in the 1930s got a terrible diarrea from an aguada’s gray 
murky water. We did not excavate the chert layer in Subop H, but the excavations in the 
west part of Subop G (Figure 12), which is located next to Subop H, indicates that at this 
location the artificial chert cobble layer is thin and situated directly above bedrock (the 
bedrock contains natural chert cobbles, see below). Not everywhere in the aguada the 
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anthropogeneously introduced cobble layer are located directly above bedrock. In Subop 
F the chert layer, although starting immediately below topsoil (Figure 14), is approx. one 
meter thick and embedded in the clay (Figure 15). We have not encountered bedrock yet 
in Subop F. Apart from Subops A and B in 2008, in 2010 we found the cobble rim in  
Suboperations I and J (Figure 9 and Figure 16). However, at this spot the aguada is much 
deeper and the clay layer not one, but probably several meters thick. After digging 
approx. one meter down through heavy clay we stopped the excavation at the top of Lot 
K-5.  
 
 Table 1. La Milpa East, Depression A, Lots 2009 and 2010. 

 
 
Apart from a few eroded and so far undated sherds (Table 4), the aguada’s main material 
is chert. The rocks range from large boulders to artifacts and debitage. This suggests that 
Lagunita Elusiva not only served as a water reservoir but was probably also used for 
working lithic materials (see Brewer 2007). Therefore, one of the primary research 
questions which we tried to answer in 2010 concerned the provenience of the aguada 
chert. Two possibilities come to mind:   
 

a)  The chert used for the aguada construction was delivered from 
sources in the catchment area of the aguada, e.g. from surrounding 
drainages. 

b)  The aguada was used as a chert quarry and the chert boulders 
originate from the digging activity prior to the last stage of usage. 
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Before we address these questions in more detail it is necessary to give a brief description 
of the geological situation of northwestern Belize.  
 

 
Figure 5. Feature 2, in the foreground Subop U indicating missing facing stones 
(2010), La Milpa East, looking northwest. 
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Figure 6. Two matching Terminal Classic incensario spiked sherds from Feature 2, 
La Milpa East. 
 
Table 2. La Milpa East, Depression A, 2009 and 2010 artifacts. 
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Figure 7. Suboperations O and M in Feature 2 of Depression A (2010), La Milpa East. 
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Figure 8. Plan of the Aguada Lagunita Elusiva and excavation units (2008 to 2010). 
 
BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE GEOLOGY 
The entire area of the upper escarpment (part of the Petén-Plateau) can be considered as a 
flat high terrace formed during the late Cretaceous to the early Tertiary period consisting 
of marine carbonates (Barrett 2004:75-76; Dunning et al. 2003:16; King et al. 1992; Lene 
1997; Wilson 1980; Wright et al. 1954). During the Pliocene massive faulting and folding 
processes created the general characteristics of the NW Belizean landscape. A series of 
fault-lines trending southwest to northeast produced three upland regions, each cut by a 
steep escarpment (Dunning et al. 2003; Hughbanks 2006:28-29). Due to massive 
weathering effects, the present landscape with karst phenomena like the karstic hills and 
depressions was formed. A stepped gradation in elevation from east to west is an 
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additional effect of these weathering processes. The karst hills remained as residues of 

. Aguada Lagunita Elusiva, plan view of upper cobble layer.  Figure 9

the former high terrace, due to their consistence of more endurable rock material than the 
surrounding formations. Within the entire Northern Belizean chert bearing zone, the 
uppermost rock formation contained chert in a high variability of amount and quality. 
After massive weathering, the C horizon was transformed into residual loams and 
laterites. Within these residual layers, the mostly nodular and sometimes tabular cherts 
remained as non-perishable inclusions close to the top soil depending on the individual 
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arstic surface. In many cases the deep weathering effects are still visible in the bedrock. 

agunita Elusiva is situated in a flat area within the periphery of the Northern Belizean 

e (Subop B, Lots 2 and 8) and Subop E, Aguada Lagunita Elusiva, 
 
Figure 10. Cobble featur
looking south. 
 
k
Mostly the bedrock is only preserved as dissolved limestone or sascab. The actual chert 
layer within the residual sediments is located either on top of the karstic hills or in the 
basins, where, due to the natural erosion, massive accumulation of material takes place. 
This is especially true for the bajos, which can be considered melting pots for residual 
chert deposits. Chert quarrying in such regions does not take big technological efforts. 
Shallow pits in the top soil to a depth where the residual layer contains the raw material 
are completely sufficient. 
 
L
chert bearing zone on the plateau cut by the Rio Bravo escarpment. The immediate 
surrounding area is characterized by the lack of distinct karst phenomena such as karstic 
hills or noticeable depressions. It seems very likely that the spot where the aguada is 
situated nowadays once was shaped as a depression, which is rather uncommon in the 
area and therefore attracted attention of the people in that region. Extensive surveys of 
the surrounding landscape showed a system of dry drainages surrounding the aguada in a 
perimeter of some 150 m2.  
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 Table 3. Aguada Lagunita Elusiva, Lots 2008 to 2010. 
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Figure 11. Aguada Lagunita Elusiva, plan view of upper 
cobble layer. 
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 Figure 12. Profiles of Subops H and G (2009, 2010), Aguada Lagunita Elusiva. 
 
 
 

 
Figure 13. Bottles from Aguada Lagunita Elusiva (2008-2010). 
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       Figure 14. Cobble feature (Subop F, Lot 2, 2009), Aguada Lagunita Elusiva, looking north. 
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Figure 15. Profiles of Subop F (2009), Aguada Lagunita Elusiva.  
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        Figure 16. Subops G, I, J and K (2010), Aguada Lagunita Elusiva, looking northwest. 
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Table 4. Aguada Lagunita Elusiva, ceramics and other artifacts 2008 to 2010. 

 
 
THE RAW MATERIAL 
The raw material mainly used for the construction elements in the aguada can be 
characterized as follows: 
 

Main color:   Yellowish – brown, rarer red – brownish red. 
Knapping properties:  Fine, sometimes very fine; often cleft. 
Inclusions:         No visible fossil inclusions. Often 

precipitations of SiO2 forming serpentine -
like structures within the raw material. Non-
fossil inclusions such as heavy minerals and 
scarce veins of chalcedony can occur.  

 
The raw material found by Brandl during intensive survey in the vicinity of the aguada 
mainly originates from dry creeks or rather drainages surrounding the site. All 
watercourses wash out a big amount of material from the top chert layer during the rainy 
season. We are certain the entire range of varieties occurring in that region was sampled, 
especially because the main focus was laid on that research goal in 2009. Comparing the 
raw material coming from those sources with chert from the stone constructions in the 
aguada, it can be stated that the samples show a certain similarity, but do not fit one 
100%. On the other hand, the chert used for stone features is different than the bedrock 
chert exposed in the lower levels of the aguada as well. The first variation is the obvious 
difference in the size of the rocks. In average, the rocks in the constructions measure 30-
15cm in diameter. The rocks found in the bedrock are way smaller. The variety of colour 
and the surface structure are additional sharp distinctions. After the 2009 campaign it was 
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suggested as a first assumption that the boulders came from the drainages, although the 
raw material varieties showed no clear match. Newer results from 2010 allow a 
differentiated explanation: Assuming that the entire feature of the aguada was constructed 
anthropogeneously, the massive chert boulders (nodular and tabular) are likely to 
originate from the top soil chert layer of the aguada. Due to all the construction activities, 
this layer in the meantime has completely disappeared.  
 
Massive waste from intense flint knapping activities was intentionally placed within the 
rock assemblages by the constructors. The essential question whether or not the knapping 
waste originates from knapping areas in the catchment area further away or if they were 
situated right next to the aguada`s waterfront was answered conducting an aimed analysis 
of the mini- and microdebitage from selected samples out of Subop E (Table 5, Figure 
17). Remains of knapping activities at the aguada were detected after soil flotation and 
the close relation to the rock features was proved. Furthermore, the pervasive 
anthropogenic influence on the entire system of Aguada Lagunita Elusiva was visualized. 
 
 Table 5. Table 5: Aguada Lagunita Elusiva, Op. 1: macro-, mini- and microdebitage analysis. 
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Figure 17. Subops B and E (2009), Aguada Lagunita Elusiva, looking south. 
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In order to investigate possible coincidences resp. divergences concerning the raw 
material found within the rock features, in the bedrock and the artifact assemblages from 
the aguada, five samples have been taken from each of the described elements. It is 
planned to analyse them using the high resolution trace element analysis method of the 
Laser-Ablation-Mass spectroscopy. 
 
MACRO-, MINI-, AND MICRODEBITAGE ANALYSIS 
The analysis of selected samples from Suboperation E delivered specific information 
about knapping activities and an additional possibility for a differentiation between stages 
of use within the aguada. While macrodebitage (pieces bigger than 10 mm in length) is 
found in all the units, it was necessary to float clay samples to get the mini- and 
especially the microdebitage (up to 10mm resp. smaller than 10 mm).  
 
The evaluation of the data allows the following statements (see Table 5):  
- chert knapping activity is evident at least at the marginal area of the aguada, closely 
related to the stone structures.  
- a stratum boundary is visible between lots E-8 and E-9. This is marked by a rapid rise of 
the quantity of knapping waste. That indicates a clear chronological differentiation of 
events. 
 
RECONSTRUCTION OF THE HISTORY OF ACTIVITIES 
Summarized, the research results allow a simplified reconstruction of the history of 
actions in the aguada. This picture does not incorporate a fine stratigraphy and of course 
not every event that eventually took place, but gives a broad outline of the most important 
stages as far as comprehensible at the present state of research. Most likely, Aguada 
Lagunita Elusiva is entirely anthropogeneously constructed. Deeply trenching the feature 
into the flat landscape, the constructors inevitably came across a chert layer after 
removing the top soil. This can be proved regarding to the extensive surveys of the 
catchment area, where the drainages mentioned above expose the geological situation 
down to three meters at maximum. These investigations match perfectly with the 
prospections concerning the geological profiles in the surrounding regions of La Milpa. 
After removing the most massive chert boulders, nodules only of the size of a human fist 
remained in situ. Subsequently, massive multi-phase anthropogenic changes took place in 
the aguada. Massive rock fixtures guaranteeing better accessibility, water inflow 
regulation and preserving the water resource were structured. The raw material used for 
these structures most likely came from the top chert layer dug out of the aguada. 
Regarding the stratigraphy, chronologically the first phase of the rock constructions is 
situated next to the first phase of the anthropogenic changes. The same is true for the 
second phase, which correlates with the reactivation of the aguada as a water reservoir 
and at this time additional rock structures were set upon the already existing ones. For 
sealing reasons, knapping waste has intentionally been fit into the rock features. With 
only a few exceptions, the raw material of the knapping waste matches the raw material 
of the chert boulders used for the rock constructions.  
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Stratum boundaries marking the separation between construction phases of the rock 
features are visible in the data of the following suboperations: 
 

E: Lot 8-9; this is correlated with the analysis of the 
microdebitage 

F: two boundaries appear in Subop F: Lots 1-2 and Lots 5-6. 
G: Subop G appears to be more complex. There is a stratum 

boundary between Lots 1-3 and another one between Lots 3-4. 
H: Lots 1-3. 

 
Suboperations I, J, and K show no clear detectable stratum boundary due to the small 
excavated space. 
Stratum boundaries are significant at a difference of at least 50% in counts. Only the 
counts of artifacts have been taken in consideration for the interpretation of stratum 
boundaries (Table 6). 
Consequentially, besides the presumably major function as a water deposit, the aguada 
can be considered a chert quarrying site.  
 
SINGLE ARTIFACT ANALYSIS 
As first investigations show only few artifacts of the assemblage have really been used by 
the ancient Maya. Most of the pieces are simple flakes (Figure 18) (primary surface 
flakes and secondary surface flakes), which indicates core preparation and the production 
of expedient tools. Biface preparation can be proved regarding half finished products and 
thinning flakes. Blades are clearly underrepresented. The lithic artifacts have been 
produced on site, as the microdebitage analysis indicates. The knapping waste has been 
fit into the rock constructions for sealing reasons. 
Only 67 out of 1,982 pieces show fire influence, most of them in the topsoil layer of 
Subop H (see Figure 19). The fire events are possibly related to a recent action, especially 
because the burnt pieces are accompanied by modern finds. 
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 Table 6. Stratigraphic boundaries. 
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Figure 18. Distribution of worked and unworked chert in the Aguada Lagunita Elusiva 
excavation units (total counts). 

 

 
  Figure 19. Chert with fire influence, Aguada Lagunita Elusiva. 
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RESEARCH RESULTS OF THE 2010 FIELDSEASON: EXCAVATIONS 
AT GROUPS A AND D OF THE MEDICINAL TRAIL SITE 
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INTRODUCTION 
This report summarizes the 2010 investigations at the Medicinal Trail Site, a hinterland 
community located in northwestern Belize, consisting of a few formal courtyard groups, 
numerous informal clusters of mounds, and multiple landscape modifications such as 
terraces, depressions, and linear features. The community is located in the La Lucha 
Uplands 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. Mapping 
and excavation activities at the site were limited to Groups A and D.  
 
GROUP A 
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 all situated on top of a ridge (Figure 1). Additionally, there are two depressions 
to the east and two to the west of the group. There is also an isolated mound just to the 
north of the main group. Excavations at Group A were focused on continuing 
investigation of Structure A-3, a small mound located on the east side of the Northern 
Courtyard. 
 
Structure A-3 
Structure A-3 had been excavated in previous seasons, however, its form and function 
had not been determined (Hyde 2005; Hyde et al. 2006, 2009). From these previous 
excavations it was determined that the last construction phase was Late Classic and that it 
likely extended back to an initial Late Preclassic construction. The back wall, on the east 
side, was constructed using cut limestone blocks, and were stacked at least three courses 
high (Figure 2). Below these blocks were unshaped chert cobbles placed just above 
bedrock and functioned to create a level foundation for the platform. A prepared earthen 
surface, found throughout the open area to the east of the structure, intersected with the 
wall at a level that was equal to the bottom of the limestone blocks, and just over, and 
thus covering, the foundational stones. Data collected from the excavations from the 2009 
and 2010 season on Structure A-3 were used by Catherine Sword for her Undergraduate 
Honor’s Thesis (Sword 2010) and are reported on by her in this volume.  
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Figure 1. Map of Group A of the Medicinal Trail site. 
 
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 (Figures 1 and 3). The structure is located on the 
east side of the courtyard with the front of the structure facing west, is approximately 20 
m long north-south at the platform base, approximately 4-5 m tall from the level of the 
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courtyard, and oriented 10° east of magnetic north. Structure A-4 is. Although not 
pyramidal in shape, it is presumed to be ceremonial in function due its contextual 
location within in the group. 
 
During the 2009 field season at Group A of the Medicinal Trail site, excavation of 
Structure A-4 consisted of features atop the substructure platform. During these 
excavations, a test pit (Suboperation GX) was opened at the center of the structure to 
generate a chronology of the structures construction phases. At approximately 1.5m into 
this test pit, Burial 6 was exposed. The burial, along with the test pit, was closed up and 
left for the 2010 field season excavations. The goal for the 2010 field season on structure 
A-4 was to excavate the areas north and east of Suboperation GX to the level of Burial 6.   
 
 

 
Figure 2. Oblique view of the east face of Structure A-3, looking southwest. 
 
Suboperation HB, a 1 m x 0.7 m unit, was opened running east to west on the northeast 
corner of Suboperation GX to bring down the area around Burial 6. A plaster floor, which 
was exposed during excavations during the 2009 field season, was present in the western 
50 cm of Suboperation HB, while the eastern 50 cm produced large limestone stones 
ranging 10-24 cm in width.  Further excavations defined large cut limestone blocks,     
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 Figure 3. Map of Structure A-4 from Group A of the Medicinal Trail Site. 
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25-34 cm in length, to the east of the unit and were left in situ. The plaster floor of the 
western section measures 13 cm thick and indicates three resurfacing events. Removal of 
this plaster floor revealed a layer of construction fill composed of chert and limestone 
cobbles, lithic debitage, and ceramic sherds in the western half, and large stones 
measuring 10-20 cm in width in the eastern half.  These stones were left in situ along 
with the previously uncovered adjacent stones.      
 
Suboperation HC, also measuring 1 x 0.7 m, was opened to the west of Suboperation HB 
and represented the continuation of the plaster floor present in Suboperation HB. The 
plaster floor in Suboperation HC measures 8-10 cm in thickness and extends across the 
entire unit, also displaying three re-plastering events. Beneath this plaster floor was 
cobble fill mixed with a loose sandy matrix, lithic debitage, ceramic sherds, and four 
large limestone blocks ranging 12-30 cm in width. The removal of these stones produced 
a second plaster floor. From this point on Suboperations HB and HC were combined and 
excavated under Suboperation HB, which now measures 2 x 0.7 m. 
 
The cut stones believed to be associated with Burial 6 in the eastern 80 cm of 
Suboperation HB remained unexcavated, while the plaster floor in the remaining western 
section of Suboperation HB was further excavated. The plaster floor was 10-15 cm thick 
and its removal revealed that the western 45 cm of the suboperation was composed of 
compact limestone material, which was left intact for the remainder of the excavation. 
The center of Suboperation HB was excavated approximately another 7.5 cm into a sandy 
matrix and chert cobbles measuring 5-7cm in width. Lithic debitage and ceramic shards 
were also collected. Suboperation HB was terminated at the approximate level of Burial 
6.   
 
Suboperation HE was opened to the east of Suboperation GX to further uncover the large 
cut limestone blocks associated in the eastern half of Suboperation HB to the north.  
Suboperation HE measured 1 x. Excavations uncovered various limestone pieces 10-15 
cm in width and one large cut limestone block 37 cm in width. All stones were defined 
and left in situ due to their possible relation to Burial 6.  These stones were located in the 
northernmost 70 cm of Suboperation HE, while the remaining 30 cm to the south 
produced approximately loose limestone and chert cobble fill, a loose sandy matrix, lithic 
debitage, and abundant of ceramic sherds.  Suboperation HE was terminated at the 
approximate level of Burial 6. 
 
In an effort to follow the large stones in Suboepration HB and HE to the north, 
Suboperation HF, measuring 1 x 1 m, was opened to the northeast of Suboperation HB. 
Suboperation HF was excavated to a depth of approximately 10 cm, revealing a plaster 
floor in the southwestern quarter of the unit, associated with the first plaster floor 
uncovered in Suboperation HB. Also uncovered were two large aligned cut limestone 
blocks 15-30 cm in width. These stones are possibly associated with a wall feature 
excavated the previous field season to the west of Suboperation HF. Excavations through 
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the plaster floor indicated it was 13-17 cm thick. This was followed by a thin layer of 
construction fill and one large limestone block 30 cm in width in the northeast section of 
the unit. Excavations in the far western 20 cm of Suboperation HF, in which two aligned 
cut stones were uncovered, were terminated. The remaining 80 cm of Suboperation HF 
was excavated another 20cm, revealing large stones ranging in width from 10-35 cm. It 
was also noted that some, but not all, of the stones uncovered in Suboperation HF were 
joined together with a sascab-like material.   
 
A plan map was composed of all exposed stones in Suboperations HB, HE and HF, prior 
to their removal down to the level of Burial 6. For the removal of these stones, all of 
Suboperation HF, the eastern 1 m of Suboperation HB, and the northern 25 cm of 
Suboperation HE were combined to form a 1 x 2 m unit designated Suboperation HG..  
The northern 1 m of Suboperation HG produced approximately large limestone pieces to 
a depth of 16 cm, followed by a level of limestone sacab. The southern 1 m of 
Suboperation HG produced large limestone blocks, including a rectangular cut limestone 
block measuring 67 x 28 cm at the lowest level. This cut stone was positioned in an east-
west direction just above the location of Burial 6. Beneath the large cut limestone block 
was the sandy matrix mixed with chert and limestone cobbles 3-7 cm in diameter, lithic 
debitage, and ceramic sherds. The report for Burial 6 is being prepared by Lauri McInnis 
Martin. 
 
Group D.  
Group D was located during reconnaissance on the Group A eastern radial transect at a 
distance of 0.5 km. The group is located on the south side of the transect and consists of 
at least 11 mounds, mostly informally distributed around an area of approximately 50 
square meters (Figure 4).  
 
The mounds appear to separate into two clusters based on relative proximity and overall 
size. Most of the mounds at the northern end (Mounds D-1 through D-5) are relatively 
small and, based on initial surface indicators, poorly constructed. They appear to have 
supported perishable structures as there are no indications of superstructure masonry. The 
mounds of the southern half of the group (Mounds D-6 through D-11) appear to be a bit 
more substantial, in that they are bigger in terms of height and floorspace. Moreover, the 
southern half exhibits a more complex arrangement. Structure D-8, one of the largest 
buildings at Group, has a relatively large rectangular platform running east-west. 
Structure D-9 is at the east end of Structure D-8, but is lower and not as wide. Structure 
D-11 has a rectangular platform running north-south and extends south from the 
intersection of Structures D-8 and D-9. A large depression is situated in the space south 
of Structure D-9 and east of Structure D-11.  
 
The first plan of action for Group D was to establish a grid. Using 20 cm rebar pieces, a 
total of 12 permanent points were placed in the ground throughout the group, with an 
emphasis on the southern portion. The first of these points was arbitrarily designated 
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 Figure 4. Map of northern portion of Group D of the Medicinal Trail Site. 
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100/100 and is located in the open space between Structures D-2, D-3, and D-4. A TDS 
was used to place the rebar points to ensure their coordinates were properly set.  
 
Once the grid was placed, a tape-and-compass map was made of structures D-1 trough D-
5, the focus for the 2010 excavations. Structures D-2 through D-4 are most closely 
clustered, creating an informal courtyard space. Structure D-3 is greatly disturbed, most 
likely the result of trees that have grown on the mound that subsequently fell. The 
structure is a more or less east-west trending mound with each end somewhat separated 
as a result of the tree damage.  
 
For the 2010 season, excavations were limited to the northern half of Group D. A total of 
13 suboperations were excavated, mostly off mound. Excavations revealed shallow 
sediments; bedrock, on average, was reached at a depth of just 22.8 cm below the surface. 
No evidence for plastering was encountered.  
 
Two off-mound suboperations (J and M) extended up onto Structure D-4 in an attempt to 
reveal some of the final stage architecture. Although some limestone blocks were 
encountered, they were not very well aligned or modified. In general, the impression of 
the construction methodology is one of expedience and haste (Figure 5). Like in the off 
mound excavations, there was no evidence for plastering. 
 

 
Figure 5. Oblique view of north side of Structure D-4, looking west. 
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No ceramics were recovered from any of the 13 suboperations; so the date of the group is 
unknown. The lack of material culture from these excavations leads me to believe that the 
area was occupied very a short period of time, and given the settlement data from this 
area and the PfB property in general, the largest populations occurred during the Late to 
Terminal Classic. Therefore, I suspect Group D was occupied during the Late to 
Terminal Classic. 
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TREE SPECIES COMPOSITION AT MEDICINAL TRAIL, GROUP A 
 

Nicholas Brokaw, University of Puerto Rico 
Sheila Ward, University of Puerto Rico 

 
 
We recorded tree species (self-supporting, woody stems ≥ 10 cm diameter at breast 
height [130 cm above ground]) near the Medicinal Trail Group A archaeological site in 
the Rio Bravo Conservation and Management Area, Belize, as part of the Programme for 
Belize Archaeology Project.   
 
The forest is classified as subtropical moist forest (Hartshorn et al. 1984).  Trees were 
recorded using the point-centered quarter method along a c. 250 m transect established by 
archaeologists and heading east from the site.  Trees were identified in the field.  Field 
work was carried out in June and July 2009. 
 
Among 285 stems sampled we recorded at least 43 species, plus some unknown species 
(Table 1).  The forest to about 150 m along the transect east of the ruins was mid-age 
second growth; it appeared to have regrown from clearing 50-80 years in the past.  
Characteristic species of this second-growth were: Spondias sp. (hog plum), Cupania 
belizensis (bastard grand betty), Metopium brownei (black poisonwood), and Attalea 
cohune (cohune palm).  Further to the east, the forest was older, with such characteristic 
species as Drypetes brownii (male bullhoof), Pouteria reticulata (zapotillo), and 
Pseudolmedia sp. (cherry). 
 
Table 1. Tree species abundances (stems ≥ 10 cm) on transects near Medicinal Trail Group A 
archaelogical site, Rio Bravo Conservation and Management Area, Belize. 

Species Number of stems 
Acacia collinsii 2 
Acosmium panamense 1 
Alseis yucatanensis 6 
Ampelocera hottlei 23 
Aspidosperma megalocarpon 14 
Attalea cohune 17 
Bourreria oxyphyllaria 5 
Brosimum alicastrum 2 
Bursera simaruba 3 
Caesalpinia gaumeri 5 
Cassipourea elliptica 1 
Cecropia peltata 4 
Cojoba arborea 1 
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Cupania belizensis 16 
Dendropanax arboreus 2 
Drypetes brownii 26 
Ficus sp.  3 
Guettarda combsii 3 
Hirtella americana 4 
Lauraceae sp. unknown 3 
Legume sp. unknown 1 
Licaria peckii 2 
Manilkara zapota 1 
Matayba apetala   2 
Metopium brownei 11 
Pouteria spp. 18 
Pouteria reticulata 22 
Protium copal 3 
Pseudolmedia sp. 11 
Sabal mauritiiformis 7 
Sideroxylon foetidissimum 1 
Simarouba amara 2 
Simira salvadorensis 1 
Spondias sp. 34 
Swietenia macrophylla 1 
Terminalia amazonia  7 
Trichospermum campbellii 4 
Trichilia minutiflora 1 
Trichilia sp. 1 
Trophis racemosa 2 
Vitex gaumeri 3 
Xylopia frutescens 1 
Zuelania guidonia 3 
identification unknown  5 
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SUMMARY OF THE EXCAVATION AND PRELIMINARY ANALYSIS OF 
BURIAL 5 AT GROUP A OF THE MEDICINAL TRAIL SITE 
 

Stacy Drake, University of Texas at Austin 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The Medicinal Trail site is located within the Rio Bravo Conservation and Management 
Area (RBCMA) between the La Lucha Uplands and Rio Bravo escarpment of northwest 
Belize. The area is owned and operated by the Programme for Belize (PfB). Numerous 
burials have been recovered from Group A of the Medicinal Trail site, which has been 
excavated by David Hyde since 2004 (Hyde and Atwood 2007). The following report will 
focus on the excavation and preliminary analysis of Burial 5 from Structure A-4. 
 
BURIAL 5 FROM STRUCTURE A-4 
Structure A-4 (Figure 1) is the largest structure at Group A and is preliminarily 
interpreted as a shrine- or temple-like structure due to its size and location on the east 
side of the middle courtyard and to the limited access provided to the building (Hyde and 
Atwood 2008). Burial 5 was discovered during the 2009 field season and was located 
within a side room in structure A-4. A low shelf in the room was located next to the burial 
and the shelf area (and subsequent burial) was filled in with cobbles and plaster (sascab) 
(David Hyde, personal communication 2011). 
 
By the end of the 2009 season, Burial 5 had been extensively—although not 
completely—excavated. Due to the fragile and fragmentary nature of the burial and the 
impending end of the field season, the burial was removed from its surrounding matrix 
and relocated to the PfB field laboratory to better protect it from any potential damage 
that might occur in the field between the 2009 and 2010 seasons (Martin, personal 
communication). Burial 5 was removed on a wooden board, wrapped in layers of 
aluminum foil and plastic, and placed in the lab so that the excavation could be 
completed the following year.  
 
This report includes information recovered from the 2010 portion of the excavation. Only 
a preliminary analysis was completed on the burial during the 2010 season. Thus, this 
report will focus primarily on the excavation process and methods. 
 
BURIAL 5 EXCAVATION METHODS 
Upon removal of the foil and plastic covering from Burial 5 at the beginning of the 2010 
excavation, the burial exhibited some shifting and deterioration during the year-long 
period since its journey from the field to the lab. The top layers of the burial were 
crumbled and several bones had fallen from their original context and lay strewn about on 
the board (Figure 2). Due to the initial location of the burial in sascab (which created a 
hard, crumbly layer of matrix that coated much of the remaining skeleton), Burial 5 was 
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nicknamed “the matrix burial”. Despite the physical condition of the skeleton and the 
shifting of its elements during the off-season, the overall positioning and orientation of 
the skeleton remained intact. 
 

 
Figure 1. Map of Group A at the Medicinal Trail Site (adopted from Hyde et al. 2010). 
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Because the excavation was to occur in the lab and not in the burial’s original context 
within structure A-4, two new datums were established in order to record vertical and 
horizontal measurements. Directionality in the lab was noted and a north arrow was 
drawn onto the baseboard of Burial 5 (reproduced in Figure 2). It was later discovered 
that the orientation of Burial 5 inside the lab almost precisely matched the original 
orientation of the burial while it was in the field. A rough grid was established in the lab 
above the burial so that mapping and organization of the excavation process could be 
simplified. The north arrow placed in the corner of the baseboard also served as the first 
datum (Figure 2) to record horizontal measurements. A second datum was placed on a 
nearby wall to record vertical measurements. The height of the table on which the matrix 
burial was excavated was also noted so that the vertical measurements of the bones would 
be as precise as possible. The excavation of Burial 5 was assisted by Stevie Brown and 
various students from the University of Texas at San Antonio. Excavation techniques 
followed the guidelines set forth by Saul et al. 2007. Preliminary identifications were 
made as the bones were uncovered, using Bass 2005, Steele and Bramblet 1988, and 
White and Folkens 2005. The excavation and preliminary analysis were supervised by 
Lauri Martin. 
 
Extensive photographs and field notes were taken in order to document the excavation 
properly, and lot forms were completed for the initial cleaning of the burial upon removal 
of its protective covering and the subsequent excavation. The lots were eventually 
combined into one lot (Unit 7-GW, Lot 1) after the excavation was completed in order to 
follow standard burial excavation protocol. As identifiable—or potentially identifiable—
bones were uncovered during excavation, they were plotted and mapped. When a bone 
became loose and required removal to permit the continued excavation of the lower 
levels, the directionality of the bone was marked on both the map and the foil packet 
created to contain and protect the exhumed bone. These packets would later be analyzed 
to determine position and directionality of the interred individual, the individual’s 
potential sex, age, and status, and any other physical aspects of the interred, such as 
health. 
 
The “bathtub method” of excavation (i.e., removing dirt from the unit from the top down 
in thin layers, as if draining water from a tub) was utilized as often as possible while 
excavating Burial 5. However, the skull (located in the northern portion of the unit) was 
very fragile and encased in sascab. After extensive use of the bathtub method, 
excavations of the cranium were conducted last so that more attention could be paid to 
delicately excavating the skull and keeping it as intact as possible. An acetate-soluble 
solution (B72) was utilized throughout the excavation to stabilize bones if they began to 
break. Much of the burial was fragmentary at best, and thus all back-dirt was screened 
over a “bone screen” with 1/8 inch mesh and all fragments that could possibly be 
recovered were collected. However, despite the fragmentary nature of the matrix burial, a 
surprising number of bones were recovered intact, whole, or articulated. These included 
an articulated left humerus, radius, and ulna (Figure 3), three articulated vertebrae lying 
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atop a scapula fragment, and portions of the skull, including a maxilla fragment with one 
tooth still remaining in the alveolar process.  
 
Due to a desire to collect potential DNA from the interred individuals recovered 
throughout Medicinal Trail in an effort to better understand the biological relationships 
between the individuals, extra precaution was taken when excavating teeth. Sterile 
surgical gloves were worn by all excavators when working with or handling the skull or 
teeth, and when a “non-contaminated” tooth was recovered, it was immediately extracted 
using the gloves and placed in a sterile foil packet for export and DNA analysis. As of the 
time of this report, no results of the DNA testing have yet been received. 
 

 
Figure 2. Physical state of Burial 5 following removal of protective wrappings in PfBAP lab during 
the 2010 field season (scale in cm). 
 
INITIAL INTERPRETATIONS OF THE PRELIMINARY ANALYSIS OF  
BURIAL 5 
Due to the poor preservation quality of Burial 5 at the beginning of the 2010 field season, 
it was assumed that very little information, except body positioning and orientation, 
would be gleaned from the completion of the excavation. This assumption proved true in 
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that few aspects of the skeleton that aid in sex determination were recovered from the 
matrix burial; in fact, no hip bones were identified throughout the entire excavation or 
preliminary analysis processes and the majority of long bones recovered were not 
complete enough to record measurements for stature estimations. However, the glenoid 
fossa of the right scapula—which can provide potential sex determination through 
measurements (Bass 2005)—was recovered and will be analyzed in the 2011 field season. 
Age determination was also hindered by the limited quantity of bones with articulations 
or wear, which would provide insight into the age of the individual.  
 

 
Figure 3. Articulated left radius (I), ulna (II), and humerus (III) (arm bent at elbow) in Burial 5 of 
Medicinal Trail, Group A (excavated in lab). Right radius (IV) uncovered to the east of the left 
humerus. 
 
However, the location and positioning of a small number of well-articulated bones 
recovered from Burial 5 do provide some valuable information. The individual of Burial 
5 was likely interred on his or her left side in a flexed position. The body was oriented on 
a roughly north-south axis, with the head pointing north and the face directed east. As can 
be determined from the presence of some hand bones in the same area with foot bones, it 
is possible that at least one hand was located near the feet, or that both hands may have 
been wrapped around the ankles or feet. It is assumed—for this report—that the interred 
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individual was placed with the legs drawn up to the chest and at least one arm extended 
to or wrapped around the individual's feet. 
 
The sascab encasement of Burial 5 and the presence of large cobbles and few artifacts, 
other than a few pottery fragments and lithic debitage, are features consistent with a 
cobble-fill burial. Burial 5, like the other burials recorded from Group A in Medicinal 
Trail, was a primary burial (Kalamara Cavazos 2009; Kalamara Cavazos and Wren 2008; 
Wren and Kalamara Cavazos 2008). Burials 2, 3, and 5 were located in a north-south 
orientation with the heads of the interred directed north in each situation. The heads of 
Burials 3 and 5 faced east, while the head of Burial 2 faced west (Kalamara Cavazos 
2009; Kalamara Cavazos and Wren 2008; Wren and Kalamara Cavazos 2008). 
 
CONCLUSION 
The method of interment of the individual in Burial 5 is somewhat consistent with other 
burials recorded at Group A. Burial 5 is a primary burial that contains a flexed individual. 
The body is oriented north-south with the head pointing north. However, the location of 
Burial 5 within structure A-4—discovered in a side room of the structure underneath a 
bench—differs from the other burials excavated in Group A, which were located in the 
northern courtyard. Because the initial analysis of Burial 5 was not conducted by the 
project osteologists, no firm arguments can be made for any possible relationships 
between Burial 5 and Burials 2 and 3. A more thorough analysis will be conducted under 
the supervision of the project osteologists during the 2011 field season to provide a more 
detailed interpretation of Burial 5. 
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REPORT OF EXCAVATIONS AT THE MEDICINAL TRAIL SITE: 
STRUCTURE A-3 

 
Catherine Sword, The University of Texas at San Antonio 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Medicinal Trail is a hinterland and terrace community located 5 km from the large 
archaeological site of La Milpa (Hyde and Atwood 2008; Hyde and Valdez 2007). It is 
located on top of a ridge that lies between the La Lucha Uplands and the Río Bravo 
Escarpment. Excavations at Medicinal Trail began in 2002 when a group of mounds and 
a series of terraces east and south of Courtyard Group A were investigated (Farnand 
2002; Ferries 2002; Hyde and Atwood 2008). The site of Medicinal Trail is made up of 
five main architectural groups designated Courtyard Group A, Courtyard Group B, 
Courtyard Group C, Courtyard Group D, and Courtyard Group E.  
 
METHODOLOGY 
The goal of the research project was to define and investigate the form and function of a 
small rectangular platform, Structure A-3, located on the eastern side of Courtyard Group 
A at the site of Medicinal Trail (Figure 1). The platform is adjacent to a pyramidal 
structure, Structure A-4, which has been interpreted as a ritual building. Previous 
excavations encountered earlier construction phases, however, the form and function of 
the final construction phase of Structure A-3 is not well understood. The form of 
Structure A-3 was investigated through horizontal stripping excavations, which followed 
the portions of the eastern wall uncovered in the 2004 and 2005 field seasons. In 
particular, excavations of the final construction phase provided a better understanding of 
the extent and the basic form of Structure A-3. The recovered artifacts were analyzed in 
detail in order to assess the chronology of the platform and to identify patterns within the 
material culture that indicated the possible function of the building. The close proximity 
to a ritual building (Structure A-4) suggests that Structure A-3 served as a special 
function building within the community. 
 
PREVIOUS INVESTIGATIONS OF STRUCTURE A-3 
Excavations of Structure A-3 began in the 2004 field season and continued during the 
2005, 2006, and 2009 field seasons. The author was not present for the excavations 
during the 2004, 2005, and 2006 field seasons; however, the author was present for the 
excavations during the 2009 field season. More detailed information pertaining to these 
excavations may be found in the respective field reports by David Hyde and other 
associates listed in the Works Cited.  
 
The goals of the 2004 excavations were to explore Structure A-3, to determine how the 
structure was constructed, and to determine if a relationship existed between Structure A-
3 and Structure A-4. Excavations into the interior of Structure A-3 revealed a rough 
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 Figure 1. RB 62 – Medicinal Trail – Courtyard Group A (Structure A-3). 

 
retaining wall and dry fill, both of which dated to the Late Classic (Hyde 2004). The 
excavations along the southern side of Structure A-3 and the northern side of Structure A-
4 were unable to determine the relationship between Structure A-3 and Structure A-4 
(Hyde 2004). However, further excavations of Structure A-3 did permit an understanding 
of the construction methodology used in the construction of the structure. Rough, 
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unshaped stones had been placed in a row, which created a semi-flat surface. Cut 
limestone blocks were then placed on top of the semi-flat surface (Hyde 2004). 
 
The goal of the 2005 excavations was to continue investigating Structure A-3’s 
architecture in order to better understand the building’s form. A few aligned stones were 
uncovered on a Late Preclassic floor that began in the courtyard and extended toward 
Structure A-3. Fill material was encountered in the space between the aligned stones and 
a back wall (Hyde et al. 2005). Flat, cut stones were used on the exterior face of the 
eastern wall and the interior face of the eastern wall was constructed from uncut stones. A 
jade bead fragment was found at the base of the interior face of the eastern wall on top of 
a row of large, flat and cut rectangular stones underneath two meters of fill (Hyde et al. 
2005). 
 
My initial research began during the summer of 2009. The investigation goal for 
Structure A-3 in 2009 was to excavate a portion of the northern side of the building in 
order to gain a better understanding of the different construction phases of Structure A-3. 
Based upon information from these excavations, it appears that Structure A-3 may have 
had three construction phases. The latest construction phase was a low platform 
constructed of large cobbles and fill.  
 
EXCAVATIONS OF STRUCTURE A-3 (2010 FIELD SEASON) 
During the 2010 field season, several goals guided our excavations. Ideally, we wanted to 
expose all of the corners of the building to determine the size and form of Structure A-3. 
Unfortunately, only one corner was located and will be discussed in more detail below. 
We also hoped to look for midden deposits associated with the structure off the eastern 
side, however, time constraints did not allow for this. Instead, a detailed analysis of the 
ceramic material (conducted by Dr. Lauren Sullivan) was examined for patterns that 
might shed light on the function of Structure A-3.  
 
Seven new suboperations were opened this year and the excavations of an older 
suboperation, originally opened during the 2004 field season and further examined during 
the 2005 and 2006 field seasons, (Suboperation AO) continued during the 2010 summer 
field season. The seven suboperations opened this year were: Suboperation GY, 
Suboperation GZ, Suboperation HA, Suboperation HD, Suboperation HH, Suboperation 
HI, and Suboperation HK.  
 
Suboperation AO  
Excavations began with the removal of the back dirt and overlying sediment that had 
accumulated since 2006. In addition, the overlying matrix and architectural tumble was 
cleared from the top of the eastern wall. Excavations revealed the previously encountered 
eastern wall in this unit. The eastern wall was approximately four tiers in height. The 
individual stones in the eastern wall were generally uniform in size (24 to 29 centimeters 
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in width and 16 to 19 centimeters in height), but one of the stones in the fourth tier was 
unusually large, measuring 43 x 15 centimeters. 
 
Suboperation GY 
Suboperation GY was a 1 x 1 meter unit placed north of Suboperation AO in order to 
continue following the eastern wall of Structure A-3 encountered in Suboperation AO. 
The overlying matrix and architectural tumble was cleared in order to locate the eastern 
wall of the structure. The portion of the eastern wall in this unit was only three tiers in 
height, however, it was very well preserved. The fourth tier appears to have been 
removed in antiquity or had collapsed. The measurements of the individual stones ranged 
from 39 to 45 centimeters in width and from 17 to 24 centimeters in height.   
 
Suboperation GZ 
Suboperation GZ was a 1 x 2 meter unit placed north of Suboperations HK and GY in 
order to continue following the eastern wall of Structure A-3 encountered in 
Suboperations AO and GY. The humus layer and the overlying debris were removed in 
the eastern half of the unit. In addition, the overlying matrix and architectural tumble was 
cleared from the top of the wall. The eastern wall was encountered and was also three 
tiers in height. The fourth tier of the eastern wall was not present. The wall was not as 
well preserved in this unit. The average measurement of the stones was 40 x 17 
centimeters in height.  
 
Suboperation HA 
Suboperation HA was a 1 x 2 meter unit placed north of Suboperation GZ in order to 
continue following the eastern wall of Structure A-3 encountered in Suboperations AO, 
GY, and GZ. Deterioration of the wall made it difficult to clearly locate the uppermost 
tier of stones. The overlying matrix and architectural tumble was cleared from the top of 
the wall in order to determine the width of the eastern wall of Structure A-3.   
 
Suboperation HD 
Suboperation HD was a 1 x 2 meter unit placed north of Suboperation HA in order to 
continue following the eastern wall of Structure A-3 encountered in Suboperations AO, 
GY, GZ, and HA. The excavation goal of the unit was to find the corner of the eastern 
and northern wall of the structure in this area. Excavations continued down in this 
location in order to find the corner of the platform. A corner stone oriented in an 
east/west (measuring approximately 9 x 24 centimeters) was located. The overlying 
matrix and architectural tumble was removed from the top of the wall in order to 
determine the width of the wall and to further investigate the corner of the building 
platform.  
 
Suboperation HH 
Suboperation HH was a 1 x 1 meter unit placed west of Suboperation HD in order to 
continue following the northern wall of Structure A-3 encountered in Suboperation HD. 
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A large limestone block measuring 46 x 41 centimeters was uncovered, but excavations 
were terminated prior to the complete exposure of the enormous stone. We were unable 
to take this lot down to the compact earthen floor found at the base of wall in other 
suboperations. The northern wall of Structure A-3 was exposed, but poorly preserved due 
to deterioration and architectural tumble. The poor preservation prevented the accurate 
understanding of the northern wall. A compact cobble fill was present on the western side 
of the wall and was presumably collapsed fill from the building.  
 
Suboperation HI 
Suboperation HI was a 1 x 1 meter unit placed west of Suboperation AO and north of 
Suboperation BZ in order to determine the width of the eastern wall of Structure A-3.  
The overlying matrix, consisting of the humus layer and architectural tumble, was 
removed in order to locate the wall feature.  
 
Suboperation HK 
Suboperation HK was a 70 centimeter x 1 meter unit placed west of Suboperation GY in 
order to determine the width of the eastern wall of Structure A-3. The overlying matrix, 
consisting of the humus layer and architectural tumble, was removed.  
 
DISCUSSION OF THE EXCAVATIONS 
The excavations revealed that the structure has three construction phases. Data collected 
from 2009 and 2010 indicate that this phase was a rectangular platform. The data from 
the ceramic analysis places the final construction phase of Structure A-3 in the Late 
Classic (Tepeu 2-3). The excavations were fairly successful in determining both the size 
and form of the building. Approximately seven meters of the structure’s eastern wall was 
uncovered, indicating that the structure was at least seven meters in length north/south 
and quite possibly longer (Figures 2 and 3). The exterior platform wall was constructed 
of cut limestone blocks and appears to have been at least four tiers in height, suggesting 
that the eastern wall of Structure A-3 was a minimum of 90 centimeters to 1 meter in 
height. Horizontal exposure of the eastern wall indicates that the wall was approximately 
one meter thick. 
 
The northeastern corner of the structure was found. Unfortunately, a second corner was 
not uncovered due to lack of time and resources. However, a possible wall and a possible 
step were found on the western side of Structure A-3 during previous excavations. If the 
possible wall and step are indeed part of the final construction phase of Structure A-3, 
then we can assume that the east/west width of the structure is six to seven meters long. 
 
Investigations were conducted to determine if Structure A-3 was physically appended to 
and/or shared a wall with Structure A-4. However, excavations were unable to determine 
the nature of the building in this area due to collapse and deterioration. Although the 
excavation data was unclear, it seems likely that the two structures were connected, 
because a distinct alleyway between the two structures was not located. 
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 Figure 2. Profile map of the eastern wall of Structure A-3. 
 

 
 Figure 3. Plan map of eastern wall of Structure A-3. 
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CERAMIC ANALYSIS 
Dr. Lauren Sullivan conducted the ceramic analysis of the collected materials from the 
excavations on Structure A-3. The data from the ceramic analysis places the final 
construction phase of Structure A-3 in the Late Classic (Tepeu 2-3). Lots that were 
associated with the final construction phase of the building were examined for broad 
patterns in order to shed light on the function of the building. Only the lots associated 
with the 2010 excavations were examined. These lots were selected because they overlaid 
the building and were most likely to be associated with activities conducted at this 
location. Ideally, artifacts from an associated midden deposit would have been a much 
better context for examining structure function, however, this type of context was not 
found.  
 
When the lots are examined as a single ceramic assemblage, several patterns can be 
discerned. There appears to be an overall higher frequency of finewares than utilitarian 
wares. Achote Black (26.53% of the total sherds) was the most common ceramic type 
found within a whole ceramic assemblage with Tinaja Red (20.63%) being the second 
most frequently occurring type. Ceramic analysis indicates a high frequency of bowls 
(65%) and jars (33%), which were used for the storage of foods and beverages and the 
mixing, serving, and possibly the cooking of food. The high frequency of Achote Black 
bowls and Subin Red bowls indicates the importance of serving vessels at this location. 
The presence of Tinaja Red jars (fineware), Cayo Unslipped and Striated jars (utilitarian 
wares) indicate some storage activities associated with Structure A-3.  
 
Ceramic jars were typically used to carry water, to store foods and beverages, and to cook 
certain types of food (LeCount 1996). Ceramic bowls are multi-functional and were 
typically used for mixing, serving, and possibly the cooking of food. Ceramic plates and 
dishes were only used for the serving of food (LeCount 1996). General patterns seen in 
the ceramic analysis indicate that the ceramic vessels associated with the last construction 
phase of Structure A-3 were mostly used for the preparation and storage of food and 
beverages for activities associated with Structure A-4.  
 
CONCLUSIONS 
Excavations revealed that Structure A-3 was a low rectangular platform structure 
measuring approximately six to seven meters east/west by at least seven meters 
north/south. The platform had a four-tiered exterior wall and was approximately one 
meter tall and one meter wide. Investigations did not encounter a wall separating 
Structure A-3 and Structure A-4, which suggest that the two structures were possibly 
connected. In addition, ceramic analysis indicates that both structures were in use during 
the Late Classic (Tepeu 2-3) time period. Some general patterns in the ceramic material 
indicate that there appears to be a high frequency of finewares, bowls, and jars associated 
with this building.  
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Given the research and findings provided, it appears that Structure A-3 was an ancillary 
structure appended to the ritual structure designated as Structure A-4. Structure A-3 may 
have functioned as a special function structure where specialized activities, such as food 
preparation, food and beverage storage, and some serving of certain food and beverages, 
took place. 
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PHASE 2 RESEARCH AT WARI CAMP (RB 56):  SUMMER 2010 
 

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 due east of 
La Milpa and 12.25 kilometers northeast of Dos Hombres (Figure 1; UTM: zone 16 BQ, 
19 71 100 [N], 2 92 150 [E]).  The settlement area spans rugged terrain, extending from 
the low-lying, seasonally inundated wetlands formed by the Rio Bravo, up a series of 
steep terraces, across a vast drainage system, toward a flat upland bajo at the top of the 
Bravo escarpment (Figure 2).  At the center is a large precinct of monumental 
architecture composed of six functionally distinct plazas with commanding views of the 
river to the south and the escarpment drainage system to the north.  To date, three satellite 
precincts also have been found, each spaced roughly 1.5 kilometers from the center.  The 
hallmark of these precincts is a hilltop plaza housing a monumental temple pyramid on its 
eastern side conforming to Becker’s “temple-on-the east” plaza plan [PP2]).   
 
PRIOR RESEARCH 
Phase 1 
Phase 1 research, conducted between 1997 and 2002, helped to determine the overall 
structure of Wari Camp’s prehispanic Maya community. The picture that emerged 
overlapped in important ways with information about Maya community organization 
detailed in ethnohistoric sources.  Superficially, at least, Wari Camp appeared very 
similar to the “complex cah” described by Matthew Restall for the northern Yucatan in 
the early colonial period (Restall 1997).  This was a large, diversified township, called 
cah, which was comprised of separate territorial subdivisions, each also referred to as 
cah.  One of the subdivisions was larger and more centrally situated than the others, and 
housed the leader of the entire township.  In their turn, the smaller subdivisions possessed 
their own administrators who were subordinate to the township head.  For the sake of 
clarity, I use the term ward to refer to these major community subdivisions at Wari 
Camp.   

 
Wari Camp also exhibited aspects of ancient Maya community organization that have not 
been mentioned in ethnohistoric accounts.  In what probably was a phenomenon common 
to most all ancient Maya communities, residential arrangements at Wari Camp varied 
predictably with distance to ward precincts.  In addition, however, the residential groups 
of a particular ward were organized into several clusters that I have labeled 
neighborhoods.  Minimally, there appear to have been two different kinds of 
neighborhoods.  The first (Type 1) was marked by the prevalence of residential units with 
walled plazas while, in the second (Type 2), wall segments defining residential spaces 
never occurred (Figure 3). 
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Figure 1. PfB site distribution.  
 
One of the most important conclusions to be drawn from Phase 1 research was that the 
Wari Camp community had been forged out of a complex weave of social affiliations.   
Figure 4 depicts the structure of that community in the abstract.  The area spanned by the 
rectangle represents the community-wide affiliation shared by all Wari Camp residents.  
The large triangle at the center of the diagram stands for the precinct of Wari Camp’s 
principal ward where the accoutrements and personnel of community governance were 
housed.  Several areas extending beyond this precinct, reference distance-dependent 
changes in residential settlement that very likely relate to different kinds of connections 
between individual households and ward administrators.  At the center of the diagram, 
the smaller circles represent cross-cutting household affiliations stemming from 
associations with Type 1 or Type 2 neighborhoods.  Finally, moving to the localities 
northeast and south of site center, we see the pattern repeated for two of Wari Camp’s 
lesser wards.   
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Figure 2. The Wari Camp Settlement Area. 
 

 
Figure 3. Examples of Type 1 and Type 2 neighborhoods. Red Units: residential groups with 
walled plazas 
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Figure 4. Diagram of social affiliation at Wari Camp. 
 
 
Phase 2 
Phase 2 research began in 2008 and has focused its early efforts on Wari Camp’s 
northernmost satellite whose temple complex was tentatively identified at the end of 
Phase 1 investigations (Figure 5).  The goal of Phase 2 research 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 5. Wari Camp survey blocks, 2010. 
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Fieldwork in 2008 focused on excavations in the plaza of the Northern Ward’s temple 
complex and determined that construction of the hilltop temple platform began in the 
Early Classic.  The 2009 season investigations launched systematic settlement survey in 
the residential areas around the temple complex (Survey Block 10).  Data gathered during 
this season confirmed many of the conclusions about community organization arising 
from Phase 1 research.  However, several unexpected findings suggested that there was 
much more to learn about the structure and functioning of Wari Camp’s ward precincts.  
Of particular concern was the role played by “temple-on-the east” groups.  Very few of 
these groups had been identified prior to 2009.  The majority (three) were hilltop temple 
complexes identified as ward administrative precincts. Work in 2009 turned up three 
additional groups, each with monumental temple pyramids and each occupying low-lying 
terrain.  Important that year also was the discovery of an isolated hilltop stela (Figure 6) 
about 325 meters south of the hilltop temple complex. A small seasonal wetland lay at the 
northern base of the stela hill while the terminus to an arm of Wari Camp’s massive 
drainage system carved out the hill’s southeastern side.   
 
 
THE 2010 FIELD SEASON 
It was hoped that the 2010 field season would help to clarify some of the issues raised the 
previous year.  First and foremost, we needed a better understanding of groups with 
monumental temples on their eastern perimeters.  The 2008 excavations in the Northern 
Ward’s hilltop temple complex, as well as architectural plans of the temple precincts at 
Wari Camp’s two other lesser wards, both suggested that hilltop temple complexes 
lacked a residential function.  On the other hand, Survey Block 10’s temple-on-the-east 
groups did not seem so unambiguously non-residential.   Any credible functional 
assessment of these groups demanded a much expanded sample size.  Second, the 
isolated hilltop stela suggested that the Northern Ward may have had a very specific 
function within the Wari Camp settlement system.  In order to begin to delineate that 
function, we needed a larger overall sample of architecture and land use from the entire 
ward.   
 
Fieldwork in 2010 was primarily dedicated to expanding the surveyed area of the 
Northern Ward (Figure 7).  We also reviewed earlier survey locales to identify all cases 
where groups with temples had been found amidst the residential settlement in Wari 
Camp’s other ward territories.   
 
Work Accomplished 
One survey block was completed in 2010 (Survey Block 11).  The block contained an 
additional “temple-on-the-east” group and a number of other residential units both large 
and small.  None of these other groups included temples, but several possessed vaulted 
buildings -- something that has not been seen with any frequency in Wari Camp’s other 
ward territories.   
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Figure 6. Hilltop stela. 
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Figure 7.  Survey areas, Wari Camp’s “Northern Ward.” 
 
This expanded data base, combined with the review of other survey localities, helped us 
to identify a pattern in Wari Camp’s residential settlement that had gone previously 
undetected.  Whenever temples formed part of Wari Camp’s residential settlement (i.e., 
when they do not occupy hilltop locales) they shared a common constellation of features: 
  

1. All temple pyramids occupied the eastern margins of  their groups  
2. All temple pyramids were trenched by looters – a testament to their 

function as loci for burials and caches 
3. The structure arrangement in each “temple-on-the-east” group 

conformed to one or another of Wari Camp’s residential classes 
4. Each group adopted the architectural conventions of its specific 

neighborhood – i.e., those found in Type 1 neighborhoods frequently 
possessed walled plazas while those in Type 2 neighborhoods did not 
(Figures 8 and 9) 

5. Each group was constructed near the terminus of one of Wari Camp’s 
drainages 
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Figure 8. Residential groups with temples, Wari Camp’s Central Ward. 
 

 
Figure 9. Residential groups with temples, Wari Camp’s Northern Ward. 
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The association with drainage termini is probably the most revealing aspect of this list.  
While there are no ready modern analogs to point to, I have always considered Wari 
Camp’s drainages to be likely avenues of pedestrian traffic.  Outside the drainages, the 
settlement terrain is a heavily dissected surface of hills and valleys.  Inside, the climbs 
and descents are much smoother.  Individual arms of the drainage would have connected 
far flung areas of the settlement, from the southern riverine territories to the distant 
northern uplands.  Nor could it be insignificant that all arms of the drainage system 
ultimately converged upon the heart of Wari Camp’s central ward.   
 
The fact that Wari Camp’s drainage system only could be safely traversed in the dry 
season might be a clue to a few of the activities that make the Northern Ward so 
distinctive.  Even today, some of the most important formal processions in the Maya area 
are dry season events, like the first clearing of the fields or the many ritual petitions for 
rain.  While I hesitate to generalize beyond the Northern Ward, I think a reasonable 
argument can be made that the residential temples there played a role in Wari Camp’s 
community-wide agricultural ceremonies.  Much more evidence is needed to support this 
claim.  For the present, it must suffice to point out attributes of the Northern Ward that 
other researchers have associated with lowland Maya “drought cults”.  These include 
temples, standing stone markers, watery or wetland areas, and processional pathways. 
 
Project Staff for the 2010 Season:  
 

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

• Antonia Figueroa, doctoral student, Department of Anthropology, The 
University of Texas at San Antonio. 

• Tawny Bailey, master’s degree student, Department of Anthropology, 
The University of Texas at San Antonio. 

• Sarah Wigley, master’s degree student, Department of Anthropology, 
The University of Texas at San Antonio. 

 



SYNOPSIS OF THE 2009-2010 SEASONS OF THE  
MOUNT ALLISON UNIVERSITY ARCHAEOLOGICAL PROGRAM  

IN NORTHWEST BELIZE 
 

Grant R. Aylesworth, Mount Allison University 
Brent D. Suttie, Archaeological Services, Province of New Brunswick 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
In May of 2009 and 2010, Mount Allison University’s Archaeological Field School in 
Belize undertook a variety of research activities on Programme for Belize (PfB) land as 
part of the Programme for Belize Archaeological Project (PfBAP). During the 2008 field 
season (Aylesworth and Suttie 2009), the Mount Allison University Archaeological Field 
School began to undertake a reconnaissance of parts of the eastern portion of the PfB 
land (i.e., the area east of the original Rio Bravo Conservation and Management Area 
portion of PfB land). During 2009 and 2010, research included a continued interest in this 
area, which remains largely unexplored and undocumented from an archaeological 
perspective. As is the case with the “Rio Bravo parcel” of PfB land, the area to the east 
(largely east of Booth’s River) appears to contain significant evidence of human activity. 
The eastern part of the PfB land, containing differing ecological areas such as broadleaf 
forest and savannah, shows potential evidence of human activity from vastly different 
time Prehistoric periods up to the Historic Period. 
 
In addition to field activities in the eastern portion of PfB land, excavation was continued 
in La Milpa Plaza A, following up on the resistivity survey undertaken in 2008 
(Aylesworth and Suttie 2009). A variety of activities were undertaken in the field and in 
the field lab. In addition to preliminary analysis, cataloguing, photographing, and other 
activities undertaken in the field lab in support of the field work the 2009 and 2010 
seasons involved investigations and observations in 8 different areas classified as 
follows: 

 
1. Miscellaneous La Milpa Field Station Finds and La Milpa Excavation 
2. Northwestern Savannah Survey 
3. Indian Creek Observations 
4. Sacbeob Reconnaissance and Hill Bank Field Station Area 
5. Gallon Jug Road Site 
6. Southeastern Savannah Survey 
7. Jimba Lagoon Area 
8. New River Lagoon Survey 

 
These areas are indicated by their respective numbers on Figure 1. Each of these is in turn 
discussed in sections designated with their corresponding numbers. This document serves 
as a preliminary synopsis of some of the 2009-2010 field research activities, with 
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Figure 1. Locations of activities and observations. 
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analysis, research, and report writing ongoing at the time of writing. It is anticipated that 
this field work will be reported more fully in a series of articles and presentations. 
 
AREA 1: MISCELLENEOUS LA MILPA FIELD STATION FINDS AND LA 
MILPA EXCAVATION 
Staff with the field school encountered a few isolated Maya structures during informal 
surveys along the newly opened logging roads and the main PfB road running near the La 
Milpa Field Station. Whenever located, these structures were photographed and 
waypoints were taken of their location. As road clearing activities were taking place in 
these areas, artifacts seen on the surface were recovered so that they were not damaged or 
destroyed by road equipment. The few artifacts recovered from the surface in the vicinity 
of these locations were catalogued, photographed and are stored at the R.E.W. Adams 
Research Facility. 
 
During the 2008 field season, the project noted a hidden structure during a resistivity 
survey in Plaza A, La Milpa. Excavation in 2008 confirmed the presence of the structure 
visible on the resistivity survey, and follow-up excavations were undertaken with the goal 
of learning more about this structure during 2010. The structure, yet to be numbered, 
consists of a low platform with one square corner evident at its southwestern extent. 
Excavation is expected to continue in future seasons at this location so that this structure, 
which lies below the terminal plaza surface, can be better understood. 

 
AREA 2: NORTHWESTERN SAVANNAH SURVEY 
Area 2 was a large section of pine savannah located to the northwest of the New River 
Lagoon.  In this area, a total of 24 km of transects were surveyed within the PfB property. 
The methodology used involved slow transits of roads and open areas using two all-
terrain vehicles (ATVs). When any lithic scatter or object of cultural significance was 
encountered on the surface, the ATVs were dismounted, the site was photographed, and a 
GPS waypoint was taken. If the object in question was small it was collected. If, 
however, the object was too large to collect (e.g., the debris located at a plane wreck site 
was not recovered), a series of GPS waypoints were taken around the object to allow for 
averaging of the coordinates for a more precise location. 
 
The survey resulted in three lithic scatters (catalogued as 2010 Lithic Scatters 39, 52 and 
53) and a plane crash site being located (Figure 2). The lithic scatters were small and 
represented little more than a find spot of a few flakes of bleached chert.  The technology 
represented by the lithic scatters was similar to that encountered in much greater 
abundance in the southeastern savannah area discussed below. Finds were characterized 
by bleached chert secondary flakes of intermediate to large size with a large proportion 
showing evidence of unifacial retouch. Lithic Scatter 39, located just outside PfB land, 
was noted and recorded as it was encountered incidentally during travel to PfB land. 
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Figure 2. Locations of interest in the northwestern savannah area. Solid circles represent lithic 
scatters, divided circles represent GPS waypoint locations. 
 
 
AREA 3: INDIAN CREEK OBSERVATIONS 
During transit to and from eastern portion of PfB land, being the area generally closer to 
the Hill Bank Field Station, a number of apparent natural hills with platforms visible on 
top, as well as a large number of Maya house platforms were observed within ploughed 
fields (Figure 3). These locations were outside of the research area, so no ground survey 
work or collection was undertaken although it was felt that these features were worth 
noting. Features were merely noted from in-vehicle observations and examination of 
satellite images (Figure 4). 

 
AREA 4: SACBEOB RECONNAISSANCE AND HILL BANK STATION AREA 
During the 2009 field season, reconnaissance was undertaken in areas west and southwest 
of the Hill Bank Field Station, including a small area south of the Gallon Jug Railway 
Line. It was hoped that a previously encountered ancient Maya site, reported by the PfB 
Rangers could be relocated but it could not be found. Other Maya sites and Historic 
Period sites thought to be in this general area and encountered by the PfB Rangers in their 
surveys could not be relocated as GPS coordinates were not available. An ancient Maya 
site close to the New River Lagoon, along its western bank north of the Hill Bank Field 
Station was briefly visited. One of the structures at the site has an exposed stair of large 
cut stones. 
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   Figure 3. Features observed in Indian Creek Area. 
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Figure 4. Google Earth image showing possible ploughed house platforms (light areas) in 
agricultural fields in the area of Indian Creek. 
 
Additional reconnaissance was undertaken in and around the immediate area of the Hill 
Bank Field Station, where the Gallon Jug railway line and ancient Maya house mounds 
had been previously documented. A surface scatter of lithic material and Historic Period 
trash was identified in a clearing at the end of the old rail line near the New River 
Lagoon. This surface scatter was systematically collected and provided some evidence 
that it would be possible to find surface scatters of lithic material in disturbed areas 
within the PfB property. These initial findings, along with the notion that lithic sites have 
been documented in savannah areas in northern Belize by other archaeologists, led to the 
formation of the 2010 savannah reconnaissance activities. 
 
During 2009-2010, field activities in the eastern portion of the PfB land identified three 
ancient Maya sacbeob and associated features. These are shown as linear features just 
below the number “4” in Figure 1. In May, 2009, a worker who had been conducting a 
forest inventory informed the authors that he had found what appeared to be a sacbe 
along a recently re-opened logging road located off the main road between Hill Bank and 
Bergen’s Gate. Project personnel visited this location and confirmed the opinion that this 
was indeed a sacbe and marked locations with GPS waypoints and determined that the 
alignment of the sacbe was approximately 52°/232° magnetic. The consistent direction of 
the sacbe was confirmed by a series of GPS waypoints. Therefore, the sacbe is on a 
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northeast/southwest course with the northeast direction leading towards the New River 
Lagoon and the southwest towards the general area of Sierra de Agua, near the sites of 
San Jose and Mun Diego. Notable finds related to the sacbe during the 2009 season 
include a series of possible quarries adjacent to the sacbe and large sherds from a salt-
glazed stoneware jug, found immediately adjacent to the sacbe. The salt-glazed 
stoneware jug exhibits a fly-ash glaze which was used during the mid-19th century in 
North America and Western Europe.  Subsequent finds from the 2010 field season, 
particularly where this sacbe meets Irish Creek, indicate that portions of it may have been 
used during the Historic Period. Nevertheless, it is believed that the sacbe is an ancient 
Maya feature and future investigations will be aimed at investigating the sacbe further. 
 
During the 2010 field season, two additional possible sacbeob were found, and field 
activities attempted to delimit a portion of the lengths of each and to document any 
associated features. The second sacbe has a heading of 18° magnetic and thus far, 
approximately 4 km of length have been documented (Figure 1).  A third possible sacbe 
was identified in 2010, but only a small section was briefly explored (Figure 1). In total, 
approximately 9 km of sacbe length has been identified to date, with a fairly consistent 
width of 6.85 m and height ranging from 20 cm to 60 cm. The sacbe first noted in 2009 
thus far accounts for 5.66 km of the total known sacbeob length, while the second sacbe 
is approximately 4 km thus far. Each of the three sacbeob shows little to no variation in 
their respective trajectories and usually do not shift trajectory to avoid natural features. 
Instead, they appear to have been projected to skirt the edges of large bajos, but do not 
deviate to avoid smaller bajos or other natural features. 
 
Regarding potential Historic Period use of the sacbe discovered in 2009, Historic Period 
artifacts were collected at some locations along the length of the sacbe and included a 
group of artifacts which may indicate a Historic Period camp site where the sacbe 
intersects Irish Creek. Some of the artifacts observed along the sacbeob include a 
collection of bottles of various sizes and shapes, including a very well preserved blob-top 
bottle, a metal bucket, two cast iron cooking pots, and loose sheet metal. The majority of 
these artifacts appear to date between 1830 and 1890. The extent of use during the 
Historic Period remains unclear, so while it is possible that significant lengths of sacbeob 
were used it is also possible that there was opportunistic and intermittent use due to their 
raised elevation. In addition, 17th century reports of roads in the area near Lamanai and 
leading to the Belize River would support the notion that a system of causeways exists in 
the general area. 
 
The sacbe first found in 2009 was followed during the 2010 season to determine whether 
it meets and crosses Irish Creek. Preliminary observations at the Irish Creek crossing 
(where the above-noted Historic Period camp was found on the north side of the creek), 
indicate that the sacbe does in fact cross Irish Creek. No remaining signs of a feature that 
may have crossed the creek are evident, but it is possible that an organic structure could 
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have been used. The continuation of the sacbe on a consistent trajectory is evidenced on 
the south side of Irish Creek, but this area has not yet been fully examined. 
 
In general, sacbeob can be either inter-site or intra-site, with the latter typically being 
wider than the former. The width and length of the sacbeob documented by the project 
indicate that they likely inter-site in nature and it is notable that the currently documented 
partial length of two of these sacbeob would make them significant finds for northern 
Belize, particularly since it is likely that they are longer than currently known. 

 
 
AREA 5: GALLON JUG ROAD SITE 
A cursory survey was undertaken in 2010 of areas along the Gallon Jug Railway line, 
with the principal intent of locating possible intersects of the sacbeob encountered to the 
northeast. A single Maya mound containing marine shell and ceramics was observed 
within the PfB property line just east of the Gallon Jug Estate property.  No survey was 
undertaken of the Gallon Jug area as it fell outside of the permitted area, but Digital 
Elevation Models show a large concentration of haystack knolls and possible cultural 
features beneath the forest canopy immediately west of the PfB property.  One of the 
sacbeob encountered to the northwest would transit through this area were it to continue 
on the course observed where it crosses Irish Creek. 

 
AREA 6: SOUTHEASTERN SAVANNAH SURVEY 
During the 2009 field season, while traveling to a group of ancient Maya structures 
identified by the PfB Rangers, surface scatters of lithics were noted at the southern end of 
the southeastern savannah. These scatters were mapped and collected, and a few shovel 
tests were undertaken with some lithics recovered. These finds indicated the possibility of 
past human activity in the area, encouraging the planning of a more extensive survey in 
2010. In the savannah area to the southeast of the New River Lagoon (Figure 2), a total of 
52 archaeological sites not directly attributable to a Maya component were recorded 
during the 2010 field season. These sites are designated by solid circles in the 
southeastern savannah labeled as “6“ in Figure 1. These sites consist primarily of lithic 
scatters of various sizes predominated by bleached cherts.  During the 2010 field season, 
a detailed technological and petrographic analysis was undertaken on the 1803 lithic 
artifacts recovered. Lithics represented 97.5% of the total artifacts recovered from the 52 
sites. The results of this analysis are still being interpreted and will be presented in detail 
elsewhere. In broad terms, the technology can be described as being predominately 
unifacial in nature. Of the lithic assemblage collected, 15% show clear evidence of 
unifacial retouch. Virtually all retouch to flakes/tools is unifacial, and bifacial retouch and 
reduction are represented at only a few sites. This suggests a possible temporal 
component to the unifacial/bifacial retouch. 
 
ATVs were used when locating surficial lithic scatters; this method proved to be both 
efficient with respect to time and reliable with respect to results. Once a scatter was 

218 



Mount Allison Univeristy 

located at the surface, a detailed surface survey was undertaken using a pedestrian 
approach to ensure a thorough survey and collection of any artifacts on the surface at the 
lithic scatters. Artifacts found at the surface were placed into bags and initially labeled 
according to lithic scatter number and date. The artifacts were subsequently catalogued, 
analyzed, and re-bagged. Formal tools were bagged separately in the field to prevent 
damage and edge modification, while flakes with no utilization/retouch were placed into 
lots. Grouping into lots was deemed necessary/appropriate as there were multiple lithic 
scatters that produced hundreds of lithics, all of which were surface finds. 
 
During the 2010 field season, test excavations were conducted at two locations (2010 
Lithic Scatter 22 and 2010 Lithic Scatter 26). These sites were selected for sub-surface 
testing because Historic Period disturbance appeared limited in the area of the surface 
finds and the nature of these surface finds presented an opportunity to gather contextual/ 
chronometric data related to the cultural material recovered at the surface. 
 
At 2010 Lithic Scatter 22, four 1 m x 1 m squares were excavated by hand with all matrix 
screened. The typical stratigraphy encountered had little to no occupational evidence 
from the surface until Level 4, where cultural material was recovered. The cultural 
material encountered in Level 4 was predominantly small secondary flakes and flake 
fragments of bleached tan chert. Level 5 produced what appears to have been a localized 
living floor in three of the units (Units 1, 2, and 4). The most noteworthy finds from this 
living floor were a large polyhedral flake core of pink mottled chert, numerous small 
secondary flakes of the same chert, and a very large secondary flake which appears very 
similar to the type of flake that would have been used to make a constricted uniface that 
was found in the deeply cut modern roadbed adjacent to the excavation units.  While this 
constricted uniface was recovered from the roadbed, it was found imbedded in a soil 
layer containing charcoal flecks and secondary flakes from approximately the same depth 
as the in situ possible living floor encountered in the excavation units. Based on the 
similarities between the context of the constricted uniface and the excavated material, the 
technology aimed at producing very large secondary flakes and the apparent absence of 
any other occupational component on the site, the authors feel that the excavated living 
floor represents an activity area where at least one large nodule of pink mottled chert was 
reduced using hard hammer percussion with the goal of producing very large secondary 
flakes, some of which may have been intended as blanks for constricted unifaces. 
 
A large fragment of what appeared to be driftwood was recovered from this living floor in 
addition to various charcoal fragments. Species identification and radiocarbon dating of 
this fragment of driftwood will be undertaken in the future. 
 
In addition to excavations at 2010 Lithic Scatter 22, excavations were conducted at 2010 
Lithic Scatter 26, in an area adjacent to where a Lowe Point had been recovered from the 
modern roadbed. Unlike 2010 Lithic Scatter 22, the material at 2010 Lithic Scatter 26 
appears to have been transported by water flowing down the road and as such likely 
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represents a secondary context. Nevertheless, the artifacts recovered from 2010 Lithic 
Scatter 26 show very little evidence of water-rolling or weathering, and this, taken with 
the observation that the land is relatively flat in the immediate area, leads the authors to 
posit a nearby context of origin for the cultural material. Two 1 m x 1 m squares were 
excavated at 2010 Lithic Scatter 26 with no evidence of occupation being encountered. 
 
The stratigraphy encountered at 2010 Lithic Scatter 26 was characterized by the upper 
metre being composed of multiple sorted sand layers, some apparently aeolian in nature. 
Below 1 m, a dense and compact ferric hardpan was encountered. A similar hardpan had 
been encountered at 2010 Lithic Scatter 22 from beneath sediments that contained 
cultural material. 
 
Currently, work is ongoing to attempt the development of chronological framework for 
the sites from the southeastern savannah. This framework is being developed using a 
combination of primary data derived from the excavations and artifacts recovered, and 
from the application of published analogous material from elsewhere in the region. 
 
AREA 7: JUMBA LAGOON AREA 
During the 2009 field season, Rangers from the PfB Hill Bank Field Station guided the 
authors and students to a small mound complex in an area south of the 2010 southeastern 
savannah survey area. In 2010, a more intensive documentation was undertaken of this 
small complex and an adjacent pond believed by the PfB Rangers to be an aguada called 
Jimba Lagoon (Figures 5 and 6). Jimba Lagoon is a restricted pond which appears to be 
deeply incised into the limestone bedrock. It is round and similar in appearance to a 
cenote. 
 
While examining the area near the mound complex on publicly available Google Earth 
satellite images linear features, which could represent a raised field network, were 
observed in a bajo immediately adjacent to the mound complex (Figures 7 and 8). In 
addition to the linear features, satellite images reveal a series of water features which 
could be cenotes and are similar in appearance to Jimba Lagoon. Both the linear features 
and the possible cenotes are located just outside PfB land and were therefore not visited 
in the field. The cenote-like features appear at somewhat regular intervals along what 
appears to be Labouring Creek, the watercourse that marks the southern boundary of PfB 
land in this area.  If the noted linear features are also incised into limestone bedrock, they 
may reflect natural processes related to localized karst topography in this area of the 
reserve. Although these features are somewhat linear in appearance in the satellite 
imagery, proper identification of raised fields requires a better understanding of local 
hydrology, such as fluctuations in water levels, and archaeological sampling and 
excavation. Therefore, it is unclear if the linear features are natural or cultural. 
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Figure 5. Features recorded on PfB property south of the southeastern savannah. 
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Figure 6. Google Earth image of Jimba Lagoon area showing location of linear features and 
possible cenotes. 
 
AREA 8: NEW RIVER LAGOON SURVEY 
A side scan sonar survey of the New River Lagoon was undertaken in 2009 and 2010 
using a Starfish Seabed Imaging System and related software. Most of the survey was 
undertaken in 2009, with a supplemental survey undertaken in 2010. Figure 9 shows the 
survey transects conducted to date on the New River Lagoon with insets of noteworthy 
anomalies encountered with their relative locations in the Lagoon. A more thorough 
interpretation of results will be reported elsewhere and is awaiting additional survey such 
as ground-truthing with underwater video. 
 
Particularly noteworthy are the large amounts of Historic Period debris littering the 
bottom of the Lagoon in front of the Hill Bank Field Station. This debris is most likely 
associated with the large docks and barges which moored here when transporting 
equipment and timber. Another Historic Period sonar anomaly was encountered near the 
mouth of Irish Creek; this sonar anomaly appears to represent a deposit of 50 gallon 
drums and a possible sunken barge. According to some of the PfB Rangers stationed at 
the Hill Bank Field Station, the British military suffered the loss of a capsized barge in 
this area during the early 1980s. The barge reportedly carried a bulldozer, trucks, and 
equipment (including weapons). Perhaps the sonar anomaly near the mouth of Irish Creek 
is associated with this event. 
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Figure 7. Google Earth image showing southern linear features, annotated (top) and original 
image (bottom). 
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Figure 8. Google Earth image showing northern linear features, annotated (top) and original 
image (bottom). 
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Figure 9. Map depicting sonar survey lines and noteworthy anomalies in the New River Lagoon. 
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An additional Historic Period feature was encountered in the centre of the Lagoon in the 
vicinity of Lamanai. This anomaly produced a strong sonar return, suggesting it was a 
non-porous/non-sound absorbing surface. Based on prior experience with ground-truthing 
this type of anomaly, sonar returns of this nature typically are the result of a metal 
surface. Therefore, the anomaly appears to represent a submerged metal barge or 
cribwork. 
 
Contrary to what might have been expected or popularly believed, the New River Lagoon 
bottom is not littered with sunken logs. The sonar survey permits an estimation of 
between 150–400 logs in the entirety of the New River Lagoon. Prior to the Mount 
Allison University survey, prior sonar work took place in 2003 and was reported to the 
authors by the PfB Rangers. This survey was undertaken by a salvage company seeking 
to recover sunken logs. This prior survey reportedly came across a large log at the bottom 
of the New River Lagoon that had a “dugout” appearance. Some PfB Rangers had been 
present when the find was made in 2003 and they knew of the approximate location. As 
part of this project, successive sonar passes in 2009 and 2010 identified three anomalies 
which could be interpreted as dugout canoes. These anomalies will require additional 
research and ground-truthing, perhaps with remotely operated video cameras. 
 
Numerous locations in the New River Lagoon evidenced a pockmarked bottom. These 
pockmarks are reminiscent of the features observed in side scan sonar results from other 
jurisdictions. These pockmark features have been attributed to methane off-gassing from 
buried organic sediments. The pockmarks in the New River Lagoon appear to coincide 
with submerged beach ridges and may reflect marsh areas which have become inundated 
and continue to off-gas. 

 
CONCLUSIONS 
The portion of the PfB land that is east of the Booth’s River Escarpment remains 
relatively unexplored by archaeologists. The 2009-2010 field seasons resulted in a variety 
of new findings and have helped to contribute to further understanding the depth and 
breadth of Belizean archaeology in this area, while offering a research training 
opportunity for undergraduate students. Activities undertaken ranged from excavation at 
an ancient Maya centre, to underwater survey, to reconnaissance for pre-Maya sites, to 
the exploration of an ancient causeway system, and to documentation of Historic Period 
human activities. The variety of finds underscores the diversity of archaeological 
resources present on PfB land and suggests that there is much more work to be done, and 
many research questions to be investigated, to better understand this area. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The 2010 field season marked the third year of the Mount Allison University 
Archaeological Field School in Belize. As an outgrowth of the 2009 season, and through 
continued discussions with Fred Valdez, a surface survey of portions of the eastern part 
of the Programme for Belize land was undertaken with a view to locating Archaic period, 
and perhaps Palaeoindian sites. This survey resulted in the discovery of 53 lithic scatters 
believed to be Pre-Maya and likely attributable to the Archaic period. As a continuation 
of resistivity survey, undertaken at Plaza A, La Milpa, excavation was undertaken in La 
Milpa Plaza A. Lastly, and also in the eastern part of the Programme for Belize property, 
reconnaissance continued along a causeway first identified during the 2009 season, 
resulting in the realization that at least three causeways appear to be present in the area. 
Two quarries were also documented. 
 
RESEARCH FINDINGS 
Savannah Survey and Test Pits 
In general, there are two expansive and near-contiguous areas of tropical savannah within 
the boundaries of the Programme for Belize reserve. One area is south and east of the 
New River Lagoon, while another is generally south of the town of San Felipe. These 
areas are marked by wet season flooding and dry season drought and forest fires. 
Vegetation is typically sedges and grasses as well as trees and shrubs. Stands of 
Caribbean pine and palmetto occur, with pine often appearing in stands on elevated 
topography, from which the local name for many savannahs, “pine ridge”, derives. Soils 
are mostly sandy. 
 
Historic period roads and tracks, still used by Programme for Belize rangers today, bisect 
and transect much of the savannah area south and east of the New River Lagoon. Since 
these roads bisect the savannahs, there were ideally suited for surface survey. The “main 
road” through this part of the Programme for Belize property was also surveyed. Pre-
Maya artifacts have been found in similar environments in northern Belize, outside of the 
Programme for Belize reserve. Given the available access and known previous finds in 
similar environments, a visual surface survey was undertaken along roads in the 
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savannahs, where soils are frequently disturbed and it was anticipated that it pre-Maya 
artifacts would be encountered without excavation. 
 
One week of surface survey resulted in the discovery of 53 lithic scatters of varying 
artifact density throughout the savannah south and east of the New River Lagoon. The 
savannah south of San Felipe, which differs in elevation and vegetation from that of the 
New River Lagoon area, was relatively devoid of surface artifacts. There is some 
topographical variation in the savannah around the New River Lagoon and artifacts 
tended to be encountered on slightly higher ground, which may have bordered seasonal 
swamps. This finding is not surprising, given previous research in Belize, where it has 
been suggested that areas such as this were seasonally occupied during the Archaic 
period. 
 
This survey resulted in the collection of hundreds of pieces of debitage and some formal 
tools, including a Lowe point (Figure 1) and a Sawmill point (Figure 2), both likely 
attributable to the Late Archaic. Small amounts of groundstone were also found. 
Given the short field season, there was time to excavate four test pits near one of the 
lithic scatters and another test pit a short distance up the road near another lithic scatter. 
The area near Lithic Scatter 22, which was located along the main road, and where a very 
large chert uniface had been found on the surface, was chosen for a series of four 1 m x 1 
m test pits. These test pits resulted in the recovery of sub-surface artifacts, including a 
core, and the recovery of an intact piece of wood, apparently driftwood, relatively deep in 
the sandy matrix. 
 
Causeway Reconnaissance 
During the 2009 field season, one of the men working on the forest inventory transects 
between Hill Bank and Bergen’s Gate informed the Mount Allison University group that 
he believed he had located an ancient Maya causeway in the broadleaf forest. He had 
previous archaeological experience with causeways and escorted the crew to the 
causeway location, where a brief reconnaissance confirmed that the feature is likely a 
previously undocumented Maya causeway. While this was briefly reconnoitred in 2009, a 
small crew devoted about one week to tracing this causeway during the 2010 season. To 
date, approximately 6 km of this causeway have been located. Although it initially 
appeared to lead towards Lamanai, that remains uncertain and requires further 
investigation, and a large area between Lamanai and the Programme for Belize land lies 
outside of the research area. Reconnaissance during 2010 tentatively identified two 
additional causeways. The longest thus far documented crosses the main Programme for 
Belize road approximately 2.5 km south of Bergen’s Gate. This causeway is oriented to 
the southwest/northeast and continues, a distance of 6 km, to Irish Creek to the 
southwest. The portion of the causeway approaching Irish Creek to the southwest was 
followed during the 2010 season, and evidence of an Historic period encampment along 
the banks of the creek was found. Although it is believe that the causeway likely dates to 
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the Classic period, as a raised area, following a rather straight alignment through the 
forest, it seems to have also attracted people during the historic period. 
 

 
Figure 1. Lowe Point. 

 

 
Figure 2. Sawmill Point. 
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La Milpa Plaza A 
Excavations begun in 2008 as part of Mount Allison University’s resistivity survey of a 
portion of La Milpa, Plaza A were continued in 2010. The resistivity survey of 2008 and 
resultant ground-truthing excavations encountered a previously unknown structure in the 
southern part of Plaza A. Excavation units (1 x 1 m) were undertaken to expose part of 
this feature (Figure 3). 
 

 
Figure 3. Plaza A, La Milpa . 
 
New River Lagoon Side Scan Sonar Survey 
Due to weather conditions, competing research demands, and scheduling difficulties, 
only several hours were devoted to attempting to continue the side scan sonar imagingof 
the New River Lagoon. It is hoped that this research will be continued in future years. 
 
SUMMARY 
The 2010 season again proved very successful for the Mount Allison University 
archaeological field school, with a number of new findings from very different periods of 
Belize’s prehistory. Analysis continues, and as the 2010 season resulted in significant 
finds, the direction of research in the eastern part of the Programme for Belize land 
continues to be redefined and refocused as we learn more about the area. From an 
archaeological standpoint, this eastern portion of the Programme for Belize remains 
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rather unknown, so each season adds new and interesting discoveries that underscore the 
need for continued future research. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The research program detailed in this report is the umbrella program of the Dos Hombres 
Archaeological Project (DHAP). Under the DHAP is 1) the research investigations at the 
major site of Dos Hombres and its immediate surroundings, and 2) research at areas 
considered to be “support” regions usually several kilometers out from the Dos Hombres 
site center.  
 
The 2010 summer season of the Dos Hombres Archaeological Project, focused at the site 
of Dos Hombres was the inaugural season of a long term research project planned for the 
site. The primary objectives of the 2010 field season was to begin architectural exposures 
in Plaza A while beginning to document in full all of the profile exposures in the looters 
trenches and continue the instrument mapping efforts.   
 
The 2010 Escarpment Springs Water Management Project investigations also included 
the continued instrument mapping of the escarpment settlement nearly 2 km west of the 
Dos Hombres center, near Grupo Agua Lluvia. These efforts included mapping and 
preliminary excavation of both known and previously undocumented water management 
features located there along with a nearby natural drainage.  
 
2010 SITE CENTER FIELDWORK 
The Dos Hombres Archaeological Project (DHAP) accomplished several goals in the 
2010 season towards the overall research agenda to investigate the social, political, and 
economic organization of Dos Hombres, northwestern Belize. The northern plaza, Plaza 
A (Figure 1, “Group A”), was the focus of investigations for 2010 and will continue to be 
such for at least the next five seasons. Architectural excavations were initiated for 
Structures A-3 and A-4, looters trench profiles begun for Structure A-1, and an 
excavation unit was opened in the plaza floor for chronological sequence. Finally, the site 
grid was anchored and set in Plaza A and the instrument mapping of Dos Hombres 
continued as it had been initiated in the 2009 season.   
 
The investigations of Structure A-1 began with the document of the profile sequences 
exposed in the looters trenches. Two large looters trenches were noted previously on 
Structure A1, one each on the east and west side (Houk 1996). During the 2010 season, 
both were cleared of brush in order to effectively document the profiles of the exposures.  
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  Figure 1. Map of Dos Hombres (after Houk 1996; Lohse 2001; © PfBAP). 
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The smaller western looters trench was profiled. It appeared that the exposure revealed 
roughly three construction episodes for the Structure A-1 temple. It is however possible 
that this interpretation will be revised once the eastern and much larger looters trench is 
profiled next season.  
 
Five excavation units were opened on the exterior architecture of Structure A-3 in order 
to expose and define the northeast and southeast corners of the structure. The architecture 
exposed in these units was covered by much more collapse debris than expected which is 
notable in comparison to Structure A-4 (see below) and much more dilapidated in general 
than that of Structure A-4. The depth of collapse debris covering the architectural 
remnants of the northeast and southeast corners ranged from 40-67 cm.  
 
Excavations of Structure A-4 began with the central stairway in defining the eastern and 
western limits of the stairway in order to assess the actual width. The approximate width 
of the bottom or southernmost extent of the staircase is 15 m. The architecture was 
generally well preserved (Figure 2) and relatively shallow with little collapse debris 
covering it. The average depth of the architecture was 7-24 cm below the natural surface 
which is in stark contrast to that of Structure A-3. 
 
A 2 x 2 m excavation unit (Subop D) was also opened in 2010 on the plaza floor in order 
to ascertain the chronological sequence of the Plaza A. Houk (1994, 1996) had previously 
excavated two 1 x 2 m test pits for the same purpose, one to the north of Structure A-1 
and one on the western perimeter of the Plaza A floor in front of Structure A-17. He 
(Houk 1996) proposed that suggesting two different sequences but spanning from Middle 
Preclassic (Late Swasey and Mamom) through Late to Terminal Classic (Tepeu 2-3) and 
included an Early Classic component in the western unit. The unit opened this season is 
located in the center of the platform just east of Structure A-1 and is meant to secure and 
add to any data collected on the previous chronological sequence. The unit was not 
completed by the end of the 2010 season and will continue to be excavated during the 
2011 field season.  Excavations in Subop D reached an average depth of 69.8 cm. As of 
the writing of this summary report, the ceramic data has not yet been received; therefore 
no comments will be provided here as to the preliminary chronology of the portion of the 
unit excavated in 2010. 
 
2010 ESCARPMENT FIELDWORK 
During the second summer session of the 2010 PfBAP field season, instrument mapping 
continued on the Rio Bravo Escarpment approximately 1.7 km west of the Dos Hombres 
site center. The goals were to instrument map two previously undocumented canal 
features and begin the excavations of the water management system discovered during 
three different seasons, 1998 (Lohse 2001), 2001, and 2009 (Trachman 2007, 2010).   
The result of the conglomeration of features is a systematically connected surface aquifer.   
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Figure 2. Structure A-4 Stairway Exposure (photograph by Trachman; © PfBAP). 
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Two excavation units were placed at Canal 1 near Grupo Agua Lluvia (Figure 3). The 
units were placed in order to assess the total depth of the ancient excavation into bedrock 
of this canal and the northern extent of the Canal 1. Subop A was a 1 x 3 m unit oriented 
east-west across the generally north-south oriented canal.  The canal had apparently been 
excavated into bedrock and soil deposits inside the canal were located some 75 cm below 
the limestone rim. While the bottom of the canal was physically impossible to reach 
safely, approximately 110 cm of clay and humus was excavated from below the rim 
making the depth of the canal more than 188 cm. Excavations were terminated at that 
level because breathing conditions and overheating became a factor since the width of the 
canal was only 44 cm at the narrowest point. That being said, the narrowest section of the 
canal was actually in the upper portion of the canal profile while the canal actually 
widened as the depth increased with a maximum width of 96 cm at the lowest point (188 
cm below rim), making the canal profile somewhat bell shaped (Figure 4).   
 
The second unit excavated at Canal 1, Subop E, was opened at what appeared on the 
ground surface to be the northern most extent of the canal. The unit was inconclusive.  
The canal did get very narrow at this location, but an actual termination of the canal was 
not located at this point. The canal itself then, may be even longer than the original 
estimate of 35 m. Some possibility also exists that the narrowing of the canal may have 
been intentionally designed in order to control the water pressure as it moved through the 
canal (cf. Ortloff et al 1982), though more data are needed in establishing overall length, 
slope, and depth of the canal in order to assess this hypothesis. Data collection towards a 
more complete picture of the hydraulics of the system will continue in 2011. 
 
Excavations of Reservoir 3 were initiated by placing Subop B, a 1 x 7 m across the 
reservoir from approximately north-south. The goal was to define the depth and diameter 
of the reservoir in order to ascertain its potential volume or water storage capacity. 
Similar to Reservoir 1 (see Trachman 2007), Reservoir 3 also appeared to have a lime 
plaster-like bottom, however, the color of this deposit was unique. The marl plaster-like 
deposit was yellowish in color ranging from Munsell color chart 2.5 y 4/2 to 2.5 y 8/4 
with inclusions of 2.5 y 6/8. It is yet unclear what process resulted in the color of this 
deposit and if in fact it actually is a plaster lining or deposits or coloring resulting from 
the water that had been contained in the reservoir. Again, answers to these questions will 
continue to be pursued in the 2011 season, along with the final calculations of average 
depth and diameter.   
 
A natural drainage is located on the southern side of Grupo Agua Lluvia (Figure 3). A 
total of ten 1 x 1 m units were excavated along the length of the drainage based on a 
hypothesis derived from excavations in 2001 (see Trachman 2007). The previous 
excavations had revealed deposits that might elucidate a denuding landscape over time as 
evidenced by the stratigraphy which included a buried paleosol. The 2010 excavations 
were designed in order to relocated the stratigraphy previously documented, expose them 
further, and collect samples for chemical analysis and radiocarbon dating. The excavation 
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Figure 3: Map of Grupo Agua Lluvia (Trachman 2007; © PfBAP). 

units were systematically placed at 10 m intervals to begin with and then once the 
paleosol was located other units were placed in close proximity in order to widen the 
sample. Of the ten units excavated only three of the units revealed the buried soil. From 
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these units 12 samples of matrix and 11 samples of carbon were collected. Analysis of 
these samples is ongoing and will be reported in full once all the data is reviewed. 
 
CONCLUSION 
Preliminary architectural exposures were accomplished on Structures A-3 and A-4 at Dos 
Hombres during the 2010 field season. The two structures were in vastly different states 
of preservation as evidenced by the disparate depth of collapse debris covering each. In 
sum, I offer three possible hypotheses for this disparity. The first hypothesis is that the 
two structures are of different ages. In other words, Structure A-3 may have been 
constructed significantly earlier than Structure A-4 (chronological assessments have not 
yet been made of either structure). The second hypotheses offered relates to the 
possibility that Structure A-3 may have been intentionally terminated. The depth of 
collapse debris resembles that found in a masonry structure east of Dos Hombres (see 
Trachman 2007). A third possible explanation is that both hypothesis one and two are 
simultaneously true. The hypotheses offered here will continue to be tested in 2011 with 
further excavation and chronological analysis of the two structures. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 4. Canal 1 Profile (drawing by Thomas Ewing; © PfBAP). 
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deavors such as this as well as investigations 
to the social, political, and economic organization of the Dos Hombres polity are 

lanned for the 2011 season and beyond. 
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DOS HOMBRES TO GRAN CACAO SETTLEMENT SURVEY 
PROJECT: 2010 FIELD SEASON 

 
Marisol Cortes-Rincon, Humboldt State University 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The archaeological investigation of ancient polities maintains an enduring appeal.  
Settlement studies are essential in archaeology as these investigations provide a vast 
amount of data, including settlement hierarchies within a region. The current study is an 
effort to contribute to the understanding of how polities of the ancient world were 
organized by examining a particular region in the central Maya lowlands of northwestern 
Belize. Specifically, the study seeks to investigate political organization and settlement 
patterns between two Maya sites: Dos Hombres and Gran Cacao, by systematically 
analyzing the settlements between them. Gran Cacao is located 12 km northeast from Dos 
Hombres; Great Savannah is eight km east from Dos Hombres, and Great Savannah and 
Gran Cacao are just four km apart (Figure 1). Due to the proximity of the sites, the 
majority of the research questions deal with political and economic interaction.  
 
Settlement studies require multiple lines of data and multiple scales of analysis before 
sufficiently advanced settlement patterns can be discerned. Archaeological research data 
within the project area has produced a preliminary dataset including: settlement 
configuration, land use, ecological data, and water management. The research questions 
revolve around the socioeconomic conditions within the context of the surrounding 
community, and the subsistence strategies practiced in this area will be examined in 
relation to the chosen environment for site placement. 
 
RESEARCH FRAMEWORK 
In order to characterize the amount of political centralization present, one must examine 
the hinterlands for evidence of political activities.  For example, the argument has been 
made that in centralized polities, elite in lower-order centers do not have the ability to 
draw the tribute and labor required for large civic projects while the reverse is true in 
decentralized polities (de Montmollin 1989, 1995, 2004).  Thus far, one way in which 
political centralization was inferred from the transect data was through a spatial analysis 
of architecture.  At less than one kilometer from the site center of Dos Hombres, an elite 
site was located.  The settlement prior to this new site was relatively more modest.  
Community organization was quite variable between Dos Hombres and the one kilometer 
covered so far.  
 
PREVIOUS WORK AND FIELD METHODOLOGY 
During the 2009 season, with the permission of the Institute of Archaeology of Belize, 
reconnaissance and survey investigations were carried out with the help of students from 
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the University of Texas at Austin and volunteers.  The research team carried out 
preliminary field work and set up the transect between the two sites.   
 
 

 
 
Figure 1. Programme for Belize Archaeological Project Map. 
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Building upon the work of the 2009 season, the 2010 season was formulated with four 
goals in mind: 
 

1) Continue and expand upon surveying and mapping of features 
located along the transect to determine the density of rural 
settlement and any other sites within the survey boundaries. 

2) Map the residential groups located during the 2009 season with a 
Total Mapping Station. 

3) Carry out surveys on tree species along the transect (by Dr. Nick 
Brokaw; Figure 2) 

4) Continue and expand upon the documentation and evaluation of 
the ecological and environmental significance of the numerous 
natural depressions (aguadas) and water management features. 

 

Dos Hombres -
Gran Cacao 
Transect 
(Cortes-Rincon)

DH

GC

150 m

Tree study plot (415 m2 )

c.
 1

2 
km

Figure 2. Diagram of the Dos Hombres-Gran Cacao Transect, showing the main transect, side 
transects, and locations of the tree study plots at 50 along each side transect.  Side transects are 
located every 50 m along the main transect.  DH = Dos Hombres.  GC = Gran Cacao. (Plots are 
actually circular, not square. 
 

245 



Cortes-Rincon 

It is estimated that Gran Cacao is at a 60 degree bearing from the northeast corner of 
plaza A at Dos Hombres, thus a grid was set out at a 60 degree bearing during the 2009 
field season. The site/transect grid was established using a Brunton Pocket Transit to 
ensure its accuracy. The first datum was marked as North-0.  Perpendicular brechas were 
cut at 330 and 150 degrees from each datum.  The transect width is 150 meters with an 
estimated length of 12 kilometers. At every 50 meters, rebar was placed on the ground 
and the perpendicular brechas were cut and stakes were placed at every 25 meter interval.  
Each stake was marked with its location coordinates; for example, N150E25 is located 
150 meters north from North-0 and 25 meters east from N150 (see Table below). These 
stakes were also used as points of reference to map structures located within sight, in 
order to tie any features to the grid.  Once control was established, the mapping of 
topography, natural features, archaeological features and architecture began in earnest. A 
methodology of 100% coverage was employed for the mapping program. In practice, the 
methodology varied according to visibility on the ground.  Thick forested areas required 
that we first cut parallel transects every 10m to 15m through the dense underbrush before 
walking areas between transects to ensure complete coverage.  Each person would stand 
approximately 10 to 15 m apart from each other with a cutter in front of them (we refer to 
these as picadas in the field). Each person would have a compass to help the cutter 
remain at a 60 bearing from one perpendicular breach to the other. Information was 
recorded along the way, such as: vegetation type, elevation differences, and structures (if 
any).  
 
GPS 
Global Positioning System was used to record information. We used Magellan Mobile 
Mapper 6 unit with an external antenna. The unit worked well under the canopy cover 
and usually gave an estimated error within 1 to 2 meters.  Each point was set to record 
raw data for about 60 to 90 seconds.  The rover raw data was used for post-processing. 
Additionally, reference raw data was downloaded from the Chetumal Station which is 
located within the maximum 300 km from the site.  The Mobile Mapper Unit was 
preloaded with Mobile Mapping software that allows for the job to be imported into 
ArcGIS.  A job was created in the GPS unit as a map file using NAD27.  Separate layers 
were created in order to record features separately with attributes.   
 
Structure Mapping 
The azimuth from a known point of reference (i.e. one of the stakes on the grid) was 
recorded to a visible corner of the structure. The horizontal distance was recorded in 
meters.  A backsight azimuth was taken from the particular corner of the structure.  From 
the corner, the azimuth and distance to the next corner was recorded.  This was done from 
each corner of the structure in order to properly rectify the angles of the structure. Each 
structure was assigned a provisional field number and recorded as FN1 (Field Number 1). 
Architectural features were documented and the height of each structure was measured as 
well. A GPS point was recorded on the center of each structure and recorded into the 
form.  Additionally, each structure was photographed from two separate angles and the 
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photograph number and date were recorded in a photo log form. These data forms were 
entered into a Microsoft Excel Spreadsheet for use with ArcGIS. The recorded 
measurements were used to draw the structures (in the evenings back in camp).  
 
Terraces 
Terraces were recorded by utilizing the Magellan Mobile Mapper GPS unit. A series of 
points were recorded along the edge of each terrace and were later on plotted using the 
field measurements and Surfer.  
 
Topographical Points 
Topography variation is very important while surveying and trying to determine why 
certain areas were occupied versus those that were not.  We used the picadas to take a 
series of topographical points from each perpendicular brecha to the other.  Additionally, 
if any change in elevation was noted, a series of GPS points were recorded and plotted 
with surfer.  
 
Vegetation Types 
As we were mapping on the transect, we recorded vegetation type in order to correlate 
this variable with structure density. This information was plotted in Surfer and 
differentiated by using different symbols per vegetation type.  
 
Ecological Survey 
Dr. Brokaw carried out surveys in 2010 of tree species composition along the Dos 
Hombres to Gran Cacao Transect.  The goal is to relate current forest tree species 
composition to ancient land use.  Plots were established at the 50 meter points on each of 
the perpendicular transect running east and west and perpendicular to the main transect 
(Figure 2).  At each of the 50 m points a circular plot (11.5 m radius, 415 m2) was 
established.  Within this circle all trees ≥ 10 cm DBH (diameter at breast height; breast 
height is 130 cm above ground) were measured for DBH, mapped, and identified to 
species.  Unknown species were photographed for later identification.  Topography was 
recorded in categories (e.g.: hilltop, slope bottom, etc.); and slope, aspect (direction of 
slope), and average upper canopy height were also documented.   
 
Preliminary Results 
During the 2009 and 2010 seasons, the teams mapped a strip approximately 1.2 km long 
and 175 m wide (Figure 3).  In this area, we recorded 52 structures, seven water basins, 
five aguadas, and two canals.  A variety of survey techniques and technologies were 
employed: tape and compass, Magellan Mobile Mapper 6 with an external antenna, Total 
Station, and Theodolite. Structures, terraces, and other features were mapped and 
recorded. Additionally, vegetation changes were recorded in order to correlate structure 
density with each type of environmental zone. This information was plotted in Surfer and 
differentiated by using different symbols per vegetation zone (as defined by Brokaw and 
Mallory 1993).  One of the most interesting finds during the 2010 season was a small 
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elite site located on top of a knoll built atop of a cave system.  The site is less than one 
kilometer away from the site of Dos Hombres.  The site contains large civic architecture 
(Figure 4), evidence of landscape modification, and water management features (canals, 
basins, and small aguadas).   
 

 
Figure 3. Dos Hombres to Gran Cacao, Settlement Survey Project. 
 
Residential Structures and Mapping Notes 
N150E75: a small residential group was recorded.  It included four structures: one long 
range structure facing east, two smaller structures on the west side, and one smaller 
structure on the north side.  There were two low platforms encountered northwest of this 
group.  
 
N250W75: a residential group was located and recorded.  Unfortunately, there was a lot 
of tree fall and damage to the structures.  It consisted of a few structures facing a 
plazuela.  There were additional structures outside of the plazuela arrangement, possibly 
later additions to this small residential group.  
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Figure 4. Small Elite Site, Largest Structure: FN36. 
 
Northwest of N250W75, another small residential group was located. The structures were 
bigger than those of N250W75.  Additionally, we encountered large boulders with very 
nice cut edges. Structure FN17 is located within this group; this structure has large basal 
cut stones on its lower portion. There is a large natural bedrock outcropping nearby with 
a very small humble platform north of it  
 
N300W25: Three structures were recorded; the structures suffered heavy tree fall and 
have a lot of structural damage.  N550: environment changes to bajo.  
 
N550E50: Structure with large basal boulders.  
 
N715: Four structures were located and mapped (scrub forest) 
 
N775: large structure located and mapped; vegetation change to transitioning forest.  
 
N850: two small chich mounds 
 
N950: elite site (see Figures 3 and 4) 
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N1000:  there are a few elite structures at the bottom of the knoll which we did not have 
enough time to map as the field season was almost over; we will document these 
structures with the total station during the 2011 season.   
 
SEASON OBJECTIVES 
The 2010 season was organized to accomplish four primary objectives. These included 
(1) mapping features along the transect; (2) recording the residential groups located 
during the 2009 season with a Total Mapping Station; (3) surveys on tree species; (4) 
documentation of natural depressions (aguadas) and water management features. The 
2010 season began a GIS Mapping Project carried out by Jeff Bryant and Jamie Baxter.  
Sarah Nicole Boudreaux began formulating her research goals for clay sourcing along the 
transect.  In addition to these field programs, intensive tree surveys were carried out by 
Dr. Nick Brokav, who joined the project in the 2010 season.  This project seeks to 
document and evaluate rural settlement patterns, political and socioeconomic 
organization, utilization of natural resources, and landscape modifications.  
 



OVERVIEW OF RECENT BALLCOURT COMPLEX  
INVESTIGATIONS AT CHAWAK BUT’O’OB, BELIZE 

 
Stanley Walling, Community College of Philadelphia 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The 2010 field investigations of the Rio Bravo Archaeological Survey took place 
between June 18 and July 10, 2010 in the ballcourt complex in the southern section of 
Chawak But’o’ob (Figure 1). This season’s goals were to better define the character of 
ancient water management and ritual in this complex as well as develop a fuller 
understanding of the degree of architectural variation here. Toward this end, mapping and 
excavation in 2010 focused on caves, artificial hydrological features, and small platforms, 
all situated to the south and west of the paired ballcourt buildings. After extensive 
clearing in this area, tape-and-compass, and TMS mapping teams recorded several 
previously unseen small structures and what were initially interpreted as water storage 
features. Three excavation operations were placed in the largest of these basins.  These 
units were complemented by two excavation operations adjacent to small caves near the 
two ballcourt buildings.  
 

 
Figure 1. The paired ballcourt structures as seen from the south.  The elevation of the buildings is 
approximately 2 m above the playing alley. The gap between the intact stone aprons of the two 
structures is 8 m.  Photo by Megan Schuster. 
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MAPPING AND STRUCTURE IDENTIFICAITON 
Intensive clearing of large areas of the ballcourt complex permitted the identification of 
stone alignments and small structures not previously seen by investigators. As a result of 
this season’s clearing, the number of basins, the dominant architectural feature at the 
south end of the ballcourt complex, has expanded to five. The number of small platforms 
appended or adjacent to the basins at the south end of the ballcourt complex now stands 
at six. Clearing of plant growth to barren soil in several locations revealed stone 
alignments suggestive of additional walls and small structures.   
 
The rectangular structures adjacent to the presumed basins are generally very small and 
take the form of platforms and well defined stone alignments. Their limited average basal 
area of 12 m2 suggests that the function of these platforms was not residential.  Most are 
characterized by much larger and more numerous limestone blocks than are seen in 
typical small domestic platforms elsewhere at the site. The proximity of these small, 
cobble or block structures to the basins at the southern end of the ballcourt complex 
suggests an economic or other function distinct from that of the other small buildings at 
the site, the vast majority of which are domestic in nature and almost none of which are 
adjacent to basins. It is anticipated that the excavation of one or more of these small 
buildings in our next investigative season will help define their function relative to the 
basins and other ballcourt-area buildings. 
 
Tape and compass mapping of these small structures and recording of mapping points by 
a team operating a Nikon Total Mapping Station this season produced data that are now 
being used to create a map of the ballcourt complex. It is expected that the this map will 
permit better definition of the relative disposition of the ballcourt structures, which will 
assist project members in defining the ritual and perhaps other functions of this unusual 
structural complex.   
 
A preliminary draft of the topographic image of the ballcourt area (Figure 2) reveals the 
spatial relationship of several artificial and natural features, including the caves and the 
ballcourt basins, where this season’s excavations took place. This image also makes 
apparent the complex topography of the setting in which the ancient builders chose to 
place this structural complex.         
 
EXCAVATION 
Two of this season’s five excavation units, Suboperations 142 Q and 142 R were 2 x 1 m 
investigations of the sloping surfaces leading down to the openings of the two small 
caves. The caves are situated in the heavily eroded and faulted north-south oriented 
bedrock exposure that roughly parallels the long axes of the ballcourt structures. This 
heavily fractured exposure, which is offset approximately eight meters to the ballcourt’s 
west, attains an elevation in certain locations of up to about three meters above the 
ballcourt playing surface.   
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Units 142 Q and R, which were positioned perpendicular to the cave openings, were 
intended to uncover indications of cave function. These units were particularly intended 
to test the hypothesis that the site’s Prehispanic inhabitants carried out religious or other 
ritual here, as might be evinced by signs of burning, modifications to bedrock, or artifacts 
suggestive of ancient ceremonial practice. It is expected that subsequent to the 
completion of our investigation of the cave exteriors, James Brady and his research team 
will excavate the interiors of these two natural-appearing features, most likely during the 
2012 research season.     
 

 
Figure 2. Draft image of Ballcourt Complex topography and important architectural features.  
Prepared by Chance Coughenour. 
 
Time limitations and poor weather this season limited the investigation of Unit 142 R, 
next to the northernmost of the two caves, to topsoil removal. The cave is adjacent to a 
shallow depression approximately five meters west of the southern end of the ballcourt. 
The 2 x 1 m east-west-oriented excavation is positioned within the depression, next to the 
modestly proportioned cave mouth. The high clay content of the topsoil encountered in 
excavation suggested that the depression had repeatedly held water. There was no 
indication on the surface that this water extended into the interior of the cave at any time 
in the recent past. The 35 cm deep section of A horizon that was excavated here 
contained no significant ceramics or other artifactual remains, nor did excavation reveal 
signs of burning near the cave mouth or elsewhere.  It is expected that investigations at 
this location will continue during the next field season. 
 
Suboperation 142 Q in the area adjacent to the southernmost of the two caves was 
situated perpendicular to the cave opening, with its long axis oriented 80 degrees East of 
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magnetic North (Figure 3). This unit was also terminated for the season before reaching 
bedrock or culturally sterile soil, but here, investigators exposed five strata beyond a thin 
O horizon. These consisted of silty soils, from dark brown to orange-brown in color 
(Figure 4). Local ground contours and drainage patterns observed during the field season 
make it seem likely that the soils in these strata derived at least in part from washed-in 
organic and other debris. Artifacts in the gently sloping strata in front of the cave were 
few in number, heavily weathered, and mixed with small to large eroded fragments of 
limestone. The limestone fragments were interpreted, at least in part, as the probable 
products of spalling from the exposure in which the cave opening was located.   
 

 
Figure 3. Suboperation 142 Q and the opening to the southernmost cave, as viewed from the East.  
The photo shows the base of Lot 2. 
 
Scattered flecks of charcoal were encountered in several locations within the unit.  Both 
ceramic and lithic pieces occurred in relatively low density in these strata and to a depth 
of about 70 cm below surface.  These artifacts were consistent with the typical utilitarian 
objects found in structures elsewhere at Chawak But’o’ob.  At the outset of the 
excavation, it was anticipated that the investigators might uncover the relic ancient 
ground surface outside the cave mouth and any associated artifacts that might have been 
abandoned in place.  Toward this end, artifacts were piece plotted so as to allow for 
reconstruction of artifact position. 
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At 70 cm below surface, although no clear ancient surface was encountered, the 
excavators found a 5 cm section of an obsidian prismatic blade.  At slightly greater depth, 
in the western section of the unit, the excavators uncovered a portion of a ceramic 
figurine that depicted the head and body of a reptile, such as an alligator or snake (Figure 
5). This 10 cm-long fragment, which lacked an intact tail or other terminus, was 
cylindrical in overall shape. The figure depicted was highly stylized and generally lacked 
detail. No glyphic or other symbolic elements were apparent on its surface, which 
appeared unslipped. The hole in the underside of the figure suggested it may have been a 
whistle or portion of a flute. Given that this figurine was encountered at the end of the 
season and there was insufficient time for full analysis in the field laboratory, more 
figural detail could well emerge in the examination of this piece during the project’s next 
field season.   
 

 
Figure 4. Suboperation 142 Q north wall.  The photo shows the base of Lot 8.  Photo by Megan 
Schuster. 
 
The excavation of the upper strata here revealed that relatively close to the surface on the 
eastern end of the unit was a shallow limestone overhang. The second and fourth strata 
extend under this overhang, the edge of which displays no chisel or other workmanship 
marks. It was not clear whether this gap in subsurface limestone and the area below the 
overhang were artificial. The fact that the reptilian figurine was found at the eastern end 
of the unit, near the edge of this overhang suggests that this limestone feature bears 
further investigation.  The unit, which was terminated at a depth of approximately 95 cm 
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below surface at the end of the season, will be continued in 2012, when it is expected that 
additional excavation operations will be appended to it to define the full character and 
function of the limestone overhang and the remainder of the area adjacent to the cave 
mouth.           
 

 
Figure 5. Reptilian ceramic figurine fragment found in Suboperation 142 Q-8.  The figurine is 10 
cm long.  RB47 is the PfBAP site number for Chawak But’o’ob.  Photo by Megan Schuster. 
 
The other excavations in 2010, Suboperations 142 N, 142 O, and 142 P investigated the 
largest of several features interpreted from surface appearance as likely silt-filled water 
basins. These adjoining features, five of which have been identified to date in the area 
south of the ballcourt buildings, are of irregular shape and varied dimensions. They sit at 
the base of the 200 m long ridge that curves around the southern and western limits of the 
ballcourt complex. 
 
Three contiguous units were placed at the western limit of the largest and westernmost of 
the presumed basins (Basin 1). At the outset of the investigation, these measured 2 x 1 m 
(142 N), 2 x 1 m (142 O), and 1.75 x 1 m (142 P). This essentially created a 5.75 x 1 m 
trench across the western wall of this feature. The long axis of this trench was oriented 
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110 degrees East of magnetic North. The units were intended to determine the general 
structure and function of this feature. More specifically, they were intended to define the 
character of the presumed interior of the feature (Subopp 142 N), the nature of its wall 
construction (Subop 142 O), and the feature’s relation to what appeared to be a natural 
drainage channel on its west side (Subop 142 P).   
 
Suboperation 142 N, the easternmost of the three units, achieved a total depth of 48 cm 
and revealed three strata above hard limestone bedrock.  The three strata consisted of an 
approximately 15 cm thick layer of clayey humus overlying a roughly 20 cm deep layer 
of interlocking limestone cobbles of small to large size.  The average maximum 
dimension of the large cobbles was approximately 25 cm.  Below the cobbles was a final 
stratum of black clayey loam, which terminated on hard limestone bedrock (Figure 6). 
Although small natural solution holes in the bedrock were apparent in several locations in 
the unit, the overall smoothness of the limestone surface suggested it had been modified 
by the builders. No chisel marks or other artificial features in the bedrock were identified 
to substantiate this interpretation. 
 

 
Figure 6. Operation 142 N north wall. Interior of Ballcourt Basin 1. Photo by Stanley Walling. 
 
Suboperation 142 O articulated with 142 N on that operation’s western side. This 2 x 1 m 
excavation was expanded to include two 2 x 2 m extensions, one each on the unit’s 
northern and southern sides, for the purpose of topsoil removal. The total horizontal 
exposure provided by the three units thus expanded to 13.75 m2. The additional clearance 
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of topsoil, which permitted better exposure of the buried, closely positioned limestone 
cobbles, gave the units a cruciform pattern in plan view (Figure 7). This maximized 
visibility of the hydrological architecture and better defined the nature of the feature’s 
western wall. The expanded exposure of the cobbles made it appear to the excavators that 
the wall, which based on surface contours had initially been suspected of being a 
collapsed feature, was relatively intact. If this interpretation is correct, the wall most 
likely functioned as a broad, sloping spillway for water exiting the basin and entering the 
channel to the west. Further excavation in the central 2 x 1 m section of the operation in 
2012 will provide a cross-sectional view of the wall and thus permit the investigators to 
test this interpretation of its structure and function.   
 

 
Figure 7. Wide-angle view from the west of Operation 142, Subops. N, O, and P in 
Ballcourt Basin 1.  Subopp 142 N on the eastern end of the excavation has been cleared 
to bedrock.  Topsoil removal in Subops 142 O and P has exposed the sloping western 
cobble wall of the basin as well as a section of the drainage channel on the basin’s 
western side.  Photo by Megan Schuster. 
 
No indentation, directional feature, or elevational difference in the wall’s sloping surface 
suggested that water flowing out of the basin was confined to a limited area. This fact and 
the general placement and character of the cobbles in this unit, which excavation showed 
were continuous with the cobbles in Unit 142 N, suggested that like them, the stones here 
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functioned as a trap for soil. To judge from local ground contours, substantial amounts of 
water and soil from the ridge to the immediate south, washed into the East-West-oriented 
string of basins, of which Basin 1 was the westernmost example.     
 
Suboperation 142 P, which extended into the channel into which water from Basin 1 
flowed, revealed a single soil stratum. This excavation, the farthest west of those placed 
in Basin 1, was terminated at a depth of 22 cm below surface in dark brown clayey 
topsoil.  The unit was closed at the end of the season, as was Unit 142 O, both with the 
intention of being reopened and completed by investigators in 2012. 
 
DISCUSSION 
Field research in 2010 provided evidence of possible ritual practice, if somewhat limited, 
for one of the caves and helped the investigators develop a better understanding of how 
the basins were employed. It also expanded our understanding of architectural variation 
within the ballcourt area. The reptile-shaped figurine, which may be a whistle or flute, 
encountered in Suboperation 142 Q outside the southernmost cave, although only a single 
artifact, is nevertheless unique at the site and is suggestive of ritual and perhaps musical 
performance. The excavations at Basin 1 determined that soil conservation was carried 
out within the ballcourt complex. If the remaining unexcavated basins had a similar 
function, it would indicate that soil recovery was an important activity in the ballcourt 
area. The basin-associated platforms that were mapped this season have no parallel 
elsewhere at the site. Most are too small to have been residential and their proximity to 
the basins suggests a specialized function, which has yet to be determined. At the least, 
the identification of these structures and the stone alignments that were noted in several 
locations indicates that the scale of construction in the ballcourt complex is highly varied.  
It includes the largest structures at the site (the ballcourt buildings themselves) and some 
of the smallest.   
 
A point of interest concerning the functions of the various buildings in the ballcourt area 
is the fact that no platforms here have emerged as clear residential structures. Although 
not all buildings have been excavated, the scale of those in the south end of the complex 
suggests they were not occupied. The paired ballcourt buildings are presumed not to have 
had any residential function and although there are several platforms of sufficient size to 
have been ancient homes, the near lack of utilitarian artifacts on or near them argues 
against any occupation of reasonable length. It may be that some of the structures in the 
complex were built as residences and were occupied briefly, but site abandonment cut 
short this use of the structures.  The fact that no structures in the complex appear to have 
been abandoned in an incomplete state argues against this scenario.   
 
A related issue concerning the paucity of artifacts within architectural deposits here is 
what it implies about the timing of construction. It suggests that the buildings in the 
ballcourt complex, including the water and soil management features, were developed 
simultaneously or nearly so, without architectural precursors. If the ballcourt had been 
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developed piecemeal, with one structure put in place and functioning before the building 
of another, incidental activity, even if only associated with ritual or specialized economic 
practices, should have produced more discarded material to be incorporated into fill than 
has been in evidence so far. A relatively simultaneous pattern of construction is also 
supported by the lack of evidence of more than one construction event in any of the 
ballcourt complex structures investigated to date.   
 
If this hypothesis of simultaneous construction is correct, it means that the ballcourt 
complex structures were put in place without the limitations in structure placement, 
orientation, size, and function that would have been imposed by previous construction. In 
effect, at the time it was built, the area now occupied by the ballcourt complex was 
probably a relatively flat, blank slate for the commoner architects of Chawak But’o’ob, 
with the only limits on construction being those created by soils and natural hydrology.  
Thus, the buildings of the ballcourt complex present us with a cohesive settlement plan, 
put into effect by the occupants of the site at the close of the Classic period.  As such, it is 
a fossil of what the late Classic Maya here thought was an appropriate settlement plan, 
given the function (or functions) of this structural complex and the limitations imposed 
by the natural environment. In this sense, the ballcourt complex is probably far more 
expressive of synchronic Maya architectural values at the end of the Classic period, than 
are Maya building complexes built over centuries within the limitations imposed by pre-
existing plazas, platforms, storage facilities, and other constructions.    
 
If these two suppositions, that the ballcourt was largely non-residential and that it was 
built in one construction effort are accurate, they provide a window on further 
understanding of the social and political organization of the site. It means that the 
ballcourt and the basins are the product of cohesive, well planned commoner labor from 
outside the ballcourt complex itself, but presumably from within the site.  Given the scale 
of the ballcourt complex, this labor would likely have derived from several, if not all of 
the residential groups at Chawak But’o’ob. A substantial effort would have been required 
not only to plan and build the complex in the first place, but labor would have also been 
necessary to carry out the at-least-occasional ritual or sport activities that are presumed to 
have taken place here, as well as physically maintain the associated facilities. 
Additionally, and perhaps most significantly with respect to the long-term viability of the 
complex, regular labor-intensive efforts would have been needed to maintain the soil 
catchment basins. Particularly during the wet season, these basins, which drain the large 
elevated area to the south of the ballcourt, must have required extensive clearing of 
accumulated soil. All of these activities, but particularly the first and third, would have 
necessitated regular, if not continuous coordination of labor from the site’s occupation 
groups.   
 
The body of information that is developing from our investigations at the ballcourt 
complex is contributing to the growing understanding, derived from other research in the 
Programme for Belize area and elsewhere in the lowlands, that ancient commoner lives 
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among the Maya were richer and more complex than previously understood. The 
upcoming season of investigation at Chawak But’o’ob in 2012 will further contribute to 
this data set by, among other things, continuing our lines of investigation at the cave sites 
and the basin complex in the south of the ballcourt area. 
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PFBAP 2007-2010 ANALYSIS OF OBSIDIAN, SELECT OPERATIONS: 
LA MILPA GROUP B (OP B1), LA MILPA LOS PISOS COURTYARD 

(OP A2), AND MEDICINAL TRAIL SITE (OPS 7 AND 12) 
 

Rissa M. Trachman, Elon University 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The findings presented here are the result of my preliminary analysis performed during 
the summer field seasons, 2007 and 2010.  The obsidian artifacts documented in this 
interim report were excavated between 2004 and 2010.  Four specific sites and excavators 
are represented in these findings: La Milpa, Group B (Op B1), 2007 season excavations 
by Brett A. Houk (see Houk 2008), La Milpa, Los Pisos Courtyard (Op A2), 2007-2010 
seasons of excavation by Maria Martinez (see Martinez 2008, 2009), the Medicinal Trail 
Site, Op 7, 2004-2010 seasons of excavation by David M. Hyde (see Hyde 2005, 2009; 
Hyde and Atwood 2008; Hyde and Valdez 2007; Hyde et al 2006), and Op 12 by Lauri 
McInnis Martin (see Martin 2008, 2009).   
 
The methods employed for analysis were both quantitative and qualitative.  The obsidian 
chipped stone artifacts were first analyzed typologically, according to both morphology 
and their technological stage of production (see Clark and Bryant 1997), as is consistent 
with several other analyses for northwestern Belize (Trachman 2000, 2002, 2003).  
Subsequently they were measured metrically to document size.  Size and weight are 
documented primarily in order to determine density per excavated context.  Finally, 
macroscopic edge wear was documented, when present using the categories set out by 
Valdez (1986, 1994), though not reported in detail here unless significant to the analysis 
findings. 
 
LA MILPA, GROUP B 
A total of 151 obsidian artifacts present in the material recovered from La Milpa, Group 
B excavated during the 2007 field season.  Interestingly, 127 of those (84%) resulted 
from a single cache deposit and will be treated separately below due to the singular 
context and diversity of analysis results.  The remaining 24 obsidian artifacts were 
excavated from a variety of contexts.  Nineteen of those from non-ritual contexts are third 
series pressure blades or fragments thereof (see Clark and Bryant 1997).  Third series 
pressure blades are often referred to as prismatic blades or fragments or Mesoamerican 
prismatic blades.  The segmentation of or fragment type noted for the prismatic blades in 
the 2007 La Milpa Group B was found to be to be the same as that found commonly in 
domestic contexts, seven proximal segments, 12 medial segments, and no distal 
fragments.  Distal fragments rarely are found in domestic or non-ritual (and non-
manufacturing) contexts.  Typically only manufacturing debris will have distal fragments 
present since the very tip often breaks during the removal of the blade from the core.  The 
seven proximal segments each had similar platform preparation, single facet abraded, as 
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evidenced on the platform remnant of the blade.  One exception to this is the presence of 
one crushed platform in which the platform preparation is undetectable. 
 
In addition to these, a proximal second series pressure blade fragment, and a medial first 
series pressure blade fragment are also represented.  These would have been removed 
slightly earlier in the process of the manufacture of prismatic blades, but still during the 
pressure stages (Clark and Bryant 1997).  They are often usable blades and of little 
distinction when employed in domestic uses.  The total length of cutting edge for all 
blades/fragments found in non-ritual contexts at La Milpa, Group B is 514.50 mm   
(Table 1).  
 
 Table 1. Quantity of cutting edge by context for La Milpa, Group B. 

 
 
Non-blade obsidian artifacts from non-ritual contexts included an obsidian scraper, an 
obsidian flake fragment, and a distal core rejuvenation flake.  Of these, one multi-facet 
platform is noted for the distal core rejuvenation flake as would be expected given the 
presumed location of the initiation of this type of flake removal.  All but three (87.5%) 
obsidian artifacts from the non-ritual contexts exhibit some form of edge wear visible by 
eye.  A comprehensive edge wear analysis in conjunction with an experimental program 
has not yet begun for this collection so only limited comments are made here regarding 
wear. 
 
Two non-ritual contexts were found to have a high quantity of obsidian blades, B1-S-2 
(24.83%) and B1-L-3 (38.36%), as measured in length of cutting edge represented.  Only 
blades (all types or stages) were used to calculate total cutting edge.  Quantity of cutting 
edge is often a more accurate measure for obsidian prismatic blades than a simple 
quantity of fragments (Table 1) (Sheets and Muto 1972).    However, the highest quantity 
of fragments in the non-ritual contexts was also recovered from these two contexts. 
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The most significant deposit of obsidian artifacts recovered from La Milpa, Group B is 
that from a cache deposit, designated Cache B-2.  Cache B-2 was recovered just below 
the entrance to the stairway of Group B, Structure 22 (Houk 2008).  Not only is the 
context significant for this deposit, but also the quantity, both in number and length of 
cutting edge (Table 1), along with the types of obsidian artifacts represented.  A total of 
127 obsidian artifacts resulted from the excavation of this cache.  Ninety of these are 
blades or blade fragments from the pressure stages of prismatic blade production.  These 
90 blades and fragments also comprise 84% of the total cutting edge for the material 
excavated from La Milpa, Group B, during the 2007 field season. Utilizing the average 
length of cutting edge as a measure of blade individual blade length, in general these 
blades are longer than those recovered in other contexts.  The longer average blade length 
is not unexpected in this ritual context given the nature of caching versus domestic utility.   
 
A total of 36 pieces of obsidian debitage (Table 2) are also present in the cache deposit 
along with one obsidian eccentric biface, or chipped stone symbol (see Meadows 2001).  
The obsidian eccentric biface is serpent-shaped and most closely resembles the 
commonly known “snake-lightening” shape.  Richard Meadows (2001) has referred to 
the morphological category for this zoomorphically shaped chipped stone symbol as 
“elongate serpent.”  
 
 Table 2. Obsidian debitage analysis, La Milpa, Group B, Cache B-2. 

 
 
Of the 90 pressure blades and fragments represented in the cache, 14 of these were found 
whole.  Three of the whole pressure blades are first series blades and eleven were second 
series pressure blades.  Forty-three of the blades in the cache are proximal pressure blade 
fragments with only two of these the final third series blades.  Five of the proximal blade 
fragments are first series while the remaining 36 are second series pressure blades.  
Eighteen blade fragments are medial segments of which seven are third series, seven are 
second series, and four are first series.  Finally, 15 distal pressure blade fragments were 
noted, five of which are third series, eight are second series, and two are first series.  
Only three of the 90 pressure blades in the cache deposit exhibited any macroscopic edge 
wear.  Again, a microscopic observation might produce alternative results.  However, in 
general most domestically utilized obsidian blades exhibit some level of macroscopic 
edge wear. 
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The presence of distal pressure blade fragments, at least 36 pieces of obsidian debitage, 
and first, second, and third series pressure blades and fragments is important.  The 
composition of the cache is itself indicative.  It is not the final finished product, obsidian 
prismatic blades (whole third series pressure blades), that is often noted for 
ritual/dedicatory caches.  Instead it is an obsidian cache comprised of primarily unutilized 
early and late stage pressure blades along with some debitage.  The obsidian found in this 
cache was gathered from a manufacturing locale and then transported an unknown 
distance (5 m locally to 100 km or more) to this special location for ritual deposit.  Given 
the presence of distal fragments and small platform rejuvenation flakes the deposit is 
more likely to have resulted from a local workshop. 
 
LA MILPA LOS PISOS COURTYARD 
The La Milpa Los Pisos Courtyard (Op A2) was formerly known as Courtyard 88 (see 
Martinez 2008).  The obsidian artifacts reported here result from excavations conducted 
by Maria Martinez from 2007-2010 (see Martinez 2008, 2009).  A total of 157 obsidian 
artifacts were recovered, all of which were analyzed during the 2010 summer field 
season.  The vast majority of the obsidian artifacts are third series pressure blade 
fragments (N=150), often referred to as prismatic blades.  Additionally there are two first 
series pressure blades, two second series pressure blades, one platform rejuvenation flake, 
one distal core rejuvenation flake, and one percussion flake with evidence of use.  Of the 
150 prismatic blade fragments, 105 are medial segments and 38 are proximal, while only 
five are distal fragments and two were whole blades.  Platform types for the proximal and 
whole third series prismatic blades are predominately single facet abraded platforms 
(N=36), but four out of the 40 platforms were crushed or undetectable.  All of the three 
percussion flakes possessed a multi-faceted platform.   
 
Given a contextual consideration, one context in particular stands out as having the 
highest quantity of prismatic blade fragments, Subop C, Lot 1.  There are a total of 23 
obsidian artifacts in this lot.  All of them are third series pressure blade fragments with 
six being proximal, one distal, and the remainder medial segments.  In addition to the 
number of obsidian prismatic blades, A2-C-1 also has the highest quantity of cutting 
edge, a total of approximately 438 millimeters.  Thus, while the quantity in number of 
artifact for A2-C-1 reflects 14.7% of the total number excavated, the quantity of cutting 
edge for A2-C-1 is only 13% of the total.  Quantity of cutting edge is often a more 
accurate measure for obsidian prismatic blades (Table 3) (Sheets and Muto 1972).  
Interestingly the highest average cutting edge per blade fragment is from A2-K-4 which 
consists of only four prismatic blades/fragments.  However, one of these is a whole blade 
(86.7 mm) and two others are proximal fragments measuring each over 50 mm in length.  
So while the total number of obsidian prismatic blades from A2-K-4 amounts to only 
2.5% of the whole collection, the percent of cutting edge is 6.5 % and the average length 
for the context is the highest of all contexts at almost 55 mm.  
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Table 3. Quantity of cutting edge by context for La Milpa, Op A2. 
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Quantity and type of obsidian along with the macroscopic edge wear data are consistent 
with the average domestic deposits with one exception, again in context A2-K-4.  In this 
context three of the four prismatic blades and/or fragments have no wear visible by eye 
on them.  These artifacts may have microscopic wear, or could have been cached away 
for future use.   
 
MEDICINAL TRAIL SITE, OP 7 
The obsidian presented here for Operation 7 of the Medicinal Trail Site was recovered 
over the course of several seasons of excavations conducted by David M. Hyde (see 
Hyde 2005, 2009; Hyde and Atwood 2008; Hyde and Valdez 2007; Hyde et al 2006).  In 
total, 248 obsidian artifacts were recovered during the excavations spanning from the 
2004-2010 field seasons, with 242 of them being blades or blade fragments, seven of 
them being debitage (N=2 shatter, N=1 chunk, N=1 core fragment, N=3 flakes).  Only 
one percussion blade fragment existed in the group of 242 blades/fragments the 
remainder were pressure blades/fragments.  Of the 241 pressure blades/fragments there 
were first series or 1s (N=1) blade fragments, second series or 2s (N=7) blade fragments, 
and third series or 3s (N=233) blades/fragments.  Third series blade fragments are those 
that are most often referred to as prismatic blades.  Of the 233 prismatic 
blades/fragments, there was one whole blade, along with seven distal, 169 medial, and 56 
proximal fragments.   
 
The 60 proximal and whole pressure blades/fragments (all third series) predominately 
exhibited platform types typical of Late/Terminal Classic deposits in the form of single 
platforms (N=48) most of which are also abraded in some form (N=37 of 48).  The 
remainder are multi-facet platforms (N=4), crushed or undetectable (N=6), or pecked and 
ground (N=2).  The latter deserves to be noted even though only two proximal pressure 
blade fragments, one first series and one third series exhibit a fully pecked and ground 
platform.  Pecking and grinding the obsidian pressure blade core platform is a technology 
typically thought to be characteristic of the Early Postclassic in Mesoamerica (see Healan 
2002; and Hirth 2002).  It is unusual to observe this type of platform in northwestern 
Belize prismatic blade collections, since Postclassic contexts are very rare at sites in this 
region. 
 
The one whole blade was noted to be from suboperation GR, Lot 1 of Op 7 and was the 
only obsidian blade recovered in that context.  The predominance of medial segments or 
fragments in the sample along with the visible wear on all but a few blade fragments is 
consistent with domestic behavior and/or contexts.  It is important to note a few 
exceptions however.  In three contexts, there were blades that fit together which could 
indicate possible caching behavior, DN-3, CY-2, and FX-1.  A fourth context, W-2, had 
two segments that fit together but all eight fragments from that context were very small 
and with heavy visible wear common to domestic contexts.  One of those contexts, FX-1, 
is a documented ritual cache deposit (Cache 6; N=6)).  Three of the blade fragments 
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analyzed from Cache 6 actually fit together to form one whole blade and may have been 
broken in deposition considering their ritual context.  These blades also exhibited no wear 
visible by eye, which is consistent with ritual caching behavior.   
 
A quantitative consideration of total length of cutting edge highlights several contexts.  
First, the highest quantity of cutting edge is from context FX-1, Cache 6 (Table 4).  The 
quantity of cutting edge for this ritual cache totals 258.88 mm and comprises 5.53% of 
the total quantity of obsidian recovered.  The number of obsidian blade fragments for the 
cache totaled six.  The high amount of cutting edge versus other contexts with slightly 
greater numbers of blade fragments illustrates well that it is much more telling 
quantitatively to use length of cutting edge and not number of pieces to determine 
quantity.  To further assert this point, no single context in the entire Op 7 excavated 
collection contained more than eight total pieces of obsidian.  Therefore it is imperative 
to use length of cutting edge to make any reasonably accurate assessment of quantities.   
 

 Table 4. Quantity of cutting edge by context for Medicinal Trail Site, Op 7. 
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Other contexts with high quantities of cutting edge, in this case over 100 mm, are P-1, 
AC-1, AF-2, AN-6, DQ-4, and EH-4 (Table 4).  The contexts here had high overall 
quantities of obsidian.  For these contexts the data indicate a pattern consistent with 
domestic use since the average length of blades for each context is less than 25 mm in all 
of them.  Three other contexts have long average lengths of cutting edge for blades, BX-
5, FQ-8, GR-1 and GU-1.  BX-5, FQ-8, and GR-1 (Table 4) each have only one 
blade/fragment and a very low percentage of overall length of cutting edge indicating that 
the high average blade length is not meaningful.  Similarly GU-1 has only two blades and 
a low percentage of overall length of cutting edge.   
 
MEDICINAL TRAIL SITE, OP 12 
The obsidian artifacts from the Medicinal Trail Site, Op 12 reported here resulted from 
excavations conducted from 2007-2009 by Lauri Martin (see Martin 2008, 2009).  
Overall there are a total of 26 obsidian artifacts from Op 12.  All of them are third series 
pressure blade fragments, commonly referred to as prismatic blade fragments.  Of the 25 
prismatic blade fragments, 19 are medial segments while only six are proximal 
fragments, and one distal.  Platform types for the proximal prismatic blades are 
exclusively single facet abraded platforms.   
 
One context in particular stands out as having the highest quantity of prismatic blade 
fragments, Subop B, Lot 3.  There are a total of nine prismatic blades/fragments in this 
lot.  All of them are prismatic blade fragments with one being proximal, seven medial, 
and one distal.  One of the proximal and medial segments from 12-B-3 fit together and 
may have been broken in antiquity or deposition.  In addition, and importantly, those two 
segments along with two other medial segments all appear to have been removed from 
the same prismatic blade core.  Situations such as this are not uncommon and are 
consistent with caching practices.  The overall quantity in number (N=9) of this context, 
12-B-3, makes up 34.6% of the obsidian artifacts from Op 12.  This context also has the 
highest quantity of cutting edge, a total of approximately 180 mm, representing 27% of 
the total cutting edge of Op 12 obsidian.  Two other contexts have relatively high 
quantities of cutting edge, 12-A-11 and 12-B-4, each with just over 20%.  Context 12-A-
11 also has the highest average length of blade.  That is likely due to the fact that three of 
the four blade segments fit together and may have been broken in antiquity or in 
deposition.  
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Quantity, form, and macroscopic edge wear data are consistent with most domestic 
deposits with two exceptions, again in contexts 12-A-2 and 12-B-3.  In 12-A-2, all four 
blades exhibit no wear visible by eye.  In 12-B-3 four of the nine blade segments resulted 
from the same core.  Both issues along with the fact that segments fit together in each 
context are consistent with having been cached away for one of two reasons, either future 
use, or ritual purpose.  
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