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This dissertation is focused on the development and historical implications of the 

Early Classic El Diablo Palace, located at the Maya site of El Zotz, Guatemala. This study 

demonstrates that El Diablo Palace had five construction phases, all of them dating to the 

Early Classic period (A.D. 250-600). The earliest structures consisted of small platforms 

and temples, built on top of a hill. However, after the year A.D. 378, the architecture 

became more monumental and was decorated with molded stucco. Its location also shifted. 

Prior to A.D. 378, elite architecture was commonly built on top of hills, but during the 

second part of the fifth century the royal family of El Zotz moved downhill, into the valley. 

I suggest that the motivation behind the selection of a new landscape and the construction 

of monumental architecture was the alliance between El Zotz and Tikal after the arrival of 

Sihyaj K’ahk’.  To better understand the implications of this alliance, I examine two 

important factors related to the A.D. 378 event. First, I propose that the Gulf of Mexico 

commerce road that crossed the territories of at least 11 settlements, including the Parka's 

region, was used by Sihyaj K’ahk’. Second, I study the consequences of the conquest of 

Tikal by the foreign warrior, which I propose created a period of peace, or Pax Tikalensis 

across the central Petén region. This period of relative peace was the main reason for the 
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selection of a less-defensive landscape at El Zotz, and also played an important role in the 

standardization of central Petén traditions in the Southern Maya region. Finally, in this 

dissertation I explain how the research at El Zotz and the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’ also has 

implications in the 21st century, due to the fact that this historical event and El Zotz were 

selected by the Guatemalan government as destinations for a new tourist route with the 

intention to reinforce a nationalistic agenda in Guatemala.   May not exceed 350 words. It 

should be a continuous description, not disconnected notes or an outline. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

 

 The Early Classic period is critical in Maya history because it represents, on the 

one hand, the revival of Maya culture after the decline of the largest capitals of the 

Formative Period, and on the other, the setting for the foundations for the Late Classic 

Period. The Early Classic period has been identified since the first expeditions in the 

Maya lowlands (Merwin and Villant 1932; Smith 1950). The vast amount of data 

collected by archaeological excavations shows that during this period, Maya culture 

became more standardized than during the Late Classic, particularly in such aspects as 

the utilization of polychrome ceramics, the writing system, architectural styles, and the 

veneration of rulers (Adams 1999, 1971; Bell et al 2005; Coe 1990; Estrada-Belli et al., 

2009; Laporte 1995b, 1989; Martin and Grube 2008; Ponce de Leon 1987, 2008; Smith, 

L. 1950, Smith, R. 1955; Sharer et al., 2005; Valdés 2001, 1995; Willey and Mathews 

1985).  Although there is considerable archaeological and epigraphic data from the Early 

Classic period, this period is not yet fully understood and the most basic questions have 

yet to be answered. This is due to the fact that most of the Early Classic evidence is found 

underneath later constructions (Willey and Mathews 1985: 1), making it hard for 

archaeologists to understand how Early Classic culture began and how the first Early 

Classic rulers lived.  
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The archaeological record of this period has been extensively documented since 

1911, and archaeologists have created two chronologies to subdivide the period. The first 

chronology developed from the first excavations at Uaxactun, Guatemala, uses ceramic 

evidence to separate the Early Classic period into three cultural spheres: Tzakol 1 (A.D 

250-300), Tzakol 2 (A.D 300- 378) and Tzakol 3 (A.D. 378-550) (Adams 1999; 

Callaghan and Neivens de Estrada 2016; Culbert 1993; Laporte 1989; Smith 1955; 

Willey et al., 1967).  The second chronology relies on dates inscribed on monumental art, 

such as stelae; this method divides the Early Classic period into four subphases (Mathews 

1985). The first subphase is named Cycle 8, which corresponds to A.D. 238 to A.D. 435. 

The second subphase corresponds to the Early Cycle 9, A.D. 435- A.D.534. The third 

subphase – the so-called “Hiatus” period – covers A.D. 534- A.D. 583. The fourth 

subphase, which spans from A.D 583 to A.D. 593, is the final phase. (op. cit.) These two 

ways of subdividing the Early Classic period have been used to date architecture, as well 

as other archaeological features.  

 

The most important and controversial event of the Early Classic period is the so-

called “Arrival of Strangers” episode first introduced by Tatiana Proskouriakoff (Coggins 

1975, Proskouriakoff 1993; Stuart 2000). This event recounts the arrival of the historical 

figure named Sihyaj K’ahk’ to Uaxactun and/or Tikal in the year A.D. 378., where he 

removed the ruler of Tikal, Chak Tok Ich’ahk I (Stuart 2000) and witnessed the 

inauguration of several rulers throughout the Maya lowlands (Martin and Grube 2008; 

Stuart 2000). There were strong circumstantial indications that Sihyaj K’ahk’ might have 
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originated from central Mexico, specifically Teotihuacan. The nature of this A.D. 378 

episode has not been fully accepted by all researchers, however, and according to David 

Stuart, two schools of thought exist on the subject: the “Internalist” and the “Externalist” 

(Stuart 2000).  The internalist point of view suggests that the Maya elite appropriated 

Teotihuacan symbols and styles to legitimize their power.  Internalists base their 

arguments on the fact that much of the archaeological evidence used to prove Early 

Classic contact with Teotihuacan existed in the Maya region before and after the arrival 

of Sihyaj K’ahk’.  The second school of thought, the Externalist, believes that the 

formation and development of the Maya State are closely related to the rise and influence 

of Teotihuacan.  

 

In 2000, however, David Stuart proposed a new third alternative. Stuart suggests 

that scholars should not be debating or proving which method – Internalist or Externalist 

– is the “best”; rather, archaeologists should be analyzing the interactions between these 

two cultures historically. I agree with this alternative model, and further suggest that in 

order to get a better understanding of the nature of the relationship between the Maya 

region and Teotihuacan, it is necessary to do a historical analysis of what came before the 

arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’ and what cultural material or politics changed after the 378 event 

in the Maya region. It is for this reason that I conducted a research program in the ancient 

ruins of El Zotz, and specifically, the Early Classic Acropolis of El Diablo.  This 

Acropolis was occupied before and during the arrival of the supposed Teotihuacan 

warrior. 
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By virtue of its location in the heart of the southern Maya lowlands (Figure 1), El 

Zotz seems an exemplary candidate for furthering our understanding of the development 

of the Early Classic Maya period.  Furthermore, El Zotz has large rural and urban 

populations present by this period, which presents an opportunity to understand and build 

a broad picture of the development of the site’s Early Classic settlement (Figure 2).  This 

research is adding more information to and increasing our knowledge of the nature of 

social organization during the Early Classic period, both before and after the arrival of 

Sihyaj K’ahk’. This includes the study of the Early Classic Acropolis of El Diablo 

(Figure 3), which is a critical part of the settlement of El Zotz and provides a small 

window through which we are able to have a full picture of the evolution of the Early 

Classic elite of El Zotz, and how it evolved over 250 years.  

This study of El Diablo also shows how the local dynasty was affected by the 

arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’.  One example of how this can be seen is with the selection of 

landscapes on which to build  the elites groups.  Before the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’, the 

sites were located on top of hills, and had more simple styles of architecture, but after the 

Pa’ka’n dynasty allied to the “New Political Order” created by Sihyaj K’ahk’ on A.D. 

381, the El Diablo group started to make larger structures decorated with stucco masks. 

Then,   after the year A.D. 450,  the Mayas of El Zotz started to build elite architecture in 

the valley, because they did not have to defend the dynasty after they became allied to 

Tikal. Another dramatic change provoked by the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’ and the 

Teotihuacan warriors was the standardization of ceramics through the creation of 



 5 

alliances with another Maya settlements. Before the conquest of Tikal, more local 

ceramic traditions existed in the Maya region, and some of them continued using 

Formative ceramic types and forms which were mixed with some Early Classic ceramics 

(Laporte 1998; Rands 1987; Patiño 2016; Willey and Adams 1977). But the utilization of 

Formative ceramic stopped after the 378 event because most of the Early Classic 

communities began to use central Petén tradition ceramics or Tzakol 3 ceramic types and 

completely abandoned the utilization of Formative period ceramics. The epigraphic 

evidence and the cultural material records presented in this dissertation also show that 

after the year A.D. 378 the Southern Lowland Maya became more homogenous, and I 

propose that this process was caused by a period of relative peace or “Pax Tikalensis” in 

the central Petén region (Román et al., in press). This period of Pax Tikalensis started 

among the cities that became part of the “New Political Order” in A.D. 378 (Martina and 

Grube 2008) such as Tikal, Uaxactun, Holmul, El Zotz, Rio Azul, and El Zapote.  This 

period of relative peace was hierarchically based, where it seems that Tikal was the city 

that exercised its hegemonic power to the rest of the cities.  This period of relative peace 

or non-aggression lasts for at least 100 years, and also generates the perfect context for 

the expansion of central Petén traditions, becoming the foundation of the Classic period.  

 

The “Arrival of Strangers” episode not only disturbed the political structure of 

Tikal and the central Maya lowlands during the Early Classic period, but it is also 

continues to  leave a mark today in the 21st Century, as we find the name of Sihyaj 

K’ahk’ being used by the Guatemalan state to promote a new “historicized” idea of 
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tourism in Guatemala. This is an important factor studied in this dissertation, as it shows 

how the archaeological investigation in Central Petén in Guatemala endorses the 

Nationalist agenda of the Guatemalan state, which is partially based on the veneration of 

the ancient Maya history from the Southern Lowlands, but has denied the continuity or 

access of the contemporaneous indigenous people of Guatemala (Esquit 2012).  The 

utilization of ancient Maya history as part of the nationalistic agenda has been part of 

Guatemalan history since the beginning of the independence (Chinchilla 1998). In the 

case of El Zotz and the “Arrival of Strangers” to the Maya region, the State of Guatemala 

selected information generated by archaeological and epigraphic research and began to 

create a new tourist route, presently called “Maya Trek”.  The underlying design and idea 

of this initiative is that tourists will be able to walk between El Zotz and Tikal, much as 

Sihyaj K’ahk’ supposedly did in A.D.  378.  This recent utilization of ancient Maya 

history by the state is not only important for our understanding of the Maya Lowland 

region and the Early Classic conquest, but it also shows how archaeology reinforces a 

particular Guatemalan nationalistic agenda during the 21st century, in the wake of the 

peace accords of 1996.  

 

The present dissertation is organized into six chapters. The first chapter presents 

an introduction, presenting the main question of this dissertation, the methodology used, 

and also describes the location of the research, and summarizes the history of the 

Archaeological Site of El Zotz and the occupation of this site.  The second chapter in this 

dissertation contextualizes the Early Classic period in the Maya region, and summarizes 
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the period’s more important cultural features, such as architecture, landscape, ceramics, 

and regional geopolitics. This chapter also summarizes the main theories concerning the 

nature of the relations between the Maya region and Teotihuacan. The third chapter is a 

description of my excavations at the site of El Zotz, demonstrating that the El Diablo 

Group was the seat to the Pa’ka’n dynasty during the Early Classic Period. This chapter 

also shows that the architectural development of the Palace and El Diablo began in the 

middle of the third century A.D., and was abandoned by the second part of the fourth 

century A.D.  The fourth chapter has two main points concerning the conquest of Tikal 

by the warrior Sihyaj K’ahk’. The first explores how it may have been possible for a 

large group of warriors from highland Mexico to engage in a long-distance war in the 

Petén region of Guatemala. I propose that a Teotihuacan army may have used the same 

strategy of long-distance conquest used by the Aztec Triple Alliance during the 

Postclassic period, which requires the formation of alliances with cities located along the 

road, providing the army with food, shelter, and water. As part of this discussion, I also 

propose a possible route that was used by the Teotihuacán army which connected Central 

Mexico to the Maya region via the Gulf Coast of Mexico. The second main point of 

Chapter Four is to examine how the encounter of Teotihuacan and Tikal affected the 

Maya region during the Early Classic period. I propose that one of the main changes in 

the Maya region was the establishment of a period of peace or “pax tikalensis” in the 

central part of Petén, that created the perfect conditions for the standardization of 

ceramics, architecture, and art in the creation of new dynasties; therefore, this period 

became the foundation of the Classic period culture.  The fifth chapter of this dissertation 
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goes beyond the specifics of archaeological interpretation, and focuses on how the history 

of Sihyaj K’ahk’s arrival, and the research program at El Zotz, became part of a broader 

nationalistic application of archaeological knowledge within Guatemala.  As we will see, 

the government of Guatemala and other entities use the “arrival” to reinforce nationalistic 

propaganda. Chapter five also elaborates this theme by exploring how a nationalistic 

agenda has played an important role in the shaping and interpretation of archaeological 

practice within Guatemala.  Finally, Chapter six shows the findings of this dissertation 

concerning the changes that the Maya region suffered after the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’ in 

A.D 378 and how this subject also became part of a Nationalist agenda by the 

Guatemalan government in the 21 century.  

LOCATION OF THE RESEARCH 
This dissertation focuses on the archaeological site of El Zotz (Figure 1), within 

the San Miguel La Palotada biotope in Guatemala, where I excavated the El Diablo 

Acropolis for seven years (Figure 3). The El Diablo Acropolis was inhabited during the 

Early Classic period, a time in which a supposedly “new political order” was created in 

the Southern Maya lowlands after the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’ (Stuart 2000). An 

inscribed monument at nearby El Bejucal, citing the ruler of El Peru, proves that the 

Pa’ka’n dynasty was part of this new political arrangement during the Early Classic 

period, and therefore the Valley of Buenavista became importantly allied to Tikal. After 

this event, rulers from other sites, along with the Tikal dynasty, embraced Teotihuacan 

iconography when performing public ceremonies and took the encounter narrative as a 

part of their local history, making it an essential component of their collective memory.  
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS  

 
This dissertation addresses three main questions. First, what political alliances did 

the El Zotz dynasty have prior to the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’ in A.D. 378? And second, 

how, if at all, were these alliances affected by Sihyaj K’ahk’s arrival? Even though there 

is an emerging body of literature concerning the 378 event itself, little has been said or 

written about the political organization in the southern lowland Maya region prior this 

event, due largely to a comparative lack of historical records. So far, the most complete 

discussion of the political organization prior the year A.D. 378 was written by Peter 

Mathews in 1985. Mathews uses sparse epigraphic data as a primary source of evidence, 

but, significantly, he does not make use of any archaeological evidence. The 

archaeological research at El Zotz investigated this very issue, in order to create a better 

understanding of the local history of El Zotz during the Early Classic period, exploring 

how this dynasty adapted to the new political order implanted by Sihyaj K’ahk’. This 

dissertation also addresses the geopolitics of the region with the utilization of both 

archaeological and historical data that allowed for a better understanding of the dynamics 

that took place before and after the year A.D. 378.  

The second question for this dissertation involves the study of the possible change 

in shape and function of the El Diablo palace during the Early Classic period.  

Investigations at likely palace sites in other sites in the Maya region (Adams 1999; 

Laporte 2001, 1989; Marcus and Finman 1988; Runggaldier 2009; Sharer et al., 1995; 
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Valdés 2001) have shown that before the year A.D 378, their architecture consisted only 

of small platforms with small buildings on top. After this date, palaces became more 

complex and monumental; a change in architecture that is typically associated with the 

Teotihuacan influence (Adams 1995: 41; Laporte 1989; Valdés 2001:143).  These more 

complex compounds are the most representative architecture of this period and became 

the architectural manifestation of kingship (Marcus 1988: 139; Valdés 2001: 143). By 

studying the different construction stages of the El Diablo Acropolis – the seat of political 

power at El Zotz – I was able to find information concerning the development of the El 

Diablo palace architecture, answering the two main questions of this dissertation, proving 

that the development of el Diablo Acropolis and its abandonments was tied to the “arrival 

of strangers” to the Southern Maya Lowlands.   

 METHODOLOGY 
This research applied three methodologies to answer the three main questions of 

this dissertation. The first utilized archaeological methods. For this method, I used two 

types of excavations: test pits and tunnels. The test pits were implemented with two 

objectives in mind.  The first one was to study the function of the last construction phase 

of the El Diablo Acropolis, and the second objective was to excavate test pits with the 

intention of finding ancient middens, with their concentration of cultural materials. The 

middens included ceramics that increased the ceramic inventory and provided 

information about which kind of goods the El Diablo elite had access to during the Early 

Classic period. The second type of excavation – tunnels -- were necessary to reach the 

deepest levels of the acropolis, that exposed the earliest architectural features of the 
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buildings. In this way, this researcher was able to determine how different the 

architecture and function of the first palace was compared to the construction phases built 

after the year A.D. 378.  All the cultural materials recovered in the excavations, such as 

ceramics and lithic, were analyzed. For the ceramic analysis, I used the Type-Variety 

system that is widely used by most Maya archaeological projects (Callaghan and Neivens 

de Estrada 2016; Foias and Bishop 2013; Gifford 1976; Laporte 1998; Smith 1955). The 

analysis of this material dated the architecture and other archaeological features and 

confirms that El Diablo was built during the Early Classic period.  

 

The second methodology is the application of historical study of the sociopolitical 

history of the Early Classic period. Geopolitics within the Maya region have been critical 

to the understanding of the different periods of Maya history. Most of the current 

theories, however, focus on the Late Classic period because it is the period that has the 

most written evidence (Culbert 1991; Demarest 2004; Houston and Inomata 2009; 

Mathews 1985).  Some scholars though, have suggested at least two approaches to 

interpreting Early Classic geopolitics. Joyce Marcus (1993) applied a Dynamic Model 

and ethnographic data from the Post Classic Yucatan.  According to Marcus, the Maya 

region was organized into four regional capitals during the Late Classic period. However, 

she argues that during the Early Classic period there is no evidence to prove the presence 

of four regional capitals, and suggest that the settlements in the Early Classic period were 

instead autonomous provinces (Marcus 1998). The second study that addresses Early 

Classic regional sociopolitical organization was conducted by Peter Mathews (1985). To 
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conduct his work, Mathews used epigraphic texts and the study of emblem glyphs. In his 

article, Mathews demonstrates that the utilization of emblem glyphs increases from one 

site during the beginning of the Early Classic period to nineteen by the end of this period 

(1985: 33). He suggests that all these sites were independent. Remarkably, this article 

from over three decades ago is the only work that addresses the geopolitics during the 

beginning of the Early Classic period. 

Since the Mathews article was published, however, several new inscriptions have 

been found, and new data about the Early Classic period has also become available. For 

this reason, it was important to incorporate in this dissertation new information into the 

analysis when considering the geopolitics of Early Classic period. To support this 

method, I analyzed the historical record as found on monuments and architecture. As is 

well-documented, the ancient Maya were a literate culture with a large corpus of 

historical records, including dynastic genealogies, wars, conquest between sites, and 

information about astronomical events (M. Coe 1999). Therefore, starting with the 

argument that Maya archaeology is historical archaeology (Houston 1989), I incorporated 

epigraphic data found at El Zotz and other Maya sites that gave an important context of 

how the encounter between the Mayas and Teotihuacan warriors was perceived.  

  

The third method used involved archival research to study the relationship 

between nationalism in the emergence of scientific archaeology in Guatemala. This 

method allowed this researcher to find information concerning what the intellectuals from 

Guatemala and the state thought about the Pre-Columbian past. To get the best data, it 
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was necessary to research the newspapers El Imparcial, Prensa Libre, and El Gráfico 

because it was used by many Guatemalan intellectuals and the state to write their ideas 

about the ancient Maya and the importance of the Pre-Columbian cultures. The utilization 

of the El Imparcial archive was fundamental to the study of Guatemalan nationalism and 

archaeology, because the newspaper was the standard outlet where archaeologists and the 

state could inform the public about the archaeological projects and their discoveries.  

EL ZOTZ  
The El Zotz archaeological site was discovered officially in 1977 by the 

Guatemalan archaeologist Marco Antonio Bailey (Laporte 2006; Román et al., 2015) 

when he conducted an expedition as part of the Tikal National Project (Figure 1). In 

1978, the architect George Andrews visited El Zotz and took pictures of the architectural 

features on some of the buildings, including the decoration of the Temple of the Night 

Sun, located in the acropolis of El Diablo, which he published in 1986 (Andrews 1986). 

In the late 1970s, the explorer Ian Graham visited El Zotz, and made the first map of the 

site, including the acropolis of El Diablo; Graham also documented all of the carved 

monuments from El Zotz and El Bejucal (Houston et al., 2016). In the 1990s, the Tikal 

National Project returned its attention to El Zotz and conducted a series of excavations 

(Ruiz Aguilar 2004). In 1997, El Zotz became part of El Proyecto Nacional Triangulo in 

which archaeologists made a new map of the site and did some test pits (Houston et al., 

2006). The last expedition of El Zotz was conducted between 1999 and 2000. During this 

year, archaeologists made a new map and also excavated temple M7-1 (Quintana and 

Wurster 2001).  



 14 

 

The first systematic work at El Zotz did not begin until 2006 when Stephen 

Houston and Héctor Escobedo created the El Zotz Archaeological Project. The purpose 

of the project was to conduct research for several years and answer questions concerning 

the role El Zotz played in Maya history. The focus of the first field season was the 

creation of a digital map of the site (Houston et al., 2006). During the second field season 

the project added new structures and archaeological groups to the digital map, including 

the first digital map of El Diablo (Houston et al., 2007). This same field season, the 

project also started to document looter trenches, including the illegal excavation in 

structure F8-1 located at El Diablo, El Palmar, and the main Plaza at El Zotz (Arroyave et 

al., 2007).  The first formal excavation at the site started in 2008. The excavations were 

located in both monumental architecture and plazas (Arredondo et al., 2008) at the 

Acropolis (Melendez 2008). In the case of El Diablo (Figure 3), Alejandro Gillot 

excavated four test pits and documented a looter trench in structure F8-14. These 

excavations proved that El Diablo had an Early Classic occupation (Gillot 2008). 

 

In 2009, the project launched the largest program of excavation to date, including 

interventions at three sites located in the Valle de Buenavista: El Bejucal (Garrison and 

Beltran 2010; Garrison et al., 2017), El Palmar (Doyle 2013), and El Zotz (Garrison and 

Houston, in press). During these field seasons, I supervised research at the El Diablo 

Acropolis (Figure 3). During 2009 (Román and Carter 2009), 2010 (Román and Newman 

2011), and 2011(Beltrán and Román 2012) field seasons, the excavations focused on 



 15 

determining the occupation of the group and its function. This researcher’s investigation 

at this group proved that El Diablo was only inhabited during the Early Classic period. 

The earliest structures and ceramics (A.D. 250-378) were found under the El Diablo 

palace and in front of structure F8-1; although the excavation only revealed a section of 

these earliest buildings, and for that reason, it was impossible to determinate their shape 

and function (Román and Carter 2009). The excavation also revealed the remains of the 

last construction phases of El Diablo and proved that this acropolis was abandoned in the 

last century of the Early Classic Period (A.D. 500-600). All of the data recovered from 

this excavation became the core of this researcher’s Master’s thesis, which concentrated 

on the process of the abandonment of El Diablo (Román 2011).  

 

In 2012, the El Zotz archaeological project began the second phase of research. 

Dr. Thomas Garrison and the author began as directors this new phase. The goal for this 

new stage of the project was to study the Early Classic population at El Zotz.  To achieve 

this goal, the project started excavations in monumental architecture and residential areas 

(Garrison et al., 2012). At the El Diablo Acropolis, research was only conducted in 

Structure F8-1, where the researcher uncovered new evidence concerning the 

iconographic program of this structure (Gutiérrez et al., 2013). This analysis confirmed 

that the main theme of the monumental art in this building was the Merger of solar and 

royal identities (Houston et al., 2013). Over the last three years, my excavation started on 

the El Diablo Palace, focusing not only on the last construction phase of the palace, but 

also on the building’s early versions.  During these three field seasons, the research was 
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conducted in three structures that generated information about the form and function of 

the Acropolis, as well as the ceremonies that took place there when the El Zotz 

inhabitants buried the palace during the last century of the Early Classic Period.  

THE PRE-COLUMBIAN OCCUPATION OF THE VALLEY OF BUENAVISTA 

 
During the Classic period, the Valley of Buenavista was controlled by the Classic 

Pa’ka’n dynasty. However, this valley already had a long continuous occupation that 

started during the Middle Formative period and extended to the Early Postclassical 

Period. The Valley has at least three major ancient settlements: The El Palmar, El 

Bejucal, and El Zotz (Figure 1). At the El Zotz Archaeological Project evidence has been 

found of small groups and rural households, between these major centers (Alcover 2015; 

Garrison and Garrido 2012) that prove that the valley had a large rural settlement, 

especially during the Early Classic period.   

 THE FORMATIVE PERIOD (1000 B.C.-A.D. 250) 
 

The first evidence of human activity in the Valley of Buenavista comes from lake 

core samples from the Laguna of El Palmar (Figure 1), which shows that people were 

farming around this region during the Early Formative period (Beach et al., 2015). This 

Preceramic occupation did not leave a lot of material evidence, but they perhaps started 

to settle in this region, attracted by the presence of the Laguna of El Palmar (Figure 4), 

which is one of the larger water sources in the central Petén region.  In any event, the 

core samples of El Palmar show that early inhabitants started to clear part of the forest 
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and began to cultivate corn around 1300 B.C. (Beach et al., 2015; Doyle 2013; Doyle and 

Piedrasanta, in press). The first material culture from Valley of Buenavista are ceramics 

that date back to the Early Middle Preclassic period (800 B.C.-700 B.C.). This period 

also saw the beginning of formal architecture at el Palmar, and one of the earliest 

structures was the first version of the E Group (Figure 4), localized in the central plaza of 

the site (Doyle 2012). During the Middle formative period, the E Group was renovated at 

least three times. A large platform was also constructed, which may have been inhabited 

by the El Palmar elite (Doyle and Piedrasanta, in press). During this period, people also 

settled in the South Group of El Zotz, and built platforms (Gámez 2009). The ceramics 

found in this group were similar to the ceramic inventory from at El Palmar, which 

suggests that the Formative settlement from El Zotz was associated to El Palmar (Doyle 

2013).   

 

During the Late Formative period in the Valley of Buenavista, (300 B.C. – A.D. 

200), the population increased in the region and the architecture also increased in its 

monumentality (Doyle 2013). For example, the inhabitants of El Palmar enlarged the E 

Group and constructed a nearby Triadic Group (Figure 4). At El Palmar, the inhabitants 

also started to build more residential architecture within the site and also at the La Avispa 

group (Doyle and Piedrasanta, in press).  At El Zotz, there was also found Formative 

ceramic in the South Group, La Acropolis and at El Diablo, but they were not associated 

with architecture (op. cit.). However, Late Formative architecture was found at the site of 

El Bejucal (Figure 1), which consisted on a small temple with a rounded façade (Garrison 
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et al. 2016; Garrison and Del Cid 2012: 220) and at El Bejucal two burials that date to the 

Late Formative period, Bejucal Burial 1 and 3 (Garrison et al., 2016), were also found. 

During the first and second century A.D., the El Palmar suffered a deep decline, evidently 

caused by a climate change and also perhaps by the increase of political tensions with 

Tikal (Beach et al., 2015; Doyle 2013). After the year A.D. 200, the inhabitants of El 

Palmar abandoned the site and perhaps moved to Tikal, or maybe migrated to the hilltops 

in the Valley of Buenavista were they started the new settlements of Bejucal and El Zotz 

(Doyle 2013).  

THE EARLY CLASSIC PERIOD (A.D 250-600)  

 
After the abandonment of the Formative site of El Palmar, El Bejucal and El Zotz 

began to emerge as the more important settlements at the Valley of Buenavista (Figure 

1). During the Early Saquij ceramic phase (A.D. 250 –378), the first construction at El 

Zotz involved the carving and shaping of the El Zotz Aguada and the modification of the 

El Diablo hill (Figure 2), where the elites built their first structures (Beach et al., 2015; 

Román et al., in press). The first construction at El Zotz consisted of small platforms that 

had small buildings on top, the majority of them found at El Diablo (Román and 

Gutiérrez 2016) and also at El Tejon (Piedrasanta 2013). During the Early Saquij (AD 

250- AD 378) at the Valley of Buenavista, El Zotz became the largest city, followed by 

El Bejucal. During the Late Saquij Period (A.D. 378 - 550) of the second part of the Early 

Classic period, the Valley of Buenavista reached its greatest peak in its history and this 

period witnessed the rise of the Pa’ka’n dynasty which established the seat of the site at 
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the El Diablo group during the first decades of the Fifth century A.D. In this group 

(Figure 3), they built the first royal palace and also buried the founder of the dynasty 

between the years A.D. 378 or A.D. 400 (Houston et al., 2015). In this period two palaces 

were constructed at El Zotz, one at El Diablo and the second in the valley of El Zotz 

(Figure 2).   The architecture at El Zotz also became more monumental, and the 

structures were decorated with molded stucco (Garrison and Garrido 2012; Taube and 

Houston 2015). The elite and secondary elite also had access to foreign cultural materials 

such as jade (Hruby 2015), marine shells (Gutierrez 2015), green obsidian (Gillot 2008), 

and also polychrome ceramics (Newman et al., 2015). The royal family of El Zotz was 

powerful and they built a palace at the site of El Bejucal where they also erected stelae 

and altars, and this site became the seat of the royal family for a short period of time 

during the Early Classic period. When el Bejucal was the seat of the Pa’ka’n dynasty 

(Figure 1), they buried a ruler under the pyramid S6-10, this ruler may be the one that it is 

mentioned on Stela 2 (Garrison et al., 2016). However, during the second half of the fifth 

century A.D., the royal family of El Diablo decided to move the royal palace downhill 

and abandoned the El Diablo and El Tejon. During the second part of the fifth century 

A.D., the more important constructions were the El Zotz acropolis (Newman 2015), the 

East Group (Garrison 2015), and the Five Temples Group (Garrido et al., 2014). During 

the end of the Early Classic period, the royal family of El Zotz may have started a new 

alliance with the Snake (K’annul) kingdom, and may have started to end their alliance 

with Tikal.  
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LATE CLASSIC AND TERMINAL CLASSIC PERIOD (A.D. 600-900)  

 
Soon after the Early Classic period and into beginning of the Late Classic period, 

El Zotz experienced difficult moments, primarily caused by the decline of the population 

compared to the Early Classic period (Carter et al., in press). However, in this period the 

size of the structures on the acropolis increased (Figure 2). For example, L7-1 doubled in 

size of the early construction phase (Marroquin et al., 2011). During this period, the 

architecture was used to restrict the access to the acropolis by shrinking the entrance to 

the courtyards and a vaulted passage was constructed that ran beneath the structure L7-9 

(Carter et al., in press).  Also in this period the largest structure at El Zotz, Structure L7-

11, was built. This structure is a pyramid with a central staircase on the east side, a 

superstructure with a roof comb (Arredondo et al., 2008) very similar to Temple II of 

Tikal.  

During the second part of the Late Classic or Tepeu 2, the last stela of El Zotz, 

Stela 4 (Figure 5), was commissioned, which was found in a the Pa’ka’n northwest 

Courtyard. According to Stephen Houston, this reused stela was carved to commemorate 

the Baktun 10.0.0.0.0 or A.D. 830 and the stela mentioned the name of ruler Chan Yopaat 

(Newman 2015). Another important group that was built during this period was Las 

Palmitas, located on a hilltop one kilometer north of El Zotz (Carter and Gutiérrez 2012). 

This group has two main plazas, and the east plaza has a Pyramid M3-1, which is the 

larger structure in this group, and also this group has a palace.  The structures at Las 
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Palmitas were (Figure 2) erected at the same time and had a single construction phase 

(Carter et al., in press).  

At the site of El Bejucal, which was also remodeled during the first part of the 

Late Classic, for example, the last construction phase of the pyramid S6-10 was built. 

The Late Classic is the most obscure period in the Valley of Buenavista, but the data 

recovered by the El Zotz archaeological project shows that the Pa’ka’n dynasty changed 

their political affiliation during this period. For example, during the Early Classic Period, 

El Zotz was politically allied to Tikal, but during the Late Classic, the dynasty became 

allied to El Peru-Waka’, a site that was associated with the Snake Kingdom Dynasty 

(Carter et al., in press; Houston et al., in press).  

The Terminal Classic at the site of El Zotz exhibits an increase of population 

(Carter and Gutiérrez 2012; Newman and Menéndez 2012). This new resurgence was 

caused by the fall of the city of Tikal and other major Maya cities that surround the 

Valley of Buenavista. During this period, the inhabitants of El Zotz modified their 

residential architecture and also they made modifications in the Northwest Courtyard and 

at the Las Palmitas group. However, this period also witnessed the rupture of the divine 

kingship and, according to Sarah Newman and her colleagues, from the Late Classic 

period the rulers of El Zotz “appeared more limited in their capacity of commission 

monumental art and architecture” (Newman et al., in press). During the end of the 

Terminal Period, the El Zotz suffers again a decline of population and a complete rupture 

with the dynasty, a similar scenario presented in other Maya sites (Culbert 1973; 

Demarest 2004; Inomata 2017) 
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THE POSTCLASSIC PERIOD (A.D. 1000-1200)  

 
By the Early Postclassic period the population of El Zotz started to decline again 

and most of the center’s inhabitants were living in two small residential areas in the 

South Group (Figure 2) of El Zotz (Kingsley and Rivas 2012; Kingsley and Gámez, in 

press). These Early Postclassic structures were more modest and it is possible that their 

inhabitants were not direct descendants of the Classic period population. The complete 

abandonment of El Zotz happened around the year A.D. 1200 (Postclassic Period), 

although the site was sporadically visited by Maya priests for another 100 years 

(Arredondo et al., 2008). For more than five hundred years, El Zotz was uninhabited and 

the structures were covered by a dense jungle. It was not until the year 1970 that settlers 

from other parts of Guatemala began to inhabit the El Zotz region once again. This new 

occupation only lasted for twenty years, however, because the Guatemalan authorities 

declared the region a national reserve. These new communities were subsequently 

relocated outside the biosphere (Plan Maestro de El Zotz 2000-2004).  
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Chapter 2:  The Early Classic Period and the 378 Event 

 
The Early Classic period, spanning from A.D 250/300 to A.D. 600, is one of the 

most difficult periods to study in Maya archaeology and history (Willey and Mathews 

1985). Its examination is complicated by the simple fact that many of the cultural remains 

from the Early Classic period are covered by materials from the Late Classic period. In 

addition, “peripheral areas” around Maya urban centers continued to use materials and 

techniques prominent during the Formative period until the year A.D 400, well into the 

Early Classic period (Helmeke and Awe 2012; Laporte 1995; Rands 1977; Willey 1967;).  

As a result of these challenges, many aspects of the Early Classic period remain 

unanswered by archaeologists. The inherent difficulty of studying this period is reflected 

in the small percentage of books about the Early Classic period. Indeed, the first (and 

only) book dedicated to this period - A Consideration of the Early Classic Period in the 

Maya Lowlands -  was not published until 1985. However, new data recovered from 

archaeological projects over the last 30 years are expanding our understanding of some 

key aspects of the Early Classic period, including geopolitics, architecture, and 

commerce, as well as how the Early Classic period became the foundation for the Late 

Classic period. 

 

This chapter is divided into two sections. The first contextualizes what we know 

now about the nature of the Early Classic period and its development. The second section 

focuses on how researchers have studied relations between the city of Teotihuacan, 
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located in the Central Valley of Mexico, and the Maya Region during the Early Classic 

period. This topic remains the most controversial subject in studies of the Early Classic 

period. Many researchers have proposed theories about this subject since the excavations 

at the site of Kaminaljuyu in 1940 (Kidder et al., 1946), the Escuintla Region of 

Guatemala (Bove and Medrano 2003), and the Maya Lowlands (Coggins 1975). The 

research concerning these intercultural relations has been separated in two phases, 

according to the type of evidence that the theories use to support their arguments. During 

the first phase (1950-to-1980) archaeologists hypothesized using the presence of foreign 

materials, such as ceramics, obsidian, architecture, and iconographic elements as 

evidence.  During the second phase, which can be dated from about 1980 to our present, 

researchers have also used epigraphic data in consideration of the larger evidence of 

Teotihuacan-Maya interactions.  

 
Contextualizing the Early Classic period must begin with a description of the 

Formative period that preceded it. It goes without saying that examining the Formative 

period allows us to gain a better understanding of what similarities and differences help 

to define the Early Classic as a distinctive period in Maya archaeology and history. The 

question of cultural differences between these two periods is particularly important. New 

evidence uncovered over the last 30 years indicates that some of the cultural features 

previously associated only with the Classic period, such as hieroglyphic writing, in fact 

developed centuries earlier (Saturno et al., 2006). Previously, a number of archaeologists 

have claimed that a cultural continuity existed between these two periods. However, 
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thanks to the new data collected about Formative cities and Early Classic cities, we can 

see now exactly what distinctive cultural materials and politics continued over time and 

which ones did not. The following sections will (a) describe the key characteristics of the 

Late Formative period, (b) summarize theories about the transition of the Formative 

period and the Early Classic period, and (c) describe new data regarding the nature of the 

Early Classic as a phase of Maya history.  

FORMATIVE PERIOD 2000 B.C. TO A.D. 100 

 
The Formative (or Preclassic) period, dating over a long span from approximately 

2000 B.C to A.D. 100, was first identified in the 1920s by archaeologists from the 

Carnegie Institute of Washington during excavations at Uaxactun (Smith 1950). 

However, the Formative period received relatively little attention during the early 

twentieth century; many archaeologists prioritized the Late Classic period which was 

generally considered to have the most refined and developed art and architecture, 

reflecting a presumed higher degree of social complexity. As a result, the Formative 

period was initially understood as merely a “preamble” to Classic period culture. 

However, over the last 80 years, lowland archaeologists have gradually collected 

substantial research that proves not only that the Formative period was the beginning of 

Maya civilization, but also that it was characterized by the levels of cultural complexity 

long associated with later periods (Coe 1990: Doyle 2013; Estrada-Belli 2011; Freidel 

1977; Hansen y Suyuc 2016; Hammond 1982; Inomata et al., 2015; Laporte and Valdes 

1993; Saturno et al., 2005; Smith 1950). As a result, we now know that Maya culture had 
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deeper roots in its development (Laporte 1989). The Formative period was the period 

when the ancient Maya started to build large urban centers and ceremonial temples, as 

well as develop writing systems, ceramics, art, religion, and the centralization of power, 

among other aspects. 

 

The Formative period is commonly divided into three simple sub-periods: The 

Early Formative, Middle Formative, and Late Formative. The start of the Early Formative 

Period is associated with evidence of the first large-scale modification of the physical 

landscape by humans in the Maya lowland, beginning around 2000 B.C. Archaeological 

data demonstrates a decline of certain species of trees caused by human action - the 

clearing of part of the forest (Beach et al., 2015; Dunning et al., 1997, Hansen et al., 

2003; Rice et al., 1985; Wahl et al., 2013). Forest clearing was a constant activity 

throughout Maya history and increased during the times that cities became bigger and 

populations increased (Dunning et al., 1997: 139). However, there is limited evidence of 

cultural materials related to these first people that occupied the central Petén Region, but 

it is present in Belize where the first temporary settlements appeared and horticultural 

adaptation began (Lohse et. al., 2006). The relatively low impact of first inhabitants on 

the landscape, coupled with the absence of widespread research focused on this period, 

make it almost impossible to see them in the archaeological record.  

 

During the Middle Formative period (1100-to-450 BC), the first formal 

settlements in the Maya Lowlands developed (Estrada-Belli 2011; Inomata et al., 2015) 
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and the Maya started to make more drastic changes to the landscape – cutting large 

portions of the jungle to build modest communal architecture and small settlements 

(Hansen 1998, Estrada-Belli 2011: 39). The settlement pattern in this period shows that 

settlements were located in areas surrounded by bajos, which provided a constant source 

of water to the cities and for farming (Hansen et al., 2003: 274). Architecture from this 

period has been found at sites such as Holmul (Estrada-Belli 2011), Tikal (Coe 1990), 

Ceibal (Inomata et al., 2015), Cival (Estrada-Belli 2011), and Nakbe (Hansen 1992). This 

architecture normally consisted of small platforms made of limestone on perishable 

structures (Coe 1990; Estrada-Belli 2011; Inomata et al., 2015; Laporte 1989; Laporte 

and Valdes 1990;), and in some cases they just carved a structure on the bedrock 

(Estrada-Belli 2011).   

 

The function of these first structures can be roughly separated into two types: 

residential and ceremonial. House structures, made of perishable materials on small 

platforms, were organized around patios. Takeshi Inomata and his team have 

demonstrated that around the year 1100 B.C. the inhabitants of Ceibal organized 

themselves with the goal of building an architectural compound that “exhibits a strong 

resemblance to public ritual setting of later periods” (Inomata et al., 2015: 520). This 

architectural compound shows that the first type of large-scale buildings ever built in the 

Maya Lowlands were ceremonial structures.  
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  In other sites, such as Cival, archaeologists also found a series of structures 

carved in bedrock that dated to 800 BC, forming part of a so-called E Group (Estrada-

Belli 2011). The function of the E Groups at Cival and elsewhere has been discussed by a 

number of researchers (Beltran 2015; Doyle 2012; Estrada-Belli 2011; Laporte 1989; 

Ricketson and Ricketson 1937). However, the discovery of this very early example 

reveals not only how important the construction of ceremonial structures was for ritual 

behavior, but also because of what these structures tell us about why some early cities 

were located in specific places. In addition, the height of pyramid associated with early E 

Groups may have provided a place where they could see their neighbors in the 

surrounding landscape (Doyle 2012). If this theory is correct, it shows us that during the 

Middle Preclassic period the decision of where a city would be established was selected 

not only according to access to natural sources, such as water, but also by an area’s 

specific distance to their neighbors, with the intention that this would allow them to see 

and control their territory (Doyle 2012: 366).  

 

Early cities with E Group complexes may have been sites with more regional 

power (Doyle 2012; Estrada-Belli 2011,) and it is interesting that most of them have been 

found in the central Petén Guatemala. Nakbe, located in the greater El Mirador region, 

was one of the major centers during the Middle Formative period. The site consists of 

simple plazas surrounded by residential architecture that dated from   1000-800 B.C. The 

structures were made with wattle-and-daub and hard-packed clay forms on top of low 

platforms (Clark and Hansen 2001). However, around the period, between 600 B.C. and 
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300 B.C., the Maya started to build more monumental architecture. They raised platforms 

and built large causeways and pyramids 18 meters in height. Another important 

architectural compound that was built during this period is a possible royal compound, 

Group 66, that was the house of the elites of the site (Clark and Hansen 2001: 17).  

 

This first inhabitants of the lowlands started to manufacture ceramics around 1000 

B.C. (Callaghan and Neivens de Estrada 2016; Estrada-Belli 2011; Hammond 1982). 

Ceramics from this period are inhomogeneous, but there are some similarities between 

the regions within the lowlands. For example, the Pre-Mammon ceramics found in the 

Pasion River shared the same characteristics across every site. However, these ceramics 

differed from the ceramics made at the Holmul River region, which were more related to 

the Pre-Mammon ceramics from Tikal and the Valley of Belize (Estrada-Belli 2011: 37-

38). Despite differences, most ceramic forms from this period are spherical jars to contain 

liquid, flat bowls and plates, as well as some censers (Callaghan 2013; Callaghan and 

Neivens de Estrada 2016; Estrada-Belli 2011).  

 

During the transition between the Middle Formative and Late Formative period, a 

major cultural change began in the central lowland region.  Archaeologists have detected 

an increase of population, and the cities also started to grow to sizes never seen before in 

the Maya region. For example, the site of El Mirador became one of the largest centers in 

the Late Formative period, featuring two of the largest and most ambitious structures of 

the Maya Region: The Danta and the Tigre complexes.  The El Mirador site has long 
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causeways that connected groups within the site, but also other causeways that connect El 

Mirador with other centers (Hansen 1998). Lowland architecture from this period started 

to be more monumental and was decorated with stucco reliefs, like the ones found at 

Tikal (Coe 1990; Coggins 1975), El Mirador (Hansen 1998), San Bartolo (Saturno 2009), 

Cival (Estrada-Belli 2011), and Cerros (Schele and Freidel 1990). This type of 

monumental art was normally used to decorate the most important structures, such as 

Triadic Groups, E Groups, and platforms (Figure 6). During the Late Formative period, 

another type of monumental art was the utilization of murals to decorate the interior and 

exterior walls of temples (Coggins 1975, Estrada-Belli 2011, Saturno et al., 2005, Taube 

et al., 2010) and, in some cases, also on floors (Beltran 2015).  

 

The main theme in formative art was the representation of deities and 

mythological scenes and sometimes historical figures. The best example of a 

representation of a historical figure is the scene painted on the west wall of the structure 

Las Pinturas Sub-1-A at San Bartolo (Figure 7). The artist painted two enthronement 

scenes on the structure. The first scene depicts the enthronization of the Maize God. The 

second scene includes two figures, one with a headdress in his hand and the other seated 

on a throne with a ceremonial bar (Taube et al., 2010), a symbol normally associated with 

kingship (Guernsey 2011:117). The excavations at San Bartolo also provided 

archaeologists with important information about the complexity of Late Formative 

culture (Figure 8); it provided proof that the development of the Maya hieroglyphic 
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writing system started in this region at least as early as in other parts of Mesoamerica 

(Saturno et al., 2006).  

   

The Late Formative period also was the time when the Chicanel Ceramic horizon 

began. This horizon was quite extensive and the ceramic types of inventory were very 

similar between all the sites in the Maya Lowlands (Callaghan 2008; Callaghan and 

Neivens de Estrada 2016; Culbert 1993; Laporte 1989; Smith 1955; Willey et al., 1965). 

The principal characteristic of these ceramics is their waxy slip (Callaghan and Neivens 

2016; Hammond 1982:122; Laporte 1989). The Chicanel communities also were part of 

long distance trade and, the sites had access to exotic materials like jade, which came 

from the Motagua Valley and obsidian from El Chayal and San Martin Jilotepeque 

(Hammond 1982:122). The presence of obsidian and jade from the highlands of course 

indicates that trade routes already existed between the Maya lowlands and the 

communities in the highlands. These routes must have been very common since obsidian 

from El Chayal, along with jade, can be found in almost every Formative site. However, 

commerce was not only between the Maya region. The Maya were also part of a larger 

trade network with other Mesoamerican cultures, especially with the Valley of Mexico, 

that provided exotic materials like green obsidian (Reese-Taylor and Walker 2002).  The 

Late Formative period spanned approximately five centuries (350 B.C.-to- A.D. 250). 

However, in some places at the Maya “periphery” the production and use of Chicanel 

ceramics lasted for much longer (Houston and Inomata 2009). 
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  After this great cultural development in the Late Formative, a period of political 

instability began around A.D. 100 that caused the abandonment of many sites, including 

the great city of El Mirador (Hansen et al., 2003).  Similar episodes of abandonment have 

been documented in many cities (Doyle 2013; Estrada-Belli 2011; Hansen et al., 2003; 

Saturno 2009). However, its causes remain debated by archaeologists. In general, many 

agree that the abandonment of some sites was related to climate change that produced 

droughts (Beach et al., 2015; Hansen et al., 2003: 288; Whal et al., 2013;). Other scholars 

think that increased conflict between the centers led to the rise in warfare. In response, 

inhabitants built defensive walls that protected parts of sites, like the one documented at 

Cival (Estrada-Belli 2011) and Mirador. This combination of factors led many of the 

inhabitants to move to other cities, bringing about the supposed “collapse” of the 

Formative period. However, not all of the cities collapsed; Tikal and maybe Uaxactun 

were the only two settlements that were never abandoned during these difficult times 

(Coe 1990; Callaghan and Neivens de Estrada 2016; Fialko 2005, 2009; Laporte 1981; 

Valdes 2005). 

 

THE TRANSITION BETWEEN THE FORMATIVE PERIOD TO THE EARLY CLASSIC PERIOD 
(A.D. 100 - 250). 

 
The transitional period between the Formative period and the beginning of the 

Classic period was short, lasting approximately 150 years (Laporte 1995b: 17). The 

transition started after the fall of the Formative centers in the El Mirador region among 
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others, around A.D. 100 and continued until the beginning of the Early Classic period 

A.D. 250-300. This transitional period is important in Maya history because for some 

archaeologists it is the period of the development and consolidation of Maya economy, 

politics, architecture, sculpture and religion (Valdés 1995: 71). It is also important 

because it gives us some clues concerning the nature of the Early Classic period. In 

particular, this period lets us identify which cultural traditions continued from the 

Preclassic period and which new cultural markers began.  The following pages 

summarize the most important elements of this period.  

 

After the fall of many Formative cities and the collapse of the sociopolitical order, 

the landscape of the lowlands region shifted from urban cities to more disparate 

populations. In some cities, like Tikal, this transitional period is mostly known only by 

ceramics (Laporte 1995: 21).  However, this transitional period in Maya history is most 

generally known because of the increase of rivalry for prestige, trade and food production 

among the centers (Adams 1995:39), resulting in wars.  One of the most outstanding 

features of this transitional period is the utilization of new ceramic technology, that 

incorporate new forms and ceramic types, which some archaeologists have called 

“Protoclassic” (Brady et al., 1998: 18). This type of ceramic was reported for the first 

time at the center of Holmul in a series of tombs found in structure B (Callahan 2013; 

Merwin and Vaillant 1932: 26,).  The principal characteristic of ceramics from this period 

is a combination of Formative and Early Classic ceramic types, such as tetrapod plates 

with mamiform supports. During this transitional period, a technological revolution also 
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occurred; artisans started to make polychrome ceramics (Brady et al., 1998; Gifford 

1976; Merwin and Vaillant 1932; Pring 1977; Reese-Taylor and Walker 2002). The most 

common type of ceramics during this stage were Ixcan Rio Polychrome, which were 

desired by the new elites (Reese-Tylor and Walker 2002).  This type of ceramic has only 

been found in the central areas of the Lowlands: Holmul, Uaxactun, Tikal, and some 

archaeological sites in the Belize River Valley such as Barton Ramie (Gifford 1976) and 

Nohmul (Pring 1977). However, this transitional ceramic complex was not found in all 

Maya regions. Therefore, it was not a widespread ceramic complex (Brady et al., 1998).  

 

Another key characteristic of the transition between the Preclassic and the Early 

Classic period was the shift in the political order. As previously discussed, a centralized 

power presumably existed during the Formative period (Clark and Hansen 2001; Estrada-

Belli 2011).  However, during this transitional period the power centralized in a ruler who 

became one of the main engines within the new political structure. The ruler was an 

“acquisition of divinity and supernatural powers” (Freidel and Schele 1988).  New 

concepts were also introduced to support this new political order.  According to Freidel 

and Schele, the Maya rulers (ajaw) play a “pivotal actors in the celebration of ritual and 

ordered the world and established the contractual obligations of human and divine 

beings” (Freidel and Schele 1988).  One of the earliest rulers known in the lowlands is 

Yax Ehb Xook from Tikal, who was a ruler around the year A.D. 90 (Martin and Grube 

1998). In other cities, the dynasties probably began centuries earlier. For example, in an 

inscription on an Early Classic monument (Stela 18) at Xultun, the ruler Ahk-Nal 
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mentions that he is the 33rd ruler of the site, suggesting that this dynasty may have been 

founded around the Late Formative period (Garrison and Stuart 2004: 832). 

Unfortunately, because of the lack of monuments from this period, it is impossible to 

know more about these early rulers. It is also impossible to know the exact date of their 

ascension to the throne because there are no monuments of the first rulers; information 

about them comes from monuments that describe them in a retrospective way. However, 

most archaeologists agree that the beginning of the Classic dynasties started around the 

transitional period. With the beginning of these new political orders lead by dynastic 

rulers, increases the stress within the cities located in the central Petén region, and war 

became more common (Reese-Taylor and Walker 2002: 106).   

 

During the transitional period, it appears that historical figures, especially rulers 

and ancestors, became the main element in monumental art and many symbols associated 

with the divinity of the rulers were established (Freidel and Schele 1998; Guernsey 

2011). One of these symbols was the diadem that was placed on his head. The headband 

made of bark paper with a three-pronged floral symbol (Guernsey 2011:117) or the Jester 

God (Freidel and Schele 1988: 552) was one of these symbols (Stuart 2015). With the 

presence of kings and deities, the Maya also started to construct funerary buildings which 

were created to commemorate the life and death of a ruler, who would be remembered 

and associated with celestial entities, such as the Sun (Houston and Taube 2016).   

In general, populations declined and the majority of Formative centers were 

abandoned during the transition period.  Tikal possibly took advantage of the instability 
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during this period to became the most important settlement and, as a result, was able to 

control the regional trade routes and become an exporter of ideas and technology (Reese-

Tylor and Walker 2002: 106). However, one of the most important contributions of this 

period was the rise of rulers and dynasties who remained in power throughout the Classic 

period.    

 

THE EARLY CLASSIC PERIOD (A.D. 250- 600).  

 
The first materials from the Early Classic period were uncovered in 1911 during 

excavations at Holmul (Merwin and Vaillant 1932, Callaghan 2013), and also with the 

discovery of Uaxactun by Sylvanus Morley (Morley 1947). This site was later excavated 

by the Carnegie Institution of Washington in 1924 (Smith 1950). What we now refer to as 

the Early Classic period was initially referred to as the “Old Empire”, a period that 

preceded the “New Empire” (Late and Terminal Classic). The terms Old Empire and 

New Empire were first proposed by Silvanus Morley (Morley 1947: 50) who used the 

term not “as political connection…… on the contrary [it] was employed exclusively in a 

cultural or esthetic sense, indicating an empire of common thought, common language, 

common customs, common religion and common art, homogenous people, enjoying a 

common civilization” (Morley 1947:5). Based on dates recorded in monuments, Morley 

established the start of the Early Classic period at 8.14.3.1.12 (A.D. 320) and the end at 

9.10.0.0.0 (A.D. 633) (Morley 1947: 52-53).  
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With further exploration in the Maya region, archaeologists realized that the 

communities that belonged to the “Old Empire” were as complex as communities in the 

cities from the New Empire.  Following the development of more accurate chronology of 

Uaxactun (Smith 1950), many researchers started to use a new terminology to describe 

the various stages of cultural development in the lowland Maya. The new chronology was 

divided in three stages: “Preclassic”, “Classic” and “Post Classic”. The updated 

chronology of the ancient Maya is similar to the chronology used in the rest of 

Mesoamerica. This consistency is due in part to the fact that Mesoamerican 

archaeologists used the long count dates from Maya monuments as a reference to create 

and date the chronological stages (Pasztory 1978: 5).  

 THE TZAKOL CERAMIC SPHERE 

As first defined, the Early Classic period was associated with the Tzakol ceramic 

sphere established with the materials recovered from Uaxactun Project (Smith 1950). The 

Tzakol sphere introduced new ceramic forms and types, such as the utilization of a glossy 

slip instead of a waxy slip (Willey et al., 1967) and new colors were also introduced. For 

example, Anguilla Orange replaced the red vessel from the Preclassic period. Polychrome 

Tzakol ceramics usually had an orange or cream background. Another common 

monochrome during this period was brown and black slip (Laporte 1989: 18).  As 

archaeologist Patrick Culbert noted, some Tzakol ceramic forms were clearly similar to 

the forms from the Preclassic period (Culbert 1993). Nonetheless, the Tzakol period also 

introduced new ceramic forms such as plates and bowls with a Z-like shape (Callaghan 
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2013; Laporte 1989; Smith 1950), as well as basins with a basal flange and an annual 

base (Lincoln 1985:23; Laporte 1989; Smith 1955).  Archaeologists divide the Tzakol 

sphere into three sub phases using the long count dates: Tzakol 1 (A.D. 250 to A.D. 300 

AD); Tzakol 2 (300-378 AD); and Tzakol 3 (A.D. 378 to A.D.530) (Culbert 1993; 

Culbert et al., Lincoln 1989; Smith 1955 Willey 1967).  

 

Although urban centers in in Central Petén such as Tikal, Uaxactun, El Zotz, and 

Holmul had very similar ceramic styles, Tzakol ceramics did not disperse evenly across 

the Maya lowlands. For example, Tzakol 1 ceramics were evidently not present in Belize, 

the South-Eastern region, the Passion River region, and the Northwest Regions (Bachand 

2010; Laporte 2007; Lincoln 1985; Rands 1977; Willey 1977). The absence of these 

ceramic spheres in these peripheral regions led many archaeologists to propose 

population decline in these areas during the Early Classic period. However, new data 

recovered from these regions suggest that the absence of these ceramics may be the result 

of continued production/utilization of earlier Late Formative ceramic until the beginning 

of the fifth century (Laporte 2007). Similar evidence has been found at the Pasion River 

Region (Willey 1977; Sabloff 1975). However, at Ceibal Takeshi Inomata and his team 

(Inomata et. al. 2017) propose that this site suffered a decline of population during the 

Junco ceramic phase A.D. 300 and they do not see a continuity of Formative ceramics.    

 

During the Tzakol 2 period (A.D. 300 to A.D. 378), use of Tzakol ceramic types 

and forms spread out from the central lowlands region to other sites like Tikal (Culbert 
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1993) Uaxactun (Smith 1955), Holmul (Callaghan and Neivens de Estrada 2017) and El 

Zotz (Czapiewska et al., in press) among others.  Common ceramic types from the Tzakol 

2 period are Balanza Black, Lucha Incised, Dos Arroyos Orange Polychrome, and 

Caldero Ante Polychrome (Culbert 1993; Inomata et al., 2017; Laporte 1989; Lincoln 

1985; Smith 1955). Other important characteristics of this period include round bowls, 

ceramics with basal moldings, and rounded angle Z basins. Tzakol 1 and Tzakol 2 

ceramics are very similar. The only way to differentiate between them is statistical 

analysis (Laporte 1989).  

 

During the last Tzakol ceramic sub phase in the Early Classic period - Tzakol 3 – 

central Petén ceramics spread out along the lowland Maya landscape (Inomata et al., 

2017; Laporte 1990; Patiño 2016; Rands 1977). Many ceramic types, such as Anguilla 

Orange and Polychromes, became part of the ceramic inventory for the entire Maya 

lowlands. At the same time, Patrick Culbert noticed that some forms started to disappear 

during this period including the Angle Z form and concave lids, which had been quite 

common during the Tzakol 2 sub phase (Culbert 1993). New forms were also introduced, 

such as effigy vessels that represented zoomorphic deities and human images and tripod 

cylindrical ceramics (Culbert 1990; Laporte 1989); these last type of forms have been 

associated to the Teotihuacan. 
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DEFENSIVE LANDSCAPES 

Another important characteristic of the Early Classic period was the selection of 

new landscapes for settlement. This pattern varied from city to city and was related to the 

local histories of each center, but we see a broad pattern of newly established cities 

selecting defensive landscapes and sites, often atop hills (Šprajc 2008). The change in the 

selection of a defensive landscape during the beginning of the Early Classic period seems 

to have been a response to the intensification of war between different cities in the 

lowlands (Reese-Taylor and Walker 2002:100). Undoubtedly, settlement at these higher 

locations was essential for the protection of the elites and rulers. The higher, defensive 

landscape provided an advantage in cases of war, but also the ability to see and control 

territory and trade routes (Houston et al., 2016). The non-elite population in these new 

sites inhabited the valleys around the hills where they could cultivate the land and build 

their houses. 

 

Evidence of this new defense landscape is the El Diablo acropolis at El Zotz 

(Figure 2), located on top of a hill approximately 80 meters above the Valley of 

Buenavista (Houston et al., 2015, Román 2011), as well as the Mirador Group located on 

top of the highest escarpment at El Peru-Waka’ where the kings and queens of the Early 

Classic Period were buried (Rich and Matute 2014). Built on top of a series of hills, the 

small Early Classic Settlement El Zapote in Guatemala, south of Tikal, provides yet 

another example (Fialko 2016). Similar selections of such defensive landscapes have also 
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been reported at sites in Campeche, Mexico like Los Alacranes and Candzibaantun 

(Šprajc 2008).  

The layout of structures and plazas in these newly settled areas depended entirely 

on how the inhabitants managed to adapt to the natural characteristics of the particular 

hills and uplands selected. As a result, this organization was often quite complex. 

However, the sites do demonstrate some common patterns. For example, acropolis were 

often designed along a north-south axis (as in El Diabo, El Zotz or El Zapote) and had a 

central patio surrounded by structures. Usually these acropolises include an elite 

residential area including palaces, pyramids, funerary structures, and structures with 

multiple rooms.  

 

Landscape changes also occurred in centers that were never abandoned during the 

collapse of the Formative period. While the centers remained the same, new areas were 

selected to build architectural compounds where rulers and their royal court would live. 

These new areas were usually more elevated. The best example to see this change is 

Uaxactun. Group H was the most important group in Uaxactun during the Formative 

period and was abandoned during the transition between the Formative and Early Classic 

period (Valdés 2001:143). At the beginning of the Early Classic period, the new precinct 

of power was located in Group E (which had also been an important group during the 

Formative period). However, after a short time, the elites moved their residential palace 

to the highest point of the settlement (Valdés 1994), now known as Group A (Smith 

1950). According to Juan Antonio Valdés (2005), the Maya elites selected this area 
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because they needed a defensive landscape.  The implication is that at this transitional 

time Uaxactun and other centers in the central lowlands were at constant war.  

MONUMENTAL ART & ARCHITECTURE 

Early Classic architecture, particularly monumental architecture, is well known in 

the archaeological record (Adams 1999; Agurcia 2004; Houston et al., 2015; Laporte 

1989; Valdés 2005). However, less is known about the residential areas inhabited by 

commoners. The limited presence of these structures is due to two factors. First, in many 

cases the structures did not use basal a platforms and were built directly on the ground 

surface (Pyburn et al., 1998), making it difficult for researchers to detect them. And the 

second factor is that many Early Classic houses are covered or destroyed for later 

structures. Due to the low presence of these houses in the archaeological record. 

Archaeologists have also proven that ceremonial or administrative architectures during 

the Early Classic period was less complex and less monumental. Examples of these less 

monumental structures have been found at sites like Uaxactun, Tikal, Rio Azul, Holmul, 

Calakmul, and El Zotz (Figure 9). Excavations there indicate that palaces and ceremonial 

architecture built during the initial Tzakol 1 complex consisted of small platforms 

supporting buildings made of perishable materials or limestone blocks (Adams 1999; Coe 

1990; Román y Gutiérrez 2015; Traxler 2004; Valdés 2005). 

 

Early Classic architecture became more complex after A.D. 350. Particularly after 

A.D 400, palaces and pyramids were larger and exhibit monumental artistic programs and 
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designs (Figure 10).  Well-known examples appear at sites such as Rio Azul (Adams 

1999), Uaxactun (Valdés 2005), Copan (Traxler 2004), Tikal (Coe 1990: Laporte 1989) 

and El Zotz (Garrison and Garrido 2013; Houston et al., 2015; Román 2011). The greater 

monumentality of art and architecture derived from population growth supported by 

stronger rulers and dynasties, creating the natural atmosphere and the demand for 

political messaging about history and sacred kingship. The first palace built at Tikal – 

Structure 5D-46 -  was constructed in the central Acropolis in A.D. 350 during the rule of 

ruler Chak Tok Ich’aak I (Harrison 1999: 76). Serving as the royal palace for the Tikal 

dynasty during the Early Classic period, Structure 5D-46 consisted of seven rooms built 

on an east-west axis on the plaza floor. Over time the palace underwent several 

modifications, such as the construction of a second floor around the end of the fourth 

century/start of the fifth century (op. cit.).  

 

The second palace built in Tikal is located in Group 6C-XVI, near the Lost World 

Complex. This complex, which was the residence of other Tikal elites, was originally 

organized by four plazas surrounded by different types of structures with varying 

functions, such as altars for rituals, truncated pyramids, and other structures with multiple 

rooms. Some of these structures were decorated with stucco masks and murals (Fialko 

1988: 119-20; Laporte 1989). This palace also underwent numerous modifications 

amounting to 21 construction phases between A.D. 300 and A.D. 550 (Laporte 1989; 

1992). Evidence of these changes can also be found in palaces built during Tzakol 2 and 

Tzakol 3, such as the ones found by archaeologists at Uaxactun (Valdés 2005), Rio Azul 
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(Adams 1999), Bejucal (Garrison el al., 2016), and El Zotz (Román 2011). The initial 

versions of many of the palaces built during the later Tzakol periods were less complex. 

For example, before 378 A.D., the architecture of the palace in Rio Azul consisted of 

temples built on small platforms. However, after A.D, 378, monumental architecture and 

art was introduced to the structure (Adams 1999). Changes can also be seen in the 

introduction of new technology. For example, prior to the fifth century A.D., structures 

were built with wet-laid earth or earth-and-rubble fill and adobe was used for the facades. 

After A.D. 400, the structures were built with stone (Sharer et al., 2005: 142).    

 

Figures of rulers and ancestors were essential symbols in the political and 

religious art of the Early Classic period. The need to venerate a king did not end with his 

death. Rather, after dying the king became an important ancestor who required 

veneration. In order to venerate them for eternity, communities began selecting specific 

areas in their cities to bury kings. The most studied necropolises in the Maya region are: 

The North Acropolis of Tikal (Coe 1990), Group A at Uaxactun (Smith 1952; Valdés 

2005) and the acropolis of Copan (Bell et al., 2004). Royal tombs were normally located 

within the interior of pyramids, but in some cases the rulers decided to be buried in other 

areas, such as plazas (Adams 1999). Funerary chambers ranged in size but generally the 

chambers were usually built with limestone blocks on top of a bedrock floor. In some 

cases, the chambers also were carved out of bedrock (Acuña 2007; Adams 1999; 

Hernández and Garrido 2015). The interior of the tombs contained the body of the king 

wrapped or dressed in ceremonial garments and placed on top of a wooden bier or throne 
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(Bell et al., 2004: 132; Houston et al., 2015; Pereira Grégory and Michelet 2004).  

Various offerings have also been found inside these tombs such as marine shells, 

polychrome ceramics, jade and other types of objects (Fitzsimmons 2009).  Interestingly, 

the bodies of children have also been found in or around rulers’ tombs from the Early 

Classic period, as I will describe in more detail in the following chapter (Coe 1990, 

Scherer 2015).  We see also an increase in the construction of funerary temples during the 

Early Classic period, often placed in specific areas within a city that became sacred 

spaces for the commemoration of past rulers. Temple 16 at Copan provides one of the 

best examples. A series of substructures at Temple 16 commemorates the memory of the 

Copan Dynasty founder K’inich Yax K’uk’ Mo’, who established the local dynasty in the 

Early Classic (Sharer et al., 2005). 

 

Around A.D. 300, the Maya began to decorate both the exteriors and interiors of 

their palaces and funerary structures with stucco masks, murals and stucco freezes that 

had the representation of rulers as the main characters. However, stucco art was not 

masterfully used around the Maya lowlands until the end of the fourth century/start of the 

fifth century. The most common themes in monumental art from the Early Classic period 

focused on the figures of rulers (Estrada-Belli and Tokovinine 2016). The famous 

Rosalila structure from Copan uses stucco to commemorate the founder K’inich Yax 

K’uk’ Mo’, just mentioned above (Agurcia 2004: Sharer et al., 2005; Taube 2004). 

However, monumental art was neither relegated to funerary chambers, nor did it 

exclusively represent rulers. In some cases, Early Classic stucco decoration depicted 
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mythical scenes and representations of deities (Clarke et al., 2014; Rivera y Saturno 

2014: 525, Garrison and Garrido 2013).  All of these themes were used with the intention 

of creating a system to worship the rulers and their supernatural roles in the cosmos. In 

this system, kings maintained the cosmological order and emphasized a new political 

order that was sustained by the establishment of dynasties that had survived through the 

Late Formative period into and throughout the Classic period.  

 

Another common type of monumental art used during the Early Classic period 

was murals. Mural art was generally used to decorate the interior of palaces or pyramids 

and therefore was more private and usually associated with elite-occupied spaces.   The 

first mural ever found in the central Maya lowlands was uncovered during the 

excavations at Uaxactun conducted by the Carnegie Infinitude of Washington (Smith 

1950).  Unfortunately, it was later vandalized and the only record of the mural are some 

photographs and the mural copy made by the Guatemalan artist Antonio Tejada (op. cit.). 

The mural, which is located in the interior of Room 7 of Structure B-XIII at Group A, has 

been dated between A.D. 450-550 (Smith 1950: 55-56). The mural found at La Sufricaya 

by the Holmul Archaeological Project is another well-known example of this Early 

Classic art. Painted on at least two interior walls of a palace (Foley 2007), the mural is 

composed of writing text and historical scenes. One of the most famous sections of this 

mural is a scene of a Teotihuacan warrior (Estrada-Belli et al., 2009).  The murals found 

at Uaxactun and at La Sufricaya were polychrome and were located inside of palaces. But 

murals were not only used to decorate the interior of monumental architecture. For 
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example, they were also used to decorated tombs (Acuña 2007, 2015; Adams 1999;) and 

also stairs (Laporte 1989). The utilization of murals sims to be different that the Mural 

traditions from the Late Formative period, because the Early Classic murals not only 

represent mythological events, but during the Early Classic also were used to depict 

historical events.  

 

The stela-altar tradition represents another type of public art that developed 

greatly during the Early Classic period (Willey 1977:152). Although the Maya carved 

stelas and altars during the Formative period (Clark et. al. 2010; Stuart 2010), it is 

probable that these stelas did not have the same purpose as Early Classic monuments. 

Willey (1977) suggests that the Stela-Altar complex was a completely Early Classic type 

of art adopted by the ruling elites at the central region of Petén.  Willey recognized that 

the way the iconographic theme was displayed in the stelas was developed by and is 

unique to artists in the Maya central lowlands region (Figure 11). The convention of the 

standing ruler accompanied by long count and hieroglyphic text was also something that 

came out of this region (op. cit.). Until now evidence shows that the Stela-Altar Complex 

were created or used first at Tikal and Uaxactun (Mathews 1985). The oldest stela – Stela 

29 - comes from Tikal and has the long count date of 292 AD. The stelas normally have 

the representation of the ruler and were used to commemorate the termination of calendar 

dates, as well as different aspects of the life of rulers.  
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FOREIGN EXCHANGE 

During the Early Classic period, sites in the central lowlands were interconnected 

through trade routes with other Maya communities and Mesoamerican cultures. Materials 

that have been identified coming from other regions include obsidian, jade, marine shelfs, 

and ceramics. Many archaeologists believe that Tikal was the city that controlled most of 

the trade routes in the central lowlands (Houston and Inomata 2009; Reese-Taylor and 

Walker 2002; Willey 1977). According to Hattula Moholy-Nagy (2003b) the majority of 

obsidian in Tikal came from the highlands of Guatemala, especially from El Chayal. This 

source initially became important for the central Maya Lowlands during the Late 

Formative period. During the Classic period, it gradually became the most successful 

commercial source for obsidian in Maya lowlands (Nelson 2004). 

 

  The commerce in jade, which came from the Motagua region of the Guatemalan 

highlands, was also important during this period (Melgar and Andrieu 2015; Rochete 

2009; Román 2006). In the Maya Lowlands, earlier jade use is evident during the 

Formative period, when elite workshops produced jade beads and pectorals (Pellecer 

2006: 1024). Clearly the Motagua-lowland jade route started in the Formative period.  

During the Early Classic period jade was not only traded from the Motagua Region into 

the lowlands, but was also used to manufacture objects at Tikal and distributed to other 

Early Classic sites (Woodfill and Andrieu 2012).  
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The east-west trade route connecting the coastal regions of the Maya area was 

also important during the Early Classic period. This rout existed from the Formative 

period and Mirador was the settlement that maybe controlled the commerce rout (Reese-

Taylor and Walker 2002), however, during the Early Classic period the principal center 

became Tikal.  The route extended from the Belize coast and extended to Tikal, the Valle 

de Buenavista and finished at the San Pedro River, which flows into the Gulf of Mexico 

(Demarest et al., 2008). The east-west route created access to marine shells, salt and other 

materials that were highly valued by the inhabitants of the central lowlands. It also 

provided direct access to the materials and goods from the central valley of Mexico, like 

green obsidian and ceramics. In addition, it was an export route by which the Mayas 

jaguar pelts, feeders and other types of goods to the central valley of Mexico.  

 

Foreign ceramics have also been found in Early Classic cities. These ceramics 

came from many places within the lowlands, but also from other cultural regions of 

Mesoamerica, like Veracruz to the far west and Kaminaljuyu in the closer Guatemala 

highlands (Reents-Dudet et al., 2014:787-788). Archaeologists first found evidence of 

foreign-style ceramics at Tikal where they recognized that some of the ceramics offerings 

in Tomb 10 (which presumably contained the remains of Yax Nuun Ayiin I) came from 

the city of Teotihuacan (Coggins 1975). These ideas were originally based on the shape 

and decoration of the ceramics. However, with the help of Neutron Activation Analysis 

in the 1980s Dorie Reents-Dudet and her colleagues studied the materials found in 

Tombs 10 and 48, as well as the Problematic Deposits 22 and 50, that were believed to be 
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associated to the contact with Teotihuacan. Their study   proved that one of the vessels 

can be associated to Kaminaljuyu in the highlands of Guatemala. They also found that the 

cylindrical vessels found in the problematic deposit 50 were imported to Tikal, probably 

from the Central Valley of Mexico. In addition, at least one ceramic vessel from the 

Problematic deposit 22 came from the Central Valley of Mexico and others from 

Guatemalan Highlands (Reents-Dudet et al., 2004). Trade in foreign ceramics was not 

unidirectional. Teotihuacan elites were also interested in foreign ceramics from the Maya 

lowlands. According to Rene Millon, the polychrome ceramics found at the Mercaderes 

Compound as well as other parts of the Teotihuacan metropolis were associated with elite 

ceramic types (Clayton 2005). A recent study of the polychrome ceramics from the 

Mercaderes compound using Neuron Activation Analysis showed that the Maya ceramics 

came from the Maya region. According Sarah Clayton, 22 ceramics sherds came from 

Central Petén area of Guatemala and at least 10 of those sherds came specifically from 

Tikal; other sherds may have come from the Region of Calakmul and the Lower 

Usumacinta (Clayton 2005: 439-441).  

 

Cosmopolitan communities were another important aspect of the Early Classic 

period. Traditionally, Mesoamerican studies have only recognized Teotihuacan as a 

“multicultural city”. However, with the utilization of the strontium and oxygen Isotope 

analysis, we now know about the precedence of highland foreigners living in the 

lowlands (Wright 2012). For example, during the Early Classic period people migrated to 

Tikal from the Central Valley of Mexico (two skeletons), the southeastern periphery, the 
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Belize Valley, the Maya Mountains, the Highlands of Guatemala and Alta Verapaz in 

Guatemala (Wright 2012: 349).  Early Classic cities like Tikal were places where many 

cultures live and coexisted. It is hard to know why these foreigners came to Tikal, but the 

archaeological data proves that the people move along the landscape more than 

previously thought, opening a new set of questions related to race and ethnicity that will 

give us a better understanding of the Early Classic society.   

 

SUMMARY  

Based on new data recovered by archaeologist over the last two decades, many 

earlier gaps in our understanding of the nature of the Early Classic can now be addressed, 

at least partially. Now we know that the Early Classic did not exhibit complete cultural 

continuity of the Formative period. We also know that the transition between the Late 

Formative to Early Classic was not simple and not all the Maya settlements started to use 

the cultural material associated to the Early Classic period at the same time, that give us 

an indication that the region was not integrated at the same time. Many of the principal 

indicators of Early Classic culture developed within the Central Petén region and started 

to spread out to the entire Lowlands after the year A.D. 400. But what was the motivation 

for the peripheral cities to adopt a new culture? Was it because it was a fashion or only 

was it a cultural appropriation? or was caused by cohesive methods? I will address this 

issue more directly in Chapter 4, where I propose that the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk and the 



 52 

creation of the new order was a main factor for the expansion of what might be called 

Central Petén culture.   

THE NATURE OF RELATIONS BETWEEN THE TEOTIHUACÁN AND THE ANCIENT MAYA.  

In the case of the lowland Maya, interaction with Teotihuacan and the highlands 

of central Mexico has been studied through the presence of ceramics (Coe 1990), green 

obsidian, foreign iconography (Coggins 1979), architectural styles, and hieroglyphic texts 

(Stuart 2000).  For over fifty years the questions of highland-lowland interactions have 

been highly problematic, and many theories have been proposed about their nature and 

time-frame. However, relations with different Mesoamerican groups is not just a Maya 

phenomenon. The relationship between Teotihuacan with other Mesoamerican cultures 

has been studied by archaeologists since the beginning of the twentieth century, when the 

Mexican archaeologist Alfonso Caso discovered talud-tablero architecture (Caso 1947; 

Beyer 1995) and other cultural materials that indicated the presence of outsiders in the 

city of Monte Alban. These findings led Caso to suggest that Monte Alban was invaded 

by the Teotihuacan during the Early Classic period (Beyer 1995). Following this 

discovery, many Mesoamerican archaeologists became interested in the cultural impact 

of the Teotihuacan on other Mesoamerican cultures.   

 

The presence of cultural materials from the Valley of Mexico in the Maya region 

was first detected in the mid-twentieth century when the Carnegie Institution of 

Washington found extensive Teotihuacan ceramics in royal burials at Kaminaljyu, 
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alongside talud-tablero architectural features (Kidder et al., 1946).  These findings led 

researchers to speculate about the nature of interactions between residents of 

Kaminaljuyu and Teotihuacan. Some researchers proposed that the findings showed that 

Kaminaljuyu was invaded by the Teotihuacan (op. cit.); other researchers suggested that 

these findings only evidenced an exchange of materials and ideas (Sanders y Michel 

1977).  More recent theories propose that the residents of Kaminaljuyu and Teotihuacan 

engaged in reciprocal, long-distance trade of artifacts that would elevate the status of 

their owners (Carpio 1999: 86).  

 

Evidence of some type of cultural relation with the Teotihuacan has also been 

found in the sites of Balberta and Montana, located in the Department of Escuintla, 

Guatemala (Bove and Medrano 2001:72).  The first person to propose the presence of 

Teotihuacan in the Escuintla region was Edwin Shook, in his survey of the Escuintla 

region (Bove and Mdrano 2001; Shook 1966). Later, Lee Parson proposed that some of 

the iconographic elements in the Cotzumalguapa monuments were influenced by 

elements used in the Central Valley of Mexico (Parson 1964).  Parson’s theory was later 

supported by Nicholas Hellmuth through his study of Teotihuacan censers (incensarios) 

from Escuintla. According to Helmuth the incensarios were solid evidence of the 

militaristic expansion of the Teotihuacan into the Escuintla region expansion aimed at 

controlling local products such as cacao and salt (Hellmuth 1978). Janet Berlo proposed 

one of the most daring analyses of this iconography, suggesting that the portrayal of 

ideology from central Mexico in the incensarios was the result of a colony of Teotihuacan 
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in the region that, despite living in a foreign land, never changed their ideology. She also 

suggested that the Escuintla region was selected by Teotihuacan because of its strategic 

advantage for the conquest of other settlements such as Kaminaljuyu and the Maya 

lowlands (Berlo 1984). However, it was not until the 1990s that archaeologists were able 

to better understand the nature of relations between residents of Teotihuacan and the 

Escuintla Region. During the last two decades of the twenty century, archaeologist Fred 

Bove and his team proved that the Escuintla region had two different periods of relations 

with the Teotihuacan. Initial interactions were established through trade between the 

cities Teotihuacan and Balberta (the most important city in the Escuintla region) around 

A.D. 100 AD to A.D. 250.  The second period of interaction was more complex. 

Archaeologists think that after A.D. 400 a colony of Teotihuacan settled at Montana, 

which became the most powerful city in the Escuintla region after Alberta was defeated 

(Bove and Medrano 2001). Montana is one of the largest monumental Early Classic sites 

of the Pacific Coast of Guatemala (Bove and Medrano 2001: 54). The central core of the 

site has an 18-meter high pyramid erected on top of a platform, which measures 200 

meters by 220 meters and is 7 meters high (op. cit.). Montana is surrounded by 13 

platforms sites and between them were also found mounds, including elite residential 

structures, commoner domestic architecture and platforms. (Bove and Medrano 2001: 

55). But what it is most relevant about this site are the cultural materials that had strong 

connection with Teotihuacan. For example, archaeologists found a Teotihuacan style 

censer (A.D. 225-270) at the Los Chatos platform on the top of Mound Lc3. The censer 

was intrusive and placed in the center of the structure (Bove and Medrano 2001: 57). 
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Additionally, the excavations in this site also recovered cultural materials associated with 

Teotihuacan in the domestic mounds, such as Twin-Chamber rectangular candeleros, a 

large number of figurines know as Warrior (Portrait) and Figurines similar those found at 

Teotihuacán, (Bove and Medrano 2001). The presence of these foreign style materials in 

elite and non-elite contexts were interpreted by Fred Bove as proof that this site was a 

colony of Teotihuacán after A.D. 300 (op. cit.) 

 

MAYA LOWLANDS AND TEOTIHUACAN   

Like other part of Mesoamerica mentioned above, Teotihuacan materials and 

iconography have also been found in many cities in the Maya Lowlands.  One of the key 

pieces of evidence in the Maya Region is the historical records carved in monuments, 

which provide more details about relations between Teotihuacan and other Mesoamerican 

culture (Figure 12). The first evidence that proved the existence of some type of relation 

between these regions came from excavations at Tikal conducted by the University of 

Pennsylvania between 1950s to 1970s (Coe 1990, Willey 1977). After the excavations at 

Tikal, findings at other sites in the Lowlands confirmed the presence of Teotihuacan 

material culture during the Early Classic and Late Classic periods. Prior to 1970, 

archaeologists proposed that relations between these two areas was an exclusive event of 

the Classic period. However, the discovery of more than 200 green obsidian materials at 

Altun Ha proved that relations between the Central Valley of Mexico and the Lowlands 

began in during the Late Formative period (Prendergast 1971: 457). With the discovery 
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of this first evidence researchers began to make interpretations about the kind of relations 

that occurred between these two cultural areas. While some archaeologists thought that 

the Teotihuacan invaded the Maya region (Coggins 1979), others believed that Maya 

elites merely appropriated Teotihuacan foreign materials and symbols (Laporte 1989; 

Demarest and Foias 1993; Stone 1989). The following section summarizes the different 

theories proposed for understanding the kind of relations that occurred between residents 

of Teotihuacan and the Maya Lowlands during the Classic Period. The theories are 

organized into two groups or stages. The first stage includes ideas based principally on 

the presence of foreign materials and iconography. The second group of theories are 

based primarily on epigraphic evidence. It is important to note, that many of these 

theories are inter-twined, and all of them reflect the complexity and difficulty of 

understanding an intensive interaction that lasted for many centuries. 

FIRST STAGE: CULTURAL MATERIALS AND ICONOGRAPHY  

A FOREIGN KING AND THE NEW POLITICAL ORDER AT TIKAL  

The first researcher to focus attention on the presence of Teotihuacan materials in 

the Maya Lowlands was Clemency Coggins, as part of her dissertation on Tikal’s art in 

1975. Based on her study of the iconography Stela 4 and Stela 31 at Burial 10 in Tikal 

(Figure 12), Coggins proposed that a “new political” order was established at Tikal 

during the Early Classic period (Coggins 1979:40).  She further proposed that the ruler of 

Tikal during this period, Curl Snout (Yax Nuun Ayiin I), was a foreign leader, a 

Teotihuacan elite. Coggins expanded her theory in the essay “A New Order and the roll 
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of the Calendar: Some Characteristics of Middle Classic Period at Tikal”. She argued that 

the only explanation for the presence of a foreign ruler during the Early Classic period 

was that Tikal was an “economic enclave” for the Teotihuacan, with control of Tikal 

enabling Teotihuacan to distribute and control trade in the lowlands. Regarding the 

cultural affiliation of this foreign ruler, she suggested that the new dynasty initially came 

from Teotihuacan, traveling first to Kaminaljuyu and from there to Tikal (Coggins 1979: 

42). Coggins expanded her theory again in the 1983 article “An Instrument of Expansion: 

Monte Alban, Teotihuacan and Tikal”. In the article, she suggested that the celebration of 

the “K’atun” was one of the cultural influences brought to Tikal by the Teotihuacan. This 

time as evidence to support her argument she used not only information recovered by 

archaeologists at Tikal, but also information from Kaminaljuyu and Monte Alban. The 

principal objection raised against Coggins’ theory was that she did not have sufficient 

historical evidence to propose a militaristic expansion of Teotihuacan. Coggins’ critics 

suggested that her evidence only demonstrated overall Teotihuacan influence and perhaps 

its control of calendrical knowledge that was in fact created by the inhabitants of Monte 

Alban. For Coggins, Monte Alban was the place where the rulers of Teotihuacan learned 

about the calendar, later spreading knowledge of it to the rest of Mesoamerica, including 

Tikal.  It was there that, in her interpretation, the Ruler Curl Snout created a new order 

and started celebration of the k’atun cycles (Coggins 1983).   Many of Coggins’ 

interpretations have been proven incorrect. However, she was prescient on some subjects. 

For example, her theory that the ruler Yax Nuun Ayiin I became the new ruler at Tikal 

and that he was involved in the creation of a new political order was later proven to be 
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correct (Stuart 2000, Martin and Grube 2008), and is an important contribution to the 

study of relations between Teotihuacan and the Maya Region.   

ADOPTING FOREIGN SYMBOLS  

During the 1980s and 1990s, a new theory about relations between the 

Teotihuacan and Maya cultures emerged, directly as a result of new excavations at Tikal. 

Based on cultural materials found in Structure 6C-XVI, investigated by Tikal National 

Project in 1980 to 1984 (Laporte 1989), the new theory proposed that the interaction 

between Teotihuacan and the Maya was merely an “adoption of foreign symbols by the 

Maya elites” (Fialko 1988; Demarest and Foias 1993; Laporte 1992; Stone 1989). Some 

of the new data obtained through these excavations were used to prove that Tikal was not 

conquered by the Teotihuacan. For example, the data demonstrated that the talud-tablero 

architecture, which archeologists often used to prove a Teotihuacan influence, began to 

be used in the Late Formative period (Laporte 1989: 137). Therefore, the existence of this 

type of architecture could not be used as firm evidence that Tikal was conquered by the 

Teotihuacan during the Early Classic period. 

 

Laporte’s excavation at the Mundo Perdido complex at Tikal provided more 

information concerning the Early Classic period and more important his excavations at 

the Group 6C-XVI. He revealed that Group 6C-XVI has more than 20 construction stages 

between stage No. 8 and the one that had Teotihuacan cultural materials (Fialko 1988: 

118, Laporte 1992: 322). One of the most important discoveries was the sculpture known 
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as the Marcador (Fialko 1988: 117), carved as a Teotihuacan-style sculpture with 

iconography as well as two panels with ancient Maya script (Figure 13), including a long 

count date and the historical account of the conquest of Tikal by the Teotihuacan (Stuart 

2000).  Unfortunately, when this sculpture was discovered by archaeologists the methods 

used to decipher the ancient Maya writing were not well understood, so archaeologists 

were not aware that the panels had this information. Despite being unable to read the 

texts, Fialko and Laporte analyzed the iconography on The Marcador and several other 

monuments from Tikal with the intention of understanding why these structures had 

iconographic elements form Teotihuacan. They proposed that for the Tikal rulers, use of 

Teotihuacan symbols was cultural appropriation.   According to Laoprte and Fialko, the 

elites from   Tikal started to use Teotihuacan symbols due to a conflict between two 

powerful Tikal dynasties competing to become the royal dynasty of Tikal. Once a new 

dynasty defeated the dynasty in power, the new elites needed to be associated with a 

more powerful dynasty in order to protect and establish the new ruler. In this case, this 

new dynasty chose to associate with the Teotihuacan (Laporte and Fialko 1990).  

 

Laporte and Fialko’s theory was reinforced by Arthur Demarest and Antonia 

Foias in their 1993 essay “Mesoamerican Horizons and the Cultural Transformation of 

Maya Civilization”. The authors examined in detail each of the cultural materials that 

were associated to the Teotihuacan, such as ceramics, green obsidian, architecture and 

art. On the basis of these observations, they proposed that the presence of foreign 

materials was nothing more than a commercial relationship between the elites of these 
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two cultural areas that the materials became symbols of worship used by the Maya elites 

to legitimize the local power. Demarest and Foias’ most important contributions were 

that they tried to understand their subject as a Maya phenomenon and that they analyzed 

evidence from different cities, not only Tikal. They also suggested that the presence of 

ceramics with cylindrical shapes was not a good diagnostic to prove Teotihuacan 

influence in the Maya region because they found evidence that this type of ceramic shape 

was used in Tikal before the encounter of these two cultures (Demarest and Foias 

1993:155). Finally, Demarest and Foias believed that the Maya state rise by itself without 

any external influence because many of the cultural materials that were indicators of such 

influence (Talud-Tablero and cylindrical material vessels) were proven to be Maya and 

not from Teotihuacan.  They also found as evidence that the utilization of iconography 

from Teotihuacan in the Maya region was just a cultural appropriation because many of 

the monuments and art they examined came from the Late Classic period when 

Teotihuacan was abandoned. The theory that Maya elite adopted symbols and 

iconography from Teotihuacan was also supported by Virginia Miller (1991). In her 

study of the stucco frieze discovered at the palace of Acanceh from around the Early 

Classic period, Miller proposed that the iconographic theme of this frieze had cultural 

associations to Teotihuacan, reflecting an influence due to its possible dominance of a 

regional trade network (Miller 1991:20-21). 
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FOREIGN INVASION  

Since about 1980 the decipherment of Maya writing reached an advanced stage 

that permitted several new interpretations of Teotihuacán-Maya relations. Tatiana 

Proskouriakoff was one of the first to study Early Classic stelae, dates and iconography, 

which led her to propose that in A.D. 378 Maya sites were conquered by an army of 

Teotihuacan as she explaining on her book Maya History:   

 
The carving on the front is well preserve (Stela 5 of Uaxactun), and the figure is 
equipped and dressed in a fashion foreign to the Maya of this period. He holds 
and atlatl (dart-thrower) and a club set with flint knives, and feathers are 
conspicuous in his costume. There can be little question that hi is a foreigner. His 
name, if it appears in the text, is undecipherable, but the last glyph on the Initial 
Series side is clearly the Emblem of Tikal, without its prefixes, suggesting that he 
may be described here as its conqueror (Proskouriakoff 1993: 8).  
 
 

She noticed that the stelae at both Tikal and Uaxactun share the same date (8.17.1.4.12 11 

Eb 15 Mac) and she reasoned that this date must refer to a historical event that involved 

both cities.  She also noticed that Stela 5 in Uaxactun depicted a personage with regalia 

similar to that of warriors from Teotihuacan (Figure 12). Therefore, she concluded that 

date must refer to an event the Maya region was conquered by the Teotihuacan. She 

called this historical event the “arrival of strangers” (Proskouriakoff 1993: 4).  
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SECOND STAGE: THE STUDY OF THE RELATIONS BETWEEN TEOTIHUACAN AND THE 
MAYA REGION THROUGH EPIGRAPHY.  

THE WAR BETWEEN TIKAL AND UAXACTUN 

The theory of relations between Teotihuacan and the Maya region was revisited 

by the archaeologists Linda Schele and David Freidel, who examined hieroglyphic 

inscriptions from Tikal and Uaxactun in order to obtain more information about the “11 

Eb” event of 378. They believed that 11 Eb was a historical event that recorded a war 

between these two cities in A.D. 378 (Schele and Freidel 1990). They proposed that, after 

the fall of the El Mirador region, many sites began to compete in order to become the 

most important city in the Maya Lowlands (Schele and Freidel 1990: 130). Separated by 

less than 18 kilometers, the elites of Tikal and Uaxactun, according to their interpretation, 

battled to try and expand their territories. This theory was based on a study of Stela 9, 

dated 8.14.10.13.15 (or April 15, A.D. 328), which depicts captives (Schele and Freidel 

1990: 144) and Stela 39 at Tikal which shows the ruler Chack Tok Ich’aak standing on a 

captive (op. cit.).  Schele and Freidel contend that Tikal and Uaxactun engaged in 

constant warfare throughout the initial centuries of the Early Classic period, but it was 

not until A.D. 378 that Uaxactun was finally defeated by Tikal. This final defeat was 

recorded on monuments in both sites - on Stela 5 and Stela 22 in Uaxactun and on Stela 

31 in Tikal (Schele and Freidel 1990: 146). Schele and Freidel did not believe that 

Teotihuacan conquered Tikal (Figure 12). Rather, they interpreted the Teotihuacan 

iconography found carved on monuments as a proof of a shift in Maya culture towards 

veneration of warfare. They suggested that the one important way for them to expand 
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their culture and power was though the selected use and display of Teotihuacan war 

iconography (Schele and Freidel 1990: 146). This corresponds with the assertions made 

by Laporte and his colleagues that the presence of Teotihuacan cultural materials in the 

Maya region merely evidenced cultural appropriation of Teotihuacan symbols, not 

conquest. The theory of a war between Tikal and Uaxactun was also supported by the 

Guatemalan archaeologists Juan Antonio Valdes and Federico Fashen (1993). Valdes and 

Fashen asserted that (i) there had never been a Teotihuacan presence in the Maya region 

and (ii) the date A.D. 378 recorded at both Uaxactun and Tikal was merely the 

commemoration of war between the two cities. This theory was the mostly accepted by 

many researchers through the 1980s and late of the 1990s.  

 

THE CONQUEST OF TIKAL BY TEOTIHUACAN ON JANUARY 16, 378 A.D. 

The theory of the conquest of Tikal by the Teotihuacan was revisited again by 

archeologist David Stuart in the late 1990s. In addition to iconography and dates, Stuart 

based his interpretations on many of the same texts studied earlier by Proskouriakoff, 

Schele and Freidel. In his 2000 article “The Arrival of Strangers”: Teotihuacan and 

Tollan in Classic Maya History”, Stuart further studied the event known as “11 Eb,” 

suggesting that that 11Eb was indeed a military conquest of the Teotihuacan against 

Tikal, much as Proskouriakoff had reasoned many decades earlier (Stuart 2000).  Stuart’s 

article made several important contributions to our understanding of the relationship 

between these two cultures. According to Stuart, Tikal was Conquered, and this conquest 
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started at of El Peru-Waka’; a text on Stela 15 (416 AD) of El Peru-Waka’ indicated that 

Sihyaj K’ahk’ arrived at the site eight days before he conquered Tikal (Freidel et al., 

2007; Stuart 2000). While the text does not mention whether the inhabitants were allies 

of Sihyaj K’ahk’ or were also conquered, it does give an indication of the point of 

entrance of Teotihuacan warriors into the central Maya Region.   

 

Sihyaj K’ahk’ (and his allies, presumably) left El Peru-Waka’ and journeyed 

eastward until they arrived at the central area of Petén on January 16 A.D. 378 (Figure 

14); this event was recorded on Stela 31 and El Marcador (Stuart 2000: 478).  According 

to the epigraphic data recorded in these two monuments (Figure 15), Tikal’s rulership 

was overthrown, and the established ruler Chak Tok Ich’aak I died on the very same day 

that Sihyaj K’ahk’ arrived. (Stuart 2000). Little is known about Sihyaj K’ahk’s life, but 

Stuart suggest that he was a warrior with strong affiliations to the Teotihuacan. Stuart 

also proposed that, rather than a ruler, Sihyaj K’ahk’s became some type of regional 

“Overlord” that supported the enthronement as of the new Ruler Yax Nuun Ayiin I, the 

son of the Teotihuacan ruler Spearthrower Owl (Martin and Grube 2008; Stuart 2000). 

According to Stuart, Sihyaj K’ahk’ conquered and established several new dynasties in 

the Maya region, including the cities of El Zapote, Rio Azul, El Bejucal and Tikal (Stuart 

2000).  

 

Stuart’s theory of the conquest of Tikal may be the theory that most 

archaeologists follow at the present time, but it was not always the case.  After its 
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publication in 2000 some researchers expressed strong doubts (Braswell 2003; Ponce de 

Leon 2008).  For example, some archaeologist argued that there were not enough cultural 

materials recovered at Tikal and other Maya cities to prove any kind of conquest (Nalda 

and Calanzario 2007; Ponce de Leon 2008).    That said, in the last decade archaeologists 

working in the Maya lowlands have continued to uncover new evidence that supports 

Stuart’s proposal. For example, evidence from the small site of La Sufricaya, Guatemala, 

located a few kilometers from the city of Holmul, demonstrates an important connection 

with Teotihuacan (Foley 2003). Stela 6 at La Sufricaya has a text that mentions Sihyaj 

K’ak (Estrada-Belli et al., 2009). However, the principal evidence of relations between 

La Sufricaya and Teotihuacan comes from murals of the site’s small acropolis or palace.  

Mural 7, found at the main palace, has a long count date that indicates that this structure 

was built in A.D. 379, exactly one year after the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk” at Tikal 

(Estrada-Belli et al., 2009; Foley 2003).  In addition, Murals 1-3 represent a unique image 

in Maya art, showing a large series of Teotihuacan warriors.  The presence of 

Teotihuacan at La Sufricaya is also apparent in the way that the murals were produced. 

The materials used to prepare the stucco of the murals used volcanic ashes, a technique 

similar to that used in the production of murals in the Central Valley of Mexico (Hurst 

2009:110). Therefore, it is possible that the La Sufricaya murals not only represented 

Teotihuacan warriors, but may also have been made by a Teotihuacan artist or a Maya 

artist that was trained abroad in the Central Valley of Mexico (Hurst 2009).  
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The data recollected at the La Sufricaya suggests that the palace structure was 

built to commemorate the arrival of Teotihuacans to the Maya region, and that the city 

was part of the new political order.  New evidence concerning the historical event in the 

Maya region also were found at the site of El Peru-Waka’. According to David Freidel 

and his team (Freidel et al., 2007), when they examined Stela 16 they were able to record 

two important dates, the first one was the accession of a ruler A.D. 458 and the probable 

dedication date of the Stela A.D. 465 (Freidel et al., 2007). But also, they propose that the 

individual on stela 16 was the representation of Sihyaj K’ahk’, because the human figure 

had a “distinctive Owl-Headed scepter and he is wearing a Teotihuacan-Style headdress” 

(Freidel et al., 2007: 199)  

 

Another important discovery that supports the presence of Teotihuacan in the 

Maya region comes from the city of Naachtun, Guatemala (located north of Tikal).  As 

part of the Naachtun Archaeological Project, directed by Phillippe Nondédéo, 

archaeologist reanalyzed some stelas located at Naachtun. During this new study, they 

saw that the Stela 24 had two important dates associated to the name of Sihyaj K’ahk’: 

8.17.1.4.10.  9 Ok, 13 Mac and 8.17.1.4.11. 10 Chuen 14 Mac, or January 13 and 14, 

A.D. 378 (Nondédéo et al., 2015: 117). In other words, these dates are referring to an 

event that took place two days before the conquest of Tikal.  This new evidence may 

show that Naachtun   was a part of the wider alliance that Sihyaj K’ahk’ formed, and may 

even indicates that they were part the of conquest of Tikal (Nondédéo et al., 2015: 117; 

Stuart 2014).  Stuart’s theory of the conquest of Tikal is the theory that has been most 
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widely accepted by archaeologists today, and it seems that the event 11 Eb was in fact a 

direct intervention of the Teotihuacan in the Maya region.  

 CONCLUSION  

In the last 30 years of research, our knowledge concerning the nature of the Early 

Classic period has improved since the publication of the first book focused on this period 

(Willey and Mathews 1985). For example, it is clear now that the Early Classic grew out 

of a period of instability in the central Maya region, preceded perhaps by a period of 

climate change and by increased warfare that caused many settlements to be abandoned 

(Beach et al., 2015; Doyle 2013; Estrada-Belli 2011; Hansen et al., 2003; Saturno 2009).  

The abandonment of cities led to the migration of people to settle in new areas, where 

they started to compete against those Formative period settlements that were never 

abandoned. The next two hundred years the Maya region became a competition between 

the settlements and Tikal became the most important city in the region to control the 

internal and the inter regional trade routes (Reese-Taylor and Walker 2002).   

 

This was the context when new political order was established in the region when 

cities like Tikal, Uaxactun, Xultun, and Naranjo start to display a new kind of dynastic-

centered art which venerates rulers.  At the very least, it has become increasingly clear 

that the Early Classic was not necessarily a cultural continuation from the Formative 

period. For example, monumental architecture begins to include funerary pyramids and 

palaces for kings and other elites, a shift that reinforced the new dynastic political system 
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that continued throughout the Late Classic period.  The art focused is increasingly on the 

lives and ceremonies of the ruler and their ancestors, downplaying to some degree the 

representation of deities, which in pre-dynastic times (Formative Period) were the most 

important representation in art.  But these changes did not happen at the same time in 

every Early Classic metropolis.  For example, we know that this new Dynastic period was 

more noticed at central Petén, were the elites started to use polychrome ceramics and 

Anguilla Ceramic, and also started to carve monuments. But in the Peripheral areas, they 

did not start to use ceramics or start to use altar and stelas until  A.D. 378 or later. That 

meant that in the Early Classic period, two archaeological cultures perhaps co-existed in 

the regions that continued with the utilization of Formative ceramics, and maybe these 

sites also continued using the same political order from the Formative period. The second 

archaeological culture began to innovate in ceramic production, art and in the creation of 

a new political order. So far, most of the researcher do not mention how the central Petén 

traditions spread to the rest of the Lowland Maya.  

 

Concerning to the geopolitics of the Early Classic period, it now seems that 

Teotihuacan played an important role in the internal politics of the region during the year 

A.D. 378.  The history of research on the nature of Teotihuacan - Maya relations has 

changed a great deal according to type of data available to the researchers at any given 

point. But now, with  new methods, our historical understanding has increased, opening a 

new perspective on the geopolitics. Unfortunately, we do not know much about the 

geopolitics among the very Early Classic Maya previous to the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’. 



 69 

However, the wars and invasions and political alliances that before were only 

speculations based in material data can now be studied through detailed historical 

records.  Furthermore, this theory of the conquest of Tikal by Teotihuacan shows that the 

interaction between different Mesoamerican cultures were more complex than simple 

commercial relationships. However, some important questions concerning encounter of 

these two cultures during the year A.D. 378 still remain.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3: Excavations at El Diablo Palace (A.D. 250-550) 

 

El Diablo is an Early Classic acropolis located one kilometer west of El Zotz’s 

Main Plaza (Figure 21). This group was constructed above a range of hilltops that are 

known as El Diablo, that start at the valley of Buenavista and extend into the El Mirador 

region (Plan maestro de El Zotz 1998). El Diablo architectural group is located atop this 

range, two hundred meters above the main plaza of El Zotz (Nelson 2007), and it is 

composed of twenty-three structures organized into four groups (Román 2011).  El 

Diablo group was discovered originally by   loggers, but was discovered officially by  
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Marco Antonio Bayle and his team when they officially visited El Zotz in 1977 (Figure 

3).   In this first expedition, Bayle and his team did not create a map of the group 

(Laporte 2006: 295); however, the first map was formally created by Ian Graham around 

1977-1978, when he visited the site (Houston et al., 2006; Laporte 2006). That same year, 

the architect and explorer George Andrews visited El Zotz and El Diablo (Figure 16), and 

took the first pictures of the stucco masks on the visible remains of the west façade and 

south façade of the of Temple the Night Sun (Andrews 1986). These pictures not only 

showed portions of the art and architecture of El Diablo, but also documented the then-

recent destruction of the structure F8-1 at the hands of looters (Houston et al., 2015; 

Laporte 2006) who excavated at least three tunnels. One of these illicit excavations 1(the 

South Tunnel) completely damaged the south façade of the structure, and its tunnel 

collapsed at some point before 1978.  

 

In 1980, Martin Dietrich visited El Zotz and El Diablo group, and took some 

pictures in the southern looter’s trench of structure F8-1— the same tunnel photographed 

by Andrews two years before.  Dietrich’s pictures also show the destruction of the South 

Tunnel of the last construction phase F8-1, which exposed more art of the sub structure 

F8-1-SUB-2, or Temple of the Night Sun (Houston et al., 2015; Román 2011). Another 

picture that shows information of El Diablo was taken by Jacques VanKirk during his 

visit to El Zotz in 1990 (Houston et al. 2015, VanKirk and Basset-VanKirk 1996:124). 

                                                
1 This chapter has information from the book Temple of The Night Sun A Royal Tomb at El Diablo, 
Guatemala, by Stephen Houston, Sarah Newman, Edwin Román and Thomas Garrison.  



 71 

By 1987, a new map of El Diablo group was produced by archaeologists Raul Noriega 

and Oscar Quintana, when they were working for the Proyecto de Rescate of Tikal 

National Project (Laporte 2006: 295), that later was published by Oscar Quintana and 

Wurster in 2001 (Laporte 2006; Quintana and Wurster 2001).  

 

In 2006, El Zotz Archaeological Project began (Houston et al., 2006). During the 

first three years of exploration, the project focused primarily on the creation of a new 

digital map, which includes El Diablo Acropolis (Nelson 2008). After the creation of the 

first digital map of El Diablo in 2008, the project did the first controlled excavations 

under the supervision of Alejandro Gillot, which proved that El Diablo was an Early 

Classic palace that was inhabited by elites of El Zotz (Gillot 2008).  

 

From 2009 to 2015, I conducted excavations in fourteen structures at El Diablo 

with the help of Nicholas Carter, Stephen Houston, Sarah Newman, Boris Beltran, and 

Yeny Gutiérrez. These can be organized into two main episodes.  The first episode 

spanned from 2009 to 2012, and focused on two goals: the first was the study of the 

function of Structure F8-1 (Beltrán and Román 2012; Román and Carter 2009; Román 

and Newman 2011; Gutiérrez et al., 2013), and the second was to establish why and when 

El Diablo group was abandoned (Román 2011). The ceramic materials from this first 

stage were conducted by Caitlin Walker (2009), Alyce de Carteret (2013) and Ewa 

Czapiewska (2012). The obsidian and other lithic objects were analyzed by Zachary 

Hruby (2015), and the human remains by Andrew Scherer (2015). The second episode 
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was focused on the study of El Diablo Palace, with two main goals. The first one was to 

study the architectural development of the palace, and the second to prove if El Diablo 

Palace showed evidence of architecture associated with a foreign influence, as well as to 

study for cultural material that indicated any type of change after the A.D. 378 event 

(Gutiérrez and Román 2015; Román and Gutiérrez 2016). The ceramic analysis from this 

period was conducted by Joel Lopez (López and Hernández 2014), Griselda Pérez, Yeny 

Gutiérrez, Elliot Lopez-Finn, and Edwin Román (Pérez et al., 2015; Pérez et al., 2016). 

The lithic artifacts were analyzed by Joshua Woka (2015), and the human remains by 

Andrew Scherer (2016).   

 

In these seven years of research at El Diablo, I recovered information that 

indicates that the complex was an Early Classic compound that started to be inhabited in 

the last century of the Late Formative period (Figure 17), and started to build more 

formal architecture during the Early Saquij ceramic phase (AD 250- 380). The 

monumental architecture of the group started during the Late Saquij phase (AD 380-AD 

550). I propose that this change in monumentality in architecture and wealth was caused 

by a new political arrangement for the Pa’ka’n dynasty associated with the major changes 

imposed by Sihyaj K’ahk’ in A.D. 378.  The research at El Diablo also suggests that this 

elite group was the seat of the Pa’ka’n dynasty for at least two hundred years, during the 

Early Classic period, based on the presence of the tomb of the founder of the dynasty 

within the structure  F8-1 (Houston et al., 2015), the monumental art  (Román 2011; 

Taube and Houston 2015), the presence of goods associated to elites, such as ceramics 
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(de Carteret 2015; Czapiewska et al., 2013; López 2012; Newman 2011; Pérez et al., 

2015; Walker 2009), green obsidian (Gillot 2008), jade (Hruby 2015), and shells 

(Gutiérrez 2015), among others.   

 

The excavations in the last phase of El Diablo group also proves that this 

architectonic compound was abandoned during the final decades of the fifth century A.D.  

This abandonment was not caused by natural disaster or war, rather it was a political 

decision taken by the royal family of El Zotz. After they became allied with Tikal, they 

were not afraid of being attacked by its neighbors, and therefore they decided to move the 

seat of the city downhill to the valley, in the last decades of the six century A.D. (Román 

2011). In the pages that follow, I will summarize with detailed descriptions of the 

excavations of El Diablo Palace, focusing on the development of this group and its 

dynastic associations.  

 

 

FIRST CONSTRUCTION PHASE OF EL DIABLO (A.D. 250 – 330)  

It seems clear that El Diablo Group was the seat of the royal family of El Zotz 

during the Early Classic period, during a time of important political and social changes in 

the central Petén. As I mentioned before, El Diablo group is located two hundred meters 

above of El Zotz main plaza, which reflects a dramatic change in the selection of 

landscape to build cities, if compared with the Formative period which normally located 



 74 

their cities in the valley and near to water sources (Hansen 1998; Hansen et al., 2003), 

like El Palmar in the Valley of Buenavista (Doyle 2013a). The selection of this defensive 

landscape shows that the transition between the Formative period and the Early Classic 

period was very turbulent (Figure 18), caused by the collapse of the formative site of El 

Palmar in the Buenavista valley, the rise of dynasties that created a new political order in 

the central Petén Region (Freidel and Schele 1988), which developed hostilities among 

the central Petén settlements (Reese-Taylor et al., 2002; Walker et al., 2005).  The first 

inhabitants of El Diablo may have come from El Palmar (Doyle 2013b), located five 

kilometers east of the main plaza of El Zotz (Figure 1), because the Formative ceramic 

found at El Diablo is similar in chemical compositions and style to the ceramics found 

there (Czapiewska-Halli et al., in press; Walker 2009)  

 

The first changes to the hilltop landscape at El Diablo consisted of the cleaning of 

the jungle and the creation of three artificial terraces (Figure 3).  The first terrace and 

lower terrace are located to the east, where the Structures G8-1 to G8-5 are located, and 

they also used this area as a quarry that later became a water reservoir (Beach et al., 

2015).  The second terrace does not have structures in the east section but has a small 

residential group in the north sector, in which are located the structures F8-15, F8-16, and 

F8-17. The last terrace is located on the west of El Diablo hill. It is the highest terrace and 

it is the terrace where the main El Diablo group was built and has the larger structures 

F8-1 to F8-14 and F8-1. This main group is oriented north-south and has two main sub-

groups, the first one is the East Patio were the funerary structures F8-12- F8-13 and F8-



 75 

14 are located and is  behind Structure F8-1. The main Plazas of El Diablo has two 

temples F8-1 and F8-3, three long structures, and a Palace -6, F8-7- F8-8, F8-9 and F8-10 

located on the north side of the plaza. 

 

The ceramic phase at El Zotz for this period is known as Early Saquij 

(Czapiewska-Halli et al., in press; Walker 2009), and it is very similar to the Tzakol 1 

and 2 from Uaxactun or Manik 1 and 2 at Tikal.  For example, the ceramics exhibit Z-

angles, basal flanges on large bowls, and pedestal bases (Czapiewska-Halli et al., in 

press). At El Zotz it is important to note that the first Early Classic structures had 

ceramics from the formative Period and Early Classic Period. It is possible that this 

"mixed" context comes from two possible scenarios. The first scenario is that these 

Formative ceramics came from the earliest constructions around El Diablo, which is 

supported by radiocarbon dates taken from the water reservoir of El Diablo Aguada, 

which data indicate that El Diablo was inhabited  around the years A.D. 120 to A.D 320 

(Beach et al.,  2015). Unfortunately, until now there no architectural evidence for this 

period and a very small sample of Formative ceramics (N= 32) has been found, if it is 

compared with the Early Classic ceramic recovered (N=10,607), but it is possible that 

these early structures are covered by later Early Classic constructions. A second scenario 

is that the first inhabitants of El Diablo continued using some Formative ceramic types 

during the beginning of the Early Classic period, a very common practice during the 

Early Classic with parallels elsewhere in the southern Maya lowlands (Laporte 1995, 

Patiño 2016, Rands 1977, Willey and Adams 1977). However, it will be necessary to do 
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more excavations in Early Saquij architecture in the Valley of Buenavista in order to 

choose between any of these two scenarios. What is clear is that El Diablo started to be 

occupied by the transitional period between the Formative period and the Early Classic. 

The people that settled in these hills were part of the elite, and within time they became 

the most important dynasty at the Valley of Buenavista for at least five hundred years.  

 

As mentioned before, the first changes in the landscape at El Diablo were the 

creation of three terraces by shaping the top of the hill, flattening the upper part of the 

hill, and the enlarging the east section of the main plaza with the construction of an 

artificial terrace made by limestone and soil. After the terraces were modified and 

cleaned, El Diablo’s first inhabitants put the first floor in the Main Plaza (Gilllot 2008; 

Román and Carter 2009; Román and Newman 2010). On top of this was built the first 

structure on the north side of the plaza, Structure F8-8 sub-3 (Román and Gutiérrez 

2015:1). This structure consists of a platform that is 1.62-meters-high (Figure 19), and in 

its south façade it had a central stairway composed of three steps, which denoted that this 

platform was facing  the main plaza (Gutiérrez and Román 2015: 28). Unfortunately, it 

was impossible to know the full dimensions of this platform. But on top was constructed 

an 11 meter wide building (east-west) that had a 2.50 meter entrance (Figure 20) facing 

the main plaza (Román and Gutiérrez 2016:19). Its height was not determinate, nor could 

be determined how many rooms this structure had to the east due to the fact that most of 

these features were dismantled when El Diablo inhabitants started to build a new 

construction phase of the Palace. However, it is possible that this structure had some type 
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of decoration in its frontal façade (Figure 21), as indicated by a cylindrical shape feature 

attached to the south west corner of the building discovered in the excavations in 2015 

(Román and Gutiérrez 2016: 18).  This may have belonged to some type of cylindrical 

mask (Figure 46), similar to the one found in front of the Temple of the Night Sun 

(Houston et al., 2015: 40), or maybe it was simpler (Figure 45), like the cylindrical altar 

found in front of the “adosado” of the Temple of the Night Sun (Gutiérrez et al., 2012; 

Houston et al., 2015: 64). Unfortunately, the cylindrical feature is heavily damaged and 

the ancient Maya only left its core, having removed the stucco and its fine masonry 

(Figure 22).  

 

This structure was built during the Early Saquij phase, as indicated by the twenty-

two ceramic shreds recovered from the interior of the building, sixteen of them were 

Early Saquij and five of them were Late Formative (Pérez et al., 2016). The ceramic 

types from the Formative period belonged (Figure 23) to the ceramic type Boxcay 

Brown, Paila, Polvero Black, Sierra Red, and Zapote Striated.  The larger ceramic type 

recovered belonged to the ceramic types Triunfo Striated (N= 12), followed by Quintal 

un slip (N= 7), and the monochrome Aguila Orange (N= 6). Other Early Ceramic types 

recovered from this structure were Balanza Back, Dos Hermanos Red, Pucte Brown, 

among others.  The presence of these ceramic types shows that this structure was built 

during the Early Saquij. However, it should also be noted that this date has been 

confirmed by carbon dating that came from a sample taken from the construction fill 

covering structure F8-8-Sub-3, and the first plaza floor, which date by A.D. 295 to A.D. 
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335.  This is consistent with the ceramic inventory, and confirms that this structure was 

built between the years A.D. 250 to A.D 335.  

 

Another Early Saquij structure at El Diablo was found between the frontal façade 

of Structures F8-1 and the East façade of Structure F8-2 (Figure 24). This structure was 

located in front of Structure F8-1, where the excavations exposed part of the East façade 

of this Early Saquij Structure (Román and Carter 2009). Because the construction 

material that covers this structure was loose, this made it impossible to uncover more 

architecture of this early structure. A third Early Saquij structure was found within the 

Structure F8-1, the “Red Temple”, or Structure F8-1-Sub -1 (Houston et al 2015; Román 

and Newman 2010). This structure was possibly located in the area were the funerary 

chamber of the temple of the Night Sun was built (Houston et al., 2015). However, the 

only feature found was a plaza floor which runs under the platform of the Temple of the 

Night Sun (Figure 24). This floor ran under F8-1 and finished in the east façade of the 

structure found in front of F8-1, suggesting that these two structures formed a small patio 

during Early Saquij times. It is possible that earlier  Saquij structures were constructed at 

El Diablo during this period, perhaps under the structures F8-2, F8-2, and F8-4, because 

from the excavations conducted in 2010 it was obvious that the first plaza floor found in 

F8-1 and the Palace runs under the stairs of this structure. Another item of evidence that 

suggests the presence of earlier Saquij structures comes from the excavations conducted 

in the structure F8-10 by Yeny Gutiérrez and Danilo Hernández, revealing the existence 

of at least three substructures (Hernández and Gutiérrez 2017). The shape of these 



 79 

substructures remains unclear, as does their precise date of construction, but it seems that 

the earliest structure was built on top of the first plaza floor of the main plaza, which 

indicated that maybe it was built around the Early Saquij.  

SECOND CONSTRUCTION PHASE OF EL DIABLO PALACE (A.D. 330 – 378)  

A second construction phase was built at the Palace during the terminal phase of 

the Early Saquij. This consists of a large platform that covers the entire Structure F8-8-

sub-3 (Figure 25). This platform extends almost 14 meters to the south and was more 

than 2 meters high (Gutiérrez and Román 2015; Román and Gutiérrez 2016). The 

platform (F8-8-Sub-2) was facing south like in the previous construction phase, and had a 

central staircase that connected to the temples that the platform supported on top. 

Unfortunately, there is no evidence of these structures, and it is possible that they were 

dismantled when they built the third construction phase of the Palace (Figure 26).  

This structure was built around the Late Early Saquij phase, according to the 

ceramic inventory. From this platform were recovered 132 ceramic fragments (Figure 

27), almost all of them dating to the Early Saquij period (N=130).  One ceramic sherd 

was from the Formative period and another was not identified. The most common 

ceramic type belongs to the ceramic type Triunfo Striated (N=. 45), followed by Aguila 

Orange (N=31), Pucte Brown (N=17), Dos Arroyos Polychrome (N=1), and one Tinaja 

Red sherds, from the Formative period.  The ceramic data indicates that this structure was 

built around the end of the Early Saquij, the date that was confirmed for a carbon sample 

found in the construction fill that covers the first construction phase, giving two 
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radiocarbon dates: A.D. 135-335 and A.D. 295- 320. The first date as a range of variation 

that would not be to early A.D. 335. However, the second date seems to be more accurate 

because it correlates with the ceramic inventory and the stratigraphic location of the 

structure. 

 

The only structure on top that survived for this second phase was F8-6-Sub-2, 

located within Structure F8-6 (Figure 28). This was facing east and had a central staircase 

in the east facade (Gutiérrez and Román 2014). However, because the next construction 

phase F8-6-sub-1 was built almost immediately after the sub-Structure F8-6-Sub-2, it 

proved impossible to get more details of its shape and functions. There were no ceramics 

taken from the interior of the structure, but the ceramic used to cover this structure shows 

that all of the ceramic data by the Late Saquij (Figure 29).   

 Another datum that proves the existence of the buildings on top of the platform 

(Structure F8-8 Sub 2) comes from the interior of the Structure F8-7. Excavations 

conducted within the building F8-7-sub-1, found two lower floors, one related to the 

Structure F8-7-Sub-1 and under this floor was found the second floor that maybe was 

associated with the earliest structure (Román and Carter 2009). This evidence suggests 

that the second phase of El Diablo palace was composed by a large platform that had on 

top at least for structures around a patio, a similar arrangement of the last two 

constructions phases of the Palace.  The new construction of the Palace shows that Elite 

of El Zotz started to grow and gain power, perhaps more capable of finding more 

construction labor. During the process of building of this second phase of El Diablo 
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Palace, a new floor was constructed in the main plaza, which also indicates that it is 

possible that more structures were built in other sectors of El Diablo.  

 

El Tejon is another group that was built during the Early Saquij period (Figure 

30), on top of a hill located five hundred meters east of El Diablo (Knodell and Garrison  

2011). This group was built in three terraces, the North Platform, the Central Platform 

and the South Platform. El Tejon also has a 100 meter causeway carved into bedrock that 

connected the North Platform with the Central Platform (Piedrasanta et al., 2013: 946).  

The North terrace has the larger structures, and like El Diablo, this group was only 

inhabited during the Early Classic period (Piedrasanta 2012; Piedrasanta and Hernández 

2013; Piedrasanta et al., 2013). The earliest structures consisted of oval-shaped platforms 

that had on top perishable buildings, that were found under the structures G6-1 and H6-2 

(Piedrasanta et al., 2013: 947). This type of oval platform is not unique to El Tejon, 

having been found also at Uaxactun (Structures A-Sub 3 and A-Sub-6) where they date to 

between A.D. 300- 378 (Valdés 2005).  The pattern suggests that these type of structures 

were common during the years A.D. 250 to A.D. 378.  

 

Downhill, in the valley of El Zotz, we also find evidence of an Early Saquij 

occupation. For example, one of the major constructions in the valley was the carving on 

the bedrock of a aguada (Beach et al., 2009; Beach et al., 2011). The Agauda from El 

Zotz was excavated with a series of terraces that helped to avoid fast erosion (Figure 31), 

and the floor of the water reservoir was covered with limestone rocks to prevent the 
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filtration of water (Beach et al., 2015). In the valley also was built some small structures 

under the Acropolis within Structure L7-1 (Houston et al., in press; Marroquin et al., 

2011). In the excavations of this Early Saquij structure was found Burial 5, which had the 

human remains of an infant with one ceramic offering (Marroquin et al., 2011: 20).  Early 

Saquij ceramics were found in the earliest construction phase of Structures L7-3, L7-6 

and the Northwest courtyard (Czapiewska-Halliday et al., in press; Newman and 

Menéndez 2012). However, in this excavation no formal constructions were encountered, 

which strongly suggests that during the Early Saquij period El Diablo group had the 

larger constructions and was the seat of Elite.   

 

In the Valley of Buenavista, another area with Early Saquij evidence comes from 

El Palmar, which was the most powerful city in the valley during the Formative Period 

(Doyle 2013b). However, this group was slowly abandoned after the A.D. 100 (op. cit.). 

The Early Saquij material was found in the Structure E4-4 of the E Group, where the 

final version of the staircase was constructed.  Here they placed offerings that date to the 

Late Formative period, and consisted of a set of two Flor Crema vessels, but they exhibit 

forms typically associated to the Late Formative-Early Classic transitional period (Doyle 

and Piedrasanta, in press).  During this period in the region between El Zotz and El 

Palmar started to be occupied (Garrison et al., 2011), showing that the people of El 

Palmar perhaps started to settle closer to the new seat of power located at El Diablo. The 

Early Saquij occupation of the Valley of Buenavista extended to at least two different 

settlements (El Zotz and El Palmar); however, the larger structures come from El Diablo 
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main plaza, which indicated that in this group was the seat of Elite during the Early 

Saquij period, and they choose to live on the top of hills after the abandonment of El 

Palmar. Maybe this decision was caused by internal conflict among different elites at the 

Valley of Buenavista or with El Zotz neighbors Tikal or Uaxactun. 

THE LATE SAQUIJ AT EL DIABLO (A.D. 378 – 600). 

During the last two centuries of the Early Classic or Late Saquij phase the Valley 

of Buenavista experienced an increase in population and became the most important 

period for this region, due to the rise of Pa’ka’n dynasty (Román et al., in press). This 

new dynasty increased its power in a very short time, reflected in the construction of 

larger structures that were decorated with molded stucco art programs (Beltrán and 

Román 2012; Garrison and Garrido 2012; Houston et al., 2015; Román and Carter 2009; 

Román and Newman 2011; Gutiérrez et al., 2013; Gutiérrez and Román 2014; Román 

and Gutiérrez 2016). It was in this period too that we see the first commissioned stelae in 

the area (Garrison et al., 2016). Elites also had more access to prestige goods like pearls, 

jade, Spondylus shells (Houston et al., 2015). It was in this period as well that we see an 

increase in ceramic production, associated exclusively with the ceramic inventories from 

Tzakol 3 at Uaxactun and Manik 3 from Tikal (Czapiewska-Halliday et al., in press), 

with the only difference being that at El Zotz they introduced new polychrome ceramic 

types  the first was an orange polychrome ceramic along with a second type known as El 

Zotz Red Polychrome (Figure 32), which possibly was the ancestor of the Late Classic 

red background polychrome ceramics (Newman et al., 2015:131) famous for having 
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representations of supernatural beings known as wahy (Houston and Stuart 1989; Lopez-

Finn 2014).  During this period, after the year A.D. 378, the monumental architecture 

grew at El Diablo and other parts of El Zotz, and without doubt this increase in 

monumentality in the palace can be directly associated with the rise of the Pa'ka'n 

dynasty and their alliance to the new political order created by Sihyaj K'ahk' in the central 

Petén region (Martin and Grube 2008; Stuart 2000). 

 

 THIRD CONSTRUCTION PHASE OF EL DIABLO PALACE (A.D. 378 – A.D. 450). 

One of the first large constructions built at El Diablo during this period was the 

Temple of the Night Sun, which was erected to commemorate the life of the founder of 

the Pa’ka’n dynasty, who died sometime between the years A.D 378 to A.D 381 

(Houston et al., 2015). After the death of this important personage, the community of El 

Zotz required a place to bury their king, thus they selected the southeast corner of El 

Diablo main plaza, where they dismantled The Red Temple located within the Structure 

F8-1(Román and Carter 2009). During this process of dismantling, the ancient Maya also 

broke the first floor of the Main Plaza, to access to bedrock, which was also carved and 

was built the funerary chamber (Houston et al 2015; Román and Newman 2011). The 

funerary chamber was 3 meters long (Figure 33), 1 meter wide and 1.58 meters in height, 

which was surrounded by two sets of offerings.  One located inside the floor of the shrine 

constructed on top of a platform has two sets of lip-to-lip orange cache vessels (Houston 

et al., 2015; Román and Newman 2011). The second group has offerings located in front 
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of the external west wall of the chamber. This second group were composed of five sets 

of ceramic caches (lip-to-lip) around a limestone altar (Houston et al., 2015). All seven 

ceramic caches had in the interior human fingers and two human incisors (Scherer 2015).  

 

The interior of Burial 9, contained the remains of the founder of Pa’ka’n dynasty. 

His body was placed on top of a wooden bier (Houston et al., 2015; Román and Newman 

2011), which was covered with a thin layer of stucco painted in red and green. The 

human remains of Burial 9 belonged to adult male with jade inlays and pyrite inlays in 

the anterior maxillary teeth (Scherer 2015: 193). The king was apparently buried with 

dance regalia that included a headdress, jade ornaments such as jade earspools and jade 

plaques, two jade mosaic masks, spondylus necklace, a ninety-eight Conus Spurius shell 

belt (Gutiérrez et al., 2012) that contained in the interior at least one dog canine 

(Newman et al., 2015). Various Spondylus shell “clappers” (Houston et al., 2015) and one 

sacrificial obsidian knife (Aoyama 2015; Hruby 2015).  Under the ruler's bier were 

deposited 23 Late Saquij ceramic vessels, and according to Sarah Newman ( 2011) the 

offerings include a very highly decorated ceramic vessel. For example, the monochromes 

vessels, including a quatrefoil bowl and lid from the ceramic Type Urita Gouged-Incised 

vessel, that has a Monkey lid handle, or Vessel 15, that includes a lid that belonged to the 

ceramic type Lucha Modeled-Inisiced decorated with the representation of a monkey, or 

also Vessel 16 of the ceramic type Lucha Modeled-incised which represents a turtle. The 

tomb also had polychrome vessels such as Vessel 5 which is a lid that belongs to the 

ceramic type Caldero, Caldero Buff Polychrome group, decorated with four “ojo de 
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reptil” iconography (Figure 34), associated to Teotihuacan (Newman 2011; Newman et 

al., 2015) and two El Zotz Polychrome Vessels. This last type was developed by Elite of 

El Zotz and theses two vessels are the two earliest examples this type at the Valley of 

Buenavista.  Other ceramic types include Aguiila Orange, Dos Hermanos Red, among 

others ( Newman et al., 2015). Other types of material found in the tomb are the Stucco 

Painted objects, cinnabar, fifteen hematite in cuboidal form, pyrite mosaic mirror, a small 

fragment of mica, woven materials, wood, shells, pearls, spondylus shells, among others 

(See Houston et al., 2015). Finally, burial 9 had six sacrificed infants, and their bodies 

were placed in the interior of lip-to-lip caches assembled ceramic vessels, and all of them 

were less than five years old at the moment of their death (Scherer 2015). The presence 

of these material goods is similar to royal burials of other kings in the Maya region 

(Fitsimmons 2009). 

After the construction of the funerary chamber, the inhabitants of El Diablo built a 

platform that faced west, on top of which was erected two structures: a shrine directly 

above the tomb chamber, and the Temple of the Night Sun or F8-1-sub-2 (Houston et al., 

2015; Román and Newman 2011). The Temple of the Night Sun shows two architectural 

innovations at El Diablo (Figure 35). The first one is that the structure has a vaulted roof, 

that was a common architectural feature used in centers like Tikal and Uaxactun since the 

Late Formative period (Coe 1990; Laporte and Valdés 1993). This is the first such 

structure known at El Zotz, and maybe for this reason the structure suffered some 

structural problems (Houston et al., 2015: 59). The weight of the roof comb may have 

caused the instability to the structure, that provoked cracks on the walls and part of the 
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exterior decoration of the building (Beltrán and Román 2012; Gutiérrez et al 2013; 

Houston et al., 2015). To avoid the collapse of the building, the ancient architects built 

internal supporting walls and reduced the size of the entrance that conducted from the 

first chamber to the second chamber (Román and Carter 2009; Houston et al., 2015: 59).  

The second innovation was the decoration in the external walls, frieze, and roof comb 

(Figure 10 and 35). The entire structure was decorated with molding stucco that 

represents different deities, in particularity the solar god (Houston and Taube 2015).  This 

structure is the first of its kind at El Zotz, that proves that the new dynasty was capable of 

emulating the monumental architecture and art from its close and powerful neighbors 

Tikal and Uaxactun during the beginning of the Late Saquij. 

After the construction of the Temple of Night Sun, other structures started to be 

also renovated, including El Diablo Palace (Figure 36). It is impossible to date exactly 

this new construction phase, but a small excavation in Structure F8-6-Sub-2 recovered 

twenty-one ceramic sherds, 17 of which date by the Late Saquij phase (A.D. 378 – A.D. 

600) and four were not identified.  The majority of the ceramic types belong to the 

ceramic type Aguila Orange (N=10), followed by a small sample of the ceramic type 

Triunfo Striated (N=4) and Quintal  (N=3). Three radiocarbon dates from the 

construction fill that covers this third version of the Palace gave the earliest date by A.D. 

420 and A.D. 425, which indicated that this third construction phase of the palace was 

erected before A.D. 420. 
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The new palace was composed of six structures built around a small patio (Figure 

37) measuring 13 meters (east-west) by 4 meters (Gutiérrez and Román 2014: 30). 

Structures F8-7-Sub-1-1st and F8-7-Sub-1-2nd were located in the south portion of the 

patio. In the west section Structure F8-6-Sub-1 was built, to the north was erected 

Structure F8-8-Sub-1, in the east section of the patio was built Structure F8-9-Sub-1, and 

behind this Structure, F8-7-Sub-1-2nd was erected the Structure F8-10-sub-1(Hernández 

and Gutiérrez 2017).  

 

The Structure F8-7-Sub-1-1st has its frontal facade facing to the main plaza, and 

most probably had at list one door to communicate with the interior patio of the palace 

(Román and Gutiérrez 2016). The structure was 22 meters wide (east-west) of 6 meters’ 

length (north-south), but was impossible to determinate its height, because the roof of the 

temple was removed (Figure 36). However, the author estimates that it was higher than 

two meters, because the walls of the north chambers rise to that height. (Román 2011). 

This structure has two chambers (Figure 38), the frontal, or north, chamber has at least 

three accesses, one may be located at the center (unfortunately it was impossible to find 

evidence of it on the side, due to the fact that the most of the south wall of the chamber in 

this section of the structure was dismantled by the ancient Maya). The other two accesses 

were located on the side of the south façade. Excavations show that the west entrance was 

one meter wide which linked directly to the frontal chamber (Román and Carter 2009: 

90).  It is possible that Structure F8-7-Sub-1-1st was decorated with stucco masks, like the 

Temple of the Night Sun, but with a different design, since in the process of the 
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excavations of this structure were found fragments of molded stucco painted in red, that 

were part of a larger art program (Román and Carter 2009; Gutiérrez and Román 2014).  

 

The Structure F8-6-Sub-1 was located in the west section of the patio of the 

palace (Figure 12), but this structure was not facing the patio, rather it is possible that it 

was facing south, like structure F8-7-Sub-1-1st. Unfortunately, the upper temple was 

completely dismantled and for this reason it is impossible to prove where the frontal 

doorway was located in the building (Figure 39).  A series of test pits were placed on top 

of the structure, and they prove that the structure was a 1.20 m high platform that maybe 

had a building on top. The excavations exposed also the east façade of the platform that 

had an in-set corner (Gutiérrez and Román 2014) similar to that on south façade of the 

platform of Structure F8-9-Sub-1, located in the east section of the palace (Figure 40). 

This platform measured at least six meters north-south, with its width still unknown. It is 

important to mention that whereas the earlier construction phase of Structure F8-6 was 

facing east, but this new construction phase did not have an east-facing staircase, which 

indicated that during this new construction phase the only way to get to the top of the 

platform was by using the north stairs of Structure F8-7-Sub-1-1st or the South stairs of 

structure F8-8-Sub-1.  A second possibility is that the structure was facing south. 

Unfortunately, there is no evidence to show if this platform had any type of construction 

above. 
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On the north section of the patio is Structure F8-8-Sub-1, excavated in 2009 

(Román and Carter 2009). The structure was built on top of a two-meter high stepped 

platform that was facing south (Figure 36). The entire south facade of the platform was a 

stairway, that connects the patio with the temple above. The temple was 13 meters long 

(east-west) and four meters wide (north-south). The height of the structure is unknown, 

because, like Structure F8-7-Sub-1-1st, the roof was dismantled (Román 2011).  The 

temple had one chamber and has a three-meter central door in the south façade (Figure 

41).  In the interior of this chamber found in the center of the South wall a small niche 

that was built sixteen centimeters above the interior floor (Román and Carter 2009). 

There is no evidence of the function of this niche, but could be an area to exhibit a 

sculpture, or maybe was a place where was a throne located.  The external walls or frieze 

of this building was decorated with molded stucco, fragments of which were found 

during the excavation.  These were painted in red and black and were clearly part of a 

larger art program (op. cit.). 

 

Structure F8-9-Sub-1 was erected on the east section of the patio (Figure 36). Like 

structure F8-6-Sub-1, the only remains of this structure that remains in place is a platform 

(Figure 42) excavated during the field season of 2013 and 2014 (Gutierrez and Román 

2014; Román and Gutiérrez 2015). The platform shows that the structure was facing east, 

because in this façade was found a central staircase (Gutiérrez and Román 2014). This 

platform had an irregular shape where the central stairs merge with the south façade of 

the platform of Structure F8-8-Sub-1, meanwhile, the south corner of the east façade had 
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an inset corner (Figure 43). The south façade of the platform was eight meters long and 

was decorated with a lower decorative molding (Román and Gutierrez 2015). The only 

evidence that supports that this platform had a building on top was the existence of a 

supplementary platform and some limestone blocks and stucco fragments, that may have 

been part of the upper temple.   

 

Structure F8-7-Sub-1-2nd was constructed the southeast corner of the patio and is 

the only building that conserves red stucco on its interior walls (Figure 44). This structure 

was studied in 2014 and 2015 and was found under the patio of the last construction 

phase of the palace (Román and Gutiérrez 2015, 2016). The top of the building was 

completely dismantled and their walls were used as a retention wall for the new 

construction phase.   The south part of the structure was attached to the north staircase of  

Structure F8-7-Sub-1-1st, while the south façade was facing south to the patio. The 

structure was 13 meters long and 4 meters wide. On the west side of the south façade is 

the only access to the building. This access was one meter wide and the internal floor of 

the structure was sixteen centimeters higher than the patio floor (Román and Gutiérrez 

2014).  

 

As noted, the interior of this building was painted red, and had a 50 centimeter 

talud in the west internal wall, and a small twenty-centimeter bench attached to the south 

wall (Román and Gutiérrez 2015). The exterior walls of this building were decorated with 

stucco and painted in red, and probably had masks decorating a frieze or on the exterior 
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walls of the building, because during the excavations in this structure there were found 

fragments of molded stuccos. But what makes this structure completely different from the 

rest of the structures at the Palace is that it probably had a second floor or story.  

Excavations conducted in 2015 (Román and Gutiérrez 2016) found a partial staircase 

located in the south-west corner of the Structure (Román and Gutiérrez 2016). 

Unfortunately, the possible second floor of the structure and the rest of the staircase were 

destroyed when the ancient Maya built the last construction phase.  

 

East of Structure F8-7-Sub-1-2nd was located the structure F8-10-Sub-1 (Figure 

37). This structure was investigated in 2016 under the direction of Yeny Gutiérrez with 

the assistance of Danilo Hernández (Hernández and Gutiérrez 2017). During the process 

of cleaning of the east looter tunnel, the researchers found that this structure had at least 

three sub-structures. However, with excavations in the last construction phase of F8-10 it 

was uncovered a sub-structure (F8-10-Sub-1) which was associated with the third 

construction phase of El Diablo Palace. According to Hernández and Gutiérrez (2017) the 

south facade consisted of a series of stepped platforms of one meter twenty-centimeters-

high, by twelve meters long (east-west), and has rounded corners.  On top of the platform 

was built a temple that was facing west, and in the excavations showed that it has two 

steps that conduct from the patio floor to the upper building. Yet, because of the study of 

this structure still in process the researchers do not have more detailed information of its 

shape and function. 
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It seems likely that El Diablo Palace was the residence and administrative center 

of the Pa’ka’n dynasty during the beginning of the sixth century (Román 2011). This 

young dynasty became very powerful in a relatively short time, and was able to find and 

control human labor to construct larger structures and to commission monumental art. 

For example, at the main plaza, all the structures were remodeled and a new plaza floor 

(Floor 3) was added (Román and Carter 2009; Román and Newman 2011). In the north 

section of the plaza a new construction phase of Structure F8-2 was built. This structure 

was partially studied in 2010 (Román and Newman 2011) and was one of the highest 

structures at El Diablo.  A test pit in the base of this structure proves that the last 

construction phase of Structure F8-2 was constructed almost at the same time of El 

Diablo palace, because this structure was associated with the third plaza floor of the Main 

Plaza, the same floor associated to the Palace (Román and Newman 2011: 136). This 

structure consists of two step platforms that have on top a building with two chambers. 

The front facade of the building was facing north, to the plaza.  This structure was 

decorated with molded stucco art because in the process of excavations of the building 

were found fragments in the construction field that covered this structure (Román and 

Newman 2011:139).  

 

Another two structures constructed during the Late Saquij period (A.D. 378-A.D. 

530) are F8-5 and F8-4 (Figure 45). The last architectonic phase used by the Maya on 

both structures were associated with the third floor of the main plaza.  These structures 

were located in the east (Structure F8-4) and west sections of the main plaza (F8-5) and 
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both of them were investigated in 2010 (Román and Newman 2011). The last 

construction phase of Structure F8-4 suffered from severe damage, covered with 

construction materials of the last construction phase. The only architectural feature that 

was recognized was the staircase that was found in the west façade of the structure, but 

beside the staircase it was impossible to determinate more about this structure (Román 

and Newman 2011: 135). Finally, structure F8-4 was built also on top of the third plaza 

floor of El Diablo. This structure was partially studied, and the excavations prove that 

this structure was facing west because the central stairs were found. On top of the 

structure a building was found that had two chambers. Unfortunately, only the lower 

section of the walls was found, and the rest were removed in ancient times when the 

Mayas were planning to build a new version of Structure F8-4 (Román and Newman 

2011:142).   

 

During the Late Saquij phase the East Patio, located behind Structure F8-1, was 

also built (Figure 3). This group is very unusual and it seems likely that it was the first 

necropolis for the rulers of the Pa’ka’n dynasty at El Zotz (Román 2011). This group  

seems to have been built in a single construction phase during the las decades of the 

fourth century A.D., because during the exploration of two looters trenches that 

penetrated the Structures F8-12 and F8-13, there were  not found any evidence of floors 

or sub-structures, and the majority of the ceramics date by the Late Saquij  phase (Beltrán 

and Román 2012).  The structures were smaller and within them were buried members of 

El Diablo elite associated to the first ruler of El Zotz. For example, within the temple F8-
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14 a funerary chamber was found that had been looted in modern times. The funerary 

chamber was almost the same size as the chamber of the dynastic founder of El Zotz 

located within Structure F8-1 (Houston et al., 2015). But the only difference is that the 

tomb in Structure F8-14 has interior walls that were painted red (Gillot 2008: 126). 

Unfortunately, the looters took all the offerings of the interior of the chamber. Alejandro 

Gillot was able to recover forty ceramic fragments from the chamber, all of them dating 

to the Late Saquij phase, and at least fifteen of them were associated with elite ceramics 

types such as Incised Black Balanza, Urita and other types (Gillot 2008: 127).  In 2011 

Structures F8-12 and F8-13 were also studied. These two structures suffered from 

considerable damage from looting and it was difficult to prove if they also had funerary 

chambers (Beltrán and Román 2012).  

 

Another sector of El Diablo group that was renovated during the Late Saquij 

ceramic phase was the North Group (Figure 3), located on a lower terrace of El Diablo 

hill, and behind El Diablo palace.  This group has three low platforms, a rectangular 

small platform F8-15, located to the east, F8-16, that has an L shape and was located to 

the north, and F8-17. Most of the architecture of this structure was damaged and therefore 

impossible to understand in terms of architectural form and function (Beltrán and Román 

2012). It is possible that this group was inhabited by commoners that supported the rulers 

and their royal family. The ceramics from this group are very eroded, but it was possible 

to identify some ceramic types that belonged to the Late Saquij ceramic phase (Carteret 

2015).  
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El Diablo group became more monumental during the second part of the Early 

Classic period, evidently as a consequence of the establishment of the Pa’ka’n dynasty 

around the year A.D. 378 to A.D. 381. If this group was the seat of the royal family, it is 

interesting that the excavations showed a lack of stelae or altars as we see in other Early 

Classic royal courts (Mathews 1985; Stuart 2006). This lack of monuments may be 

associated with the location of the group on a 200 meters hill above the valley, which 

made it impossible for their inhabitants to transport large carved monuments. This 

hypothesis is also confirmed because the rulers of El Zotz commissioned stelae and altars 

during this period in other part of the Valley of Buenavista like El Bejucal. However, the 

Elite of El Diablo used another strategy to commemorate their king and their memory at 

El Diablo by decorating their buildings with an art program that associate their kings with 

celestial deities like the sun (Houston and Taube 2015). The best example of this is the 

Structure F8-1 (Figures 10 and 35), that was a funerary temple that commemorates the 

founder of the dynasty of El Zotz. As mentioned before, after the first ruler died around 

the last decades of the fourth century, his son built the Temple of the Night Sun above his 

tomb, which was completely covered with stucco mask associated with different deities 

(Houston et al., 2015). But what proves this idea of the utilization of monumental art to 

venerate rulers and the creation of collective memory, comes from the last construction 

phase. They completely buried the structure and they did so with considerable respect, 

destroying only the mouth and the nose of the masks, and in some cases also only the 

very top of their headdresses (Beltrán and Román 2012; Houston et al., 2015; Román and 
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Newman 2011). Before the building was completely buried, the Maya burned the interior 

of the building, and later the entire structure was buried and preserved for eternity.   But 

what is more important is that the next construction phase of Structure F8-1 was also 

covered with a possible similar art program (Román 2011; Román et al., in press).  This 

possibly indicates that the dynast used this structure over time not only as a funerary 

temple but also as a vehicle to send important visual messages to the inhabitants, creating 

communal memory through the systematic repetition of important events recording on a 

monumental scale (Figure 46). The utilization or repeating art motifs associated with a 

single ancestral king is not unique to El Zotz, and was a strategy also used by the dynasty 

of Copan, who used Temple 16 to commemorate the founder of the local dynasty, 

K’inich Yax K’uk’ Mo’ by placing his name in each construction phase of this building 

(Taube 2004). 

El Diablo acropolis was also a place where many public and private ceremonies 

were performed. Excavations show that the Structure F8-1 was a center for the 

performance of royal ceremonies surrounded by monumental art, possibly also involving 

cylindrical altars in front of the structures (Gutiérrez et al., 2013; Houston et al., 2015) 

(Figures 47 and 48). At El Diablo were also found caches placed during the dedication 

rites of the structures, like the ones found in front of the Adosado of the temple of the 

Night Sun. In excavations conducted in 2012 (Gutiérrez et al., 2012) in the west façade of 

the platform of the Temple of the Night Sun, a cylindrical altar was found (Figure 47) in 

the central access of the structure (Gutiérrez et al., 2012: 20). A test pit was placed 

between the altar and the Adosado and two dedicatory offering or caches were found. The 
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first was located inside the plaza floor and consisted of  two sets of lip-to-lip Aguila 

Orange bowls and a polychrome sherd (Gutiérrez et al., 2012; Houston et al., 2015). The 

interior of these bowls contained two pedal phalanges of an adult individual and a tooth 

of an adult as well (Scherer 2015: 190). The second set of vessels contained an 

intermediate medial phalanx and a left mandibular central incisor (op. cit.). The second 

offering that was located in this excavation was one meter below the plaza floor, 

immediately under the cylindrical altar (Gutiérrez et al., 2012; Houston et al., 2015). This 

new offering consists of a set of two lip-to-lip vessels, that contained the remains of a 

human infant that was 4 to 8 months old at the time of death (Sharer 2015: 190) (Figure 

49).  Another set of offerings dedicated to the construction were found under the plaza 

floor in front of the central stairway of structure F9-1-2nd (Houston et al., 2015: 74; 

Román and Carter 2009).  

Another set of evidence that shows that at El Diablo was the location of 

ceremonial activity comes from a possible ritual midden deposit found west of Structure 

F8-3. This midden was excavated in 2010 (Román and Newman 2010), 2013, and 2014 

(Gutiérrez and Román 2014; Román and Gutiérrez 2015). In 2010, when it was 

discovered, we assumed that this was a conventional midden where the Maya were 

depositing many different types of materials. However, in the excavations conducted in 

2013, the majority of materials recovered from the midden included ceramic sherds (N= 

4241), as well as obsidian (N=53), green obsidian (N= 1), flints (N = 31), another type of 

lithic objects (N=2), and jade (N=1). However, in these excavations were no animal 

remains, nor shells that normally are found in such contexts (Moholy-Nagy 1997; 
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McKillop 1984). But what took more of our attention was the discovery of the human 

remains (Burial 27) of an infant (Scherer 2015).  The vast majority of ceramics recovered 

from this midden date to the Early Classic period (N= 3481), with only a very small 

sample of Formative Period ceramics (N=6), indicating that this midden was used only 

during the Early Classic Period (Figure 50). The second and the third layers contained 

(one-meter layer of grey material or construction materials) the majority of the ceramic 

mixed with a gray material, pulverize limestone, and ashes.  The majority of the ceramics 

found in this midden belonged to the ceramic types Triunfo Striated (N=1,215), Aguila 

Orange (N= 992) and Quintal (N=622). But there were also found some “luxury” ceramic 

types, such as Dos Arroyos Polychrome (N=54), Yaloche Cream Polychrome (N=15), 

among others.  

 

However, the most important find in the midden was Burial 27 that contained the 

human remains of an infant (Figure 51). This burial was found under a pile of limestone 

rocks and the body was deposited in a hole carved in the floor of the platform (Gutiérrez 

and Román 2015). Burial 27 did not have any offerings, and the body was only partially 

complete. According to Scherer, the body was buried in a flexed position, lying on its left 

side, and the individual was an infant that was three to five years old at the time of death, 

and had a cranial modification (Scherer and de Carteret 2016).  With Burial 27 a total of 

nine bodies of children found at El Diablo, six of them were found in the royal tomb 

(Houston et al., 2015; Scherer 2015) and another two located as architectural offerings 

(Houston et al., 2015; Román and Newman 2010; Gutiérrez et al., 2012). Because of the 
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utilization of children in ceremonial context, it is possible that the midden was related to 

material cultures used in ceremonies at El Diablo during the Early Classic period.  The 

presence of these types of ceremonial deposits is not unique to El Diablo, as it was also 

found at the last construction phase of the Acropolis of El Zotz (Newman 2014).  

 

The Late Saquij phase was the pinnacle of occupation at El Zotz and the Valley of 

Buenavista, but the rapid development and wealth of this Early Classic city can also be 

seen in the secondary elites of El Zotz. Excavations conducted by Rony Piedrasanta at El 

Tejon show that during the Late Saquij phase the third construction phase of Structure 

G6-1 which had two stepped platforms (Figure 52), a central staircase, and the temple 

above was erected with limestone rocks (Piedrasanta et al., 2013: 946). This represents a 

major new construction for a secondary group that during the Early Saquij only had small 

platforms with perishable structures.  The construction of these larger buildings and the 

utilization of fine masonry in all the structures at El Tejon North Platforms, including 

structure H6-2 located in the southeast corner of the platform, which became during this 

period a funerary temple. Within this structure were found three funerary chambers, 

Burials 13, 14 and 18 (Piedrasanta 2012). All three burials were looted in modern times, 

and the majority of objects were taken. However, Rony Piedrasanta was able to recover 

important materials.  For example, in Burial 14 was recovered 14 jade beads, two crystal 

objects, 3 painted stucco fragments, 8 pyrite fragments, one obsidian core, and two shell 

earspools decorated with jade (Carter et al., 2012; Piedrasanta et al., 2013). Meanwhile, 

Burial 18 had some animal bones, greenstone objects, 26 Spondylus shells and obsidian 
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(Piedrasanta et al., 2013: 947). Both burials show that the individuals that were buried in 

this structure had access to exotic and prestigious goods. The research at El Tejon group 

demonstrates that the secondary elites of El Zotz had ample access to important cultural 

materials and resources, and also were capable of amassing human labor for the 

construction of their houses and temples.  At El Zotz, specifically at the East Group, we 

see more complex architecture during the beginning of the Late Saquij ceramic phase. 

Thomas Garrison discovered that Structure M7-1-Sub-1 (Figure 53), a platform facing 

east, was a contemporaneous structure to El Diablo Group, that was built around the early 

fifth century A.D. (Garrison and Garrido 2012). This structure was intentionally 

dismantled by the Maya, but it is possible that the temple erected on top of this platform 

was also decorated with stucco masks, similar to the decorations found at the Temple of 

the Night Sun (Román et al., in press). 

 

The control by the Pa’ka’n dynasty during the early decades of the Late Saquij 

ceramic phase extended also to another sector of the Valley of Buenavista. Five 

kilometers east at El Palmar, James Doyle’s investigations revealed that the local 

inhabitants erected a funerary structure in the center of the Triadic Group. This building, 

Structure E5-1, had a funerary chamber that had the remains of an elite individual which 

had a jade mosaic mask (Doyle 2013 b). At this time, it would appear that El Palmar was 

inhabited by a small group of secondary elite who did not did not necessarily have the 

sources to build larger structures. However, they were of high enough status to have had 

some access to foreign goods (jade in this case). Between El Palmar and El Zotz there 
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was increase in the rural population during this period, and most of the houses only 

consisted of small platforms (Garrison and Garrido 2012).   

 

Eight kilometers north of El Zotz is the important site of El Bejucal. This royal 

“country house” (Garrison et al., 2016), was apparently a key center for the Pa’ka’n 

dynasty during the Early Classic. It is possible that El Bejucal became the temporary seat 

of the dynasty of El Zotz during the last two decades of the fourth century when El 

Diablo palace was in its third construction phase. During this period at El Bejucal the 

funerary pyramid known as Structure S6-10-2nd was constructed (Figure 54). Within this 

temple pyramid was found the remains of a vaulted tomb (Burial 2) that once housed an 

elite individual, maybe the Ruler depicted at El Bejucal Estela 2 (Garrison et al., 2016; 

Román et al., in press). In front of the pyramid the local ruler commissioned two stelae 

and one altar, all of them dating from the Early Classic period. The most important 

monument at the site was Stela 2 (Figure 55), which was commissioned on 8.17.17.0.0 11 

ajaw 3 sek or July 24 A.D. 393. This stela mentions the accession of the ruler “Chak 

Fish-Dog Ahk’ in 8.17.4.16.18 11 Etz’nab 1 Yaxkin or September 3, A.D. 381 (Garrison 

et al., 2016; Houston et al., 2006; Stuart 2000). The historical record on El Bejucal Stela 

2 also indicates that during the year A.D. 381 the royal family of El Zotz may have 

become under the control of the Teotihuacan warrior Sihyaj K’ahk’, who as we have seen 

had arrived in Tikal just a few short years beforehand.  It is natural to suppose that they 

were allies, not only to him but also to his “base” at Tikal, the giant neighbor in the east. 

It is important to mention that El Zotz became more powerful settlement after the alliance 
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to Tikal, and they started to get access also to materials like jade. The data presented here 

shows that the during the first decades of the fourth century A.D., El Zotz and the Pa'ka'n 

dynasty became important allies to the new political order founded by Sihyaj K’ahk, and 

this alliance brought wealth and power to this new dynasty. The El Zotz dynasty also 

starts to emulate the art and architecture used by Elites of Tikal and Uaxactun, such as 

stelas and altars to commemorate time, the life of historical personages and historical 

events. In addition, they started to build palaces and use vaulted roofs in temples. 

FOURTH CONSTRUCTION PHASE AT EL DIABLO PALACE (A.D. 530 – 600). 

El Diablo Palace was the most predominant group during the first part of the fifth 

century A. D. at the valley of Buenavista and because of its defensive location on top of a 

two hundred meters hill, it was able to control the Valley of Buenavista. The selection of 

this defensive landscape was as consequence of the fall of the Formative sites and the rise 

of new dynasties in the lowlands around the year A.D. 100 to A.D. 250 (Freidel and 

Schele 1988; Reese-Taylor et al., 2002). The construction of the first palace on top of El 

Diablo hill provided protection of the dynasty in times of war, but it was a place that was 

difficult to access, and consequently after the Pa’ka’n dynasty became part of the new 

“political order” installed by the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk, decide to start to invest more 

resources and develop   more monumental architecture in the groups located downhill 

like The East Group, The Acropolis and The Five Temples Group (Román 2011; Román 

et al., in press).  
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The excavations conducted at El Diablo focused primarily in the Main plaza and 

the Palace. In excavations conducted in 2008 by Alejandro Gillot it was discovered that 

the third plaza floor was 0.59 m.  under a layer of a gray material composed of small 

rocks, pulverize limestone and cultural materials, such as ceramic and lithics (Gillot 

2008). In 2009 (Román and Carter 2009) and 2010 (Román and Newman 2011), the 

excavation in the plaza confirmed that the last plaza floor of El Diablo was completely 

covered by a layer of a one meter (on average) layer of construction field material similar 

to the one described by Gillot, and it also proved there was a large quantity of Late Saquij 

ceramics (Czapiewska-Halliday et al., in press).  

 

In 2009 and 2010, excavations were conducted to prove that the structures around 

the main plaza were covered by a layers of rocks (Figure 56), and a series of test pits 

were placed on top of the structures F8-1, F8-2, F8-4, F8-5 and two structures of El 

Diablo Palace (Román and Carter 2009). The excavations at F8-1, F8-2 and F8-4 proved 

that most of the buildings were dismantled, and only part of the walls were found. The 

only sections of the structures that survived were the platforms (Román 2011). The 

stucco that covered the structures was removed and in some cases the stucco became part 

of the construction field used to cover the structure. For example, Structure F8-1 the 

decoration of the upper temple of the structure was found on top of the exterior and 

interior floors of the building (Houston et al., 2015; Román and Carter 2009). The only 

structure that we do not have much information on is Structure F8-5, because it suffered 

major damage. The building in the main plaza underwent to the same process when El 
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Diablo Group was abandoned. Firstly, all the goods and furniture located inside of the 

structures were removed and placed in a new location, probably El Zotz Acropolis. 

Secondly the stucco that covered the interior and exterior walls of the structures were 

removed, and at the same time the superstructures were dismantled. Finally, the 

structures were covered with a very similar gray construction field found at the plaza.  

 

The excavations conducted at El Diablo Palace conducted from 2013 to 2015 

show a similar process found in the structures located in the main plaza with the only 

difference, that in some structures the upper temples were not complete dismantled 

(Figure 57). The excavations at the structure F8-7-Sub-1-1st showed that a section of the 

frontal chamber was dismantled and also the roof of the structure (Gutiérrez and Román 

2014), but the west section of the front chamber and the posterior chamber were left 

intact (Román and Carter 2009). The same process was seen in the Structure F8-8-Sub-1 

(Figure 58), were the Mayas left intact the majority of the upper temple and removed the 

roof (Román and Carter 2009; Román 2011). The structures located in the west (Structure 

F8-6-Sub-1) and south part of the palace have a different process (F8-9-Sub-1). For 

example, these structures of the upper temple were completely removed, and also the 

interior and exterior stucco (Gutiérrez and Román 2013; 2014). The only section of these 

structures that were found were the platforms. In the case of Structure F8-7-Sub-1-2nd, 

the part of the walls  part of the structure and the roof were dismantled (Figure 59) ,  but 

the Mayas decided to leave intact the interior stucco of the lower section of the walls 

(Román and Gutiérrez 2016). According to the excavations conducted by Yeny Gutiérrez 
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at structure F8-10-Sub-1, the structure shows the same process of damage of Structures 

F8-7-Sub-1-1st and F8-8-Sub-1, but they cut more of the upper temple, leaving only the 

lower part of the structure (Hernández and Gutiérrez 2017).   

 

After the buildings were dismantled at El Diablo Palace, the structures, and the 

interior patio filled with a construction field composed of a mix of small rocks, limestone 

blocks, pulverized limestones and ceramics. The amount of the construction field 

material placed in each structure and patio varied (Gutiérrez and Román 2014; Román 

and Gutiérrez 2015). For example, the patio was covered with one meter of construction 

field and has only twenty centimeters of humus. Meanwhile, the structures F8-Sub-1 and 

F8-7-Sub-1-1st were covered with two meters of construction materials, and they have 

five to ten centimeters of humus (Román and Carter 2009). But the structure that was 

covered with fewer construction fields was F8-6-Sub-1. In this case, the structure was 

covered only with 0.50 centimeters of construction material, but the new and final phase 

of this structure was extended at list four meters to the west (Gutiérrez and Román 2014).  

 

The process of covering the Third construction phase was not a simple process, 

rather the excavations show that ceremonies were conducted at the same time. For 

example, in Structure F8-7-Su-1-1st were found large black areas (Figure 60) produced by 

the action of fire of organic materials (Gutiérrez et al., 2014). In the second chamber of 

this same structure was found another burned area, mixed with nine ceramic fragments, 

some of them polychrome, like Dos Arroyos Orange Polychrome (N=1), one fragment of 
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the type Zotz Red Polychrome, and also more common types Aguila Orange (N= 2), Dos 

Hermanos Red (No=1) Pucte Brown (No=1), Quintal on slip (No=1),  Triunfo Striate 

(No=2), and  all the ceramics from this deposit belong to the Late Saquij ceramic 

complex of El Zotz (Walker 2009).  

 

But most of the areas that show evidence of the performing of ceremonies when 

the structures were filled with construction field where found in the central stairs of the 

structures. At El Diablo Palace were found two of them. The first one was found in the 

axis of the stairs of Structure F8-8-Sub-1. The deposit was a mix of ashes, gray soil, and 

was found in the first two steps of the staircase. The deposit had 254 ceramic shreds, and 

only one dated by the Late Classic (Mo’), and the rest of the ceramics were Late Saquij 

(N= 222). The majority of the ceramics identified belong to the ceramic type Triunfo 

Striated (N= 84), followed by the ceramic type Aguila Orange (N= 51), and Quintal On 

slip (N=36).  This deposit also had some polychrome ceramics, such as Dos Arroyos 

Polychrome (N= 9), Yaloche Cream Polychrome (N=3), a bi-chrome San Blas Red-

Orange (N=3), among others types (Román and Carter 2009; Walker 2009).  In these 

deposits were found large fragments of molded stucco that appear to be part of a large art 

program, that decorated the exterior walls of the Structure.  

 

The second deposit was found in the frontal stairs of structure F8-9-Sub-1. This 

deposit extended for at least one-meter-long and was about forty centimeters thick 

(Figure 61). The cultural materials recovered from this deposit consisted of flint, molded 
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stucco, shells, burned stucco, pyrite fragments, wood, seeds, and ceramic. All the 

ceramics (Figure 62)  recovered in this deposit date by the Late Saquij ceramic phase (N= 

243), organized in nine ceramic types, including Triunfo striated (N=96), Aguila Orange 

(N=62), Quintal (N=25), Balanza Black (N= 11), Caribal Red (N=2) and polychrome 

ceramics, like Dos arroyos Orange Polychrome ( N=4) .  The prescreens of these deposits 

prove that at the moment of the construction of the new and last construction phase of El 

Diablo Palace, were performed a series of ceremonies before the construction field was 

placed on top of these structures.  

 

 The performing of ceremonies when the structures were covered by construction 

field was not exclusive to El Diablo Palace because evidence of a similar ceremony was 

found in Structure F8-1. Excavations conducted in the central axis of the stairs of the last 

phase of Structure F8-1-1st was discovered (Figure 63), on top of the first stairs, three 

lidded cylindrical vessels in a deposit full of ashes, and ceramics (Houston et al., 2015: 

78; Román and Carter 2009). The ceramic from this deposit (N=100) dates from the 

Early Classic period (N= 73), Late Formative (N= 3) and another small group or sherds 

that were not identified (N=24). The ceramic materials from this deposit belong to the 

ceramic types Aguila Orange (N= 28), Quintal On Slip (N=15) Triunfo Striate (N= 12), 

Calendraio Aplicado (N=3) Dos Hermanos Red (N=3) Pucte Brown (N=1) Sierra Red 

(N=1) among others (de Carteret 2015: 82-83).  
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The fourth construction Phase at El Diablo was never finished, and the final fine 

masonry blocks were never laid. Because this construction phase was only in a process of 

construction, it is impossible to describe the architecture, but it seems that the ancient 

Mayas had the intention of continuing with the same layout of the earliest version. For 

example, this new construction had evidence that it will have four structures around a 

single patio, and these structures will be larger than the earliest Palace versions.   

 

This fourth construction phase of the Palace was built during the second part  of 

the Sixth Century A.D.  From El Diablo Palace two carbon samples for dating were taken 

for testing. The radiocarbon dating results showed that the deposit found in structure F8-

9, had a date of A.D. 425-600 and the second sample had two possible dates, the first one 

A.D. 425-600 and a second date A.D. 425-575. These indicated that the ceremonies and 

the construction fill of the last construction phase of the El Diablo palace occurred around 

the end of the sixth century A.D. To confirm this date a third sample was taken from the 

construction fill found in front of structure F8-6-Sub-1.  This carbon sample dated to 

A.D. 420-575, which corroborated that the third construction phase of the El Diablo 

Palace occurred around the end of the sixth century A.D.  

 

This date has also been corroborated by the ceramic inventory recovered from the 

palace’s fourth construction phase. This inventory includes 5,787 ceramic sherds (Figure 

64), the majority of them dating to the Late Saquij period (N= 4536), as well as a small 

sample of Late Classic ceramic (N=24), and even smaller samples of shreds that belong 
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to the Formative period (N=8).  Most of the ceramic types belong to the types Triunfo 

Striated, Aguila Orange, and Quintal Not Slip. But the ceramic inventory of the fourth 

construction phase of El Diablo Palace also included some polychrome types like Dos 

Arroyos Orange Polychrome, Yaloche Cream Polychrome, Caldero Ante Polychrome, 

and Zotz Red Polychrome (Figure 65). Because the carbon dates and the ceramic 

inventory recovered in this structure suggest that this fourth construction phase of El 

Diablo Palace began by the end of the sixth century A.D.  

  

El Diablo main plaza was not the only group that was abandoned at the end of the 

sixth century A.D.  Excavations at the Northwest Courtyard indicate that the three 

structures located in this group (F8-15, F8-16, and F8-17) were also dismantled at the 

same time as the El Diablo palace, with the structures and the patio covered with a layer 

of gray solid mixed with rocks (Beltrán and Román 2012). The same process of 

abandonment happened to El Tejon group.  According to Rony Piedrasanta, the structures 

in the north platform and in the south terrace were covered with a layer of gray soil 

mixed with small rocks and ceramic (Piedrasanta et al., 2013) around the end of the Late 

Saquij. This indicated that the secondary elites may have decided to move their houses 

and ceremonial activities downhill, much as the royal family of El Zotz seems to have 

done.  

 

The abandonment of El Diablo was a slow process. The abandonment of El 

Diablo was not caused by a war, and it seems that the royal family of El Zotz decided to 
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move the seat of the dynasty to a new location around the years A.D. 450 to A.D. 570 

(Román 2011). The data from the Acropolis of El Zotz and The East Group shows that 

these groups started to have more monumental architecture at the same time that El 

Diablo was abandoned, which indicated that the new seat of the dynasty was located 

downhill at El Zotz Acropolis. For example, the first palace architecture in the valley was 

erected under structure L7-6 (Structure L7-6-Sub-1). The architecture for this period 

increased in monumentality during the end of the years A.D. 450 to A.D. 500 (Houston et 

al., in press; Neman 2014). The ceramics found at El Zotz’s acropolis also show an 

increase of polychrome ceramics and more monochromatic ceramics with special 

decorations (Czapiewska et al., 2013: 286), which suggest that the “Acropolis increased 

its economic or social importance during Late Saquij ceramic phase “(Czapiewska-Halli 

et al., in press).  

 

Evidence was also found in the East Group suggesting that the dynasty of Pa’ka’n 

moved the seat from the top of the El Diablo hill and to the valley during the second part 

of the sixth Century. In the excavations conducted in Structure M7-1, Thomas Garrison 

discovered that the sub-structure of M7-1-sub-1 was dismantled and that a new 

construction phase was added. This new construction phase had the most elaborate 

funerary chamber found in the Valley of Buenavista. This chamber (Burial 16) was 

composed by a six-meter corridor (west-east), and in the west section, was located a 

funerary chamber. Unfortunately, the tomb was looted, and no cultural material were 

found. However, size of the tomb suggests that it was probably built in honor of an Early 
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Classic ruler of El Zotz (Garrison and Garrido 2012). This tomb was covered with three-

meter tall platform that has in its west façade three large masks of the deity Ux Yop Hun 

(Garrison and Garrido 2012; Houston et al., 2015: 22) (Figure 66), a deity associated with 

headbands presented to rulers when they are enthroned (Stuart 2015). The Five Temples 

group is the last group at El Zotz that maybe also suggests that the seat of the dynasty 

moved into the valley. This group’s main plaza is composed of seven structures, one 

located in the north section of the plaza (L8-13), another pyramid located at the south 

section of the plaza (L8-13) and in the east section were erected five temples (L8-9, L8-

10, L8-11, L8-19 and L8-20). The first structures built at the Five Temples date to the 

Early Classic period (Garrido 2015). The five Early Classic structures were funerary, and 

one of the chambers was painted in red (Garrido et al., 2014). Unfortunately, the tombs 

were looted in modern times. Yet, some important cultural materials were recovered from 

the funerary chambers. For example, Burial 21, located within structure L8-9, had 

ceramics that date to the transitional period between the Early Classic and Late Classic 

(Garrido 2015), a six centimeters diameter jade earplug, and a smaller jade earplug 

(Kwoka 2016). Recovered in Burial 23, located within Structure L8-10, were one jade 

earplug, two jade beads, and 62 jade fragments, that were seemingly part of a funerary 

mosaic mask or belt (Kwoka 2016: 174). In the north pyramid, L8-13 also was found a 

large and unique funerary chamber that was carved in bedrock. This tomb, like the 

majority of the structures in this group, was looted, but because of the side of the tomb 

and the way this chamber was carved it is believed that it belonged to a ruler. All these 

data recovered from these three groups were at El Zotz, suggesting that the main plaza of 
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the Five Temples were used as a necropolis during the second part of the sixth century 

A.D. (Garrido et al., 2014), substituting in this function the East Group of El Diablo, 

which was the necropolis during the beginning of the sixth century A.D.   

 

The data collected from the fourth construction phase at the El Diablo palace 

suggest that this structure was a work in process, perhaps unfinished. Therefore, it was 

impossible to find any fine masonry in the buildings. The excavations in this group also 

proved that the abandonment of El Diablo was not caused by any type of war, rather it 

seems that the dynasty of El Zotz decided to move the seat of the site to the valley below, 

where they could build a larger palace and also were closer to their people.  Another 

important factor in moving the seat from a defensive landscape was perhaps to find a 

more open area. This may point to a more peaceful socio-political environment in the 

Central Petén region during the sixth century A.D., after El Zotz became allied to the new 

political order created by Sihyaj K’ahk’ in AD 378.   

 

FIFTH AND FINAL OCCUPATION AT EL DIABLO (A.D. 530 – 600).  

After the seat of the Pa’ka’n dynasty finally moved completely to the valley, El 

Diablo and El Tejon saw a rapid decline of human activities. For example, El Tejon was 

completely abandoned and never was reoccupied during the Late Classic period 

(Piedrasanta et al., 2013). Yet, at El Diablo there existed a small occupation between the 

year A.D. 530 to 600 A.D. This last occupation consisted of the construction of at least 
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two small structures, located in the south portion of the central plaza (Figure 3). This 

construction had a different alignment than the earliest structures at the main plaza, and 

because of their size it is possible that they were built by commoners who constructed a 

square shape structure (F8-11) and a long platform (Structure F8-18). According to 

Alejandro Gillot, who excavated the north façade of Structure F8-18, this building was 

constructed only fifty centimeters above of the last floor of the main plaza, which 

indicated that these structures were built on top of the Fourth Construction Phase of El 

Diablo and therefore after El Diablo was abandoned and buried at the end of the sixth 

century A.D.  

 

Structure F8-18 was the only structure that was excavated because this structure 

did not exhibit any illegal excavations, something contrary to what happened to Structure 

F8-11. The Structure F8-18 consisted of a small building erected at the level of the plaza 

(Figure 67). The excavations in 2008 showed that the southwest corner of the building 

had a low two-layer wall (Gillot 2008:119).   In 2010, the excavations in the north façade 

demonstrated that this building has the same two layers of flat limestone, which proved 

that this structure was built using perishable materials (Román and Newman 2010: 143). 

Inside of Structure F8-18 an internal floor was found, covered by collapse 

material and humus. The interior of the structure was also excavated with a test pit, with 

the intention to recover ceramics to date this structure.  The material recovered from this 

test pit were two sherds, one of them date from the Formative Period (Triunfo Striated) 

and one ceramic fragment that belonged to the Early Classic period (Aguila Orange). The 
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ceramics indicates that the material found on the interior floor of the structure may date 

to the Early Saquij ceramic phase (de Carteret 2015). In addition, the ceramic recovered 

from the interior and exterior of this structure also has ceramics from the Formative 

period (N=9) and Early Classic (N= 82). According to the ceramic analysis conducted by 

Alyce de Carteret (2015) and Ewa Czapiewska (2012), this structure was built during the 

Late Saquij Period. However, a carbon sample taken from the interior of Structure F8-18 

gave a date of A.D. 260-430, that suggest that the structure was built on the final part of 

the Early Saquij and the beginning of the Late Saquij ceramic phase. This date is 

nevertheless problematic because these structures were built on top of a material 

deposited after the year A.D. 530. The possible explanations of a way we found the 

earliest material on top of a Late Saquij construction is that the material was used to build 

this structure came from an earlier building located in other sectors of El Diablo.  

CONCLUSION  

The research at El Diablo strongly indicates that this group was the seat of the 

Pa'ka'n dynasty during the Early Classic period. This group was only inhabited during the 

Early Classic period (AD 250 to A.D 650) and has five construction phases, two which 

date from the Early Saquij (A.D. 250 to A.D. 378) and three construction phases erected 

during the Late Saquij (A.D. 378 to A.D. 630).  El Diablo group started as an elite group 

located on top of a hill around the year A.D. 250 to A.D. 335, where they could be 

protected in case of war or invasion of El Zotz’s powerful neighbors Tikal to the east, or 

Uaxactun to the north. The first construction at El Diablo consisted of small platforms 
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with temples on top. So far only three such structures have been found at El Diablo, one 

of them found under the Palace, Structure f8-8-Sub-3 and two structures found in the 

southeast corner of the Main Plaza, the red temple within Structure F8-1, and a second 

structure located under the third and second plaza floor.  The second construction phase 

was built at the palace around the year A.D 335 to A.D. 378. This new construction was 

larger than the previous architectural stages. This new structure has a large platform that 

has on top at least four structures. During this period, the elite of El Zotz started to wield 

more power and control human labor to build larger structures.  

 

 The beginning of the Late Saquij period represents a major change for the El 

Zotz region. First, we see the rise of the Pa’ka’n dynasty around the year AD 378-380. 

The first ruler of this dynasty was buried within the Structure F8-1 and on top of the 

funerary chamber was built one of the most elaborate structures at El Valley of 

Buenavista, the Temple of the Night Sun. A temple that had to architectural innovations, 

it seems it was the first structure that was built with a vaulted roof and a roof comb 

during the Early Classic. The second innovation was the utilization of molded stucco art 

programs to decorate the entire structure.  In the beginning of Late Saquij period the 

palace was renovated, and because of this work the royal family of El Zotz may have 

moved for the first time to establish a center at the site to El Bejucal. This site was a royal 

“country house”, where they commemorated the 11 year anniversary of their alliance to 

the new political order installed by the warrior Sihyaj K’ahk’ by the erection of the Stela 

2 (Houston et al., 2006; Stuart 2000).  The alliance between the dynasty of El Zotz with 
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the new political order implanted on the southern Lowland Maya region brought new 

changes at the Valley of Buenavista. Perhaps the most important benefit was that El Zotz 

no longer needed to be concerned about a military aggression from its neighbors, and 

therefore they were able to use the human resources to erect more monumental 

architecture and also to obtain prestige goods, such as jade and spondylus shells, among 

others. During this period, we see the third palace construction phase, showing a larger 

structure that was also decorated with molded stucco programs.  

The increase of population and monumental architecture was not only seen at the 

El Diablo palace, but seems to be reflected also in the increased the wealth of the entire 

settlement, where the secondary elite were able to build fine large structures and had 

access to foreign materials (Piedrasanta et al., 2013). The rural population at the valley of 

Buenavista also increases in this period (Garrison and Garrido 2012).  During this period, 

El Zotz ceramics also started to use more Polychrome types similar to the polychrome 

ceramics from El Zotz’s neighbors. However, at El Zotz we see the beginning of new 

locally produced polychrome types, like an Orange polychrome (Newman 2011; 2015) 

and El Zotz Red Polychrome which was the predecessor of the Red background 

polychrome, ceramic types of the Late Classic period ( Newman 2015).  El Diablo’s 

palace was the seat of the royal family again during the beginning of the Late Saquij 

period for at least 50 or 70 years, after being located at El Bejucal for a short period of 

time.  But because of its location on top of a hill, it was impossible for the ruler to 

increase the side of the Palace and also to erect monuments to commemorate time and 

their rulers. Additionally, because during the second part of the sixth century, El Zotz 
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royal family still had good relations with its neighbors, they did not need to be in a 

defensive posture, which  make it easier for the dynasty to decide to move the seat of the 

site  downhill to the valley where they started to build a new palace (Newman 2014). 

Throughout the last part of the sixth century A.D., the El Diablo group was abandoned as 

was also the El Tejon group. However, in the last decade of the sixth century at El Diablo 

they started to build the fourth construction phase. This new renovation was a very 

ambitious project that required to cover with construction field the entire group. This 

fourth construction phase of El Diablo was never finished, and all of the structures were 

covered with the fine masonry blocks. This data suggests that for some reason El Zotz did 

not have sufficient human labor to finish this new version of El Diablo around the year 

A.D 475 to A.D. 630. This may have been caused by the new political instability in the 

Maya region caused by the rise of the powerful Snake (K’annul) dynasty of Dzibanche 

and later at Calakmul (Martin and Grube 2008), and also the alliance of El Zotz to this 

new super regional power (Houston et al, in press).   

The final occupation of El Diablo Group was smaller, and only consisted of the 

construction of two structures in the main plaza of El Diablo. These two structures date to 

the beginning of the seventh century, and it was inhabited by commoners. In the end, El 

Diablo was the most important group during 200 years of the Early Classic period. A 

place that saw the rise of a dynasty, it became an important for its relationship to Tikal, 

creating an alliance that brought many benefits to this new dynasty.  
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Chapter 4:  The Early Classic Encounter 

 

 The “arrival of the strangers” to the Maya region in A.D. 378 was an important 

historical event that changed the political landscape of the Maya region (Martin and 

Grube 2008; Proskouriakoff 1993; Stuart 2000). Besides the historical evidence, 

however, our understanding about the social and political effects that resulted in this 

conquest are still not yet fully understood.  So far, epigraphers and archaeologists have 

established that after the conquest of Tikal, a new alliance began between Tikal and 

several other sites that became part of the “new political order” (Stuart 2014). As we have 

seen, another way archaeologists have analyzed this conquest is by the study of foreign 

cultural materials, such as ceramics, iconography, obsidian, and architecture (Chase and 

Chase 2011; Coe 1990; Coggins 1975; Estrada-Belli et al., 2009; Fialko 1988; Houston et 

al., 2015, Hurts 2009; Koszkul et al., 2010; Miller 1993; Moholy- Nagy 2003a; 

Prendergast 1971; Proskouriakoff 1993; Reents-Dudet et al., 2004; Sharer et al., 2005; 

Stuart 2000; Taube 2004; Tomasic et al., 2005).  

In the case of the Pa’ka’n dynasty from El Zotz, the evidence that this site became 

an ally in this new political arrangement derived from Stela 2 of El Bejucal (Garrison et 
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al., 2016), which indicates that the ruler of El Zotz became a vassal of Sihyaj K’ahk’ in 

the year A.D. 381 (Houston 2008; Stuart 2000) (Figure 55).  Other evidence is the green 

obsidian found at the El Diablo group (Gillot 2008) and El Palmar. In addition, a ceramic 

lid found in Burial 9 has a ceramic lid that has a “ojo de reptile” (Figure 34) element that 

is associated to Teotihuacan (Houston et al 2015; Newman 2011). However, the 

excavations at the El Zotz do not show any evidence of the utilization of talud-tablero 

architecture in any building or foreign ceramics, a similar scenario found in other Early 

Classic Maya settlements (Nalda and Balanzario 2007; Ponce de Leon 2008).   The fact 

that there is only a relatively small amount of Teotihuacan cultural material in the Maya 

region has become the cornerstone for the archaeological arguments that oppose the idea 

that Tikal was conquered by Sihyaj K’ahk’ (Braswel 2003; Laporte 2003; Ponce de Leon 

2008).  This argument is valid only if we assume that the goal of this conquest event was 

to transform the material culture of the defeated city. But, in the case of the 378 event, no 

evidence exists to support that Teotihuacan wanted to colonize and “Teotihuacanize” the 

Maya region, as the Spaniards did to the Mesoamerican Cultures. It seems more 

reasonable to assume that the warriors from highland Mexico conquered Tikal with the 

intention of expand their hegemony to into the central lowlands, securing the trade 

between these two regions.   

Although some researchers use the lack of cultural material as evidence to prove 

that a conquest did not occur, they forget that in a general way, it is very difficult to prove 

the existence of military conquest in the archaeological record, and more so if 

archaeologists only focus on one set of data (Allen and Arkush 2006).   For example, 
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researchers that study the Spanish conquest have proven that the material records of 

Spanish domination are not always easy to find (Charlton 2005; Gaco 2005), because 

such material culture appears with more frequency in urban centers rather than rural areas 

(Charlton et al., 2005: 50). For example, in urban centers it is common to find majolica 

ceramic, iron, among others, but in rural areas the introduction of foraging materials was 

far less visible (Charlton et al., 2005). In another example, in the region of Zinacantan 

Chiapas, the important Tzotzil Maya center (Gaco 2005: 87), the sites of Coneta and 

Coapan show considerable continuity in the utilization of cultural materials between the 

Postclassic and the Early Colonial period. Indigenous houses continued to be built with 

the same type of materials as in prehispanic times, and ceramics and lithic industries 

continued, and they used the same type of food production (Gaco 2005: 90). Another 

example comes from the excavation conducted at the site of Usumacinta, Chiapas. At this 

site, archaeologists excavated a colonial church and a residential quarter. The data 

recollected shows that while the Catholic priests had a few imported ceramics, over 75% 

of the shards were associated with local indigenous tradition and only six percent came 

from a Spanish tradition, showing also the Dominican friars had used local ceramics for 

their daily uses (Gaco 2005: 92).  

 

These examples demonstrated how difficult it is to observe episodes of conquest 

and political dominance from analyzing only the presence of foreign materials alone. 

This becomes even more difficult when we explore pre-Columbian conquest in 

Mesoamerica. For instance, it is well accepted that the Mexica and their allies conquered 
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many Postclassic settlements along the Mesoamerican landscape in the course of forming 

their commercial and political empire.  Most of this information derives from ethno-

historical records (Hassig 1988; Smith 1987: 37), but researchers have been trying to 

correlate the ethnohistorical documents with archaeological materials, which can help 

them to interpret how these sites were conquered and the effects caused by the Mexica 

Empire (Smith 1987; Silberstein 2001). Yet, this subject is still difficult to prove, for two 

main reasons: “first many archaeologists failed to apply a rigorous or explicit 

methodology to the issue of correlating of diachronic archaeological and ethno-historical 

data. Second, the archaeological chronologies of the Postclassical in Mesoamerica have 

not been sufficiently refined to show much light on the origin and growth of the empire 

“(Smith 1987: 37).  What Smith sees is a methodological problem when researchers do 

not separate the ethnohistorical record from the archaeological data, and this can be more 

visible when they study provincial areas (Smith 1987: 37).  For this reason, Smith (1987) 

proposed that the most important methodology to study episodes of conquest had to be 

the creation of chronologies based on the material record. Only subsequently can this data 

have to be compared with the historical record.  

 

Another important aspect of Smith’s study of the archaeological dimensions of 

the Aztec empire is his focus on economics, specifically on how the production of cotton 

was affected by changing political and commercial structures. Smith first established a 

compressive ceramic chronology and with this data was able to determinate that the Early 

to Late Cuauhnahuac ceramic phases correlated with the Triple Alliance conquest of 
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Morelos in 1438. During this period, the historical records mention that Morelos 

contributed cloth to the Triple Alliance. But the archaeological records did not 

demonstrate a significant change in the cotton production, nor any impact in obsidian tool 

production (Smith 1987:48). However, Smith was able to demonstrate how the “standard 

of living” changed in Morelos after the conquest of the Triple Alliance. He established 

that the tribute system imposed on the local inhabitants of centers in Morelos had a 

significant economic impact and created a lowered standard of living for the lower class. 

This showed that there was a decline in the standard of living in the rural areas, but not at 

the capital (Smith 1987). Thus, the Aztec empire affected the cities located in Morelos, 

demonstrating that the only way to a study a conquest is not only based in the amount of 

foreign materials recovered in a specific site; rather the research has to be focused in 

other categories of data that could be potentially be affected, such as settlement patterns, 

architecture, household’s inventories, landscape and trade networks, among others (Allen 

and Arkush 2006; Smith 1987: 50).   

 

For this reason, I argue that it would be misleading or methodologically 

questionable to study possible effects of a conquest of Tikal simply by looking at the 

presence and absence of “foreign” materials. Rather I prefer to address this subject by 

analyzing the ceramics chronologies in the Central Petén that shows a variation after the 

arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’, and the change of landscape among other cultural variations, a 

similar approach that has been used by other researchers (Allen and Arkush 2006: 6).  

The study of the consequences of the 378 event, and the Maya region will be simpler than 
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the study of the effects of the Aztec empires, because the Maya region has a very well 

established ceramic chronology, some of them established before archaeologist were able 

to read Maya inscriptions, which gives a good tool to observe if any change was 

provoked by the conquest of Tikal. Also, the “Arrival of Strangers” is a good case study 

of the consequences of a conquest, because many sites that have mentioned were part of 

the new political arrangement established after A.D. 378, have now been studied.  But 

before I explore just how the Maya lowlands were affected by the arrival event, I will 

explore the possible route taken by Sihyaj K’ahk’ and his “army” from Teotihuacan to 

Tikal. This section is essential to my study, as El Zotz and the Valley of Buenavista are 

located in the East-West commerce route that connects the Gulf of Mexico with Tikal 

(Demarest et al., 2008), and Sihyaj K’ahk’ had to pass through this territory in order to 

conquered Tikal. Therefore, it is necessary to explore the possible road taken by this 

foreign conqueror and see which role El Zotz played in this conquest.   

 

Archaeologists that do not support the thesis of a direct foreign intervention at 

Tikal, was not only based for the lack of foreign materials, but also some of them argued 

that was logistically impossible for Teotihuacan to achieve a long-distance conquest 

(Freidel et al., 2007). But, as I will show in the next pages, Mesoamerican cultures 

created strategies to conduct such long-distance conquest, which was efficient because 

they developed a series of alliances with cities located along the route connecting their 

city or origin to the region being targeted, similar to the strategy used by the Spaniards 

when they conquered Guatemala (Asselbergs 2004; Lovell et al., 2016).  
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Ethnohistorical information concerning long distance conquest in Mesoamerica 

comes mostly from two important examples: the formation of the Aztec empire (Hassig 

1988) and the conquest of Guatemala by Spaniards and their indigenous allies between 

1521 and 1529 (Asselbergs 2004).  According to Mexica ethnohistorical records, the 

Aztec Triple Alliance conquered many provinces by moving their army to far distant 

locales, including some in the Maya Region (Figure 68). To achieve this conquest, the 

Aztec empire established a very successful strategy and very refined logistics.  The 

quantity of people in the army required a number of supporters to help them to carry 

provisions (food and weapons), and others who brought good knowledge for faster and 

easier routes (Hassig 1988).  For Ross Hassig the first step of preparation for a long-

distance war by the Mexica was the assembling of information, that could be provided by 

merchants and diplomats (Hassig 1988:49). Second, to mobilize an army it was necessary 

to respect the agricultural cycle and the rain cycle, because the majority of the army was 

composed by commoners and farmers (Hassig 1988:53). Third, and more importantly 

was to have allies along the route that will help the army, by showing them the best and 

friendly route, but also to provide shelter, food and water. 

 

The Aztec army was not only dependent on their own resources, but also on many 

supplies provided by their allies and towns located along the route (Hassig 1988:64). This 

strategy seems that work perfectly to the Mexica Triple Alliance, because they conquered 

many cities located in the south part of Mesoamerica (Figure 68). This type of 
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Mesoamerican Long distance warfare, was very similar to the strategy used by the 

Spaniards and Quauquechollan conquistadors (Figure 69), when they conquered the south 

part of Mexico and Guatemala in 1929 (Asselbergs 2004).  According to Florine 

Asselbergs he “the military success” of this conquest of Guatemala was, first because 

their superior military technology, for example firearms and horses. Second, the 

indigenous armies from central Mexico had captains and soldiers that fought alongside 

the Spaniards. These allies also provided the Spaniards with essential sources like food 

and water. And even more important, they knew the roads and were familiar with the 

Mesoamerican way of warfare, as well as the local customs and languages (Asselbergs 

2004:95). These examples demonstrate that for Mesoamerican cultures, it was possible to 

archive a long-distance warfare, and to become a successful conquest it was necessary to 

make alliances with other cities and cultures along the road, providing them with food, 

water and places to rest.  

 

In ascertaining the nature of long distance warfare during the Classic period, there 

is very little evidence to go on, and historical records are very few in number.  However, 

it is possible to make a case that the military leaders of Teotihuacan used strategies and 

logistics that were similar to those used by the Mexicas.  Both urban centers, Teotihuacan 

and Tenochtitlan, were immense centers of population and authority that could seemingly 

amass large armies when necessary (Smith and Montiel 2001). In order to investigate this 

question of whether Teotihuacan-era military expeditions were possible, I believe that we 

can look to find cities between central Mexico and the Maya region that evince some sort 
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to affiliation with Teotihuacan. If we assume that the “Teotihuacan army” used a strategy 

similar to those attested for the Postclassic period, it is possible that the road taken by 

Sihyaj K’ahk’ s and his forces involved walking along the coastal Veracruz region and 

into Tabasco – an area that researchers have already shown to be an important trade route 

during the Early Classic period (Drennan 1984; Carballo 2013) (Figure 70). Additionally, 

researchers have shown also that this region was the easiest and most direct route to 

connect highland Mexico and the central Maya lowlands by using a least cost path 

analysis (Carballo 2013, Estrada-Belli personal communication 2016; Manzanilla 2011). 

In the next pages, it will be demonstrated that Teotihuacan had all the attribute to embark 

on a long distance war, not only because the potential size of its military forces, but also 

because t it had enough allies and outposts along the road from Teotihuacán to Tikal. 

Perhaps most importantly, the highland city also had with them Maya allies that helped 

them to achieve their goal of long-distance conquest.   

FROM TEOTIHUACAN TO TIKAL.  

Teotihuacan occupation started around the year A.D. 100 and the city had a very 

fast development, but during the Tlamiminolpa ceramic phase, A.D. 250-300, 

Teotihuacan suffered the most pronounced changes in their entire history (Cowgill 2003: 

117-318), for example, the Feather Serpent Pyramid located at the Plazuela was 

destroyed (Sugiyama 1989) and a new ceramic tradition started (Cowgill 2003: 117-318) 

(Figure 71). It seems that Teotihuacan was facing an internal sociopolitical change that 

provoked some Teotihuacanos to migrate to another part of Mesoamerica, such as 
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Matacapan in Veracruz (Arnold III and Santley 2008: 293). However, besides these new 

changes within Teotihuacan, the urban zone continued growing until it became the most 

influential city in Mesoamerica. Substructures Four and Five of the Pyramid of the Moon 

were constructed, creating what was at that time (A.D. 350) was one of the largest 

structures at Teotihuacan (Sugiyama and Lopez Lujan 2007) (Figure 72). The population 

grew and many people from other regions of Mesoamerica started to live in this 

cosmopolitan city (Clayton 2005; Cowgill 2015; Manzanilla 2011: 15). During this 

period, Teotihuacan also connected with other parts of Mesoamerica, including Puebla, 

Tlaxcala, Veracruz, Oaxaca, Pachuca, and the Pacific coast of Guatemala. In addition, in 

the last two decades, archaeologists proved that Teotihuacan also had ties with the 

Southern Lowland Maya (Clayton 2005; Linné 2003; Taube 2003). For example, at the 

Merchant’s Barrio, the Teotihuacan Mapping project found ceramics that were associated 

to the Maya Region by virtue of their style and form (Millon 1973). Later, 121 of these 

Maya style ceramics from the Merchants’ Barrio were studied by using Neutral 

Activation Analysis, that proving that almost half of the Maya ceramics found at the 

Merchants’ Barrio, came from the central Petén region in Guatemala. At least eight 

percent of them were attributed to Tikal (Clayton 2005: 438), seven sherds came from the 

Calakmul region and the lower Usumacinta (Clayton 2005: 439). This information 

demonstrates that inhabitants that lived in Teotihuacan had interest in the use of elite 

Maya ceramics from Petén. However, the Merchants’ Barrio is not the only area in 

Teotihuacan that has elite ceramics, they were also found at the Tetitla compound (Taube 

2003) and at the Xolapan group as well (Linné 2003: 96). 
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Another key piece of evidence that shows Maya influence in Teotihuacan are the 

murals found at Tetitla (Cowgill 1992; Miller 1973; Taube 2003: 280; Villagra 1954).  

According to Karl Taube the mural fragments where found in Room II, located in the 

west side of the principal patio.  This mural is known as “Pinturas Realistas” and exhibits 

some Maya iconographic elements including hieroglyphs, that are very similar to Early 

Classic Maya (Taube 2003: 282). The importance of the discovery of these Maya glyphs 

is that they are written phonetically in Maya, and therefore the artist of this text, and 

certain people at Tetitla were knowledgeable in Maya glyphs and Mayan iconography 

(Taube 2003: 287). However, Taube did not think Tetitla was a “Maya Barrio,” rather he 

proposed that Tetitla was more like an “international house” where the elite from 

Teotihuacan, or diplomats, could study foreign diplomacy (Taube 2003: 311). However, 

other scholars suggest that Tetitla was a place where there coexisted different cultures 

among them Zapotecas, Teotihucans and Mayas (Ruiz Gallut 2002).   A second mural 

that shows the presence of Maya elites at Teotihuacan comes from the very recent 

excavations at the Plaza de las Columanas in the core of Teotihuacan, were 

archaeologists have begun to find fragments of a mural with Early Classic Maya 

iconography (Sugiyama et al., 2016). These fragments show Maya iconography like the 

ones founded at Tetitla, but Sugiyama and its colleagues think that the Mural of La Plaza 

De las Columnas were painted for an artist that was trained in the central Petén region 

and it is possible that this particular structure, was a place where occurred an interaction 

between Teotihuacans and Maya elites (Sugiyama et al., 2016: 8). 
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Some of the most compelling evidence that shows the possibility of Maya people 

living at Teotihuacán comes from burial found within the Moon Pyramid. Excavations 

conducted by Saburo Sugiyama and Leonardo López Luján, proves that the Pyramid of 

the Moon had at list six burials (Burial 2 to burial 6). Burials 2, 3 and 4 were found in the 

base of each construction phase (Construction phase 2 to 5), and most of the bodies 

belonged to foreigner males, that were sacrificed (White, Price and Longstaffe 2007). 

However, burial 5 shows a completely different scenario, according to Sugiyama and 

Lopez Lujan. This burial is the first example of a funerary grave located on the top of a 

major building at Teotihuacan with the burial date by A.D. 350 (Sugiyama and Lopez 

2007: 132).  The burial had the human remains of three individuals that were buried in a 

seated position, with their legs crossed (op. cit.). The bodies of Burial 5A and 5B, had 

greenstone ornaments such as earspools, pectorals and beads made of jade (N=134). 

Because their location and the objects found in the burial, Sugiyama and Lopez Luján 

propose that these remains could come from the Maya region (Sugiyama and Lopez 

2007: 143). These new data form the Pyramid of the Moon confirm that Teotihuacán and 

Maya elites were connected around the year A.D. 350, and perhaps indicates that Maya 

elites were living in Teotihuacan (Sugiyama and Lopez Lujan: 2007: 144). Unfortunately, 

we do not know who these Maya people were and which city from the Maya region they 

came from. Do they come from Tikal or another center? This is a question that maybe 

researchers will be able to answer with more excavations in Teotihuacan that will help to 
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have a more compressive hypothesis about the nature of these relations and answer why 

the Teotihuacan army embraced a long-distance war against Tikal.  

 

Researchers still do not know why the Teotihuacans decided to approach or attack 

Tikal. For this study, it is important to know that Mayas were at Teotihuacán before the 

year A.D. 378, because it shows important facts, the first one is there existed a road that 

connected these two regions during the A.D. 350; and secondly it shows that it is possible 

that these Mayas that lived at Teotihuacan could also be diplomats that gave information 

to the Teotihuacán army concerning Tikal and the best way to conquer it. As Ross 

Hassing mentioned, the first step of preparation for a war was the collection of 

information that could be achieved by travelers, and the merchants and diplomats (Hassig 

1988: 49), and in the Case of Teotihuacan, maybe this information was given by Mayas 

that lived in Teotihuacan. Another people that could provide information to Teotihuacan 

were   the merchants that traveled between these lands, because we have evidence that 

cultural materials from both regions were found both at Tikal and Teotihuacan. I propose 

that the best route that the Teotihuacán warriors used to conquer Tikal was the route used 

by merchants because they knew exactly which areas of the road were friendly and where 

to get supplies and shelter. This research proposes that the best way to get from the 

Lowland Maya to Teotihuacan was by traveling though the Veracruz region, because it 

was the faster road. Also, it is the region that had many allies’ settlements along the 1000 

kilometers.  
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THE EARLY CLASSIC ROAD TO VERACRUZ AND THE MAYA REGION  

The logistics required to move a large army over more than 1000 kilometers 

required considerable support from allies along the selected route by Teotihuacán army 

leaders.  The road from Teotihuacan to the Maya region had two sections (Figure 73), the 

first one that connected Teotihuacan with the site of Matacapan, and the second part of 

the road which connected Matacapan with Tikal (Figure 74).  The first part of the journey 

started at Teotihuacan and the army moved south, until they pasted through the Tlaxcala 

Corridor located in Puebla (Carballo 2013; Carballo and Plukhahn 2007). Archaeologists 

that work in this corridor propose that at least the north part of Tlaxcala had a strong 

connection with Teotihuacan because it was important for the “transshipment of obsidian 

that was traded in easterly and southerly directions” (Carballo 2013: 123). In this 

region— the site of Calpupan (Figure 74) in northwestern Tlaxcala— and the 

communities around this site, were associated to Teotihuacan (Carballo 2013). That 

means that the best and easiest way to export the obsidian from Teotihuacán to south of 

Veracruz was through the Puebla-Tlaxcala corridor.  This region had strong connections 

with The Valley of Mexico and Teotihuacan because it seems to have provided the best 

trade route to the Gulf of Veracruz, but also it is a region that has a large source of lime, a 

resource utilized at Teotihuacan in large quantities for food processing and for making 

the plaster to cover floors, and structures (Carballo 2013: 125). For Teotihuacan, it was 

important to secure this natural resource because of its scarcity within the Basin of 

Mexico, but that could have been imported from places like Zumpango, Hidalgo in 

Puebla and also Morelos (op. cit.).  
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From the Calpulapan region, a group of Teotihuacan travelers might have taken 

the road that led them further south until they arrived at the site of Xalasco, located some 

70 kilometers from Calpulapan, near the modern town of Humantla, Tlaxcala (Figure 75).  

Linda Manzanilla proposed that this settlement could be an important stop for the 

merchants that were traveling from Teotihuacán to Nautla, a site located in the northern 

region of Veracruz (Manzanilla 2011: 22). If Manzanilla is correct, this site is also an 

area that might have supported large Teotihuacan force on its way to the Maya region.  

 

From San José Xalasco to the Gulf of Mexico, any travelers had to find a path to 

cross the Sierra Madre, which works as a natural barrier between the Valley of Cacaxtla-

Puebla and the southern part of Veracruz. According to a map created using the SRTM 

satellite (Figure 76), the least-cost-path between these two regions was through the 

Valley of Maltrata (Carballo 2013: 119). The same result was obtained for the 

archaeologist Gerardo Jiménez and Linda R. Manzanilla, who showed that the trade route 

between these two regions went through the Maltrata Valley (Manzanilla 2011: 23). It is 

possible that during pre-Columbian times there existed other trade routes, to cross the 

Sierra Madre. For example, Carballo’s maps propose another, less costly path started in 

the City of Cantona and crosses the Sierra Madre and the path continued to Matacapan in 

Veracruz (Carballo 2013: 119).  
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The Valley of Maltrata is located between the hills of Sierra Madre Oriental 

(Figure 74), west of the state of Veracruz. The valley is 1690 meters above sea level, 

covers 14 km2 (Lira López 2010: 1), and has evidence of a very long cultural occupation 

which began during the Early Formative period and continued until the Postclassic period 

(Lira López 2004; 2010). During the Formative period, the valley had a dispersed 

settlement and the most important cities were Planicie, Ladera Norte and Tetel de Rancho 

Verde.  All of them show Olmec influence, and they all may have become important 

centers because of their location along a route between the Valley of Mexico and the 

Coast of Veracruz (Lira López 2004: 101-2-3).  During the Early Classic Period (A.D. 

250-600), this valley had two important settlements, Rincon de Aquila, located in the 

modern town of Aquila, and the Tetepyactila, located in the west section of the Valley of 

Maltrata (Lira López 2004; 2010).  Excavations in these two sites had the presence of 

cultural materials associated to Teotihuacán, like Thin Orange ceramics, green obsidian 

and ceramic figurines in Teotihuacán style (Lira López 2004: 111). The Site of Rincon de 

Aquila is the most important city in the region because it shows a continuous occupation, 

and it is the only city that has a ball court (Lira López 2010). However, the site of 

Tepeyacatitla is the one that show more connections to Teotihuacan. The earliest 

occupation of the site started around the year A.D. 300, at the moment when Teotihuacan 

started to expand their influence (Cowgill 2015). This site has numerous Teotihuacan 

characteristics (Figure 77), like being constructed on top of hill, the presence of ceramics 

and green obsidian blades. (Lira López 2004: 111).  Archaeologist working in this region 

proposed that the Valley of Maltrata was part of the trade route during the Early Classic 
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period that connected from Teotihuacan to the Gulf of Mexico and the Maya region (Lira 

López 2004: 111-112).  The Valley of Maltrata is located about 90 kms. From San José 

Xalasco, and if an army was waking in these valleys they will not feel any fear of being 

attacked by enemies; rather this region was friendly to Teotihuacán and therefore could 

be supported with important supplies to the army. Another important advantage that the 

Valley of Maltrata offered the Teotihuacan Army was its location, because in this region 

two important rivers are born, Blanco River and Atoyac River, which connect the Valley 

of Maltrata with the central region of Veracruz (Lira López 2004: 112).  

 

From the valley of Maltrata there existed two possible ways to get to Matacapan, 

in the southern region of Veracruz, the final destination of the first section of this road. 

One of these routes was the utilization of the Atoyac River, that connects the Valley of 

Maltrata and ends at the modern city of Puerto of Veracruz. The shore of this river has at 

least sixty-one Pre-Columbian sites that date from the Formative period to Classic Period 

(Liria López 2004: 112-113). Unfortunately, there is not much information about these 

sites, and the only data that we have so far shows that this region has any connection to 

Teotihuacan and therefore was an unfriendly territory (Liria López 2004; Stark, 2008).  

The second river, El Blanco, will be a better option for merchants because the river flows 

from the Valley of Maltrata to the south part of Veracruz and crosses more friendly 

territories until they merge with the Camaron River (Figure 74). Unfortunately, this 

region is not well studied and the occupation chronologies are also not the best (Arnold 

III and Pool 2008:5).  There are no tangible data to prove which of these two rivers were 
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used as trade routes that connected these two regions, but it seems the more logical way 

to get from the Valley of Maltrata to Matacapan was the Blanco River, because this route 

crosses more friendly territory and was a shorter route. However, the most important data 

that supports that this region was part of a larger trade network is obsidian. Along the 

Blanco River, the settlements located in this region used obsidian that came from 

Zaragoza-Oyames, a source located in the Puebla-Tlaxcala region, and they also imported 

green stone, metates made by volcanic stone (Stark 2008: 98).  All of these materials 

came from the central valley of Mexico, therefore showing the existence of a merchant 

route connecting these two regions.  The area of the El Blanco River did not have a major 

settlement like the valley of Mexico or other parts of Mesoamerica, and the major city in 

the region is known as Cerro de Las Mesas (Figure 78), located in the western basin of 

the Blanco River, and area called la Mixtequilla (Stark 2008: 88). This city was 

composed by a pluralistic population (Stark 2008: 85) that produced cotton during the 

Classic period. They used this local material to interchange for obsidian or other cultural 

materials from the highlands of Mexico, that suggest that maybe this region also could 

help Sihyaj K’ahk’ and his forces when they were traveling to the Maya region.  

 

From the Mixtequilla to Matacapan, the region was friendlier   to Teotihuacan 

according to the archaeological record (Pool 2008; Wilson 2016). For example, the site of 

Tres Zapotes located between these two regions (Figure 74), had an occupation that 

started from the Formative period to Late Classic, and only had a period gap in their 

occupation during the Protoclassic period caused by a volcanic eruption (Pool 2008: 
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127). However, during the Early Classic period the site start to be reoccupied, but never 

became an important center again. Unfortunately, there is no clear evidence that Tres 

Zapotes had any connection with Teotihuacan; however, this site is located less than 

thirty kilometers from the Catemaco River, a region that had a strong connection with 

Teotihuacan (Wilson 2016: 220).  For this reason, it is possible that Tres Zapotes also 

was part of the trade route that connected the valley of Mexico and Matacapan, and 

therefore this site could have been selected by Sihyaj K’ahk’ s army to rest before they 

walked to their final destination Matacapan, located less than 30 kilometers to the south.  

 

Matacapan is the larger settlement in the Catemaco River region (Figure 74), the 

city that has 63 structures (Wilson 2016: 90). The settlement was inhabited by settlers 

that came from Teotihuacan (Arnold III and Santley 2008: 310) around the year A.D. 

300, and their inhabitants never lost their Teotihuacan identity (Arnold III and Santley 

2008: 293). For example, they built Structure 1 and 2 with talud-tablero architecture 

(Santley 2004: 182; Wilson 2016: 90), imported green obsidian from Pachuca (Santley 

2005: 183), and their burials were deposited in a similar way as they did at Teotihuacan 

(Wilson 2016: 91).  Matacapan had a very close connection with Teotihuacan and some 

researchers believe that Matacapan was an economic enclave for Teotihuacan and 

controlled the distribution of green obsidian in the Tuxltlas Mountains regions and the 

Maya Lowland (Santley and Arnold III 2005).  However, not all the archaeologists agree 

with these ideas, and they have proposed that Matacapan was never under the control of 

Teotihuacan, but rather was only a colony that migrated from Teotihuacan (Cowhill 
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2003; Pool II and Stoner 2008: 310).  Regardless which of these theories is correct, 

Matacapan is an important site for our discussion because it is a settlement that could 

have played an important role for Sihyaj K’ahk’ and his army in their way to the Maya 

region.  First because its location, Matacapan is halfway between Teotihuacan and The 

Maya region. Secondly, Matacapan had a strong cultural affiliation to Teotihuacan and 

they imported large amounts of obsidian from Pachuca and from Zaragoza–Oyameles, 

located in the Tlaxcala-Veracruz valley, almost 400 kilometers away that shows the 

existence of a trade route (Santley 2004: 183). Thirdly, Matacapan merchants could play 

an important role for the conquest of the Maya Region because they could help in the 

creation of maps or work as guides and show the most efficient and friendly route to get 

to the Maya region.  

 

The second portion of the supposed road being considered here between 

Teotihuacan to Tikal is far more obscure than first part (Figure 79), because of two 

important factors.  First not many researchers have worked in the Classic period sites in 

the south part of Veracruz and the north part Tabasco. The second factor is that it looks 

like this region was uninhabited during the Early Classic period. For example, in a survey 

that covers 200 square kilometers of the south part of the Tuxtlas region and the 

Hueyapan regions do not show any evidence of Pre-Columbian sites that date by the 

Early Classic period (Urcid and Killon 2008: 263). This survey proves that the majority 

of the sites had cultural materials that date from the Formative period, and in some cases 

the sites had Late Classic materials (op. cit.). It is possible that the decline of population 
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during the Early Classic period affected almost all the south part of Veracruz, which 

extended to the area of   Medias Aguas located in the southwest of Veracruz, were 

archaeologists have not been able to find Early Classic period materials (Lungomez 

Reyes 2004; 2005).   

 

The decline of population and settlements during the Early Classic it is also 

observed in the border between the modern states of Veracruz and Tabasco (northwest of 

the Formative site of La Venta). This region is well known for the presence of many 

important Formative Olmec and Epi-Olmec settlements. Unfortunately, the Classic 

period has not been well studied in this region. An archaeological survey conducted in 

2011 found 21 archaeological sites, 13 dating between the Classic period and 

Postclassical period (Wendt and Lunagómez 2011). The author of the study did not 

mention if these Classic sites presented material from the Early Classic period. This 

survey also showed that during the Formative period, the inhabitant prefers to settle in the 

valley, near to water sources, but the Classic Period inhabitants preferred to settle in 

elevated zones (Wendt and Lunagómez 2011: 74).   

 

The northern part of Tabasco is likewise an obscure region when it comes to 

studying and documenting Early Classic settlements (Figure 79). And like southern 

Veracruz, archaeologists have focused their research on Formative sites such as La Venta 

(Coe et al., 1986; Pool 2008) or the Late Classic Maya occupation such as Comalcalco 

(Andrews 1989), possibly ignoring other settlements. However, one of the most extended 
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surveys in this region was conducted by Heinrich Berlin in the 1950s. His survey covered 

the entire state of Tabasco, like the North section where the Formative site of La Venta is 

located, the Chontalapa Region, the Coast, the Grijalva River and the lower Usumacinta 

River (1953). After walking, and navigating rivers for fourth months, Berlin documented 

the dates from the Formative Classic and Postclassic period. Many of the sites in the 

Chontalapa region (North of Tabasco) were smaller (Figure 79), and have only few low 

mounds (Berlin 1953).  In the Coast region of Tabasco, Berlin found more formal 

settlements such as Ahucalco and Bellote. Bellote was the second largest settlement in 

the region, and has a very long occupation, that started in the Formative period (the 

ceramic inventory was similar to the Chicanel ceramic tradition from central Petén), and 

flourished during the Late Classic period (Berlin 1953:107), but the excavation at this site 

conducted by Berlin did not recover any Early Classic materials (Berlin 1953:110).  

According to Berlin, the larger sites in the State of Tabasco are located along the 

shores of the Lower Usumacinta River (Figure 79), among them Arenita, Tecolpan, 

Jonuta, Tortuguero, and Tiradero, among others (Berlin 1953: 118).  If Sihyaj K’ahk’s 

army walked between Matacapan to the Maya region, they would need to cross a very 

difficult and hard landscape, because this north part of Tabasco was covered by swamps, 

and it appears that during the Early Classic period most of the sites were smaller and 

would make it difficult to support and help the army. However, because the lower 

occupation in this region during the Early Classic Period, it makes it an ideal area to cross 

the landscape without having to worry of facing any kind of confrontation by local 

warriors.   
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After crossing the northern part of Tabasco, it is possible that the Teotihuacan 

travelers passed through the Palenque region (Figure 79), located in the State of Chiapas 

(Rands 1987). So far it is impossible to determinate how large Palenque was during the 

end of the fourth century, but archaeologist found in this region a large number of 

ceramics that prove that this region was inhabited during the Early Classic period (Rands 

1987: 214). Palenque’s ceramics also shows that this region was insulated from the rest 

of the Maya region. For example, they have their own ceramic tradition that last until the 

year A.D. 400, after which central Petén ceramic traditions started to be more common in 

the region (Rands 1977; 1987; Stuart and Stuart 2008: 119).  Another indicator that 

Palenque was maybe one of the first Maya sites that supported Sihyaj K’ahk’ s army, 

comes from iconographic data.  For example, a substructure within Structure V (Figure 

80), was decorated with a stucco frieze that portrays a human figure that has distinctive 

elements used by Teotihuacan warriors, such as “goggles” over his eyes and has an atlatl 

in his left hand (Stuart and Stuart 2008: 120).  

 

From Palenque Sihyaj K’ahk could continue to move South, until they got to the 

site of Santa Elena–La Resaca, located on the western side of San Pedro River (Figure 

79).  This site was the most important settlement in the San Pedro River region, based on 

its monumental architecture (14 structures and the majority of them are pyramids) and 

strategic location (Perales and Muragate 1995: 30). Although only superficially studied, 

Santa Elena-La Resaca has indications of a long and continues occupation that started 
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during the Late Formative period, followed by a “Protoclassic” Early Classic and Late 

Classic periods (Perales and Muragate 1995: 33).   The site was the probably the seat of 

the Maya Classic Kingdom of “Wa-Bird”, which is mentioned in Late Classic 

inscriptions at Palenque (Freidel et al., 2007; Stuart and Stuart 2008) as well as La 

Corona (Stuart personal communication 2017). The importance of this settlement is that 

in ancient times this site interchanged their emblem glyph of the “Wa-Bird” and replaced 

it with the figure of the “Storm God” of Teotihuacan (Freidel et al 2007: 195) that maybe 

suggest an affiliation to Teotihuacan (Figure 81).  

 

Another possible route that merchants used to move goods from Matacapan to the 

Maya Region was by sailing the Gulf of Mexico (Figure 79). According to a map created 

by Robert Drennan in 1984, this Early Classic trade route departs from the coast, near to 

Matacapan Veracruz, and finished at the Usumacinta River mouth. This journey required 

them to navigate 264 kilometers in the ocean until they got to the Usumacinta River. 

From the Usumacinta River they could navigate upstream on the Rio Usumacinta, until 

this river meets with the San Pedro River. Unfortunately, Drennan does not explain with 

much detail about this possible route. However, the archaeological data brings some 

important information that could improve Drennan’s (1984) hypothesis.  First, all the 

surveys conducted in Tabasco shows that the Coast of this state has more settlements 

(Berlin 1953; Witschey and Brown 2012) than in the valley of Tabasco during the Early 

Classic period. These surveys also prove that the Usumacinta River is the region with the 

larger and more formal settlements in the state of Tabasco (Berlin 1953).  Another 
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category of data that suggest the possibility of this route comes from existence of foreign 

cultural materials in this region, that prove that this site was connected with foreign 

ceramic traditions. For example, the site of San Román located in the modern city of 

Ciudad Frontera (Figure 79), in the left shore of the Usumacinta River had a connection 

to central Petén traditions.  This region of the lower Usumacinta River is known because 

of its own ceramic traditions, but the ceramic inventory collected at San Román displays 

a different scenario because archaeologist found the presence of central Petén ceramic. 

This data indicated that this small site located almost in the mouth of the Usumacinta 

River was part of a trade network with the central Petén region (Chavez 2007), that may 

support the idea of a sea route between Matacapan and the Maya lowland by navigating 

the Usumacinta and San Pedro Martir Rivers. After they navigate the Usumacinta River 

the route continued south by navigating the San Pedro River. According to Berlin (1953) 

this region also has Classic settlements like Tecolpan, Conjunta, and la Blanca (Figure 

77). The site of la Blanca is the only one that was occupied during the Early Classic 

period (Berlin 1953: 115), and these sites were important because of its location on the 

shore of the San Pedro Martir River, that provided water to it in habitants, but most 

importantly, they were able to control the goods that traveled using this aquatic route. 

After leaving La Blanca, they continued upstream of the river past the territory of the site 

of Santa Elena-Resaca.  Researchers can see it is possible that Santa Elena-Resaca played 

a very important role during the Conquest of Tikal, because both routes (by land or river) 

converge in the Santa Elena-Resaca, and if Teotihuacán’s army plan was to get to Tikal, 
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they definitely had to past through their territory.  Maybe with more excavations in this 

site archaeologist will find data to support this idea. 

From the “Wa-bird” kingdom the route continued until of El Peru-Waka’ (Figure 

79), the first site that actually have historical records to indicate the direct presence of 

Sihyaj K’ahk’ (Palenque’s mention of his name was without any surviving context) 

(Figures 82-83).  There are two possible routes to connect Santa Elena-La Resaca and El 

Peru-Waka:  The first one is by land, which required one to walk almost 90 kilometers in 

an easterly direction, but so far there is no information about the existence of another 

larger center between these two regions. The second way to get to El Peru-Waka’ from 

Santa Elena-La Resaca was by navigating upstream on the San Pedro Martir River, a 

river that for many researchers was used as a highway to connect the central Petén 

Region of Guatemala with the Gulf of Mexico (Freidel et al., 2007).  

 From el Peru Sihyaj K’ahk continued on his journey to Tikal, and the more 

effective road to get to this site from El Peru-Waka’, was by passing the Valley of Buena 

vista that was the territory controlled by the Pa’ka’n dynasty (Doyle et al., 2012; Houston 

et al., 2015).  The valley of Buenavista runs east-west (Figure 79), and has been 

considered an important trade route, that connects Tikal to the Gulf of Mexico sins the 

Formative period (Doyle et al., 2016; Freidel et al., 2007; Houston et al., 2015), when the 

El Palmar was the larger and most important center at the Valley of Buenavista (Doyle 

2013).  But during the Early Classic period the most important settlements was the El 

Zotz. Before the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’, The El Zotz was the seat of the Pa’ka’n 

dynasty, their settlement was smaller with minor structures, and the elites were living on 
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top of the hills where they could be protected in cases of attacks. Furthermore, because of 

its altitude they had good visual controls of the Valley and trade network (Doyle 2013; 

Houston et al., 2015; Román 2011). There are no historical records about what type of 

political relation the el Zotz had with its neighbors before the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’, 

and there is no record about how the Pa’ka’n dynasty became a vassal of   Sihyaj K’ahk 

in A.D 381. The last point is important, because we do not know if El Zotz was 

conquered by the foreign army when they were moving east from El Peru-Waka’ to 

Tikal, or if the El Zotz was also a previous ally of Sihyaj K’ahk,’ that helped to conquer 

Tikal, as it did Naachtun (Nondédéo et al., 2015). In any case, it is most certain that the 

Teotihuacan army will need to cross the Pa’ka’n territory to be able to conquer Tikal.  

  

The last twenty-one kilometers that separate El Zotz to Tikal takes about eight 

hours to walk in modern times (Figure 79), because most of the road is covered by the 

forest, that makes it more challenging to walk. However, during the Classic Period this 

road must have been easier when the road presumably was cleaned. James Doyle and his 

colleagues (2012) studied a possible commerce route at the Valley of Buenavista, and 

using GIS it shows the existence of two possible roads during the Classic period (Figure 

84), one used during the rainy season and a second one that could be use during the dry 

season. Both possible roads found by Doyle, pass through the sites of EL Palmar that had 

a small occupation during the Early Classic period. From El Palmar to Tikal, the road 

becomes more challenging, because the existence of a “bajos” between these two sites 

that could be the last defensive feature for Tikal. Between these two sites was found a 
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wall that some people think could be a defensive wall, but some people think that this 

wall functioned as an aqueduct (Silverstein et al., 2009).  

 

These data show that before the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk, Tikal was the most 

powerful political center in the Central Petén region, and had one of the oldest dynasties 

that started around the year A.D. 90 (Martin and Grube 2008). During the arrival of 

strangers, Tikal dynasty was reigned by the 14th king Chak Tok Ich’aak I, who was a 

successful king and warrior.  The only monument that survived from his reign is Stela 39 

(Figure 85), which was found broken, and only the lower section was found (Laporte 

1989). The stela shows a standing ruler that is standing over the image of a captive 

(Reese-Tylor and Walker 2002) that suggest that Tikal wielded a considerable amount of 

military power in the region before the arrival of strangers. Perhaps one reason Tikal was 

defeated in A.D. 378 was because it was attacked by a coalition conformed by the 

Teotihuacan army and its Maya allies, among them Naachtun (Figure 87), that was a 

Maya site located 80 kilometers away (Nondédéo 2015).  So far it is almost impossible to 

verify if Sihyaj K’ahk’ took the route that I have described in these pages, and the only 

two sites that we have proven that the Teotihuacan army visited or conquered was Tikal 

and El Peru-Waka. However, the intentions of this section of the chapter is to 

demonstrate that it was possible for the Teotihuacán army to perform a long-distance 

warfare and suggest a possible route, if we take as example the logistics and strategies of 

the Triple alliance.   
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AFTER THE CONQUEST 

The central Petén was the region most affected by the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’. 

Specifically, the city of Tikal, that was conquered and suffered also the death of their 

14th ruler Chak Tok Ich’aak I (Stuart 2000) (Figure 86). After the conquest, epigraphic 

evidence at Tikal indicates that Sihyaj K’ahk’ did not become a Tikal ruler, rather he was 

some type of Over Lord that had a close relationship with Spearthrower Owl, which 

David Stuart proposed was the ruler of Teotihuacan (Stuart 2000: 473). There is not 

much evidence on what happened immediately after the conquest of Tikal, but definitely 

this transition was not peaceful at all, because many of the monuments erected during the 

regime of Chak Tok Ich’aak I were vandalized and removed from the plazas, possibly 

with the intention to erase his legacy and history (Freidel et al., 2003).  It is possible that 

Sihyaj K’ahk or some other Maya elite became some sort of “provisional ruler” of Tikal 

for at least the first year after the conquest, when the new ruler Yax Nuun Ayiin I was 

enthroned in A.D. 379 (Stuart 2000).  

 

The “Entrada” event also affected the wider socio-political organization in the 

central Petén region, initiating what has been called a “new political order” (Martin and 

Grube 2008) and the creation of a new alliance network (Figure 87).   We find some 

indirect evidence of this at the site of Holmul, where a painted mural commemorates the 

first anniversary of the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk to the Maya region (Estrada-Belli et al., 

2009). The elites of Holmul built the structures, Room Sub-10, and Room 1 at La 

Sufricaya, and decorating the interior walls of both structures with murals that date by 
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8.17.02.04.16 11 Cib 14 Mac or January 15, A.D. 379 (Estrada-Belli et al., 2009: 240). 

This data suggests that the elite of La Sufricaya were allies to Sihyaj K’ahk k, although 

the murals do not mention the nature of this alliance, if this was as consequence of a 

conquest, or as a more peaceful alliance.  

 

  One year after the conquest of Tikal, the ruler of the El Zapote also became part 

of this alliance (Figure 87). El Zapote is a site located less than 25 kilometers south of 

Tikal, in a mountainous region around the Macanche lakes. The site has never been 

formally excavated and only is known because the prescreens of small stelas 

(Runggaldier et al., 2015). According to David Stuart (2013), Stela 4 mentions that in the 

date 8.17.2.5.3 or January 22, A.D. 379 a ruler took office, and in the inscriptions 

mentioned that this new Ruler was a Sihyaj K’ahk vassal. In this case, we can see that the 

royal family of El Zapote is expressing their connection with Sihyaj K’ahk’, therefore 

also with ties to Tikal. Astrid Runggaldier and her collages suggest that Tikal was 

interested in El Zapote because some of the wives of Tikal Rulers came from this site 

(Runggaldier et al., 2015). The epigraphic evidence from the site of The El Bejucal, 

located north west of Tikal in the Buenavista Valley (Figure 1), also demonstrate that the 

Pa’ka’n dynasty was part of the “New Political Order” and became a vassal of Sihyaj 

K’ahk’ in the year 8.17.17.0.0 11 Ahaw 3 Tzak or A.D. 381 (Houston et al., 2006; Stuart 

2000). The historical records found in Stela 2 (Figure 52), shows that the ruler of El Zotz 

became vassal of Tikal and Siyaj K’ahk’ three years after his arrival to Tikal. The last 

epigraphic evidence that shows an alliance and subordination to Tikal and Sihyaj K’ahk’, 



 149 

comes from stela 1 in Rio Azul (Figure 87), a site located 70 km north east of Tikal. The 

inscription mentions that the Ruler of Rio Azul was a vassal of Sihyaj K’ahk’ 15 years 

(A.D. 393) after he conquered Tikal.  

 

Some believe that the epigraphic data suggests the beginning of an alliance 

between all of these eight cities, but unfortunately they do not explain what this alliance 

represented. What type of alliance are we describing? Is it being a type of empire or just 

an agreement between elites?  David Freidel and his colleagues (2008) proposed that the 

“alliance” and subordination of these dynasties was only to the Teotihuacán warrior or 

Spearthrower Owl, and not to Tikal itself. Therefore, they do not believe that the new 

political order in the Southern Lowlands was any kind of empire, rather only an alliance. 

However, the inscription on Stela 31 at Tikal notes that the Ruler Yax Nuun Ahiin, when 

he became the Ruler of Tikal, “took the 28 peténs” (Figure 88), a word that can be 

translated as “territory” (Stuart personal communication 2016). David Stuart thinks that 

this may refer to number of regions that existed under Yax Nuun Ahiin control or allied 

to Tikal (Stuart personal communication, 2016).  If these inscriptions are really 

mentioning sites that were part of a political organization under the control of the Early 

Classic ruler of Tikal, it is indeed possible that we are in the presence of some type of 

larger “Maya empire” or hegemony that existed in the Early Classic period. However, 

there is not enough evidence to prove the existence of some type of empire, and for now 

we only can be assured that after the conquest of Tikal began a” new political order” that 
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included the cities of El Zotz, El Peru, Holmul, Rio Azul, Naachtun, Uaxactun and El 

Zapote (Figure 85). 

 

These new alliances brought many changes in the Maya region, like the utilization 

of Teotihuacan art and cultural materials along the Maya regions, a subject that has been 

addressed by many scholars (Chase and Chase 2011; Coe 1990; Coggins 1975; Estrada-

Belli et al., 2009; Fialko 1988; Houston et al., 2015, Hurts 2009; Koszkul 2010; Miller 

1991; Moholy- Nagy 2003;  Prendrgast 1971; Proskouriakoof 1993; Renets-Dudet et al., 

2004; Sharer et al., 2005; Stuart 2000; Taube 2004; Tomasic et al., 2005). I propose that 

this alliance between these site with Tikal and among them, also brought a period of 

“peace” between the sites that conformed to this alliance, such as Tikal, Uaxactun, El 

Peru, El Zotz, Naachtun, Rio Azul, El Zapote and La Sufricaya (Figure 89).  Stephen 

Houston propose that perhaps period of peace can be called as “Pax Tikalensis” (Roman 

et al., in press).   

To demonstrate a period of “peace” in ancient societies is very difficult, and most 

of the studies that have been done are based in historical records, like the Pax Romana 

(Melko and Wigel 1981), or the Aztec Peace (Hassig 2007). But when we talk about 

peace in ancient time researchers cannot pretend that it is the same way that is used in 

modern times.  In the case of the Mexica, they never mentioned peace in their historical 

records, but some scholars think that the conformation of alliances created the perfect 

context for a period of non-aggression between the cities (Hassig 2007). According to 

Ross Hassig this type of peace it is not “amiable coexisting, but rather subordination” 
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(Hassig 2007: 312), and peace was achieved by hierarchy, where each cite has a specific 

place.  For example, the cities that conform to the Triple Alliance, were at the top of the 

hierarchy, and the rest of the site that became their allies were in a lower level 

(Subordinates cities), that collaborate with the Mexica in warfare against another non-

allies’ cities and also by paying tributes (Hassig 2007). What researchers are seeing with 

the Mexica is the existing relative peace among the cities that conform to the Triple 

Alliance, but war continues to cities that were not part of the initial Triple Alliance.  

 

 In the Maya region scholars have focused in the study of warfare (Demarest et 

al., 1997; Webster 1976, Freidel et al., 2003), and it has been recognized by the study of 

weapons (Aoyama 2005), epigraphic evidence (Houston 1983), and defensive 

architectural features (Demarest 1997; Webster 1993), but there are not many studies 

concerning to periods of peace or “non-aggression”. Maybe the lack of studies 

concerning periods of “non-aggression” in the Maya Lowlands has been motivated by the 

difficulties to find archaeological data to prove it.  For example, in the case of 

inscriptions during the Late Classic period, monuments have extended numbers of 

monuments that shows information about hostilities between cities (Stuart 1993), but so 

far there is not a single glyph that can represent the idea of peace. However, it is 

important to notice that the classic inscriptions mention the existence of an alliance, 

between cities, and these alliances were made in some cases by marriage (Martin and 

Grube 2008; Stuart 2013) or just a political decision of the rulers, therefore these 

alliances are telling us the existing of a period of relative peace among these cities.  
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The alliances created after the year A.D.  378 may offer a good example of a 

period of non- aggression or “Pax Tikalensis” in the central Petén region that lasted for 

more than 100 years. A good way to prove this period of peace will focus on the 

information of El Zotz.  The site of El Zotz, like this researcher mentioned in Chapter 2 

and in this chapter, became part of the “new political order”, stablished after the arrival of 

Sihyaj K’ahk’ in A.D. 381 (Stuart 2000). Before the year A.D. 378, like it was explored 

in Chapter 3, the Central Lowlands was involved in a series or wars (Freidel et al., 2003; 

Reese-Taylor et al., 2002) between many of the Early Classic settlements. The data that 

confirms this period of war comes from iconographic studies of the monuments from 

Uaxactun and Tikal, that show the rulers of these sites with the depiction of them with 

captives (Reese-Taylor et al., 2002). At El Zotz we do not have any iconographic 

information that shows signs of war, but, our best data came from the study of the 

landscape. After the formative city of El Palmar collapsed (Doyle 2013), the people from 

this site and their elites moved their settlement to the top of hilltops at the Valley of 

Buenavista, and started to build residential areas at the site of El Bejucal and later at El 

Diablo Group (Garrison et al., 2016; Houston et al., 2015; Román 2011). The earliest 

Architecture at El Diablo wasn’t monumental (Figure 19), and consisted only in small 

platforms with a single structure on the top (A.D. 240-300). This first construction also 

reflects that the Elite at the El Zotz where looking for a region where they could be 

protected from their enemies (Figure 18). Another site near to El Zotz that also built their 

city in a defensive landscape was El Peru-Waka’ located 45 five Kilometers from El 
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Zotz. Unfortunately, the excavations at this site focused principally in the Late Classic 

period (Navarro-Farr and Rich 2014); however, the El Mirador Group was also a place 

where they buried their Queens (Rich 2011: Rich and Matute 2014). This evidence at El 

Peru-Waka’ shows the same patron at the Valley of Buenavista were the hilltops were the 

preferred landscape to construct the ceremonial center, in a place where they could also 

observe their enemies and control the merchants’ routes. The selection of hill-top 

landscape for the construction in a city was important strategy to survive in these 

turbulent years, and was important for the settlements that started to develop during the 

third century A.D. The sites of Tikal and Uaxactun (two sites that had stelas depicting 

captives before they the year A.D. 378), also made some changes in their settlements 

during the beginning of the Early Classic period. For example, they relocated the 

ceremonial centers to more defensive sectors within their settlements (Laporte 1989; 

Valdés 1995). In Uaxactun they moved the ceremonial center from group E, to the Group 

A, which was located on a hill (Valdés 2005).   However, after the year A.D. 378 with the 

creation of   alliances between the sites of Tikal, Uaxactun, El Peru-Waka’ and El Zotz, 

the political landscape changed again, and because they were part of this alliance it is safe 

to propose that they were not fighting among, themselves.  El Zotz, for instance, during 

the beginning of the fifth century A.D.  witnessed an increase of constructions at El 

Diablo but also in other groups located not only on top of hills, but also in the valley, like 

the Acropolis (Newman 2015), and at the East Group (Garrison and Garrido 2013; 

Roman et al., in press). The process of starting to build elite architecture (Figure 35, 36 
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and 66) in the valley was motivated by the new period of non-aggression between the 

central Petén sites, and in special with Tikal, that was the more powerful Zotz neighbor.  

 

Architectural evidence also conforms to a model that sees alliances and periods of 

non-aggression in the Central Petén benefit the return of monumental architecture after 

the decline of the Formative settlements. These are not direct evidence of peaceful times, 

but normally in the study of warfare in ancient civilizations, archaeologist postulate, that 

during the periods of war one of the areas that get affected it is the commerce and the 

architecture (Demarest et al., 1997). In the city of The El Zotz, before they became 

subordinates of Tikal, the architecture was humbler. At El Diablo, the seat of the Pa’ka’n 

family during the fourth century, the earliest version of the Palace consisted of a small 

platform on which was erected a building (Figure 19, 20 and 22). So far, we do not know 

the function of this structure, but it is smaller if we compare with its later versions. 

Another earlier construction at El Diablo was the Red Structure that was located in the 

south-east corner of El Diablo.  The best example of non-elite architecture for the second 

and third century A.D. was found at the El Tejon group, located also in a hilltop, 500 m 

from the El Diablo (Knodel and Garrison 2011; Piedrasanta 2013). The Early Classic 

structures in these group consist of small platforms with round corners, and on top of 

them, was built a perishable structure (Piedrasanta 2013).  These structures are very 

similar to the round structures found at Uaxactun in the Group A, structure Sub-5 and 

structure Sub-3 which were constructed between the year A.D. 300 to A.D. 378 (Valdés 

2005: 37-38).  After the year A.D. 378, El Zotz started to invest more sources and people 
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to build larger pyramids and palace complexes, maybe as a consequence of their alliance 

between this settlement and their neighbors this made possible that many of its 

inhabitants that were involved in the protection of the city, could participate in other 

activities such, as the construction of monumental architecture and art after this period of 

“relative pace”. The El Diablo Palace construction sequence shows that the first 

construction phase was small (F8-8-sub-3) and was built around the beginning of the 4th 

Century A.D. The second phase that dates by the first half of 4th century, consist in a 

platform that covers the first construction phase (F8-8-sub-3) and   was extended 18m to 

the south. Unfortunately, we do not have much evidence for this new construction phase.  

We have more data form the construction phase that replaces it, and was built after the 

year A.D. 378. This new version of the Palace suffered a massive change, this elite 

residence   had six structures around a single patio. To the South of the palace the 

structure F8-7-Sub 1-1st, was a multi-room structure, that was facing toward El Diablo 

Plaza. It is possible that structure F8-7-Sub-1- 2nd had a second floor, because in the 

northeast corner was found a stair that went from the central patio to a possible second 

floor of this structure (Gutiérrez and Román 2015). This building was completely 

decorated with molded stucco in the exterior and the interior walls were painted in red 

(Gutiérrez and Román 2014). It is possible that the structure F8-8-sub-1 was also 

decorated with molded stucco because during the excavation of this building in 2009, 

were found an accumulation of stucco fragments mixed with ceramics and ashes in the 

stairs of the building (Román and Carter 2009). However, the best example that we have 

of how the architecture became more complex after the Pa’ka’n rulers became allied to 
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Tikal, comes from the structure F8-1, located in the south-east section of the el Diablo 

compound. The excavations of these structures show that before the year A.D. 378 there 

existed only a small structure, the Red Temple (Houston et al., 2015).  But this structure 

was completely dismantled when they built a royal tomb that has the remains of the 

founder of the Pa’ka’n dynasty (Houston et al 2015). On top of this tomb was built a 

platform that has the stairs facing west, and on top of the platform were build two 

structures, the first one a Sanctuary, that was located right above of the tomb (Figure 24), 

and a two chamber structures known as the Temple of the Night Sun (Houston et al., 

2015; Román and Newman 2010).  This temple was built after the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk 

(Houston et al., 2015), and perhaps was one of the first structures with a vaulted ceiling 

and a roofcomb in the Valley of Buenavista. But the most important aspect of this 

structure was its external decoration, which was completely decorated with stucco mask 

that represents different deities (Houston and Taube 2015), which was unique at the 

Valley of Buenavista during the Early Classic period.  

 

At the residential area of El Tejon, we also see the increase of constructions, and 

all the structures were larger than the previous constructions around the fifth century 

A.D. For instance, Structure G6-1, the first construction phase was, 0.50 m high oval 

platform that had on top a perishable structure. But during the beginning of the fifth 

century the structure became larger with two terraced platforms, central stair (at the 

south), and on top of the platform was built a structure with cut stone blocks that had two 

rooms (Piedrasanta 2013: 946).  
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But the most interesting change at the El Zotz comes from the groups located at 

the level of the valley, like the Acropolis and the East Group of El Zotz, were the 

archaeological data shows that during the beginning of the fifth century they started to 

build more monumental architecture (Garrido 2015, Garrison 2015, Newman 2015). The 

Accession Platform (a sub structure of M7-1) was built during the beginning of the fifth 

century, that has three masks that represent the deity Ux Yop Hunn (Garrison 2015; 

Houston et al., 2015: 22) (Figure 66).  At the Acropolis of El Zotz monumental 

architecture was also built. Before the fifth century the constructions at the palace were 

simple platforms that had some perishable structures on top, but during the beginning of 

the fifth century the Acropolis of El Zotz started to increase their size (Newman 2015), 

and during the end of the fifth century became the seat of the royal family of the El Zotz.  

This small site (El Zotz), during the fifth century was a very successful dynasty and a 

wealthy settlement, that was able to continue their control of the country house of El 

Bejucal, where they built a palace and a second group that had funerary pyramids. This 

site was so important for the royal family of El Zotz that they commissioned the carving 

of their first stela that date by 8.17.17.0.0 or A.D. 393, to commemorate a k’atun ending 

and also to commemorate the tenth-year anniversary of the alliance of Pa’ka’n dynasty   

of El Zotz and Sihyaj K’ahk’ (Houston 2006; Stuart 2000).  

 

During this period, el Zotz also started to bury their kings in more elaborate ways, 

and more similar to the tombs at Tikal. The first Royal tomb was the one constructed for 
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the founder of Pa’ka’n dynasty who was buried after A.D. 378 within the Temple of the 

Night Sun (Houston et al 2015). During the beginning of the El Zotz Alliance, the rulers 

of el Zotz where buried at the El Diablo, but during the fifth century they started to bury 

their rulers and nobles at the East Group (Garrison 2015) and the Five Temple Group 

(Hernandez and Garrido 2016).  

 

 Another important piece of data that suggest that the Rulers of the El Zotz started 

to move from a defensive landscape to a more open area comes from the ceramics 

analysis. According to Ewa Czapiewska and her colleagues (in press), during the Early 

Saquiq ceramic phase (A.D.250- A.D. 400), the group that had more ceramic types and 

polychromes was in the El Diablo and El Tejon compounds, but during the Late Saquij 

ceramic phase the Acropolis of El Zotz increased the amount of ceramic types including 

more elite types of ceramics (Czapiewska et al., In press).  

The accesses of foreign goods, such as jade and the trade routes, is another 

important benefit that the El Zotz obtained after they became part of the “New Political 

Order” (Figure 90).  Jade is a good example to prove it because it is known that this 

material came from the highlands. Jade was a very valuable good for Maya culture. At El 

Zotz, jade has been found in elite context such as the tomb of the founder of El Zotz 

(Houston et al., 2015; Hruby 2015).  Burial 9 at El Diablo has jade masks, jade beads, 

and some type of pectoral (Houston et al 2015; Román 2011; Román and Newman 2011) 

that proves that the elite had easy access to jade and jade artisans soon after they were 

allied to Tikal.  Jade also was found in some of the royal tombs at Five Temples Group 
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(Garrido 2015). In addition, Jade was not only used by the royal family at El Zotz, but the 

data shows that secondary elites had access to jade artefacts (Piedrasanta 2013: 947).  

Another important exotic good that the El Zotz had access to marine shells (Gutiérrez 

2015), hematite (Houston et al 2015) and green obsidian (Guillot 2008).  This data 

suggests that the El Zotz has   more access to these goods, and I propose that this was 

possible because they were politically allied and were having good relations with Tikal, a 

site that controlled the production and distribution of jade during the Early Classic Period 

(Woodfill and Andrieu 2012). The data (Change in landscape, burials, architecture and 

ceramics) prove that during the end of the fourth century A.D. and the beginning of the 

fifth century A.D., El Zotz royal family start to move the seat of the site downhill, in a 

less defensive landscape, were they could develop the city, and make larger structures, 

that proves that they were not afraid to be attacked by any of their neighbors such as 

Tikal to the East, El Peru-Waka’ to the West and Uaxactun to the North. 

 

  These changes in architecture, ceramics and monumental art observed at El Zotz 

after the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’ was also noted at Uaxactun, a site located 27 kilometers 

north of the El Zotz (Figure 85). Here Juan Antonio Valdés and his team proposed that 

after the year A.D. 378 Uaxactun became a larger settlement with access to more human 

resources to build monumental architecture. During the Tzakol 3 ceramic phase (A.D. 

378- A.D. 550), the Group A of Uaxactun continued as the seat of the royal family and 

the Group B became an elite residence for nobles (Valdés 2005: 56). However, the best 

way to see the increase of constructions come from the group A-5 that started to become 
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the great acropolis of the site. The palace, for example, was the area selected to have the 

kings buried at the site, and for that reason they introduced the construction of reach 

vaulted tombs that did not exist at the site in the previous the Tzakol 3 phase (Valdés 

2005). In addition, during this period, the rulers where so powerful that they were able to 

commission 16 monuments that were placed at the A and B groups (Valdés 2005: 57). 

This data suggest that they had access to more sources than in the previous years, and it 

was very similar to the process that we see at El Zotz.  

 

In summary, one of the first effects of the conquest of Tikal seems to have been 

the creation of the “new political order”, which created a period of peace that benefited 

the El Zotz, Uaxactun and Tikal (Figure 89).  For example, the elite of El Zotz started to 

appropriate some type of Tikal traditions, like the construction of new political structures 

where the Ruler played the most important roll (Martin and Grube 2008). They also 

started to venerate their dynasties by the construction of funerary chambers, the erection 

of the stela-altar complex, that merger from the site of Tikal and Uaxactun (Willey 1977). 

Changes in architecture are also observed, as seen in the utilization of vaulted structures 

that were first used at Uaxactun and Tikal since the Preclassic period (Laporte and Valdés 

1993; Valdes 2005). This period of “relative peace” in the central Petén brought many 

benefits to the site around Tikal, such as El Zotz and Uaxactun, but this alliance also 

benefits Tikal, because after the year A.D. 378 Tikal cultural traditions (a political order 

based on kings and dynasties, the utilization of stela-altar complex, Iconography, and 

ceramics) dispersed in the southern Maya Lowland region after the year A.D. 400. 
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THE STANDARDIZATION OF CENTRAL PETEN TRADITIONS IN SITES ASSOCIATED TO THE 

378 EVENT.  

After Tikal secured alliances with its near neighbors (El Zotz, El Peru Waka’, La 

Sufricaya, and Uaxactun) the city started to expand its influence in the southern Maya 

Lowlands. One of the more distant centers that become affected by Tikal was Rio Azul, 

located in the northeast corner of the Petén (Figure 87). This region is also known as the 

Three Rivers regions (Figure 34) that include the site of Rio Azul, La Milpa, Chanchich 

and Blue Crick, among others (Sullivan et al 2006). According to Richard Adams, this 

city was inhabited from the Formative period (1000 B.C. to A. D.100), and during the last 

centuries of the Late Formative period the site suffered an increase in population and the 

ceramics production. But through the beginning of the Early Classic period, the 

settlement was small and the rural settlement declined (Adams 1995: 138).  During this 

time, Rio Azul architecture comprised a combination of Formative-style structures and a 

new Early Classic architecture, like Structure G-103, which was the larger structure built 

during the Late Formative period and continued to be used until the year A.D. 372 

(Sullivan and Valdez 2006: 74).  The ceramic from this period also shows that Rio Azul 

had not many “Protoclassic Ceramic” materials, and during the beginning of the Early 

Classic period the ceramic was a mix of waxy sierra red style and Early Classic material 

similar to the one found in the Central Petén region (Sullivan and Valdez 2006: 78), but 



 162 

in the areas outside of the urban centers the communities were still using Late Formative 

ceramics during the end of the fourth century A.D. (Sullivan and Valdez 2006: 73).  

Although, all of this changed after the year A.D. 392, when the ruler of Rio Azul became 

a subordinate city of Tikal (Adams 1995; Stuart 2000; Sullivan and Valdez 2006) and the 

cultural materials started to be more closely associated to the central Petén Traditions. 

For example, the seat of power and ritual at Rios Azul was moved to a new location and 

the largest Formative building, Structure G-103, was buried (Sullivan and Valdez 2006: 

75). They built the Palace (Structure C-42), and also was built the A3 Complex, the larger 

structure at Rio Azul, and this new architecture emulated Tikal style temple architecture 

(Adams 1995: 42-43). At Rio Azul, the central Petén art beginning to be used in this 

period as well, when they erected the first stela (1) in A.D. 392, found at the A 3 group. 

The stela has a standing figure that may represent the ruler of Rio Azul (Adams 1995: 

Stuart 2000).  A second monument that was commissioned during the fifth century A.D. 

was Stela 3 that also shows a standing figure (a ruler) that has been dated by style 

between A.D. 400 to A.D. 420 (Adams 1995: 79).  Another important change during this 

period is that the rulers start to be venerated by the erection of stelas, but also by 

constructing funerary chambers at the structure C-19 (Adams 1995). These tombs were 

carved in bedrock, and 11 of them had mural paintings that date from A.D. 440 to A.D. 

520 (Acuña 2007, 2015; Adams 1995). The ceramics of Rio Azul also were affected in 

this period, for example the Formative ceramics disappear form the ceramic inventory, 

and Tzakol 3 ceramics were introduced as well as Teotihuacan style ceramics (Sullivan 

and Valdez 2006: 76). The Period between A.D 392 to A.D. 500 the City of Rio Azul 
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became the most powerful settlement in the Three River regions, with access of exotic 

goods like jade, polychrome ceramics and shells, that indicated that this settlement was 

part of the long-distance commerce.  Like El Zotz, the access to these goods and central 

Petén material culture traditions started after the city became part of the alliance with 

Tikal. In other settlements in the Three River Region they had the same process that Rio 

Azul, like the site of La Milpa, which their cultural material became more associated to 

central Petén traditions (Sullivan and Valdez 2006). Like we can see the expansion and 

the standardization of some cultural materials and traditions of central Petén at Rio Azul 

was due to the alliance between these two cities, and maybe Tikal choose to allay with 

Rio Azul with the intension to have access and secure the trail network of salt or shells or 

other materials that came from the east (op. cit.) and also because this city maybe helped 

to extend the central Petén traditions to another parts of the Three River region.   

 

Another site that adopted Central Petén traditions and cultural materials is the site 

of Naachtun, located north of Tikal (Figure 87). This site was the seat of the “Zuutz 

dynasty”, and they possibly began their alliance with Sihyaj K’ahk, prior to the 

conquering of Tikal (Nondédéo et al., 2015). We know from epigraphic data that 

Naachtun were allied to Sihyaj K’ahk’ (op. cit.). Because they were allied to Sihyaj 

K’ahk’, this put them in a good position with Tikal.  For example, Naachtun was a “new” 

settlement in the Mirador region, that survived the first “Preclassic collapse” in that 

region (Nondédéo et al., 2013). During the beginning of the Early Classic Period the 

ceramics were associated to the ceramic traditions of the Three Rivers region and 
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Calakmul (Figure 87), but also they were participating in central Petén ceramic traditions, 

and they were using a combination of Formative Preclassic material and some Early 

Classic ceramic types, such as Aquila Orange (Patiño 2016).  The architecture before the 

establishment of the New Order at Naachtun was influenced from Formative architectural 

style, for example they built a Triadic Group and a E group (Arredondo 2010). However, 

after the year A.D. 378, Naachtun started to adopt new cultural traditions. It is possible 

that Naachtun dynasty started in A.D. 360, and began to commission stelas (23 in total), 

however, the commemoration of time, and veneration of rulers became an important 

narrative in Naachtun monuments after the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’.   According to 

archaeologists that work in this site, Naachtun became an important center in this region 

during the fifth century A.D. (A.D. 378- A.D. 600), and the architecture became larger 

and more monumental (Arredondo 2009; Nondédéo et al., 2013). But the best evidence of 

how Naachtun became more influenced by central Petén traditions comes from ceramics 

(Figure 91).  According to Alejandro Patiño, the ceramic inventory of this site was more 

associated to the ceramic from Calakmul region and Mirador, and some types from 

central Peten. During this period, many Formative ceramics continued as part of the 

ceramic inventory until the year A.D.  378, when Naachtun ceramics became totally 

associated to the Central Petén, he argues that this change was caused by the new 

political affiliation to Tikal and Sihyaj K’ahk’ (Patiño 2016).  

 

The sites of El Peru-Waka’, El Zapote, and La Sufricaya (Figure 87) that were 

part of the new order show almost the same pattern observedat Rio Azul and Naachtun.  
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For example, these three cities started to commission Stelas to commemorate cycles of 

time after the A.D. 378 (Estrada-Belli et al., 2013, Guenter 2014; Runggaldier 2014; 

Stuart 2000).  The inscriptions in the stelae found in these sites (Stela 15 of el Peru, Stela 

1 La Sufricaya and Stela 5 of El Zapote) also mention that their rulers were subordinate 

of Tikal after the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’. However, researchers do not know the exact 

nature of these alliances and it is possible that each of these sites negotiated their alliance 

in different ways. For example, the ceramic inventory from el Peru-Waka’ and La 

Sufricaya has almost the same Central Petén ceramic types in the entire Early Classic 

period; therefore, this information can indicate that they were part of this central Petén 

culture before the conquest of Tikal in A.D. 378. However, they became more associated 

to central Petén after they were allied to Tikal. For example, they started to commission 

stelas, on which they record historical events of the rulers of these sites (Estrada-Belli et 

al., 2011, Guenter 2015), a narrative that became important after they became part of the 

alliances. 

 

The expansion of central Petén traditions affected the sites that confirmed their 

participation in the new order, but it seems that the conquest of Tikal by a Sihyaj K’ahk’ 

and their allies during the end of the fourth century A.D. was the trigger for the expansion 

of what scholars call the “Classic Period” to the entire Southern Maya region. For 

example, the presence of some of central Petén tradition spread out along the entire 

lowland landscape after the beginning of the fifth century. One of central Petén traditions 

that spread was the Tzakol 3 ceramics.  Before the years A.D 378 many regions of the 
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Maya lowlands had their own ceramics (Figure 91), and their ceramic inventory still 

included Late Formative types, as we see in the southeast portion of Petén (Laporte 

2008), the Pasión River region (Willey 1977), The Usumacinta River (Acuña 2005), the 

northwest region of the Lowlands (Rands 1977), Naachtun (Patiño 2016), and the Three 

Rivers region (Sullivan and Valdez 2006). Many of the sites had some Early Classic 

materials, but normally associated only with elite contexts. However, during the 

beginning of the fifth century A.D., the majority of the sites in the central Maya region 

adopted Tzakol 3 ceramic types. All of the settlements that used Formative ceramic 

discontinued their use, and the Early Classic Material started to be used for both the elites 

and the non-elite inhabitants.  The presence of the Tzakol 3 extended in to the entire 

Southern Maya lowlands, and also the northern lowland Maya region (Hutson 2012) a 

phenomenon observed by Willey, Colbert and Adams back in 1967. The remarkable 

standardization of the ceramic inventory was adopted in different ways, and in some 

cases the sites preferred to integrate some types from the Tzakol 3 sphere, but they did 

not lose some of their local traditions, like the case of the polychrome ceramics from 

Piedras Negras Guatemala that varied in forms and decoration (Acuña 2005: 109).  

 

In addition, other central Petén traditions that expanded in the Maya region was 

the veneration of dynasties. Before the establishment of the “new political order” in 

Central Petén, the only rulers that claim to belong of a linage were the sites of Uaxactun, 

Tikal and Naachtun (Martin and Grube 2008; Nondédéo et al., 2015). However, after the 

378 event rulers from other sites started to emphasize in monuments that they belonged to 
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specific dynastic lineages, like El Peru-Waka’ (Guenter 2014), Copan (Stuart 2005), 

Palenque (Stuart and Stuart 2008), Yaxchilan (Martin and Grube 2008), Piedras Negras 

(Houston et al., 2003), Caracol (Grube 1994; Houston 1987), Calakmul (Grube 2008; 

Martin 2005), Tres Isalas (Tomasic et al., 2005), Ceibal (Inomata 2017). Some sites like 

Xultun claim that their dynasty started before the Arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’, but it is 

important to notice that many of these dynasties start earlier, but the action of recording 

and claiming to belong to a specific dynastic linage started during the last decades of the 

fourth century and the beginning of the fifth century A.D. (Garrison and Stuart 2004).  

This data suggests that after the fifth century was important for the rulers to record their 

ancestors like Tikal did.  

Other evidence that proves the standardization of Central Petén traditions is the 

utilization of the Stela-Altar tradition, to commemorate the cycles of time. For example, 

researchers see that the first Stela-Altar tradition came from Tikal (Figure 92), and 

Uaxactun, but after the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’, some of the first sites that used Stela-

Altar complex were the ones that claim to be subordinated to Tikal, such as EL Zapote, 

La Sufricaya, Naachtun, El Zotz –Bejucal, and Rio Azul (Figure 92). But after this period 

many sites started to emulate the central Petén Stela-Altar tradition and the elite 

commissioned their first monument, such as Balakbal Estela 5 that date A.D. 406, Altar 

de Sacrificios Stela 10 that date A.D. 455, Tres Islas Stela 3 that also date by A.D. 455, 

Stela 24 at Copan that date A.D. 485 and Quirigua Estela 3 A.D. 488, among others. I 

propose, that the spread and regionalization of the Classic period began after the arrival 

of Sihyaj K’ahk’, followed for a period of relative peace that lasted for almost 100 years. 
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This New political order period created a perfect context for ideas and materials to move 

freely in the Maya region, including ceramics, writing, iconography, and architecture, or 

what Mayanist consider a “Classic Maya Culture”.  

THE END OF THE RELATIVE PEACE IN THE MAYA REGION (A.D. 530- 600) 

 In the last century of the Early Classic period, the Pa’ka’n’ dynasty was strong 

and the city of El Zotz was growing in monumentality in the site core, but also the rural 

population started to increase during this period, mostly in the region between the 

Formative site of El Palmar and the El Zotz (Garrison et al., 2010; Román et al., in press). 

During the beginning of the sixth century A.D. the elites started to enlarge some of the 

structures in the valley and also on hills.  The El Zotz acropolis started to become more 

important for the royal family during the fifth century, and became the new seat of the 

royal family (Houston and Garrison 2016; Newman 2014). But the last construction 

phase, or the Early Classic period, dates around the second part of the Fifth Century A.D 

and the beginning of the Sixth Century A.D. 600 when the royal court started to build a 

large pyramid with a wooden lintel in its upper temple, by far the largest structure at El 

Zotz during the Early Classic period (Houston et al., 2008; Garrison 2014).  The site was 

so powerful in this period that the ruler’s ambitions were to enlarge the entire Group of El 

Diablo.  The first thing that the Zotzeños did was to dismantle the roof of all the buildings 

and they also took all the stucco sculpture from the walls (Román 2011). After that they 

started to fill the structures with limestone rocks and blocks, and also perform some type 

of ceremonies (Gutierrez and Román 2014; Román 2011). Three carbon samples were 
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taking from these deposits, located in Structure F8-6 y F8-9, and the radiocarbon results 

indicated that the El Diablo was buried around the year A.D. 530 (Houston, et al., in 

press).  The important part of this data is that it shows that the El Zotz ruler wanted to 

rebuild their older ceremonial center of the city that was associated with the founder of 

the dynasty, and they were planning a very ambitious project, that would require a lot of 

human and material sources to complete it. 

 

During the year A.D. 530, the new construction phases was only in their first 

stage, which means the construction of the core of the buildings. However, what took my 

attention is that this new construction phase was never finished, they never had the time 

or resources to put the fine masonry in that covered the core of the buildings. In my 

excavation conducted for this my master theses, there was no found any evidence that 

proved a rapid abandonment at El Diablo, like other sites in the Maya region (Inomata 

2003). For this reason, I proposed that the abandonment of El Diablo was not related to a 

natural catastrophize or war, but rather a political decision of the elites that preferred to 

move the seat of the site to the valley (Román 2011). When I did my Master thesis, I had 

only one carbon sample, which was not useful to correctly date this abandonment and it’s 

speculated that maybe the abandonment of El Diablo was more associated with an Elite 

decision to move the seat of the royal family to the valley where they could build larger 

structures. In addition, I argued that this abandonment was caused maybe by the arrival of 

Sihyaj K’ahk’ that created an alliance between the El Zotz and Tikal which made it safer 

to move the seat of the site downhill.  This idea is the most reasonable according to new 



 170 

data, but it seems that the El Diablo was abandoned in the second part of the fifth century 

A.D and, based on three radiocarbon dates that shows that the beginning of the last 

construction phase of El Diablo started during the year A.D. 530 (Houston et al., in press; 

Roman et al., In press). This was a period of political instability in the southern lowlands, 

apparently caused by the expansion of one of the most powerful enemies of Tikal, the 

K’annul dynasty from Dzibanche Mexico (Estrada-Belly and Tokovinine 2015; Martin 

and Grube 2008). This new hegemonic Kingdom started to establishe new political 

alliances with cities affiliated to Tikal by the utilization of royal marriage a strategy that 

continued along the Classic period (Canuto and Barrientos 2013; Stuart et al., 2015; 

Barrientos 2008: 2).  During this period, Tikal was still the strongest settlement in the 

region, under the regime of the ruler Chak Tok Ich’aak II, who commissioned four stelas, 

including Stela 3, that commemorates the Period Ending 9.3.0.0.0 or A.D.  495, (Martin 

and Grube 2008: 37). However, this king died in July A.D. 508, that brought some 

instability to Tikal, because 13 days after his death one of the Tikal vassals was captured 

by the Ruler of Yaxchilan (Martin and Grube 2008: 70). This period at Tikal history is 

not well understood, and seems that it was an era of dynastic disturbance (Martin and 

Grube 2008: 37). According to the epigraphic data from A.D. 511 to A.D. 527 Tikal had 

a female ruler, Lady of Tikal, that became the queen of Tikal when she was only six 

years old (Martin and Grube 2008: 38). After the Lady of Tikal, the 21st ruler appears on 

the scene, Wak Chan K’awiil, also known as Double Bird, who ruled from A.D. 537 to 

A.D. 562 (op. cit.). This king tried to continue the Tikal hegemony over the Maya region 

and he sponsored a new king at Caracol in A.D. 553 (Houston 1987).  However, other 



 171 

sites began to dissolve their alliances with Tikal and started to ally with the K’annul 

dynasty, like El Naranjo and later Caracol that shows that Tikal was losing their 

hegemony in the Southern Maya Lowlands (Houston 1987; Martin 2005; Martin and 

Grube 2008: 39). All this internal political instability at Tikal and its inability to maintain 

alliances with some of their neighbors, weakened the power of Tikal, and their enemies 

took advance of this and made their final attack on A.D. 562, when Tikal was finally 

defeated (Martin and Grube 2008). 

 

This instability in the central Petén region also affected the El Zotz and the 

development of the city.  It is possible that the last construction phase of El Diablo was 

never finished because a new period of war emerged around this time in the Central Petén 

region, and maybe the city had to increase their army. Therefore, they may have 

abandoned the idea of the construction of the last phase of the El Diablo and focused on 

protect more in the new palace located in the Acropolis of El Zotz. Epigraphic data from 

el Zotz also suggest a possible change in the geopolitics of Pa’ka’n dynasty, which for 

more than 100 years was allied to Tikal, but during the end of the Early Classic period 

they start a relationship with the K’annul dynasty (Houston et al, in press), because 

according to an inscription found in the wooden lintel of structure M7-1, that date by the 

end of the Early Classic the name of the Mother of the El Zotz king is normally 

associated to the Royal family of Dzibanche (op. cit.). The crumbling of the alliances of 

Tikal also has been confirmed by epigraphic data from Holmul, an ally of Tikal since the 

first year after the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’, that changed its political affiliation from 
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Tikal to the snake dynasty during last quarter of the six century A.D. (Estrada-Belli and 

Tokovinine 2016: 163).  The end of the Early Classic period in central Petén suffered 

many changes after the defeat of Tikal against the K’annul dynasty and their allies. For 

example, Tikal did not commissioned Stelas for almost 150 (Coe 1990; Martin and Grube 

2008; Moholy-Nagy 2003). In the case of El Zotz during this period, the royal family 

shifted complete their political affiliation to El Peru-Waka’ (Houston et al., in press) that 

confirms that the El Zotz dynasty decided to abandon their alliance with Tikal, maybe 

with the intention to get more direct access to goods that were moving in the new North-

South commerce route established by the K’annul dynasty that started at Calakmul and 

pasted thought La Corona, El Peru-Waka and the site of Cancuen (Demarest et al., 2008).  

CONCLUSION  

In this chapter proved two important factors concerning the Arrival of Stranger to 

the Maya region that will help to understand this historical event. The first fact is that it 

was possible for the Teotihuacan army to embrace a long-distance war by using a pan-

Mesoamerica strategy, that required the creation of alliances along the road that connects 

Teotihuacán and the Maya region. The possible route that was used by Sihyaj K’ahk’ was 

the Gulf of Mexico because archaeologist already proved that this region was a 

commerce rout that connect the Maya Region and the Central valley of Mexico during 

the Early Classic period  and also because it is possible that this road existed before the 

year A.D. 378. This studied followed this trade route and showed that there was a road 

from the Central Valley of Mexico to Matacapan, and also were settlements along the 
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road which have a tie connection to Teotihuacan, therefore this road will be friendly for 

Sihyaj K’ahk’ army because these settlements could support them with water, food and 

shelter. For example, the site of Matacapan which was an economic enclave for the 

Teotihuacans and an important center that distributed goods to the south part of 

Mesoamerica (Santley 2004). The second part of the road from Teotihuacan to Tikal is 

more obscure because a large area between Matacapan to Palenque are not well studied. 

However, this researcher proposes two different roads that connect Tikal with 

Matacapan. The first one was by land which started at Matacapan and went south 

crossing the South part of Veracruz and the North section of Tabasco, until they stopped 

in the Palenque Region. From there they could walk south until they got to Santa Rita-

Resaca. The site of Palenque and Santa Elena-Resaca were sites that use iconography of 

Central Mexico, and it is possible that this connection with that region started before the 

Arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk (Freidel et al., 2007; Stuart and Stuart 2008). The second way to 

get from Matacapan to the Maya region was by navigating from Matacapan until the 

mouth of the Usumacinta River in Tabasco. From there they could continue navigating 

upstream of the Usumacinta River, and then navigate in the San Pedro Martir River until 

they make their final destination at the Site Santa Elena-Resaca, located on the shore of 

the former river.  The last part of the road from Teotihuacan to Tikal is clearer. For 

example, we know that from Santa Elena-Resaca the Teotihuacan army could navigate 

upstream on the San Pedro River until they arrived in the El Peru-Waka’ territory. This 

site is the only settlement in this entire road that actually mentions the arrival of Sihyaj 

K’ahk’ eight days before the conquest of Tikal (Stuart 2000). We know that in this site 
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Sihyaj K’ahk’ performed some rituals with the Ruler of El Peru-Waka, therefore this city 

was an important ally to the Teotihuacan army because they could give them supplies and 

logistical support for their final attack to Tikal. From El Peru to Tikal, the Teotihuacan 

Army possibly took the road that crossed the Pa’ka’n territory, but it is not clear if this 

site was allied to Tikal or to Teotihuacan.  The final 24 kilometers to Tikal was make by 

crossing the Valley of Buenavista, which was in control of the Pa’ka’n dynasty. With the 

exception of El Peru-Waka’, the rest of the sites that are mention in this section they do 

not have any historical records to prove that these sites helped the Teotihuacan’s army, 

but for this thesis what was important was not to prove exactly which city this army 

visited but rather, the idea was to prove that it was logistically possible for Teotihuacán to 

perform a long-distance conquest and the data shows it was possible.  

 

The second point studied in this chapter was concerning about how the Maya 

region changed after the arrival of strangers to the Maya region. Many archaeologists 

already proved, that after the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’, many of these sites located in the 

Maya region started to use art and goods that were culturally associated to the Central 

valley of Mexico. Also, archaeologists proved that after the arrival of strangers a “new 

political order” was born in the region (Martin and Grube 2008). Yet, most of the studies 

do not examine with more details how the region was affected by the conquest of Tikal. 

This chapter showed that the Maya region changed in two important factors. First the 

Arrival of Strangers created a period of “Relative Peace” in the Central Petén region that 

lasted for at least 100 years. This period of peace generates the perfect storm for the 
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expansion of foreign materials and ideas, and most importantly central Petén Traditions 

such, as the claim of been part of a dynastic family, the utilization of Stela-Altar 

complex, and the standardization of Tzakol 3 Ceramics. It is possible that this important 

historical event in the Maya region was remembered for many centuries because it 

brought a period of posterity, the advance of the arts and technology, monumentality, and 

the recovery of the Maya culture after the collapse of the formative period.   Finally, the 

first part of this chapter I proposed that because the existence of Maya people living in 

the city of Teotihuacán it was possible that the conquest in Tikal was most likely helped 

by a known route of communication to the Maya region, but as well they could work as 

spies that gave information about Tikal defenses and weaknesses. Unfortunately, the 

question concerning why Teotihuacán was motivated to attack Tikal still unanswered, 

and maybe in the future with more excavations at the Maya Region and Teotihuacan we 

will have more data to answered it.  
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Chapter 5: Sihyaj K’ahk’ Enters the 21st Century 

 
 In January 2009, Stephen Houston and Thomas Garrison invited me to work as 

the co-director of the El Zotz Archeological Project, which had commenced in San 

Miguel La Palotada Biotope in 2006 (Escobedo et al., 2006). I was quite happy, as it was 

the first time that I would be managing a project with sufficient resources to carry out 

good research. In the seven years that I worked as one of the project directors, the work 

was not easy – it was a position that came with a lot of responsibility and that demanded 

a lot of planning and negotiation among project members and institutions. It also required 

negotiation and agreements with the public and private sectors that had an interest in the 

natural and cultural conservation of Guatemala. This work as director was not only 

administrative, however. I managed to carry out my own research with the Early Classic 

group  El Diablo, thanks to help from students from  Brown University, as well as  other 

Guatemalan researchers. With this data, I wrote a master’s thesis in 2011 and acquired 

preliminary data to be used in this dissertation. One of the most exciting moments in my 

career as an archeologist was the discovery of Burial 9 in El Zotz, which contained the 

remains of the founder of the El Zotz dynasty (Houston et al., 2015). The discovery put 

El Zotz in the public eye, in general and even more so following a press conference in the 
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Guatemalan national palace (Prensa Libre July 15, 2010) delivered by the Minister of 

Culture, the Vice Minister of Cultural Heritage, Dr. Houston and this author. The 

discovery of this tomb was also selected in the “top 10 discoveries” by archaeology 

Magazine (Patel 2011) (Figure 93).  Two years later, a similar scene played out when the 

discovery of the Temple of the Night Sun was announced in 2012, again in a press 

conference in the national palace (Prensa Libre July 18, 2012), which also was mentioned 

in the “top 10 discoveries” by Archaeology Magazine in 2012 (Powel 2012). The public 

announcement of these findings at El Zotz attracted attention from private institutions 

with an interest in preserving cultural heritage, as well as the Guatemalan Institute of 

Tourism, which began to create a plan to develop tourism at El Zotz. The first steps 

consisted in the creation of a Scientific Guide that had the most relevant archaeological 

information of El Zotz, for which they asked assistance from the project. The guide was 

created by members of the Project. The consequent steps for the El Zotz tourism plan – 

such as the museum graphics, the training of community tourism guides, and promotion 

of the site – were left to other institutions.  

The El Zotz project only collaborated on the initial pieces of the tourism plan and 

was largely unaware of plans being made by the state. Those directing the archaeological 

project discovered that El Zotz would form part of the new state tourism route called the 

Maya Trek El Zotz-Tikal by way of a clip run by a local newspaper (Prensa Libre 

December 29, 2013) (Figure 94). The article indicated that INGUAT (Insituto 

Guatemalteco de Turismo) had taken part in an international tourism fair in Germany in 

2013, naming the Maya Trek El Zotz – Tikal as its new “star” tourism route. The chosen 
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slogan invited tourists to walk the path taken by the warrior Sihyaj K’ahk’ (INGUAT 

2013). The information was confirmed in June 2014, when a reporter from the French 

Newspaper Le Monde visited the project, commenting that she had been invited by 

INGUAT to write a report of her experience (Figure 95), the goal being that such a 

feature would attract younger European adventurers to Guatemala (Rué 2014).  

All members of the project were very surprised to learn that El Zotz would form 

part of the new state tourism route, for the simple fact that El Zotz had been almost 

completely absent from the collective imaginary of Guatemala since its discovery in 1978 

through the year 2010. Perhaps the most surprising part of the news was that the 

Guatemalan government had taken information from the project to be used for their own 

economic agenda, one in which tourism would play an important role. This phenomenon, 

in which the state “selects” data from archeological projects for publicity purposes, is not 

new – the state formed this habit from the very beginnings of Maya archeology in the 20th 

Century (Casus 2012:98). On a personal level, the fact that El Zotz would now form part 

of a national tourism agenda (INGUAT 2017) piqued my curiosity and made me wonder: 

Would this mean just the utilization of information to attract tourists, or was the 

dissemination of these archeological findings also part of a national agenda? The question 

took me to another, more basic question: Is there such a thing as nationalist archeology in 

Guatemala? This question was tossed around for a few years and it was realized that there 

hadn’t been many studies or writings on the issue in Guatemala. As such, it seemed that 

the case of El Zotz could illustrate this doubt as to whether or not there was an 



 179 

archeological nationalism, for how long it had existed, and how it could affect scientific 

interpretations or other social actors. 

 

To answer these questions, I first needed to carry out a brief historiography on the 

relationship between archeology and nationalism in Guatemala, looking at work related 

to the development of archeology in the country, but also seeking analysis offered by 

newspapers and archeological news that offers a window into the thinking of Guatemalan 

intellectuals, at different historical moments, about the Pre-Columbian past. This thesis 

stems from the notion that in Guatemala a “nationalist” archeology does indeed exist as 

the state, despite not investing sufficient resources and lacking a national agenda like that 

of Mexico, uses a distinct strategy in which it strategically selects information provided 

by archeologists to reinforce some nationalist and patriotic ideas. The nationalist agenda 

in Guatemala is primarily based in the Classic Period in the Lowlands, which has been an 

attractive area for international archeologists that have carried out and financed the 

majority of this work in the region. For the state, international interest in the ancient 

Maya of Petén is beneficial, as the image of their Pre-Columbian culture, similar to those 

of Egypt, Mexico, and others, can be exploited. Nevertheless, focusing on this region 

alone contributes to the reinforcement of racist ideas towards indigenous populations that 

have endured since the colonial era and that persist to the present day. Among these is a 

notion that indigenous people never have considered themselves as part of the nation, that 

they are inferior, and that they do not have any relationship to the ancient past (Casaus 

2012; Esquit 2012). The Maya lowlands, and in specific the Central Petén region, plays 
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an important role in reinforcing this idea in Guatemala, given that it suffered from 

political collapse followed by the abandonment of many of its cities around the 10th 

century (Demarest 2004; Culbert1973). This has been held up as “proof” of the “lack of 

continuity among indigenous groups.” It is worth emphasizing that many international 

and national archeologists have not yet realized that their research is working in 

cooperation with the notion of nationalist state archeology. But this idea was confronted 

by the emergence of a new archeology interested in other parts of the national territory, 

an archeology that was born in the heart of universities and that would come to life at the 

end of the 20th Century. To support these ideas, below I will provide a brief review of the 

relationship between the state and nationalist archeology.  

 

NATIONALIST ARCHEOLOGY  

The world over, nationalist archeology is the most common kind of archeology 

(Trigger 1984:357: Kohl et al 2007). It gained its footing in Europe at the beginning of 

the 20th Century, in places like Germany and Sweden, among others. These countries 

were focusing on the study of local prehistory closely related to a specific social group 

(Diaz-Andrew 2007; Diaz-Andrew and Champion 1996: Kohl 2007; Trigger 2009; 

Wiwjorra 1996). The model spread throughout Europe and spurred a paradigm shift in 

archeology that, given the professionalization of prehistory, was based in an evolutionist 

methodology. This change was driven by Darwin’s ideas, which understood cultural 

development in a linear form in which lesser-developed cultures were understood to 
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demonstrate lower “social” and technological complexity, advancing from these more 

“simple” phases to those considered more complex. Here, European and above all 

“white” cultures represented the final phase and the highest place in the evolutional chain 

(Trigger 2009: 170). It was then, with this Eurocentric view, that proposals and 

interpretations of other cultures around the world emerged. These ideas were contested 

through the process of professionalization of prehistoric European archeology, as well as 

by archeologists that worked with Mesoamerican cultures and attempted to demonstrate 

that Mayan culture was also complex, like any other ancient civilization (Trigger 2009). 

 Due to these changes, archeology itself shifted to a distinct paradigm known as 

“historical” archeology, in which archeologists believed that every culture had its own 

development that should be understood in a regional context (op. cit.). In the first decades 

of the 20th century, with this new paradigm having taken hold, archeology expanded 

across all European nations. As a result, the state began to take an interest in its own 

prehistory and, in this way, the notion of nationalist archeology emerged. Nationalist 

archeology in Europe was focused on demonstrating the continuation of specific cultures. 

During this period, different European nations were interested in establishing the 

antiquity of their culture and making prehistory part of their official history. To this end, 

they allocated resources to research which benefited the nationalist agenda of each 

country. Aside from financing projects, the state also created museums that collected and 

exhibited national treasures. Nationalist archeology followed this course for a few 

decades, expanding beyond European borders. Nevertheless, nationalist archeology was 

less utilized after the Second World War as Germany took its nationalist current to 
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unthinkable extremes that cost many lives (Diaz-Andrew- Champion 1996; Wiwjorra 

1996). This country, which was the first to focus on developing its prehistoric 

archeology, used archeology to demonstrate that Germanic culture had antiquated, 

superior roots, ideas that would be employed by the Nazi state to justify atrocities against 

other ethnic groups (Wiwjorra 1996: 169). During this time, as part of a state-created 

agenda, archeologists were called upon to demonstrate the superiority of their culture. 

The state also used its resources to contract professionals and finance archeology 

projects. In addition, it also took advantage of the moment to create museums, and collect 

and exhibit art that would exhort Germanic culture. After the events that unfolded during 

the Second World War, nationalism came to be seen with suspicion and criticism and, as 

such, many archeologists tried to distance themselves from the movement (Wiwjorra 

1996; Trigger 1984). It should be noted that nationalism in archeology has not ceased to 

exist in many parts of the world, largely in those countries that have complex 

civilizations, such as Egypt and Israel (Abu El-Haj 2001). In these countries, the focus 

has been on demonstrating a rich historic past and justifying occupation and colonization 

(Diaz-Andrew 2007; Triger 1984). 

 

The development of archeology in Latin America was doubtless influenced by the 

nationalist European model, although, given the idiosyncrasies of the region, it did not 

emerge as an exact copy. For example, one overarching difference is that all Latin 

American countries were colonized. As a result, in almost every case the prehistoric past 

of these “New World” countries were not considered important in the formation of their 
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nationalism. The indigenous, present throughout the region, were often considered 

inferior and, as such, there was little interest in anything considered Pre-Columbian past 

(Casaus 2003). By contrast, in Europe studies of prehistory demonstrated and glorified 

the racial and cultural continuation of certain groups, used to determine the country’s 

own continuity. Another difference was that those formulating nationalism in Spanish-

American countries were more interested in creating a history based in homegrown 

patriotism, using their own stories in a way that would be beneficial to their separatist 

agenda (Gutierrez 2015). From the time these countries were independent, until the 15th 

Century, the official history of many of these nations was written by European Americans 

and mestizos uninterested in the fact that indigenous people were part of their past. They 

tried, in every way possible, to disassociate the indigenous past from the reality of 

contemporary indigenous populations. For this reason, the development of nationalist 

archeology in the region could not be expected to follow the same development arc as it 

did in Europe. 

 

One piece of work that has tried to explain the process of nationalist archeology 

formation in Latin America is the essay “Nationalism and Archaeology: A Theoretical 

Perspective,” written by Augusto Oyuela-Caycedo in the 1994. In his essay, he points out 

that nationalist archeology in Latin America formed by three phases. The first, “proto-

state archeology” is characterized by a lack of support by the state – this archeology is 

occasionally practiced, largely by foreigners and amateur intellectuals with their own 

economic support needed to carry out research. This first phase, he affirms, does not 
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impose strict rules on cultural heritage or regulations on foreign researchers. Even if such 

regulations exist on paper, he adds, they are not enforced. The author also emphasized 

that in this first phase, the state has not yet implemented an institutionalized system of 

educational programs on archeological topics. The most important topics that are taught 

range from the period of independence to the present day. In other words, at this moment 

archeology is peripheral to the state and this will only change if the country has appealing 

archeological monuments. This is the case with the international archeology development 

agenda. Oyuela-Caycedo includes Guatemala, Honduras and Belize as countries currently 

at this level (Oyuela-Caycedo 1994: 11). The second phase is referred to as “state 

archeology” In this phase, we see the appearance of the “national idea” in which 

generally middle- and upper-class intellectuals attempt to implement their nationalist 

agenda to create a nationalism that includes the Pre-Columbian past. The state actively 

promotes this nationalist model, centralizes archeology through the creation of 

institutions that will manage archeological heritage. These institutions will take a part in 

the founding of schools for the entertainment of anthropologists and archeologists that 

have worked to collect a Pre-Columbian inventory (Oyuela-Caycedo 1994:13). In this 

phase, the state gives economic support to archeologists since archeology essentially 

works on behalf of the state, even if many of the researchers continue to be foreign. Little 

by little, national archeologists will come to replace these researchers. Laws guiding 

foreign research will be established and restoration projects will begin to emerge; parks 

will be created in this phase and the majority of funds will be used to support the most 

complex sites within a given territory (Oyuela-Caycedo 1994:14). In this second phase, 
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the best-known case in Latin America is the archeology of Mexico (Bernal 1979; Trigger 

1984: 359). 

 

The third phase of nationalist archeology proposed by Oyuela-Caycedo is known 

as “National Archeology.” According to the author this kind of archeology is not present 

in Latin America, as none of its countries have sufficient funds to realize it. Archeology 

in this final phase is characterized as being much more free and independent from 

political structures, both in economic and ideological terms. Beyond the decentralization 

of museums, this is also the phase when archeologists did research outside of their own 

country, such as in the cases of Germany, Japan, and the United States, among others 

(Oyuela-Caycedo 1994:16). This kind of archeology began at the beginning of the 19th 

Century in Europe and the best cases of it are found in France, England, and the United 

States (Diaz-Andrew 2007). Countries that sent expeditions outside of Europe with the 

intention of demonstrating that its academics and archeology schools were accomplished 

and that their discoveries, at the same time, would help to build a notion of nationalism 

(Díaz-Andrew 2007; Trigger 1984). 

 

NATIONALISTS ARCHAEOLOGY IN GUATEMALA  

Although development of nationalist architecture in Latin America as suggested 

by Ayuela-Cayendo comes the closest to describing the Guatemelan scenario, we must 

remember that the proposal created categories that encompass all of Latin America. As 
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such, they are quite general categories that relegate local history and politics, which could 

influence the way that archeology is practiced in each country, to the margins. Among 

these is the case of Guatemala. It is worth mentioning that this thesis parts from the 

notion that in Guatemala there is such a nationalist archaeology, that it has been 

ambivalent with some periods demonstrating greater state influence than others. One 

period of great influence was between the 1920s and 1940s. At other times, such as the 

case from the 1970s until the present, the intervention of the state was largely 

administrative. It is also worth noting that although the state lacked a structured 

nationalist agenda, such as that of Mexico, it is not to say that such an agenda did not 

exist, but that it was implemented in distinct forms. For example, from the colonial 

period and largely from the beginning of the 20th Century, the state proclaimed itself to be 

the keeper of the country’s Pre-Columbian past. Emphasis was placed on the Classic 

Period of the Maya Lowlands, as the monumentality of this culture, in comparison with 

other pre-Hispanic cities outside of the region, made it more relevant. Among the benefits 

of selecting this period and region is that the racist ideals presented are those that formed 

the base of Guatemalan nationalism, which held that the most important period was the 

Classic and that the Postclassic was a decadent period from which contemporary 

indigenous peoples, not considered to be Guatemalan, had descended (Castillo 2013).  

This thesis will also demonstrate that despite the fact that the state invested 

considerable resources in the protection of cultural heritage, it does not mean that they 

refrained from using data produced by national and foreign archeologists, which were 

used to promote the official history of Guatemala that remains predominant to this day. In 
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order to lay out the development of nationalist archeology in Guatemala in the best form, 

below I offer a synthesis of its formation. To maintain clear order, the history of 

Guatemalan archeology has been divided into three large areas. The first is a pre-

archeology phase, beginning in the 16th Century and ending in 1890, in which an interest 

in the Pre-Columbian past emerges among intellectuals and explorers that lack 

archeological training. The second phase corresponds to the period in which archeology 

begins in Guatemala, from 1900 to 1970. The final phase is that which is called the 

professionalization of archeology, corresponding to the emergence of archeology courses 

and the graduation of the first Guatemalan archaeologists. These three phases were 

established only for the sake of establishing a clear order of events that led to the creation 

of nationalist archaeology, based on those primary actors studying the Pre-Columbian 

past. 

FIRST PHASE: PRIOR TO A PROFESSIONAL ARCHAEOLOGY  

Guatemalan territory was first described during the Conquest by Europeans who 

chronicled battles against indigenous peoples who lived on the land forming part of what 

is now Guatemala (Díaz del Castillo 1844). Between 1521 and 1529, indigenous 

conquistadors also described their view of the conquest depicted on the Lienzo of 

Tlaxcala and Quauquechollan (Akkeren 2007; Asselbergs 2004, 2010; Restall and 

Asselbergs 2007). The importance of these documents, made by Europeans and the 

indigenous, lies in the descriptions of the landscape and the politics of Pre-Columbian 

civilizations that help us to understand the complexity of Maya territories. Nevertheless, 
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the production of documents on Guatemalan indigenous culture during the colonial era 

was limited, as the majority of those produced by the Spanish were limited to just beyond 

the era of the conquest. But as luck has it, the indigenous peoples did take an interest in 

writing their own story (Chinchilla 1999: 41). From the Spanish, it was Fray Bartolomé 

de Las Casas who, in his Apologetic History of the Indies from 1550, described the 

indigenous peoples of the New World were reasonable humans and made the case that 

they were deserving of treatment as such (Chinchilla 1999: 99). At the beginning of the 

17th Century the first history of Guatemala was written by Fray Antonio de Remesal. In 

1619, in his work, Remesal treated issues such as territory and other aspects of colonial 

life under the General Capitan of Guatemala. But he intentionally avoided information 

related to the history of indigenous peoples that lived on the territory. He, like many of 

the colonizers, was afraid that the indigenous people would remember or reclaim their 

history or religion, which was considered to be pagan (Chinchilla 1999, 1993). 

 

In the 18th Century with its colony already well established, two important events 

in Spain would influence how the Pre-Columbian past would be seen. The first was the 

Enlightenment, a movement of intellectual revolt that doubted the role of the church as 

the singular entity that regulated knowledge and used itself as a public platform for its 

dissemination (Cañizares-Esguerra 2001:266). The authors of the Enlightenment, beyond 

opening a door to further knowledge, never ceased to be Euro-centric, looking at nature 

and cultures of the “New World” as decadent. This fact gave many of their proposals 

related to America a negative aspect (op. cit.). 
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The Enlightenment was not merely a European phenomenon, but rather one that 

influenced organic criollo intellectuals that lived in colonies throughout America. The 

new movement had its own agenda, one concerned with creating a new epistemology 

based in patriotism, in which the history of Spanish America was not only known by 

European intellectuals, but that a new history would be written by the criollo inhabitants 

of America (Cañizares-Esguerra 2001: 267) According to Cañizares-Esguerra (2001), the 

best examples to demonstrate this theory are the discoveries of Palenque and the Piedra 

del Sol in Mexico between the years 1790 and published in 1971. The expeditions to the 

city of Palenque was sponsored by the Capitania General of Guatemala, between 1784 

and 1786 (Chinchilla 1998; Navarrete 2000; Stuart and Stuart 2008). His work done in 

Palenque was important, as it reflected an interest in understanding new territories of the 

Spanish Empire. It also reflected the fact that members of Guatemala’s enlightenment 

movement were interested in emphasizing the prehistoric, ancient aspects of the territory 

while simultaneously establishing new evidence that supported the region’s newfound 

patriotic paradigm (Cañizares-Esguerra 2001).  

 

In consequent expeditions to Palenque, the Captain General of Guatemala José 

Estachería, maintained his interest in studying and preserving the past as a means of 

fortifying the growing patriotic agenda. Therefore, the Guatemalan Cabinet of Natural 

History was created in 1776 functioning until 1801(Escobedo 2014: 1). It held a 

collection of natural as well as archeological curiosities (op. cit). In the final decades of 
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the colonial era, one of the most influential criollo intellectuals in Guatemala was 

Francisco de Fuentes y Guzmán, who manifested his patriotic sentiments in his book La 

Recordación Florida (Lujan Muñoz 1990). According to the archeologist Oswaldo 

Chinchilla, the work of Fuentes y Guzmán was important for the history of archeology in 

two ways. For the first time, Pre-Columbian history is mentioned in text as a point of 

departure in Guatemalan history. The second is that Fuentes y Guzmán wrote about Pre-

Columbian cultures using only historical sources from the 16th Century, and focused on 

materials produced by the city’s makers (Chinchilla 1999: 40; Houston 2016). The work 

of Fuentes y Guzmán offers some of the first descriptions of the architecture and 

organization of the cities, illustrated by sketches of the most important sites, such as 

Iximché, as well as religious aspects and customs from populations on the plateau and 

along the southern coast. Finally, despite being one of the first documents to discuss the 

ancient past, the work of Fuentes y Guzmán dismisses the question of the origin of these 

indigenous people, which was one of the most important issues during this period 

(Chinchilla 1999: 57). 

 

After the death of King Carlos III in December of 1798, the Spanish Crown was 

taken by Carlos IV, who marked a return to royal absolutism. The Catholic Church again 

rose as the primary purveyor of knowledge, conservative laws were passed, and less 

support was given to the Enlightenment movement (Navarrete 2000: 3). In Europe, at the 

end of the 17th Century, the French Revolution began to unfold, creating a new model for 

nations separating themselves from monarchical systems (Pinto Soria 1997:364). This 
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movement inspired separatist intellectuals in Spanish America, who had succeeded in 

their goal of separating from the Spanish Empire starting in 1811. Among those was 

Guatemala, which became independent in 1821.  

 

The independence process in Guatemala, like those of many countries in the 

former Spanish Empire, was sparked by organic criollo intellectuals that were not part of 

a unified group, but rather people with diverging views about where the new region of 

Central America should go. One of the groups was comprised of “conservatives” who 

thought that independence from Spain would not bring a complete replacement of the 

economic and political structure of the colony (Aguado de Seidner 1995). In addition, 

this group was interested in a centralized state or, in other words, that the majority of 

decisions would be made in the capital and that states would follow economic and 

political orders (op. cit). The second group of independent intellectuals was comprised of 

“liberals” inspired by the model of the United States, which was comprised of states that, 

they believed, would each possess their own power.  The group also thought that the 

internal organization of the new nation should be reinvented, distancing itself from the 

model imposed by the Spanish colony (Aguado de Sidner 1995; Pinto Soria 1997). It 

should be mentioned that both groups – liberals and conservatives alike – visualized a 

nation in which indigenous people were notably absent. They thought very little about 

their inclusion and they were seen as incapable, like “children” that needed ladinos to 

escape their “backwardness” (Earle 2007).  
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The first decades of independence in Central America were a politically 

tumultuous period (Herrarte 1995; Lujan Muñoz 1995). The transition between the 

colony and what we now know to be Guatemala was difficult.  Struggles between the 

conservatives and the Liberals created major political instabilities in Central America for 

19 years, and deep fissures were created that would fracture the Central American 

Republic in 1840 (Garcia Giráldez 2005; Julio Pinto Soria 1997; Gonzales 1995). But 

despite these tumultuous times the Central American Republic demonstrated interest in 

its pre-Hispanic past and contemporary indigenous peoples, even if many were still of the 

belief that contemporaneous indigenous people were not part of Guatemala (Earle 2007). 

For example, in 1829, during his presidency of the Central American Republic, Francisco 

Barrundia, and Dr. Pedro Molina (Chief of the Guatemalan State) created the first law 

pertaining to the protection of cultural heritage (Escobedo 2014:2). In the first decades 

following independence, the principal intellectuals were José Cecilio del Valle and Pedro 

Molina, who shared a liberal vision of how the new nation should proceed (Francisco 

Soria 1997). Del Valle proposed that Guatemalan history was divided into four episodes, 

the first of which was the “Indian” history, referring to the Pre-Columbina cultures, 

followed by the “province of Spain” phase, and then lastly by the period when Guatemala 

formed a “province of Mexico,” while the final phase referred to a free Central American 

Republic (Chinchilla 1998) His interest in indigenous culture was largely demonstrated in 

the creation of the first linguistic map of Guatemala, in 1830, financed by the Sociedad 

Amigos del Pais (Chinchilla 1993). Another example of the early state’s interest in its 

own indigenous history came in 1831, under the presidency of Francisco Morazán, with 
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the attempted implementation of a museum of scientific curiosities (Escobedo 2014:1). It 

is interesting how the Central American nation, even at this very early time in its history, 

attempted to establish a direct connection with its indigenous past and saw the need to 

protect and share it. This was still doubtless influenced by patriotism, a sentiment that 

lived on in the criollo elite of this period. 

 

Several important archaeological discoveries changed the way the Central 

American nation saw its Pre-Columbian past. These were made in early explorations to 

the ruins of Copán, Palenque and Topoxte, under the authorization of president Mariano 

Galvez (Griffith 1995). The same was true of the expeditions by Miguel Rivera Maestre 

to the cities of Iximché and Utatlán in 1834 (Chinchilla 1999b). It is notable that the state 

was at the helm of such expeditions and renewed its interest in understanding its territory 

and the natural and cultural riches it contained.  

 

When Guatemala became completely independent from Central America, its 

territory was substantially reduced. Internal disputes among intellectuals continued as to 

what kind of nation should be built. A new national constitution was drafted by Alejandro 

Maura and Dr. Pedro Molina (Pinto Soria, 1983). As an independent country, Guatemala 

wanted to maintain a strong, more globalized economy. With this in mind, beginning in 

1850 the country encouraged the planting of coffee, often by Germans who were seeking 

adventure in far-off lands, and many of them migrated to the Americas as a result of the 

1848 revolution in Europe (Wagner Henn 1995).  In this period, many foreign explorers 
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took an interest in the Pre-Columbian past and contemporary indigenous populations in 

the region. One of the first to arrive in the Central American Republic was the United 

States diplomat John Lloyd Stephens (Stephen 1843), who was already a well-known 

travel writer in Europe and the Near East. Stephens, taking advantage of his trip to 

Central America, made visits to several Maya archeological sites in both the highlands 

and lowlands in the company of the artist Frederick Catherwood. As a result of his 

expeditions, Stephens wrote Incidents of Travel in Central America, Chiapas, and 

Yucatan in 1841. This book put the Maya “on the map” and sparked a considerable 

interest among antiquarians and explorers in both the United States, Europe and in 

Mexico and Central America (Chinchilla 1999, Trigger 2009, Willey and Sabloff 1993). 

 

With respect to the government of Guatemala, it continued to follow the same 

exclusion policies towards indigenous peoples. The only interest it held was with the 

ancient past. Among the state policies intended to preserve history, Guatemala approved 

a law that led to the creation of the General Archive of Guatemala (Gutiérrez Mendoza, 

1991). In the law, the state manifested the importance of the archive to its colonial history 

and story of independence. One of the most important achievements of the government 

was the commissioning of an archeological exploration that would lead to the discovery 

of Tikal in 1848 (Cerezo Dardón, 195; Schaffer 1951: 55). Tikal was already known 

among the communities living near Lake Petén, but its official “discovery” came during 

an expedition led by the Corregidor of Guatemala, Modesto Méndez and the Governor, 

Ambrosio Tut (Cerezo Dardón, 1951). Modesto Méndez took the initiative to write a 
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report about the discovery, which would later be turned into the Guatemalan state. In this 

report, the pride and patriotic sentiment of the Corregidor it is obvious in his diary. In his 

diary, he wrote that he had achieved it and was very proud to be the first Guatemalan to 

see the city and that he had done it without any particular interest, that he was especially 

satisfied and persuaded that he and his meager belongings belonged to the country, the 

government, and his children” (Cerezo Dardón 1951: 6).  Méndez was ever conscious of 

the importance of the discovery and what it represented for Guatemala, so much so that 

on March 2, 1948 he named the Tikal ruins and monuments a “Property of the 

Guatemalan Republic (op. cit.). The work done by Méndez was important for the state 

and his expedition was published in the newspaper Gaceta of Guatemala on April 18 and 

May 25, 1948 (Schaeffer 1951).  

 

During the second half of the 19th Century (1850 to 1871) the interest in 

Guatemala from foreign researchers, especially German ethnographers, began to grow. 

Other people also arrived with an interest in the Maya remains, such as the Austrian 

Semeone Habel, who discovered a number of sites on the southern coast of Guatemala, 

including Cotzumalguapa in 1862 (Chinchilla, 1993). Without a doubt, one of the most 

influential explorers that would travel to Guatemala at the end of the 19th Century, was 

the English explorer Alfred Maudslay, who began in 1881 to photograph the architecture 

and monuments of the Maya region (Chinchilla 1993, Graham 2002). 
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Maudslay undertook expeditions to sites such as Chichen Itzá, Palenque, Copan, 

Ixkun, and Tikal. From these visits, he wrote important books, one dedicated to the 

biological life in the Maya territory and another dedicated to the monuments of 

Guatemala (Graham, 2002), that would doubtless inspire many archeologists from this 

era. Finally, other influential foreign explorers during this period was the Mesoamerican 

scholar Eduard Seler, a German who in 1896 explored Guatemalan sites such as the 

Chaculá, which was located in the coffee plantation belonging to a fellow German, 

Gustavo Kanter (Falla 2011). However, the first excavations in Guatemala were 

undertaken at the site of Chamá, in the department of Alta Verapaz, under the guidance 

of Erwin Paul Dieseldorff a resident of Guatemala of German origin in 1980 (Danien 

2001). His family business had expanded into new territories, taking advantage of new 

economic policies in Guatemala that allowed for the purchase of several farms in the 

department of Cobán (Wagner 1996). Dieseldorff collected several objects that he 

excavated from his farms and published a number of documents based on his findings of 

small figures, monuments, and ceramic vessels (Dieseldorff 1926, Escobedo 2014; 

Aquino et al 2014). 

 

The Guatemalan government was also very active during this period, following 

policies aimed at fostering nationalistic sentiment.  This was reflected in the approval for 

the construction of the National Museum by President Rafael Carrera (Escobedo 2014). 

Another attempt was made 15 years later, but this time by an organization backed by 

private funds called the Asociacion Amigos del Pais (Carney 2013; Casaús Arzú 2012: 
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Escobedo 2014;). They successfully built the National Museum, which was erected with 

the goal of preserving and offering education about the history of Guatemala. 

Unfortunately, this museum was only open until the year 1881, when a decree issued by 

the National Assembly, under the presidency of Justo Rufino Barrios, ordered it closed. 

The same decree suspended the Asociación de Amigos del País (Gutiérrez 199: 11), an 

organization in opposition to the new liberal government. During this period, the 

Guatemalan state set an important legislative precedent, passing the first decree that 

would protect cultural heritage. Among the most important things achieved by the decree 

was the assertion that all Pre-Columbian and historic heritage belonged to the 

government of Guatemala (Chinchilla 1994). In this way the state effectively 

appropriated the country’s entire past. The law was created by President José Reyna 

Barrios and was created as a reaction to the extraction of the wooden lintels from Tikal 

(Chinchilla Mazariegos 1999: 108). This case is important, as it demonstrated that 

intellectuals close to the government were capable of influencing its agenda to the 

Guatemalan state, so that the country could claim possession of the Maya past. In this 

way, the distant past would become part of the country’s official history. 

 

In summary, during this first wave of nationalism and archeology in Guatemala, 

authorities in the colonial period, the Central American Republic, and the Republic of 

Guatemala sustained an interest in the Pre-Columbian past (Chinchilla 1993), mostly 

considering the ruins of the central Peten while showing little interest in sites located in 

the highlands or elsewhere. It was also in this period that many stereotypes were 
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established about indigenous people, a group that was never considered to be part of the 

social or political fabric of the young Guatemalan nation. 

 

SECOND PHASE: THE BIRTH OF ARCHAEOLOGY IN GUATEMALA (1900 TO 1974)  

The evolution of archeology in Guatemala began in the early 20th Century. It 

began with investigations conducted by foreign institutions and overseen by foreign 

archeologists. During this phase, the state also centralizes the cultural heritage through 

the creation of distinct institutions such as the Anthropology Institute (IDAEH) and the 

National Museum, among others.  It was at this time that the official history begins to 

form, a mixture of the histories from the indigenous past, colonial period, and a free 

Guatemala. Guatemalan researchers participated very little in the first half of the 20th 

Century. The only Guatemalans to participate were the intellectuals who had an interest 

in the country’s prehistory. This changed slowly after the second half of the 20th Century 

when, in unison, the state created institutions related to protect the cultural heritage and 

Guatemalans begin to specialize on certain projects or foreign universities.  

 

The most significant archeological work at the end of the 19th and early 20th 

centuries were those done by universities and museums from the United States. The first 

large-scale excavations were carried out in Copán (Willey and Sabloff 1974: 66) by the 

Peabody Museum at Harvard University in the 1890s, motivated largely by the museum’s 

desire to acquire sculpture and other artifacts. In Guatemala, excavations took place at the 
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site of Quirigua by the American School of Archeology, directed by archeologist L. 

Hewett between the years 1913 and 1914 (Chinchilla 1993). It was in these years that 

Sylvanus Morley, then affiliated with the American School, began many of his 

explorations in Guatemala, as will be discussed in further detail below. The Quirigua 

work was likely authorized by the state, given that requesting permission was necessary 

to undertake any kind of research at this time. Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that such 

archeological activities remained unknown and unpublicized even within Guatemala. In 

the archives of the official state journal, called the Central American Diary, there is not a 

single mention of Quirigua or any other archeological site. Such a fact was pointed out by 

the archeologist Luisa Anaite Galeotti, who searched the journal archives between 1898 

and 1920, failing to find a single article that mentioned archaeological sites (Galeotti 

1996).  

Another institution that began its work in the 20th Century was the University 

Museum of the University of Pennsylvania. The work of the museum was focused on 

sites located in the Highlands such as Chamá and Chocolá in the Guatemalan department 

of Suchitepéquez (Chinchilla 1993). The Carnegie Institution of Washington also 

maintained a presence in Guatemala, thanks to the initiative of Sylvanus Morley, who 

financed expeditions in the year 1914 (Morley 1915). The various expeditions taken by 

Morley extended into the north of Guatemala, above all at the sites of La Honradez, 

Cancuén, Copán and Uaxactun. At the latter site, Morley discovered one of the oldest 

known monuments in the Maya region, Stela 9, with a long count date of 8.14.10.13.15., 

or A.D. 328, made it the earliest known date in the Maya world at that time (Morley 



 200 

1916: 339). After the stela was discovered, Morley went in search of funds that would 

allow for the site to be excavated, given that it appeared to be the oldest known Maya 

center (Figure 94). 

 

With respect to the involvement of the Guatemalan state and the country’s 

intellectuals in these efforts during the early 20th Century, there is little published 

information. But we do know that they were privy to much of the work happening in 

Guatemala. At that time, the country was already recognized as the sole owner of its own 

cultural heritage. In a 1917 edition of the Central American Diary, an article described 

discoveries made at the site of Guaytán by community members, who in turn requested 

state permission to sell the findings. The petition was accepted and authorized by then 

president of Guatemala, Estrada Cabrera (Galleotti 1996). 

 

Between 1920 and 1944 one of the issues widely discussed in print media was the 

role that indigenous people should properly play in the Guatemalan government. The 

issues were taken on by intellectuals with highly divergent views with respect to 

indigenous peoples. One faction held that the indigenous were not of a “civilized” culture 

and, as such, would be better off disappearing. The other group of intellectuals, 

influenced by the “indigenismo Mexicano”, believed in the importance of the ancient 

indigenous and their high culture. This group was the first to use archeological findings 

to advance a political agenda (Casaús Arzu 2005). It is worth noting, however, that in 

both groups of intellectuals the contemporary indigenous was seen as part of the state. 
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Such discussions took place in the public purview (op. cit.), largely in El Imparcial, a 

newspaper that expressed an interest in archeological issues, not only in news articles but 

also in its columns and op-eds. The newspaper was published between 1922 and 1984. In 

1922, there was a notable increase in articles that dealt with archeological topics, 

specifically on the sites of Piedras Negras and Uaxactun. The work done at these sites 

created a precedent as to how archeology was carried out in Guatemala – it established 

one of the most exact ceramic chronologies of the period, and it lent further 

understanding to architecture from the Classic period (Smith 1950). In the Guatemalan 

social imaginary, the most intriguing site was Uaxactun. The work done there by the 

Carnegie Institution of Washington was the first to capture the attention of the 

newspapers and, as such, began to create a social imaginary focused on this area of Peten. 

Between 1925 and 1928, three related newspaper articles devoted to Uaxactun appeared 

(Figure 96).  The first referenced the contract signed between Carnegie Institution and the 

Guatemalan Ministry of Public Education (El Imparcial October 25, 1925). The state 

supported this project, exempting taxes that would have otherwise been charged on the 

machinery and other equipment to be used. The second article on Uaxactún was written 

on November 22, 1926, with the headline “The Pyramid of Uaxactún and the Aztec 

Calendar”. The article ran on the front page of the newspaper and described how the 

oldest astronomical observatory in the Americas had been discovered in Uaxactún. The 

discovery of the E-VII-Sub structure in Uaxactún was noteworthy enough to prompt an 

article in El Imparcial (Figure 97), while a conference on the finding was held at the 

National Palace, organized by Mariano Pacheco Herrante of the Sociedad de Geografia e 



 202 

Historia de Guatemala, bearing the title “Astronomical Orientation of the Mayan 

Observatory at Uaxactún.” The lecture given at the event was based on the writings of 

Frans Blom from the University of Tulane, who wrote on the astrological center (Blom 

1924; Brunhouse 1976). The study by Blom, together with publications in Guatemalan 

newspaper, acted as evidence used by intellectuals of the period to demonstrate that the 

Maya civilization was important and that its development could have been local, rather 

than Egyptian or Etruscan in origin, as was widely assumed even as late as the 1920s 

(Casaús Arzu 2005a). It is also worth noting that these excavations, with the help of 

newspaper coverage, romanticized the Pre-Columbian past and helped to demonstrate 

how advanced the ancient Maya were.   

 

Between 1920 and 1930 many Guatemalan intellectuals were influenced by the 

Mexican Revolution, among them Miguel Ángel Asturias, who authored the polemic 

thesis El Problema social del Indio, a text that reflected tendencies towards the 

indigenous of the period (Austurias 1923; Casaús Arzu 2005; Esquit 2010). For 

archeology, one of the most influential intellectuals in the government was José Antonio 

Villacorta, who acted as the Secretary of the Ministry of Education (which was in charge 

of the country’s historical heritage) for 18 years. Villacorta was also one of the founders 

of the Sociedad Geográfica de Guatemala (Figure 98), where he was in charge of the 

publication of the so-called Anales de la Academia de Geografía e Historia (Gordillo 

2010). During this period, he made use of his position as Secretary of Education, like that 

of founder and director of publications for the Sociedad Geográfica, to distribute texts on 
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science, geography and archeology with no cost. Given his position of power, he was 

able to project a national agenda in which indigenous and Pre-Columbian cultures played 

an important role. Villacorta wrote the most important history books of his time, as there 

was no prior text that described the national history of Guatemala or the people of the 

country being proud of their origins. Nationalism was notably lacking in the previous 

texts, most of which came from other countries (Gordillo 2001). According to researcher 

Enrique Gordillo, Villacorta was an aficionado of ancient Maya culture. Villacorta 

published books such as Popol Vuh and Anales de los Cakchiqueles, among other 

indigenous texts (Gordillo 2001; Romero 2014). In his early years, he was empowered by 

the indigenous past, placing it as an important piece of Guatemala’s history. It is worth 

noting that his love was reserved for the indigenous of the past; his position towards 

contemporary indigenous peoples was different. Villacorta did not believe, for example, 

that contemporary indigenous peoples were related to the Guatemalan history but, rather, 

that they were only the first inhabitants of territory that would later be occupied by the 

first Guatemalans, comprised of mestizos and criollos (Gordillo 2010).  

 

As head of the Ministry of Education during the reign of General Jorge Ubico 

(Romero 2014), he wrote texts of great importance for national archeology, among them 

a book he wrote together with his brother called “Arqueología Guatemalteca,” published 

in 1927 (Villacorta y Villacorta, 1927). This is the first book on Guatemalan archeology 

in the country, containing the translated work published by foreign researchers and 

information from visits to various archeological sites made with his brother and other 
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members of the Academia de Geografía.  In his final years as minister, Villacorta saw a 

shift in his policy towards contemporary indigenous peoples. In the same way, he began 

to place increased value in indigenous and Spanish culture, emphasizing that both 

expressed the same capacities. Furthermore, he underlined that it was from these two 

cultures that the first Guatemalans – “los mestizos” – had arisen, a group that he believed 

to be the only race fit to develop the nation (Gordillo 2001).  

 

One of the greatest contributions of Villacorta was the way in which he 

influenced and fomented the study of archeology and his role in the establishment of laws 

protecting cultural heritage. Using the publication at Tipografía Nacional and the 

magazine Anales de la Academia e Geografía e Historia, he formed a national identity. At 

the same time, he created an official history transmitted by way of his books, which were 

distributed throughout Guatemala for more than 18 years. His influence gave rise to a 

number of specific laws. In 1922, Decree No. 721 passed, creating the General Direction 

of Archeology and the National Museum. The decree was published by El Imparcial on 

July 24, 1923 and signed by President José María Orellana. The museum was led by the 

American linguist and archeologist William E. Gates (Escobedo 2014). In the decree, the 

established role of the General Direction of Archeology was to “foment the study of 

aboriginal races and ancient civilizations in the country while assigning the care of 

archeological, historical and artistic monuments and objects to the state” (El Imparcial, 

1923). The other decrees also outlined the institution’s obligation to carry out scientific 

explorations, inspect all sites, conserve and exhibit objects in the museum, establish a 
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library and offer courses to students in Guatemalan schools. At the same time, the decrees 

established that excavations could only be undertaken by authorized persons and created 

rules that further regulated foreign projects. Ideas about archaeological sites at this time 

focused on the Maya Lowlands, though certain cities in the highlands were also included. 

 The most notable sites in the lowlands were Uaxactun and Quirigua, while 

Kaminaljuyu and Iximche were the most important sites in the High Lands.  This final 

city played an especially important role in the formation of nationalist ideas used by the 

Guatemalan state, not because it was the capital of the Kaqchiquel kingdom, but rather 

because it was the first capital of Guatemala. As such, it was a city where western 

influences had prevailed over those from indigenous cultures (Castillo Taracena 2013). 

One example of this phenomenon was the great celebration of the 400th anniversary of the 

Spanish invasion, celebrated in Iximche (Castillo Taracena 2013: 27). The date was so 

important that information regarding preparations for the celebration were published in El 

Impracial from the month of May through July 25, 1924. Articles spoke of a planned 

theater performance, even of the road that would need to be made in order to bring people 

from the capital to the “First Capital of Guatemala” (El Imparcial, 1921). This newspaper 

demonstrated that, for the state, the celebration was primarily focused on the recent, 

rather than Pre-Columbian past. On July 25, 1924, the day that Pedro de Alvarado 

deemed Iximché as the First Capital of Guatemala, the front page included his picture 

(Conqueror of Guatemala), referencing Alvarado as the first “neighbor” of the Kingdom 

of Guatemala. In previous issues, El Imparcial had published all of the letters written by 

Pedro de Alvarado to Cortez (El Imparcial, July 25, 1924). These letters had created 
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awareness among Guatemalans as to the importance of sites in the Guatemalan 

Highlands. 

 

The only site in the Guatemalan highlands that drew much attention in the twenty 

Century for its Pre-Columbian past was Kaminaljuyu. Its position in the social imaginary 

of the period was due to its nearness to the capital, as each of the discoveries made by 

archeologists or nearby residents was published by the newspapers (Figure 99). One of 

the archeologists who undertook a number of investigations in Kaminaljuyu in 1926 was 

Manuel Gamio, the father of Mexican archeology and an admirer of the revolution. 

Gamio worked on sites in the Highlands of Guatemala when he was a member of the 

Archeological Society of Washington (Chinchilla 1993), and his work was important for 

Guatemala, as it introduced stratigraphic excavation in the Highlands. But Gamio was 

also one of the intellectuals who possibly influenced Villacorta, given that he worked 

along Gamio in a number of mound excavations around Kaminaljuyu together with the 

Dr. Carlos Lara, another Guatemalan aficionado of archeology (Villacorta 192: 51). The 

influence that Gamio had on Villacorta went beyond archeology, as the Mexican 

archeologist was also influenced by indigenous movements in Mexico and by the ideas 

published in “Raza Cósmica” by José Vasconcelos (Casaús Arzu 2008; Gamio 1982; 

Vasconcelos 1982). This may have been a reason why, at the end of the 1940s, Villacorta 

would change his attitude towards indigenous peoples, as ideas of mestizaje were already 

being proposed (Gordillo 2001). 
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The generation of consciousness and awareness of the importance of archeology 

during the Ubico period was quite successful. Despite the fact that the government had no 

policy focused on such issues, public employee Villacorta used state resources in order to 

create a collective social imaginary where the Pre-Columbian past was valued as part of 

the history of all Guatemalans. This is reflected not only in the decree that created laws 

related to cultural heritage, but also in the fact that more than 80 sites were determined to 

be cultural heritage during this time. The National Museum, furthermore, was created as 

a public area, allowing greater access to the new Museum located in the Salon de Té, 

within the Aurora Zoo (Carney 2013; Casaús Arzu 2012; Escobedo 2014). 

 

Villacorta also helped to found a number of private entities interested in cultural 

heritage. In 1923, for example, he played a role in the creation of the Sociedad 

Geografica of Guatemala, an entity that tried to generate awareness of the importance of 

cultural heritage using their own resources. They did this sponsoring public discourses 

delivered by some of the most important archeologists of the period. One measure of the 

efficiency with which nationalism that included the Pre-Columbian past formed among 

Guatemalans is the large number of news articles published at the time that were related 

to the ancient cultures of Guatemala. Some of them were editorials that spoke about the 

importance of anthropology in Guatemala, such as one article on February 5, 1924. There 

were articles denouncing citizens that had robbed archeological sites as well as clips 

describing fortuitous findings in ceramic, carved monuments among them, made by local 

residents and archeological findings made by scientists, alike. 
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The years between 1920 and 1944 marked one of the periods during which 

Guatemalans may have shown their greatest interest in cultural heritage. Laws were 

created for site protection and institutions were founded with the aim of centralizing 

archeological work. It was the period when, for the first time, the national agenda 

emphasized the creation of an official history that included a Pre-Columbian past that the 

state had appropriated and treated as its own. This national policy, influenced by 

Villacorta, was successful in creating a notion among Guatemalans of the importance of 

their past. This was largely due to books that were distributed in classrooms at the 

national level as well as the newspapers that covered a number of findings made during 

the period. Of course, this was made possible thanks to research done by foreigners 

whose findings allowed the pre-Hispanic past to be better known.  

 

In the middle of the 20th Century (1944 to 1969), two political episodes altered the 

social dynamics in the interior of Guatemala in a way that would resonate in the world of 

archeology. The first was the revolution of 1944, which toppled the dictatorship of Jorge 

Ubico on October 20th (Ortiz Moscoso 1996; Romero 2014). When the new revolutionary 

regime came to power, one of the first steps they took was to dismember many of the 

policies created under the Ubico government. Such changes also impacted Villacorta, 

who departed from the Ministry of Education. Many of his books also ceased to be used 

during this time (Gordillo 2001). These changes also affected participation on a number 

of archeological projects, above all those managed by Americans. The revolutionary 
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movement was heavily influenced by intellectuals that followed indigenismo policies 

proposed by the Mexican Revolution. Some of the new policies created by President Juan 

José Arévalo focused on social laws, such as the creation of social security, laws that 

protected workers, and the creation of schools throughout distinct parts of Guatemala 

(Goicolea 1997; Schlesinger and Kinzer 1982). 

 

 One of the laws favoring the indigenous people was the abolition of forced labor 

and the creation of the Instituto Indigenista, which would focus on the study of the 

contemporary indigenous culture (Guerra-Borges 1997). Another change consisted in an 

attempt to establish ideas about the importance of a nation composed of mestizos. Such a 

case was made by Miguel Ángel Asturias in his novel Hombres de Maiz (Asturias 1977) 

and by Mario Monteforte Toledo in Entre la Piedra y la Cruz (1948). In both, the authors 

described indigenous and ladino cultures as equal, combining in the end to create a 

superior race. 

 

With respect to archeology, the revolution continued to centralize archaeological 

knowledge. On February 23, 1946 the Guatemalan Institute of Anthropology and History 

(IDAEH) was created to lead the conservation, study, and dissemination of Guatemalan 

heritage (Gutiérrez 1991, Aguilar 2016). The IDAEH participated as a member of the 

state in political processes and its creation was largely inspired by the indigenismo 

movement seen by the government as the best form of integrating rural and indigenous 

populations into a process of national development (Gutiérrez 1991: 19). The creation of 
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IDAEH came with the intention of preserving cultural heritage and exalting the “glorious 

past,” showing how the indigenous of the past were, in some way, superior to 

contemporary indigenous peoples (Gutiérrez 1991: 23). The functions of the institute 

were numerous. First and foremost, it was to lead the reconstruction of the Museum of 

History and Fine Arts, the creation of a colonial museum in the city of Antigua, 

Guatemala, and finally, it was tasked with supervising research, restoration, and 

conservation taking place on archeological sites (Gutiérrez 1991: 33). The obligations of 

the IDAEH changed when the Law of Cultural Heritage was passed in 1949, creating 

more concrete legislation on the issue. With the IDAEH up and running, the institute also 

created its own publication dedicated to sharing issues of archeological and 

anthropological importance (del Aguila 2016). The institute gave classes on archeology 

and focused on the dissemination of the Pre-Columbian history in elementary schools and 

through the creation of museums in different parts of the country (Gutiérrez 1991: 37). 

 The IDAEH was located in the National Museum, which was relocated in the 

revolution. It was no longer part of the zoo and instead, as of 1947, had its own building 

in the Salón Cinco on the Finca la Aurora (Carney 2013; Casaús Arzu 2012; Escobedo 

2014). In contrast to the Ubico dictatorship, the government of Guatemala took an 

important step towards the conservation of cultural heritage when it decided to finance 

the scientific exploration of Tikal. The project was undertaken by German archeologist 

Heinrich Berlín, who at that time resided in Guatemala. As an archeologist, Berlín had 

studied in Mexico and done his first archeological work on site in Palenque. He was an 

influential archeologist, collaborating above all on art and epigraphy (Lujan Muñoz 
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1991). His exploration of Tikal was focused on the documentation of Temple VI, which 

had been discovered by members of the military tasked with building and protecting a 

runway in Tikal (Berlín 1951). The discovery of this new temple emphasized the state’s 

interest in the great Mayan city, which they saw as a city that could serve as a reference 

for its indigenous and economic ideals. As an example, the state invested in the 

construction of a runway that would allow the site to be researched and visited by 

tourists. Unfortunately, it is unknown why the state was unable to undertake more 

explorations at the site. It could have been due to the lack of funds, though it is worth 

considering that the revolutionary government had a hostile relationship with the United 

States and, particularly, with the United Fruit Company (UFCO). Nevertheless, the most 

important archeological work during the period included the restoration of Zaculeu in the 

department of Huehuetenango that was, ironically, initiated by UFCO (Woodbury and 

Trik 1953) (Figure 100). 

 

The second major event in Guatemalan history came in the middle of the 20th 

Century. The so-called counterrevolution (1954) was launched by a Guatemalan 

movement supported by the United States (Shlesinger and Kinzerr 1982). The 

counterrevolution implicated changes in the style of governing and the advancement of 

educational materials; social service was suspended. With respect to archeology, the state 

changed its policy and became more amiable towards North American interests, allying 

themselves with different universities in order to advance archeological projects. Among 

these was the University of Pennsylvania, which helped to conceive the creation of the 
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Tikal National Park and consequent research on the site (Shook 1998). The project was 

directed by Edwin Shook, a citizen of the USA, who had already worked for the Carnegie 

Institution in Washington on site at Uaxactun and at other centers in the Maya region. 

Shook had a dream of undertaking such a project in Tikal from the 1940s. The revolution 

of 1944 stifled any such plans and Shook backed away from the project, perhaps due to 

his more conservative tendencies – he had already admitted to being part of the OSS 

(Shook 1998) and also because the Carnegie Institution of Washington decided that it 

was easy and les cost to study the site of Mayapan. The importance of Shook in the Tikal 

process began when he proposed that the site become a national park. As a result, he was 

designated to create laws and norms that would be inspired by the current laws governing 

national parks in the United States, such as Yellowstone (up. cit.). Guatemala capitalized 

on the fact that the University of Pennsylvania would finance the project, recognizing the 

importance of the site of Tikal. Because the university wanted to play a role in these 

projects, the state collaborated with the remodeling of the landing strip originally built 

during the revolution. The state also assumed the role of transporting archeologists and all 

necessary equipment (Shook et al 1958).  

 

The excavations in Tikal were so important for the formation of Guatemalan 

nationalism focused on the Maya lowlands, since this time, have stood as an axis to the 

country’s nationalism. The majority of archaeological articles published in El Imparcial 

newspaper between 1955 and 1967, for example, were focused on the ongoing work in 

Tikal. The first article from the archives, dated from 1955, makes reference to a contract 
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signed between the state and the University of Pennsylvania (Figure 101), while others 

make reference to the cleaning of the old runway (El Imparcial October 19, 1955). Some 

articles detailed the first houses erected in the camp for archeologists and operational 

personnel (El Imparcial April 13, 1953). Newspapers also covered the visits made by the 

presidents of Guatemala while research and work were underway, marking what was 

perhaps the first time heads of state showed a real and direct interest in Pre-Columbian 

cultures. The first presidential visit was on May 14, 1956 by then President Carlos 

Castillo Armas, the first president of the counterrevolution. In May, Castillo Armas 

toured at Peten and included the ruins of Tikal in his visit (El Imparcial May 14, 1956). 

The city was also visited by the next president of Guatemala Miguel Ydigoras Fuentes 

(1958-1963), who made a commitment during his trip to continue supporting restoration 

projects at Tikal (Prensa Libre April 16, 1958). The site was also visited by the heads of 

diplomatic missions (El Imparcial May 24, 1956). 

 

Journalistic articles on Tikal, such as those in El Imparcial and Prensa Libre, also 

focused on the findings made by archeologists (Figure 102). This was due in part to visits 

that archeologists made to these newsrooms and the fact that journalists, in turn, traveled 

with archeologists to the site of Tikal. The resulting avalanche of information converted 

Tikal, in the social imaginary of Guatemala, into one of the most important symbols of 

Guatemalan nationalism. Since this time, there is not a Guatemalan unable to identify the 

image of Temple I. Enthusiasm for the city did not stop at the state level, but also 

breached the sphere of intellectuals (Figure 103), many of whom traveled to Tikal 
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themselves. Such was the case with the famous author Miguel Ángel Asturias (El 

Imparcial October 10, 1996). The quantity of articles written about Tikal was 

overwhelming when compared to the coverage of other sites, such as Ceibal, Mixco 

Viejo, or Kaminaljuyu. The last newspaper articles written about the Tikal project 

focused on the official handing over of the restored site to the Guatemalan government in 

December 1969 (Figure 104). Authorities from the University of Pennsylvania, as well as 

representatives from the Guatemalan government, were in attendance at the ceremony, 

which took place in the National Museum of Archeology (Prensa Libre December 6, 

1969). During the ceremony, the work done by the University of Pennsylvania was 

highlighted, as was the fact that the project was the biggest of its kind during the period 

(El Imparcial December 6, 1969). The large quantity of information surrounding the 

project converted Tikal in cradle of Guatemalan ancestry. Many of the nationalist 

symbols that were used to speak about the great Mayan past focused on Tikal and other 

sites across the Maya Lowlands. 

 

THIRD PHASE: THE PROFESSIONALIZATION OF ARCHAEOLOGY IN GUATEMALA (1974-

2016)  

The final phase in the development of nationalist archeology in Guatemala was 

characterized by beginning during one of the darkest chapters in the country’s history, 

entering into an armed conflict that would last 36 years. It ended with the signing of the 

Peace Accords in December of 1996. In the middle of the 1970s, the state began to 
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militarize its institutions as national security became the most important part of the 

political agenda. Its application unleashed acts of crime against humanity and against 

civil society, primarily against the indigenous population. The majority of crimes were 

committed by the state, while a smaller number were committed by guerrilla groups 

(CEH 1999; Gerard-Burnett 2010). In political terms, Guatemala was considerably 

unstable, removing presidents in military coups or by way of electoral fraud (Gerard-

Burnet 2010). This instability of the state had a considerable impact on archeology, both 

on the state level and in terms of foreign exploration. For example, between 1970 and 

1990 the IDAEH lived a decay period, to the point of isolating itself from the social 

reality of Guatemala (Gutiérrez 1991: 49). In 1985, the government of General Oscar 

Humberto Megia Victores passed legislation to create the Ministry of Culture and Sport, 

the institution that would manage issues related to cultural heritage (Escobedo 2014). 

 Despite the fragile archeological agenda present in Guatemala, even in times of 

violence the state managed to make certain achievements and advancements to 

professionalize archeology in the country. During a disastrous and tragic time for 

Guatemala, cultural policies were not a priority. For some regions of the country, this 

meant that they were studied less, as was the case with the Guatemalan Highlands. 

Nevertheless, some work was done in the region, namely the recognition and rescue of 

sites around t Chixoy region (Arnauld 1986), Quiche (Carmack 2001), among others. 

 

The first Guatemalans to show an interest in archeology were exiled intellectuals.  

1949 marked the year that the first known Guatemalan, José Antonio Tejada Fonseca, 
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graduated with a degree in archeology from the Mexican National School of 

Anthropology (El Imparcial January 6, 1949). Tejada Fonseca was known in archeology 

circles for being an artist that made a replica of the mural found in the B-XIII structure in 

Uaxactun (Morley 1953). He was also known for making the first copies of the murals at 

Bonampak in Mexico. The first university-level archeology courses taught in Guatemala 

were facilitated by the German archeologist Heinrich Berlín (Lujan 1991). The courses 

were part of a Licenciatura’s program in the school of the humanities during the 1950s, 

covering topics ranging from Mesoamerican art history and Maya epigraphy (op. cit.).  

Some years later, in 1960, in this university, Daniel Contreras would also give 

archeology courses in the school of humanities. He would also push for the creation of a 

department of archeology that would, unfortunately, only survive for a year due to 

lacking funds (Martínez 1999). This meant that the few youths that were interested in 

archeology would have to leave the country in order to study. Among them were Carlos 

Navarette and Luis Luján, who graduated as archeologists in 1960 and 1961. They 

returned to Guatemala afterward and went to work for the IDAEH, offering archeology 

courses in the school of the humanities at the University of San Carlos (Navarrete 2005). 

 

These two researchers were the first Guatemalan archeologists to undertake an 

expedition completely financed by the University of San Carlos. The expedition included 

visits to sites at Dos Pilas, Aguateca, and Taramandito (Chinchilla 1993). El Imparcial 

honored the expedition with a publication on June 2, 1961 “First Big National 

Archeological Expedition.” In the article (Figure 105), the goals of the expedition came 
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secondary to the importance of the first such expedition to be undertaken by 

Guatemalans. The article also expressed its appreciation for the cooperation with the 

University of San Carlos, thanking “the interest of our Alma Mater in highlighting 

national elements of the living, breathing mystery conserved in the Rio La Pasión valley 

forest” (El Imparcial 1961). Among the pioneer Guatemalan researchers of Pre-

Columbian cultures is Gustavo Espinoza (Figure 106), who undertook mound 

excavations in Kaminaljuyu. His work was also shared by The Impartial on May 4, 1967. 

 

Unfortunately, interest and publications about the work of Guatemalan 

archeologists did not inspire much of the younger generation, nor did it inspire the 

University of San Carlos to continue training local archeologists. At the end of the 1960s, 

the school of the humanities cancelled all of its archeology classes. The decision was 

criticized by archeologist Luis Luján, the director of the IDAEH and also dean at the 

school of the humanities, in a speech he gave at the same university in 1969 that would 

be published by El Impacial on December 16 of the same year. In his speech, Luján 

mentioned the importance of history within the school of the humanities, adding that the 

area was essential and “would bring archeologists and related professionals to the country 

and benefit field research” (El Imparcial December 16, 1969). 

 

Aside from the efforts made by the University of San Carlos, many of the students 

interested in archeology were trained on the Tikal project with the University of 

Pennsylvania, which directed work there between 1956 and 1969 (Figure 107). Some of 
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the first Guatemalans to be trained and make a career in the discipline were Juan Pedro 

Laporte (Moholy-Nagy 2011), Dora Gonzáles (Martinez 1999: 13), as well as Rudy 

Larios and Miguel Orrego. The final two archeologists managed to maintain the 

government’s interest in Tikal after the University of Pennsylvania turned the site over to 

the state in the 1970s. The government continued to work in Tikal for a number of 

seasons, their advancements were also published by Guatemalan newspapers between 

1973 and June of 1979. The press covered their advancements on the Palace of the 

Acanaladuras (El Imparcial, 1973) and the Palace of the Ventanas (El Imparcial October 

1, 1974). All of the articles placed great emphasis on the fact that the work had been done 

by Guatemalans (Figure 108). It was a fact that filled journalists, who were generally 

unable to express patriotic sentiment in their articles, with great pride.  

At the end of the 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s, the government of 

Guatemala had some ambiguous policies with respect to the archaeological heritage, on 

the one hand. They continued to express interest in supporting the restoration of Tikal, for 

example. On the other hand, they continued to lessen their support for important elements 

related to the Pre-Columbian heritage, such as the dissemination of work on a 

professional or education level. It failed to support the training of local Guatemalan 

archeologists and showed a general disinterest in museums. On this final issue, according 

to El Imparcial, the building that held the most important archeological collection in 

Guatemala, the Museo Nacional de Arqueología y Etnología (MUNAE), was in a state of 

ruin as a result of a lack of interest by authorities. Complaints were delivered in public 

form to the government on May 6, 1972 (Figure 109), when El Imparcial ran an article 
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titled “Our Museum in Collapse.” In the article, the author details the risk posed to 

archeological “treasures” by the roof, which was in poor condition. They recommended 

the museum be closed by the General Direction of Public Works. 

 

In a move that proved fortunate for Guatemalan archeology, in 1974 a group of 

professors that taught in the history department at the school of the humanities formed a 

separatist movement. They successfully divided the School of history and related 

sciences from the department Humanities (Martínez 1999), creating a separate school 

instead. On August 21, 1974, the University of San Carlos established the School of 

History and a year later it created a bachelor’s degree in archeology (Martínez 1999: 35). 

In the rules that guided operations at the School of History, Article 3 expressed the 

principles of why such a degree program had been created. One of the goals was the 

study and dissemination of all aspects and knowledge of history, according to the most 

advanced concepts and trends in the field; another was the formation of professionals in 

history and related fields. But one of the most important components of the article was 

Subsection G, where it states that the School of History should collaborate in the 

conservation, defense, and growth of cultural heritage in the country. This final 

subsection is key, as it demonstrates that the school had been self-denominated as a 

“guardian,” giving the impression that it intended to insert itself as more than a purely 

scientific institution. The statement implied a process of empowerment among local 

researchers, indicating that cultural heritage did not belong to others, but was rather part 

of our past, created at the hands of our ancestors. Such a sentiment – to be in charge of 
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the protection of cultural heritage – is one of the ideas that would be ingrained in students 

at the Escuela de Historia, creating a markedly different perception of the Pre-Columbian 

past among local and foreign researchers. 

One of the intellectuals who most helped to form the archeology degree program 

was Juan Pedro Laporte, who had completed his bachelor’s and doctoral degree in 

Mexico (Ponce de Leon 2011). Laporte, for many Guatemalan archeologists, is 

considered the father of archeology in the country, as he founded the first formal degree 

program. The program used by the University of San Carlos was comprised of specific 

degree courses, such as research techniques and archeological drawing, which are 

universal issues in archeology. But it also included courses that covered the specifics of 

the country – courses on philosophy, the economy and social history of Guatemala, for 

example. One of the seemingly strongest areas of the program – the divergence of 

agendas set by the government and international researchers – was the fact that the 

syllabus not only included general courses on Mesoamerica, but also the courses Mayas I 

and Mayas II, focused specifically on the Maya Lowlands, and courses on the Maya 

Highlands and South Coast, covering little-known areas of study. Another strength of the 

program was the fact that the University of San Carlos created archeological projects 

where students were allowed to work and also write their Licencitura Thesis. For 

example, Laporte took his archeology students Juan Antonio Valdés, Marco Antonio 

Rosal, and Zoila Rodríguez to his project at the Cuenca del Lago de Izabal (Martínez 

1999: 39). Zoila Rodríguez and Rita Grignon would later become the first two female 

archeologist to graduate in Guatemala . These students did their theses, opting for a 
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Licenciatura’s degree, based on work from various sites with different materials from 

across the region (Valdés 1979 and Rosal 1979). Laporte continued to follow this model, 

taking students to the Tikal National Project between 1980 and 1984 (Laporte 1989). 

These efforts focused primarily on the group known as the Lost World and were entirely 

financed by the Guatemalan government under the Petén Development Plan, which 

aimed to stimulate accessibility and development in the department of Petén. To achieve 

this, the government invested large sums of money with the goal of improving local 

infrastructure (Figure 110). To this end, a road was built between Flores and Tikal and a 

new airport was built in the community of Santa Elena, belonging to the municipality of 

Flores (op. cit.). In addition to this investment, the state also offered resources for the 

excavation and restoration of the Lost World group.  

The work done by Laporte on the Lost World was important, as it gave a clearer 

idea of the Pre-Classic period in Tikal and improved understanding of Early Classical 

period, an area little understood at this time. In addition, of course, his work focused on 

the relation between the Maya of Tikal and the Teotihuacanos in Central Mexico. In his 

work, he challenged the notion of a Teotihuacan invasion, introducing instead the belief 

that the elite had simply appropriated certain symbols in order to legitimize their power 

(Fialko 2012), ideas that he passed on too many of his students. The work of Laporte and 

his students did not go unnoticed by the Guatemalan press, which published a number of 

reports on the work between 1982 and 1984. Many journalists expressed pride that a 

group of Guatemalan archeologists was working at the most emblematic sites in 

Guatemala (Figure 111). National newspapers used headlines that further bolstered such 
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accomplishments – El Gráfico ran the headline “The Monumental Lost World of the 

Mayas,” (El Gráfico October 3, 1982 and October 10, 1982) and later, “The Most 

Important Discovery of the Century” (El Grafico, No date, 1980s). In these news articles, 

it was most often noted that the work was done entirely by Guatemalans and, in addition, 

the pride generated by the fact that Guatemelans were part of these efforts (El Imparcial 

June 21, 1984).  

 

The USAC degree program completely adopted this model and, with time, 

managed to open new project sites directed by archeologists that had graduated from the 

School of History. Among these was Project Sansaré (Paredes 1994), located in the El 

Progreso department, the Motagua Medio Archeology Program (Paredes 1998), located 

in the Zacapa department, the Chocolá Archeology Project (Valdés 2005) on the southern 

coast, and Archeological Atlas of Guatemala, directed by Dr. Juan Pedro Laporte (Lopez 

and Samayoa 1994).  

 

Other archeology degree programs were also created in Guatemala, specifically in 

the University del Valle, where in 1978 a program was formed with the initiative of Dr. 

Marion Popenoe de Hatch and financed in part by Department Chair Alfred Kidder and 

Medeline Kidder (Martínez 1999: 44). This university, like the national university, 

encouraged the study of archeology and offered courses in the classroom. But the 

university also required students to take part in excavation and laboratory exercises. The 

University del Valley created its own projects or, in other cases, joined efforts with 
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foreign institutions in order to offer students the opportunity to get a bachelor’s degree, 

for example, working on the Piedras Negras Archaeological project (Houston 2000) or La 

Corona Archaeological Project (MARI 2017) projects. The last school of archeology was 

opened at the University Center of Petén (CUDEP), which is an affiliate of the University 

of San Carlos in Petén. The new school, like those before it, followed the same course of 

theoretical teaching in the classroom and archeological exercises set at various project 

sites. 

 

This group of professional Guatemalan archeologists had taken into their own 

hands the creation and dissemination of the importance of Guatemala’s Pre-Columbian 

heritage. In addition, they created the national Symposium of Archeological Research in 

1987 (Chinchilla and Carpio 1988), which served as a platform to share archeological 

work in and from Guatemala, as well as other parts of Mesoamerica. The symposium, in 

addition, offered an opportunity for archeologists to publish preliminary work where, in 

Guatemala, few such opportunities existed.  

 

 Given the rapid growth in the number of archeology professionals in 

Guatemala, the state was able to initiate more national projects at the end of the last 

century, at sites such as Takalik Abaj (Águilar Flores 2015: 92), and initiate programs 

such as the Atlas Arqueológico de Guatemala (Lopez and Samayoa 1994). The presence 

of Guatemalan archeologists also gave way to the rules that govern national archeology. 

At the beginning of the 20th Century and until mid-Century, projects were largely realized 
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by international archeologists. Slowly, Guatemalan archeologists were incorporated into 

international projects, such as those at Tikal or Kaminaljuyu. Starting in 1980, given the 

increasing number of Guatemalan professionals in the area, it was proposed that every 

international project in Guatemala should include a Guatemalan co-director. The first 

project to include two co-directors was the Proyecto Arqueológico Petexbatun directed 

by Dr. Arthur Demarest and Dr. Juan Antonio Valdés (Demarest, Houston and Johnston 

1991). Given the growing number of archeology professionals and students, the laws 

would soon have to be further modified, specifying that every project of bi-national 

nature should include one Guatemalan counterpart for every foreign researcher or 

student. The same rules continue in force until present. 

 

 After the signing of the Peace Accord in Guatemala in 1996, there was a 

positive change noted throughout the country, offering confidence to a young democracy 

that had initiated in 1985 with the election of President Vinicio Cerezo. During this post-

war period, the number of foreign archeological projects increased. The state continued 

the same cultural heritage policy, in which the government acted as a mere administrator 

of cultural heritage. In terms of nationalism, the state had not altered its policy throughout 

this period, continuing to heavily rely on the international archeology agenda, using 

results selectively to reinforce its nationalism. 

 

 This method proved quite useful for the state, as interest in cultural heritage 

was high among researchers that offered a great quantity of information, above all in 
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issues related to the Formative and Classic periods in the Lowlands. Interest in Pre-

Columbian heritage in the Lowlands can be seen in the map published in Archeological 

Technical Reports, 2014 Season, Volumber 4, edited by the Department of Pre-Hispanic 

Monuments within the IDAEH. The map includes all archeological studies undertaken in 

Guatemala in the year 2014. According to DEMOPRE, there were a total of 37 studies in 

2013, 23 of which were realized in the department of Petén while the remaining 12 were 

spread across Guatemalan territory. Of the 23 studies done in Petén, 10 were financed by 

funds from the United States, three with funds from three different European countries, 

six with private national funds and international funds, one was financed by European 

funds, while three were funded nationally. In the case of sites in other parts of the 

country, the majority fell into the same category of archeological rescue. In terms of 

research, there were seven projects financed directly by the state or by the University of 

San Carlos (DEMOPRE 2014). The map indicates that the majority of research took 

place in Petén, where the greatest pieces of nationalist symbolism are found. Within this 

nationalist narrative, the Pre-Columbian and the Classic period are clearly distinguished. 

In order to observe this, it is enough to observe the public discussions that took place at 

the Guatemalan Symposium between 1987 and 2010, 50 percent of which were on 

context related to the Classic period (Gámez 2015: 34). Interest in this period, 

specifically, mirrors the form in which the state portrays its past, constantly placing 

emphasis on the Pre-Columbian sides of the Classic and Formative periods while paying 

little attention on the Post-Classic period, which since the 1920s, when the official history 
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of Guatemala begins to form, was seen as a period of cultural decadence (Gámez 2015: 

35). 

 

 In terms of legislation, the only change made in the administration of Álvaro 

Colom was the creation of the position of Vice Minister of Cultural Heritage, which 

remained linked to the Ministry of Culture and Sports (Escobedo 2014). In this new post-

war era, a new social actor entered into the realm of cultural heritage: The Maya 

Movement, a group of organic intellectuals interested in the past, fought to maintain a 

cultural continuation between the remote past and contemporary indigenous peoples. To 

this end, a number of indigenous peoples have learned to read Maya hieroglyphs 

(England 2003), which is used in many of their documents. The group also helped to 

advance a bill regarding sacred places which has yet to be read by the full session of 

Congress (Comisión de Pueblos Indígenas 2009). In another achievement, the spiritual 

guides of indigenous peoples were allowed to perform ceremonies in archeological sites, 

for which occasions special altars had been built. But even still, not all indigenous 

intellectuals were in agreement with how the past was being reclaimed. Some believed 

that by celebrating the ancient past of the Lowland Maya and its writings, they were 

acting in the same manner as the state, looking to the remote past of the Maya, which 

does not represent the rituals taught by their ancestors in their entirety (Esquit 2012). 

Other problems are that the indigenous people still have been repressed and discriminated 

after the of the Peace Accords (Hale 2007). In this final phase of nationalist archeology in 

Guatemala, it can be said that there were two kinds of nationalist archeology. The first 
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and the oldest is that of the state, which only selects certain information, principally that 

coming from the Maya Lowlands, to promote and attract foreign tourism. This nationalist 

archeology came into being in the 1920s and continues to be pushed by an internal 

archeological agenda.  

 A case that exemplified this kind of nationalist archeology is the site of El Zotz 

and the question of a Teotihuacan invasion of Tikal. Like I mentioned in the introduction 

of this chapter, was until the year 2010, that the El Zotz started to draw the attention of 

the state. After the discovery of the tomb of the first governor of El Zotz in 2010 

(Houston et al., 2015) and the Temple of the Night Sun in 2012 (Houston et al., 2015), 

the latter was announced during a press conference at the National Palace (Prensa Libre 

July 18, 2012). Since 2013, for example, as part of its plans to encourage new tourism 

routes, the Guatemalan Institute of Tourism began a program for training community 

guides and created a new tourist plan to allow for tourism access to the Biotope San 

Miguel La Palotada (INGUAT 2017). The new touristic route, known as Maya Trek El 

Zotz-Tikal, is touted by INGUAT as following the path taken by the “Mayan” warrior 

Sihyaj K’ahk’. The new tourism route was opened by making use of a text, written by 

archeologist David Stuart in the year 2000, in which he related the conquest of the 

Teotihuacan warrior over Tikal in the year A.D. 378. The text was reinterpreted and used 

as touristic captions. The proposal, regarding the conquest of Tikal by Teotihuacan, had 

been accepted by the majority of archeologists, while in Guatemala, it continued to be a 

topic of passionate discordance. It is interesting to highlight that contact between the 

Teotihuacan and Maya territory did not only take place at Tikal and other sites in the 



 228 

Maya Lowlands, but also in Kaminaljuyu, the first site where an influence from 

Teotihuacan was proposed (Sanders 1977) and the site most accepted as such by the field 

of archeology. The state preferred to establish this new route in light of events in the 

Maya Lowlands.  

 It is for this reason that I propose the existence of a nationalist archeology in 

Guatemala. Even if the state does not provide funds for research or dissemination, it has 

been fortunate in that the majority of researchers are primarily interested in the Formative 

and Classic periods in the Central Petén region, demonstrating a disconnect among 

contemporary indigenous populations that, in the imaginary created by the state, were in 

a decadent period during the colonial era. But it is not only the El Zotz archeological 

information used by the state, rather almost all the sites in Guatemala that make any kind 

of “discovery” have to give a press conference in the National Palace. For example, in the 

last years the Archaeological projects that gave press releases were the La Corona 

Archaeological Project (17 de Julio de 2015), El Mirador Archaeological Project 

(December 9 2016), Holmul (Prensa Libre October 2016), Naachtun Archaeological 

Project (Prensa Libre May 07 2014) and Tak’alik Ab’aj (Prensa Libre April 04 2016) 

among others. The press realizes the format used by the Guatemalan State is used for two 

important factors. The first factor is related to the idea that the State is the owner of all 

Pre- Columbian and Historical cultural patrimony, and therefore, the news of findings has 

to be first announced in Guatemala. The second purpose is to show to the world the 

legacy of the ancient Mayas, and in this way also disseminate patriotic ideas and 

reinforce its nationalistic agenda, which includes the commemoration of the Ancient 
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Mayas and also an economic agenda, that believes that with this type of public 

announcements will generate more tourism to Guatemala.  

 

 The second kind of nationalist archeology, developed during this final period, 

is that created by Guatemalan universities. This variety of nationalist archeology is more 

general and relies more on a patriotic sentiment, in the sense that it trains archeologists 

not only as researchers but also as guardians and creators of the cultural heritage left by 

indigenous ancestors. Although the impact of this new archeology is not very visible on a 

national level, some changes can be seen within the field of archeology. For example, 

archeological projects in distinct geographical areas are now completely financed by 

Guatemalan universities, a fact reflected in the new generations of archeological projects 

in the Petén Region. Other archaeologists are specializing in archeology along the 

southern coast as well as in the east and west of the country. This is possibility the 

beginning of a nationalist archeologist agenda that, if it continues to be reinforced, could 

cease to be an academic agenda and become part of a national agenda including the state, 

private initiatives, foreign researchers, Guatemalan universities, and indigenous peoples. 

 

 In sum, it could be said that various advances were achieved during this 

period. Two kinds of nationalist archeology formed, with two separate agendas – that 

used by the state and that created by national academic institutions. This period was also 

marked by the participation of new social actors, such as women and indigenous peoples, 

in issues related to archeology. Finally, this new phase is ongoing. Without a doubt, this 
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new interest in cultural heritage, by private institutions, universities, as well as the 

Association of Guatemalan archeologists, will no doubt generate more changes as they 

search for their own research agenda, one in which for the first time a self-generated 

national agenda could join with international institutions. 

 

CONCLUSIONS  

 In conclusion, nationalist archeology in Guatemala resembles many of the 

characteristics of the Pre-State nationalism stage as presented by Oyuela-Caycedo (1994) 

with regards to the development of nationalist archeology in Latin America. 

Nevertheless, with this study dedicated to its history, it is realized that nationalist 

archeology in Guatemala has not been linear and that it has gone through several very 

intense moments during which the state involved itself heavily in the dissemination and 

protection of cultural history. But at the same time, this history reflects the fact that a 

large part of archeological research in Guatemala began with external agendas and with 

their own objectives. The state agreed with these ideas, as they reinforced ideas of who 

and what Guatemala was in its official history, which respects and glorifies the distant 

past, above all the Central Petén. In this part of the country, it has been demonstrated that 

there is no cultural continuity, a fact that helped and continues to help the state to 

distance itself from claims of cultural continuity among indigenous peoples that occupy 

Guatemalan territory today. The first part of this formation of nationalist ideas about the 

ancient past began in the period that I have called Prior to Archeology, spanning from the 
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colonial period until the end of the 19th Century. This phase begins with a patriotic 

agenda led by the enlightened of Guatemala, who intended to document the riches of 

Spanish America through expeditions to ancient cities. They appropriated the pre–

Hispanic past, placing it as part of Guatemalan history that had no direct connection with 

the contemporaneous indigenous groups of Guatemala. In this first phase, the 

contemporary indigenous were cast into the shadows of their own past. At the same time, 

stereotypes about the indigenous were created and reinforced. They were seen as 

children, without an advanced culture. For this reason, it could not have been possible 

that their ancestors were creators of the great past cultures. The biggest actors in this 

period, in terms of the Pre-Columbian past, were the organic, criollo, native Guatemalan 

intellectuals, as well as European explorers that visited Guatemala started in the second 

half of the 19th Century. This first phase is similar to that which happened in other Latin 

American countries, such as Mexico. 

 

 The second phase in the development of nationalist archeology in Guatemala is 

what I have called the “Birth of Archeology in Guatemala.” The term references the birth 

of an archeological agenda created by foreign researchers, due to the fact that at the 

beginning of the century there were no schools to form national archeologists. This phase 

is also characterized by the fact that the state began a nationalist program based on the 

creation of an official history, created by intellectuals such as Villacorta. Utilizing the 

influence, he enjoyed at the Ministry of Education, he shared his ideas through the 

national distribution of textbooks. Unfortunately, the state, instead of creating its own 
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archeology school at this point, preferred to allow the archeological agenda to be realized 

by foreigners. As I mentioned, the majority of foreigners were interested in the sites 

located in Peten, which coincided with state ideals. For this reason, the Guatemalan state 

only employed part of the history uncovered by researchers and used only what was 

convenient. It focused on the classic culture of the Maya Lowlands and the ideas that 

would be further strengthened by research in Tikal. This second phase in the development 

of nationalist archeology in Guatemala also reflects the interest of the state, due to the 

creation of government institutions that would contribute to the centralization of research, 

knowledge, and the exposition of cultural heritage. Laws about cultural heritage were 

passed and the Institute of History and Anthropology was formed, taking the lead on 

archeological projects and the protection of cultural heritage. The National Museum of 

Guatemala, also during this time, would exhibit the “Pre-Columbian treasures of 

Guatemala.”  

 

 The last phase of development of archeology in Guatemala was the 

“Professionalization of Archeology in Guatemala.” This phase begins in 1974 and 

continues until present. It is characterized by the appearance of three archeology degree 

programs at Guatemalan universities. These programs appear alongside the desire to 

create the country’s own archeologists with an agenda that is distinct from that of the 

state. Nationally trained archeologists, for example, learned that the past was created by 

their ancestors. Another difference was that national archeology did not only focus on the 

lowlands, but also on other parts of Guatemala. For this reason, from the beginning of 
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this third phase, “nationalist archeologists” have coexisted with a state that was focused 

on the foreign agenda and Guatemalan academia. This phase was also characterized by 

other social actors becoming involved in the study of cultural heritage. In this case, it was 

female archeologists who, despite the fact that international researchers such as Tatiana 

Proskouriakoff, already worked in Guatemala, , they did not begin to blaze their own 

trails within a discipline that, to date, has been completely dominated by men, until 1980. 

. The other group that began to actively participate in the discussion of cultural heritage 

were the indigenous peoples. This came as a consequence of the signing of the peace 

accords in December 1996. Part of the Maya Movement was empowered and managed to 

initiate conversations with the state so that they too could study the past of their 

ancestors. Although it was not an easy battle, largely due to minimal support from 

politicians or archeologists, they have won some victories, such as gaining access to 

archeological sites for ceremonial purposes and having their voices taken into account in 

some decisions with respect to Pre-Columbian heritage. 

 

 Finally, it can be said that Guatemalan archeology has had an impact on the 

formation of Guatemalan nationalism, given that archeology has given the state important 

symbols that it has used to reinforce its nationalist agenda. With the growing numbers of 

Guatemalan-trained archeologists, we are entering into a phase that continues to presently 

evolve, one characterized by tensions over opinions and theories among national and 

foreign researchers. It is expected that these will continue for a long time. My hope is that 

they will continue and that the parties will join, creating their research model, finding 



 234 

balance, and realizing that a more comprehensive archeology does not address only the 

needs of the state. HIDDEN TEXT: The following sample text and headings are for 

information only. Delete them after browsing. 
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Chapter 6:  Conclusions 

 
In 2003, I was part of a conversation with friends that had just returned from a 

field season at a site in the Maya lowlands. At this social gathering, one of the topics that 

we discussed was the conquest of Tikal in A.D. 378. The topic arose because, according 

to my friends, they had a similar discussion about this topic during the field season with 

other members of the project who agreed with David Stuart’s thesis regarding the arrival 

of Sihyaj K’ahk’ to the Maya region. But in this conversation, everyone was skeptical 

about Stuart’s theory – many of us did not believe it was possible to achieve a long-

distance conquest; others had not yet had access yet to Stuart’s paper on the subject 

(Stuart, 2000).  The conversation lasted for more than an hour and, in the end, all agreed 

that the Arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’ was not only not possible but that secondly, there was 

not enough cultural material to prove it.  This skepticism remained in my mind for some 

years, but started to change upon a comprehensive reading of Stuart’s paper, paired with 

new data that began to confirm Stuart’s thesis, such as the murals of La Sufricaya 

(Estrada-Belli et al., 2009).  

 

Although the conquest of Tikal has been accepted by many researchers and 

confirmed by new data (Estrada-Belli et al 2009; Nondédéo 2015), some questions 

remained unanswered prior to the writing of this dissertation. For example, was it 

possible to achieve a long-distance war? What were the political consequences of the 

encounter between these two cultures during the Early Classic period in the lowlands? 
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And finally, why was Teotihuacán interested in conquering Tikal? Employing a 

multidisciplinary approach, I was able to answer two of these questions, and improve 

existing knowledge regarding the conquest of Tikal and the Early Classic period more 

generally. For example, I confirm that it was possible for the Teotihuacán army to engage 

in a long-distance war against Tikal in the year A.D. 378 using a similar strategy to that 

used by the Mexica Triple Alliance in the Postclassical period (Hassig 1988). This long-

distance war required the creation of alliances along the road that connected the city of 

departure with the city that they intended to conquer. These alliances were crucial, as 

they could provide the conquering army with food, water, shelter, and they were also able 

to show them the best and most efficient road (Asselbergs 2004; Hassig 1988). I propose 

that the road possibly used by Sihyaj K’ahk was the Gulf of Mexico, given that 

archaeologists have already shown that this was the easiest road connecting Teotihuacán 

with the Maya region (Carballo and Pluckhahn 2007).  Additionally, this road was known 

as a commerce route that connected the Maya Region and the Central Valley of Mexico 

during the Early Classic period (Carballo and Pluchkham 2007; Lira Lopez 2010). In 

addition, at least eleven sites were found along the road between these two regions that 

had some cultural affiliation to Teotihuacán, such as the sites located in the Puebla-

Tlaxcala Corridor (Carballo 2007; Carballo and Pluchkham 2007), the Valley of Maltrata 

(Lira Lopez 2010), and Matacapan (Santley and Arnold III 2005; Santley 2004; Wilson 

2016; Garcia-Des Lauries 2007). From Matacapan, this dissertation proposes two 

possible ways to arrive to the Maya Region, one that would have included navigation 

from Matacapan to the mouth of the Usumacinta River, and from there, the army would 
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have navigated upriver until arriving at the site of Santa Elena-La Resaca. The second 

road is that which connects Matacapan with Palenque, and from Palenque there is a route 

to Santa Elena-La Resaca, located on the shore of the San Pedro Martir River. The sites 

located on this second road displayed strong connections to Teotihuacán, indicating that 

perhaps this was the road used by Sihyaj K’ahk and his army (Stuart 2000; Stuart and 

Stuart 2008; Freidel et al 2007). The second part of this road crossed Maya territories, 

and it is possible that these sites were allies to Teotihuacán prior to the year A.D. 378. 

Among them is El Peru-Waka’, the only site that confirms their alliance to the foreign 

warrior (Stuart 2000). From this site, they started the final part of the conquest, which 

crossed the Valley of Buenavista that was then controlled by the Pa’ka’n dynasty. 

Finally, they walked the last 23 kilometers to Tikal. This possible route, explored in this 

research, does not prove that the army passed through each of the sites mentioned in this 

dissertation; however, this data proves that it was possible for Teotihuacán to achieve a 

long-distance conquest because of the allies it had along the road that connected this site 

with Tikal.  

 

In this research, the second topic that was confirmed was the cultural 

consequences caused by the conquest of Tikal in the Maya region. It is clear that the A.D. 

378 event in the Maya region was an important historical episode, and I propose that one 

of the most important changes after the arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’ was the creation of a 

period of peace, or Pax Tikalensis, in the central Petén region between the sites of Tikal, 

El Zotz, Uaxactun, Naachtun, El Zapote, La Sufricaya, and Rio Azul. This Pax Tikalensis 
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was based on alliances between cities that chose to be beneath the Tikal hegemony, 

creating a perfect political scenario in which ideas and cultural materials could move 

freely across the landscape and facilitate the standardization of many central Petén 

cultural ideas, such as ceramics, the utilization of palaces, and the Stela-Altar complex, 

and a political order focused on rulers and dynasties.  This period of relative peace in the 

central Petén region lasted for 100 years, and it was an important period that became the 

foundation of the Classic Period. The only question that I was not able to answer was that 

concerning what motivated Teotihuacán to conquer Tikal – a question that will require 

the discovery of new historical records, either in Teotihuacán or the Maya region.  

 

In this dissertation, I also demonstrate how archaeological data helped the 

Guatemalan government to forge Guatemalan identity. Chapter 5 focuses on how the 

state of Guatemala used the information recovered by archaeologists to promote a 

nationalistic agenda, such as the cases of the El Zotz archaeological project and the 

arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’.  Nationalist archaeology in Guatemala resembles many of the 

characteristics described in the pre-state nationalism stage, presented by Oyuela-Caycedo 

in  1994, with regards to the development of nationalist archaeology in Latin America. 

Nevertheless, with this study dedicated to its history, I show that nationalist archaeology 

in Guatemala has not been linear, but has rather undergone intense moments during 

which the state involved itself heavily in the dissemination and protection of cultural 

history. At the same time, it reflects the fact that a large part of the archeological history 

of Guatemala began with an external agenda with its own objectives.  
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I also propose  that the Guatemalan archeology has three main subdivisions. The 

first one, called “Prior to Archeology,” spans from the colonial period until the end of the 

19th Century. In this period, explorations were conducted at various sites, but it is 

important because it was during this period that many nationalistic ideas were 

established. The second phase in the development of nationalist archaeology in 

Guatemala is what I call the “Birth of Archeology in Guatemala.” This phase is 

characterized by the fact that the state began a nationalist program based on the creation 

of an official history, written by intellectuals such as Villacorta (Gordillo 2001). It is also 

the period when the first archaeological research by universities and foreign institutions 

was carried out in sites like Kamnaljuyu, Tikal, Uaxactun, and Piedras Negras, among 

others.    

 

The last phase of development of archaeology in Guatemala was the 

“Professionalization of Archeology in Guatemala.” This phase begins in 1974 and 

continues to the present. It is characterized by the appearance of three archeology degree 

programs in Guatemalan universities. These programs appeared alongside a desire to 

create the country’s own archeologists with an agenda that was distinct from that of 

international researchers. It can be said that Guatemalan archeology has had an impact on 

the formation of Guatemalan nationalism, given that archeology has provided the state 

with important symbols that it used to reinforce its nationalist agenda. With the growing 

numbers of Guatemalan trained archeologists, we are now entering into a phase that 
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continues to evolve, one characterized by tensions over conflicting opinions and theories 

among national, foreign researchers and new social actors such as the Indigenous 

movement. It is expected that these debates will continue for quite some time.  

Finally, in the last sixty years of research, the nature of the relationship between 

the Maya region and Teotihuacan has steadily improved, beginning with the publication 

of the first evidence found at the sites of Kaminaljuyu and Tikal (Coe 1990; Coggins 

1979; Kidder et al 1946). However, this subject still holds some important questions that 

have yet to be answered. For example, why did Teotihuacán decide to perform a long-

distance conquest of Tikal? Another important question to be answered is whether the 

sites that became part of the new political order were prompted by a political alliance or 

as a result of conquest.  The third important question that remains unanswered is 

regarding whether the expansion of central Petén cultural materials was a trend imposed 

by Tikal, or if it was merely cultural appropriation by the elites. These are questions that 

will be answered with more studies focused on the Early Classic period. 
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Figure 1: Map that show the location of El Zotz, El Palmar and El Bejucal. (Map by 
Thomas Garrison, El Zotz Archaeological Project 2009). 
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Figure 2:  Map of El Zotz and the most important groups (Map by Thomas Garrison, El 
Zotz Archaeological Project 2015) 
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Figure 3: Map of El Diablo Group (Map by Thomas Garrison, El Zotz Archaeological 
Project 2015) 
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Figure 4: Map of El Palmar. (Map by James Doyle, El Zotz Archaeological Project 2009) 
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Figure 5:  Stela 4 of El Zotz. (Drawing by Stephen Houston, El Zotz Archaeological 
Project 2011) 
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Figure 6: Reconstruction of Structure Hunahpu, San Bartolo Guatemala. (Drawing by 
Heather Hurst, From Beltran 2015: 104) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 247 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 7: Segment of the North Wall of Structure Sub-1-A, San Bartolo. (Drawing by 
Heather Hurst, From Saturno et al 2005). 
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Figure 8: A text from Structure Ixim at San Bartolo Guatemala.  
(Preliminary drawing by David Stuart) 
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Figure 9: Drawing that show the First Construction phase of Group 6C-XVI-Sub from 
Tikal. (Drawing by Paulino Morales, From Laporte 1989:33) 
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Figure 10: Stucco mask that represent the Morning Sun, Temple of The Night Sun, El 
Zotz. (Photography by Edwin Román, El Zotz Archaeological Project 2011). 
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Figure 11: Stela 9 Uaxactun from A.D. 327. (From Graham 1986: 5:155 to 5: 159) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 252 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 12: Estela 5 of Uaxactun that portraits a Teotihuacan warrior. (From Graham 
1986: 5:143 to 5 :146) 
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Figure 13: El Marcador de Tikal. (Museo Nacional de Arqueología y Etnología de 
Guatemala. Fundación G&T Continental/MUNAE)  
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Figure 14:  Sihyaj K’ahk ‘s name found at House D, Pier G. Palenque. 
(From Robertson 1985: Figure 240) 
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Figure 15:  Stela 31 of Tikal (From Jones and Satterhwaite 1982: Figure 52). 
 
 



 256 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 16: Photography that show the exterior decoration of the Temple of the Night Sun. 
(Photo by George Andrews, 1978.  Alexander Architectural Archive, The University of 

Texas at Austin) 
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Figure 17: Table that show the amount of ceramic fragments found at El Diablo. 
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Figure 18: Reconstruction of El Zotz and El Diablo (Courtesy of PACUNAM). 
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Figure 19:  West Profile of the El Diablo Palace (Drawing Gutierrez, Clarke, Carter, 
Garrison and Román, El Zotz Archaeological project 2016) 
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Figure 20: Frontal façade of Structure F8-8-Sub-3. (Drawing by Rony Piedrasanta, El 
Zotz Archaeological Project 2015). 
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Figure 21: Photography that show the frontal façade of Structure F8-8-Sub-3. 
(Photography by Edwin Román, El Zotz Archaeological Project 2015) 
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Figure 22:  Reconstruction of the First Construction Phase at El Diablo Palace 
(Drawing by Edwin Román) 
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Figure 23: Table that show the amount of ceramics fragments recovered from the First 
Construction Phase of El Diablo Palace. 
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Figure 24: Profile of Structure F8-1(Drawing Thomas Garrison,  

El Zotz Archaeological Project 2017) 
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Figure 25: West profile of the El Diablo Palace showing the Second Construction Phase. 
(Drawing by Gutiérrez, Clarke, Carter, Garrison and Román, El Zotz Archaeological 

Project 2016) 
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Figure 26: Second Construction Phase (Drawing by Edwin Román) 
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Figure 27: Table that show the ceramics found in the Second Construction Phase at El 
Diablo Palace. 
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Figure 28: Profile of the Sub Structure F8-6-Sub-2. (Drawing El Zotz Archaeological 
Project 2014) 
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Figure 29: Table that show the amount of ceramics recovered in the interior of structure 
F8-6-Sub-1. 
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Figure 30: El Tejon Group. (Map by and Garrison, Knodell and Woka 2011-2012, 
El Zotz Archaeological Project 2012). 
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Figure 31: Profile of the excavations conducted at the Aguada of El Zotz. (From Beach et 

al., 2015: 264). 
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Figure 32: Picture of El Zotz Red Polychrome ceramic type found at Burial 9. 
(Photography by Jorge Perez de Lara, El Zotz Archaeological Project 2012). 
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Figure 33: Drawing of Burial 9. (Drawing by Stephen Houston, 
From Houston et. al. 2015: 86) 

 



 274 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Photography 34: Caldero Polychrome lid with “Ojo de Reptil” Iconography found in 
burial 9 (Photography by Jorge Perez de Lara, From Newman et al. 2015: 104). 

 
 
 
 



 275 

 
 

 
Figure 35: North Façade of the Temple of the Night Sun. (Drawing by Mary Clarke, 

Stephen Houston and Danilo Hernández, El Zotz Archaeological Project 2015) 
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Figure 36: West profile of the El Diablo Palace. (Drawing by Gutiérrez, Clarke, Carter, 
Garrison and Román, El Zotz Archaeological Project 2016). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 277 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure 37: Third Construction phase of El Diablo Palace. 
(Reconstruction by Edwin Román). 
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Figure 38: Plan view of the excavation of Structure F8-7-Sub-1-1st. 
(Drawing by Nicholas Carter, El Zotz Archaeological Project 2009) 
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Figure 39: North profile of Structure F8-6-Sub-1. 
(Drawing El Zotz Archaeological Project 2015). 
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Figure 40: East façade of Structure F8-6-Sub-1. 
(Drawing by El Zotz Archaeological Project 2015). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 281 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 41: Plant drawing of the upper temple of Structure F8-8-Sub-1. 
(Drawing by Nicholas Carter, El Zotz Archaeological Project 2009). 
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Figure 42: North profiles of Structure F8-9-Sub-1. 
(Drawing from El Zotz Archaeological Project 2014). 
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Figure 43: Plant of the Excavations conducted at Structures F8-9-Sub-1 and Structure F8-

7-Sub-2-2nd. (Drawing by Yeny Gutierrez, El Zotz Archaeological Project 2016). 
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Figure 44: Reconstruction of the Third Construction Phase of El Diablo Palace, showing 
the Sub Structure F8-7-Sub-1-2nd. (Reconstruction by Edwin Román, El Zotz 

Archaeological Project 2016). 
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Figure 45: Reconstruction of the Third Construction phase of El Diablo. 
(Drawing by Edwin Román, El Zotz Archaeological Project 2010). 
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Figure 46: Photography that shows the blocks of the upper temple of Structure F8-1. 
(Photography by Arturo Godoy, El Zotz Archaeological Project 2009). 
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Figure 47: Photography of a Cylindrical Altar found in front of the Adosado 
of the Temple of the Night Sun. (Photography by Edwin Román, El Zotz 

Archaeological Project 2012) 
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Figure 48: Photography of a Cylindrical Altar found in front of the chamber of Burial 9. 
(Photography by Alexa Rubinstein, El Zotz Archaeological Project 2011). 
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Figure 49: Picture of Burial 15 found under the cylindrical altar located in front of the 
Adosado of the Temple of the Night Sun (Photography by Edwin Román, El Zotz 

Archaeological project 2012). 
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Figure 50:  Table that show the ceramic types found at the ceremonial midden of El 
Diablo. 
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Figurer 51: Drawing of Burial 27. (Drawing by Yeny Gutiérrez, El Zotz Archaeological 
Project 2015) 
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Figure 52: Drawing of the last construction phase of 

Structure G6-1 at El Tejon. (Drawing by Piedrasanta, From Piedrasanta 2014:58). 
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Figure 53: Diagram of Platform M7-1-Sub-1. (Drawing by Thomas Garrison, El Zotz 

Archaeological Project 2015). 
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Figure 54: Profile of Structure S6-10. (Drawing by Thomas Garrison, From Garrison et. 

al., 2016: 539). 
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Figure 55: Stela 2 of El Bejucal. 

(Drawing by Nicholas Carter, El Zotz Archaeological Project 2015). 
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Figure 56: Drawing that show the construction fill that covers the third plaza floor 

and the central staircase of Structure F8-7-Sub-1. (Drawing by Nicholas Carter, El Zotz 
Archaeological Project 2009). 
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Figure 57: Photography that shows how Structure F8-6-Sbu-1 was covered with 
construction fill. (Photography by Edwin Román, El Zotz Archaeological Project 213). 
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Figure 58: North profile, Est profile and South profile of the interior room of 

The Temple F8-8-Sub-1, that show the construction field materials.  
(Drawing Nicholas Carter, El Zotz Archaeological Project 2009) 
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Figure 59: North profile of the frontal façade of the Red Structure or Structure F8-7-Sub-

1-2nd. (Drawing Yeny Gutierrez, El Zotz Archaeological Project 2015). 
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Figure 60: Construction fill mixed with ashes found in the interior of 
Structure F8-7-Sub1-1st. (Photography Edwin Román, El Zotz Archaeological Project 

2013). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 301 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 61: Picture that shows a ceremonial deposit found on the first stair of the frontal 
façade of Structure F8-9-Sub-1. (Photography Yeny Gutierrez, El Zotz Archaeological 

Project 2014). 
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Figure 62: The Ceramic inventory found in the ceremonial deposit of Structure 
F8-9. 
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Figure 63: The Ceremonial Deposit found on the first steps of the 
Central staircase of Structure F8-1. (Drawing Nicholas Carter, El Zotz Archaeological 

Project 2009). 
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Figure 64:  Table that show the number of ceramics recovered in the Forth Construction 
Phase of the El Diablo Palace.  
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Figure 65: Ceramic types found at the Forth Construction phase of El Diablo Palace. 
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Figure 66: The Ascension Platform that has three stucco mask that represent the deity Ux 

Yop Huun. (Drawing by Mary Clarke, El Zotz Archaeological Project 2014). 
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Figure 67: Picture of the excavations at Structure F8-18, El Diablo, Fifth Construction. 
Phase (Photography Arturo Godoy, El Zotz Archaeological Project 2010). 
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Figure 68: Map that show the southern-most sites conquered by Tenochtitlan during the 
regime of the Ruler Ahuitzotl. (Map based on Ross Hassig 1988, Map by Edwin Román). 
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Figure 69: Map that show Tenochtitlan and Iximche, which was conquered by the 
Spaniards and their allies in 1521. (Map by Edwin Román). 
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Figure 70: GIS Map that show the Least Cost Paths to connect Teotihuacán and Tikal. 
(Map Courtesy of Francisco Estrada-Belli). 
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Figure 71: The Feather Serpent Pyramid, Teotihuacan. 
(Picture by Edwin Román). 
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Figure 72: Last construction phase of the Moon Pyramid, 
Teotihuacan. (Photography by Edwin Román). 
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Figure 73: Map that show the road between Teotihuacan (No.1) and the Gulf Coast of 
Mexico and Tikal (No.12). (Map by Edwin Román). 
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Figure 74: Map that show the first section of the road that connects Teotihuacan and 
Matacapan. No.1) Teotihuacan, No. 2) Calpulapan, No. 3) Xalasco, No. 4) Valley of 

Maltrata, No. 5) Cerro de Las Mesas, No. 6) Tres Zapotes and No.7) Matacapan. (Map by 
Edwin Román). 
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Figure 75:  Map that show the commerce route from Teotihuacan to Nautla. (Map by 
Linda Manzanilla, From Manzanilla 2011: 23). 
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Figure 76: Map created by David Carballo and Pluckhan, which show the Least Cost path 
from Teotihuacan to Matacapan. (Carballo 2013: 119). 
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Figure 77: Cultural materials associated to Teotihuacan found 
at the site Rincon del Aguila. (From Lira López 2010: 116). 
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Figure 78: Map of the site Cerro de las Mesas. (From Stark 199: 202). 
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Figure 79: Map that show the second section of the road that connect Matacapan to Tikal.  

In Orange No. 7 Matacapan, No. 8 Palenque, No. 9 Santa Elena- La Resaca, No. 10 El 
Peru-Waka’, No 11 El Zotz, and No. 12 Tikal. In Yellow (The marine road from 

Matacapan to the Maya Region), A. San Román, B. Jonuta, C. Balancan and D. La 
Reforma. In Light Blue (Show Formative sites) I. San Lorenzo and II La Venta. In purple 

(Shows Late Classic sites) III Imangillo, IV Comalcalco and V Tortuguero (Map by 
Edwin Román) 
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Figure 80: Drawing that show a stucco mask from Palenque which represent a human 
figure in Teotihuacán style. (Figure form Stuart and Stuart 2008: 137). 
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Figure 81:  Drawing of the Seven glyph blocks found on the basement of the West Court, 

at Palenque that mention a ruler from the site Wa-Bird (Drawing by Merle Green 
Robertson 1985). 
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Figure 82: Drawing of Stela 15. 
(Drawing by Ian Graham Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions). 
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Figure 83: Stela 16 of El Peru. (Drawing by Ian Graham Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic 
Inscriptions). 
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Figure 84:  Map that shows the possible roads between Tikal and El Zotz. (From Doyle et 

al 2012:798). 
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Figure 85: Tikal Stela 39. (Drawing by Linda Schele, From Stuart 2014). 
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Figure 86: Picture of the glyphs Och Ch’enn carved on the Mercado of Tikal. The phrase 
Och Ch’enn can be translated as “enter the town or territory”, an expression used by the 

Mayas when they refer a conquest. (Photography by Stuart 2014). 
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Figure 87: Map that show the settlements that became part of the “New Political Order” 
established by Sihyaj K’ahk’ in the end of the Fourth Century A.D. No. 1) Tikal, No. 2) 
Uaxactun, No. 3) La Sufricaya, No. 4) El Zapote, No.5) El Zotz-Bejucal, No. 6) El Peru-

Waka’, No. 7) Naachtun, and No. 8) Rio Azul (Map by Edwin Román) 
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Figure 88: Tikal Estela 4. (From Jones and Satterthwaite 1982: Figure 5). 
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Figure 89: Map that show the Central Petén region and the settlements that were part 
of Pax Tikalensis after the conquest of Tikal. (El Zotz Archaeological Project 2016). 
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Figure 90: Jade object found in Burial 9, (Photography by Jorge Pérez de Lara, 
El Zotz Archaeological Project 2015). 
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Figure 91: Map that show the different ceramic traditions in the Southern Lowland Maya 
before the year A.D. 400. (Map drawn by Edwin Román). 



 332 

 
 

Figure 92: Map that show how the Stela-Altar Complex expands in the Maya Low Lands 
Landscape after the year A.D 378. The red dots represent the sites that had Stela-Altar 
before the year A. D 378 (Uaxactun, Tikal and Naachtun). The blue dots represent the 

sites that start to use Stela Altar in the end of the Forth Century A.D (El Zotz-Bejucal, El 
Zapote, La Sufricaya, Rio Azul). The orange dots represent the sites that start to use Stela 
Altars during the Fifth Century A. D. (Calakmul, El AChiotal, Waka, Peru, Caracol, Altar 
De Sacrificios, Tres Islas, Quirigua and Copan among others). The Purple dots represent 
the site that start to have writing or monuments during the Sixth Century A.D. (Piedras 

Negras, Lacanha, Altar de Sacrificios, Pusilha, Yaxchilan, Altun Ha, among others). 
(Map by Edwin Román). 
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Figure 93: Newspaper article of the Discovery of the Royal tomb of El Zotz in July 15, 
2000 in Prensa Libre.  (www.prensalibre.com). 
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Figure 94: Information of the new tourist route Maya Trek, El Zotz-Tikal. 

(From http://mayatrek.visitguatemala.com/about-mayatrek.php?lang=EN  ). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 335 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure 95:  Publications of Maya Trek El Zotz-Tikal on the French Newspaper Le Monde 
(From Le monde:  oyages.blog.lemonde.fr/2014/09/01/au-guatemala-se-prendre-pour-

indiana-jones-et-decouvrir-tikal/. 
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Figure 96: Picture of a Newspaper article about Uaxactun in the beginning of the 
Twentieth Century. (Archivo del Imparcial, Archivo Histórico de CIRMA). 

 
 



 337 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure 97:  Article that describes the E-Group at Uaxactun in 1928. 
(Article from Archivo del Imparcial, Archivo Histórico de CIRMA). 
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Figure 98: Photography of a painting of Jose Antonio Villacorta at the 
Académica de Geografía e Historia de Guatemala. 

(Photography by Griselda Perez, 2015). 
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Figure 99:  Newspaper article which mentions the discovery of a sculpture at 
Kaminaljuyu in January 31, 1963. (Article from La Morgue de El Imparcial, Archivo 

Histórico de CIRMA). 
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Figure 100: Newspaper article which describes the work at Zaculeu, El Imparcial June 5 
1954 (Article from La Morgue del Imparcial, Archivo Histórico de CIRMA) 
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Figure 101: A newspaper article that mentions the signing of a contract between 
Guatemala and the University of Pennsylvania for permission to excavate Tikal, June 5 

1954, (La Morgue del Imparcial, Archivo Histórico de CIRMA). 
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Figure 102:  A newspaper article from El Imparcial that mentions the discovery of a 
Royal Tomb at Tikal on March 11, 1961. (La Morgue del Imparcial, Archivo Histórico 

de CIRMA). 
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Figure 103:  Newspaper article from El Imparcial that mentions the visit of the 
Guatemalan novelist Miguel Angel Asturias to Tikal on October 10, 1966. (By Miguel 

Ángel Vásquez, La Morgue del Imparcial, Archivo Histórico de CIRMA). 
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Figure 104:  A newspaper article published by Prensa Libre that describes the official 
presentation of the work at Tikal on December 6, 1969. (La Morgue del Imparcial, 

Archivo Histórico de CIRMA). 
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Figure 105:  Newspaper article that focuses on the first expedition founded by the 
Universidad de San Carlos de Guatemala, June 3, 1961. (By Antonio Morales, La 

Morgue del Imparcial, Archivo Histórico de CIRMA). 
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Figure 106:  Newspaper article that mention the discovery of a burial at Kaminaljuyu by 

the Guatemalan archaeologist Gustavo Espinoza on May 4, 1967. (La Morgue del 
Imparcial, Archivo Historico de CIRMA). 
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Figure 107: Newspaper article at El Imparcial that talks about the opportunity for 
Guatemalans to be trained as archaeologist by the University of Pennsylvania, June 12, 

1962. (La Morgue del Imparcial, Archivo Histórico de CIRMA). 
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Figure 108: Newspaper article published by El Imparcial that talks about the work at 
Tikal by Proyecto Nacional Tikal  in 1973. (La Morgue del Imparcial, Archivo Histórico 

de CIRMA). 
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Figure 109: Newspaper article that makes a public complaint about the bad conditions of 
the National Museum of Guatemala, May 6, 1972. (La Morgue del Imparcial, Archivo 

Histórico de CIRMA). 
 



 350 

 
 
Figure 110:  Newspaper article that mentions the budget that it is required to continue the 

research at Tikal September 20, 1977. (La Morgue del Imparcial, Archivo Histórico de 
CIRMA). 
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Figure 111:  Fragment of the article “El Monumental Mundo Perdido de Los Mayas”.  El 
Grafico October 10 de 1982 (By Carlos Garcia Urrea, La Morgue del Imparcial, Archivo 

Histórico de CIRMA). 
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