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BACKGROUND AND INTRODUCTION TO THE 2012 SEASON OF THE 

PROGRAMME FOR BELIZE ARCHAEOLOGICAL PROJECT* 
 

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

Grant Aylesworth, Mesoamerican Archaeological Research Lab., UT-Austin 

 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

The Rio Bravo Conservation and Management Area (RBCMA) in NW Belize serves as 

the research region for the The Programme for Belize Archaeological Project (PfBAP; 

see Figure 1). The property is owned and managed by Programme for Belize and the 

holdings currently stand at 260,000 acres. The PfBAP has been involved in yearly 

research on the RBCMA since 1992 and maintained a summer program since 1994.  

 

Research produced by the PfBAP has included pre-Maya data extending back into the 

Paleoindian and Archaic Periods (Figure 2) as well as post-Maya historic activities. 

Although the historic period findings may include Maya populations, the post-Maya 

reference here refers to the presence of non-Maya materials. The most significant PfBAP 

research, however, has focused on Maya society beginning ca. 1000 BC and until 

European contact. 

 

Although much of the PfBAP research has been site-specific, the property of the 

RBCMA has provided a great opportunity to pursue a regional research interest. 

Investigations at specific sites such as La Milpa and Dos Hombres represent large site 

interests while the PfBAP is adding to the prehistoric reconstruction through many small 

site investigations as well as transect surveys and mapping. The PfBAP, through 

extensive and continuing research, intends to provide a regional perspective concerning 

the interaction between large sites, small settlements, and the myriad of features that 

connect them all. 

 

RESEARCH METHODS (Research Design) 

While the PfBAP has several significant goals as a regionally- focused research project, a 

couple are highlighted here from this season’s studies. Valuable interests include: 1) 

defining regional patterns of cultural development and decline (and/or fluctuations); and 

2) defining major research interests/problems concerning ancient Maya Civilization (and 

Maya archaeology). 

 

We believe that Maya archaeology may help understand certain processual and cultural-

historical questions about the prehistoric Maya. The regional approach of the PfBAP is 

viable in that it allows us to see the prehistoric Maya from its urban centers to the 

supporting villages and structures.  Our approach may provide a more comprehensive 

view of how Maya Civilization may have operated in both positive and troubled venues. 
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Figure 1. Map of PfBAP Research Area. 

 

The PfBAP serves as an umbrella organization for many research interests. Each 

"independent" project or research interest may have a particular research/theoretical 

agenda, but one that articulates with the broader goals of the PfBAP. The papers 

contributed to this volume are among the many perspectives and interests about ancient 

Maya life. 

 

REVIEW OF THE 2012 INVESTIGATIONS 

The research reports compiled in this volume are from colleagues operating under the 

PfBAP as well as graduate student dissertation research. This introductory chapter is a 
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quick summary/comment to contextualize the volume. The archaeological research herein 

reported was completed under a permit issued by the Institute of Archaeology, NICH, in 

Belmopan, Belize. 

 

 
Figure 2. Archaic Points. Illustrations by Margaret Greco. 

 

The kinds of research investigations under the PfBAP in the 2012 season was broad, from 

large sites studies to the most modest of remains. In the La Milpa "realm" area were 

investigations at the site center as well as areas often referred to as support settlements. 

From the La Milpa site center are investigations reported by Trein at Structure 3; Lewis 

and others at several residential groups east and west of the South Acropolis; Chatelain at 

the South Ballcourt; and Drake's study of burials from LM-4. A general map of La Milpa 

is provided in Figure 3. What we term support locations are medium to small sites within 

the La Milpa "influence" such as Dodge’s research at the Hun Tun site; DeFrancisco and 

Stevenson report on a new endeavor within the La Milpa sphere; La Milpa North 

investigations are delivered by Heller; and Hyde’s continued research at the Medicinal 

Trail site includes a second contribution on mapping efforts. 
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Studies within the RBCMA and by the PfBAP, but outside the recognized La Milpa 

Realm include: Trachman's research at Dos Hombres; and Walling’s research along the 

Rio Bravo escarpment.  Special studies continue as part of the PfBAP are included in this 

volume such as a collaborative effort that includes trees and soils as part of 

archaeological research. This latter concern is reported by Brokaw and company. A 

summary paper concerning obsidian sourcing is provided by Beckwith. 

 

 
Figure 3. Plan of the site core of La Milpa. After Hammond and Tourtellot 1993, with 

notes from Trein. 
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OTHER ACTIVITIES OF THE PfBAP 

Continuing activities this season include the PfBAP active in providing guest talks for 

visiting groups to the La Milpa Education center next to the project’s camp facility. 

Guests attending the talks/lectures about the PfBAP/Maya studies are often foreign 

(teacher and/or student) groups visiting Belize and at times local high school groups from 

Orange Walk and Belize City. 

 

Public outreach remains a significant activity of the PfBAP providing access to our lab 

and field endeavors to the Mennonite Community and to the workmen and their families 

(most from San Felipe). Access here specifically means "knowledge about" and the 

opportunity to see our research first-hand.  

 

The PfBAP was most fortunate to have Sharon Hankins continue with her pottery-making 

research and provide us all with important questions about prehistoric production. 

Students, staff, and local workers have all gained much from Sharon’s enthusiasm as she 

endeavors to understand the techniques for pottery-making that the prehistoric Maya may 

have utilized. The PfBAP has also benefited greatly from the professional photo-work of 

Bruce Templeton. Bruce has kindly and generously given of his time and equipment to 

provide several of the research projects with high quality artifact and field photos in 

addition to valuable (free) workshops within the camp facility. Artist Margaret Greco, 

likewise, has produced valuable illustrations of artifacts and shared her techniques with 

students and other researchers. 
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Belize City remains a strong friend of the PfBAP as are John Masson of Ladyville, Paul 

Hunt of Belize City, and Herbert Masson of Florida.  

 

The many families of Blue Creek continue make our research efforts run as smoothly as 

possible. We especially thank the Peter Rempel family and the Neufeldt family. In camp, 

Oscar Garcia continues to help with numerous concerns and our cooks are simply the best 

in Belize. The many workmen, most from San Felipe, provide comfort and a sense of 

security in the field and around camp. 
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their support and continued interests. Thanks to Diane Ruetz at TARL, who takes care of 

all of our accounting issues, etc. and several members of the Department of 
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various colleagues are thanked for allowing their faculty and researchers to be a part of 
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the 2012 PfBAP program. Finally, thanks to all of our PfBAP colleagues for their 

constant interest, support, and above all their humor.  

 

*In addition to the various research endeavors stated above, a continued research effort 

during the 2012 season was completed and reported by Eleanor King and Leslie Shaw 

(this volume). It was with great sadness that we were informed of Leslie Shaw’s 

untimely passing early in the Fall of 2012. While this volume is dedicated to Leslie’s 

memory, we also wish to express Leslie’s valuable contributions to the PfBAP and her 

colleagues on the project for her professional research, her sage advice, and her most 

valued friendship. We will miss you Leslie… 
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THE ARCHITECTURE AND ENVIRONS OF STRUCTURE 3:  

2012 SEASON 
 

Debora Trein, The University of Texas at Austin 

 

This report details the findings of the investigations of Structure 3 at La Milpa, northwest 

Belize, carried out in the 2012 field season. These research efforts are part of the author’s 

multi-year doctoral dissertation project, which concerns an examination of the variable 

ways a monumental space in La Milpa may have been used, accessed and interacted with 

by different groups of people within the La Milpa community. 

 

RESEARCH AREA AND PREVIOUS RESEARCH 

The research area is located at Plaza A at the site of La Milpa, in northwest Belize, 

Central America (Figure 1). Plaza A is located on a high limestone plateau on the 

northern half of the site core and is ringed by some of the largest structures on site 

(Figure 2). Occupation at the site core begins in the Late Preclassic period (400 BC – AD 

250) and extends through to the Late Classic period (AD 600-800), where construction 

episodes of monumental structures seem to either terminate or are abandoned (Hammond 

and Bobo 1994; Hammond and Tortellot 2004; Hammond et al. 1998; Kosakowski 1999; 

Sagebiel 2006). Nevertheless, signs of visitation and smaller-scale habitation in and 

around the site center after AD850 can be identified in the archaeological record 

(Hammond and Bobo 1994; Moats and Nanney 2011). 

 

The area investigated comprises Structures 3 and associated architectural features. 

Adjacent plazas, courtyards, and open areas are also included in the research area, due to 

the role of Structure 3 in architecturally framing these areas (Cap 2008; Dahlin and 

Ardren 2002; Hammond and Tourtellot 1993; Hammond et al. 1996; Trein 2010; 2011) 

(Figure 3). Structure 3 is situated on the southeastern side of Plaza A, and it represents 

one of the most imposing structures in the region, both in height and volume. Structure 3 

is separated from other Plaza A architecture by two smaller structures immediately to the 

north, Structures 6 and 7. These buildings dramatically reduce visibility from Structure 3 

to the center of Plaza A, and vice-versa. The area occupied by Structure 3 is also the site 

for a high incidence of recorded stela and altar stones at La Milpa, with seven in total. 

Based on comparative literature from the Maya area, the positioning, size and association 

to other monumental features clearly give Structure 3 the designation of monumental 

architecture (Hammond and Tourtellot 1993; Hammond et al. 1996; 1998). 

 

Excavations of the research area commenced in 2007, and these focused on the 

examination of the last construction phase of the west-facing lower stairs of Structure 3, 

which was found to date to the Late Classic period (Grazioso 2008). In 2009, excavations 

encompassed the north and south articulation between the lower stairs and the main body 

of Structure 3. The stratigraphy uncovered at these two articulations indicate treatment of 

these buildings as a single structure, in which a project of renovation and/or 
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reconstruction was designed and undertaken for the entire architectural complex rather 

than as two separate structures as their initial interpretation suggested (Hammond and 

Tourtellot 1993; Trein 2010).  

 

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

 

In 2010, work continued on the excavation of the lower stairs of Structure 3, both at the 

level of Plaza A and in its upper intersection with the main body of Structure 3, exposing 

two construction phases and the remains of a possible Terminal Classic cache(s) which 

included a lenticular biface and fragments of an incensario (Trein 2011). The area to the 

northeast of Structure 3 was also investigated, leading to the discovery of a dense Early to 
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Late Classic concentration of chert debitage (Trein 2011). In the southeast section of the 

research area, deposits of biface fragments and other lithic chopping tools, most of these 

blunt through wear, were encountered in association to exposed limestone bedrock (Trein 

2011).  

 

 
Figure 2. Plan of the site core of La Milpa. After Hammond and Tourtellot 1993, with notes from 

the author. 

 

In 2011, the artifact deposits in the northeast and southeast sectors were further 

investigated with intensive and extensive horizontal excavation efforts. The data retrieved 

from these excavations supported interpretations that these deposits constituted the 

material remains of activity areas. In the northeast sector of the research area, the chert 

debitage may be related to late-stage biface manufacture or maintenance (Hyde 2011 

personal communication), and in the southeast area, discarded worn General Utility 

Bifaces (GUBs) in association with exposed bedrock may have been associated with 

quarrying activity. Excavation of the architecture of Structure 3 uncovered a 

superstructure built at the mid-way point on the western façade, as well as the top stair 

steps and landing of the structure (Trein 2012). 
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Figure 3. Plan map of research area, with excavation units (squares) and soil sampling (white 

triangles) locations delineated. Topographic mapping conducted by Eric Wettengel in 2011, labels 

and notes by author. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Most of the present academic literature on ancient Maya monumental architecture 

overwhelmingly emphasizes the role of architects and sponsors of monumental spaces 

(both assumedly of elite status) as the defining factor in determining how these spaces are 

used and interpreted (Ashmore 1981, 1986; 1991a; 1991b; Ashmore and Knapp 1999; 

Ashmore and Sabloff 2002; Fash 1988, 1991; Fash et al. 1992; Freidel and Schele 1986, 

1988; Villamil 2007; among others). This paradigm seems to largely sideline or ignore 

the potential ways in which non-elite members participated in, and impacted, 

monumental contexts, even though it is accepted that non-elites accessed and used 

monumental spaces (Inomata 2004; Lucero 2007). A more inclusive approach would 

consist of conceptualizing monumental architecture as spaces that may be used in a 

variety of ways depending on the agent’s context in society; the agent’s memories and 

expectations of the space; and, importantly, how these are materialized through action 

and activities (Brück 2001; Miller 2005; Rodman 2003; Whitridge 2004). As such, an 

investigation of the range of activities that were taking place in and around monumental 

spaces is needed to achieve a holistic understanding of how monumental architecture was 

used and accessed in distinct ways by different agents in the La Milpa community. 
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In an effort to tackle these research interests, the research questions that have framed the 

archaeological investigations of Structure 3 for the past four field seasons are: 

1. What kind of artifact assemblages, architectural features, and soil signatures are 

present in and around Structure 3, and what is their temporal and spatial range?  

2. Do the artifact assemblages, architectural features, and soil signatures found in 

association to Structure 3 suggest different types of activities?  

3. Can the variability of activities at Structure 3 be said to reflect social relations 

and organization at the level of the community context at La Milpa?  

4. Based on the types of activities, and their spatial and temporal patterns, what 

social groups were involved in daily activities at Structure 3?  How did different 

social groups interact with the structure? 

 

METHODOLOGY 

In order to answer these questions, the methods employed in the 2012 field season 

consisted of excavations and soil sampling, a continuation of methodology used in the 

previous field seasons of 2009, 2010, and 2011. Three distinct contexts within the 

research area were targeted for investigation in 2012: the architecture of the top of 

Structure 3; the area to the northeast of the structure, which had been partially excavated 

in 2010 and 2011; and a sector to the far east of Structure 3, encompassing what appeared 

to be a natural ridge.  

 

Excavations of Structure 3 consisted of horizontal exposures to uncover the last 

construction phase of Structure 3 at the very top of the structure, in an effort to determine 

the morphology and potential functions of the top landing and western façade of 

Structure 3 in its last construction phase. Excavations of the area to the northeast of 

Structure 3 comprised the completion of an excavation effort that was started in the 2011 

field season. This consisted of the excavation a number of connected long trenches, 

which were designed to attain a representative sample of the archaeological material 

present in the area. Further to the east, three 1 x 1 m vertical soundings were excavated at 

different elevations on a limestone ridge to ascertain whether the topography in this 

sector of the research area was culturally modified and utilized in any way. 

 

Soil sampling was employed to identify any potential activity areas that may not have left 

much of a visible artifact or architectural trace, but may be detectable through the 

chemical and botanical profile of the soil. In this project, three types of soil analysis will 

be used: geochemical characterization (through ICP-MS), phosphate analysis and 

phytolith analysis, which have been successfully used in the identification of activity 

areas in the Maya region (Hutson and Terry 2006; Manzanilla and Barba 1990; 

Middleton and Price 1996; Parnell et al. 2002; Terry et al. 2004). Carbon isotope analysis 

may also be employed in cases where information concerning the nature of vegetation in 

the research area may be useful, such as in the eastern edges, discussed below. The data 

gathered in soil sampling will be contextualized in relation to the area’s topography and 

the material record recovered in association with excavations at or near the soil sample 
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collection site. Soil sampling was conducted in a 3 m-spaced, north-oriented grid on the 

northeast sector of the research area, which is where most of activity-related artifact 

assemblages were recovered in the past field seasons (Figure 4). This area is also flat and 

has a relatively deep stratigraphy in comparison with the shallow soil on the southeast 

sector of the research area, which is topographically rugged.  

 

 
Figure 4. Close up of the northeastern sector of the research area, with the soil sampling grid points 

(as triangles). 

 

From the grid, a total of 67 samples were gathered, over an area that spans the space 

between the eastern edges of Structures 2 and 3 to the top of a naturally occurring ridge 

100m to the east. An extra 8 (eight) soil samples were gathered from the profiles of open 

excavations in A1-AR, A1-AS, A1-AT, and A1-BA. The sampling strategy consisted of 

collecting approximately 300g of soil, manually sifting each sample to remove any 

organic material (such as leaf litter or roots) and rocky inclusions. Individual samples 

from the grid were collected at a depth of 10cm, and were constituted of soil recovered 

from 3 (three) distinct soundings around every grid point (Figure 5). This methodology 

was chosen to diminish the risk of contamination from contemporary environmental and 

cultural disturbances (Beach 2012 personal communication). Soil samples recovered 

from open excavation units were either collected at 10 cm depth from the surface along 

the unit’s profile, or deeper depending on the objective of the collection (e.g. analysis of 

clay matrix, comparative sample for phytolith analysis).  

 

RESULTS 

The discussion of the results of the 2012 field season at Structure 3 is separated into three 

sections: data gathered from Structure 3, from the northeast sector of the research area, 

and the eastern edge of the research area, the three foci of the 2012 research effort. 

Analysis of the soil samples collected during the 2012 field season is currently underway, 

and as such a discussion of the soil sample results is not available at present time. 
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Figure 5. Photo of soil sampling pits around each sampling spot. 

 

Structure 3: Units A1-AX, and A1-AX (extension) 

These units were established close to the top of Structure 3 for the investigation of the top 

landing and western façade of the superstructure crowning Structure 3. A1-AX was a 

9.25 m x 3 m unit, while A1-AX (extension) was a 2.5 m x 2 m unit adjacent to A1-AX 

on its northern boundary. While they together form one unit, they were separated in the 

process of documentation due to their uneven connection (the western boundary of A1-

AX (extension) is offset by .5 m from that of A1-AX) (Figure 6). The 2012 excavation 

efforts of the top landing and superstructure of Structure 3 are a continuation of the 

architectural investigation undertaken in 2011, and targeted only the latest construction 

phases of the structure.  

 

A1-AX and A1-AX (extension) were excavated from the west, following the landing 

floor recovered initially in 2011, in unit A1-AO. The landing recovered in A1-AO was 

found to be present in A1-AX and A1-AX (extension), and was composed of at least two 

plaster floors, the latest being the least preserved, showing a great degree of warping and 

fragmentation. The earlier plaster floor was in better preservation condition as far as 
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could be assessed, as it was only exposed in a small (less than 1 x 1 m) section of the 

unit. As the earlier floor was not excavated due to time restrictions, the temporal gap 

between the construction phases of these two floors could not be determined. 

Nevertheless, the style and quality of materials and craftsmanship between the two floors 

is very similar, indicating that they may have been built in close temporal relation. The 

latest floor was found to have been of Late Classic construction, based on the limited 

ceramic assemblage found in the sub-floor material (Sullivan 2012 personal 

communication). From the edge of the topmost step of the staircase to the west, and the 

western façade of the superstructure to the east, the landing measured approximately 3.75 

m in depth (Figure 6). 

 

Figure 6. Joint plan map of A1-AX and A1-AX (extension), excavated in 2012, and A1-AO, 

excavated in 2011, showing the top of the staircase to the west, and the western façade of the 

superstructure of Structure 3 to the east. 

 

The section of the superstructure exposed in 2012 consisted of the most of the western 

façade and doorway. The doorway to the superstructure was found to be approximately 

2.5 m in width. The superstructure is oriented to approximately 6°, an orientation that 

appears in other architectural components of Structure 3 and surroundings, such as the 

central staircase (Trein 2012), the mid-superstructure (Trein 2012), as well as a platform 

to the east of Structure 3 (below). Only the northern corner of the western façade could 

be excavated, as the southern corner of the building articulated with the western limits of 

a looter’s trench on the eastern side of the building. Nevertheless, based on the 

measurements of the width of the doorway, the length of the northern section of the 
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façade, and assertions of the symmetry of Maya architecture (Kubler 1985; Parmington 

2011), the superstructure measured approximately 13 m in length.  

 

The façade of the superstructure is approximately 2.25 m high close to the doorway, 

where it is best preserved. As far as could be ascertained no ceiling or roof component 

was identified, and as such it is not clear whether the superstructure possessed a 

roofcomb or not. The façade is composed of cut limestone blocks positioned in a way as 

to create a design that encompasses the entire façade wall, both to the north and south of 

the doorway. These limestone blocks are offset from one another, jutting in or out of the 

wall of the superstructure, and placed vertically or horizontally, depending on their 

location within the larger design (Figures 7 and 8). 

  

 
Figure 7. Profile of western façade of the superstructure of Structure 3, viewed towards the east. 

 

 
Figure 8. Overhead photo of the northern half of the western façade of the superstructure of 

Structure 3, showing the armature in the center, the northern door jam on the right edge of the 

photo, and the 2 (two) recovered floors at the bottom of the photo. 
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Painted plaster can be identified in several locations along the façade, and is better 

preserved towards the bottom of the wall, where site formation processes would have 

undoubtedly provided it better preservation. Plaster fragments, some of these molded and 

painted, were encountered in great quantities (over 180 kg) throughout the architectural 

collapse that covered the façade at the time of excavation, suggesting that its dislodging 

from the façade is the result of natural architectural degradation, rather than purposeful 

removal by the ancient La Milpa community, which would have probably left a more 

distinct layer of plaster close to the landing floor (Trein 2012 personal observation). The 

plaster seems to have two coats of paint, the first orange and the second red (Figure 9). 

Samples of painted plaster were collected for mineral and chemical characterization, 

retrieved from fragments already detached from the wall. 
 

 
Figure 9. Painted plaster surfacing on the bottom of the façade. 

 

Excavations of the space in front of the central doorway of the superstructure exposed a 

sequence of stratigraphic layers that was not present elsewhere in A1-AX and A1-AX 

(extension) (Figure 7 and 10). This particular stratigraphy started approximately 1.5 m 

west of the door, becoming thicker and denser at the point of the doorway, where 

excavations terminated. It is unknown how extensive or deep it is within the building 

itself. At the level of the door, the stratigraphy presents itself as follows: above the 

landing floor, a layer of dark matrix, containing high amounts of charcoal, could be 

found. Above this layer, a stratum of white plaster material was encountered. Above this, 

another thin layer of dark matrix was uncovered, and within this layer, two sets of 
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ceramic fragments, which could be refitted to two separate Late Classic vessels, were 

recovered (Sullivan 2012 personal communication). These ceramic assemblages were 

positioned directly at the center of the door space, in between the door jams. Above the 

layer of dark matrix, a thick stratum (approximately 1 m in thickness at the level of the 

door jams) of dry large cobble fill was exposed. Distributed across the height of the 

stratum of dry large cobble fill on the northern side of the doorway a thick concentration 

of chert lithic debitage and obsidian fragments was encountered, as assemblage that was 

present also in front of the door. Approximately 4,000 chert debitage and 495 obsidian 

fragments were recovered from the space excavated in front of the doorway. A 40 cm 

thick layer of plaster ran through the middle dry large cobble fill stratum. Above dry 

large cobble fill, a deposit of limestone cobble in abundant organic matrix was identified, 

which has been associated with architectural collapse. 

 

 
Figure 10. Photo of the door space, showing the stratigraphic layers that span the doorway space 

Photo taken from the west. 

 

In conjunction with the artifact assemblage encountered within the doorway deposit, a 

rich artifact assemblage was recovered within the layer of architectural collapse that 

covered the architecture described above. Included in the assemblage were chert debitage 

and broken tools, obsidian debitage and blade fragments, and ceramics sherds in their 

majority of Late Classic chronology, with some Tzakol (Early Classic) trace (Sullivan 

2012 personal communication).  
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Discussion. Based on the data gathered 

in the 2011 and 2012 season, it is 

reasonable to suggest that Structure 3 

served a significant role in providing a 

stage for the propagation of an 

ideological, and possibly political, 

worldview to the community of La 

Milpa. The 13m long western façade of 

the central superstructure of Structure 3 

was comprised entirely of a set of 

sculptural decoration in its last 

construction phase, based on the 

limestone wall and plaster fragments 

recovered on the northern half of the 

western façade. The limestone blocks 

probably constituted a mask armature, 

which functioned as a support for the 

plaster that would have given shape and 

color to the sculptural elements. As far 

as the data recovered indicate, the 

armature design suggests a central mask 

element flanked by geometric designs. 

While the level of preservation, quality 

of construction, and chronology of 

Structure 3’s mask armature may not be 

comparable, the design of the central 

face motif of Structure 3 resembles that 

of a mask flanking the central staircase 

of an Early Classic substructure of 

Temple 33 at Tikal (Herring 2005) 

(Figure 11).  

 

 
Figure 11. Mask flanking an Early Classic 

substructure of Temple 33 at the site of 

Tikal, Guatemala. Courtesy of Metropolitan 

Museum, New York.  

 

Based on the armature recovered and artistic reconstruction, the central mask element 

consists of a face, facing outwards, open-mouthed, with ear flares. The eyes present a 

scroll eye design, suggesting a representation of a deity or ancestral figure (Looper 2009). 

Ancient Maya deities that have been portrayed with a scroll or curl eyes include Chac and 

God GI of the Palenque Triad (Beyer 1928; Miller and Taube 1997), although the precise 

identity of this figure remains uncertain at this point (Figure 12).  

 

It is important to stress that, as the plaster surfacing that covered the limestone mask 

armature is severely degraded, the interpretations of the nature and appearance of the 

masks of the superstructure of Structure 3 are but suggestions based on the morphology 

of the armature. It is acknowledged that the plaster surface may have added volume, 

color, and shapes that are no longer recognizable in the archaeological record. From the 

plaster surface that has survived, it is clear that the plaster was molded, mostly styled in a 
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shape suggested by the limestone armature, effectively covering the armature. Rare 

specimens of plaster cast in various shapes not directly associated to the armature were 

also uncovered throughout the façade, such as circular, concave shapes that could have 

represented the inside of an ear flare, as well as ball-like plaster shapes possibly 

representing beads, or drops (Figure 13). Considering that the amount of plaster 

recovered in the architectural collapse is potentially but a fraction of the original façade, 

the intricacy of the surviving plaster hints at the richness of sculptural detail of the façade 

of the superstructure of Structure 3 in the Late Classic. 

 

 
Figure 12. Artist’s reconstruction of the western façade of Structure 3.  

 

 
Figure 13. Rounded plaster fragments recovered on the façade of the superstructure of Structure 3, 

possibly shaped as the inside of an earflare. Plaster indicated with arrow. 

 

The plaster fragments recovered both on the façade and in the architectural collapse 

suggest that the façade at its latest phase was painted mostly red, with hematite 
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inclusions, with some sections painted in a burnt orange color. A previous coat of paint 

could be identified under the latest coat in some sections of the façade, this one being 

bright orange in color (Figure 9). The switch in color between painting events may be due 

to maintenance issues, access to resources, and/or change in decorative styles. It is not 

certain how much time elapsed between distinct painting events. 

 

Of important note also in a discussion of the façade of the superstructure of Structure 3 is 

the door. The superstructure was furnished with one wide central doorway, which would 

have not only provided light to the inner chamber, but may have also been wide enough 

for one or more individuals with elaborate costumes and headdresses to have emerged 

from the inside of the superstructure without difficulty. Likewise the top landing leading 

to the superstructure, of approximately 3.75 m in depth, could accommodate several 

individuals, and it can be suggested that it could have served as a stage for performances, 

dances, and rituals (Inomata 2006).  

 

Aside from the morphology of the superstructure, and how it may have been used, of 

great interest is also how it was abandoned. The doorway space was found to have been 

filled with several layers of mortar, dry fill, and sediment, which overflowed, seemingly 

from the interior of the superstructure, tapering off and terminating approximately 1.5 m 

from the superstructure walls. These strata are distinct from one another, as described 

above, which is markedly different from the architectural collapse that is found above and 

around this set of strata. The distribution of artifacts throughout these layers also shows 

distinctive patterning: two broken vessels were found within the layers of fine dark 

matrix above the landing floor, and a dense chert and obsidian assemblage lens was 

recovered from the stratum of dry fill. Based on this data, it could be proposed that the 

superstructure of Structure 3 was intentionally filled in, or terminated from its function in 

its last construction phase, before or at the point of abandonment of the site core at the 

end of the Late Classic. Moreover, the thick chert debitage and obsidian lens points to the 

deposition of these layers as a ritual event, as chert and obsidian lenses are often observed 

as capping layers to caches, tombs and other ritually significant deposits in the Early and 

Late Classic in Central Petén sites such as Rio Azul, Dos Hombres, Tikal, Dos Pilas, 

Caracol, Altar de Sacrificios, Altun Ha, Lamanai, Uaxactun and Yaxchilán (Adams 1999; 

Fitzsimmons 2009; Hall 1989; Palka 2000l; Trachman 1999). Nevertheless, the nature 

and function of the deposit, and what it may be covering, is still unclear, as the interior of 

the building has not yet been excavated.  

     

Northeast sector of Research Area: Units A1-AR, A1-AS, and A1-AT 

A1-AR, A1-AS and A1-AT formed part of a horizontal excavation that was started in 

2011 with units A1-AP and A1-AQ in the northeast sector of the research area (Figure 3). 

The objective of A1-AR, A1-AS and A1-AT was to investigate the types and nature of 

architecture and artifact assemblages present between the northeast corner of Structure 3 

and a deposit of 15,000 chert debitage approximately 18 m to the east and 19 m to the 

north of the this corner, originally identified in unit A1-AF in 2010 (Trein 2011). While 
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the excavation efforts in the 2011 field season concentrated on the area closest to 

Structure 3, A1-AR, A1-AS and A1-AT were situated closer to the chert debitage deposit 

to the northeast. Continuing with the excavation methodology adopted in 2011 in the 

excavation of A1-AP and A1-AQ, the units were excavated stratigraphically, except in 

smaller 1 x 1 m “sub-units” that were positioned at relatively equal intervals within the 

larger units (Figure 14). These sub-units were excavated at 10 cm levels where possible. 

Excavation in levels was employed in order to maintain chronological control in an 

environment where individual strata were known to be over 50 cm thick, based on 

excavations conducted in 2010 and 2011. It is acknowledged that activities in open areas, 

even repetitive long-term activities, may not leave a readily visible trace, and this 

excavation method should provide the best conditions for the identification of discreet 

occupation/activity cycles or phases in an area where major architecture is largely absent. 

The sub units are as follows: A1-AR West, A1-AR East, A1-AS South, A1-AS North and 

A1-AT East. 

 

 
Figure 14. Plan map of A1-AR, A1-AS and A1-AT. 
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Excavations uncovered a layer of limestone cobble in compact matrix under a stratum of 

topsoil and organic matter, which is congruent with the findings of previous excavations 

in the area (Trein 2011). This limestone cobble layer was only present in the western 

portions of A1-AR, A1-AS and A1-AT, terminating in an alignment of large limestone 

boulders (some of which over 50cm in length) that was oriented to approximately 6°, the 

same alignment as various architectural elements of Structure 3, described above (Figure 

14). The surface of the cobble stratum was not level, and seemed to present an undulating 

character particularly in A1-AR. Under the layer of limestone cobble a dense deposit of 

clay was identified where excavated (Figure 15). 

 

 
Figure 15. Southern profile of A1-AR, showing all the archaeological features encountered in A1-

AR, A1-AS and A1-AT. 

 

On the eastern sides of A1-AR, A1-AS, and A1-AT the topmost layer of organic material 

was directly on top of the clay stratum. The stratum of clay was excavated only in three 

of the sub-units within the three larger units: A1-AR West; A1-AS South; and A1-AT 

East; as well as in a test pit on the eastern-most edge of A1-AR. Only in A1-AR West 

was bedrock reached.  The clay stratum was characterized by dense clay matrix that was 

generally dark at the top, becoming lighter in proximity to bedrock. However, dark and 

mottled clay was also found infiltrated within lighter colored clay towards the bottom of 

the layer. The clay stratum transitioned discreetly into a layer of decomposed limestone 

(marl), under which limestone bedrock was found.  

 

The artifact assemblage encountered in A1-AR, A1-AS and A1-AT consisted in their 

majority of chert debitage, ceramic sherds and obsidian fragments, which varied in 

distribution and preservation state in relation to their location across these three units. 

Several observations may be made: first, there was a marked increase in the quantity of 

lithics towards the northeastern edge of the units, most pronounced in A1-AT, the unit 

closest to the dense chert debitage deposit encountered in 2010. Secondly, artifacts 

encountered on top of the limestone cobble deposit showed different wear patterns that 

those recovered on the eastern side of A1-AR, A1-AS and A1-AT. Ceramic sherds on top 
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of the limestone cobble layer were, on average, smaller and more “pebble-like” (with 

rounder edges) than those of the eastern side of A1-AR, A1-AS and A1-AT. Third, 

ceramics, chert debitage and obsidian fragments were found within the top of the clay 

layer, but were scarcer as one moved towards the bottom of the layer towards bedrock. 

Diagnostic ceramics recovered showed a majority of Tepeu 2, as well as Tepeu 3, with 

Tzakol and Chicanel trace along the edge of the platform, suggesting an occupation 

starting perhaps from the Late Preclassic to a more visible and better represented Late 

Classic (Sullivan 2012 personal communication). The ceramics recovered from the clay 

layer presented the same chronology, strongly Late Classic with a limited number of 

earlier Tzakol and Chicanel sherds.  

 

Soil samples were also collected from A1-AR, A1-AS and A1-AT. One soil sample of 

300 g was retrieved from each of the sub-units of A1-AR and A1-AS, 10 cm below 

topsoil, and two from the sub-unit of A1-AT, 10 cm below topsoil and 50 cm below 

topsoil, using the same extraction technique as that used in the collection of soil samples 

from the soil sampling grid. The soil sample extracted from 50cm below surface in A1-

AT will be used for an analysis of the clay material. 

 

Discussion. The evidence gathered from the northeast sector of the research area in the 

2011 and 2012 seasons seems to suggest the presence of a low platform, comprised of 

limestone boulders and cobbles placed immediately above a layer of clay, and possibly 

capped with a plaster floor, which has since degraded. This platform stretched from 

Structure 3, terminating in a step exposed most clearly in unit A1-AS, approximately 10 

m to the east. This platform does not seem like it was built level, since at least two 

channel-like features were encountered in A1-AR. It is not known what the nature of 

these channels may be, as it is not clear whether they are cultural. They may have been 

built into the platform in antiquity, or may have developed after the area’s abandonment, 

through natural processes such as tree growth and fall. Further excavation of the area is 

needed in order to understand this feature.  

 

In relation to the information gathered about the morphology of the platform, the artifact 

data found in this area can be contextualized and interpreted. It has been noted that the 

artifacts found on the platform show a considerably high degree of wear and post-

depositional breakage in comparison to the artifacts that were found off (to the east) the 

platform. Furthermore, the dense chert debitage and ceramic deposit first encountered in 

2010 was identified off the edge of the platform, its densest point located 4m to the east 

of the platform’s edge. This deposit presented a chronological sequence starting in 

possibly in the Late Preclassic and terminating most densely in the Late Classic, based on 

the chronology of the ceramic artifacts in the deposit. It may be proposed that this space 

was an area of high traffic, as suggested by the worn appearance of artifacts found on the 

platform, which may have been caused by trampling, as opposed to the artifacts found off 

the platform, which may have seen less traffic and may have been protected by the 

platform’s edge (Hyde, personal observation 2011; Sullivan, personal observation 2011; 
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Trachman, personal observation 2011; Trein 2011). It may also be stated that the 

presence and dense distribution of better preserved artifacts off the platform, in 

comparison to the assemblage recovered on the platform, may indicate cleaning behavior, 

where broken ceramics and refuse were tossed or brushed off the platform.  

 

While the data suggests access and use of this area possibly from the Late Preclassic to 

the Late Classic, it is unclear what types of activities were taking place aside from 

possible late-stage biface manufacture and maintenance (Trein 2012). The possible 

cleaning or sweeping of the platform in ancient times may obscure identification of 

activity areas, as materials associated with particular actions may have been removed 

from their original locations on the platform. Importantly, the context of these activities is 

also unclear – was biface manufacture associated with the maintenance of the structure, 

or perhaps market activity? How have these contexts changed through time? Further 

examination through soil analysis may elucidate on these questions. Phosphate analysis 

and ICP-MS may provide information on the presence of paths, areas of heavy traffic, 

and areas of chemical concentration tied to activities that may involve food processing 

and disposal, pigment processing, among others (Canuto et al 2010; Cap 2008; Hutson 

and Terry 2006; Robin 2002). Further horizontal exposure of the platform may also 

uncover discreet features within the platform’s surface, such as channels or raised areas 

that would be not immediately recognizable from the surface. 

 

Another area of interest within this sector of the research area is the clay stratum. Visual 

examination of the clay matrix revealed that it is potentially composed of 2:1 smectite 

clay rich in silica and manganese, formed in the Early Holocene and as such older than 

the Maya occupation of the area (Beach 2012 personal observation; Beach et al 2006). As 

a vertisol, it is highly expandable, meaning that it contracts and expands dynamically 

with the addition or removal of water, and as such it cracks, swells, and mixes itself in 

tune with the seasonal rains (Beach 2012 personal communication). The presence of 

darker, organically rich clay peppered in deeper levels within the clay stratum support 

this interpretation. The presence of artifacts in the top half of this clay layer may be 

explained through argilliturbation, a process in which artifacts fall into a lower, more 

ancient layer, through cracks in the clay matrix formed with the natural mixing action of 

the soil. Another potential interpretation is the consideration of the clay matrix as Maya 

clay, an anthropogenic soil produced from a process of siltation caused by high rates of 

erosion of deforested watershed areas in the Preclassic and Classic eras (Beach et al 

2006). Further examination of the structure and composition of the clay is needed in 

order to appropriately assess these interpretive possibilities.  

 

Experimental archaeology tests conducted on samples from the clay matrix hinted at its 

potential as a source of clay for pottery manufacture. Samples were retrieved, cleaned, 

cured, and dry ground, in preparation for shaping. No temper was added, as the clay was 

already self-tempered with fine limestone fragments (Hankins 2012 personal 

communication). It was noted that in the air-drying and firing process, the clay, shaped 
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into a vessel, did not crack (Hankins 2012 personal communication). The apparent good 

quality of the clay at Structure 3 for pottery manufacture may have been known by the 

ancient Maya community at La Milpa, however it is not yet known whether this resource 

was tapped for local pottery manufacture, and chemical sourcing studies of a sample of 

the ceramic assemblages found throughout the site may be conducted in order to answer 

this question. 

 

Eastern Edge of Research Area: Units A1-AY, A1-AZ, and A1-BA 

A1-AY, A1-AZ and A1-BA consisted of 1 x 1 m vertical soundings designed to assess 

the stratigraphy and archaeological material present at the area to the far east and 

northeast of Structure 3. Importantly, these units were excavated to ground the findings 

of soil chemical characterization undertaken in this area in the larger context of 

stratigraphic and artifact data. Topographically, this sector of the research area is 

characterized by an elevated ridge running in a general north-south orientation (Figure 3). 

Large limestone boulders, and exposed bedrock are visible throughout this area. A1-AY, 

A1-AZ and A1-BA were located at the base, middle and crest of the ridge respectively, 

from west to east. These units were excavated to bedrock (Figure 16).  

 

A1-AY, the unit closest to Structure 3, showed a relatively shallow stratigraphy, 

consisting of a 40 cm deep stratum of topsoil and dark organic matrix at its deepest, 

directly above the limestone bedrock. Bedrock was found to be irregular in surface and 

solid, with no layer of marl preceding bedrock. The stratigraphy at A1-AY contrasts 

sharply with that of A1-AT, 29 m to the west, as it does not show a layer of clay. The 

artifact assemblage encountered in A1-AY consisted of a few pieces of chert debitage 

and few ceramic sherds of Late Classic  chronology (Tepeu 2) with Early Classic 

(Tzacol) trace (Sullivan 2012, personal communication).   

 

A1-AZ was located approximately mid-way up the slope, to the east of A1-AY and west 

of A1-BA. The stratigraphy at this location was similar to A1-AY, in that it consisted of a 

single stratum of topsoil and organic material, of approximately 40cm in thickness at its 

deepest. This layer was encountered immediately above bedrock, which sloped upwards 

to the east. Artifacts encountered also mirrored those in A1-AY, composed of lithic 

debitage and ceramics, which also showed a predominantly Late Classic chronology with 

traces of Early Classic presence (Sullivan 2012, personal communication). 

 

Finally, A1-BA was established on the crest of the ridge, and was the furthest excavation 

unit to the east of Structure 3. This unit was characterized by the deepest stratigraphic 

sequence out of the eastern units, characterized by two strata separated by an interface 

layer. No signs of construction or architecture were encountered in the excavation of this 

unit. The top stratum was comprised of dark organic compact matrix with few limestone 

inclusions, congruent with its location at the top of the stratigraphic sequence, while the 

bottom stratum, immediately above limestone bedrock was comprised of lighter colored 

silty matrix with few small limestone inclusions. The limited artifact assemblage 
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recovered includes chert debitage and ceramic sherds. The latest stratum showed 

primarily Late Classic (Tepeu 2) chronology and traces of Early Classic (Tzakol) 

ceramics, while the earlier stratum had ceramics dating primarily from the Late Classic 

(Tepeu 2) as well as a trace of Late Preclassic (Chicanel) (Sullivan 2012 personal 

communication). The distribution of Early Classic and Late Preclassic ceramics in 

otherwise Late Classic deposits is problematic, but may suggest that this area may have 

been in use by the ancient Maya since the Late Preclassic. Soil samples were taken from 

A1-BA (300 g samples from 25 cm and 50 cm depth) to be analyzed for phytolith content 

as well as carbon isotope analysis, which may provide information on the type of 

vegetation present in this eastern edge of the research area in ancient times (Dunning et al 

2002). 

 

 
Figure 16. Profiles of units A1-AY, A1-AZ, 

and A1-BA. 

 

 

An unsystematic pedestrian survey was 

also carried out to the east of A1-BA, in 

an attempt to expediently investigate the 

surrounding topography. A stone 

alignment of eight large limestone 

blocks (measuring 50 cm in diameter or 

more), aligned to an approximate north-

south orientation, was encountered 19 

m to the east of unit A1-BA, on the 

eastern edge of the ridge crest. This 

stone alignment generally followed the 

orientation of the ridge, and, although 

partially buried, was visible from the 

surface. While not equally spaced, this 

alignment was present for a distance of 

approximately 15 m. Due to time 

constraints, this feature was not 

excavated, although the area was 

cleaned of foliage and organic debris 

for documentation through photography 

(Figure 17).  

 

Discussion. This area is of great interest 

archaeologically due to the seemingly 

inverted relationship between depth of 

matrix in the excavation units and their 

position on the ridge – the stratigraphy 

in the top of the ridge is much deeper 

(over twice the depth) than the 

stratigraphy present at the bottom of the 

ridge.  
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Figure 17. Photograph of boulder alignment 

to the east of A1-BA, looking north. 

Boulders highlighted. 

 

Natural erosion processes would dictate 

that soil would be deposited down the 

slope through the action of water, wind, 

and gravity, but this does not seem to be 

the case. The finding of an alignment of 

several limestone boulders lining the 

eastern edge of the crest of the ridge 

seems to suggest that there may have 

been an effort from the residents of La 

Milpa to contain soil at the top of the 

ridge through the construction of a 

terrace or a platform, culturally 

modifying the landscape. 

 

The reasons to why soil was penned on 

top of a natural ridge to the east of 

Structure 3 and Plaza A remains 

obscure, as the 2012 investigations were 

exploratory and limited in nature. 

Further excavation and soil analysis is 

needed in order to recover enough 

evidence to suggest an explanation. 

However, possibilities are manifold, 

including the use of this area for food 

producing, such as a kitchen garden, or 

an urban garden for ornamental or 

medicinal plants (Chase and Chase 

1998; Chase et al 1990; Tourtellot 

1993).  

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS AND FURTHER STUDY 

Archaeological investigations of Structure 3 and environs yielded valuable information 

about the patterns of use, access, and significance of this space in the La Milpa 

community. Structure 3 emerges as an important landmark within the architectural 

complex of the site core of La Milpa, not only because of its imposing size and location 

at the main access point into Plaza A (Trein 2011), but also due to the iconography and 

symbolism built into its top central superstructure. The significance of this structure in La 

Milpa community life is reflected also in the careful, methodical way in which the 

structure was terminated – using materials (such as chert and obsidian) that are often 

associated with other highly significant ritual deposits. 
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While the structure itself may have seen much activity related to the ideological, social 

and political concepts imparted by the superstructure – dances, rituals, performances, 

sacrifices, etc – Structure 3 was also the arena for the performance of more everyday 

activities, such as tool manufacture, limestone quarrying (Trein 2012), and potentially 

also other activities such as small-scale agriculture or tending. It is clear that the 

significance of Structure 3 goes beyond its impact in the legitimization of an elite class 

and the propagation of particular messages to the populace (Ashmore 1981, 1986; 1991a; 

1991b; Ashmore and Knapp 1999; Ashmore and Sabloff 2002; Freidel and Schele 1986, 

1988). Structure 3 was also a place where non-elite residents of La Milpa (and possibly 

beyond) met, worked, transited through, and interacted with one another, while partaking 

in different activities. 

 

In terms of future work, there are many avenues to pursue. In order to better understand 

the significance of the deposit sealing the doorway of the superstructure of Structure 3, 

the inside of the superstructure should be investigated, through targeted excavation. An 

examination of the area surrounding the superstructure on its northern and southern sides 

may also be of value, in order to understand the peculiar topography of the top of 

Structure 3. Topographic mapping as well as pedestrian survey have identified two 

possible smaller superstructures, one on either side of the central superstructure.  

 

On the northeast side of the research area, more excavation may be conducted along the 

edge of the platform encountered in A1-AR, A1-AS and A1-AT, in order to investigate 

the architectural morphology of the platform and identify other potential artifact 

assemblages associated with activities happening on and off the platform. 

 

The eastern edge of the research area is one that holds much potential in this particular 

research project, which aims to understand the potential variability in the uses and access 

of Structure 3 and its surroundings. The possible use of this space as a food producing 

area could entail the access of this space by non-elite laborers who are often associated 

with the tending of crops. Other possibilities include the use of the space perhaps as an 

orchard or garden with not only food-producing potential, but also medicinal or aesthetic 

value, perhaps like the gardens cultivated by the Aztec in the Post-Classic period at 

certain sites in Central Mexico (Townsend 2000). Further investigation of this area would 

entail excavation of the stone alignment already identified, more extensive pedestrian 

surveys of the area, as well as further excavation and soil sampling for the recovery of 

artifact assemblages, pollen, phytoliths, and carbon isotope ratios.  
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REPORT OF THE 2012 EXCAVATIONS AT THE  

SOUTH BALLCOURT OF LA MILPA, OPERATION A6 

 

David Chatelain, Tulane University 

 

INTRODUCTION 

During the 2012 field season, continuing excavations were conducted at the South 

Ballcourt at La Milpa, designated Operation A6. Excavations from the prior 2011 season 

had focused on the playing alley and the eastern range structure, Structure 6 (Chatelain 

2012). The 2012 excavations continued at Structure 6 as well as Structure 7. 

 

EXCAVATIONS 

The 2012 excavations are briefly summarized below, detailing the purpose of each subop 

and the features identified in each. Subops B and C were reopened from the previous 

field season and excavated further, and these subops are treated as one group. 

 

Subops B and C 

Subops B and C formed part of a trench running E-W across Structure 6 on its western 

(front) face. These units were reopened during the 2012 season. A .5 x .5m portion of 

Subop B was excavated through the well-preserved plaster floor just behind the base of 

the structure located in 2011. This continuation of Subop B was intended to assess the 

stratigraphy below Structure 6 and compare it to the stratigraphy identified in front of the 

structure, identified in Subop A during the prior season. The plaster floor was about 7 cm 

thick, and the same brown fill with cobble inclusions was identified below it, consistent 

with the stratigraphy from Subop A. 

 

Subop C was excavated further in front of the vertical wall located in 2011. At that time, 

a dense layer in front of this wall was interpreted as a possible cultural feature. However, 

further excavation demonstrated this not to be the case. The vertical wall continued below 

this level, but terminated about 1m above the plaster floor. Portions of plaster, possibly 

plaster facing, were observed in both profiles at this depth, where the wall terminated, 

oriented nearly horizontal. The structure may have had a 1m tall bench beginning at the 

base of the vertical wall, reaching 3m to the base of the structure in Subop B. This 

architecture would be consistent with the identification of the structure as the eastern 

range of a ballcourt. 

 

Subop D 

Subop D was a 2 x 2 m unit extending to the south of Subop B and was intended to locate 

the rest of the ceramic feature embedded in the plaster floor, identified in Subop B during 

the 2011 season. Stratigraphy in this unit was consistent with that observed in Subop B. 

Four more ceramic pieces were located in this unit, articulated and in a distinct line 

continuing from the pattern in Subop B (Figure 1). Little of the ceramic feature was 
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present in Subop D, but this allowed the boundaries of the embedded ceramic feature to 

be known. 

 

 
Figure 1. Ceramic feature embedded in plaster floor, Subop B. 

 

Subop E 

Subop E was the designation given to the cleaning of the looter’s trench that laterally 

bisected Structure 7, the opposing structure of the South Ballcourt. This structure has 

been severely damaged by looting, and so this looter’s trench was profiled to identify part 

of its construction history. A smaller excavation was planned for the center of the looter’s 

trench, to uncover any earlier construction phases, but this was abandoned due to time 

constraints and difficulty in setting up a unit in the dry boulder fill of the structure. The 

profile is presented in Figure 2. The floor designations labeled in the profile are 

independent of the plaster floors located in Subops A-D and F-G. 

 

Subop F 

Subop F was a 1 x 2 m (2 m E-W) unit at the base of Structure 7. This subop was 

intended to locate the base of the structure and to determine if the orientation, 

architecture, and construction fill matched that found in Structure 6. The base of the 

structure was indeed located, with two courses of preserved stones, and had a matching 

(about 9 degrees E of N) orientation to Structure 6. The same gray construction fill was 

identified behind the base of Structure 7. With the bases of both structures located, they 

would have been parallel and about 4 m apart, forming a narrow playing alley. 
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Figure 2. South profile of looter’s trench, Structure 7. 

 

A well-preserved portion of the same plaster floor (roughly .5 x .5m) was also located in 

front of the structure at its base. Subop F was continued in two areas, in front of the 

structure and the preserved plaster floor, and behind the base of the structure. Portions of 

an earlier plaster floor were identified in the 1 x .5m (1 m N-S) area in front of the 

structure, 30 cm above bedrock. Portions of the same plaster floor were located behind 

the base of the structure. This earlier floor was not located in any excavations at Structure 

6. 

 

Subop G 

Subop G was a 1 x 3 m (3 m N-S) unit continuing from the south of Subop F, sharing the 

same western wall. This unit was placed to follow the base of Structure 7, and possibly to 

locate the corner. However, the base of the structure continued past the boundaries of 

Subop G and no corner was located, nor was any preserved plaster. As this unit was 

opened two days before the end of the season, no time remained to open another unit to 

locate the corner. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The 2012 excavations at Structures 6 and 7 of La Milpa, Op A6, provide further 

architectural details for these structures and support their identification as a ballcourt. 

This ballcourt appears to be oriented about 9 degrees E of N, with a 4m wide playing 

alley. The bench, as identified for the eastern range structure, was about 1 m tall and 3 m 

deep, and it sloped at a very shallow angle so as to be nearly horizontal. A nearly vertical 

wall continued above the bench. 

 

While excavations at Structure 6 did not locate any earlier construction phases, the 

looter’s trench in Structure 7 revealed at least four distinct construction phases. The 

Structure 6 excavations were not especially invasive into the structure, however, and 

earlier phases may exist. The earlier plaster floor located beneath Structure 7 was not 
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located below Structure 6, and may yet suggest some difference in the construction 

histories of these two structures. 
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OVERVIEW OF THE 2012 LA MILPA 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL FIELD SEASON 
 

Brandon S. Lewis, Santa Monica College 

Yoav Me-Bar, Programme for Belize Archaeological Project 

Scott Guzman, Programme for Belize Archaeological Project 

Leon de Santillana, Programme for Belize Archaeological Project 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The Programme for Belize Archeological Project (PfBAP) 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 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 21 stelae, two ballcourts, major pyramids, 

administrative structures, and a series of large, connected plazas (Figure 1).  Based on 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 Programme for 

Belize Archaeological Project 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 
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the courtyard level of integration. To investigate this research question 

courtyards/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 (from Hammond and Tourtellot).  

 

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 
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the role of this polity within the changing political landscape of the region. At present, 

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-to-Terminal Classic construction.  To the contrary, 

Houk and Zarro 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 EXTENDED LINEAGE 149 

Excavations focused on the analysis of Courtyard 149, situated approximately 1/4 

kilometer southeast of the Southern Acropolis (Figure 2). This locus satisfied our 

research requirements in that:  

 

1) Its proximity to the Southern Acropolis suggests differential privilege 

2) The presence of key status and religious markers were consistent with those of 

an elite class (e.g., associated C-shaped structure, a courtyard temple, and fine 

cut-stone architecture) 

3) Its 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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Courtyard 149 is situated atop an 

artificially modified ridge slope 

approximately five 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.  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.  

 

Based on data generated and 

observations made during the first five 

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.  

 
Figure 2. Extended lineage associated with 

Courtyard 149. 

 

 

SUMMARY OF 2012 EXCAVATIONS 

Excavation during the 2012 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 north and northeast flank of the courtyard.  Our goals were to:  

 

1) Delineate the northern and eastern terminus of Structure 63 

2) Reconstruct and date the various construction phases associated with Structure 

63 
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3) Recommence examination of Structure 64 

4) Identify the architectural connection between Structures 63 and 64, and 

5) Evaluate the potential for structure consolidation and its incorporation into the 

country’s long-term plans for cultural preservation and sustainable eco-tourism.   

 

Structure 63 

A total of five new Suboperations were initiated during the 2012 field season. These units 

were designated Subops BH, BI, BJ, BK, and BL (see Figure 3 for unit location).  The 

units will be presented alphabetically.  

 

 
Figure 3. Operation 1, Southeastern Lineage, Courtyard 149, Structure 63. 

 

Suboperation BH: Subop BH is a 2 x 1 m northern extension of Subop BC. The goal of 

this Sub-op was to identify the structure’s east wall and delineate the northeastern corner 

of the Structure 63. Identifying said corner would contribute to our understanding of the 

structure’s overall dimension and allow us to decipher the various construction phases. 

Excavation also aimed at assessing the degree of preservation of the associated red 

specular-hematite, plaster floor. Investigation of Subop BH began during the 2011 field 

season and terminated with Lot 5.  A total of seven additional lots were excavated during 

the 2012 field season (Lots 6-13): 
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Lot 6: Removal of backfill from the 2011 field season.  

Lot 7:  Excavation of the northern half of the unit with the intention of further 

exposing the eastern wall and locating the northeastern corner. The lot was 

terminated upon reaching construction fill. 

Lot 8: Construction fill was removed to expose the interior face of the eastern wall. 

Importantly, the northeastern corner of Structure 63 was identified in addition to a 

possible door jam.  

Lot 9: This lot was associated with the northern half of the Subop. Collapse and 

interior construction fill was removed and the outer portion of the structure was 

further defined. 

Lot 10: The aim of this lot was to excavate down to the level of the specular-

hematite floor. However, a raised plaster surface (non-painted) was identified 

roughly 35cm above the aforementioned plaster floor.  The function of this surface is 

uncertain, but may represent an inner bench or step.  

Lot 11: The goal of this lot was to clarify the connection/transition between the 

lower floor and raised surface. A cut stone was found resting atop the lower floor, 

which may support the interpretation that this feature represents an interior step. This 

transition remains unclear due to poor preservation. 

Lot 12: While excavation continued to expose the column associated with the eastern 

wall, it became evident that the column extended well below the painted plaster floor 

(thereby suggesting an earlier occupational phase). Upon reaching the actual surface 

of the red specular hematite floor in the southern half of the unit, a ceremonial 

ceramic deposit was discovered.  

Lot 13: In total, 37 ceramic shards were recovered, many of which appear to be part 

of a single polychrome vessel.  Due to time constraints, excavations of this deposit 

were suspended.  Analysis will continue during the 2013 field season.  

 

Suboperation BI: Subop BI is a 2 x 1 m northern extension of Subop AO, which was 

excavated in 2011. Excavation was aimed at identifying the northern wall of Structure 63, 

locating the northwestern corner of the structure, and clarifying the various construction 

episodes embedded within the west wall of Subop AO. Due to time restrictions we were 

unable to reach the level of the specular-hematite floor. Excavations will at this locus 

during the 2013 field season. A total of seven lots were excavated: 

 

Lot 1: Excavation of the humus layer which contained small limestone cobbles (5-

7cm). 

Lot 2: Excavation identified several cut stones in apparent alignment within the 

center of the unit. In addition, irregular limestone cobbles may were recovered in an 

apparent “collapse” context.  

Lot 3: This lot is identified as sub-floor fill. This suggests the possibility of a 

terminal period platform abutting Structure 63.  Given the poor preservation of this 

platform excavation proceeded below. 
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Lot 4: Construction fill was removed, further exposing the cut stone alignment. This 

architectural feature appears to represent the outer face of the northern wall. 

Excavation was concentrated within southern half of unit. 

Lot 5: The removal of construction fill appeared to clarify the northwestern corner of 

Structure 63.  

Lot 6: Excavation was restricted to the southern half of the unit and exposed several 

coursings of the structure’s northern wall.  

Lot 7: While the exterior face of the northern wall has been clearly defined, we had 

difficulties clarifying both the interior face of the wall and the actual intersection 

created in the northwest corner. Further excavation will be performed in the 2013 

field season.  

 

Suboperation BJ: Subop BJ is a 2 x 1 m eastern extension of Subop BH and is aligned 

with Subops BK and BL to the south. The goal of this subop was to define the outer face 

of the eastern wall of Structure 63 and to further expose the plaster floor identified in 

Subop BH.  Due to the end of the field season, as well as the exposure of an additional 

stone alignment (a possible formalized walkway), excavation was terminated before 

reaching the level of the plaster floor. A total of four lots were excavated:  

 

Lot 1: We removed compacted backdirt from previous excavations down to the level 

of the humus. Large roots (10-20 cm) were present throughout the unit. 

Lot 2: The goal of this lot was to remove any remaining backdirt and the 

aforementioned roots.  

Lot 3: While excavating construction fill, an alignment of large cut stones (20-50 

cm) was encountered suggesting an associated architectural feature. 

Lot 4: We excavated this alignment down to the level of the later plaster floor 

identified in Subop BH.  This feature continued to south. Early assessment suggests 

that this feature may be part of a formalized outer walkway.  

 

Suboperation BK: Subop BK is a 1 x 1 m southern extension of Subop BJ and is located 

directly north of Subop BL. The goal of this subop was to further clarify the nature of the 

architectural feature identified in Subop BJ. While it appears that the outer face of the 

eastern wall is poorly preserved, further excavation is needed to further define and 

understand the proposed formalized walkway to the rear of Structure 63. In total, five lots 

were excavated: 

 

Lot 1: Removal of the humus layer. High concentration of roots and large stones 

were observed (not in alignment).  

Lot 2: Lot 2 revealed that these stones represented collapse from the eastern wall. It 

appeared that we have identified another entrance into Structure 63 based on the 

formalized break of the eastern wall. Change in soil color necessitated lot 

termination. 
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Lot 3: Continued excavation during Lot 3 supported our notion that the architectural 

feature found in Subob BJ continued to the south.  

Lot 4: Despite the removal of additional collapse, the exact function of this stone 

alignment remains unclear.  

Lot 5: Due to poor preservation the exact nature of this architectural feature remains 

unknown. We still propose the possibility that this represents a formalized walkway 

outside and to the east of Structure 63. Excavation did not reach the level of the 

interior painted plaster floor.  

 

Suboperation BL: Subop BL is a 1 x 1 m eastern extension of Subop BC and is located 

south of Subop BK. Excavation was aimed at delineating a formalized eastern entrance 

and a possible associated staircase of Structure 63. In addition, we hoped to ascertain the 

easterly extent of the specular-hematite floor and the degree to which it was preserved.  

No evidence of a staircase was identified and the preservation of the exterior painted 

plaster floor was poor. No further excavation is required. In total, seven lots were 

excavated: 

 

Lot 1: Removal of compacted backdirt from previous excavations and exposure of 

humus. 

Lot 2: Collapse was removed with numerous roots encountered.  Heavy root damage 

has caused some disruption to the southern side of the eastern wall entrance.  

Lot 3: Lot 3 continued to remove construction fill/collapse. Due to the presence of 

large tree roots (30cm+) throughout the unit, excavation was limited to the eastern 

half of the Sub-op. 

Lot 4: Many of the roots were removed and the lot focused on the western half of the 

unit. Lot 4 was taken down to the level of the interior specular-hematite floor. 

Preservation of the floor was extremely poor.  

Lot 5: Lot 5 focused on the eastern half of the Sub-op and removed un-cut stones 

that had been adversely affected by root disturbance. This lot terminated shy of the 

painted floor identified in the western half of the unit.  

Lot 6: We continued to remove large stones that appeared to be out of context. 

Excavation reached the level of the painted plaster floor, but preservation was 

extremely poor.  

Lot 7: Lot 7 was dedicated to formalizing the level of the painted plaster floor 

throughout the entire 1 x 1 m unit. Excavation revealed that the floor extends 

approximately 70 cm east of the interior face of the eastern wall. No further 

excavation is necessary.  

 

Structure 64 

A total of 10 units were excavated within Structure 64 (Subops A, BO-BR, and BV-BZ; 

see Figure 4 for unit location). Previous investigation of this structure is limited to the 

efforts initiated in 2007. Consequently, an extensive lateral survey of Structure 64 was 
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commenced in order to address the various research questions stated above.  The subops 

will be presented alphabetically. 

 

 
Figure 4. Operation 1, Southeastern Lineage, Courtyard 149, Structure 64. 

 

Suboperation A: Subop A is a continuation of excavation initiated in 2007.   Lot 

designation began with Level six and was restricted the eastern half of the original unit. 

Lots 6-8 represent 1 x 1 m probes conducted 1) to examine the condition of the upper 

plaster surface first identified in 2007, 2) to verify the presence of exposed sub-floor fill 

in the southern third of the unit, and 3) to delineate the outer face of what appears to be 

an inner bench/wall feature. Excavation was limited to the removal of collapse and 

subsequent construction fill. In total, three lots were excavated: 

 

Lot 6: This lot focused solely on the removal of backfill down to the level of an 

apparent plaster floor identified in 2007.  This lot also exposed the outer face of the 

bench feature originally identified in Subop N. Given the poor preservation of the 

plaster floor it was decided to proceed below.  

Lot 7: Excavation removed the floor and continued into construction fill. The context 

of this lot was very distinct and was identified as bright plaster melt.  

Lot 8: Lot 8 continued with the removal of additional construction fill. Again, the 

goal of this unit was to identify the function of the bench/wall feature immediately to 

the north and to see how far this feature extended downward. Lot 8 identified that 

this wall feature was vertically segmented, indicating the possibility of a later wall 

plug. Further excavation is needed to gain additional information.   

 

Suboperation BO: Subop BO is a 2 x 1 m western extension of Subop N (excavated 

during the 2007 field season). The purpose of this Subop was to assess the western extent 

of the bench/wall feature identified in Subop N. Additionally, excavation hoped to locate 
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a possible intersection of this bench/wall feature with a north/south trending wall. In 

total, four lots were excavated: 

 

Lot 1: Lot 1 was limited to the removal of the humus layer.  

Lot 2: Lot 2 revealed that the bench/wall feature continued to the west.  At this point, 

the Subop was divided into three distinct contexts: 1) the proposed exterior space, 2) 

the feature itself, and 3) the interior space created by the wall alignment. 

Lot 3: This lot examined the southern 70 cm of the unit, coinciding with the 

proposed exterior space associated with the aforementioned alignment.  Excavation 

of Lot 3 suggests that this architectural feature most likely represents a structure 

wall. Stratigraphic changes similar to those noted in 2007 were observed. 

Lot 4: Lot 4 continued with the removal of apparent collapse. A possible plaster 

floor was identified at the terminus of this lot.  Further excavations will serve to 

clarify this assumption.   

 

Suboperation BP: Subop BP is a 1 x 2 m northern extension of Subop N (2007). The aim 

of this unit was to expose the northern wall and examine the interior space associated 

with this structure. In total, four lots were excavated: 

 

Lot 1: Removal of compacted backdirt associated with adjacent excavations. Lot 1 

terminated at the humus layer. 

Lot 2: An east-west alignment of several cut stones was observed. The alignment 

appears to be collapsing to the north.  

Lot 3: The above-mentioned alignment is identified as the northern wall of the 

structure.  Excavation of this lot continued in hopes of identifying the basal coursing 

of the wall. All collapse was removed.   

Lot 4: Lot 4 was ended at what appears to be a plaster surface.  In the process, the 

basal extent of the northern wall was further exposed.  Excavation of this unit was 

put on hold due to time constraints.  

 

Suboperation BQ: Subop BQ is a 1 x 1 m western extension of the northern half of 

Subop A and is directly south of Subop BO. The goal of this unit was to investigate a 

collection of large cut stones (30-50 cm in length) present on the surface. These stones do 

not appear to be in alignment and most likely are not associated with any formalized 

walls of the structure. A total of four lots were excavated:  

 

Lot 1: Removal of humus and exposure of the cut stones visible on the surface. 

Lot 2: Lot 2 continued to examine the concentration of cut stones.  At the completion 

of Lot 2 it was determined that no alignment existed and that these stones were not in 

situ.   

Lot 3: The collapsed cut stones were removed. 

Lot 4: Excavation continued below the collapsed stones and a plaster surface was 

identified. This surface appears to represent the same feature exposed in Subop A to 



  Overview of 2012 La Milpa Field Season 

49 

the east. Based on an analysis of the overall structure, this plaster surface is argued to 

represent an outer platform/patio for the residents of Structure 64. No further 

excavation is planned.  

 

Suboperation BR: Subop BR is a 1 x 2 m eastern extension of Subop BR. The aim of this 

unit was to find the eastern terminus of the northern wall of Structure 64 and to assess its 

proposed architectural relationship with Structure 63 located immediately to the east.  

Because the elevation of Subop BR is lower than that of BP, we presume that this space 

represents a formalized entranceway nestled between Structures 64 and 63. Excavation 

was able to locate the eastern terminus of the northern wall. In total, six lots were 

excavated: 

 

Lot 1: This lot was limited to the removal of the humus layer. 

Lot 2: Removal of wall collapse and exposure of stones that appear to be in 

alignment. A tripod vessel leg was recovered. This lot was terminated due to a 

distinct soil change. 

Lot 3: In Lot 3 we continued to excavate collapse and ended the level at the same 

elevation of the plaster floor identified in Subop BP.  

Lot 4: Excavation continued below the level of the plaster floor. The northeastern 

corner of the wall was identified. 

Lot 5: Within this lot we continued the removal of wall collapse. Several large stones 

(30-40 cm) were left in place due to their spatial proximity to the wall itself.  

Lot 6: The aforementioned stones were removed as no alignment or architectural 

connection was identified. Further excavation is needed to clarify the exact extent 

and depth of the northern wall.    

 

Suboperation BV: Subop BV is a 2 x 2 m unit located two meters east of Subop N and 

immediately southeast of Subop BR. Subops BY and BZ are directly adjacent to the east. 

This unit was specifically located to assess a 50 cm rise atop the mound. It originally 

appeared that this “rise” may represent an architectural feature distinct from the wall 

identified in Subops N, BO, and BW. Upon excavation, though, this feature appears to be 

a continuation of the structure wall to the west. In total, one lot was excavated: 

 

Lot 1: The humus layer was removed to expose an alignment of cut stones. These 

stones are part of the same wall feature lying immediately to the west. Due to time 

constraints we were unable to complete excavations. During the 2013 field season 

we will continue to examine this portion of the structure and investigate its 

functional and architectural relationship with Structure 63.  

 

Suboperation BW: Subop BW is a 2 x 1 m western extension of Subop BO with the 

hopes of identifying the western terminus of the wall/bench feature associated with 

Structure 64. Excavation during the 2013 field season is needed. Due to time constraints, 

only one lot was excavated: 
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Lot 1: The humus layer was removed to expose the continuation of the bench/wall 

feature running east-west through Subops N and BO. The western termination of the 

feature may have been identified, but due to insufficient excavation and heavy root 

presence further excavation is required.  

 

Suboperation BX: Subop BX is a 1 x 1 m eastern extension of the Subop A probe (Lots 

6-8). The aim of this unit is to assess the eastern extent of the plaster floor identified in 

Subop A. A possible stone alignment was identified along with a tentative continuation of 

the floor.  In total, three lots were excavated: 

 

Lot 1: Removal of the humus layer.  

Lot 2: Removal of collapse with the lot terminated due to soil change.  

Lot 3: Lot 3 continued to the level of the plaster floor identified in Subops A and N. 

The floor was tentatively identified along with a stone alignment that may represent 

a corner of an architectural feature. Further investigation is required to secure an 

interpretation.  

 

Suboperation BY: Subop BY is a 1 x 2 m eastern extension of the northern half of Subop 

BV and is located directly north of Subop BZ. The aim of this unit was to locate the 

eastern termination of the possible wall feature identified in Subop BV. Through this unit 

we hope to find a connection between structures 64 and 63. In total, one lot was 

excavated: 

 

Lot 1: The humus layer was removed to expose an alignment of stones running in an 

easterly direction from Subop BV. However, due to time constraints we were unable 

to ascertain the eastern termination of this alignment, its basal depth, or its 

articulation (if any) to Structure 63. Excavation during the 2013 will address these 

uncertainties. 

 

Suboperation BZ: Subop BZ is a 1 x 2 m eastern extension of the southern half of Subop 

BV and is directly south of Subop BY. The goal of this sub-op was to identify a possible 

formalized entrance way adjacent to Structure 64 and to develop a further understanding 

of the connectivity of architectural features in the general area. A total of two lots were 

excavated:  

 

Lot 1: Humus was removed and cut stones were exposed at the surface. There 

appeared to be an alignment of stones running east-west which may have been part 

of a formalized entrance way.  

Lot 2: Lot 2 focused on the removal of collapse. The alignment exposed in this unit 

is directly parallel to the alignment identified in Subop BY. Further excavation 

during the 2013 field season is needed to identify the existence of said entrance.  
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DISCUSSION OF STRUCTURE 63 

2012 excavation of the eastern flank concentrated on further delineating the dimensions 

and construction history of Structure 63.  In particular, excavations examined: 1) the 

northern and eastern terminus of the structure, 2) the possibility of an earlier 

entrance/walkway situated to the east, and 3) the manner in which the eastern flank 

articulates with the proposed entrance way located immediately to the northwest. 

 

A total of five units (of varying dimension) were either initiated or continued to clarify 

the complex series of interior construction phases.  Consistent with our 2011 

interpretations, multiple building phases are projected.  We tentatively propose a 

minimum of 8 separate construction episodes for the eastern structure. Our and 2011 and 

2012 efforts were able to delineate the eastern terminus (back wall) of the structure and 

identify multiple Late Preclassic entry doors. Furthermore, it appears that we have been 

able to identify the northern wall of the structure.  While further clarification is needed, it 

does appear that a series of modifications and Late Classic platforms may have been 

added atop the original structure.  Based on the data generated over the past three years, it 

certainly appears that structure layout and access changed noticeably over the years of 

occupation.  

 

The data generated by this project tentatively argues for long-term, accretionary growth 

of residential Structure 63 (Courtyard 149).  The quality of cut-stone masonry, along with 

the red, specular hematite floor, indicates a noticeable degree of residential affluence well 

in advance of the Late Classic. To the contrary, the courtyard’s single-phase, Late Classic 

temple structure, along with the presumed Late Classic date for the lineage’s 

southernmost plaza, testifies to considerable expansion during the Late Classic. These 

data appear to provide a balance between the competing developmental models discussed 

above.  

 

DISCUSSION OF STRUCTURE 64 

Considerable attention was directed toward the analysis of Structure 64. Although it was 

originally tested in 2007, very little was known in regard to structure size, function, and 

layout.  The 2012 field season helped to answer many of these uncertainties.   

 

Excavations seem to confirm that Structure 64 does, in fact, serve a residential function. 

This certainly was the original assumption, but based upon the architectural features 

identified, this assessment can be confirmed. Its location along the northern flank of the 

courtyard most likely indicates that it served as the seat of the courtyard patriarch. 

Although it is too early to reconstruct the exact sequence of construction phases for this 

structure, we do feel confident in proposing a reasonable outline of construction events.  

This proposition will be tested in the upcoming season and a specific overview will be 

provided. 
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Unlike Structure 63, there does appear to be a greater degree of associated patio, 

platform, and ancillary space.  These architectural features are consistent with attached 

activities normally associated with the ruling elite.   

 

PROPOSED 2013 RESEARCH 

Southeast Lineage: Courtyard 149 

Investigation will continue within Courtyard 149. There are numerous goals and 

objectives for the upcoming field season. They are itemized as follows: 
1) We hope to identify and better define both the northeast and northwest corner of 

Structure 63.  
2) We will extend excavation units to the east of Structure 63 to test our hypothesis of 

an earlier eastern walkway. 
3) We intend to re-open the 2008-2011 excavations of Structure 63 for purposes of 

detailed illustration and photography. 
4) Time permitting, we will investigate what appears to be a sub-floor crypt within 

Structure 63. 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. 

5) We will continue excavations of Structure 64. The presence of irregular surface 
alignments of cut-stones suggests the possibility of an attached structure, 
functionally independent of Structure 64. 

6) We will attempt to connect ongoing excavations of Structure 63 and 64 so as to 
create a broader surface understanding and to highlight what appears to be a 
medially placed entrance way.  
7) 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 Department of Archaeology, the Programme 
for Belize, and the Three Rivers Archaeological Project in this regard. 

 

Southwest Lineage: Courtyard 135 

Excavations will re-commence within the southwestern lineage associated with 

Courtyard 135. Courtyard 135 and the adjoining compounds lie approximately 1/4 

kilometer to the west of the terminus of the Southern Acropolis.  Initial investigation of 

this extended grouping was conducted under the directorship of Hammond and Tourtellot 

in the mid-1990s.  This location consists of three connected, formalized courtyards with 

ancillary structures to the south.  Prior examination appears to have focused on the larger 

of the two courtyards, which includes an elevated C-shaped grouping. 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 discovery of a carved 

monument, argues for upper-level elite status. In fact, Hammond proposed 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 will be geared 

toward:  
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1) Identifying site chronology 

2) Recovering associated midden 

3) Continuing the examination of Structure #190 

4) Investigating a flat, featureless plaza immediately north of the elevated C-

Shaped structure.  

 

MAPPING 
A detailed mapping project will be initiated during the 2013 field season.  Our goal is to 

update the existing La Milpa site map (Hammond and Tourtellot) by integrating newly 

discovered cultural features and incorporating our reassessments of the natural and 

cultural landscape. Extended lineages associated with both Courtyard 149 and Courtyard 

135 will be tied into existing survey points, thereby adding to the project’s efforts to 

generate a new, master site map of La Milpa.   
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SEVERAL BURIALS FROM LA MILPA, LM4 IN NW BELIZE 

 

Stacy Drake, The University of Texas at Austin 

 

INTRODUCTION 
The archaeological site of LM4 is located within the greater site boundaries of La Milpa 

and has been excavated by Deanna Riddick since 2009. Located north of the site core of 

La Milpa, LM4 is a household group that was possibly inhabited by individuals who 

served as production specialists (possibly as cooks, scribes, and/or textile producers) for 

the elites at the site center above (Riddick 2010). As of July of 2012, four human burials 

were located through excavations at the site. The following report provides a brief 

summary of the burials located at LM4, particularly focusing on those excavated during 

the 2012 field season (Burials 3 and 4). 

 

PREVIOUS BURIAL EXCAVATIONS AT LM4 

Burial 1 

Burial 1 was located in a large chultun northwest of the main plaza of the site. The 

excavation and analysis of this burial were completed in the field seasons of 2010 and 

2011 (more contextual information of this report can be located in Drake 2012). Due to 

an apparent collapse of the chultun at some point prior to excavations at LM4, the 

material within the burial was damaged extensively. Little information could be collected 

from the poorly preserved skeletal material and material goods included in the burial, but 

Burial 1 is believed to date to the Early Classic and include a young adult individual aged 

approximately 19 years. 

 

Burial 2 

Possible human remains were located near the southwestern corner of Structure 1 during 

the field season of 2010. However, these remains were immediately covered and are yet 

to be excavated to determine whether or not they indeed represent a human burial.  

 

EXCAVATIONS OF THE 2012 SEASON 

Burial 3 

Burial 3 was located atop a plaster floor in a room of Structure 2 in the main plaza. 

Originally located during the 2010 field season, excavation of this burial was not 

completed until the 2012 field season. An alignment of large, flat, vertical stones 

surrounding a long bone fragment originally suggested that Burial 3 was a cist burial. 

However, upon completion of the excavation, the only bone recovered from this location 

was the originally located fragment. Once cleared, the stone alignment appeared to be 

more likely due to a structural collapse (possibly of the roof of the structure) than to 

intentional lining of a burial cist. The fragment of long bone recovered from this burial 

exhibited a number of cut marks on its surface, and although the cortical and trabecular 

features of this bone suggested it belonged to a human, the lack of any other human 

remains within this room complicates the original identification of this feature as a 
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human burial. In addition to the lack of other human remains, a great number of ceramic 

sherds and at least one mostly intact ceramic bowl were recovered from the same area as 

the bone fragment. These sherds have been dated by Dr. Lauren Sullivan to the Late 

Classic period, AD 600-700 (Riddick, personal communication 2012). With the cutmarks 

on the bone and vast amount of ceramic materials found in association with the bone, it is 

very possible that Burial 3 might be more indicative of the remains of a meal than of a 

human burial and it is possible that this singular bone fragment might have actually 

belonged to an animal, not a human. 

 

Burials 4 and 5 

During the field season of 2011, the remains of one individual were located between two 

plaster floors of yet another room within Structure 2. This room was directly on the other 

side of a wall separating it from the room in which Burial 3 was located. This wall runs 

approximately North-South and the room containing Burials 3 is to the West of this wall 

while the other room is to the East. 

 

Burial 4 

The individual of Burial 4 was excavated during the field season of 2012. This 

excavation revealed a simple, cobble-fill burial and contained the remains of an adult 

individual of indeterminate sex. This individual was buried in a flexed position, lying on 

his or her left side, with the arms draped over the legs so that one hand covered the feet 

while the other hand was located just south of the feet. The burial was oriented on a 

north-south axis, with the head of the individual to the south (hips north), facing up or to 

the west. This burial was relatively well preserved and the positioning of the body was 

quite clear following clearing of the bones from the surrounding clay matrix. Few 

material remains were recovered with the individual, save a few lithic and ceramic sherds 

which were considered to be part of the surrounding cobble fill. The ceramic sherds were 

also dated to the Late Classic period (Riddick, personal communication 2012). 

 

Age and sex of the individual were analyzed following removal of the bones from the 

field. Based on tooth development and wear, and the analysis of one preserved sternal rib 

end along with fusion of the bones, it seems that the individual of Burial 4 was a young 

adult between the ages of 19 and 30. Although portions of the pelvis of the individual 

were recovered, the size of the greater sciatic notch and other sexing features proved to 

be indeterminate with the amount of bone preserved. Following a thorough analysis of 

the bones recovered from the burial, there were few indications that the individual of 

Burial 4 suffered many instances of poor health - most of the bones appeared to be quite 

healthy. A possible indication of one or two lines of enamel hypoplasia was noticed on a 

canine and incisor, but the teeth otherwise appeared to be in generally good health. Of the 

other bones recovered from Burial 4, only two showed evidence of infection that 

eventually lead to excess bone growth. Two distal phalanges of the hands exhibited 

strange remodeling which led the bone to grow outward from the sides of each of the two 

phalanges, creating a somewhat “horned” appearance. Because no other bones showed 
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any sign of infection or trauma, it is apparent that the individual likely experienced some 

sort of localized infection or irritation to the fingertip or fingernail of these two separate 

fingers which were strong enough to affect the underlying bone. Otherwise, this 

individual seemed relatively healthy and there is no indication of why he or she might 

have died at such a young age. 

 

Burial 5 

While widening the excavation unit surrounding Burial 4 in order to discern the body 

positioning of the individual, further bone fragments were uncovered in the southwestern 

corner of the unit. These bones were very poorly preserved and, due to their small size, 

were originally thought to belong to a small animal that had ended up in the same burial 

space as the individual of Burial 4. However, after further uncovering these bones and 

locating the remains of ribs, crania fragments, and teeth, it was determined that these 

bones belonged to a human child. This burial was then designated as Burial 5 and 

excavations were expanded to expose the extent of these remains.  

 

Burial 5 was located near the end of the field season, and so excavations were not 

completed on this individual by the time the unit was to be backfilled. In order to recover 

the remaining skeletal material without having to cover (and thus possibly further 

damage) the bones with backfill, Burial 5 was pedestaled and prepped for removal from 

the field in its surrounding matrix. The pedestaled matrix was surrounded in plastic and 

plaster and removed on a board during the last day of fieldwork and then transported 

back to the lab. These remains will be fully excavated and analyzed in the lab during the 

2013 field season. 

 

The remains that were recovered from Burial 5 before the matrix was removed were 

analyzed during the 2012 season to try and understand the age of the interred child. Based 

on the presence of deciduous teeth and the presence of undeveloped adult teeth, the age at 

death for this child is estimated between three-and-five years. Further analysis of health 

and age will be conducted following completion of excavation and analysis of the 

remains during the 2013 season. 

 

UPCOMING INVESTIGATIONS OF MORTUARY PRACTICE AT LM4 

Because of the close proximity of the two individuals 4 and 5 in the same burial space, it 

is desirable to attempt to determine what relationship these individuals might have shared 

with each other. Teeth from each of the two individuals were collected and prepared for 

export with the hope of conducting ancient DNA (aDNA) analysis of the remains. If 

aDNA is preserved within the collected samples and can be extrapolated and analyzed, it 

is hoped that this analysis might help to determine multiple features of these individuals. 

First, aDNA can illuminate the sex of the deceased individual, thus specifying whether 

both the adult and child were male, or female. Second, because aDNA is able to look 

specifically at mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA), it is possible that an aDNA analysis might 

be able to reveal a genetic, ancestral relationship shared between these two individuals. It 
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is desirable to try and determine whether this burial represents that of a father or mother 

and child, and while aDNA is not able to determine such a direct relationship, it is able to 

illustrate broader ancestral descent (Kaestle and Horsburgh 2002). aDNA analysis might 

also be able to determine whether the individuals suffered from genetic diseases or 

disorders that might have affected the health of either individual. The samples have been 

collected and will hopefully be processed for aDNA analysis during the summer of 2013 

(Dr. Deborah Bolnick, personal communication). If any results can be determined 

through the aDNA analysis, they will be published in a following report. 

 

The excavation and analysis of the four excavated burials at LM4 helps to put together a 

more detailed image of who the inhabitants of this small group below the site core of La 

Milpa may have been. None of the recovered individuals were interred with seemingly 

specific grave goods or ornamentation, but the different placement of the burials in an 

interior room of the main plaza group and near the bottom of a large chultun outside of 

this plaza may contribute to understanding the different burial practices of this site, 

whether they were based on characteristics or beliefs of the time period or characteristics 

of the individuals themselves. The ability to run aDNA tests on recovered remains will 

hopefully add to this picture. The possibility of determining sex, ancestral relationship, 

disease, and other genetic traits will illustrate the experience of individuals at LM4 and 

will hopefully aid in our interpretations of who these people may have been, and what 

mortuary practices they may have preferred.  

 

REFERENCES CITED 
Drake, Stacy 

2012 Preliminary Notes on a Chultun Burial at La Milpa – LM-4. In 

Research Reports from the Programme for Belize Archaeological Project, 

Volume Six, edited by Marisol Cortes-Rincon and Fred Valdez, Jr., pp. 63-68. 

Occasional Papers, Number 14, Mesoamerican Archaeological Research 

Laboratory. The University of Texas at Austin. 

 

Kaestle, Frederika A. and K. Ann Horsburgh 

2002 Ancient DNA in Anthropology: Methods, Applications, and Ethics. 

Yearbook of Physical Athropology 45:92-130. 

 

Riddick, Deanna 

2010 An Intermediate Residential Group at the Site of La Milpa: Operation 

LM4, Suboperations A-N. In Research Reports from the Programme for 

Belize Archaeological Project, Volume 4, edited by David M. Hyde and Fred 

Valdez, Jr., pp. 85-96. Occasional Papers, Number 11, Mesoamerican 

Archaeological Research Laboratory. The University of Texas at Austin.  



59 

REPORT ON THE 2012 EXCAVATIONS AT HUN TUN: OPERATION 5 
 

Robyn L. Dodge The University of Texas at Austin 

 

INTRODUCTION 
Long-term research at Hun Tun focuses on a household oriented study of ancient Maya 

commoners. These commoners “were a diverse group of people who lived throughout 

centers and hinterlands and comprised a broad range of farmers, landless laborers, 

servants, and crafts people of variable, but not noble, social standing,” (Robin 2003). The 

Hun Tun settlement is located on the Program for Belize research property in 

northwestern Belize approximately 5 km from La Milpa. By geographic proximity, Hun 

Tun operates within the La Milpa polity in ancient Maya political organization. Research 

goals at Hun Tun operate in tandem with the PfBAP research priorities. These priorities 

emphasize understanding the various aspects that influence and shape Maya civilization.  

 

The 2012 field research season marks the fifth season of investigations at Hun Tun. 

Building upon the previous seasons research, Hun Tun continues to provide a plethora of 

evidence regarding Maya hinterland social complexity. Specifically, survey, settlement 

pattern analysis, household archaeology, commoner rituals, and specialized analysis are 

all research goals at Hun Tun. To this regard, Hun Tun architectural sequences are 

examined along with their associated features. By drawing upon the research of previous 

seasons, it is possible to make more accurate interpretations about the Hun Tun cultural 

landscape with new data from the 2012 season.  

 

A major emphasis of Hun Tun household archaeology has been concerned with 

identifying activity areas. Specific tasks associated with household tasks can be identified 

by in situ assemblages. Hun Tun Group A has been emphasized in 2010, 2011 and 2012 

excavations. Simultaneous investigations of Group B and surrounding areas were also 

tasks from 2010 onward. The activity areas pertaining to household tasks will be 

influential in delineating how much of the landscape was modified and to what degree. 

The 2012 excavations emphasized architecture and delineating courtyard spaces. These 

topics were particularly important determining site function and organization. Many of 

the household tasks were performed on the platform courtyard settings. Once these 

spaces are properly delineated, site function can be determined in greater specificity. 

 

METHODOLOGY  

During the 2012 season excavations, field notes, paperwork, plan and profile mapping, as 

well as photography documented the field research. Excavations focused specifically on 

architecture, delineating courtyard perimeters and horizontal exposure. Field research 

focused on Groups A and B, as well as the area immediately south of Group A. Magnetic 

susceptibility was conducted on plaster floors in Group A to gauge the amount of wood 

used during firing when creating plaster from limestone. 
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Experimental archaeology was practiced during the 2012 season, as it provided useful 

insight into the use of stored raw clay material. Hun Tun might be considered a resource 

in ceramic production activities. The experimental ceramicists utilized traditional 

methods to produce ceramic types from clay procured during chultun excavations in 2011 

(Hankins, personal communication 2012). Several pieces of ceramic artifacts were 

produced in the experimental process to work and practice traditional methods of ceramic 

production.  

 

Of the excavated artifacts, ceramics were excavated in abundance. Ceramic analysis, 

conducted by Lauren Sullivan, was a priority in terms of establishing a cultural 

chronology and interpreting the assemblages to make interpretations about ceramic use. 

Obsidian artifacts were analyzed to source the origin of the material.  

 

SUMMARY OF EXCAVATIONS 

Subop AK is a 2 x 2 m reopening from the 2011 season to expose a previously identified 

plaster floor and feature. The plaster floor was exposed in 2011 after three lots were 

excavated (Dodge 2012). Excavations revealed that the plaster floor had been punctured 

and repaired during separate events. This information made it necessary to reopen the 

excavations in 2012 to investigate the plaster floor feature. Subop AK was reestablished 

and backfill was removed as Lot 5 to document and establish a controlled context 

removal of backfill. Lot 6 consisted of a 105 x 50 cm area of space at the base of the wall 

feature. Excavations punctured through the plaster floor. Magnetic susceptibility was 

conducted on the two exposed plaster floors that were exposed in Subop AK.  

 

Subop AW is a 3 x 2 m unit located at the southern base of Structure A-1. This subop was 

established to identify the exterior courtyard space, Structure A-1 exterior architecture 

and gain information about the exterior of Group A courtyard space. Excavations of 

Subop AW captured an east/west-oriented wall; two plaster floors, and a corner and was 

excavated to bedrock in an 180 x 60 cm lot. Artifacts collected from Subop AW include 

ceramics, lithic debitage, and lithic tools. Subop AW was excavated in five lots. Subop 

AW provided useful information about the base of Structure A-1, Group A patio space 

and its association with the exterior courtyard area immediately associated with Group A. 

The identification of the base wall of Structure A-1 made it possible to expand 

excavations to the east and expose more information to delineate Structure A-1. Magnetic 

susceptibility was conducted on the plaster floor identified in Subop AW. 

 

Subop AX is a 2 x 1 m unit located at the northwestern exterior of Group A. This subop 

was placed to identify the cultural occupation level, interface and bedrock with the 

intention of following the occupation level into the exterior patio wall. Subop AX was 

excavated in three lots. Lot was consisted of the humus layer, Lot 2 excavations exposed 

the earthen floor occupation layer and Lot 3 punctured the west 1 x 1 m section of the 

subop to expose bedrock and reveal a stratigraphic profile. Ceramics, lithic debitage, 

lithic tools and obsidian were among the artifacts collected for analysis. Ceramic and 
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lithic artifact density increased dramatically as excavations penetrated the occupation 

layer approaching the bedrock.  

 

Subop AY is a 2 x 2 m unit established as an extension of Subop AW. Subop AW was 

opened once an architectural wall was identified in Subop AY. The east/west exterior 

wall of Structure A-1 was initially identified in Subop AW and by expanding excavations 

it was possible to further expose Structure A1 exterior architecture. Subop AY was 

excavated in 10 lots and excavated to bedrock. Structure A-1 architecture was clearly 

delineated and a “niche” feature was encountered in the north profile of the subop. The 

“niche” feature was excavated in Lots 6-10.  Excavations were terminated once it became 

unstable and impractical to continue with the set methodology. Subop AY was backfilled 

and protected with the intention of reopening it in the 2013 season to pursue excavations 

of the “niche” feature that will aid in interpretation. The “niche” stratigraphy was 

consistent with bedrock, a plaster surface, a low-lying platform surface, burned 

limestone, loose construction fill and compact construction fill. Ceramics, lithic debitage, 

lithic tools, obsidian, charcoal, red plaster, and shell were among the artifacts collected 

from Subop AY.  

 

Subop AZ is a 2 x 2 m unit established as a southern extension of Subop AX to further 

expose the Group A exterior occupation layer and identify the patio perimeter wall. 

Subop was influential in positively identifying the exterior patio wall to delineate Group 

A courtyard space. Subop AZ was excavated in three lots. Subop AZ exposed the 

earthen-floor occupation level along the exterior Group A patio space, the east/west 

oriented wall and identified the in situ perimeter wall. Subop BC was opened as an 

extension of Subop AZ. This further exposed the exterior patio wall. Ceramics, lithic 

debitage, lithic tools, greenstone, and obsidian blades were among the recovered artifacts 

to be analyzed.  

 

Subop BA is a 3 x 2 m unit established as a northern extension of Subop AW. Focusing 

on exposing Structure A-1 architecture, Subop BA provided information pertaining to 

interior and exterior building space. Subop BA was established with the intention of 

identifying and exposing the tiered platform architecture consistent with other sides of 

Structure A1. Excavations were carried out in six lots. Excavations revealed a tiered 

platform feature encompassing an interior space oriented north/south and further exposed 

exterior structure walls consistent with a series of platforms delineating the building 

construction phases. The priority of Subop BA excavations was to reveal in situ cut 

stones from the abundance of collapse and tumble. Plaster and mortar was preserved in 

several phases of the tiered architecture. Among the artifacts collected include ceramics, 

lithic debitage, lithic tools, red painted plaster, shell, and charcoal. These will be useful in 

aiding in interpretation as well as confirming a chronology.  

 

Subop BB is a 2 x 2 m unit extension of Subop AY to further follow architectural walls 

exposed in subops AW and AY. Subop BB was excavated in six lots. The features 
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identified in Subop BB were restricted to plaster floors and platform spaces. The 

architecture was poorly preserved. It was difficult to identify any in situ stones. Cut-

stones were preserved in a pattern to suggest alignments, although the alignments were 

not in situ. Profile and plan mapping documented the architectural features. Excavations 

of Subop BB, as well as, excavations from previous season (Op. 3 and Op. 4) associated 

with Structure A1 will collectively aid to confirm, delineating and interpreting features 

associated with the building. Subop BB was excavated in six lots. Ceramics, lithic 

debitage, lithic tools, and preserved plaster were among the material culture collected, 

curated and used for analysis.  

 

Subop BC is a 2 x 2 m unit expansion east of Subop AZ on the northwest exterior patio 

space. Subop BC was influential in identifying more of the exterior patio wall and 

delineating the in situ platform space. Information pertaining to the northern exterior 

patio space was also obtained in this subop. Subop BC was excavated in four lots. 

Architectural stones, as well as an earthen-floor were revealed to confirm where the patio 

platform extends along an east/west axis and extends north. The walls revealed how the 

interior patio space was used and what types of activities took place on the platform 

features. Ceramics, lithics, obsidian blades, ground stones and shell were collected for 

analysis. Ceramic evidence will contribute to chronology and reveal information 

suggesting activity areas.  

 

Subop BD is a 2 x 2 m northern expansion of Subop BB. The objective in opening Subop 

BD was to identify more of Structure A-1 southern exterior architecture. The poorly 

preserved features observed in Subop BB was consistent with Subop BD excavations as 

well. Possible alignments were identified, but these alignments were mostly patterns in 

the collapse. Interpretations of the architecture will be possible through maps and 

stratigraphy. Subop BD was excavated in four lots. Ceramics, lithic debitage, and lithic 

tools were among the artifacts recovered. Excavated wall alignments from Op. 3, Subop 

S will be compared to identify and predict the southeast corner of Structure A-1. The 

northeast corner of Structure A-1 was identified in Subop S and therefore serves as 

feature to confirm architectural alignments (Dodge 2011).   

 

Subop BE is a 2 x 2 m unit established in Group B courtyard. Subop BE was established 

at the northern base of Structure B-1. Excavations were productive in identifying an 

earthen-floor occupation layer and low-lying platform mound. Subop BE was excavated 

in 4 lots. Structure B-1 is a platform mound with a subtle incline. The earthen floor level 

was initially identified in Op. 1 (Dodge and Doumanoff 2010). Among the collected 

artifacts during Op. 5 include ceramics, lithic debitage, and lithic flakes. Artifacts were 

dense in association with the occupation layer.  

 

Subops BF, BG, BH, BI, BJ, BK, BL, BM, BN, BO, and BR were individual 1 x 1 m 

units established in a horizontal exposure to capture information about the shared 

courtyard space between Groups A and D. Most of the excavations were taken to bedrock 
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in two lots. These excavation units were limited in stratigraphy. Subsurface cut-stone 

alignments were revealed. Ceramics, lithic debitage, lithic tools and obsidian are among 

the artifacts collected. Artifact analysis will aid in interpreting what function the space 

served, as well as, how courtyard Groups A and D related to each other in function and 

interaction.  

 

Subop BP is located in Group B. Subop SP is a 2 x 2 m unit is an extension of Subop BE 

at the base of Structure B-1. Subop BP was established to follow features initially 

identified in Subop BE. Subop BP revealed additional low-lying platforms along with a 

continuous earthen floor. The earthen floor was identified in Operation 1 during a test pit 

excavation to establish an occupation chronology. The earthen-floor level was revisited 

during Operation 5 to follow into the structure. It was excavated in three lots.  

 

Subop BQ is a 2 x 2 m unit established as a northeast expansion of Subop BC. Subop BQ 

was also excavated with the intention of delineating the interior/exterior patio platform 

space. Information pertaining to activities in and around Group A was obtained. Subop 

BQ was excavated in two lots and courtyard patio walls were confirmed. A low platform 

feature that encloses Group A and its associated structures delineate the interior/exterior 

patio space.  

 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

The majority of Operation 5 served to delineate and confirm courtyard boundaries, as 

well as aid in identifying activity areas specific to Group A. Structure A-1 served as a 

priority in identifying household activity areas that contribute to ancient Maya social 

complexity. This was achieved by examining ways in which the Maya conducted 

Excavations in and around Structure A-1 were targeted to establish occupation, 

construction and abandonment sequences while identifying commoner ritual activities 

and household socialization processes that contribute to the greater Maya social universe. 

Social complexity originates at the household level. Hun Tun serves as a platform for 

investigation that serves to identify specific tasks and roles that contribute to hinterland 

complexity. Household archaeology relates to every strata of society and propels social 

complexity to every tier of Maya civilization.   

 

FUTURE RESEARCH 

Excavations during the previous 2010, 2011, and 2012 seasons have heavily focused on 

delineating architecture in Group A and Group B courtyards. The understanding of 

architectural features aids interpretation of household function and use of space. Structure 

A-1 is the largest building in the Group A courtyard. A staircase, chultun, and multiple 

tiered platforms have already been identified associated with Structure A-1. The building 

serves as a dynamic platform for activities related to household tasks. A “niche” feature 

was excavated during the 2012 season. Its function, purpose and interpretation have yet 

to be determined. Excavations in Group A will commence with reopening the 2 x 2 m 

Subop AY and establishing adjacent Subops (as necessary) to thoroughly excavate the 
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feature identified during the 2012 season. Subop AY excavations were exhausted during 

the 2012 season because a tree obstructed the feature, which impeded a complete 

excavation. Subop AY was backfilled and protected. With the backfill in place, it will be 

possible to fully excavate the feature during the 2013 season. Excavation is necessary to 

make a valid interpretation of the “niche” feature. 

 

The terrace features south of Group C are a research priority at Hun Tun for future field 

seasons. The terraces are modified culturally according to the natural topography. The 

function of the terraces is unknown as is the degree to which the natural topography was 

modified. A topographical TDS map was generated in 2011, which has supplemented 

information collected from the excavated data. Methodology will consist of large 

horizontal excavations. The horizontal exposure will cover as much area as possible with 

an effort to gather data efficiently. Cultural features identified through the horizontal 

exposure will be investigated appropriately. Flotation samples will be taken to identify 

any mico-botanical remains that could be related to the use and function of the terrace 

space. There are possible chultuns associated with the terrace features. Excavations are 

necessary to identify and interpret the space.  

 

Future research seasons will focus on investigating courtyard Groups C, D and other 

unnamed groups. The 2013 season (Operation 6) will be a feature-oriented season with 

excavations prioritized around depressions associated with the limestone mega-lithics in 

Group C. Future research energy will be focused on testing the terrace features in Group 

E, as well as identifying its possible function. Specialized analysis will involve taking 

soil samples, using flotation methodology to identify micro-botanical and micro-faunal 

remains.  

 

The depressions are important features to consider in context with the previously 

excavated chultun and “niche” space associated with Structure A-1. The features and 

their contexts provide important perspectives that should be considered collectively. The 

chultun feature is interpreted to be a significant part of the modified landscape. Its sacred, 

as well as, its functional aspects must be considered in association with a juxtaposition of 

movement to sacred landscapes (Ashmore 1999). 
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RESEARCH RESULTS OF THE 2012 FIELD SEASON: 

EXCAVATIONS AT THE TAPIR GROUP OF  

THE MEDICINAL TRAIL SITE 
 

David M. Hyde, Western State Colorado University 

 

This report summarizes the 2012 investigations at the Tapir Group (Group B) of the 

Medicinal Trail Site, a hinterland community located in northwestern Belize. 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 (Figure 1).  

 

 
Figure 1. Map of the Three Rivers Region, with the location of the Medicinal Trail Site indicated. 

(Courtesy of the PfBAP). 
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The Tapir Group is the second largest 

group so far indentified at in the 

community and is an east-focused 

formal courtyard. The courtyard group 

appears to be built on an artificial 

platform and consists of four mounds, 

surrounding a shared central space with 

the eastern structure (B-1) being the 

largest and pyramidal in shape (Figure 

2). Structure B-1 has a wide looter’s 

trench cut into the front center of the 

mound, with extensive looters’ debris 

extending out approximately 8 m. The 

south side of the courtyard consists of a 

long platform that appears to be 

supporting two superstructures (B-2a 

and B-2b). Structures B-3 and B-4, to 

the west and north, are thought to be 

residential based on their shape, relative 

size, and location (Martin 2009). 

 
Figure 2. Map of the Tapir Group (Group B) 

of the Medicinal Trail Site. 

 

The Tapir Group conforms to Becker’s (1971, 1991, 1999, 2003) Plaza Plan 2 (PP2), 

which are characterized by the presence of relatively tall, square structures on the east 

side of the courtyard. Becker (1971) first defined PP2 in and around Tikal, and have since 

been identified elsewhere in the Petén (Bullard 1960; Grazioso 2003; Grazioso and 

Buttles 2003; Houk 1992, 2003; Rice and Rice 1980; Wolley and Wright 1990), Belize 

(Chase and Chase 1994, 1996; Hageman 2004; Kunen 2001; Lewis 2005; Lohse 2004; 

Padilla 2007; Robichaux 1995; Tourtellot 1988; Tourtellot et al. 2003), and Quintana Roo 

(Harrison 1981). At Tikal, of the 818 groups identified, 115 (15%) conform to this 

pattern, of which twelve were selected for excavation (Becker 1982; Puleston 1983). In 

each of the eastern structures the excavations uncovered a high-status burial, which had 

been made prior to construction of the first structure (Becker 2003). In most cases, later 

rebuilding efforts were preceded by the intrusion of another high-status burial (Becker 

1971, 1999, 2003). The distribution of PP2 at Tikal is such that no single kilometer 

square of the 9 km² mapped (except for one particular location on a peninsula) contains 

more than two of these groups (Becker 1999:143-144). Becker (1999:144) interprets this 

as an indication that the PP2 groups are specific residential compounds for lineage heads. 

The pattern of interment, plus evidence of ceremonial activity such as on-floor burning, 

has led to eastern structures of PP2 groups to be defined as shrines (Becker 2003). 

 

Excavations for the 2012 season consisted of students from the Western State College of 

Colorado, and several staff members in addition to me, Shelly Fischbeck and Joe Munoz. 

Jeff Brewer, with the assistance of Marisol Figueroa, and the support of Marisol Rincon 
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Cortes, also participated for one week, providing some TDS mapping within the 

community. The result of that investigation is reported elsewhere in the current volume. 

Excavations for the 2012 field season consisted of: 

 

 Cleaning, profiling, and then filling the large looter’s trench on Structure B-1 

 Continued investigation on the back side of Structure B-1 

 Determine whether Structure B-2 consists of one or two super structures 

 Understand the final construction phase of Structure B-4 

 Tape and compass mapping of six mounds east of the Tapir Group 

 

PREVIOUS WORK AT THE TAPIR GROUP 

The Tapir Group has previously been investigated by Deanna Riddick in 2007 and 2008 

for her Master’s report (2009), in which she conducted a test pitting program to assess the 

chronology of the household group. Additionally, Lauri McInnis Martin investigated 

Structure B-1, the temple-like structure located on the eastern side of the courtyard and 

containing a massive looters trench (2008, 2009).  

 

Test Pitting Program 

During the 2007 and 2008 field seasons, Deanna Riddick (2009) undertook a test pitting 

program in and around the Tapir Group courtyard utilizing random sampling techniques. 

Numerous 1 x 1 m test pits were excavated in an effort to ascertain chronology and 

construction history (Riddick 2009). Ceramic analysis indicates that the Tapir Group was 

occupied from the Late Preclassic through the Terminal Classic (Riddick 2009:35). 

Although they were primarily recovered from construction fill contexts, numerous 

polychrome pottery sherds were recovered throughout the courtyard, providing valuable 

information about the social status of the group’s residents. Polychrome pottery has 

typically been associated with elite societies and has been used as a political currency 

(Foias 2004). Riddick (2009:35) suggests that recovered polychrome sherds from the 

Tapir Group indicate trade and exchange with other elite groups. 

 

Structure B-1 

Structure B-1 was previously excavated by Lauri McInnis Martin (2008, 2009). She 

initially focused on cleaning the large looter’s trench, located on the courtyard-facing 

western side of the structure, and screening the looter’s backdirt. Between the looter’s 

trench and additional excavations inside indicate at least five construction phases based 

on the presence of as many floors (Martin 2008:175). Other material recovered from the 

trench included four unused obsidian blades (Figure 3), which had been removed 

sequentially from a single core (Rissa Trachman, personal communication 2009), and 

human remains (Hyde and Martin 2009:240). Excavations inside the looters trench 

(Subop A) uncovered a cyst burial. Sherds associated with human bone are primarily 

eroded sherds and the only diagnostic is Dos Arroyos Orange Polychrome (Tzakol), 

indicating an Early Classic burial (Lauren Sullivan, personal communication 2010).  
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Figure 3. Left: Four unused obsidian blades from Structure B-1. Right: Fragments from two 

Postclassic censers from in front of Structure B-1. 

 

Located in front of and to the left of the looter’s trench, just below the humus layer were 

fragments from two Postclassic censers, one with preserved Maya Blue and Matte Red 

paint, as well as small pieces of appliqués (Hyde and Martin 2009:240; Figure 3). 

 

Excavations on the eastern (back side) side of the structure included three suboperations, 

Q, R, and S, which exposed numerous cut stone limestone blocks. Specifically, the 

exposure consists of a well-constructed wall, consisting of four-five courses, made from 

finely cut limestone blocks (Martin 2009). Additionally, Martin’s (2009) excavations 

uncovered what may be a posthole.  

 

Based on recovered ceramics from the trench and test pitting the group dates back to as 

early as the Late Preclassic and was occupied through the Terminal Classic with 

Postclassic visitation (Hyde and Martin 2009). According the Lauren Sullivan (personal 

communication 2010), the Tapir Group has jar forms that are different from what is 

typically found across the region (resembling more like those seen in Gifford 1976:280 

Fig. 181p). Suboperations for these previous investigations are designated A-S. To 

distinguish those previous excavations from my Medicinal Trail Hinterland Communities 

Archaeology Project, suboperation designations began with AA. Therefore Suboperations 

T through Z do not exist.  

 

STRUCTURE B-1 
Excavations associated with Structure B-1 included profiling and then backfilling the 

looters trench. Additionally, excavations begun by Martin on the western backside of the 

structure were continued in an effort to better understand the articulation of the structure 

and the platform on which the household is situated. 

 

Looter’s Trench 

As previously reported by Martin (2008, 2009), a large looter’s trench penetrated the 

courtyard facing western side of Structure B-1, resulting in the structure becoming 

increasingly unstable. As a result of the looting and on-going deterioration from rain and 
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erosion, it was determined to be necessary to fill the trench with the looter’s backdirt 

which extended out from the structure into the courtyard.  

 

Prior to backfilling the trench, a profile map was drawn of the southern face of the trench 

(Figure 4). Revealed in the trench were four floors, although three appear to have been 

re-surfaced as evidenced by a thin lens of dirt in the middle of these floors. The fifth floor 

uncovered by Martin was located in Suboperation A, which had been backfilled and 

therefore was not encountered during the 2012 season. The lens represents an earlier floor 

surface that darkened from use wear and was later re-surfaced. The matrix between the 

floors consisted of dry cobble fill, with the largest section of fill located between Floor 1 

and Floor 2, measuring a thickness of approximately 1.1 m. The floors with the re-

surfacing are Floors 1, 2, and 4. Also of note is that the earlier floors are much thicker 

than the later floors. Backfilling of the looter’s trench was completed by season’s end and 

greatly modified the appearance of the structure and the courtyard. Next season it will be 

necessary to re-map the structure to reflect these changes.  

 

 
Figure 4. Profile map of the south wall of the Structure B-1 looters trench. 

 

Excavations 

Structure B-1. Using Martin’s previous excavations on the backside of Structure B-1 as a 

point of departure, a total of six 1 x 1 m suboperations were opened that followed the 

exposed wall in an effort to uncover a corner (Table 1). The excavations expanded in 1 m 
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increments south following the wall alignment. Degree of wall preservation was 

considerably worse in the newly opened excavation units. The cut stone blocks in the 

2012 excavations were out of alignment and stacked three-to-four courses high, about 

one less than in the previously exposed wall. The newly uncovered wall is slumping 

outward slightly (Figure 5).  

 

Table 1. List of Suboperations associated with Structure B-1 

Subop Size (m) Location 

AB 1-x-1 East face, following previously exposed wall 

AE 1-x-1 Continuation of AB, to the south 

AG 1-x-1 Continuation of AE, to the south 

AI 1-x-1 Continuation of AB, to the north 

AK 1-x-1 East face, along the northern esge of previous unit 

AL 1-x-1 Continuation of AB, to the west 

 

 
Figure 5. Back wall of the Tapir Group platform and Structure B-1. 
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Figure 6. Corner of Tapir Group platform on the back side of Structure B-1. 

 

For the upper reaches of the wall, no new excavation unit was opened; rather we cleaned 

and straightened the unit walls of the previous excavations, defining the limestone blocks 

that were already visible. To this end, we identified five large, cut stone blocks, set back 

approximately 20 cm from the main wall. These cut blocks, at least four of the five, are 

larger than those further down.  

 

I believe the wall that was previously exposed, and the corner that was uncovered this 

season, are part of the basal platform on which the group’s structures are situated. The 

inset blocks, in turn, are likely part of the B-1 substructure, on which would be the temple 

superstructure. Additional excavations in upcoming seasons will be focused, in part, on 

better understanding the articulation of The Tapir Group and Structure B-1.  

 

Artifactual material recovered from the backside of Structure B-1 consisted of lithic 

debitage, bifaces, numerous ceramic sherds, and a couple pieces of obsidian (Figure 7) 

and a ceramic figurine fragment, most likely an arm (Figure 8). 
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Figure 7. Obsidian recovered from the Tapir Group platform on the back side of Structure B-1. 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 8. Ceramic figurine fragment recovered from the Tapir Group platform on the back side of 

Structure B-1. 
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 Figure 9. Ceramic tapir head recovered from the Tapir Group platform on the back side of 

Structure B-1. 

 

Additionally there is a piece of modeled ceramic in the form of what I interpret at the 

head of a tapir (and thus the name of the group) (Figure 9). The fragment most likely was 

part of ceramic vessel (Fred Valdez, personal communication 2012) or pestle (Willey 

1978:58). The fragment is about 2 cm
2
 and consists of the head and neck of a tapir, with 

an incised line for a mouth, a piece of shell inlay for an eye on the right side (the inlay is 

missing on the left side), an applique ear on the left side (the right ear is missing), and 

small square-ish cutouts on each side of the neck.  
 

One peculiar artifact of particular interest is a “pill” shaped cylindrical stone (Figure 10). 

This artifact is made of limestone, and is 20 cm tall, and tapers slightly. The diameter on 

the “top” (in regards to its in situ position) is ~33 cm while the “bottom” has a diameter 

of ~28 cm. There are no known references to this feature in the literature that I have yet 

come across to indicate these have been recovered elsewhere, or possible explanations. 

According to Liwy Grazioso (personal communication, 2012) there have been some 

similar finds recovered by Takeshi Inomata  at Seibal.  
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Figure 10. “Pill stone” recovered from the Tapir Group platform on the back side of Structure B-1. 

 

STRUCTURE B-2 
Excavations of Structure B-2 were designed to ascertain whether or not the perceived dip 

on the top of the mound (Figure 2) was the result of there being two superstructures on a 

single substructure. An additional goal of the excavations was to expose and record the 

final construction phase of the feature to attempt to understand its function.  

 

A series of four contiguous suboperations were opened over the course of the 2012 

season (Table 2). Starting with Suboperation AA, which extended from the courtyard up 

the structure, excavations uncovered a well preserved wall of cut stone blocks. 

Subsequent suboperations were opened to follow the wall alignment to identify a corner 

or doorway. In total, excavations uncovered a continuous wall across the entire front 

center of the mound, terminating at the eastern end with a doorway. The alignment was 

followed across the doorway and we were able to uncover the eastern side of the 

doorway. Based on the excavations, it appears Structure B-2 is composed of a single 

superstructure, not two as was previously believe. Therefore, the previous plan map has 

been updated to reflect this new acquired data (Figure 11). 
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Table 2. List of Suboperations associated with Structure B-2 

Subop Size (m) Location 

AA 2-x-2 North face, far right end of mound 

AD 2-x-2 North face, far left end of mound 

AJ 1-x-2 Between AA and AD 

AM 1-x-2 South of AD and AJ, inside doorway 

 

 

 
Figure 11. Plan Map of the Tapir Group. Left: original version. Right: new versions reflecting 

changes in Structure B-2. 

 

 

The 2012 excavations of Structure B-2 exposed six meter across the northern courtyard 

facing side, and extended one meter into the doorway (Figures 12). A plaster floor 

extended north of the structure wall, and 60 cm out from the wall is an alignment of 

stones that extends across the front of the structure, indicating a superstructure on top of a 

substructure. Recovered from the interior of the structure were multiple beveled stones 

(Figure 13), suggesting the structure had a corbel vaulted room, similar to Structures A-1 

and A-6 from the nearby Group A (Hyde 2011:249). 
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Figure 12. Structure B-2 excavations. Top: Plan map. Bottom: profile 

 

Excavations inside the doorway indicated a plastered interior; however time did not 

permit extending back far enough to uncover the rear wall. Excavations were able to 

demarcate the wall west of the doorway, and the profile of the east side indicated a wall 

thickness of approximately 80-90 cm. The interior plaster floor, behind the western side 

of the doorway, is discolored and may be the result of the floor being intruded into and 

then later patched. Excavations in the 2013 season will return to this structure, and this 

patch, to determine if this assumption is accurate.  
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Figure 13. Beveled stones recovered from inside Structure B-2. 

 

Excavations proceeded slowly, one to two centimeters at a time, exposing and then 

mapping all the artifacts in the layer. Once they were exposed and mapped, they were 

removed and this process continued. In addition to the large numbers of the debitage, we 

recovered a metate fragment (Figure 14), numerous lithic biface tools (Figure 15), 

ceramic sherds, jute shells, and numerous obsidian blade fragments (Figure 16), some of 

which are green and likely from the Pachuca source of central Mexico. Trace element 

analysis of the obsidian was conducted in the field by Walter Beckwith and results are 

pending. The majority of the ceramics were recovered in the northeast quadrant and the 

bifaces in the eastern half of the lot. A total of 11 layers were mapped, and beneath layer 

11 was a layer of fire modified rock, with layers four-to-nine having the densest deposits. 

The analysis of what I am currently referring to as Problematic Deposit B-1 is ongoing, 

however I believe it may be some form of termination deposit.  
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Figure 14. Metate fragment from Problematic Deposit 1, in front of Structure B-4. 

 

 

 

 
Figure 15. Bifaces from Problematic Deposit 1, in front of Structure B-4. 
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Figure 16. Obsidian from Problematic Deposit 1, in front of Structure B-4. 

 

STRUCTURE B-4 
Excavations associated with Structure B-4 included three suboperations, two on the 

southern, courtyard facing side, and one on the northern back side (Table 3). The first 

suboperation opened was AC, a 2 x 2 unit that was placed along the approximate 

centerline of the courtyard facing side of the structure, with the southern portion 

extending onto the courtyard itself. After removal of the humus layer, excavations were 

restricted to the eastern half only, in an effort to first identify the last construction phase 

before excavating the entire unit. A rough, poorly preserved staircase was encountered in 

Lot 2. However, more significantly, in front of the bottom step, excavations uncovered an 

extensive, high density deposit consisting mostly of lithic debitage. A second 

suboperation, 1 x 2 m (long axis E-W) was opened at the base of the staircase to further 

explore this deposit.  

 

Table 3. List of Suboperations associated with Structure B-4 

Subop Size (m) Location 

AC 2-x-2 South face, center on mound and in front 

AF 1-x-2 South of AC 

AH 2-x-2 North face, backside of mound 
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Excavations on the back side of Structure B-4 consisted of a single 2-x-2 m suboperation 

(Table 3). A total of five lots were excavated which uncovered a wall of cut stone (Figure 

17). I suspect this wall is part of the platform on which the household is situated. Time 

did not permit us to excavate enough of the feature to make that determination, and 

therefore confirmation will be made during the 2013 field season.   

 

Artifactual material recovered from the backside of Structure B-4 include lithics, 

ceramics, jute shells, and a modified shell bead that is 1 cm x 1.5 cm, rounded corners, 

and two holes drilled though at one end, approximately .2 cm from the edge (Figure 18). 

At the other end, there is one hole drilled through at the edge, and evidence of drilling for 

another hole, also at the edge, that was not completed.  

 

 
Figure 17. Backside of Tapir Group platform, behind Structure B-4. 
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Figure 18. Modified shell recovered from backside of Tapir Group platform, behind Structure B-4. 

 

MAPPING 

Six mounds are located east of The Tapir Group, and were mapped using a tape and 

compass (Figure 19). Though the mounds are close together, but appear to be clustered 

into two smaller sets of three mounds each. The set of mounds to the north are generally 

square in shape, and not formally arranged (Figure 19). The central mound of the three 

has what appear to be porch-like extensions on the north and west sides. The set of 

mounds to the south are arranged around a shared space, with rectangular structures on 

the south and west sides, and a larger L-shaped structure on the east side, with the dogleg 

end on its southern end, extending west towards the western structure (Figure 19).  

 

CONCLUSION 
The 2012 season initiated investigations at The Tapir Group by The Medicinal Trail 

Hinterland Communities Archaeology Project. After one season we have already made 

some interesting discoveries that will direct the course of the future investigations at the 

group. The large looters trench in Structure B-1 has been filled, which will prevent 

further erosion and collapse of this large, pyramidal structure. Given the pyramidal form 

of Str. B-1, and is location on the eastern side of the courtyard, and the recovered 

material culture behind it, I suspect the backside was a possible staging area for 

ceremonial and ritual activities that may have taken place on the front, courtyard facing 

side.  
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Excavations on Str. B-2 have produced 6 m of well-preserved wall on the northern, 

courtyard facing side of the building. Based on surface indications, the structure was 

previously interpreted as two superstructures on a shared platform. However, excavations 

have determined instead that there is a single structure. The nature of the dip visible on 

the surface in the middle of the structure remains to be determined with additional 

excavations in the coming field seasons. Str. B-2 was well constructed, with plaster 

surfaces in front of the wall, extending to the edge of the patio, and then continuing into 

the courtyard. Plaster extends inside the ~1 m wide doorway to the interior of the 

structure, with evidence for a plaster patch behind to the right of the doorway, possibly 

the result of an intentional intrusion. Excavations in the 2013 season will return to this 

patch to investigate further. 

 

A problematic deposit was uncovered at the base of Str. B-4, consisting of thousands of 

artifacts including Pachuca obsidian and a metate fragment. This deposit was 26 

centimeters thick and was located in front of the staircase of the structure and may be 

related to some form of termination ritual. Martin’s (2008) excavations in front of Str. B-

1 revealed evidence of a Postclassic visitation and it is possible that these two features are 

related. Pachuca obsidian is found in the Maya area is most commonly found in the Maya 

area during the Early Classic, however, it does reappear in the Terminal Classic and 

Postclassic (Ford et al. 1997; Levine et al. 2011).  

 

Mapping east of the Tapir Group has added to the estimated size of the Medicinal Trail 

Community settlement. Six mounds were added to the map, consisting Group H. 

previously mapped groups south of Group C were also designated Group F and G. the 

2013 field season will begin the process of mapping Groups A-H, terraces, reservoirs, 

and any other features, as well as the topography using TDS equipment. This will provide 

a better understanding of the relationship between location of household groups, 

landscape modifications, and the physical environment.  
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Figure 19. Updated map of the area around the Tapir Group. 
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MAPPING MEDICINAL TRAIL: A SUMMARY FROM 2004 TO 2012 

 

Jeff Brewer, University of Cincinnati 

David M. Hyde, Western State Colorado University 

Michael Stowe, Geo-Marine, Inc. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Medicinal Trail is a dispersed hinterland community covering an area approximately 500 

meters in diameter, located in the Belize portion of the Three Rivers Region, between the 

La Lucha Uplands and the Rio Bravo Escarpment (Figure 1). With a center located 

approximately 5 km east of the major site of La Milpa, this terraced community consists 

of at least two closely associated formal courtyard groups, multiple landscape 

modifications including terraces, depressions, and linear features, and a number of 

informal mound clusters (Hyde 2011; Figures 2 and 3). Numerous research projects have 

been conducted at the site, beginning in 2002 (Table 1).  

 

 
Figure 1. Map of the Three Rivers Region, with the Medicinal Trail Community indicated. 

(Courtesy of PfBAP). 
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Figure 2. Updated Map of Groups A, B, C, and E-G of the Medicinal Trail Community. 

 

 
Figure 3. East Radial Transect. Each block measures 50 m². 
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Table 1. Excavations at the Medicinal Trail Community 

Group A Operation 7 Hyde 2005, 2009, 2011 

  

Hyde and Atwood 2007, 2008 

  

Hyde and Casias 2011 

  

Hyde, Farah, and Smith 2010 

  

Hyde, Fischbeck, and Trachman 2006 

  

Hyde and Martinez 2007 

  

Hyde and Valdez 2007 

  

Kalamara Cavazos 2009 

  

Kalamara Cavazos and Wren 2008 

  

Lowe 2008 

  

Me-Bar 2005 

  

Rodriguez 2008 

  

Wren and Kalamara Cavazos 2008 

 

Operation 9 Hyde, Fischbeck, and Trachman 2006 

  Operation 10 Brewer 2007 

      

Group B Operation 12 Hyde, this volume 

  

Martin 2008, 2009 

    Riddick 2009 

      

Group C Operation 13 Dedrick 2009 

 

Operation 14 Percy 2009 

 

Operation 15 Gill 2009 

      

Group D Operation 16 Hyde and Casias 2011 

      

Group E Operation 11 Whitaker 2007 

      

Tourist 

Trail 

Group Operation 5 Ferries 2002 

 

Operation 6 Farnand 2002 

      

Turtle 

Pond Operation 8 Chmilar 2005 

 

Prior to the 2009 season, mapping had been limited to tape-and-compass, with the goal to 

survey and map the community, recording all archaeological features encountered to 

ascertain the distribution and variation of settlement around Group A (Hyde 2011). In 

2009 and 2010 a small survey crew led by Christine Taylor initiated mapping of the 
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features and boundaries of the site with a total station. Data from these two seasons were 

manipulated and converted into multiple contour maps and presented here for the first 

time. This interim report provides: 

 

1. A discussion of the history and methodology for mapping at Medicinal Trail 

2. A summary of activities for the 2012 mapping season 

3. Some preliminary GIS maps based on the data so far collected from the 

Medicinal Trail Community 

4. A discussion of the settlement based on the tape-and-compass map overlaid 

onto the topographic map 

 

HISTORY OF MAPPING AT MEDICINAL TRAIL 

Tape-and-Compass Mapping 

Beginning in 2005, tape-and-compass mapping proceeded with a radial transect method 

to locate and record a continuous sample of settlement from Group A, east toward the 

escarpment (Hyde 2011). Hyde adopted this methodology based on its previous 

application by other researchers in the Maya Lowlands (i.e. Lohse 2001; Puleston 1983; 

Scarborough 1991; Tourtellot et al. 1993; Tourtellot and Rose 1993). The initial radial 

transect originated behind Structure A-4, extending 1 km east from Group A toward the 

escarpment. Measuring 100 m in width with a central baseline, brechas were cut north 

and south at 50 m increments establishing 50 m
2
 survey blocks. Coordinates for the 

blocks were marked on each corner, with the origin point located at the start of the radial 

transect at Group A. Survey crews conducted pedestrian survey within the blocks, 

locating and recording all identified features. All structures, depressions, terraces, linear 

berms, and anything else considered anthropogenically modified or archaeologically 

significant was recorded by tape-and-compass method. The entire transect had been 

surveyed by the 2010 field season, though only approximately 40% of it had been tape-

and-compass mapped (Figure 3). In addition, radial transect lines for the three remaining 

cardinal directions had been cut for future investigation. (For a more complete summary 

of early survey and mapping at Medicinal Trail, including individual block maps, see 

Hyde 2011, Appendix B). 

 

Based on the tape-and-compass mapping from the transect running east from Group A, it 

is clear that the Medicinal Trail community was a densely populated and extensively 

culturally modified landscape (Hyde 2011; Hyde and Valdez 2007). Throughout the 

community, at least in those areas that have been visited so far, numerous clusters of 

mounds have been identified indicating the presence of multiple household groups of 

varying size and formality. At one end of the spectrum, we find poorly organized 

informal clusters of low mounds, and then at the other end, we find residential and ritual 

groups with multiple connected courtyards, with some structures as tall as 3 m above 

their courtyards (Hyde 2011; Hyde and Valdez 2007). A pattern of first-tier, second-tier, 

and third-tier households exists among small sites with agricultural features in the region 

(Hageman and Lohse 2003; Lohse 2004).  
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First Tier Households. First Tier households are formal courtyard groups that have 

multiple structures with complex basal platforms (Hageman and Lohse 2003). 

Additionally, these groups, are east-focused groups and align with Becker’s (1971, 1991, 

1999, 2003) Plaza Plan 2 (PP2), which are characterized by the presence of relatively tall, 

square structures on the east side. Becker (1999:144) interprets PP2 groups as specific 

residential compounds for lineage heads. Their pattern of burial interment, plus evidence 

of ceremonial activity such as on‐floor burning, has led to eastern structures of PP2 

groups to be defined as shrines (Becker 2003). 

 

There are two First Tier households at Medicinal Trail, Groups A (Figure 4) and B 

(Figure 5), and they are approximately 200 m apart from each on a southwest/northeast 

axis. The largest structure at each of these groups is situated at the east side of its 

respective group (Hyde and Atwood 2008; Hyde and Martin 2009; Hyde and Valdez 

2007; Martin 2008, 2009).  

 

 
Figure 4. Tape-and-compass map of Group A 

of the Medicinal Trail Community. 

 
Figure 5. Tape-and-compass map of Group B 

of the Medicinal Trail Community. 

 

Group A is the largest group identified in the community so far and consists of six 

mounds organized around three contiguous courtyards, aligned on a northeast-southwest 

axis. Group A consists of three courtyard groups; within these courtyard groups, six 

mounds were identified on the surface. Five of these six mounds and the single isolated 

mound to the north have all been investigated to various levels of intensity. Excavations 

also uncovered Structure A-8, located between Structures A-1 and A-2. Two more 

structures, A-Sub-1 and A-Sub-2, were found completely below the surface of the 

northern courtyard. 
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The Tapir Group (Group B) is a PP2-type formal courtyard group located approximately 

200 m north-northeast of Group A. The courtyard group appears to be built on an 

artificial platform and consists of four mounds, surrounding a shared central space with 

the eastern structure (B-1) being the largest and pyramidal in shape (Martin 2009). The 

south side of the courtyard consists of a long platform that appears to be supporting a 

superstructure (B-2). Structures B-3 and B-4, to the west and north, are thought to be 

residential based on their shape, relative size, and location (Martin 2009). 

 

Second Tier Households. Located adjacent to First Tier households are Second Tier 

households.  These households are smaller, often made up of two or three structures 

arranged around a semi-formal courtyard and do not have eastern ceremonial structures.  

 

Group C is a small Second Tier courtyard group located directly south of The Tapir 

Group (Figure 6). Group C is located about 50 meters south of The Tapir Group and is 

associated with numerous landscape modifications such as terraces, berms, and 

depressions, likely related to agricultural activities. The group consists of three courtyard 

groups dispersed around a series of landscape features such as berms and depressions. At 

the north end of the group is a semi-formal courtyard group of three mounds and to the 

east and southeast there is a possible chultun and a long berm, approximately 40 m long, 

with depressions located on each side of it (Dedrick 2009). At the southern end of this 

long berm, it either hooks to the east or intersects with a small separate berm. To the 

southeast of this intersection is yet another depression. A ditch that appears to be a 

drainage feature starts at this depression and winds its way south to one last depression. 

 

Third Tier Households. Third Tier households occupy the other end of the household 

form continuum. These households are informally clustered, lacking a formal courtyard 

arrangement. The structures associated with Third Tier households are smaller, lower, 

and less substantial.  

 

Group D is located .45 km east of Group A (Figures 3 and 7). Based only on visual 

inspections and no excavations it appears that a distinction could be made between the 

mounds at the northern end of the group and those at the southern end of the group. Most 

of the mounds at the northern end (Structures D-1 through D-5) are relatively small and, 

based on initial surface indicators, poorly constructed; they appear to not have supported 

any kind of masonry or permanent superstructure. Excavations and mapping at Group D 

have been limited to the northern cluster of mounds, consisting of testing and some initial 

clearing of the last (possibly only) construction phase (Hyde 2009). Structures D-1 

through D-5 probably had pole-and-thatch perishable structures on top of these platforms. 

 

At the southern end of the Group, a few of the mounds appear to be a bit more 

substantial, in that they are bigger in terms of height and floor space. One of the largest 

buildings in the southern half of the Group, Structure D-8, has a relatively large 

rectangular platform running east-west. Structure D-9 is at the east end of D-8, but is 
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lower and not as wide. D-11 is located south from the intersection of D-8 and D-9, and 

has a rectangular platform running north-south. A large depression is situated in the space 

south of D-9 and east of D-11. 

 

 
Figure 6. Tape-and-compass maps of Group C of the Medicinal Trail Community. 

 

 



Brewer et al. 

98 

 
Figure 7. Tape-and-compass maps of Groups D (left) and E (right) of the Medicinal Trail 

Community. 

 

Group E of the Medicinal Trail site is located 90 m southeast of Group A, and is a 

household group consisting of five mounds, loosely arranged around a shared space 

(Figures 2 and 7). The largest mound of the group, Structure E-1, is likely the principal 

residence of this group (Whitaker 2007). Two separate mounds, Structures E-2 and E-3, 

abut Structure E-1, but are not connected. One is on the eastern side, and the other is on 

the southwest side. These two mounds were no more than 15 cm tall, and are basically 

low platforms with no apparent superstructure (Whitaker 2007). 

 

Additional Features. Numerous terraces, berms, and depressions extend out away from 

these groups, and undoubtedly functioned together as a complex system geared toward 

supporting water management, likely rated to agricultural production (Brewer 2007; 

Figueroa 2001; Weiss-Krejci and Sabbas 2002).  

 

Extensive modifications to the landscape are located throughout this settlement (Brewer 

2007; Lowe 2008; Percy 2009; Figures 2 and 3). These modifications appear designed to 

direct the flow of water into reservoirs, which in turn could be used for various activities 

from agriculture, purification of water, the storage of water, and other functions. Water 

captured during the rainy season within these reservoirs could have provided this large 

population with access to water throughout at least much of the dry season. It has been 

hypothesized that these extensive features, found throughout the lowlands, were achieved 
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through accretive landscape engineering, in which the Maya contoured the physical 

environment over the centuries (Scarborough 1993). 

Total Data Station Mapping 

Working from tape and compass maps completed in 2004, Taylor began total station 

survey at the site in 2009 and continued in 2010 and the data was collected using a 

Sokkia Set 4B Total Data Station by Taylor during the 2009 and 2010 summer seasons. 

Taylor established an initial base point (100/100) immediately adjacent to the northwest 

corner of Structure A-4, the largest and tallest of the group. With the twin goals of 

accurately mapping all identified structures and features at Medicinal Trail, as well as 

recording topographic points throughout the site, Taylor successfully mapped the 

majority of Groups A, B, and D and some of the east radial transect. This intensive 

survey resulted in the recording of structures and features within and surrounding these 

groups as well as numerous topographic points throughout the site. However, until now 

this data had not yet been converted into a map. The data was manipulated by Brewer 

using Surfer 9 mapping software in the fall of 2012 to produce a preliminary contour map 

of the Medicinal Trail Community (Figure 8). We will be loading the data into GIS 

software to generate more accurate and informative maps of the community. Stowe has 

taken data from the 2009-2010 seasons and produced a preliminary map of Group A 

(Figure 9) and The Tapir Group (Figure 10) using ArcInfo 10.0. Mapping of this sort will 

be reported on more fully in next year’s report.  

 

SUMMARY OF SETTLEMENT WITHIN THE COMMUNITY 

Total data station (TDS) mapping provides a detailed topographic map of a given area. 

Two one month seasons of total station mapping have been conducted at the Medicinal 

Trail Community, resulting in a preliminary topographic map. By layering the settlement 

data collected via tape-and-compass over the TDS data (Figure 11), we are now able to 

compare the settlement against the physical landscape as revealed in the topographic 

map.  

 

The large First Tier households, Groups A and B, are both located on ridge tops, along 

the same ridge line though separated by a dip. When pioneering settlers enter into a 

previously empty or sparsely populated landscape, early settlers might choose hilltops for 

residences since they tend not to have great agricultural potential. These locations, 

however, are situated to provide a view of the surrounding landscape and to take 

advantage of breezes that reduce the number of bugs and create a cooler environment 

(Hyde and Martin 2009). Ridge tops also would have afforded them a view of the 

surrounding area in most directions and undoubtedly they would have been visible to 

each other, as well as from quite a distance given the forest clearing that had taken place 

during the Preclassic and Classic (e.g. Beach et al. 2009; Dunning and Beach 2000; 

Dunning et al. 2003; Webster 2002).  
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Figure 8. Contour map of the Medicinal Trail Community.  

 

 
Figure 9. Preliminary GIS map of Group A of the Medicinal Trail Community. 
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Figure 10. Preliminary GIS map of Group B of the Medicinal Trail Community. 

 

 
Figure 11. Contour map of the Medicinal Trail with the tape-and-compass map overlaid.  
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The Second Tier household Group C is located adjacent to, and below, The Tapir Group 

and is associated with what are thought to be numerous water catchment features (Gill 

2009; Percy 2009). The topography it appears to be occupying is intermediate between 

The Tapir Group, and the extensive low lying plain to the east. The topography around 

Group C is relatively steep relative to the flat plain below, and it is here where there are 

multiple interconnected berms (Dedrick 2009; Gill 2009; Percy 2009) that appear to be 

functioning to direct water away from the larger The Tapir Group household, and towards 

four reservoirs. Dispersed among these features are numerous informal clusters of 

structures, many located directly adjacent to a reservoir. South of Group C the terrain 

drops about 10 m to the broad flat lying plain. Thus, Group C is positioned to oversee the 

activities below on the flat low lying plain. 

 

The Third Tier households are located in very different environments. Group D, located 

.45 km east of Group A is in the low lying flat plain among numerous terraces. The 

inhabitants of these low lying platforms likely were among the farming class for the 

community, living in proximity to their fields.   

 

The flat lying plain, from below Group C to Group D and beyond survey has identified 

numerous reservoirs and terraces. It appears these locations were coordinated to collect 

and manipulate the draining of rainwater from up slope. This would have provided water 

for the terraces fields.  

 

Group E, located south of Group A, is located near a precipitous drop to its east. The 

position would have offered the inhabitants of Group E view to the flat lying plain below. 

It is possible the residents of Group E were responsible, in part, with overseeing the 

activities in the agricultural fields. In this sense, Groups C and E are similar. 

 

2012 SEASON SUMMARY 

The brief 2012 field season at Medicinal Trail took place from June 16
th

-20
th

. The goal of 

this season was to continue survey and total station mapping of the site, essentially 

resuming the work Hyde and Taylor had initiated in prior seasons. Primary goals for the 

2012 season were twofold:  

 

1. “Fill in the gaps” between the groups and extraneous features previously 

mapped by recording points along the trails connecting the site in order to 

create a comprehensive map of the site’s features, topography, and 

geographic extent.  

2. Record at least one accurate (<5 m) GPS coordinate within the site—

preferably from a high elevation within the site center—to allow for 

georeferencing of the site, as well as its placement in absolute geographic 

space. 
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Methodology 

A two-person survey team employed a Nikon DTM-322 Total Station and prism to map 

structures and features, including elevations, and to record distances between the formal 

groups. Structures were mapped by recording a total of eight points: four each from the 

base and top corners (NE, NW, SW, and SE). Depressions were recorded somewhat 

irregularly based on their size and shape. Points were recorded around the rim and as 

close to the estimated base of each as possible. For example, only six points each were 

recorded for Depressions A-1, A-2, and A-4 (four rim, two base), but a total of 13 points 

(nine rim, four base) were recorded for the larger Depression A-3. Base points and points 

recorded along trails connecting the site were established in clear lines-of-sight generally 

atop slightly higher elevations in order to minimize the number of required points. This 

methodology was adopted based on established archaeological mapping projects 

throughout the Maya lowlands and elsewhere (Lohse 2001; Puleston 1983; Scarborough 

1991; Tourtellot et al. 1993; Tourtellot and Rose 1993).   

 

Results 

An initial base station (base point) was established on the northwest side of Group A 

between Structures A-2 and A-3. This position was selected in order to provide a clear 

line-of-sight along the trail connecting Groups A and B and to provide a baseline along 

which to establish subsequent base points from which to map the trail, Structure A-7, and 

Depression A-3, located to the northeast of the Northern Courtyard of Group A. 

Depression A-4, located only a few meters east of Structures A-2 and A-3, was also 

mapped from this base point. Two additional small depressions immediately west of the 

Group A courtyard, originally investigated by Lowe (2008), were mapped from a base 

point established between Structures A-1 and A-2. The depression to the northwest was 

delineated Depression A-2, and the one slightly further south Depression A-1.  

 

Following a brief reconnaissance along the previously established east transect, a small 

previously unmapped mound was identified approximately 75 m from Group A along the 

transect. The mound was oriented east-west and located roughly 25 m north of the 

transect. Two points were shot along the transect in order to establish a base point 

location (Base 6) from which to record the presumed structure, temporarily labeled East 

Transect Structure 1. Group E (Operation 11), originally investigated by Jason Whitaker 

(2007) as part of his Master’s thesis research, was mapped from a base point established 

roughly 75 m south along the trail from Group A. The trail connecting Groups A and B 

was mapped next, with a total of 3 base points established on this northeast line. Two 

additional base points were then established south of The Tapir Group in order to map 

Group C (Operation 13), originally investigated by Maia Dedrick (2009) as part of her 

Honor’s Thesis. The remainder of the abbreviated field season was spent recording these 

final four structures. Upon conclusion of the 2012 mapping season at Medicinal Trail, a 

total of 13 base points were established and a total of 113 points were recorded. 
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GPS COORDINATE WITHIN THE SITE 

Prior to the conclusion of the field season, two GPS points were recorded at the site using 

a handheld Garmin eTrex Vista HCx unit (Table 2). This unit contains a high-sensitivity, 

WAAS-enabled GPS receiver that allows for quick and precise position location in heavy 

cover. Points were taken from the tops of Structures A-4 and B-1, the tallest structures 

within each group. Somewhat surprisingly, the first point was recorded within an 

accuracy of 3 m and the second within 1 m. The practical application of these points will 

be to georeference the site maps, allowing for the situation of the site geographically, as 

well as in relation to others in the region. 

 

Table 2. GPS points for Group A and The Tapir Group (Group B) 

From Structure A-4: 16Q UTM 0286600 1973379 (176 m) 

From Structure B-1: 16Q UTM 0286807 1973510 (166 m) 

 

A BRIEF NOTE ON HYDRAULIC MODELING 

One potential avenue of future research resulting from georeferencing the site is the 

overlaying of RADAR imagery to the Medicinal Trail maps in order to better understand 

the hydrological capacity and functioning of the site in the present, as well as the 

interpolation of past hydraulic capabilities. Contingent upon availability of this satellite 

imagery, the RADAR overlay will show the exact location of water present within the 

site at the time of image recording. For example, a side-by-side comparison of sight 

imagery from different dates during the same calendar year (i.e. wet vs. dry season) 

should enable us to visualize where water is being collected and stored within the site, 

potentially allowing for the testing of identified water features throughout the community 

as well as the ground-truthing of previously unidentified potential water features.  

 

A similar type of hydraulic modeling has been applied to mapping flood dynamics of the 

Congo River using orbital RADAR (PALSAR ScanSAR) to monitor the spatial extent 

and temporal dynamics of cyclical seasonal inundation (Rosenqvist 2008). Within the 

Maya region, airborne LiDAR is being applied with the similar goals of large-scale 

visualization of past settlement and landscape modifications in this tropical region (Chase 

et al. 2011). The primary advantage of both RADAR and LiDAR in these types of 

research approaches lies in their ability to penetrate the dense rainforest canopy, literally 

“seeing” through gaps to the jungle floor. 

 

Independent of spatial or temporal scales, hydraulic modeling and analysis based on 

RADAR imagery presents an exciting and unique direction to water management studies 

in the Maya area. In order to facilitate this advancement at Medicinal Trail, the next 

phase of mapping will be to record any additional structures and features identified 

within the site, as well as to continue mapping the topography of the site at small enough 

intervals to gain a clearer understanding of how water might have flowed through this 

hinterland community. 
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CONCLUSION 

The data from the 2009 and 2010 seasons are presented here for the first, in the form of a 

preliminary map of the Medicinal Trail Community. A comparison of the tape-and-

compass settlement map with the topographic map generated in Surfer 9 from the TDS 

data has revealed that the First Tier households occupy ridge tops, which is to be 

expected given their perceived leadership role in the community. The Second Tier 

household is located slightly lower than the First Tier, in proximity to a series of 

reservoirs and water management features. The two Third Tier households are differently 

situated relative to each other. Group D is located on the flat low lying plain and 

associated with numerous agricultural terraces. Given the informal organization of this 

household, and its apparent humble construction, this location is to be expected of the 

farming class. 

 

Group E is more complicated in terms of it classification and location. To date there does 

not appear to be nearby, adjacent terraces or other agricultural features. Also, it lacks 

evidence for water management features. Like Group C, it is positioned in such a way to 

oversee the activities of the farming class down on the low lying plain. The function of 

these residents is yet to be determined, but it may be they are more similar to Group C 

and therefore should be reclassified as a Second Tier household.   

 

Though short, the 2012 Medicinal Trail TDS mapping season was successful. The two 

goals of the season were achieved. Mapping associated with Group A included the 

depressions on the periphery and one previously unmapped nearby mound. Group E to 

the south was also mapped. To the south and east of The Tapir Group, the four mounds 

that constitute Group C were also mapped. Additionally the various courtyard groups 

were linked together spatially, providing a visual assessment of settlement distributions. 

The second goal of acquiring GPS coordinates was also accomplished with great success.  

 

Additional TSD mapping is planned in future seasons to better understand the 

relationship between the Medicinal Trial settlement and the physical landscape in which 

it exists. There is a certain amount of interpolation that occurs with Surfer, and therefore 

we plan to import the data into GIS software, which should produce a much more 

accurate map and answer a lot of our questions. 
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THE 2012 SEASON OF SURVEY AND EXCAVATION 

AT LA MILPA NORTH 
 

Eric J. Heller, University of California Riverside 

 

The ancient Maya site of La Milpa North is situated on a prominent hilltop roughly 3.5 

kilometers north of the central precinct of La Milpa, in Northwestern Belize. The site is 

comprised of five limestone masonry structures in a Late Classic palatial style, 

surrounding a plain stela at the apex of a prominent hill, as well as numerous other 

groups and features scattered across the slopes of the hillside. Over a two-month period 

in the summer of 2012, the third consecutive season of survey, excavation, and surface 

collection was carried out at La Milpa North. This report briefly outlines the goals of this 

dissertation project, discusses the activities of the 2012 field season, and concludes by 

proposing avenues for future research. 

 

La Milpa North was relocated and mapped by Norman Hammond, Gair Tourtellot, and 

other members of the La Milpa Archaeological Project (LaMAP). After locating two 

similar hinterland hilltop sites, La Milpa East and La Milpa South, on survey transects to 

the east and south of La Milpa, Hammond and Tourtellot (2003) posited that the Maya 

built four similar outlying sites in a cruciform pattern that marked and emphasized the 

cardinal directions of the Maya cosmos. Using this hypothesis, Hammond, Tourtellot, 

and others (Tourtellot et al. 2000, 2002) successfully predicted the precise location of two 

additional hilltop sites, La Milpa West and La Milpa North (Figure 1). Hammond, 

Tourtellot, and others (Tourtellot et al.  2003) argue that, for the ancient Maya of La 

Milpa, these four hinterland sites marked the world directions of the Maya cosmos, traced 

the path of the sun on its daily and yearly journey across the sky and along the horizon, 

served as waypoints in processional rituals of circumambulation, placed the site of La 

Milpa at the metaphorical center of the world, and served as important loci for the 

expression and operation of La Milpa’s authority over the surrounding landscape.  

 

Hammond, Tourtellot, and others’ (Hammond and Tourtellot 2003; Tourtellot et al. 2003) 

assertions of cosmological meaning are based principally on the geographic position of 

the four sites relative to La Milpa center. Their argument is also buttressed by 

architectural similarities between three of the four outlying sites as they, with the 

exception of La Milpa North, conform to Becker’s (2004) Plaza Pyramid II typology 

(Tourtellot, Estrada-Belli, et al., 2003). Unlike the other cosmogram sites, La Milpa 

North is comprised of several sprawling palatial structures in a Late Classic architectural 

style. Hammond et al. (Hammond and Tourtellot 2003) suggest that the variance in 

architectural plan between La Milpa North and the others is due to the special 

significance placed on the northern direction by the ancient Maya, as a place associated 

with noble ancestors and the celestial realm (see Ashmore 1991; Coggins 1980). The La 

Milpa cosmogram hypothesis, which was both was both well received and harshly 

criticized (e.g. Smith 2005), contributes to an essential ongoing discussion regarding the 
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values and limitations of inferring dense social meanings from arrangements of 

architecture on ancient Maya landscapes.  

 

 
Figure 1. A map displaying the entirety of the La Milpa cosmogram as proposed. In addition, the 

course of the 2010 La Milpa North Project transect is shown, and the site of La Milpa North Chico 

is also displayed. The five sites are shown to scale of one another. This image was adapted from the 

GIS data compiled by Francisco Estrada-Belli, available at www.bu.edu/lamilpa. 

 

In response to this initial research and the dialogue that followed, in 2010 this project 

commenced research at La Milpa North with the principle goal of testing the La Milpa 

cosmogram hypothesis. While cosmological ideation by itself can be difficult to detect 

archaeologically, other correlates of cosmological expression on a monumental scale may 

be more perceptible in the material record. For example, evidence of non-organic or 

http://www.bu.edu/lamilpa
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centralized development of the built landscape, central planning in architectural 

arrangements, and absence of non-ritual artifacts in the overall assemblages of palatial 

structures, may suggest that La Milpa North was indeed imposed on the landscape by La 

Milpa Center, perhaps as a component in a massive cosmographic design. By developing 

additional lines of material evidence at La Milpa North, the cosmogram hypothesis could 

be indirectly tested. After the 2010 and 2011 field seasons, it was clear that La Milpa 

North is complex place imbued with many meanings by a diverse array of social actors 

over its long history of use and occupation. This project seeks to consider both the 

symbolic qualities and the practical and experiential aspects of inhabiting this landscape 

from a diachronic perspective. Therefore, this project utilizes a biography of place 

approach, informed by an array of complimentary theoretical perspectives, including 

political and ritual economy theories, social landscape approaches, and practice theory 

(see Heller 2012). These theoretical perspectives and approaches were chosen in an effort 

to synthesize and compare recovered archaeological data with the wide array of existing 

literature on the social, political, and economic circumstances of the Three Rivers Region, 

thereby establishing a foundation for a discussion of the socioeconomic position of this 

community and the lived experiences of those who interacted with La Milpa North in 

their everyday lives.  

 

La Milpa North was indeed a complex and multivalent place, imbedded in a densely 

occupied and productive landscape that changed dramatically over time (Figure 2). 

Although Early Classic finds are exceptionally rare, La Milpa North is known to have an 

occupation history beginning in the Early Classic with a tremendous amount of growth 

and development in the Late to Terminal Classic, just prior to the abandonment of the site. 

The conspicuous hilltop position of the palatial architecture suggests that it may have 

been a desirable location for the surveillance of lower elevation areas and would have 

served as a prominent landmark within social landscapes of this region. Erected during 

the Late to Terminal Classic period, some structures, such as Str. 1 appear to be designed 

to optimize enclosure and privacy while others, like Str. 3, create spaces that could 

facilitate modest public gatherings. This variance may suggest that the structures of the 

site core may have had divergent functions; as spaces for domestic occupation and 

production as well as community-wide ritual practices. Also, there are several 

architectural groups within the 700 meter survey area centered on La Milpa North’s 

palatial core, some of which may have served as large-scale domiciles, perhaps indicating 

a long use-life of the structure or, alternatively, a single episode of construction on a 

larger-than-usual scale. Unfortunately, a great many smaller structures were likely 

damaged by the recent conversion of this previously forested environment into 

pastureland, yet even in the absence of these data, it is clear that La Milpa North was 

enmeshed in a prosperous and productive community, and served as an important node 

on the social landscape of the region.  

 

The community of La Milpa North frequently engaged in economic production, and in 

some cases, on a scale that likely exceeded household needs. Evidence of lithic tool 
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manufacture is abundant in several areas of the hilltop and chert veins are frequent in the 

slopes of the hillside, suggesting that quarrying, material testing, decortification, and final 

tool production occurred in spatially distinct areas in close proximity to the palatial core 

of the site. This highly spatialized distribution of a unified lithic tool manufacture process 

may suggest some degree of either labor specialization or centralized control of the 

industry. In addition, evidence of other productive activities has been observed within the 

site core, as materials associated with creating pigments and fine cutting tools were 

located on a mound between two of the largest structures on the hilltop, suggesting that 

various productive activities are spatially organized on the landscape in ways that may 

speak to issues of social class and the division of labor within this community.  

 

 
Figure 2. A GIS Map detailing the core of La Milpa North, peripheral settlement, and other features 

of interest. This image was adapted from the GIS data compiled by Francisco Estrada-Belli, 

available at www.bu.edu/lamilpa. 

 

 

http://www.bu.edu/lamilpa
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After the 2010 and 2011 field seasons, a multifaceted narrative of ancient Maya lives at 

La Milpa North began to emerge, though many gaps persist. Excavations were conducted 

during the 2012 field season with several principle goals. These included expanding the 

known occupation chronology by testing Early Classic areas of the site, revealing the 

form and function of the site’s central architecture, and developing a more complete view 

of the lifestyle and socio-economic position of this site’s residents.  

 

EXCAVATION AND SURVEY OPERATIONS OF THE 2012 FIELD SEASON 

Excavations were carried out at La Milpa North over an approximately two-month field 

season in the summer of 2012. The principle focus of excavation efforts this season was 

directed toward the largest of the enclosed courtyard structures, Str. 1. In addition, 

several 1 x 1 m test pits, shovel test pits, targeted surveys, and surface collections were 

carried out over the course of the 2012 season. The results of these efforts are 

summarized below.  

 

Operation 1 

Operation 1 is a test-pit operation using methods designed to rapidly acquire information 

regarding the stratigraphy and chronology of the site. All Operation 1 units are 1 x 1 m 

suboperations, and all excavated materials are screened through a ¼ inch screen, where 

all identified artifacts are collected. Typically, excavated lots terminate at an arbitrary 

depth of 20 centimeters unless a change in stratigraphy is observed. In the 2012 field 

season, Operation 1 units were deployed at several critical locations within the eastern 

half of the site.  

 

Suboperation 1-J. Suboperation 1-J was placed in the exterior passage between Str. 1 

and Str. 2, as it was believed to be an ideal location to gather evidence of domestic 

production in the exterior spaces adjacent to the core structures. This unit was excavated 

to bedrock in three lots. Unfortunately, no evidence of productive activities was 

recovered, and most encountered artifacts were likely deposited in this location as they 

washed out from the construction fill of the nearby structures. This unit however, did 

reveal that the ancient Maya leveled off the bedrock in this portion of the site by filling in 

the naturally occurring oscillations with small-cobble construction fill to create a uniform 

surface. This flat surface was likely finished with a layer of compact sterile soil, or even 

plaster, though no concrete evidence the final surfacing remained visible in the 

stratigraphy of the unit. 

 

Suboperation 1-K. Suboperation 1-K was placed in the center of the exterior corridor 

formed by the north and south walls of the Str. 1 entryway. The purpose of this unit was 

to establish the stratigraphy of the exterior spaces of Str. 1, and collect any recovered 

materials for chronological analysis. In addition, this unit was designed to serve as a point 

from which Operation 2 units could be placed in order to reveal architectural elements of 

a possible entryway to Str. 1. This unit was excavated to bedrock in six lots. The first 

several lots consisted of humus soils and collapse from nearby architecture, however Lot 
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1-K-4 terminated on a consistently flat layer of construction fill, which likely was the 

original surface level prior to the collapse of the adjacent architecture. In addition, Lot 1-

K-4 terminated on a large concentration of ceramics, possibly from a single water jar, that 

was placed on the surface in antiquity and was later destroyed as the structure collapsed. 

Unfortunately, this could not be confirmed as an insufficient portion of the vessel was 

recovered. Continuing excavation revealed that the fill materials used to elevate the 

surface level included not only limestone cobbles and household refuse, but also waste 

materials from lithic production. Notably, a large abandoned biface blank, in a size and 

shape that is typical of the many bifacially flaked tools recovered in other areas of the site, 

was deposited in 1-K-5 as part of the fill.  

 

Suboperation 1-L. Suboperation 1-L was placed directly to the west of the large L-

Shaped structure in Group NE2. Like most other Operation 1 units, the purpose of 1-L 

was to view the stratigraphic sequence in this area, near the location of Early Classic 

surface finds, and collect any potentially diagnostic artifacts. 1-L was closed after three 

lots moved through dense, dark, highly organic soils and tumble from the nearby 

structure before terminating on bedrock. All ceramic materials dated to the Tepeu 2-3 

phase. No evidence was recovered to suggest the modification of the ancient surface in 

this area, which is a contrast to the open spaces between the core structures of La Milpa 

North and that of the outlying settlement.  

 

 

Suboperation 1-M. Suboperation 1-M was placed on the basal platform of the L-shaped 

structure in Group NE2. The purpose of this unit was to ascertain the stratigraphy of this 

platform with particular attention devoted to discerning multiple construction phases. In 

addition, diagnostic materials could be collected and analyzed, providing a rough 

chronological picture of the construction history of this platform. 1-M was excavated to 

bedrock in four lots, having moved through first a dense layer of ash and dark organic 

soils, then tumble from the L-shaped structure and finally a layer of construction fill 

placed above the bedrock to elevate the platform. The stratigraphy indicates that the 

platform was elevated in one construction episode, using large limestone and chert 

cobbles to rapidly build up the base and smaller cobbles to create a level surface. The 

raising of this platform, like all other tested platforms and courtyards, occurred in the 

Late to Terminal Classic as all ceramic materials were dated to the Tepeu 2-3 phase.  

 

Suboperation 1-N. Suboperation 1-N was located on what was believed to be an 

artificially elevated platform directly north of Str. 3 adjacent to group NE2. The purpose 

of this suboperation was to determine the chronology and stratigraphy of this portion of 

the site. This area is hypothesized to be the portion with the earliest occupation, as 

surface collections conducted in the previous year recovered Early Classic ceramic 

materials from the root system of a fallen tree near this location. Unfortunately, no 

decipherable stratigraphic sequence could be discerned from this suboperation, and all 
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ceramic materials were in the Tepeu 2-3 phase. The lack of discernable stratigraphy of 

this area is likely the result of multiple land clearance episodes in recent history.  

 

Suboperation 1-O. Suboperation 1-O was placed on the basal platform of the L-shaped 

structure in Group NE1. Suboperation 1-O revealed that the platform was raised in a 

single construction episode. The pattern of using large limestone and chert cobbles to 

rapidly build up the platform followed by smaller cobble fill to level off the surface was 

consistent with other features at the site. Ceramic evidence indicates that, like other tested 

platforms, construction was completed during the Late to Terminal Classic period. 

Although the platform was constructed in the Late to Terminal Classic, it remains 

possible that the structure itself predates the platform, as the structure remains 

unexcavated.  

 

Suboperation 1-P. Suboperation 1-P was opened on a possible midden deposit located 

via shovel test pits 7-P and 7-Q. This suboperation was excavated in 10 cm lots instead of 

the typical 20 cm for greater data control. The possible midden feature was encountered 

at the bottom of Lot 2, and excavated in three additional lots. The excavation recovered a 

number of sherds from a wide variety of vessels in a relatively shallow deposit. Analysis 

of this deposit is ongoing, but preliminary analysis indicates that materials range from the 

Tepeu 1 to the Tepeu 2-3 phases.  

 

Suboperation 1-Q. Suboperation 1-Q was placed adjacent to shovel test pit Suboperation 

7-N which was believed to have located a possible midden deposit directly to the south of 

the western side of the basal platform on which an L-shaped structure is situated in Group 

NE2. Like 1-P, this midden was also likely used briefly as the deposit was neither large 

nor contained a variety of stratigraphic sequences. All ceramic materials date to the 

Tepeu 2-3 phase.  

 

Suboperation 1-R. Much like 1-N, Suboperation 1-R was designed to capture the 

stratigraphy and chronology of the northern portion of the site. This unit was placed 

several meters south of the surface collection location in which Early Classic ceramic 

materials were collected in the 2011 season. Like 1-N however, the stratigraphy in this 

area was disturbed in the process of land clearance. The only well-defined stratigraphic 

layer observed was a layer of ash from recent burning episodes.  

 

Operation 2 

Operation 2 employs methods designed for the rapid exposure of architectural features. In 

an effort to define how ancient Maya interactants with the architecture at this site 

accessed and moved through space, and to generate data for a comparative analysis with 

other structures, excavations focused on the Str. 1 entryway and select locations within 

the Str. 1 courtyard.  
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Str. 1 Entryway. The majority of excavation efforts under operation 2 were dedicated to 

exploring the entryway to the Str. 1 courtyard. Prior to excavation, the exact point of 

access to the Str. 1 courtyard was unknown, though Tourtellot, Hammond, Estrada-Belli 

and others predicted an opening on the west side of the courtyard in their map (map 

available at www.bu.edu/lamilpa). Excavations proceeded in this area in an effort to 

validate their prediction while establishing the dimensions of the entryway. A number of 

excavation units were placed adjacent to one another in this area (Figure 3). Materials 

from these suboperations were not screened, but potentially diagnostic artifacts were 

collected over the course of excavations.  

 

 
Figure 3. The unit and datum locations of units relevant to the excavation of Str. 1 

 

The excavations of the entryway revealed several interesting aspects of the architecture 

and construction history of Str. 1. These include the architectural form and plan of the 

entryway, various strategies employed to erect and maintain the structure, and an episode 

of remodeling to modify the shape of the entryway.  

 

The architects of Str. 1 used several strategies to create a level foundation for the 

architecture of this structure. When bedrock was relatively close to the intended 

foundation level, a sascab, or lime gravel, foundation was used to create a level surface. 

In other cases, when the bedrock was more distant from the intended surface level, 

construction fill consisting of limestone and chert cobbles intermixed with household 

refuse was used as a foundation material. It appears however, that the construction fill 

foundations were not as stable as sascab under the weight of the masonry architecture of 

Str. 1, as stints of a very hard bright white limestone were necessary to stabilize the 
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masonry architecture in areas where small cobble fill was used to elevate the foundation 

surface. Stints of this nature were observed within the southern side of the eastern end of 

the entryway as well as in walls located in Suboperations 2-S and 2-U on the eastern side 

of the interior of the Str. 1 courtyard.  

 

The entryway of Str. 1 was also plastered with a thin plaster surface. Plaster surfacing 

was commonly encountered in areas where collapse from the structure sealed the plaster 

layer, protecting it from future collapse and further erosion. Though plaster was only 

observed near walls, it is likely that the courtyard of Str. 1 was surfaced with a 2-3 cm 

layer of plaster. In addition, excavations encountered two layers of plaster surfaces 

separated by construction fill on the southern side of the Str. 1 entryway, which indicates 

that this portion of the entryway was constructed only after the first surfacing episode 

was complete. This remodel further enclosed the courtyard, perhaps suggesting an 

increased desire to restrict vision and movement between the courtyard and other areas of 

the site sometime after the initial completion of the Str. 1 entryway. This may indicate a 

significant change in the function of the structure. Unfortunately, the span of time 

between the initial construction and the remodeling episode is unknown and unlikely to 

be resolved as the construction and occupation history of this structure fits within the 

Tepeu 2-3 phase.  

 

Finally, excavations of the Str. 1 entryway provided several critical clues to the strategies 

employed to collect and store water for use by the occupants of Str. 1. A trench consisting 

of three 1 x 1 m Suboperations, 2-Q, 2-R, and 2-T, was excavated to explore the interface 

between the entryway and the courtyard. The profile of this trench revealed that the 

ancient surface level, as inferred from the construction fill layer, was graded toward the 

center of the courtyard. It is possible that this grade was used in antiquity to direct water 

into the courtyard, where perhaps it could be collected and stored for future use. In 

addition, a number of shattered water jars were also located along the entryway directly 

on top of ancient surface layers adjacent to the southern walls of the Str. 1 entryway. 

Together, the courtyard grading and common occurrence of water jars suggest that the 

occupants of Str. 1 may have been able to collect and store a significant quantity of water 

during the rainy season.  

 

Suboperation 2-S and 2-U. Suboperations 2-S and 2-U were excavated in an effort to 

develop an understanding of the architecture of Str. 1 that faces the interior courtyard. 

The location of these suboperations was selected because of the intervisibility between 

these units and the Str. 1 entryway. These suboperations contained a number of unusual 

features including a layer rich with ashy soil and ceramic materials, evidence for a 

possible remodeling episode, and indications of interior spaces within the architecture of 

Str. 1.  

 

After exposing the uppermost portions of the preserved wall a dark layer of ash was 

encountered above the construction fill of the courtyard. In addition, a large quantity of 
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ceramic sherds and a ground stone biface was also encountered in this layer, but no 

carbonized organic remains were found. The slight grade of the courtyard slopes west to 

east, therefore it is possible that the ash originated at a different location within the 

structure and then accumulated in the low point against the eastern wall of the courtyard 

surface. In addition, PfBAP ceramicist Dr. Lauren Sullivan (personal communication, 

July 2012) observed that the ceramics recovered in this location were particularly eroded 

and badly pitted, as though exposed to water for a prolonged period of time. In future 

field seasons, this feature will be revisited in an effort to better understand the 

significance of this deposit.  

 

Suboperations 2-S and 2-U also revealed an unusual architectural feature along the 

exposed wall. Excavations revealed a joint or abutment between two segments of the wall 

(Figure 4). The northern section found in Suboperation 2-U is recessed several 

centimeters from the face of the wall found in Suboperation 2-S. In addition, the 2-U 

section of the wall was constructed on top of a layer of construction fill placed above the 

layer of hard limestone blocks that comprises the first course of stone in the wall. 

Although the exact nature of this feature is unknown, it seems likely, due to the unusual 

foundation and the abutment of the stone wall in 2-U to that in 2-S, that this section of the 

wall was added to the structure during a remodeling episode that postdated the initial 

construction of the wall. This unusual architectural feature will be investigated more 

thoroughly in the 2013 field season.  

 

Finally, these suboperations revealed concrete evidence for interior spaces within Str. 1. 

This inference was initially supported by the presence of three large beveled vaulting 

stones located amidst the collapse found in Suboperation 2-S. In addition, several other 

vaulting stones were recognized after these were located from Suboperations 2-V and 2-E 

(Figure 5). Furthermore, the eastern portion of Suboperation 2-S, revealed that the wall 

had two finished sides, one on the exterior of the structure and one that created an interior 

wall. Due to limited time in the 2012 season, this interior space were not excavated, but 

from what was exposed, these spaces appear to have been carefully prepared for a 

temporary abandonment, as they are filled with what appears to be a relatively uniform 

matrix of limestone cobbles and dirt. These data suggests that the Str. 1 mound likely 

contains many such corridors and rooms, which may provide excellent information 

regarding the occupation and utilization of this structure in subsequent field seasons.  

 

Suboperation 2-V through 2-Y. Suboperations 2-V, 2-W, 2-X, and 2-Y were placed 

along the easternmost edge of the plaza in an effort to define the architecture of this 

particular part of the Str. 1 courtyard. These suboperations revealed that a large 

architectural feature, likely a room, protrudes from this portion of the structure. While 

time did not permit additional excavation in this location during the 2012 field seasons, 

this area will be explored during the 2013 field season to better understand the 

architectural plan of the structure and locate means of access to the interior spaces of the 

structure.  
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Figure 4. The west wall of Suboperations 2-S and 2-U. Note the dark coloration of the lower 

courses of stone, a result of the deposition of a large quantity of ash in this area.   

 

Operation 3 

Operation 3 uses a specialized and context-dependent set of methods designed to 

carefully extract information pertaining to production and ritual deposits that may be 

overlooked by other excavation methodologies used by this project. In the 2012 field 

season, a single Operation 3 unit was excavated. 3-G was placed on the southern slope of 

the hillside on which La Milpa North resides in an area where the bedrock appeared to be 

deliberately modified. Because this location was also at the same elevation on the slope 

as a number of chert veins, 3-G was designed to capture this modification and potentially 

recover any evidence of chert quarrying. 3-G was excavated in 10 cm lots, with careful 

attention to the possible presence of microliths or tool shatter. No such evidence of chert 

quarrying was recovered, but it did appear as though soft limestone blocks had been 

removed from underneath the much more dense and hard limestone that commonly 

comprises the top layer of bedrock at the site. The material adjacent to the material that 

was possibly removed from underneath the hard limestone layer was similar in color, 

texture, and consistency to that most commonly observed in the large architecture of La 

Milpa North. This suggests that perhaps this material was removed in antiquity to provide 

an expedient source of chert or a small quantity of limestone building materials.  
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Figure 5. Examples of vault stones observed in architectural investigations during the 2012 field 

seasons. Other vault stones which are not pictured here were located in 2-S, 2-E, and on the surface 

of the center mound of Str. 3. Illustration based on original drawings by Adrian Smith.    

 

Operation 6 

Operation 6 is a surface collection operation designed to capture archaeological materials 

located over the course of survey operations. When a potentially diagnostic find is 

observed, the provenience and description is recorded using a handheld GPS receiver and 

a lot form. In the 2012 season, Operation 6 activities were largely concentrated on the 

southern slope of the La Milpa North hill. In this area, a number of stone tools with 

potential diagnostic value were located and collected. Unfortunately, these materials most 
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likely eroded out of the fill from Str. 1 and thus provide only limited contextual 

information. In the course of collecting materials in this portion of the site, several chert 

veins were located and documented.  

 

Operation 7 

Over the course of the 2012 field season, the need for an operation that would facilitate 

the rapid location of middens and other sub-surface features was identified. In response, 

this project deployed a shovel-test-pit operation known as Operation 7. This operation 

uses 30 x 30 centimeter test pits, excavated to bedrock in a single lot, to rapidly expose 

stratigraphy, matrix, and archaeological materials. All excavated materials are screened 

through a standard ¼ inch screen. Suboperations 7-A through 7-N were excavated around 

the basal platform of the L-shaped structure in group NE2 in an effort to locate a midden. 

A possible shallow midden was revealed with Suboperations 7-M and 7-N on the south 

side of the platform, which was later excavated with Suboperation 1-P. The second set of 

Operation 7 units was concentrated around another L-shaped structure to the east of Str. 1 

in group NE1. Suboperations 7-P and 7-Q were placed along the west side of the basal 

platform of this structure, and together these suboperations detected a possible small 

midden deposit, excavated by Suboperation 1-Q.  

 

In addition to these test pits, Suboperation 7-O was placed in a prominent depression 

feature to the west of Str. 5. The origin and function of the depression was unknown, 

though visual inspection suggested either a limestone quarry site or a water storage 

feature. This shovel test pit was placed in the center of the lowest part of the depression. 

The stratigraphy of the shovel test pit did not contain any evidence of a layer used to seal 

the bottom of the depression for water storage, and on the south side of the depression it 

appears as though limestone blocks were removed from underneath a shelf of hard 

limestone, which has subsequently collapsed. In absence of other data, it is tentatively 

inferred that this depression is the result of limestone and/or chert quarrying activities, 

and was not primarily used for water storage.  

 

AVENUES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

In the upcoming 2013 field season, several critical aspects of ancient Maya occupation at 

La Milpa North will be explored. These include the changing arrangement of structures 

on the landscape, the daily concerns of provisioning, the organization of the lithic 

industry, the activities that occurred within interior spaces, and ultimately the place of La 

Milpa North in economic, political, and symbolic social landscapes. 

 

Excavations thus far have revealed that the elevated courtyards of the site core and the 

basal platforms of structures in groups NE1 and NE2 were constructed in the Late to 

Terminal Classic, possibly in a single episode. The built landscape underwent a massive 

transition at this time, but the nature and socioeconomic implications of that transition are 

unknown. The structures may have architectural phases that predate the construction of 

the basal platforms, and therefore may provide additional data regarding the changing 
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pattern of the built landscape. Therefore, in the 2013 field season, an effort will be made 

to partially excavate a number of the structures in close proximity to La Milpa North. 

These excavations will provide chronological data, expose architectural forms, reveal 

aspects of the occupant’s lifestyles, and provide information regarding the community’s 

position within wider networks of social relations.  

 

Excavating interior spaces of La Milpa North will be a priority during the 2013 field 

season. The presence of vaulting stones in multiple areas in Str. 1 and the two-sided wall 

in Suboperation 2-S suggest that this structure was likely comprised of several rooms 

surrounding the courtyard. Limited evidence suggests these rooms may have been packed 

with cobble and dirt fill upon abandonment, thereby preserving the structural integrity of 

the ruins, and perhaps leading to favorable conditions of preservation within interior 

spaces of the structure. A comparative analysis of the architectural arrangements and 

observed use of spaces throughout the site is of great importance to this project and 

interior spaces offer an excellent avenue into the study of daily practice at the largest 

palatial structure at the site. Excavations in the 2013 season will focus on continuing 

architectural investigations of Str. 1 and Str. 3, broadly exposing exterior alignments 

while selectively exploring interior spaces. Data of this nature will facilitate a 

comparative analysis of the use of space between the two largest structures of the site 

core. The remodeling episode of the Str. 1 entryway indicates an increasing requirement 

for privacy and enclosure within this space while maximizing the ability to survey the 

surrounding landscape. Conversely, the final architectural plan of Str. 3 resulted in the 

creation of two small plazas with restricted view-sheds, which may indicate that the core 

structures at the site served different functions. With further research, perhaps functional 

differences between structures can be determined. 

 

The position of La Milpa North within broader local and regional political economies 

remains largely unknown, including many aspects of the daily practices of provisioning. 

For instance, despite several potential clues, little is yet known of the strategies used to 

collect and store water at La Milpa North. One strategy was perhaps the use of water jars 

placed around the walls of Str. 1 to collect water or store water collected from another 

location. Excavations of Str. 1 yielded many fragments of water jars near the south side 

entrance wall, resting directly above a layer of plaster surfacing. In addition, an alternate 

or perhaps complimentary strategy was suggested by the slight grade running west to east 

from the entryway into the courtyard of Str. 1, possibly to facilitate the collection and 

storage of rainwater. Water provided by these strategies was likely insufficient to meet 

year round needs given the annual cycles of drought that characterize the region. The 

occupants of La Milpa North likely required larger water reservoirs, yet limited testing of 

the depression feature to the west of La Milpa North’s core architecture yielded no 

distinctive evidence of having been sealed to hold water. Several chultuns located 

throughout the site may have served as water features, however drainage patterns on the 

hilltop are unclear. In future field seasons, topographic mapping efforts and targeted 

excavation of potential water features may reveal water management strategies practiced 
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at La Milpa North. 

 

One important component of La Milpa North’s place in a regional political economy is its 

access to chert resources for the production of stone tools. Survey and excavation 

identified multiple stages of lithic production in spatially distinct areas of the site. In 

future field seasons, excavation efforts will focus on these areas to test the hypothesis that 

the residents of the palatial core controlled or directly participated in this process. These 

excavations will focus on groups SW1 and SW2, as concentrations of chert materials and 

extensive scatters of lithic debitage have been observed in these areas. Surface 

observations encountered several piles of chert nodules at SW2 and excavations 

conducted during the 2011 season confirmed the presence of a high volume of debitage in 

the SW1 group, with no decortification flakes. Therefore, it appears that primary stage 

reduction likely occurred at SW2, while secondary stage reduction ensued at group SW1. 

Although La Milpa North is operating on a much smaller scale, this pattern spatially 

distributed staged production is reminiscent of that observed at Tikal, where secondary 

reduction occurred within the central precinct while decortification and primary reduction 

occurred in peripheral areas (Moholy-Nagy 2011). With further excavation and 

laboratory analysis, this project intends to infer the nature and spatial distribution of the 

lithic production process, the degree to which these factors suggest central organization 

of the lithic economy, and the social identities of producers. 

 

Questions about the role of the site in the wider productive landscape remain, and the 

methods by which residents of La Milpa North were provisioned with food and other 

resources are yet unknown. La Milpa North may have functioned as one community 

among many in a network of specialized communities engaged in production and 

exchange in the Late Classic political economy of the region (see Scarborough and 

Valdez 2003, 2009). Situated on a hill overlooking the Dumbbell Bajo, it is possible that 

the community of La Milpa North was enmeshed in relations of production with those 

who may have worked the highly productive bajo margins (e.g. Dunning et al. 2002). 

Like other sizable hilltop-bajo communities in this region (see Kunen 2004), La Milpa 

North’s access to multiple resources for consumption and exchange may have contributed 

to the prosperity of this community and explain the Late Classic transition in the built 

landscape. Further research will enable a comparative analysis of the La Milpa North 

assemblage with other studies of hilltop sites, illuminating the development of the 

settlement here, possibly revealing whether the architecture of this hilltop is the outcome 

of the organic development of a successful community or the result of central planning.  
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PRELIMINARY INVESTIGATIONS AT RB 71:  

THE 2012 FIELD SEASON 
 

Nicole DeFrancisco, University of California, Riverside 

Cory Stevenson, University of California, Riverside 

 

Preliminary investigations at the site of RB71 during the 2012 field season were 

undertaken toward the research goals of two separate, but collaborate dissertation projects 

from Nicole DeFrancisco and Cory Stevenson of University of California, Riverside. 

Both centrally concerned with issues pertaining to Maya commoners in the hinterland 

areas, Nicole’s research question focuses on the ways water management relates to power 

and negotiation in these areas, while Cory’s work pertains to localized forms of ritual and 

religion.   

 

As the pilot season for our dissertation projects, our goals for the season were to: 

 

1) Conduct reconnaissance in order to relocate from a 1999 survey performed by 

Jon Lohse and Jon Hageman one or two appropriate research locations;  

2) Conduct some preliminary mapping;  

3) Systematically posthole test areas of the site to gain an understanding of artifact 

distribution, soil stratigraphy, and soil quality and look for strategic locations to 

conduct excavations in the 2013 field season; and  

4) Conduct 1 x 1 m test pit excavations inside and outside of structures to 

determine chronology and to construct a time frame for excavations for the 

following field seasons.  

 

Despite only twelve total field days during this season, we were able to compile some 

data on RB71 and meet the majority of our goals, while determining that it may not be a 

suitable location for our future research interests.  

 

RECONNAISSANCE 

RB71 is located approximately 8.79 km Southeast of La Milpa and 6.22 km Northwest of 

Dos Hombres on the inter-site transect conducted by Jon Lohse and Jon Hageman in 

1999 (Figure 1), and about a 30 – 45 minute hike from Gallon Jug Road. The site was 

relocated using the tape and compass maps from the 1999 survey and GPS points taken 

of old logging roads that were used by the investigators during the field season (courtesy 

of Jon Hageman). The first half of the hike to RB71 is a fairly strenuous incline, and at 

the end of it is a very large aguada, which was still completely filled with water. 

Additionally, about 150 m directly North of the site is another site – also mapped on the 

transect – with larger structures (4 x 5 x 2 m) associated with and surrounded by very 

extensive berm features with several connected arms covered in chert and lithic debitage, 

up to one meter in height in most places. Given the orientation of the arms of the feature, 

it seemed as though it may have been used to channel water away from the site and 
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toward the hillside where Lohse and Hagemen had mapped several terrace features in 

1999.  

 

 
Figure 1: Location of RB71 in the Programme for Belize Archaeological Project Territory. 

 

 



Preliminary Investigations at RB 71 

 

133 

The RB71 area had slightly less dense vegetation than some of the surrounding areas, and 

did not retain as much water after rains, as conditions were fairly dry there after a day or 

so while the road 200 m away had turned into a knee-high swamp. Since previous 

mapping of the area had been conducted extending for several hundred meters in each 

direction, our initial reconnaissance took place with the intention of verifying the extent 

of the site for remapping. This was executed after first establishing a permanent datum 

near the center of what we later designated to be Group B, which was a grouping of 

mounds most proximal to two aguadas and the road, as well as the group located between 

the two other groups. We walked the extent of the site from East to West at 50 m 

intervals flagging anything we believed would need to be mapped. The area directly 

South of the site was not further explored as we were pressed for time. 

 

MAPPING 

The mapping itself was done with tape and compass, and several GPS points were taken 

from various points with <8 m accuracy, which allowed us to pinpoint the site location, 

but not specific structures or features. Due to the time constraint on the field season, 

topographic information was not mapped during this field season. The site itself is 

composed of 30 structures, at least three associated features including one feature 

stretching almost 30 m North - South, and two aguadas (Figure 2). Three of the 

structures appeared to be looted as there were trenches running through the center of the 

buildings. The buildings typically average range approximately between 9–25 m² with 

few exceptions (e.g. Structures C16 and C17) and most were well under a meter in 

height. The two aguadas at the Northeast corner of the site were approximately 1 m in 

depth. Most structures appeared to be in relatively poor condition, with extensive 

toppling and root obstruction emanating from most of them.  

 

POSTHOLE TESTING (OP 200 – PH 1-28; OP 600 – PH 1-12) 

Once structures and features were mapped and identified, they were randomly selected 

for systematic postholing to determine artifact distribution and activity areas both within 

and around structures and features. Ideally, plaza areas and outlying areas seemingly 

devoid of these features that may have functioned activity areas or would be delineated 

and randomly selected for postholing by the same method. Postholing has been applied 

successfully by numerous archaeologists both in the Programme for Belize area 

(Hageman et al.  2008; Hageman et al.  2010), as well as outside the area (Manzanilla 

and Barba 1990; Robin 1999, 2002, 2003) for the purposes of identifying such areas 

through soil chemistry testing in addition to artifact assemblages. Moreover, as this, as 

well as paleobotanical analysis will be key lines of evidence throughout our dissertation 

research projects, assessing areas in which future midden excavations should take place 

was a priority for the 2012 field season, despite the fact that more extensive posthole 

testing and soil chemistry tests could not take place until the following season.  
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Figure 2: Site map of RB71. 
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Postholing methodology was initially set to follow the method used by Chelsea 

Blackmore in her dissertation research on the Northeast Group at Chan in Belize 

(Blackmore 2008), but size of the selected structure as well as a series of obstacles (e.g. 

areas of excessive treefall covered in ants, other structures, etc.) made this less practical 

than anticipated. Moreover, time only allowed for a single test excavation. After this 

realization, the goals for posthole testing were reprioritized to cover the areas around the 

structure in which the test excavation was located, in the aguada, and between the two 

areas, in order to determine activity areas between these two areas, to better understand 

soil stratigraphy, and to establish, if possible, whether the nearest aguada (Aguada 2) was 

natural or artificial.  

 

We placed the test excavation in Group B, Structure B-5, and commenced posthole tests 

radiating outward from the structure from the four (relative) cardinal directions, and the 

four corners beginning one meter from the edge of the structure, and every two meters 

after for seven meters total (four postholes) (Figure 3). The only exception was the 

Southeast (relative East) side where only one posthole test was done due to the presence 

of Structure B-4. Data was recorded for each posthole test regarding soil stratigraphy, 

artifact density, and soil content.  

 

 
Figure 3: Structure B-5 with Subop A and Op 200 PH 1-28 
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After the initial posthole tests surrounding the structure was completed, we realized that 

we could not complete an additional test excavation nor would we be able to posthole a 

complete group as the highly compacted clay soil resulted in each posthole taking 20-30 

minutes. As a compromise, posthole tests were placed in the aguada, and two additional 

posthole transects were added (Op 600 PH 1-13) (Figure 4). The first transect was an 

extension of one of the most Northern (True North) line between Structure B-5 and 

Aguada 2 beginning from the Northern end of the original posthole set (Op 200 PH 8), 

which contained darkened soil, charcoal, and small ceramics. The second ran 

perpendicular from that transect to Aguada 2. Previous to this, we had only recovered one 

lithic fragment. By the end, we only recovered an additional two ceramics, giving us a 

total of one lithic, and three ceramic sherds, all from different test locations, and all too 

small to collect. Moreover, soil stratigraphy was fairly consistent throughout the tested 

areas with the exception of Op 200-PH8. The humus layer extended down about 5 cm, 

followed by approximately 10 cm of black clay with large pedicles, which was extremely 

difficult to break up, followed by about 10-20 cm of compacted brown clay, and then 

sascab. Large white stones and bedrock was evident in some places, consistent with our 

test pit excavation.  

 

 
Figure 4: RB 71 Structure B-5, Aguada 2, Op 200 PH 5-8, Op 600 PH 1-13 
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STRUCTURE B5 (OP 2 SUBOP A) 

Subop A was a 1 x 1 m test pit excavation in the center of Group B Structure B-5 (Figure 

3) primarily composed of 10 cm arbitrary lots. Our goal was to recover enough cultural 

remains to get a sense of chronology, although due to the fact that our materials were 

submitted so late in the season, we have not, yet, received the dates on the ceramics.  

Excavation was difficult, as severe root disturbance from a large tree seemed to be 

largely responsible for undermining the structural integrity of the building. Beyond the 

initial humus layer, the next 50-75 cm were a combination of topple, loose dark 

black/brown clay soil, large and small stones, some shell and excessive root disturbance 

(Figure 5). Only one thin layer of approximately 0-10 cm appears just before the sascab, 

composed of more compacted black/brown soil containing white rocks and a higher clay 

content. Screening the compacted clay soil made the excavation process excessively slow 

and arduous. Most screening was done by breaking up clay by hand as opposed to forcing 

the soil through the screens. No cultural floor was detected, but it may have been a 

compacted dirt floor, and may have been destroyed by the roots running through the unit. 

Very few artifacts were recovered – only a handful of ceramics and lithics in total and 

some apple snails.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

We cannot be certain of the occupation period of RB71, since we do not have dates from 

the ceramic materials. Certain features of the site – small, densely clustered dwellings; 

lack of cultural materials; soil content/quality; lack of cultural floor; proximity to natural 

water features – may be somewhat consistent with a brief, Terminal Classic settlement 

such as Chawak But’o’ob, but this is extremely speculative.  

 

While RB71 certainly merits more investigation, it is also not conducive to our particular 

research goals. First, the site is fairly extensive, and at the rate of one 1 x 1 m unit in 

three days due to the clay soils, it is just not practical, especially if screening for 

paleobotanical materials is a primary methodology in our research. Moreover, the lack of 

cultural materials, and our inability to identify activity areas or middens, while intriguing, 

is unfortunately not productive. As a result, we will have to move forward in the 2013 

field season and attempt to designate a new research location.  
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Figure 5: RB 71 Op 2 Subop A, Structure B-5, test pit excavation North wall profile. 

 

Additionally, we have to thank Juan and Josue – without them we would probably still be 

lost in the rainforest somewhere. We truly could not have asked for better help, and better 

friends in our pilot field season. We also have to thank their families for the delicious 

food they provided us for our lunches in the field, which made the treacherous hike up 

“Calfmaster Road” a little less tearful, and the monkeys a little less terrifying.  

 

Thank you to Jon Hageman and David Goldstein for your continuing guidance and 

support, and especially Jon for providing us with the maps and GPS data. Thank you, 

also, to Wendy Ashmore for being an extremely patient and attentive advisor, helping to 

Legend

Level

Strata I

Strata II

Strata III

Rock

Strata IV

Strata V

10cm

Level -

I - 

II - 

III - 
- Rock

IV - 

- V/Bedrock

V/Floor of Unit - 

RB 71
TRAP

Op 2 Subop A

Structure B5
North wall Profile

3-July-2012
Nicole DeFrancisco

- Humus

Strata I   -   Humus
Strata II  -   Dark brown/black loose soil; small cobbles and large

                  stones (topple from structure), root disturbance,some
                  shell

Strata III -  Dark brown/black soil, more compacted, higher clay 
                 content, white rocks
Strata IV -  Sascab

Strata V  -  Bedrock (beneath rock), arbitrary termination of 
                  unit/floor of unit.



Preliminary Investigations at RB 71 

 

139 

prepare us for the field season, and for convincing us it went fine afterwards. Finally, our 

sincerest gratitude to the University of California, Riverside’s Humanities Graduate 

Student Research Grant, which provided us the funding for a significant portion of our 

supplies.  

 

REFERENCES CITED 

Blackmore, Chelsea 

2008 Challenging “Commoner”: An Examination of Status and Identity at 

the Ancient Maya Village of Chan, Belize. Ph.D. dissertation, Department of 

Anthropology, University of California, Riverside. 

 

Hageman, Jon B., Robin C. Goldstein, and David J. Goldstein 

2010 Floors, Phosphates, and Points: Analyzing Food Production – Results 

of the 2009 Field Season. In Research Report from the Programme for Belize 

Archaeological Project, Volume Four, edited by David M. Hyde and Fred 

Valdez, Jr., pp. 7-18. Occasional Papers 11, Mesoamerican Archaeological 

Research Laboratory, The University of Texas at Austin. 

 

Hageman, Jon B., David J. Goldstein, Erol J. Kavoutzis, and Robin Goldstein.  

2008 Nothing Fauna About It: Overview of the 2007 Field Season. In 

Research Report from the Programme for Belize Archaeological Project, 

Volume Two, edited by Fred Valdez, Jr., pp. 203-215. Occasional Papers 9, 

Mesoamerican Archaeological Research Laboratory, The University of Texas 

at Austin. 

 

Manzanilla, Linda, and Luis Barba 

1990 The Study of Activities in Classic Households: Two Case Studies from 

Coba and Teotihuacan. Ancient Mesoamerica :41-49.  

 

Robin, Cynthia 

1999 Towards an Archaeology of Everyday Life: Maya Farmers of Chan 

Noohol and Dos Chombitos Cik’in, Belize. Ph.D. dissertation, Department of 

Anthropology, University of Pennsylvania. 

2002 Outside of Houses: The Practices of Everyday Life at Chan Noohol, 

Belize. Journal of Social Archaeology 2:245-268. 

2003 New Directions in Classic Maya Household Archaeology. Journal of 

Archaeological Research 11:307-356. 

 

  

  



 



 

141 

PRELIMINARY REPORT ON THE 2012 FIELD SEASON AT  

MAAX NA AND BOLSA VERDE, BELIZE 

 

Eleanor M. King, Howard University 

Leslie C. Shaw*, Bowdoin College 

 

OVERVIEW 

The focus of research by the Maax Na Archaeology Project (MNAP) this year was 

gathering more data on subsistence and settlement at both the large site of Maax Na (RB 

49) and the smaller one of Bolsa Verde (RB 50), the two targets of our on-going 

investigations (Figure 1).  Of continuing interest is the economic role each of these sites 

played within the larger framework of interacting communities in the Three Rivers Area 

(Scarborough et al. 2003).  Prior research at Maax Na had focused on documenting the 

site core and ritual activities there (King et al. 2012; Shaw, et al. 1999), as well as a 

potential market area (Shaw 2012; Shaw et al. 2007).  The main target of the 2012 field 

season was a part of the site not previously investigated, the Toknal sector, which seems 

to have played a major role in Maax Na’s economy. A secondary target of research this 

year was Bolsa Verde, where we wanted to add to our information about the early phases 

of the site. The 2012 MNAP field season took place from May 14 to June 28 and 

included a field school (May 17-June 13) as well as a research component. The season 

produced a variety of results that are currently under study.   

 

*The untimely death of Leslie Shaw at the end of the summer has slowed, but not 

stopped this process, and this preliminary report represents her insights, write-ups, and 

other contributions.  

 

BACKGROUND AND OBJECTIVES 

The Toknal sector, the main focus of our investigations, is an extensive area of settlement 

located on a low rise overlooking the La Lucha Bajo in the La Lucha Uplands (Dunning 

et al. 2003) approximately 4.5 km northwest of the Maax Na site core.  It was first 

identified in 1996 by a University of Texas survey team (Barnhart et al. 1997).  The 

sector, mapped during that spring using tape and compass, revealed two distinct 

residential areas, one on top of the hill and one to the south and east (Figure 2).  Both 

showed a mix of large and small structures.  The lower elevation (Toknal Lowlands and 

Toknal East, Figure 2), however, was associated with smaller groups overall, although 

several large patio groups were mapped there, too.  This area also had a high 

concentration of special purpose features such as lithic workshops, linear ridges, and 

small, chich-like mounds.  The upper elevation (Toknal Hill, Figure 2), on the other hand, 

had a greater number of larger groups, more widely spaced apart, at least one of which 

the surveyors identified as possible public architecture.  In another group in the same area 

a tree fall unearthed a large sherd dating to the Late Preclassic (Barnhart et al. 1997).   
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Figure 1. Location of Maax Na and Bolsa Verde in Programme for Belize and Three Rivers Region 

(adapted by L. Shaw from map by R. Trachman). 

 

Subsequent mapping and reconnaissance by the MNAP has confirmed the importance of 

the Toknal sector, which seems to represent the main area of habitation at Maax Na.  

Indeed, settlement to the east and south of the site core (Figure 3) is sparse and unevenly 

distributed, and, while there are large mound groups to the immediate north and west, the 

kind of continuous habitation seen in the Toknal sector appears to be absent.  The 

proximity of Toknal to the La Lucha Bajo, which was cultivated in its northern reaches 

near La Milpa (Kunen 2004), as well as the presence of features associated with 

agriculture, such as the linear ridges and possible chich mounds, strongly suggest that this 

area helped provide the agricultural basis for life at Maax Na (King and Shaw 2003).  It 

has long been our ambition to study this community in more detail. Specifically, we wish 

to clarify its relationship with the Maax Na site core, as well as its role in the larger 

framework of La Lucha Uplands farming and the economy of the Three Rivers Area. 
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Figure 2. Preliminary map of the Toknal sector (adapted by L. Shaw from map by E. Barnhart). 

 

This year we focused on making a preliminary assessment of the sector.  One objective 

was to map Toknal with a total data station, to include the contours that are critical to the 

settlement’s layout.  We also wanted to tie it into the map of the Maax Na site core.  A 

second goal was to excavate selectively in the sector in order to obtain an idea of overall 

chronology and function.  For the latter, we were especially interested in looking at the 

non-residential components of the area.  Finally, we also wished to obtain small 

geological samples of limestone bedrock and construction material from this sector in 

order to expand our petrographic study of the Maax Na limestone (Brennan et al. in 

press). 
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Figure 3. Maax Na site core (L. Shaw). 

 

At Bolsa Verde, located on the top of the first rise of what Dunning et al. (2003) have 

termed the La Lucha Escarpment, our main goal was to buttress the results of our 

previous research in preparation for publication. We have long hypothesized that Bolsa 

Verde was the center for a dispersed community specializing in different types of 

agricultural production (King et al. 1999).  Earlier work at the site suggested that it was 

established in the late part of the Early Classic / early part of the Late Classic and lasted 

to the Terminal Classic.  Our goal for this season was to confirm the chronology of the 

earliest construction in the site center, as well as certain features of the layout.  We also 
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hoped, time permitting, to obtain more information on its surrounding agricultural lands 

and extend our map of the site. 

 

The preliminary results of research at the two sites are summarized separately below. As 

is usual for fieldwork, we were able to achieve some of our goals, but not others, given 

time and logistical constraints.  We also made several important discoveries that have 

added to our interpretation of these sites. 

 

MAAX NA AND THE TOKNAL SECTOR 

As noted, our preliminary assessment of the Toknal sector included mapping and test 

excavations. While we originally had planned to conduct these activities in all three parts 

of the sector—Toknal Hill, Toknal Lowlands, and Toknal East (figure 2), once in the 

field we decided to focus exclusively on the last two, as they showed the greatest 

variability in structures and features.  In addition, early reconnaissance indicated that the 

bajo visible to the west of those two areas was actually much more extensive than 

originally drawn.  It also seemed to be associated with intricate water management 

features that help separate the settlement at lower elevations from that on Toknal Hill.  

We therefore chose to investigate Toknal Lowlands and Toknal East in some detail rather 

than to explore the third part of the sector. 

 

Several different methods of mapping were used to document this area.  A crew with a 

total data station tied the Toknal sector into the Maax Na site center (Figure 3) by setting 

up on the established grid system and following the logging road that goes west from the 

center to the sector.  This crew also mapped in the contours in the main area of 

excavation (see below).  For the bajo and associated water management system, as well 

as previously unrecorded structural groups found to the east of earlier survey efforts, we 

used a combination of pace, tape, range-finder, and compass.  The combined results of 

these different methods are still being compiled. Overall, however, survey and mapping 

yielded important information about the function as well as the location of Toknal.  

Systematic survey along the southern edge of the bajo showed that it was actually the 

outlet for a complex series of pools, basins, and channels that seem to have functioned to 

collect precipitation and groundwater water flowing from the higher elevations east of the 

Toknal East structures and direct it into the bajo.  There the water would have spread out 

into a series of broad, stepped terraces, some stone-lined, several of which have 

associated chich and other small mounds. The system of pools and basins with water 

dropping from higher to lower elevations resembles the type of intricate water 

management documented by Walling (2005) for Chawak But’o’ob, a Late Classic 

community situated lower down on the escarpment, north of Dos Hombres (Figure 1).  It 

is also similar to the reservoir and dam complex documented in the Maax Na site core 

(Figure 3), which likewise feeds into a terraced area further west.  Perched above the 

basins and pools in the Toknal sector are several newly documented structural groups, 

many of which do not seem to be strictly residential, based on configuration and layout.  

They appear to be consistently and regularly situated at higher elevations literally 
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overlooking key parts of the water management system.  These discoveries support an 

initial interpretation that this sector, or at least its lower two areas, was largely focused on 

agriculture, perhaps in some specialized form. 

 

These findings are further supported by the results of test excavations, which also gave us 

an idea of Toknal’s chronology.  The excavations centered on the G36-G48 mound 

group, the large easternmost group in Toknal East (Figure 2), and on selected locations 

within a broad transect running east-west through the group.  To the east, the transect 

went over a series of descending terraces before joining the logging road; to the west it 

went through an area of lithic workshops towards one of linear ridges and smaller 

mounds before terminating at the bajo.  We began by excavating a total of 22 shovel test 

pits (STPs) at selected points along this transect, all as part of Op 800.  These averaged 

roughly 50 cm in diameter and were excavated until sterile or, in some cases, until 

excavation was no longer possible.  A few of these were later complemented by larger 

test units, based on our findings.   

 

Two STPs placed on and just off a terrace to the east of the G36-G48 mound group 

revealed that it was in fact a natural feature, though it appears to have been sculpted or 

shaped some by the Maya.  Nine STPs placed to the west of this group probed the area on 

and around the largest lithic workshop found.  They confirmed its identification as a 

workshop and delimited its extent.  Exploration as well as shovel test pitting in this area 

also showed a more generalized area of lithic manufacture, with other small workshops, 

centered around a small aguada to the north that does not appear on the original map.  

Nicholas Ramirez, who supervised the lithic excavations, conducted a detailed analysis of 

the debitage from the main workshop, which will be the subject of a separate report.  

Eleanor King examined the lithics from the surrounding area, to add to that information.  

The preliminary results suggest that the largest workshop as well as those around it did 

mostly primary reduction of chert for stone tools, though all stages of reduction are 

present in the workshop.  It is unclear as of yet exactly what kinds of tools were being 

produced here, but they seem to be mostly bifaces.  Interestingly, primary debitage 

dominates not only this production area, but also an area of small mounds and linear 

ridges located to the west of the workshops, where the debitage seems to have been used 

as construction fill. Seven STPs placed in and around a group of small mounds near the 

edge of the Toknal bajo revealed a substantial percentage of primary and secondary 

debitage in the absence of any other workshop indicators.  Time and weather precluded 

further exploration of this area, but the size of the mounds, their rough construction, and 

their proximity to the bajo and its terraces suggests they were temporary and/or field 

structures of some sort, associated with agriculture. 

 

The remaining STPs and additional excavations were all placed in plaza areas of the G36-

G48 group.  Two STPs in the southernmost plaza revealed construction fill with a small 

percentage of ceramics and lithics, as expected.  Surprisingly, though, these shovel tests 

also yielded a concentration of obsidian, with one STP producing 19 blade fragments and 
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three flakes, and the other, one blade fragment.  These findings prompted us to open two 

additional 1 x 1 m test units near the original STPs.  Excavated as Op 801 Subops A and 

B, these two units extended our obsidian collection to include several blade cores as well 

as additional blades, blade fragments, and flakes. These materials are all very small in 

size, suggesting the production of obsidian micro-blades in this area.  Further 

determinations await their final analysis.  A third unit, Subop, C, was placed close to the 

eastern edge of the plaza to determine the construction and shape of that edge as well as 

to see if the obsidian extended in that direction, which it apparently did not.  Little depth 

was reached here, however, due again to the intervention of time and weather. More 

obsidian was discovered in the other STPs placed in the G36-G48 group, one in the 

central plaza and two in the northernmost plaza in the vicinity of two large metates found 

on the surface.  Three additional test units were placed in the north as Op 802, to obtain 

more information on the obsidian and to examine the placement of one of the metates.  A 

1 x 2 m unit was excavated on the centerline in front of the northernmost structure of the 

group, to determine stratigraphy and to see if there was more obsidian there.  While some 

was recovered, there was not as much here as in Op 801.  The excavation as a whole 

proved shallow, too, ending on the high bedrock that underlies this group.  The other two, 

1 x 1 m units were placed around a large metate that was lying on the surface in the 

eastern part of this plaza. These, too, yielded additional obsidian, but in smaller quantities 

than in Op 801, and bottomed out on the bedrock.  A final test excavation, Op 803, 2 x 

0.8 m, was placed inside a looters’ trench in front of the small pyramid that forms the 

eastern side of the G36-G48 group, to see if we could obtain information on the earliest 

construction and chronology.  The unit revealed earlier construction phases and yielded a 

quantity of ceramics.  Most of these appeared to date to the Late to Terminal Classic, 

though they await final analysis.  However, this date is supported by the findings from 

Ops 800-802.  While the STPs often yielded only a few, eroded ceramics, where they 

could be dated, they appeared to be Late or Terminal Classic. Similarly, all the test 

excavations seemed to date from the same time period.  It seems safe to say, then, that it 

is likely that this part of the Toknal at least was settled late in the Classic. 

 

Finally, while we collected two samples of limestone in this area, we were unable to 

complete a thorough survey of the sector.  It does show promise, however, for future 

collection and geochemical comparison with the bedrock and monuments at Maax Na 

(Brennan et al. in press). 

 

Overall our investigations support the idea that the Toknal sector was an area of mixed 

and possibly specialized activities. The range of features and structures there, including 

the water management facilities, testify to its diversity.  The lithic artifacts found, both 

chert and obsidian, support the idea of specialization, as do the terraces and features in 

the bajo.  These activities do not appear to be totally independent of each other, however, 

as lithics from the workshops were used to construct the small mounds and linear ridges 

closely associated with the bajo and its terraces.  Similarly, while additional groups were 

found, the large G36-G48 group continues to dominate that area, where it likely played a 
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key role. Neither in layout nor in material goods found so far does it exhibit the qualities 

of a residential group, though that conclusion needs further investigation.  It seems clear, 

though, that something distinctive was happening in this sector of Maax Na, related to the 

Toknal bajo, and perhaps, beyond that to exploitation of the La Lucha Bajo further to the 

west.  Interestingly, whatever the nature of the activities here, they did not occur as early 

as we had surmised, based on the preliminary report and on the chronology of the Maax 

Na site core.  There, construction began in the Early Classic and continued on through the 

Late Classic.  In this part of the Toknal sector, however, that does not appear to be the 

case.  Apparently, only the latest period of occupation at the site is represented.  

 

EXCAVATIONS AT BOLSA VERDE 
Work at Bolsa Verde began during the latter part of our field season, once the rains 

prevented us from reaching Maax Na regularly.  Our focus here was on two areas within 

the central precinct:  a small quadrangle group to the south of the site center and the 2000 

plaza, a large, open area just north of it (Figure 4).  Previous work at the site had shown 

the 2000 plaza was an open area surrounded by large, rectangular, largely empty 

structures, whereas the quadrangle group was clearly residential in function.  We wanted 

more information on the contrast between the two, as well as certain additional data.  In 

the 2000 plaza, we wanted to look for evidence of activities taking place at its southern 

end, which is bounded by an east-west wall, as well as to define the plaza edge and wall 

itself.  We also wanted more ceramic information from this area, which had proved to be 

sparse in prior years.  In the quadrangle group we wanted to obtain information on the 

function of the low platforms that frame its eastern edge, which had not previously been 

excavated, as well as obtain a larger sample of a rich midden pertaining to the earliest 

phases at the site in the southeastern corner of the group. 

 

To investigate the nature of the 2000 plaza wall and to see if there were any activities 

associated with it and with this corner of the plaza, we undertook two excavations.  The 

first one, Op 2020, was a 2 x 1.5 m unit oriented east-west to catch the edge of the 

southwesternmost structure in the 2000 plaza.  Excavation revealed the corner of the 

building and a possible doorway above, similar to what we found in other structures on 

this plaza.  At least two different constructions phases appear to be represented here.  

This excavation stopped when the crew reached the top of the plaza subfloor construction 

in the eastern part of the pit, as we were mainly interested in documenting activities that 

took place on the plaza surface and were short of time.  This pit yielded a number of 

ceramics for dating purposes, particularly from the plaza area.  The second excavation in 

the 2000 plaza, Op 2021, was a 2.5 x 1.5 m excavation oriented north-south to catch the 

southern edge of the 2000 plaza in the southwest corner and the wall there.  The unit 

immediately came down on the wall and a very clear, built-up edge to the plaza, thereby 

defining the corner.  Ceramics here were fewer than in Op 2020, but the sequence of 

construction was clear.  Overall, these two excavations confirmed previous findings from 

the 2000 plaza.  The artifacts recovered were neither dense enough nor specialized 

enough to confirm or deny the presence of any particular activity in this area.  On the 
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other hand, the additional ceramic material recovered, as well as the construction 

sequences, are invaluable in helping to pinpoint further the timing and duration of this 

plaza’s use. 

 

 
Figure 4. Map of Bolsa Verde site core (B. Moses, L. Shaw, and E. King). 

 

Three excavations took place in the quadrangle group.  One, Op 4005, was a 1.5 x 3 m 

unit oriented east-west, which was placed on the eastern building near its juncture with 

the south building, to intersect the plaza area.  The objective here was to obtain more of 

the rich, early midden that we had found in previous years lying along the northern edge 

of the south building.  Under the final construction phase, most likely dating to the Late-

to-Terminal classic, this unit uncovered the edge of a thick, hard plaster platform 

resembling the construction of other buildings in this group.  We went through the edge 

of that platform and excavated underneath. While we recovered some materials that 

appeared to come from the midden, the latter does not seem to extend much into this 

corner.  Bedrock was high here, as apparently the quadrangle group was built up on a 

naturally occurring knoll with an uneven surface.  The last two units, Op 4006, Subops A 

and B, were adjacent to each other and placed on the northern edge of the group.  The 

surface here, which appears almost flat to the eye, is nevertheless slightly raised, though 

much lower than the rest of the structures in the quadrangle.  Our objective was to 

explore what was there—whether edge or structure—as well as recover additional 

ceramic material for dating purposes.  Accordingly, we placed a 1.5 by 3 m unit, oriented 
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north-south, to capture the raised edge and the quadrangle plaza.  This excavation 

confirmed that there had indeed been a small, low structure framing this side of the 

group.  Finds of metate fragments and other materials, as well as the rough construction 

of this platform, especially as compared to other structures in the group, support its 

preliminary identification as a kitchen.  Most the artifacts were found in the plaza area in 

front of the group, rather than on the platform itself.  Accordingly, we opened up another 

subop adjacent to the first. This one, too, was 1.5 x 3 m, oriented north-south, but slightly 

offset to the south of the first one, in order to catch more of the plaza area and potential 

midden there.  Immediately underneath the low platform were the large boulders and fill 

marking the construction of the basal platform that supports the whole quadrangle group.  

It lies here on bedrock that appeared to be lower than that under Op 4005 to the south, 

suggesting that the knoll slopes gently from its high point in the south towards the north 

and the area where the quadrangle group connects to the rest of the Bolsa Verde 

structures. 

 

Overall, preliminary analysis of the excavation results confirms our previous findings at 

Bolsa Verde. They also add to our data on the specifics of construction in both the 2000 

plaza and the quadrangle group.  Additionally, we now have a more complete picture of 

the function of the mounds and distribution of activities in that group.   

 

CONCLUSIONS 

This year’s research at both Maax Na and Bolsa Verde was immensely productive.  As 

one of our most successful seasons, it represents, in retrospect, a fitting end to an era of 

joint leadership on the MNAP.  At Maax Na, investigations confirmed our idea that the 

Toknal sector was vital to the economic life at the site and likely witnessed a number of 

specialized activities.  Further research will, of course, be necessary to ascertain what 

exactly the inhabitants were doing there, but the first results are promising. Aspects of 

this research will form the basis for future reports and presentations on the lithics, 

especially, including a poster for Howard’s Undergraduate Research Symposium by 

Howard student Jasmine Baylor on the use of obsidian at the site.  At Bolsa Verde our 

research confirmed information already obtained and added to it in significant ways.  The 

discovery of a kitchen area in the quadrangle group supports its identification as 

residential.  Confirming the existence of the wall and the type of construction present on 

the 2000 plaza also fits into what we know of the site and supports the idea that this 

sector was largely not residential. Inspired by these differences, Howard student Lauren 

Summers undertook to research the distribution of ceramics at the site to see what, if 

anything, they can tell us about the function of different areas.  Her work, too, will be 

presented in poster format at Howard’s Undergraduate Research Symposium this spring.  

Further reports await the completion of analyses as well as the consolidation of the 

MNAP materials under one roof.  Overall, the results of this season’s research add 

significantly to our knowledge about the two sites and promise to help untangle their 

specific economic roles in the Three Rivers Region. 
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SUMMARY REPORT OF FIELD INVESTIGATIONS AT THE SITE OF 

DOS HOMBRES, SUMMER 2012 SEASON 

 

Rissa M. Trachman, Elon University 

Jacob A. Canterbury, Elon University 

 

INTRODUCTION 

During the 2012 summer season of the Dos Hombres Archaeological Project (DHAP) 

investigations were again focused in the civic ceremonial center of Dos Hombres (Figure 

1).  The research questions being investigated are focused on reconstructing the social, 

political, and economic organization of Dos Hombres, northwestern Belize.   The 2012 

season work was concentrated on excavations in the northern plaza, Plaza A (Figures 1 

and 2, “Group A”).  Plaza A will continue to be the focus of excavations for the several 

years as we continue architectural exposures, mapping, plaza testing, and off mound 

testing around the exterior of the plaza.  The 2012 season also marked the first Ground 

Penetrating Radar (GPR) survey to be conducted at Dos Hombres (see Zeier and 

Hermance n.d.).  In addition to the investigations of Plaza A, one household just to the 

north was also tested. 

 

2012 EXCAVATIONS 

In 2012 we 1) continued architectural excavations moving up the stairway and into the 

doorway of Structure A-4; 2) continued excavation of the small domestic group just north 

of Plaza A; and 3) finished the excavation of Subop D the 2 x 2 m plaza floor unit begun 

in 2010.  Five new units were opened in association with Structure A-4 (Figure 1), two on 

the structure itself, and three just below the center of the stairway.  The architectural 

excavations were located so that the upper portion of the stairway and the doorway to the 

structure at the top of the very tall platform could be exposed as a continuation up the 

structure from the 2012 season stairway exposures.  Just as the entryway of the structure 

was being exposed, we experienced heavy rains.  Since Dos Hombres is very difficult to 

access once the Rio Bravo floods its banks and the bajos also fill with water we 

terminated excavations before the exposures on Structure A-4were completed.   

 

We had also been focused on continuing exposures at the base of Structure A-4 just 

below the stairway into the plaza floor.  We opened three 1 x 1 m units to expand the 

exposure of Subop H begun in 2011.  It became clear that Subop H had been placed on an 

old unit which had been excavated during a short series of testing in 2001.  The 

expansion of the unit revealed the backfill stratigraphy and the boundaries of the original 

2 x 2 m unit opened in 2001.  It also appears that the 2001 unit did was not excavated 

below the plaster feature uncovered in Subop H last year.  We will continue the 

expansion of the exposure in 2013 so that the stratigraphy can be reconstructed and the 

feature can be identified.  
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Figure 1: Map of Dos Hombres (after Houk 1996; Lohse 2001; © PfBAP). 
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Figure 2: Dos Hombres Plaza A, Structure A-4 and Excavation Units. 

 

Subop D, a 2 x 2 m unit begun in the 2010 season was completed in 2012.  This unit was 

opened to the east of Temple A-1 and several meters from its central stairway.  It was 

opened in order to assess the chronology and construction sequence of the plaza on the 

east side of Temple A-1.  The total depth of deposits here were approximately 1.1 m.  

Three flooring episodes were preserved and we estimate that there were likely one or two 

very shallow episodes that were indiscernible except in subtle changes in stratigraphy 

(Figure 3). Ceramics indicate that the upper two preserved floors date to the 

Late/Terminal Classic (Tepeu 2-3) while the deeper two floors date to the Late Preclassic 

(Chicanel). 

 

Finally, Group A-37 was also further investigated during the 2012 season.  It is a very 

small house mound located just outside of Plaza A to the immediate north.  It is 

approximately 40 m north of Plaza A (Figure1).  Only one new unit was opened in this 

household group, a 1 x 1 m unit between the two small basal platforms.  No flooring 

episodes were discernible and the unit was very shallow, less than 50 cm deep.  Artifacts 

from this deposit will be analyzed for the assessment of potential domestic activity. 
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Figure 3: Photo of Subop D (Photograph by Trachman). 

 

2012 GROUND PENETRATING RADAR 

We isolated two large areas of Plaza A which we believed had a high probability of 

possessing buried Middle-Preclassic architecture. Our assessment was based on ceramics 

uncovered by Houk (1996) during his investigations in these specific areas of the plaza, 

which were found to date from the Middle Preclassic.  From those earlier investigations, 

it seems that Plaza A may be the oldest of the plazas and spatially is clearly the most 

public plaza of Dos Hombres. Therefore, if any Middle Preclassic architecture does exist, 

this is the most likely place. In total the GPR research was conducted over a three day 

period (Figure 4). 

 

Following Conyers’s (2004) use of grid systems, two GPR grids were plotted to 

systematically cover the two areas of interest (Figure 5). These grids were plotted 

according to the Dos Hombres site-wide grid system established by Trachman (2010), 

which allowed both the grids and any anomalies discovered to be accurately mapped and 

located. The grids were divided into transects at half-meter intervals on north-south and 

east-west lines, hereafter referred to as the y-axis and x-axis, respectively. All scans were 

conducted at a depth of 3 m.  
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Figure 4: GPR Surveyors from left Michelle Zeier, Scott Hermance, and Alex Canterbury 

(Photograph by Trachman). 

 

The first grid was situated along the northern boundary of the plaza, at the base of a large 

range structure, designated structure A-4. This grid will hereafter be referred to as Grid 1 

(Figure 5). The origin point of this grid was established at 4,980 m north, 5,020 m east on 

the Dos Hombres site grid. It was 50 m along the x-axis and 19m along the y-axis. Lines 

were designated within the GPR Grid 1 at one half-meter intervals along both axes, and 

each line was assigned a number beginning at the southwest corner of the grid. Open 

excavation units and other obstacles such as rock fall from the structure, tree roots, etc., 

meant that we could not scan the full length of the lines in every case. In particular, the 

northern-most lines of the y-axis proved impossible to scan the full length due to the 

slope caused by collapse debris at the base of structure A-4. These obstacles were noted 

in order to ensure accuracy upon analysis. 

 

The second GPR grid sat just to the west of Grid 1, and was bounded to the south by a 

large temple structure, Structure A-1. This second grid, which we will refer to as Grid 2 

(Figure 5), lay 24 m on its y-axis by 15 m on its x-axis. Only south to north transect lines 

were scanned of Grid 2. The origin point of Grid 2 was plotted at 4,975 m north and 

5,005 m east on the Dos Hombres site grid. Like the first grid, a large number of trees 

and other debris obstructed many of the transect lines and these were also noted. 
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Figure 5: Northern Portion of Dos Hombres Plaza A with GPR Grids. 

 

The collected scans, when analyzed as part of the set grid system, provided a three 

dimensional view of the two sections of Plaza A at Dos Hombres.  Patterns in the 

occurrence of anomalies observed in multiple consecutive scans were used to estimate the 

general size and shape of buried features. For example, a single point-source reflection 

occurring at approximately the same coordinates in a series of transects is indicative of a 

linear feature running in one direction, like a wall for example. Conversely, a single 

reflection which is not repeated in any other transects immediately surrounding it 

indicates that the anomaly is a nonlinear standing feature. The GPR scans taken at Dos 

Hombres were examined for any identifiable anomalies evidencing buried features. Any 

such features observed were then pinpointed to the larger Dos Hombres site grid.  

 

In terms of results, the initial analysis of the transect scans of Plaza A showed only a 

small number of anomalies in either of the two examined areas. The most significant of 

these was observed in Grid 1, seen in Figure 6 and hereafter referred to as Anomaly 1. It 

appeared as a large point-source reflection at approximately 4,981.5 m north and 5,037 m 

east on the Dos Hombres site grid, and beginning at a depth of approximately 1.5 m. The 

anomalous parabola, was mirrored in several other transects to the north and south. 

Therefore, it is possible that Anomaly 1 represents an elongated buried feature, possibly 

architecture. The second anomaly occurred in Grid 2, at 4,994 m north by 5,016.5 m east 

on the Dos Hombres site grid, shown below in Figure 7 as Anomaly 2.  This anomaly 

appeared as a series of parabolas cresting at about 30 cm below the surface, and did not 

repeat in any of the adjacent transects, indicating that anomaly was likely a single buried 

feature, and not likely part of any larger feature or architecture. 
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Figure 6: Radar Scan Noting Anomaly 1. 

 

 
Figure 7: Radar Scan Noting Anomaly 2. 

 

These findings were used to place a 1 x 1 m excavation unit, Subop S, over Anomaly 1 

located just in front of Structure A-4 which was not completed by the end of the 2012 

season.  We will continue the excavation in the 2013 season along with placing further 

excavations over Anomaly 2. As stated above, the anomalies uncovered through the GPR 

survey were plotted onto the Dos Hombres site grid, as illustrated below in Figure 8.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Structure A-4 in Plaza A along with Structure A-37 just north the plaza were the focus of 

investigations during the 2012 field season.  Early rains forced us to terminate the 

exposures prematurely.  All exposures on Structure A-4 will be continued, both below the 

steps of Structure A-4 and on top of the structure in the 2012 field season.   

 

Although it is as yet unclear the nature of any potential deposits or features below the 

Plaza A floor as seen in the GPR data, further investigations will be conducted in the 

2013 DHAP field season.  However, it is important to note that while we were plotting 

the GPR grids and anomalies onto the existing Dos Hombres map (from Houk 1996), it 



Trachmann and Canterbury 

162 

became apparent that slight inaccuracies exist in the existing site map (Figure 1). In 

particular, the scale is somewhat skewed, as the structures are, in actuality larger in scale 

than they appear on the site map. This can be seen by comparing the structures to the 

overlaid grids, which are accurate to the map’s scale. This discrepancy is likely due to 

human error, as tape-and-compass is typically one of the least accurate mapping 

techniques.  This begs the importance of continuing the Total Station mapping program 

in 2013 as had been begun by Trachman (2010).   

 

 
Figure 8: Northern Portion of Dos Hombres Plaza A with Anomalies Plotted. 
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FIELD INVESTIGATION AT CHAWAK BUT’O’OB: 

PRELIMINARY OVERVIEW OF THE 2012 SEASON 

 

Stanley Walling, Community College of Philadelphia 

 

SURVEY AND SITE MAP 
Senior Staff members Travis Cornish, Chance Coughenour and Iasha Doumanoff 

oversaw the process of survey and map creation to produce the map of Group H you see 

below. They were ably assisted for much of this process by various members of the 2012 

project. Very importantly, they also linked the northern and southern ends of the site by 

means of a transect that may be used in 2013 to complete and link the maps of the 

remaining groups. The ballcourt area map (Figure 1) represents a compilation of 

topographic data recorded by these senior staff members and tape-and compass structural 

recordings by Walling and Doumanoff in 2007, 2010, and 2012.   

 

 
Figure 1.  Ballcourt Area Map.  Map prepared by Stanley Walling, Chance Coughenour, Travis 

Cornish and Iakov Doumanoff. 

 

The finished map shows the relationship of the structures to local topography and natural 

hydrology. The ballcourt was intentionally set in a natural waterway and the half dozen 

or so catchment basins were used to “fill in” the natural drainage line that ran at the base 

of the ridge to the south and west of the ballcourt. The waterway at the base of this ridge 

was so modified that it appears that the artificial topographic changes reversed the flow 
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of water on the western side of the ballcourt complex to the north, where it converged 

with water draining from the west that likely ran down the face of the escarpment.
1 

 

In terms of settlement, the map reveals a tight complex of structures set in gently sloping 

terrain between areas of greater elevational change, the escarpment to the East and the 

ridge and knoll to the west.  The stone block construction of the ballcourt buildings, as 

well as the ridge-top structure to the south, are the only known examples of large-cobble, 

dry fill architecture at the site. The remaining 400 platforms of Chawak But’o’ob (CB) 

and the four linear kilometers of terracing at the site are all of combined earthen and 

stone construction. The dozen-and-a-half platforms of the Ballcourt Complex constitute 

the only group at the site in which the majority of buildings are not residential structures.
2
    

 

Although the ballcourt buildings are the largest individual structures at CB, they are not 

large by lowland Maya standards, even general household standards. They do however, 

fall into the middle range with respect to lateral dimensions (in other words, the 

“footprint”) of the roughly 40 ballcourts known in northwestern Belize and the Belize 

Valley, all of the remainder of which have been identified at ceremonial centers, not 

household sites. In terms of elevation, the ballcourt buildings of CB are among the 

smallest. 

 

FIELD LABORATORY 
Isabel Santos did a wonderful job of sorting through several years of artifacts in the lab, 

including, importantly, our special finds and obsidian and putting them in better order 

than ever before. In particular, she prepared several important special finds from this and 

previous seasons for individual photography by Arthur Danek and Bruce Templeton. Art 

also photographed extensively in the field and recorded plan views and profiles of our 

excavations. Such photography is an important part of the recording process and the 

descriptions we file and the reports published through The University of Texas’ 

Occasional Reports series, where the project makes available to the research community 

much of its results.   

 

Isabel also assisted in the identification of obsidian this season for examination by Walter 

Beckwith (Figure 2). Beckwith (2012) quantified relative amounts of trace elements in 

pieces of obsidian from a number of sites in the PfB area and used these relative 

quantities as “fingerprints” to identify their sources. 

 

Typically, most obsidian, a brittle and rare material used as an ancient cutting tool, 

appears in lowland Maya household contexts in the form of long, gray prism-shaped 

blades, many so thin they are translucent. Most of these blades in the past have been 

assumed to have been imported from the nearest sources to the Maya lowlands obsidian 

outcrops in Guatemalan highlands. A minority of blades found in the Maya area has been 

identified as coming from Central Mexico. This includes the distinct green obsidian from 

the mine located at Pachuca, near the site of Teotihuacan, but there are a number of gray 
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Central Mexican varieties as well. Traditionally, the presence of Central Mexican 

obsidian is associated with the Terminal phase of the Maya Classic period and has been 

associated by archaeologists with elite culture. Beckwith’s analysis this summer of 

obsidian recovered in the PfB area during the last five years suggests that imported 

Mexican obsidian may well have been more broadly distributed among the Maya social 

strata than previously thought. Beckwith reported more examples of Central Mexican 

obsidian from CB than any other site in the PfB area.   

 

 
Figure 2. Green obsidian prismatic blade Fragment from Cave #2, exterior.  Photo by Bruce 

Templeton.    

 

According to Beckwith’s analysis, two areas at CB, the ballcourt complex and the 

residential terraces in Group B, produced a total of seven obsidian samples from Central 

Mexico. This suggests that despite their humble social status, inhabitants of these areas of 

the site were receiving valuable imports from the outside world and that the occupation of 

these two areas dates to very late in the Classic period. In addition to providing important 

evidence as to how late the site was occupied in the Classic sequence, these imported 

pieces of obsidian give us additional evidence to suggest the lives of the commoners who 

inhabited CB lead lives more economically and perhaps socially complex than has 

traditionally been assumed for Maya commoners.     

 

Tantalizing also is the fact that this provides a possible third line of evidence linking 

Chawak But’o’ob with Central Mexico. One of the others, just discovered this season, is 

what appears to be a Central-Mexican-style piece of marine shell, carved in the form of a 

conch, from the interior of the second cave (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3.  Marine shell carving in the profile shape of a conch shell, Op 142 U, Cave #2 interior. 

Photo by Arthur Danek  

 

This evidence begs several questions, among them why would there have been any 

connection between humble Maya in a relatively remote area of the lowlands and a major 

cultural center some 600 km away? Does the connection reflect a ritual association of the 

type that is appropriate for a ceremonial system such as would be found in a ballcourt 

complex or is it a byproduct of a deeper and broader cultural linkage that might have 

been embedded in this ancient community’s economic and social structure?           

 

OPERATION 142  

Op 142 Q 

Introduction and Goals. In 2012, Denise Killeen, under the supervision of senior staff 

member and Ballcourt Director, Chrissy Taylor, continued the excavation of the 1 x 2 m 

test pit directly outside the mouth of Cave #2, to the southwest of the Ballcourt. Denise 

functioned as Principal Recorder for the unit, which was opened in 2010 at the suggestion 

of cave researcher James Allen for the purposes of exposing natural and cultural 

stratigraphy and recovering artifacts in the area adjacent to the mouth of the cave. The 

greater goal was to define when and how the exterior of the cave might have been utilized 

in ancient times.   
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With the guidance of Chrissy, Denise reopened the excavation, reestablished the datum 

for the unit, and removed the final deposits of construction fill above limestone bedrock.  

In the process of completing the excavation, she exposed a number of large sherds in the 

southeast corner of the unit that had been identified, but not removed, in the last days of 

the 2010 season. She also encountered a number of other large sherds scattered in the 

eastern two-thirds of the pit, at or slightly above bedrock. Photography of the unit by Art 

Danek and profiling with the assistance of Lara Swan followed.  

 

Results and Interpretation. The most abundant of the artifacts here were ceramics. Two 

general categories of ceramics were encountered: small weathered sherds scattered 

through the upper two thirds of the unit and larger well preserved sherds found in the 

lower third, particularly close to the base of the excavation. Although we await an 

analysis of the sherds from the unit by ceramicist Lauren Sullivan, several things stand 

out about the large sherds as observed in the field, particularly relative to the sherds 

recovered from most excavations at the site. These are: 

 The size of the sherds. At three or more times the size of standard sherds found 

at CB, the sherds recovered from the lowest section of this unit were likely not 

originally part of midden piles, where they would probably have been broken 

into smaller fragments by human traffic and natural surface processes. Most of 

the small and heavily worn sherds we find elsewhere at the site were probably 

swept into household garbage piles before being deposited elsewhere, such as 

nearby garbage heaps before finally winding up in construction deposits in 

house platforms or terraces. (A similar casual incorporation of debris into 

construction deposits, such as those around the cement foundations of buildings, 

is associated with modern architecture.) 

 The preservation of the slips. Slips, which consist of a mixture of clay, water, 

and pigment applied to a vessel’s exterior and baked on at the time of firing, are 

usually poorly preserved, often to the point of being nonexistent on CB’s sherds. 

Intact slips on sherds from Op 142 Q’s lowest levels, which aid in the 

determination of pottery types and in dating, suggest that these pottery 

fragments were buried at or shortly after their period of use.   

 The character of the slips. Although we do not yet have a formal chronological 

analysis of the pottery fragments from this excavation, the waxy character of 

some of the pieces suggests that they date to Late Preclassic Chicanel ceramic 

phase or the Early Classic Tzakol Phase, or both. Note this does not mean that 

the activity that produced these sherds took place at the cave itself, but it 

suggests that it at least took place somewhere in the area. Of note is the fact that 

this suggests use of the cave or the cave area (as a place of pilgrimage or local 

ancestor veneration?) well before the rest of the site, including the ballcourt 

area, was occupied.  
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Based on our examination at the time of their removal from the ground, it appears that the 

large sherds found here do not allow for the reconstruction of complete vessels. This 

suggests several possibilities. One is that these sherds represent random inclusions from a 

broad set of sources in the area of the cave. Another possibility is that they represent 

pottery vessels intentionally terminated or “killed” as part of a dedication ritual just 

before the platform was constructed. This seems unlikely because of the wide distribution 

and varied nature of the pottery. Dedicatory “killing” of vessels results in piles of sherds, 

often indicating that one vessel was smashed on top of another. Archaeologists typically 

recover complete or near-complete reconstructable vessels from such deposits.     

 

Another, and at this writing, what seems the most reasonable interpretation of the large 

ceramic pieces, is that they represent complete or near complete vessels that were tossed 

into the bottom of the pit, perhaps as a type of informal dedication or perhaps just to clear 

the area of debris before construction. As such, they may represent pottery, perhaps 

already broken, used at or around the cave before the creation of a formal platform 

outside its mouth. The lack of complete vessels likely also reflects the fact that any pots, 

bowls, or plates tossed into the construction pit would have smashed and scattered widely 

over the entire floor of the cleared area outside the cave, only a portion of which we have 

excavated with our unit. 

 

This unit, which must be understood in context with the results of units 142 U and 142 V 

(see below), is tentatively interpreted as exposing an artificial platform outside the mouth 

of Cave 2. The stratigraphy and artifacts suggest to us the following set of events. First, 

sometime in the Late Preclassic or Classic period, the area immediately outside the mouth 

of the cave was excavated and all topsoil and subsoil was removed down to limestone 

bedrock, less than a meter below surrounding ground level. At this time, what may have 

already been fragmented bedrock outside the cave opening was removed and otherwise 

modified to create a roughly oval cavity, perhaps coeval with the excavation of the cave 

interior to bedrock.  

 

In the next step, vessels or vessel fragments were thrown into the oval opening in 

bedrock, along with a fragment of a Cayman figurine and a piece of boar tusk.   The tusk 

and figurine were recovered during the 2010 season.  Then, to judge from the thin 

laminations evident in the walls of Op 142 Q, the creators of this platform then carefully 

laid down and leveled off successive deposits of fill.  Such careful placement and 

leveling is unusual in ancient Maya house platform and terrace construction, including 

that encountered at CB.   It was far more common in the construction of large formal 

buildings in site centers.  In some instances, household archaeologists believe they can 

discern the outlines of what they presume to be ancient baskets of midden or other debris 

overturned and dumped casually in place within construction levels.  The only other 

location where such careful placement of construction materials was in evidence in the 

Group (and at the site) is the eastern ballcourt building, where excavation revealed 

precise positioning of limestone cobbles in the building’s interior.   
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The fourth and final step in the construction process may have been the creation of a 

plaster floor, presumably covering the entire platform, which we assume extended 

throughout the roughly 2 x 2.5 m oval cut into bedrock. The lack of gravel or other 

subflooring to provide a final leveling of the surface here argues against this, but if a 

plaster surface was once in place, it deteriorated long ago and left no trace. Whether or 

not there was a plaster surface here, the stratigraphy suggests the platform was created in 

one construction event.  There is no evidence of multiple use-surfaces in the levels we 

excavated. The function of such a platform was presumably as a place for ritual 

observance or as a staging location for ceremony or other activities performed inside the 

narrow confines of the cave. Although we recovered no specific evidence of ritual 

activity outside the cave, such as extensive burning or special deposits left in place, the 

placement of the Cayman figurine fragment, and perhaps the large sherds and the 

presence of two pieces of Pachuca obsidian, marks the creation of the platform as a 

special construction event.  

 

The final event in the history of this location, as suggested by stratigraphy and artifacts, 

took place after abandonment, when soil and artifacts left on the nearby surface washed 

into the cavity in front of the cave opening and buried the platform, most likely over a 

period of centuries. The greatest accumulation of washed-in debris occurred in the east 

side of the oval cut into bedrock.  This wash-in included at least two limestone fragments, 

perhaps broken segments of the edge of the oval cut into bedrock, that are now visible in 

profile of the southern wall of the unit. The upper third or so of the deposits we excavated 

in this unit represent post-abandonment soil wash-in. This wash-in is suggested by the 

slope of the upper strata here, which is at clear odds with the flat surface of the platform, 

as well as the heavily weathered and fragmentary nature of the ceramics they contain. 

 

Op 142 S 

Introduction and Goals. Op 142 S in Structure H-7, was overseen By Dil Singh Basanti, 

under the overall direction of Chrissy Taylor. Dil was assisted by Principal Recorder, 

Jacqueline Fox. The hard, diligent work of Dil, as assisted by Jacqueline, Jessica Haley, 

Karen McFadden, Mary Harris-Wisneski, Vick McKee, Ivana Gonzales, Eddie Rivera, 

Efrain Soto, Stella Gonzalez, and Danielle Keller produced a careful excavation of the 

eastern half of this Foundation Brace. This structure is unique among structures in the 

group; in that it is situated near the confluence of the two principal drainages in the 

Ballcourt Complex, one coming south out of the ballcourt and the other running east at 

the base of the ridge marking the southern limit of Group H. The drainages converge at 

the arroyo south of the ballcourt. 

 

Foundation braces, which represent artificial surfaces built at ground level and edged by 

limestone cobbles, are infrequently found, much less excavated, in the central and 

southern Maya lowlands. Prehispanic foundation braces are common and well 

investigated in the northern lowlands where there has been little soil development and 

limited forest cover for the last 1000 years. It is reasonable to assume such structures 
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were very common at ancient sites in the southern and central parts of the Peninsula, as 

they apparently were in the northern region, but dramatic soil development and heavy 

forest growth outside of the have likely disrupted and obscured most of these remains. 

Similar edging stones are in evidence today in modern Maya communities where pole 

and thatch houses are still in use. The roughly shaped cobbles elevate pole walls above 

the destructive moisture of wet soil and keep out snakes and vermin. In the case of 

Structure H-7, it was only the discovery of the metate at the foundation brace’s southern 

end that alerted us to the need to carefully clear this area, which lead to the discovery of 

this feature.    

 

The overall goal of this Operation was to investigate one of the Group H’s four enigmatic 

limestone metates and its ancient cultural context. Metate 2 was selected because of its 

intact condition and clear cultural context, in the form of an intact foundation brace.  

Metate 2 and the other metates are enigmatic relative to grinding stones and fragments 

found elsewhere at the site in that they do not have clear associations with domestic 

structures. Presumably, metates and the manos often found with them on or near 

domestic platforms at many Maya sites were used for grinding maize and other things, 

such as medicinal herbs, that were part of standard household inventories. Metates 1 and 

4 in Group H are found at some distance from platforms and Metate 3, a fragment, occurs 

in Catchment Basin 2, where it was apparently re-used in broken form as part of wall 

construction. Presumably, before breakage, it was employed somewhere in the ballcourt 

area, although we have no evidence about the original cultural context in which it 

occurred. Metate 2 was found in a structure, which with 9.5 m
2
 of interior space, was too 

small to have been a residence. 
3, 4

    

 

The lack of clear residential associations for Metates 1, 2, and 4 begs the question of how 

these metates were used, if not for standard domestic purposes
5
. We will attempt to 

answer this functional question in relation to Metate 2 and achieve the goal of 

determining the context of this feature by:   

 Defining the architecture of this building. Was it of standard domestic character, 

or did it have more than one entrance, a strong indicator of specialized function? 

Was the flooring and sublflooring of standard character? If not, how did it 

differ? Were there caches or other special deposits that might provide insight 

into function or date of use? 

 Defining the relationship of the metate to the structure. Was it integrated with 

the structure or was there any indication it was a late addition to the building – 

perhaps appended on as a late feature, supported by an add-on floor? Such an 

addition might indicate a change in structure function over time.   

 Collecting soil samples for 1) flotation and recovery of pollen, phytoliths and 

botanical or zooarchaeological macrofossils, and 2) chemical analysis of soil for 

traces of pigments or other materials. 

 Recovering artifacts suggestive of structure function – for example, for ritual, 

storage, or food preparation. The goal is very much to define how this building 



Field Investigation at Chawak But’o’ob 

 

173 

functioned within the larger Ballcourt complex – are there any artifacts that 

connect it to other features, such as the nearby water courses or basins?   

 Recovering artifacts indicating the periods of construction and use – and in so 

doing addressing in particular whether the structure was contemporaneous with 

the rest of this Late Classic Tepeu 2 (8
th

 century) architecture in Group H. 

 

Results and Interpretation. The 2 x 5 m investigation, that included the interior and 

exterior of the structure on its eastern, southern, and northern sides, revealed two very 

similar stratigraphies, one exterior to the building and one within the foundation brace 

walls. The exterior stratigraphy occurred outside the limits defined by the rectangle of 

large limestone cobbles that demarcated the presumed walls of the ancient building. The 

strata here consisted of shallow humic soil over a layer of what may have been fragments 

of deteriorating white limestone bedrock or perhaps gravels and irregular small cobbles 

placed as fill to create a stable exterior surface. The layer of cobbles terminated on hard 

limestone bedrock, relatively lacking in solution holes.      

 

Within the building, dark shallow humic soil gave way to a dense scatter of small cobbles 

similar to what was encountered on the structure’s exterior. What remains unclear to the 

excavators is whether this cobble layer, like the exterior cobble layer, is artificial and 

represents intentional placement of these cobbles at the time of construction, or is a 

natural layer of cobbles deriving from local bedrock that was left in place by the builders, 

who defined the limits of the structure by placing foundation brace blocks on natural soil 

(Figure 4). The lack of any signs of clear construction fill within or outside the structure, 

the paucity of artifacts in both contexts, and the general similarity of the interior and 

exterior stratigraphies argue for the latter interpretation.     

 

For lack of time, only the southern half of the interior was cleared to this cobble layer. On 

the eastern side of the building, one surface block proved to be continuous with the white 

limestone bedrock found only a short distance from the surface in most of the excavation. 

The interior cobbles were left in place in anticipation of clearing the entire interior to this 

level in 2013. 

 

The artifacts recovered here were few in number and generally poorly preserved. The 

majority were ceramic sherds with little or no slip in evidence. Very small ceramics, with 

the appearance of having been smoothed by rolling were recovered in the central section 

of the eastern side of the building, both within and outside the limits of the structure.  

These may be indicative of an entrance. Flotation samples from this area and other 

sections of the excavation have the potential to indicate one or more ancient access ways. 

 

Multiple access ways, particularly in a structure so small, would be strong evidence in 

support of the hypothesis that this is not a standard house or auxiliary structure. Such a 

hypothesis is strengthened by the similarity between interior and exterior cobbles and the 

possibility that the natural strata here were not excavated to bedrock to create a floor, an 
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interpretation which, if correct, renders this, the least substantial of all the domestic 

structures found to date at the site. Even the foundation braces in Group B, with their 

smaller wall stones, possessed well prepared and executed floors and subfloors. This 

further suggests that Structure H-7 was a non-typical building. Even if this edifice were 

to be defined as a structure focused exclusively or primarily on food preparation, the lack 

of a standard house platform nearby requires us to ask, “For what purpose?” Continued 

excavation here in 2013 and flotation of the soil samples recovered in 2012 will be 

carried out with a focus on this and related research questions.           

 

 
Figure 4.  Structure H-7 and Operation 142 S, as seen from the east, showing interior limestone 

cobbles and foundation brace wall blocks.   In situ, upright metate in upper left of photo.    Photo by 

Arthur Danek.  

 

Op 142 T 

Operation 142 T was a 1 x 1 m extension of Op 142 Q on that unit’s eastern side. The 

excavation was carried out by Denise Killeen and Lara Swan. Lara functioned as the 

Principal Recorder under the supervision of Chrissy Taylor. Efrain Soto and Eddie Rivera 

provided important assistance in the excavation. This unit was intended to investigate the 

soils above and below the limestone ledge located at the eastern terminus of Op 142 Q. It 

was also intended to investigate the limestone ledge itself, which although weathered, 

exhibited a relatively vertical face, which gave some hint that it might have been 

artificially altered. It was thought that further exposure of this feature would test the 

hypothesis that the limestone on the eastern end of the unit underwent shaping or some 

other form of modification in ancient times.   

 

Op 142 Q revealed humic soil above the limestone ledge and a mottled gray soil below it 

extending to bedrock at the base of the unit, both apparent in profile. The gray soil 

appeared to extend to the east, below the ledge and beyond the limits of Op 142 Q. The 
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interface between the layered construction fill of Op 142 Q and the grey soil in Op 142 T 

mark the general location of two things of interest in Op 142 Q: the Cayman figurine 

fragment found close to the base of the unit at its eastern limit and a collection of large 

well preserved sherds encountered in the Subop’s southeastern corner, near bedrock. 

 

The results of the excavation were the exposure of a humic soil and a limestone bedrock 

surface sloping gently to the east in the upper section of the unit. The bedrock revealed 

no signs of modification, although the proximity of this surface to the effects of 

percolating water and other erosional forces over the last millennium may have removed 

any subtle modification here. Regardless, no major shaping or other artificial 

modification of this bedrock was apparent in the upper or lower sections of this unit. The 

excavation of the mottled grey soil of the lower section of the unit revealed that this soil 

extended only a short distance under the limestone overhang, which was shown to slope 

dramatically downward. No special deposits or artifacts were revealed by the 

investigation of this section of the unit. 

 

Artifacts recovered from the upper stratum were few in number and consisted primarily 

of small weathered sherds. We await a chronological and functional analysis of these 

pieces from Lauren Sullivan, the PfBAP ceramicist. The sherds recovered from the 

lower, grey stratum were better preserved than those recovered from the humic soil 

above, but their frequency dropped with distance from the eastern limit of Op 142 Q. 

This suggests that the artifacts found here represent artifacts that derive from Ops 142 Q 

and T and that Op 142 T may be entirely natural in origin.  An alternative interpretation is 

that this gray soil represents a culturally sterile soil placed to mark the limit of the 

platform revealed by Op 142 Q at the time the platform was created. Yet another 

possibility is that the grey soil is an intrusive artificial deposit excavated adjacent to the 

platform after the platform was put in place. There is no pattern of superposition to 

suggest that this occurred, nor is there a functional reason apparent for such an intrusive 

deposit.       

    

Ops 142 U and V           

Operations 142 U and V were excavated within Cave 2 by C. L. Kieffer in the last two 

weeks of the field season, as assisted from outside the cave by Chrissy Taylor, Denise 

Killeen, and Lara Swan. Cave 2, similar to Cave 1, which is situated about 30 m to its 

north, affords little interior space.  As they exist today, both caves provide only kneeling 

space and neither can accommodate more than one investigator at a time comfortably. 

Cave 2 provides less than 10 m
2
 in interior surface area, distributed between a central 

area and several shallow and narrow lobes that extend to diverse points of the compass. 

The two excavations, in the northwest and northeast quadrants of the cave, respectively, 

conform to the irregular limits of the cave walls and because of this, each represents less 

exposure than would be provided by a standard 1.5 x 1.5 m unit.   
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Ops 142 U and V revealed layers of construction fill that had been placed behind a north-

south oriented wall close to the mouth of the cave. The construction fill created a 

platform within the cave and the wall may have functioned both as a retaining feature and 

a symbolic division between the outside world and the sacred space (perhaps even “elite” 

space) of the interior of the cave.  

 

The two units were intended to investigate the interior of the cave and recover evidence 

for artificial modification of this feature, evidence for its function, and recover artifacts 

indicative of period (or periods) of use by the area’s ancient inhabitants (Figure 5). 

 

 
Figure 5.  Plan View and Profile View of Cave 2 Interior.  Drawing by C. L. Kieffer.   

 

Op 142 W  

Operation 142 W was a 1 x 2.5 m test pit carried out by Shawna Veach and JN Stanley in 

Structure H-8, a small platform composed of medium-to-large cobble fill just north of 

Basin 3. Veach was the Principal Recorder.  In general dimensions and construction, 

Structure H-8 is representative of a class of platforms that occur in close association with 

the Group’s catchment basins. These platforms (H-6, 8, 10, 11, and 12) vary slightly in 

dimensions, but are all less than 3/4 meter in elevation, too small to have functioned as 

residences (all are under 10 m
2
 in upper surface area), exhibit medium-to-large minimally 

shaped or unshaped cobbles on their surface, and occur within several meters of a 

catchment basin.  At least three are within or appended to a basin. Two of these 

structures, H-8 and H-6 are found adjacent to “L-shaped” cobble constructions of 

unidentified age, and function. Their investigation will occur in an upcoming season. 
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The selection of this structure for this excavation followed extensive post-holing of the 

interiors and exteriors of all five of these small buildings by Veach and Stanley. This was 

done for the purpose of identifying which structures would produce artifacts from both 

their interior and exterior precincts. Given the general paucity of artifacts of any type in 

the Ballcourt complex, likely artifact recovery was considered an important factor in the 

selection of a structure for investigation. As the only structure to produce more than three 

artifacts from both its interior and exterior, Structure H-8 was chosen as the location for a 

test unit. 

 

This unit was intended to define the cultural stratigraphy of the structure H-8’s interior 

and northern exterior as wall as recover artifacts suggestive of age and function. The 

recovery of artifacts from outside and within the structure was carried out with the hope 

of documenting the building’s construction and occupational histories. As a result of time 

limitations, the excavation was closed for the season after removal of a shallow layer of 

humic soil.  Excavation of this unit will continue in 2013.       

 

Notes 

1. Although it has not yet been fully tracked, the drainage line of this water most 

likely ran to the north of the ballcourt in such a way that running water (during 

the rainy season) at least intermittently surrounded the ballcourt on three sides. 

2. This point requires further substantiation, but preliminary data, in the form of 

the small size of many of the platforms and the lack of household cultural scatter 

of the type that covers the other groups at CB suggest that the Ballcourt 

Complex buildings were not used for standard domestic purposes. If this paucity 

or lack of domestic function is substantiated by further research, the Ballcourt 

Complex would constitute the only specialized ceremonial complex identified to 

date at the lowest end of the Maya residential scale.        

3. Metate 2 was found within the limits of the foundation brace, at its southern end.  

The interior surface area of the structure, about 9.5 m
2
 is very small for a house, 

where sufficient room was needed for sleeping and other domestic activities.  

An estimated minimum surface area of 20 m
2
 has been proposed as the 

necessary living space for an ancient house structure in the lowlands. At 

Chawak But’o’ob, the average size for platforms believed to have functioned as 

homes is 12 m
2
 which is significantly below this figure. (This is one factor 

among several that mark habitation at CB as distinct from that of other sites 

documented so far in the lowlands.) If one subtracts the space required at the 

southern end of the platform for the metate and the working space around it, 

then the available floor space of Structure H-7 is estimated at under 8 m
2
, about 

two-thirds the size of a typical home at Chawak But’o’ob and well below the 

standard estimated space for such buildings. This is a strong argument against 

Structure H-7 having been a house structure.  

4. The possibility exists that metates 1, 2, and 4 were moved from their original 

location, although this seems unlikely given the size of the limestone blocks 
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from which they were formed. In the case of Metate 2, the case for its being in 

original position is supported by the fact that it is upright and appears carefully 

positioned within the walls of a foundation brace.   

5. It may be that these metates were used to grind special materials, such as 

pigments used in paints.  Although the lack of a residential structure nearby does 

not support the likelihood that these mutates were used for grinding food for 

household consumption, they may have been used in the preparation of food for 

ritual use. It is notable that two of the three metates assumed to be in original 

position occur near waterways, although there is no obvious functional 

association here, unless the waterways also served as planting areas.         
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ANCIENT MAYA LAND-USE AND TODAY’S 

ENVIRONMENT: A MULTIDISCIPLINARY  

RESEARCH PROGRAM 
 

Nicholas Brokaw, University of Puerto Rico 

 

With contributions from: 

Timothy Beach, Marisol Cortes-Rincon, Chance Coughenour, Travis Cornish, 

Iasha Doumanoff, Sheryl Luzzader-Beach, Lindsey Moats, Kyle Ports, David 

Sandrock, Stanley Walling, Sheila Ward 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The guiding question of our research is: 

 

How has ancient Maya land use and its impacts on topography, hydrology, 

and soil affected the structure and tree species composition of present-day 

forests? 

 

To begin answering this question, in 2012 we carried out field work on tree species 

composition and soils on the Dos Hombres – Gran Cacao transect (DH-GC) and at 

Chawak But’o’ob.   

 

ARCHAEOLOGY 

Research on the Dos Hombres-Gran Cacao Transect 
Marisol Cortes-Rincon, Lindsey Moats, Kyle Ports, David Sandrock, Kyle Ports 

 

The purpose of our investigations is to collect chronological and other information about 

the area in order to make preliminary observations about its time of occupation as well as 

its possible function.  For example, in 2012 we began the first season of investigation 

within the N950 group of ruins (Figure 1), located on the Dos Hombres-Gran Cacao 

Transect.  The group was first located and mapped as part of the 2011 season, and formal 

excavations began in 2012.  This group consists of several groupings of structures, the 

largest and most prominent of which are located on a knoll, elevated above the 

surrounding area.  The project opened ten test pit units, placed at various locations on the 

main knoll and in the surrounding groupings below the hill.  Also investigated were four 

subterranean features located on the knoll, labeled as probable cave and sascebero 

features.   

 

We also continued excavation in several other groups on the DH-GC transect, with the 

aim of understanding land use along the transect study site. 
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Figure 1. Map of site N950, showing preliminary determinations of structures and their uses.  (Data 

from M. Figueroa and Humboldt State University Field School Participants; digitization by Leslie 

Perkins). 
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Research at Chawak But’o’b 

Stanley Walling, Travis Cornish, Chance Coughenour, Iasha Doumanoff 

 

We continued the survey of the Chawak But’o’b site.  Detailed tape-and-compass 

mapping in the area of focus near the ball court  recorded small and large features, 

including platforms, catchment basins, wall lines, utilized caves, isolated metates (Figure 

2, large grinding stones), and artificial drainage areas.   

 

 
Figure 2. Metate (grinding stone, on right, lower area in excavation) at Chawak But’o’b. 

 

Tying artificial features of all sizes into TMS-determined reference points placed these 

structures on the map and helped reveal the degree to which artificial features were 

integrated with the landscape.  Detailed tape-and-compass mapping also helped make 

apparent the subtle interface between what is natural and what is artificial at the site.  

This included features that were both, such as walls that were composed of shaped 

bedrock exposures in some sections and artificial limestone-blocks in others. 

 

This “micro-mapping” of buildings and terrain gives some understanding of ancient 

Maya sensitivity to, and exploitation of water, soil and other resources.  Our developing 

appreciation of such subtle and effective integration of architecture, modified terrain, 

living areas, ritual space, and economic activity areas provides a window onto the 

complexity of Maya commoner adaptations to the karstic, forested environment in which 

they lived (Hanna and Walling 2011, Walling 2011; Walling et al. 2012). 

 

The results of the survey of the southernmost occupation Group, H, as seen in the map 

included here (Figure 3), make clear the degree of interconnection between architecture, 

topography, and water movement across the landscape.  Among the things the map has 

helped Project researchers appreciate about Group H are the following: 
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 The placement of buildings in such a way that they integrate with (and even mimic) 

natural contours, 

 The creation of catchment basins that conserved soil and at least in one instance, 

reversed the natural flow of water in a drainage. 

 The placement of the ballcourt in a natural hydrological setting and modifications to 

that setting, so that water ran through the ballcourt before emptying into a natural 

arroyo, 

 The combined effect of landscape modifications and the natural water regime, so that 

the ballcourt was surrounded on three sides by flowing water, and  

 The collective effect of landscape, water, and architecture in Group H to emphasize 

traditional Maya ballcourt symbolism. 

 

 
Figure 3. Map of Group H, Chawak But’o’ob, Belize, showing drainage lines, ballcourt (two green, 

parallel rectangles at center left), and other artificial features.  (Map by Stanley Walling, Chance 

Coughenour, Travis Cornish and Iasha Doumanoff). 
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GEOARCHAEOLOGY  

Hydrology 

Sheryl Luzzader-Beach, Timothy Beach 

 

The findings of the water quality investigation show a distinction in the geochemistry of 

the surface water of the research zone in the uplands, compared with prior results for 

water of the surrounding coastal plain and wetlands to the east of the study site (Table 1; 

Luzzadder-Beach and Beach 2008; Luzzadder-Beach et al. 2012). This diversity suggests 

that water chemistry can play an important role in vegetation tolerance in these zones.  

Water in the uplands tends to be consistent in quality from wet to dry season as well, 

according to these findings.  

 

 

Table 1. 2012 Water Quality in the Rio Bravo Conservation Area 

Monitoring Station Date EC μS pH Sal ppt TDS mg/l 

Chan Chich Cr @ River Trail 6/3/2012 195.8 7.07 

  Rio Bravo @ Cedar Xing 6/3/2012 602 7.53 

  Canal near Pit 2 Chawak 3/10/2012 724 

 

0.3 347 

Rio Bravo @ Dos Hombres Trail 3/7/2012 592 

 

0.3 284 

Rio Bravo @ Dos Hombres Trail 5/26/2012 696 7.85 

  Rio Bravo Laguna @ DH Trail 3/7/2012 707 7.81 0.3 340 

Rio Bravo Laguna @ DH Trail 5/26/2012 753 7.27 

   

 

The results of the infiltration studies show a tremendous and variable capacity for these 

tropical soils to absorb large amounts of rain (Table 2).  The three sites (La Milpa, Dos 

Hombres, and Chawak But’o’ob) all had distinctly different overall infiltration responses 

(means ranged from .56 to 8.82 mm/min).  Despite different dates of study, they all were 

following rainstorms, and soil conditions were nearly saturated in all three sites (77.7 to 

87.7% on average).  We tested geomorphic positions in a hillslope catena from crest to 

bottom of the slope in all three sites.  We also tested urban and non-urban features, 

including ball courts, plazas, and hillcrests for example.  The two, more urban settings 

(La Milpa and Chawak But’o’ob) had lower mean infiltration rates than the Dos Hombres 

hillslope, west of the Rio Bravo. We will access and test infiltrations east of the Rio 

Bravo in the next field season, to continue the transect across hinterland and urbanized 

areas within the study region.  Runoff involves horizontal flow through the soil matrix to 

the streams, when overland flow is not apparent, contributing to the rapid rise of the 

surface waters in this biome.  We observed the rapid rise of the Rio Bravo at Dos 

Hombres in a matter of hours on 2 June 2012.   
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Table 2. 2012 Soil infiltration Results Summary Rio Bravo Conservation Area 

Site N Range Mean Mean Soil Moisture 

 
Test sites mm/min mm/min % Saturation 

La Milpa 6 0.45-3.1 1.645 80 

Dos Hombres 6 .63-23 8.82 87.5 

Chawak But'o'ob 9 .05-1.14 0.56 77.7 

 

ECOLOGY 

Nicholas Brokaw, Sheila Ward 

 

We have recorded 3,300 trees ≥ 10 cm dbh (diameter at breast height) in our 193 plots on 

the DH-GC transect and at Chawak But'o'ob.  We identified about 3,200 of these trees, 

leaving about 100 to be identified later.  The 3,200 identified trees represented 113 

species; the unidentified trees represent about 25 additional species. 

 

As is usual in tropical forests, there is a steep species dominance curve among trees.  A 

few species are abundant, a large group are moderately abundant, and a large group are 

rare (Figure 4).  Among the 3,200 identified trees at both sites the15 most abundant 

species at both sites combined were, in descending order of abundance: Pouteria 

reticulata, Drypetes brownii, Brosimum alicastrum, Sabal mauritiiformis, Pseudolmedia 

sp., Trichilia minutiflora, Aspidosperma cruenta, Pouteria durlandii, Pouteria 

campechiana, Pouteria amygdalina, Alseis yucatanensis, Protium copal, Manilkara 

zapota, Simira salvadorensis, and Sideroxlyon foetidissimum.  These 15 species 

constitute 69% of the total stems ≥ 10 cm DBH (2,221 of 3,200 total stems).  Among 

these most abundant species those assumed to be used by the ancient Maya include 

Brosimum alicastrum (use not confirmed), Sabal mauritiiformis, Protium copal, and 

Manilkara zapota.  Other species in this list of most abundant species are not reported as 

especially useful.  Our results apparently belie the statement (at least for these Maya 

sites) that forest in this region is dominated by useful species, a result of the ancient 

Maya favoring those species.  The four Pouteria species, Manilkara, and Sideroxylon are 

all in the Sapotaceae, making this an especially important family at these sites. 

 

We will conduct multivariate analyses of tree species presence, topography, soil, and 

ancient land use to determine the relationship between species distributions and those 

variables.  It is clear from field observations, however, that there are certain species 

disproportionately found on Maya ruins and that species sort out according to 

topography.  These observations promise more detailed understanding of how historical 

and environmental factors have affected the present-day forest. Analysis of the >100 soil 

samples taken in 2012 should help to explain aspects of tree species distribution and 

should provide linkages to land use as determined from the archeology and geo-

archeology on these sites. 
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Figure 4. Stem abundances (vertical axis, stems ≥ 10 cm DBH) of 113 tree species (horizontal axis) 

at the DH-GC and Chawak But’o’ob study sites combined, arranged in order of abundance 

(horizontal axis).  There were ca. 3,200 individual trees in the sample.  Only a few species codes 

can be shown on the graph.  See text for list of the 15 most abundant species. 
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SUMMARY REPORT OF THE 2012 OBSIDIAN 

PROVENANCE PROJECT FOR PFBAP* 

 

Walter Beckwith, University of Maine 

 

This report describes the motivations, methodologies, and preliminary findings of the 

2012 PfBAP obsidian provenance project.  This project is largely exploratory in nature in 

terms of obsidian provenance studies and application of portable x-ray fluorescence 

technology (pXRF) in the region.  Furthermore it aims to contribute to, and build upon 

the growing body of obsidian research conducted by other researchers involved with the 

PfBAP (e.g Trachman 2002; 2011).  Research was designed to address the following 

questions: (a) how is obsidian distributed thought the sites of the Three Rivers Region, 

(b) how do these patterns vary temporally and contextually, and (c) how do they compare 

to other sites/areas in the Maya lowlands?  The answers to these questions will 

undoubtedly allow for further insight into region’s political and economic integration 

within the surrounding areas.   

 

PXRF analysis was performed at the PfBAP’s field laboratory in May - June of 2012.  

Obsidian artifacts were drawn from the available assemblage curated at the field 

laboratory.  The sample contains material excavated between 1995 and 2012 from a total 

of seven archaeological sites within PfB property.  Sites represented in the sample 

include, Bolsa Verde, Chawak Bat’o’Ob, the Dos Hombres to Gran Cacao settlement 

transect, Dos Hombres, Hun Tun, La Milpa, La Milpa North, Las Mujeres, Ma’ax Na, 

Medicinal Trail, and Say Kah.  In total 1,738 chemical analyses were made on over 1,700 

individual obsidian artifacts.  Elemental composition analysis of the obsidian artifacts 

was performed using a Bruker Tracer III-V+ pXRF.  Samples were analyzed using the 

Bruker equipped rhodium tube x-ray emitter and a silicon PIN diode detector operating at 

40kV and 9.0μA for 180 to 300 seconds through a 6 mil copper (Cu), 1 mil Ti and 12 mil 

aluminum (Al) filter.  Peak intensities for the elements titanium (Ti), manganese (Mn), 

Iron (Fe), rubidium (Rb), strontium (Sr), Zirconium (Zr), Niobium (Nb), Zinc (Zn), 

yttrium (Y), and barium (B) were quantified.  Previous studies have shown that these 

analytical conditions provide precise measurements for the relative amounts of iron, 

rubidium, strontium, and zirconium which are useful in discriminating geologic obsidian 

sources from artifacts recovered from Maya sites (Nazaroff 2010).  

 

While much of the analysis of the data generated during the course of this field season 

remains to be done, preliminary evaluation suggests that the acquisition and exchange of 

obsidian in the region was a very dynamic process.  The sample assemblage is 

represented by at least six different geologic obsidian sources.  The three major highland 

Guatemalan obsidian sources most utilized by the Maya (El Chayal, Ixtepeque, and San 

Martin Jilotepeque) are well represented and dominate the sample.  A smaller percentage 

of the sample is characterized by other Mesoamerican sources, including those that exist 

outside of the greater Maya region.  The distinctive central Mexican source of Pachuca is 
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also present in the collection.  The identification of imported central Mexican obsidian 

suggests ties between these distant areas and the Maya lowlands.  Two additional 

unknown sources are also present in the assemblage.  It is likely these these samples 

represent other central Mexican sources or smaller, ancillary sources in Guatemala or 

Honduras.   

 

*An earlier version of this paper was submitted as part of a report to the institute of   

 Archaeology, NICH, Belmopan, BELIZE. 
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APPLICATION OF LOW-FIELD MAGNETIC SUSCEPTABILITY 

TO PLASTER FLOORS IN EXCAVATION PROFILES AT MAYA SITES 

IN THE THREE RIVERS REGION, BELIZE 
 

Michael L. Brennan, University of Rhode Island 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Estimates of labor requirements and resource depletion for the production of plaster by 

the Maya into the Late Classic (AD 600-800) depend not only on the amount of plaster 

used on the landscape, but also on the progression of production techniques over time. 

Plaster is made by burning limestone to create lime, which is then mixed with additives 

and water to create plaster that can be applied to floors, buildings, or monuments and has 

been well-documented ethnoarchaeologically (e.g., Villaseñor 2010). However, these 

production techniques have not been defined well in the archaeological record, especially 

not on the vast temporal and spatial scales over which the Maya civilization spanned. 

Deforestation and environmental degradation over the course of the Classic period has 

led researchers to consider the amount of wood resources required for the production of 

the large amounts of plaster used. This study tests the hypothesis that the burning of 

limestone ceased toward the Late Classic period as deforestation put pressure on the 

Maya’s wood resources, forcing them to make less durable, but still functional plaster 

floors from crushed limestone and water rather than burned lime. 

 

This study employed magnetic susceptibility (MS) of carbonate materials to investigate 

changing plaster production techniques represented by plaster floors in excavation 

profiles at four sites in the Three Rivers Region. Magnetic susceptibility is a measure of 

the potential for a material to become magnetized, particularly the amount of iron oxides 

present. When a rock, such as limestone, is burned, MS increases as the heat breaks down 

iron compounds such as iron sulfides and releases iron in other minerals, allowing it to 

become oxidized and form magnetite (Fe3O4). This increases the susceptibility (Souque et 

al. 2002). Therefore, I hypothesized that when limestone was burned to produce plaster, 

the magnetic susceptibility of the resulting burnt lime used to make plaster would 

increase, leaving this signature in the archaeological record within each plaster floor. 

 

EXPERIMENTAL ANALYSIS 

An initial test of the application of magnetic susceptibility to limestone and other 

carbonate materials from Maya sites was conducted in 2010. Seventy-three samples from 

Maax Na, Chawak But’o’ob, and Hun Tun, and a plaster sample from La Milpa, were 

analyzed in the lab at Temple University with a Bartington Instruments Magnetic 

Susceptibility System MS2E sensor. These samples were exported from Belize for 

geochemical analyses reported in Brennan et al. (in press) and were used as a test for this 

method prior to its use in the field. These magnetic susceptibility measurements of 

limestone bedrock were used to assess the range of values common for the rock of the 

region. The samples from Maax Na illustrate that the bedrock ranges between κ = -
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2.4*10
-5

 SI and -1.0*10
-5

 SI (only the primary value of κ will be used for the rest of the 

paper). This is consistent with the expected values for diamagnetic minerals, such as 

calcite (Dunlop and Ozdemir 1997). Included in the sample set from Maax Na was also a 

sample of burned limestone and a burned, painted plaster floor, with values of 4.43 and 

23.70 respectively, representing increased MS due to burning as well as iron oxides in the 

paint. Plaster samples measured as weakly positive, representing the weakly negative 

crushed limestone and carbonate aggregate that was mixed with positive burnt lime to 

make the plaster. 

 

FIELD METHODS 

Low-field magnetic susceptibility measurements were taken with the Bartington 

Instruments Magnetic Susceptibility System MS2E sensor, which is designed to take high 

resolution measurements of the bulk magnetic susceptibility (κ) on rock surfaces. 

Excavation profiles at four sites were selected based on the presence of preserved plaster 

floors in the excavations. The MS sensor was placed at selected intervals down the 

profile and readings were taken for each stratigraphic level. In cases where side-walls 

were not well preserved, multiple walls were used to assemble an idealized profile for the 

excavation unit. A scale of 0.1 was used in SI units to differentiate small variations 

among the samples. Each location in the excavation profile was measured three times and 

these values were averaged. The sensor was zeroed after each set of measurements to 

avoid drift between analyses. When possible, the sensor was repositioned for each 

measurement in order to measure variations within them because 50% of the signal from 

the MS2E sensor decays within the upper 1 mm of the surface, and 90% within the upper 

3 mm. In all excavations, measurements were taken in the topsoil, cobble fill, cut blocks, 

and plaster floors for comparative purposes, and the graph of MS measurements was 

correlated with an idealized profile (Figures 1-3). 

 

RESULTS 

Dos Hombres (RB2) 

An excavation in the main plaza of Group A at Dos Hombres was an important location 

to test the applicability of MS measurements because the plaza contains multiple floors in 

one of the largest sites in the Three Rivers Region. This excavation was opened over the 

course of two field seasons and three plaster floors were exposed in the profile. Figure 1 

shows the profile of this excavation correlated with the plot of MS readings with depth in 

the excavation. Iron in the topsoil produced higher readings in all excavations measured 

compared to limestone. The cobble fill in the excavations showed consistently weakly 

negative MS values, which are expected for limestone. The lowest and middle floor 

produced weakly positive values, which were hypothesized for plaster made with burned 

lime. The middle floor had a lower component that was dark gray, indicating a burned 

plaster floor and had a reading of 3.20. This two-layered appearance suggests burning in 

this area followed by a subsequent replastering directly above. The highest floor, 

however, shows a weakly negative MS value, no different than the cobble fill above and 
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below it, which suggests the plaster was not made with any burned lime, only crushed 

limestone. 

 

 
Figure 1. Idealized profile and graph of MS measurements with depth below surface in excavation 

profile from Dos Hombres Group A plaza. 

 

Medicinal Trail (RB62) 

At the Medicinal Trail site, the profile of a looter’s trench in the north side of Structure 

B-1 was measured after the trench was cleared out and the walls cleaned for profiling. 

Due to the unstable nature of some of the walls and the steep slope down the side of the 

structure, measurements were taken on all three walls and combined into an idealized 

profile in Figure 2, tied to a single datum in a tree above the trench. Three plaster floors 
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were clearly identified in the profile, with another possibly at the back of the trench near 

the middle of the building, but no good MS measurements could be taken there. The 

highest floor included a burned component at the base of the floor strata like in the plaza 

excavation at Dos Hombres. Again, this burned floor showed a spike in MS relative to 

the other measurements. The lower two floors show slightly more positive MS values 

than the limestone cobbles, but the plaster above the burned floor in the highest floor is 

weakly negative in the same range as the limestone cobbles. 

 

 
Figure 2. Idealized profile and graph of MS measurements with depth from datum above trench in 

excavation profile from Medicinal Trail Structure B1 looters’ trench. 

 

Hun Tun (RB70) 

Magnetic susceptibility measurements were made in an excavation profile at Structure A-

2 at Hun Tun. The MS profile for this excavation is shown in Figure 3. This structure had 
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two levels of cut block masonry above two floor layers, which are separated by a small 

level of cobble fill. The limestone blocks and cobble fill show very consistent weakly 

negative MS values, as does the higher floor. The lower floor, however, has a positive 

MS value. All levels of this structure date to Tepeu 2-3. However, there is evidence in 

this excavation that part of the floor was repaired, so this higher layer of plaster may 

reflect a later date than the ceramics indicate. 

 

 
Figure 3. Idealized profile and graph of MS measurements with depth below surface in excavation 

profile from Hun Tun Structure A2. 
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Dos Hombres to Gran Cacao Survey 

Three excavations were measured at sites located along a survey transect between Dos 

Hombres and Gran Cacao. Each of these had only a single plaster floor, and two of them 

had the floor at the bottom of the excavation units, so less can be said comparatively. One 

excavation was at the 350 m line (shown on the graph in Figure 4 as diamonds). Two 

were at the 950 m line at a possible ballcourt (MS points graphed as triangles), and at the 

base of a pyramid (graphed as squares). Each of these excavations date to the Tepeu 2 

period. The topsoil in this area measured at a much higher MS value than the soil at the 

other sites, likely due to more iron present in the soils here. All three plaster floors 

measured higher MS than the limestone cobbles above. However, no temporal 

comparisons can be made because of the single floors in each unit. The 350 m and the 

950 m ballcourt excavations both had the floors at the base of the excavation, so no lower 

stratigraphy could be measured either. The ballcourt unit has a very high MS 

measurement for the plaster floor but the floor could not be measured in profile. A small 

layer of burned plaster at the top of the floor before it was terminated or interference from 

topsoil that had fallen onto the floor may have affected this reading. The floors in the 

other two units show very weakly positive MS values compared to the very weakly 

negative limestone cobbles in the units. 

 

 
Figure 4. Graph of MS values for three excavation units along the Dos Hombres to Gran Cacao 

survey transect with depth below surface. 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Many researchers have suggested that deforestation and environmental degradation 

helped lead to the Maya collapse, and that the burning of large amounts of wood for the 

production of burned lime for plaster and other uses, such as agriculture, accelerated this 

(e.g., Wernecke, 2008). It has also been shown that crushed limestone and water without 

the addition of burnt lime makes a decent and usable floor surface (e.g., Littmann, 1967). 

Therefore, I hypothesized that, over the course of this period of deforestation throughout 
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the Classic period, burnt lime became used less in the construction of plaster floors and 

surfaces as wood resources became less abundant. 

 

The excavation profiles from Dos Hombres and Medicinal Trail in particular show 

temporal changes in plaster production with at least three phases of plaster floor 

construction. At each site, Hun Tun included, the highest and latest dating floor level 

produced weakly negative MS values, no different than that of limestone, while the floors 

below showed positive values suggesting the use of burnt lime in their construction. 

Figure 5 shows a graph of ranges in MS measurements for the different carbonate 

materials analyzed for this study. The dotted lines show ranges for the limestone and 

burned limestone from the test analyses in the lab. The solid lines show ranges measured 

in the field. Burned limestone measures highest, followed by plaster floors in the middle. 

The range of the latest floors at the top of the excavation units correlates with the weakly 

negative ranges measured in the limestone construction fill and the limestone samples in 

the lab. While dating of these floor layers is not yet complete, limiting conclusions, this 

does suggest that the use of burnt lime in plaster floors was not essential, and that crushed 

limestone floors may have been preferred in the Three Rivers Region during the later 

phase of these sites’ occupation. 

 

The results of this experimental study 

suggest that the Maya in the Three 

Rivers Region stopped burning 

limestone in the Late Classic and made 

thinner, less durable floors from 

crushed limestone, indicated by weakly 

negative MS measurements. Further 

research will analyze a greater number 

of excavations to continue testing this 

hypothesis and could potentially show 

differences in elite versus residential 

contexts and division of limited 

resources. Finally, continued use of this 

method in field excavations in this 

region could help refine estimates of 

wood resource depletion leading up to 

the Maya collapse and an understanding 

of the environmental degradation when 

dating of floor constructions is tied to 

burned lime use across multiple sites in 

the region. 

 

 

 
-5 SI) values 

plotted for different carbonate materials. 
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