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ABSTRACT 

 

The dissertation examines the political organization of the ancient Maya during 

the Terminal Classic Period in the Cochuah Region of Quintana Roo. It evaluates the 

architecture and site layout of the secondary sites of Sacalaca and San Felipe, and tertiary 

and quaternary sites surrounding them in order to test political models. Our 

understanding of the ancient Maya political organization largely comes from Classic 

Period hieroglyphic texts recorded by Maya kings on public monuments. This reliance on 

only these kinds of data creates a limitation on the interpretation of political organization, 

and does not address the local scale of political institution within Maya polities. It also 

creates the illusion of a centralization of political organization and biases towards 

primary sites where hieroglyphic monuments are located.  

The alternative data available for the evaluation of political organization are the 

regional settlement pattern, individual site layouts and site architecture. Certain types of 

architecture such as acropoli, mortuary temples, formal plazas and ballcourts, are 

representative of the institutions of rulership permitting to determine the type of political 

organization. The distribution of this architecture within the primary, secondary, tertiary 

and quaternary sites will correlate to respective political models. 

Three models were chosen to be tested after reviewing the various models 

proposed for the political organization of the ancient Maya. These models are Dynastic 

Kingship, Mul Tepal, and the Segmentary State. The archaeological correlates of these 

models are identified and compared with the evidence provided by twenty sites in the 

Cochuah Region for both the early Terminal Classic Period (the Florescent Phase) and  
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the late Terminal Classic Period  (the Post-Florescent Phase). 

The conclusion is made that during the Florescent Phase the political organization 

in the Cochuah Region was a Segmentary State.  In the Segmentary State the institution 

of rulership is found in sites occupying different levels in the settlement hierarchy. 

Sacalaca and San Felipe and their satellites exhibit a duplication of the institutions of 

rulership on a smaller scale.  During the Post-Florescent Phase data indicate the absence 

of authorities capable of providing order or enforcing laws and perhaps the absence of 

rulers during this time in the region.  

This case study demonstrates that some types of political organizations would be 

only visible through examination of secondary sites and their satellites. Also, this 

approach addresses the problem of relying on hieroglyphic texts and helps to overcome a 

bias of centralized political organization created by investigation limited to the primary 

centers.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION  

 

The goal of this research is to use the presence and distribution of elements of 

rulership reflected in site layout and site architecture to determine the political 

organization of the ancient Maya in the Cochuah Region, Quintana Roo, during the 

Terminal Classic Period.  In contrast to the near abandonment of the Cochuah Region 

during the Late Classic Period, the population of the region was dense and widespread 

during the Terminal Classic Period. This dissertation addresses the question of how this 

newly repopulated region was governed. It focuses on characteristics of secondary 

centers Sacalaca and San Felipe and their satellites, tertiary sites and quaternary sites, to 

evaluate competing political models (Figure 1.1). The examination of these settlements 

provides insights into the political organization of secondary centers and their smaller 

satellites which should help overcome the bias created by investigations limited to the 

primary centers. 

The interpretation of Maya political organization has shifted dramatically over 

time. Thompson (1954) depicted Maya public life as being solely centered on ceremonial 

centers dedicated to worship of great cycles of time and celestial bodies.  Since the 

hieroglyphs were still largely undeciphered, Thompson regarded the glyphs as "largely 

esoteric" and non-historical.  Deciphered parts of May hieroglyphics (the calendar) 

influenced his ideas about astronomy and time worship.  Thompson (1954) proposed that 

the Maya lived in small agricultural settlements while the religious centers were 

uninhabited.  Thompson views were shaped by the nature of the data during that time,  
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because he did not have access to accurate or entire maps of settlements.   

It wasn't until Proskouriakoff's (1960) discovery that the hieroglyphs contained 

dynastic history that the esoteric ñtraditionalò  model was replaced by a Dynastic 

Kingship òtraditionalò model.  Our understanding of ancient Maya political organization 

largely comes from Classic Period hieroglyphic texts.  Maya kings recorded dynastic 

histories on public monuments such as stelae and stairways. These histories are often 

portraits of foreign affairs including warfare, alliance, and marriage relations between 

sites. A focus on the hieroglyphic texts results in viewing Maya political organization as 

a strongly centralized hierarchical system. The heavy reliance on these data creates 

limitations in the interpretation of the political organization of the ancient Maya. These 

hieroglyphic accounts were written by the ruling elite and, therefore, only provide an 

understanding of the elite culture of the ancient Maya. Moreover, these accounts, because 

they often portray foreign affairs, do not address in any detail the nature of political 

organization on the local scale within Maya polities. 

The quest for additional hieroglyphic data has resulted in research focused on the 

large centers. The research on Maya political organization, which predominantly focuses 

on large centers (Fox et al. 1996:796), tends to bolster the arguments about the degree of 

centralization present in the political organization of the ancient Maya. Webster 

(2002:165) noted that "Because our perspective on Maya political arrangements 

emphasizes the importance of large centers, especially with their own emblem glyphs, 

archaeologists have usually worked out from center to periphery when analyzing Late 

Classic settlement patterns, which of course are valuable clues to political organization." 

This focus of research on large centers has created a bias towards high ranking sites 
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(Webster 2003: 186-188) and the view ñthat the basic structures of civilizations are 

hierarchically organized major cultural institutionsò (Adams et al. 2004:327).   

While the large ceremonial and political centers hold a great deal of information 

they were not the only components on the Maya landscape. Secondary and tertiary sites, 

and particularly quaternary sites (small villages), were prevalent on the landscape and 

their investigation can add to a more balanced view of ancient Maya life.  Tourtellot 

noted that ñThe investigation of small and single-period sites is an opportunity to 

counterbalance the upsurge in insights gained from major royal centers and our often 

limited glimpses of appurtenant settlementò(1993:235).  LeCount and Yaeger also 

emphasized the need for a study of political organization focused more on ñsubject 

politiesò and ñaway from its current focus on paramount centersò (2010:29). I believe that 

examining political organization of the Maya from the perspective of secondary sites 

represents an alternate but complementary approach to the study of Maya political 

organization.  

Scholars have proposed alternative forms of political organization for the ancient 

Maya, but have not suggested a way to test such hypotheses.  The testing of the 

alternative political models requires going beyond the primary centers, as well as 

examining different data sets.  How can the nature of political organization be identified 

for the Lowland Maya in the absence of hieroglyphics and extensive archaeological 

evidence from primary centers?  The data available to evaluate differing models of 

political organization during the Terminal Classic Period in the case study area are the 

regional settlement pattern, individual site layouts and site architecture. The goal of this 

research is to evaluate models of political organization by focusing on the distribution of 
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the institutions of rulership within a polity. There are significant changes in the settlement 

pattern and architecture during the Terminal Classic Period in the case study area that 

makes this region well suited for this goal.    

 

Background 

Political Organization 

Political organization can be described as a decision-making institution that 

dictates and regulates policies in a given population (Rice 2004).  The relationship 

between a decision-making institution and the general population is based on the ability 

of leaders to legitimize their authority and power. A decision-making institution utilizes 

different strategies to obtain and maintain the right to rule (Kurtz 2001). These strategies 

include military force, ideological influence, religious indoctrination, cooperation and 

subornment.  The distribution of the decision-making authority in any polity is a major 

(but not the only) factor in how that polity is defined.  Political organization can be 

characterized as centralized and non-centralized. Political centralization according to 

Roscoe (1993:113) can be defined as the ñconcentrationò of power in the hands of a few.  

Centralized political systems would need a group of officials, termed a bureaucracy or 

administration, created and delegated with official responsibilities, among them being to 

deliver decisions from a ruler to the populace.  

The nature of Maya political organization is a topic of debate among scholars.  

Arguments about the nature of ancient Maya political systems are the result of conflicting 

interpretations of hieroglyphic accounts, Maya oral histories and Spanish Colonial 

documents. Mayanists using the hieroglyphic texts from the Classic Period (A.D.250-
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1100) differ in their interpretation of political organization; a number of scholars favor 

the presence of a centralized political system; some propose various degrees of 

decentralization, while others argue for hegemonic rule. There are three controversial 

opinions about the nature of Maya political organization which were derived from the 

interpretation of the same hieroglyphic texts.  Martin and Grube (1995, 2000) interpreted 

hieroglyphic texts as indicating the presence of hegemonic rule of two Super States -

Tikal and Calakmul. Marcus (1993) interpreting the same hieroglyphic texts proposed 

four to eight Regional States - Uxmal, Coba, Rio Bec, Calakmul, Yaxchilan, Palenque, 

Tikal and Copan. Lastly, Matthewsôs (1991) interpretation of these hieroglyphic writings 

led him to argue for the nonhierarchical political organization of seventy self-governing 

ñcity-statesò. 

Our understanding of ancient Maya political organization to a lesser extent comes 

from Spanish Colonial accounts written by conquistadores and friars; and the Books of 

Chilam Bôalam the Maya oral documents written by indigenous priests during Colonial 

times. Scholars suggested various forms of political organization during Colonial time 

ranging from regional polities to small loosely organized polities. Ralph L. Roys (1957) 

classified data from various colonial accounts (A.D. 1546-1821) into three different types 

of political systems in place in Yucatan ï centralized, non-centralized and loosely 

organized political organizations. Quezada (1993, 2014) proposed two types of political 

systems where polities controlled by political, military and religious means exercised by 

either a single ruler or by three different rulers. Schele and Freidel (1990) suggested a 

councilor rulership (a joint rule) was present during the Colonial period, while Restall 

(1998, 2001) rejected this type of political organization.   
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Political organization is not static, but has a dynamic nature, undergoing changes 

that are distinct to place and time. These changes leave marks that are visible in the 

material culture left behind by the ancient Maya such as written records, iconography, 

settlement patterns, site layouts and architecture. Ancient Maya political organization 

undoubtedly varied from one region to another as well as over time within regions.  

Therefore, an individual regional analysis of political organization at specific time 

periods is needed.  The Terminal Classic Period in the Cochuah Region is one such time 

and region. 

 

Time Period 

The Terminal Classic Period (A.D. 750-1100) is the period in Maya civilization 

that can be viewed as the disappearance of carved stelae with hieroglyphic texts, large-

scale architecture, and the institution of Kôuhul Ajawob (Divine Kingship). Webster 

(2002:177) states that "The Classic collapse in one sense manifests itself as the downfall 

of a distinctive form of ritual-political leadership." 

 In the Cochuah Region the Terminal Classic Period is divided into an Early or 

Florescence Phase (A.D.750-900), and a Late or Post-Florescence Phase (A.D.900-1100). 

In the region the Terminal Classic Period exhibits the re-occupation of previously 

existing settlements and also the establishment of new ones. The abandoned Late Classic 

sites were reoccupied and witnessed resurgence in the construction of public and 

domestic architecture.  There were also significant changes in settlement pattern, sites 

layout and changes in the architectural style (Johnstone 2006, 2010, 2015; Shaw 2008, 

2015).  
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Re-occupation of previously existing sites and establishment of new settlements 

could be the result of h a) an influx of people from outside the region or, b) the 

reorganization of the existing population in the region. One of the possible explanation 

could be the arrival of refugees from the Southern Lowlands, following the collapse of 

governments in major centers like Tikal and Calakmul, to the Northern Lowlands 

(Demarest et al. 1997; Demarest 2004:119-121).  However there is no architectural or 

ceramic evidence discovered so far in the Cochuah Region to support this theory (Shaw 

2008:143). Populations also could spread out from primary centers to rural areas due to a 

reformulation of political organization during this time. 

The Terminal Classic Period witnessed the disappearance of some cultural 

institutions, and the expansion of others.  The Florescent Phase includes changes such as 

the disappearance of monuments with hieroglyphic writings that were present during the 

Late Classic Period; i.e., the abandonment of formal alignments of buildings,  the 

construction of ballcourts in sites other than the primary settlements, the appearance of 

mortuary temples in the tertiary settlements,  the construction of sacbeob and the 

establishment of new settlements.  During the Post-Florescent Phase there were the 

appearance of a new form (circular in shape) of foundation brace (stone alignments 

outlining buildings) (Figure 1.2), a new style of construction - open-fronted buildings that 

consist only of three walls (Figure 1.3). Also appearing during this time was the 

appearance of a new macro settlement pattern ï settlements established in locations 

without previous occupation (so-called Greenfield sites), and a new micro settlement 

pattern ï an informal plaza accompanied by a nearby mound (Figure 6.8). The 

disappearance of the altar-stelae complex and formal alignments, the changes in 
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architectural style and in site layouts and the establishment of new settlements could be 

interpreted as signs of the reformulation of political power in the region during the 

Terminal Classic Period.  

 

Organization of Chapters 

This dissertation is an investigation into the nature of Maya political organization 

in the Cochuah Region during the Terminal Classic Period. Chapter Two describes the 

depiction of the Maya political organization as shown in the Maya Colonial manuscripts, 

ethnohistoric accounts and hieroglyphic texts.  The Colonial accounts described at least 

three different political systems in place in the Yucatan and the division of land into a 

number of small autonomous polities.  Scholars such as Marcus, Adams, Mathews, 

Martin and Grube while studying the same hieroglyphic texts and colonial accounts 

arrived at different conclusions about the degree of centralization in Maya political 

organizations. The models of the Maya political organization based on these lines of 

evidence are presented in this chapter.  In addition to these models there are also models 

that has been borrowed from different regions of the world and applied to ancient Maya 

political structure. Those models are also analyzed and described in Chapter Two. 

Chapter Three describes the classes of architecture found in the case study area. It 

also examines the classes of architecture such as acropoli, altar-stelae complexes, palaces, 

a formal alignment, mortuary temples, formal plazas, ballcourts and sacbeob (causeways) 

that could serve as diagnostics for the institutions of rulership.   The chapter ends with a 

list of the different archaeological expectations associated with each proposed model of 

Maya political organization described in the previous chapter. 
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Chapter Four reviews the Terminal Classic Period in the Maya Lowlands, and the 

changes that occurred in the Northern Lowlands during that time.  It also describes the 

Cochuah Regionôs environment, the history of research and the chronology of the 

Cochuah Region, including an expanded discussion of the hieroglyphs from the primary 

site of Yoôokop. The field work conducted in the region by the Cochuah Regional 

Archeological Survey (CRAS) is summarized as well. 

Chapter Five discusses the field research methods involved in the collection of the 

data by CRAS. It also describes in detail the field investigations conducted by the author 

at the sites investigated by CRAS such as Nohcacab, San Juan (Ichmul sacbeob termini), 

Parcela Escolar, and the transect between Sacalaca and Parcela Escolar. 

Chapter Six provides descriptions of the twenty sites that are the focus of this case 

study with the primary focus on two secondary sites, Sacalaca and San Felipe, and their 

satellites and, to a lesser degree on two primary sites ï Yoôokop and Ichmul. These 

descriptions include the location, chronology, ranking and distribution of architecture at 

the each of these twenty sites.  Also, this chapter summarizes all modifications and 

changes in site layouts and architecture that occurred during the early and late phases of 

the Terminal Classic Period.  

Chapter Seven describes the archeological evidence for the Florescent Period and 

the Post Florescent Periods.  It also examines political organization during this time. It 

evaluates the degree to which the results found in this case study conform or do not 

conform to the archeological expectations for the models defined in Chapter Three.  

This chapter also presents the conclusion on the nature of the Maya political 

organization in the case study area during the Florescent and Post-Florescent subdivisions 
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of the Terminal Classic Period. A Segmentary State was determined to be the form of 

political organization during the Florescent Period and a non-state form of political 

organization was determined to be the form present in the Post-Florescent Period in the 

case study area. Finally, this chapter discusses the value of using a bottom up approach in 

analyzing Maya political organization.  
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Figure 1.1. Sites Analyzed in the Case Study are Named (see Table 1.1. for the key to 

site names for the other sites examined by CRAS). 
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Figure 1.2. Yoôdzonot, Structure S1W1 Circular Foundation Brace, Redrawn from 

Kidder (2012). 
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Figure 1.3. Open Fronted Building (Nohcacab, Structure N1E1-8), Adopted from 

Shaw (2004). 
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Table 1.1. Site Keys 

Site Name Site Name 

1 Xquerol 43 Yo'pila 

2 Calotmul 44 Ramonal 

3 Chan Mahas 45 Aktun 

4 Chikin Ichmul 46 Chakal Ja'as 

5 Ichmul 47 Cortada 

6 Poxil 48 La Esperanza 

7 San Andres 49 Parcela Escolar 

8 San Cristobal 50 Ramonal Oriente 

9 San Juan  51 Ramonal Poniente 

10 San Pedro Chan Ichmul 52 Rancho Guadalupe 

11 X-ma-kabba 53 Sacalaca 

12 Xbequil 54 San Andrés 

13 Abuelos 55 Trincheras 

14 Aktun Huay Max 56 San Diego 

15 Balche 57 San Isidro 

16 Chuun Katzin 58 San Juan 

17 Chuun Pich  59 San Pablo 

18 Fortín de Yo'okop 60 San Pedro 

19 Gruta de Alux 61 Santa Cruz 

20 Huay Max 62 Santa Elena 

21 Kancep 63 Xbalcheil 

22 La Trinchera 64 Xbaquil 

23 Nenela 65 Xtojil 

24 Palomar 66 Yo'aktun 

25 Pancho Villa 67 Yo'dzonot 

26 Rancho Rosales 68 Hopemul 

27 Saban 69 Ramonal Quemado 

28 Sahkabch'en 70 San Felipe 

29 Sak Chikin 71 San Fernando 

30 San Francisco 72 San Jose Sisal 

31 San Isidro 73 San Lorenzo 

32 San Manuel 74 Sisal 

33 San Pedro 75 Candelaria 

34 Santa Rita 76 Rancho Chankunai 

35 Venadito 77 Rancho San Francisco 

36 Xkanil 78 San Salvador 

37 Xnicteil 79 Santa Elena 

38 Yache 3 (x-Copó) 80 Tabasquito 

39 Yaxche 81 Benito Juarez 

40 Yaxche 2 82 Xlapak 

41 Yaxche 4 83 Xnicteil 

42 Yo'okop 84 Nohcacab 
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CHAPTER 2 

MAYA POLITICAL ORGAN IZATION  

 

In order to determine which of the many models that have been proposed to 

describe Maya political organization might be applicable to the Terminal Classic Period 

in the Cochuah Region, these models must first be described and their archaeological 

expressions identified.  Chapter Two is focused on describing these models while 

Chapter Three focuses on their archaeological expressions. In the absence of hieroglyphic 

texts during the Terminal Classic Period in the Cochuah Region, the ability to assess the 

appropriateness of any model for this time period and this region must rely on site layout 

and site architecture. Chapter Two examines the ancient Maya political organization from 

the point of view of hieroglyphic accounts, Spanish Colonial and ethohistorical 

documents, as well as models of  political organization borrowed from different regions 

of the world and applied to the ancient Maya.  Ethnohistoric accounts provide scholars 

with a body of information about the Maya political organization during the time of the 

Spanish conquest and beyond.  These accounts are derived from documents such as 

descriptions by missionaries, conquistadores and tax collectors. They are an outsiderôs 

perspective for the things they witnessed.  Additional information about political 

organization can also be derived from the linguistic data found in dictionaries recorded 

during Colonial times (Hernandez 1930; Aulie and Aulie 1978).  

Oral history is passed down by word of mouth within a culture. This history 

eventually is written down, but often much later in time from the events that it describes. 

Examples of such Maya documents are the books of the Chilam Bôalam; indigenous  
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manuscripts dating to the 18
th
 century. A Chilam Bôalam is a local priest/shaman called 

an h-men in Maya. In these books the h-men recounted what they were told by the h-men 

who they apprenticed under. These books have many events in common but differ in 

dates and some details. 

In contrast to either the Spanish Colonial documents, or the Maya oral histories,  

the Classic Period hieroglyphic accounts show how the ancient Maya elite envisioned 

themselves.   

Indigenous writings are important because they provide accounts that are contemporary 

with ancient inhabitants and were written down at the time of the events.   

Some scholars applied a comparative approach to modeling Maya political 

organization drawing on case studies that are culturally and geographically distant from 

ancient Maya settings. They used models derived from studies of polities in Africa, 

Southeast Asia, medieval Europe and ancient Greece.  Aidan Southall (1956) studied the 

African Alur society of northwest Uganda and the Congo.  In his study Southall noted a 

dominant polity controlled the external relations of a lesser polity, while allowing a lesser 

polity to manage their own affairs (Southall 1985:64-65). Dominant polities had a 

centralized but weak administrative bureaucracy that was administered by numerous 

dependent peripheral settlements.  The administrative staff of the core was replicated at a 

smaller scale at the peripheral settlements. Peripheral settlements would switch allegiance 

from one power polity to another. Southall (1956) also noted that Alur rulers used 

ideology as the basis for political power. Their legitimacy was based on their ability to 

control rain and also to deliver justice to the populace during quarrels. Southall called this 

model a Segmentary State.   
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 Clifford Geertz (1980) studied nineteenth century Bali. He described a political 

structure that used ideology as a tool for power. In his studies he observed that rulers did 

not rely on coercion for the legalization of their authorities but used ceremonies and 

rituals. These divine rulers resided in the centers of their dominant polities with 

subordinate settlements around them. There was a constant shifting of alliances between 

dependencies. Geertz named his model a Theater State.   

Analogous to Geertzôs model in terms of the basis of political authority was 

Stanley Tambiahôs (1976) model of a Galactic polity.  Tambiah studied Thai Kingdoms 

of South Asia. The name itself results from the concept of mandala (Hindu or Buddhist 

graphic symbol of universe). The structure of a state was envisioned to mirror a 

mythological universe.  Rulers drew their power through religious means and needed to 

reproduce the ñmandalaò at many places in the realm.  The mandala served as a frame for 

a geopolitical concept representing a pulsating circle of polities surrounding a dominant 

polity in the satellite arrangement with what Tambiah identified as governors at different 

levels called kings, lesser kings and chiefs (Tambiah 2013:503-504,509; Tambiah 

1992:173).  

 

Maya Political Units: Hieroglyphic Accounts 

Much of our knowledge about the Classic Maya (A.D.250-1100) political units 

comes from hieroglyphic texts. These texts were carved or painted on stone monuments, 

pottery, jade and bones.  Hieroglyphic accounts, once deciphered, have been invaluable 

in comprehending Maya political systems of the Classic Period.  Scholars have used 

hieroglyphic texts in order to understand the Maya political organization from the time 
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when Proskouriakoff (1960) discovered that the hieroglyphic texts of the Classic Maya 

contained dynastic history.  Berlin (1958) referred to some hieroglyphic signs of Maya 

sites as emblem glyphs due to their repeated standardized form. These glyphs read as 

Kôuhul (Divine) (a name of a site) Ajaw (Lord). Berlin identified these emblem glyphs for 

eight Classic Maya sites: Palenque, Copan, Tikal, Naranjo, Seibal, Yaxchilán, 

Machaquilá and Piedras Negras. 

Maya rulers commemorated their deeds, accessions and death, titles and dynastic 

histories on the stone monuments using hieroglyphic texts. Hieroglyphic texts from 

monuments are personal narratives of Maya Kings. These texts do not talk about the 

nature of Maya political organization, but Mayanists infer aspects of the political system 

from the use of certain titles mentioned by Maya kings. According to these texts, Classic 

Maya kings were descendants of gods; they traced their dynastic line back to the original 

gods (Huston and Stuart 1996). They used titles such as an Ajaw, Kôuhul Ajaw, and 

Kaloomte. An Ajaw was a title for a lord defined by royal ancestry. A Kôuhul Ajaw shows 

the sacred quality of a ruler and translates as a Divine Lord. Divine kingship has its roots 

in the Maya creation myth. This myth is described in the Popol Vuh (sixteenth century 

Quiche Maya creation story).  This story portrays the sacrificial death of the Maize God 

by the Lord of Underworld and his resurrection - the struggle for life over death. The 

masa (dough from corn flour) made from the ears of the Maize God was thought to be the 

origin of human flesh. One of the major duties of Maya kings was to impersonate gods 

from their creation myth and to connect to the supernatural by wielding divine power. By 

claiming themselves descended from gods, Maya kings claimed religious authority and 

reinforced their power.  The Classic Maya worshipped gods through divine kingship 
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(Freidel 2008); they envisioned a Kôuhul Ajaw as an intermediary to approach deities. 

Houston and Stuart (2001:55) state that ñFor the Classic Maya, power was almost a 

unilateral quality of the lord, a fiery essence, hotter than hearth, coursing through the 

blood and scorching the breath.ò 

A title of Kaloomte (overking), according to Martin and Grube (2008:17), belongs 

only to the most prestigious dynasties. This title probably was introduced from the 

ñWestò, and is associated with Teotihuacan (Grube et al. 2003:12).  Hieroglyphic texts 

also mention a title of Sahal (Batab in the Northern Lowlands) - a ñprovincialò, 

dependent ruler.  Titles of Ajaw and Sahal sometimes have prefix of ñYò(Y-Ajaw and Y-

Sahal). A possessive form Y-Ajaw ñthe lord ofò defines the relationship of a noble to a 

higher ranking ruler such as a Kôuhul Ajaw or Kaloomte as a subordinate lord (Martin and 

Grube 2000, 2008). This relationship was very personal and extended beyond the death 

of a higher ranking ruler (Houston and Inomata 2009).   

 

The Scale of Maya Polities 

  Barthel (1968) proposed that emblem glyphs of Stela A at Copan (A.D. 731) 

may indicate four different political capitals or regional states representing the four 

cardinal directions.  He also suggested that capitals as representations of the four cardinal 

directions were symbolic because it did not correspond with the actual geographic 

locations of these sites. Palenque was associated with the north but was geographically 

located in the west and Calakmul was located in the north but associated with the south. 

One of the problems with Barthelôs interpretation that he did not address how other sites 

would fit into this four capitals scheme. 
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Barthelôs four capitals idea was adopted by Joyce Marcus (1973, 1976) who, 

relying on Maya cosmology (emphasizing the four cardinal directions) and emblem 

glyphs, identified Tikal, Yaxchilan, Palenque and Copan as four equal regional capitals. 

Marcus (1973) stated that emblem glyphs also referred to the territories that a capital 

controls.  In order to examine the nature of settlement patterns of the Lowland Maya, 

Marcus (1976) proposed that emblem glyphs and their distribution reflected the ranking 

of settlements.  She noted that the regional capitals had their emblem glyphs mentioned 

often by secondary sites and, while secondary sites had their own emblem glyphs, their 

emblem glyphs were ñmentionedò less often by regional capitals.  

Stephan Houston (1992) challenged Marcusôs original "reading" of the four 

capitals. He proposed that instead, the hieroglyphics were about four kings witnessing a 

ritual. He also noted that the expected acknowledgement of primary sites by secondary 

sites did not happen. Additionally, Houston (1992) challenges Marcusô claim that the four 

capitals controlled large territories, concluding that polities in the Southern Lowlands 

were relatively small. 

Later, Marcus (1993) proposed six regional state capitals in the Southern 

Lowlands: Palenque, Yaxchilán, Calakmul, Tikal, Petexbatún, and Copan, all of which 

controlled large geographic regions. Based on the archaeological evidence available at 

the time, she stated that the tertiary and quaternary centers were without any emblem 

glyphs altogether (Marcus 1993:144-5). The problem is that some of the sites that she 

described as tertiary and quaternary were not surveyed completely in 1970ôs. Some of 

these smaller sites were found to have emblem glyphs upon later investigation.   
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Hammond (1991a) argued that the focus of glyphs on capitals and the absence of 

frontier markers points out that the Classic Maya did not have territorial boundaries. 

Tokovinine (2008) stated that the emblems glyphs confirm that the Classic Maya polities 

were not tied to the territory but rather to specific locations associated with ancestors or 

deities. In addition, Tokovinineôs research shows that some sites such as Dos Pilas and 

Tikal had the same emblem glyph which according to Tokovinine perhaps suggests 

political independence. Clearly the interpretive value of the emblem glyphs for 

characterizing Mayan political organization is not a straightforward affair. 

 

Super State 

Martin and Grube (1995, 2000) proposed that the Maya had even larger political 

units than the ones proposed earlier by Marcus and others that they called Super States. 

Such larger political units were hegemonically linked by alliances, subordination and 

warfare. Martin and Grube (1995:45) based their arguments about a Super State on 

Gramsciôs view of hegemony as ideological domination. Their view of hegemony also 

includes the use of physical force in order to create new subordinate polities that have 

economic and political obligations to their conquerors. Martin and Grube (2008:20) 

proposed that military victories and threats promoted the loyalties of old patrons and 

alliances of new ones.  They note that the utilization of physical force is supported by the 

inscriptions of the Classic Maya which often mention warfare.  They hypothesized that 

hegemonic rule was based on the economic and political obligations between supreme 

rulers and their dependencies. Warfare could be one means for establishing the 

dominance, for example by slaying the opposing lineage; other options could include 
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royal marriages, planting dynasties, visitations and gift exchange (Grube and Martin 

1998a).   They argued for long-lasting hegemonic relationships between patrons and their 

client dependencies (Martin and Grube 2000:20). They noted that wealth and power was 

distributed unequally and that only a few polities would have the massive economic and 

political power to dominate others polities.  Martin and Grube (2008:21) argued that in 

the Southern Lowlands Calakmul and Tikal were the only Super States able to control the 

number of polities across Maya Lowlands. 

According to Martin and Grube, the key element in the formation of a Super State 

was competition for clients - other Ajawôob (kings). They stated that the appearance of 

the title of a Kôuhul Ajaw is not indicative of political independence but rather a title of 

paramount rulers distinguishing themselves from the rulers of lesser settlements (Martin 

and Grube 2000).  Martin and Grube stated that a title of an Ajaw in some cases has a 

prefix ñY ñ(Y-Ajaw ï ñthe vassal ofò) - that indicates subordinations of some rulers to 

higher ranked overlords (Martin and Grube 2000, 2008). The kings of Super States were 

mentioned in hieroglyphic texts with an expression of u-kahi (ñunder supervision ofò) 

authorizing the events of accession or inauguration of rulers of subordinate states (Martin 

and Grube 2000, 2008). This expression was a key to Martin and Grubeôs Super State 

notion. Subordinate lords would be allowed to have political power only under 

supervision of dominant kings.  

One of the characteristics of a Super State is the greater size of their centers in 

comparison to others (Martin and Grube 1998).  Dominant centers are able to create 

monumental architecture at the site core surrounded by a dense population as a reflection 

of their economic prosperity. The economic prosperity for a Super State is founded on 
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resource exploitation and the collection of tribute. The problem with this is that there are 

only a few hieroglyphic descriptions that talk about the occurrence of tribute during the 

Classic Period. Therefore, the lack of descriptions of tribute is one of the weaknesses of 

relying only on the hieroglyphic data.  

 

Regional State 

A Regional State is a hierarchical political organization governed from a capital 

(Marcus 1993). Marcusôs four-tired hierarchy was comprised of primary (regional 

capitals), secondary, tertiary and quaternary sites.  The primary sites were equal in rank.  

These centers had more stelae and monuments than other settlements in their regions 

(Marcus 1976:46). The nature of the relationship between primary centers was that of 

alliance, subordination and warfare. Warfare between primary centers could end up with 

one center becoming subordinate to another, but the whole Maya region was never 

consolidated under a single ruler (Marcus 1976:151). Secondary centers were located at a 

regular distance from primary centers and tertiary and quaternary settlements were 

located near secondary centers (Marcus 1976:46).   

 

City-States 

 Mathews (1991:29), examining the same hieroglyphic texts, offered a different 

interpretation of the Classic Maya political organization. He argued that emblem glyphs 

did not indicate differential status in rank, but actually ñequal political statusò and were 

hereditary titles (Mathews 1991:29).  He proposed up to seventy self-governing ñcity-

statesò and argued that Maya polities were autonomous because each ruler identified 
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himself/herself as an Ajaw of his/her political entity (Mathews 1985). According to 

Mathews (1989:9) the size of a Maya polity was approximately 2,500 square kilometers.  

Mayanists who support decentralized political organization argued that the 

hieroglyphic texts speak about rituals and lineage, but do not refer to bureaucracy, 

standing armies, or laws (Fox et al. 1996).  Like other models of hierarchy, the City-State 

also deals with the relationship between polities and does not look into relationships 

within a polity.  

To summarize, there are some limitations for any research that relies only on the 

hieroglyphic data.  One of such limitations is looking only into the ruling elite culture 

because hieroglyphic texts were commissioned by kings to display their victories, 

histories and dynasties, and they could be viewed as instruments of propaganda (Houston 

et al. 2001).  Also, since these hieroglyphic texts were usually located at primary sites, 

this encouraged a focus on these large sites. 

Marcusô work inspired debates between centralists, who believed in centralized 

regional states with multi-tiered hierarchies and bureaucracy, and decentralists, who 

viewed Maya polities as autonomous, smaller in size with limited political control. 

Centralists (Adams 1981, 1986; Chase and Chase 1992; Marcus 1973, 1976) argued that 

the evidence in support of a centralized political organization for the Classic Maya is the 

presence of large-scale monumental architecture, sacbeob, and the size of such sites as 

Tikal, Calakmul, and Copan (Fox et al. 1996). They argued that the number and size of 

constructions at primary sites required a large labor force and a centralized bureaucracy 

for planning and managing the construction (Folan 1992; Scarborough 1998). 
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In summary, the hieroglyphic data only refer to single type of political 

organization, that of Divine Kingship (Boot 2007). The creation of monuments with 

hieroglyphic texts glorifying the ruler and linking him to the gods undoubtedly played a 

part in legitimizing his right to rule. The existence of these monuments and the content of 

these texts also led many Mayanists, who relied heavily on them, to conclude that Maya 

political organization was under strong central control without due consideration of 

alternatives. 

 

Maya Political Organization: Spanish Colonial Documents 

One of the first attempts to comprehend Maya political organization using the 

colonial accounts was undertaken by Roys (1957). These early sixteen century chronicles 

describe the land of the Yucatan Peninsula upon arrival of the Spanish conquistadors as 

divided into sixteen small autonomous polities with three types of rule (Roys 1957) 

(Figure 2.1). According to Roys these small autonomous polities were called, in Maya, 

cuuchcabal. 

Roys summarized the information into descriptions of three different types of 

political systems in place in the Yucatan during that time: types A, B and C. The political 

centers of these polities were governed by Halach Uinicoôob (True Men). A Halach 

Uinic also could carry a title of an Ajaw (Lord - defined by a royal ancestry). Below 

Halach Uinicoôob were smaller, dependent rulers - Bôatabôob (governors), whose 

function was to unite the population under the regulation of a Halach Uinic. The position 

of Bôatab was an institutionalized office and was not strictly hereditary or vassal-oriented 

to a Halach Uinic (Roys 1962:192; Thompson 1999:34).   
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Type A had a single, hereditary ruler (Halach Uinic) who resided in a palace 

located in a jol cah (head town, province capital) (Marcus 1993) with a smaller 

dependent rulers - Bô atabôob (usually related by kinship ties to a Halach Uinic). These 

rulers governed from smaller towns and governed lesser polities within that province 

(Roys 1972). Halach Uinic was entitled to collect tribute and collect the male populace 

from all of the towns in his polity during wars (Roys 1957:6; 1972:61). Only members of 

a specific lineage were able to hold a Halach Uinic office. This type of political 

organization was present in the provinces of Cehpech, Cochuah, Champoton, Cozumel, 

Hocaba, Tutul Xiu, Sotutu, and probably Ah Kôin Chel, Tazes, and Tayasal (Roys 1972: 

59).  

Type B did not have a single ruler (Halach Uinic) but had a political apparatus 

comprised of a council of powerful members of the same lineage - Bôatabôob. Even 

though Bôatabôob were connected by kinship ties, there was a lot of competition for 

power between these rulers, and they were not always united (Roys 1957:6). This type of 

rule was present at Ah Cunul and Cupul. The bôatabôobô of the Ah Canul province were 

of the same lineage according to Roys (1957:6).  

Type C consisted of groups of towns that were not controlled by larger centers but 

were independently governed by leaders - Bôatabôob who did not share kinship 

afýliations (Roys 1957:6). These leaders could join forces in order to avoid submission to 

stronger or more organized neighbors. This type of political organization is non-

hierarchical and was present in the peripheral zones such as Ecab, Uaymil, Chakan, and 

Chikinchel (Roys 1957:6). Perhaps here Roys is talking about chiefdoms. These three 

classes of rulership, Type A, B and C, are displayed on the map shown in Figure 2.2.  
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 Quezada (1993, 2014) also examined Maya political organization by studying 

Spanish manuscripts. Quezada proposed two types of political systems to which I will 

refer here as Type 1 and Type 2. The Type 1 political system included polities controlled 

by political, military and religious means exerted by a single ruler from a powerful 

lineage - a Halach Uinic.  In the Type 2 political system military, political, and religious 

powers were exercised by three different rulers. Quezada also argued that the powers of 

Maya Lords were maintained by personal ties and were more ñpersonal (jurisdictional) 

than territorialò (Quezada 2014: 8). 

Additionally, Quezada and Okoshi-Harada, studied linguistic data from colonial 

dictionaries. They argued that the basic unit of Maya political organization was not 

cuuchcabal as Roys proposed, but bôatabil. Cuuchcabal, according to Quezada (1993), 

was an assemblage of bôatabôob who accepted the political rulership of a Halach Uinic. 

A Halach Uinic resided in a capital and tried to attract by personal ties as many bôatabôob 

as possible to his Cuuchcabal (Quezada 2014:23-24). Cuuchcabal was continually 

changing due to the reorganization of alliances between lineages (Okoshi-Harada 1992). 

Bôatabil was the place where a Bôatab ruled (Okoshi-Harada 2012:289). A Bôatab was a 

town headman who maintained his power not by defending territorial boundaries but 

through a personal association (Quezada 2014:4-6). Some bôatabôob were wealthier than 

others because they had a higher number of vassals who recognized their authority.  

Bôatabil was comprised of three to five cuchteeloôob. Cuchteeloôob were comprised of a 

cluster of houses included areas for farming activities occupied by extended families 

(Okoshi-Harada 2012:300). Each Cuchteeloôob had its own Ah cuch cab (lineage head), 

administration and subordinate populace (Quezada 1993, Isendahl 2010).  
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Restall (2001) also examined Spanish colonial manuscripts and concluded that 

only Roysôs Type C existed. He proposed a cah (town) as a basic unit of Maya political 

organization. A cah, according to Restall (2001), consisted of a residential settlement and 

land controlled by that town and was ruled by a bôatab. He further stated that ñpre-

Conquest polities [were]é. loosely organized, with subject communities governed 

neither directly from the center nor by representatives sent from the center but surviving 

as self-governing entities [the cah]whose subordination was expressed through tribute 

relations. There were multiple layers of subordination, and all were potentially open for 

negotiationò (Restall 2001:349). Restall (2001) and Quezada (1993, 2014) both 

concluded that bôatabil was the basic unit of Maya political organization.   

In summary, scholars have arrived at different interpretations of Spanish Colonial 

documents ranging from regional polities ruled by a Halach Uinic to small loosely 

organized polities governed by bôatabôob. Studies conducted by Roys, Quezada and 

Restall suggest that there were various forms of political organization in sixteenth century 

Yucatan. All three scholars mentioned rulers of secondary sites - bôatabôob who used 

their personal ties to govern. Quezada and Restall stated that a Halach Uinic had loose 

power over a polity because of the influence of bôatabôob in subordinate communities. 

 

Maya Political Organization: Ethnohistorical  Documents 

The books of Chilam Bôalam described the political system of Mayapan as a Mul 

Tepal (ñMulò - a group and ñtepalò ï to govern).  A Mul Tepal was the form of 

government of Mayapan before the time of the Spanish conquest, and consisted of two 

powerful lineages of the Yucatan Peninsula ï the Kokom and Xiu (Edmonson 1982:7; 
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Roys 1962:46-48). According to Chilam Bôalam accounts, the Mul Tepal was relatively 

short-lived due to the overthrow of one of the lineages by the other. The fall of the Mul 

Tepal was followed by the division of the land into the sixteen autonomous polities 

described by the Spanish colonial accounts.  

 

A Mul Tepal Model 

A Mul Tepal is a decentralized political organization of two or more independent 

parties who agreed to form a government.  Schele and Freidel (1990) call this kind of 

government a councilor rulership.  They (1990) argued that the Mul Tepal was present 

during the Terminal Classic Period in Chichen Itza.  Schele and Freidel (1990) base their 

argument on the iconography on buildings of Chichen Itza (the Upper Temple of Jaguar) 

and the interpretation of hieroglyphic writing ñhis siblingò as a joint rule ï Mul Tepal. 

The iconography in Chichen Itza depicts a group of lords all participating in rituals 

previously performed only by a king.  These lords are portrayed sitting on jaguar skin 

pillows (a kingôs status item) while a royal throne is empty ï suggesting the absence of a 

single ruler and the presence of a joint rule or confederation.   

Boot (2007) on the other hand rejects the presence for a Mul Tepal in Chichen 

Itza during the Terminal Classic Period. He states that there is no hieroglyphic text found 

at the site that depicts the term Mul Tepal. Boot further argued that the initial 

interpretation of the term ñhis siblingò instead reads as ñaccompany by (a god)ò (Boot 

2007:111-115, 137-139). He states that this term was not political but religious in nature.  

Boot only rejects presence of a Mul Tepal in Chichen Itza during the Terminal Classic 

Period, but not in Mayapan during the time of the Spanish conquest. 



30 

In contrast Restall (1998, 2001) rejects a joint rule altogether and proposes a 

ñfactional ruleò (1998:141).  He describes ñfactional ruleò as ñnegotiation and 

persuasionò rather than ñpower overò by joint rule (Restall 2001:98). He states that ñNo 

one man, or even one family, ruled a Maya community or polity alone; the members of 

the court, to degrees depending on their rank, participated in rulershipò (Restall  

2001:364). Restall continues to say that the court consisted of  ñprevious rulers; relatives 

of the ruler eligible to succeed him; prominent members of allied or competing noble 

families; the rest of the general pool of principal men, including those with specific 

offices; representatives of commoner families holding lesser offices; and non-office-

holding servants and dependents, including in pre-Colonial times, slavesò (2001:359). 

According to Restall (1997) the fact that a Halach Uinicôs court gathered together to deal 

with the Spanish invasion shows how important a court was and points to ñfactional 

ruleò.   

Ringle and Bey (2001:275) also argued that ñMul tepal refers not to joint rule but 

a type of court composed of powerful óvassalsò who, although acknowledging 

subservience to a paramount, nevertheless retained considerable holdings and rightsò 

There is also a contradiction between the Maya ethnohistoric documents and the 

Spanish Colonial accounts. The books of Chilam Bôalam mention a Mul Tepal as the 

political system of Mayapan, while Roys calls it an ñempireò(probably his Type A) ï 

ruled by a single supreme king. The Chilam Balam and Roys might be talking about two 

different political systems in play, or perhaps Roys is talking about the time after the 

overthrow of the Kokom by Xiu lineage.  
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Maya Political Organization: The Comparative Approach 

Segmentary State Model 

Southall defined a Segmentary State ñas one in which the spheres of ritual 

suzerainty and political sovereignty do not coincideò (1988:52).  Southall made a 

fundamental distinction between a centralized state organization in which an apparatus of 

power was exercised by a specialized administration with defined territorial limits and a 

segmentary state in which a central government is extant, but there are also peripheral 

centers of management. In the latter case, a central government has the power to mobilize 

labor and demarcate its territory but has no authority to control or integrate peripheral 

centers (Southall 1988:52). Rulers without the backing of a strong military force establish 

ceremonial centers to reinforce their supremacy by rituals, public architecture and 

symbolism. Rulers use rituals and ceremonies to demonstrate to the populace their ability 

to have control over the supernatural. The rituals are public in nature, focused on a ruler, 

directed towards the populace and superior to the rituals of competing elite. Rulersô 

palaces are located near or within sacred places. The ritual sovereignty of a central ruler 

is recognized by rulers of secondary centers who retain a degree of political and military 

power. The secondary centers are able to switch their allegiance to another primary 

center, or become independent if their rulers are sufficiently powerful (Southall 1988).  

Using examples from Colonial India Fox (1977) proposed an urban type of 

settlement associated with the Segmentary State.  He called this type of settlement regal-

ritual centers.  These centers, according to Fox, exist because of their ritual importance 

rather than the prominence of their economy or their dense population. Houston (1993) 
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has applied a Segmentary State Model to India. He has used Vijayanagara (an ancient 

city in the southern part of India) as an example of a ceremonial center. 

Ball and Taschek (1991), Dunham (1990, 1992), Fox and Cook (1996), and 

Houston (1992b) used a Segmentary State Model (Southall 1956) as the analogy for the 

Classic Maya political organization. They used the commonality of the structure of the 

Maya lineage system from different parts of the Maya region to suggest its presence 

dating back to the Classic Period.   

Southall (1991) and Houston (1993) stated that a Segmentary State and a Galactic 

Polity (see below) are structurally similar. Goody (1980) argues that a Segmentary State 

Model is identical to a feudal system (drawn from medieval Europe).  

 

Theater State/Galactic Polity Model 

Theater State:  In Bali, Clifford Geertz (1980) described a political organization 

which relied on spectacle and public staging as the main principle of governing rather 

than by force and named this a Theater State. Extravagant ceremonies, mass rituals, 

dedication rites, sacrifices, pilgrimages, and body adornments were key components in 

the legitimization of elite power (Geertz 1980:13).  Ceremonies performed at a center 

were visible and acknowledged by all. Such events pulled in the subject population and 

demonstrated political authority without coercion, violence or bureaucracy.   

Galactic Polity: The concept of the Galactic Polity was developed by Stanley 

Tambiah (1976) from the analysis of Thai Kingdoms. Political organization in the 

Galactic Polity exhibited duplication of functions between the capital and its satellites.  In 

this arrangement a concentric circle represented the center-periphery relationship: with a 
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capital with a supreme ruler at the center, encircled by a ring of lesser polities ruled by 

governors appointed by a supreme ruler, which in turn are surrounded by tertiary more or 

less autonomous polities (Tambiah 2013:509). Territories here are characterized by 

fluidity of boundaries dependent on the diminishing or increasing power of the core 

(Tambiah 2013:509, 514). The emphasis in a Galactic Polity is on cosmology and rituals 

as the tools for political power. 

Thai kingdoms had charismatic leaders establishing their power through ritual 

performances, ascetic practices or even by auspicious birth (Tambiah 2013:516-517). The 

rulers embody the myth.  The cosmology is evident in the capitalôs layout and 

architecture where the cosmic rituals were performed. A city represents a sacred 

cosmological map (for example important buildings or temples would be placed in the 

cardinal directions of a settlement). The governors of the lesser polities replicated the 

actions of the supreme ruler in performing cosmic rites on a diminished scale (Tambiah 

2013:514). Prestige, status and ritual performances stressed the privileged connections of 

the elite with the cosmos and ancestors (Ball 1993:264).  

The Galactic Polity is characterized by political instability since subordinate 

centers shifted their alliances and oftentimes sought to become independent centers. One 

of the characteristics of a Galactic Polity was factionalism between elites (Tambiah 

2013). Tambiah states that the Galactic Polity exhibited ñCircles of leaders and followers 

that form and reform in highly unstable factionsé.[in] a political-economic system 

premised on the control of manpower as its chiefs resourcesò (1977:92). The stability was 

dependent on the rulersô charisma and their performance in war.  
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In the Maya area the Galactic Polity and Theater State models are associated with 

the work of Demarest. Demarest (1992) argues that the Classic Lowland Maya shared 

numerous characteristics of decentralized power with Theater States such as: charismatic 

leaders establishing their power through ritual performances and ideology, decentralized 

control over labor and production, shifting of alliances, and elite warfare (Demarest 1992; 

Dunning and Kowalski 1994; Houston 1993). Hammond (1991a) also argued that Maya 

polities were similar to the Galactic Polity in their functionalism and the focus on the 

control of manpower rather that territorial boundaries.  Some scholars stated that rulers of 

Theater State and Galactic Polities relied on their charisma and kinship ties to maintain 

power (Houston 1992b). Demarest (1992, 1996) argued that the evidence for the 

importance of ritual in the Maya realm is very strong. Rulers participated in bloodletting 

rituals on specific dates according to their calendar and commemorated those events on 

stelae and pottery. Demarest emphasized that the rights of Maya elite for tribute, labor 

and control of economic settings were affirmed through ideology (2013:376). A Theater 

state and Galactic Polity are indistinguishable in their interpretation of sources of political 

power. Moreover, Demarest (1992) also argues that Galactic Polity and Theater State are 

just local variants of a Segmentary State.   

The interpretation of the Spanish Colonial and ethohistorical documents by 

different scholars has provided us with various kinds of political organizations such as 

regional polities ruled by a Halach Uinic, small loosely organized polities governed by 

bôatabôob and joint rule. This suggests that various kinds of political organizations were 

in use at the same time in sixteenth century Yucatan. The Mul Tepal model derived from 

ehtnohistorical accounts is a suitable model to be tested in the Cochuah Region because a 
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joint rule was described in the books of the Chilam Bôalam. Additionally, joint rule was 

also proposed by Schele and Freidel (1990) for Chichen Itza during the Terminal Classic 

Period. 

Political models derived from the comparative approach, such as a Galactic Polity 

and Theater State are variants of a Segmentary State (Demarest 1992), and a Segmentary 

State models is suitable to be tested in the Cochuah case study area during the Terminal 

Classic Period. Demarest (1992) argues that the Classic Lowland Maya shared many 

characteristics of political organization of a Theater State. One shared characteristic is 

factionalism among elites (Tambiah 1977) and ñfactional ruleò was also noted in Contact 

Period Yucatan by Restall (1997). Another of these characteristics is charismatic rulers 

who rely on ceremonies and ritual performances to validate their power. Demarest (1992, 

1996) argued for the importance of ritual for the Classic Maya and for a Theater State as 

a political organization for the Classic Maya.  

The next chapter will focus on settlements pattern and architecture as the 

manifestations of political power. It describes the types of architecture found in the case 

study area and also talks about the architecture that is representative of the institutions of 

rulership. This type of architecture could be used for determining the type of political 

organization in the case study area during the Terminal Classic Period. 
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Figure 2.1. Early Colonial Map Showing Sixteen Maya Polities, Redrawn and 

Modified from  Roys (1957). 
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Figure 2.2. Three Types of Rulership, Type A, B and C Modified from Roys (1957). 
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CHAPTER 3 

ARCHITECTURE AS AN E XPRESSION OF POLITIC AL ORGANIZATION  

 

Architecture can be a source for understanding about many aspects of Mayan life 

that have disappeared, such as social and political institutions, hierarchical systems, 

religious rites, ideology and funeral ceremonies.  Buildings become the voices of a once-

living people, telling a story about their identity, religion and history. Architecture 

embodies political symbolism and has the potential to communicate rank, social status, 

and type of political institution (Quezada 2014).  Architecture, because it involves the 

organization of human labor, costs and decision making, expresses political relationships 

(Abrams 1994).  Certain types of architecture are representative of the institutions of 

rulership, which provides important information regarding the type of political 

organization.  This chapter describes the types of architecture encountered in the CRAS 

study area.  It also describes how the various sites in the region are ranked based on the 

presence or absence of certain types of architecture.  Additionally, this chapter provides 

archeological expectations for the testing of political models in the Cochuah Region 

during the Terminal Classic Period.  

 

Types of Architecture in the CRAS Study Area 

Each of the following types of architecture can be a reflection of the centralized or 

decentralized nature of a state (although potentially indicative architectural types are not 

limited to those mentioned for this dissertation). 
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Foundation Braces 

A stone foundation brace is a stone alignment that provides support for the walls 

of a perishable structure. These braces are designed to delay decay of the wooden walls 

of the construction. Foundation braces can be situated on a platform or a natural rise such 

as bedrock. Foundation braces are typically rectangular in shape. 

 

Circular Foundation Braces 

Circular foundation braces are also stone foundation braces for the walls of 

perishable structures but are round in shape (Figure 3.1). Based upon excavation of test 

pits, these features are dated to the Florescent Phase of Terminal Classic in the CRAS 

study area. 

 

Platforms 

Platforms are artificially raised surfaces which provide a base level for the 

building of residential and other types of structures (Shaw et al. 2000:43). They were 

constructed with rubble and chich (small cobbles and soil) and might be plastered by 

lime. They range in shape and size. Some platforms can support an entire complex of 

buildings. 

 

Acropoli 

An acropolis is a large platform that provides a foundation for an entire complex 

of architecture; pyramidal mounds, range structures and other buildings (Proskouriakoff 
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1963:4-8). The difference between a platform and an acropolis is in scale and function 

(Shaw et al. 2000).  An acropolis is an artificial construction which is raised at least 2.5 

m in height above the natural topography. While a platform is smaller and may be built 

with the labor of kinship, an acropolis cannot presumably be built in this way. Acropoli 

represent the coordinated effort of an entire community. In order to build an acropolis, 

the community members need to be obligated by ideology or forced to do it. 

An acropolis was associated with the Maya cosmos, and symbolized an axis 

mundi (the center of the world where the sky connects with earth) in the city (Valdés 

2001:138). In Maya cosmology the axis mundi was represented by a ceiba tree and was 

called the Wakah Chan (the World Tree). The World Tree was associated with the Milky 

Way ï the stars of the Milky Way were believed to form a tree from which all life 

originated.  The roots of this tree reached the Underworld, while the branches extended 

into the sky ï the Upperworld ï with the trunk piercing the earth ï the Middleworld. This 

axis mundi served as a channel through which the souls of the deceased traveled to the 

Underworld and ancestral spirits could be petitioned into the Middleworld. The Milky 

Way was the road along which souls traveled into the Underworld. Kôuhul Ajawob 

(Divine Kings) performed ceremonies on acropoli and, consequently, a ruler was the 

representation of the living axis mundi possessing the ability of channeling ancestral 

spirits (Schele and Miller 1986:77). Acropoli served as a vertical connection of Maya 

rulers to the cosmos. 
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Range Structures 

A range structure is a linear, multi-room building.  Rooms in this structure are 

organized along a longitudinal axis separated by perpendicularly placed walls (Harrison 

1970). These multi storied and multi roomed range structures are often associated with 

elite and royal residences.  

 

Palaces 

A palace is a residential unit/governmental seat of a king or ruling elite (Clark and 

Hansen 2001). It is a locality where the royal lineage resided and from which they 

governed. Palaces were institutions which played an active role in the political realm 

(Quezada 2014:326).  Palaces had multiple functions such as residential compounds, 

ritual spaces, administrative centers, elite meeting places and storages areas (Thompson 

1954; Vogt 1964; Pollock 1965; Quezada 2014:325). Palaces contained many rooms. At 

Labna (a site in Puuc region) a palace contains a total of 67 rooms; in the Sayil (a site in 

Puuc region) the three-story palace contains 94 rooms (Kowalski 2003). A palace differs 

from an elite residence in scale, number of rooms, and the kinds of activities hosted such 

as feasts, ceremonies and business affairs (Demarest 2006). A royal palace according to 

Abrams (1994) requires 500 times more labor then a commoner house. The scale of 

construction shows the ability of the ruling authorities to coerce or otherwise convince 

the community to build structures for them.  
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Unexcavated Mounds 

A mound could be viewed as an arrangement of artificially raised platforms of a 

pyramidal shape that usually supported constructions such as a temple or residence 

(Proskouriakoff 1963:6) (Figure 3.2).  Mounds differ in their function as much as in 

design, size and location.  In the case study area an unexcavated mound could be either a 

mortuary temple or vaulted residence. 

Vaulted residences  

Vaulted buildings most likely were residences of the elite. Some pyramidal 

mounds could be the remains of vaulted residences formed into a pyramidal shape by 

collapse. A maximum height for a collapsed vaulted building is from 2 to 4 m. Pyramidal 

mounds less than 4 m high could be considered as collapsed vaulted residences. Classic 

Maya residences could serve as a home and also as a burial space (Satterwaite 1954). At 

some point in time the residences would be abandoned.  Residences that were not in use 

anymore as living spaces were still important because they continued to hold the burials 

of ancestors.  Burials were found in residential structures at Tikal (Haviland 1992), 

Copan (Fash and Stuart 1990), Seibal (Tourtellot et al. 1992) and other sites. They were 

often transformed into mortuary temples that served as ancestral shrines. 

Mortuary Temples 

Pyramidal mounds that are 4 m and taller could serve as bases for temples.  

Ancestors entombed in the residences were honored by new structures built over them  In 

Copan, Andrews and Fash (1992) excavated elite residences containing multiple burials 

that had been transformed into ritual structures such as shrines and temples.  
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A temple in this context is a pyramidal mound constructed to support a summit 

structure.  A summit assembly is a vaulted structure or structure with a thatched roof that 

is positioned on the top of the pyramidal mound and most often interpreted as a temple 

(Proskouriakoff 1963:6; Shaw et al.  2000).  

For the Classic Maya the principal pyramidal mounds at site cores most likely had 

political significance and multiple purposes (Lucero 2007). Pyramidal mounds served as 

stages for ritual and performance, as areas of worship, as places for political competition 

and  as attractions for the general populace (Lucero 2007:407).   They also were used for 

ancestor veneration (McAnany 2001:136). 

Schele and Miller (1986) noted that the Classic Maya iconography shows that 

rituals evoking ancestors were performed at shrines for ancestral veneration.  The Classic 

Maya rulers had the ability to manifest the axis mundi, communicate with the dead, 

connect to ancestors and to be reborn (Freidel et al. 1993). This relationship of rulers and 

the supernatural continued after the death of kings by the transformation of the dead 

rulers into venerated ancestors. There were no religious specialists able to communicate 

with deceased rulers, only reigning kings had that ability. A mortuary temple could then 

be a stage on which a ruler performed ceremonies to invoke the spirits of ancestors. 

These rituals performed at mortuary temples perhaps were done in public settings to 

support rulersô connections with the supernatural and to reinforce their authority and 

special status.  
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Popol Nah 

Popol Nah is a council building. Maya nobility sat on mats and Popol Nah 

translates as a house of mats.  A Popol Nah carries specific iconography sculpted in stone 

- a pop.  It is a linear, vaulted multi- chambered structure that has wide steps in front of it. 

This type of house was designed for group meetings of elite lineage members (Bey III 

and Ciau 2014).   

 

Open-Fronted Architecture 

These are open fronted buildings that are composed of three walls that support a 

perishable roof. In other words, these buildings do not have a wall in front. These 

buildings are interpreted in the CRAS study area as residences due to the presence of 

sleeping benches inside them (Johnstone 2006) and as administrative buildings by Bey et 

al. (1997). This type of architecture comes in a variety of plans such as C, L and T 

(Figure 1.3).  

 

Stela-Altar Complexes 

A stela is a free standing stone monument often adorned with sculptured relief 

and hieroglyphic writing (Figure 4.12 and 4.13). An altar is a circular stone positioned in 

front of a stela, it also may be decorated, or bear a hieroglyphic inscription. Stela-altar 

complexes are associated with Dynastic Kingship.  Their function is to glorify the king 

by recording his deeds and dynastic history.  It takes a lot of effort and labor coordination 

to mine, move, erect and carve stela-altar complexes. Beside the physical force necessary 

to erect the monuments, community members and artisans who carved the deeds of the 
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kings need to be ideologically motivated, or obligated to do so. These monuments are 

typically found in capitals where a Dynastic King has his seat. 

 

Plazas 

A plaza is a bounded space deliberately left open, in other words there is nothing 

built in that space. Rulers need to have the power to control an open space and to 

maintain restrictions for building inside a plaza. The surface of a plaza can be made from 

tamped earth or chich or covered with limestone plaster.  Plazas can have many functions 

ï sacred and mundane (Inomata and Tsukamoto 2014). They were employed for rituals 

and ceremonies performed by the rulers or elites to appease gods, for theatrical 

performances and dances to unite communities, for presentations of historical events to 

express political power relationships, and also for games and festivals (Demarest 

2013:373; Inomata 2006:807; Martin 2001:168). Plazas were highly ritualized places 

where rulers could ideologically influence masses via paraphernalia and charisma; the 

arenas for performing sacred ceremonies in which a ruler, òKôuhul Ajaw was a principal 

actorò (Demarest 2013:373).  These performances involved the physical presence of 

actors (rulers) and also spectators (commoners). A plaza can be formal or informal.  

Formal plazas were created by the orientation of structures following celestial 

alignments. Alignments carried significance for the ancient Maya (see Site Alignment). 

Formal plazas are orthogonal and typically are square or rectangular in shape (Figure 

6.4). The buildings surrounding formal plazas had a specific significance; they often 

depict iconography associated with Maya mythology (Inomata 2006). A formal plaza 

surrounded by these types of buildings served as the horizontal connection of Maya rulers 
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to the cosmos. The performances conducted by rulers at these plazas surrounded by these 

buildings reinforced the authority of the rulers while symbolism represented by the 

buildings was easily ñreadò by illiterate masses (Inomata 2006). The construction of a 

formal plaza requires a large amount of the labor, time and people and would seem to 

demand a powerful authority to oversee the project and to insure that the proper 

alignment was followed. 

An informal plaza is formed by buildings that do not follow celestial alignments 

(Figure 6.8), but likewise can be a place for ritual, ceremonies and gatherings. Plazas are 

dynamic and could change or lose their meaning through time. This is also true of any 

kind of architecture. 

 

Alignments 

An alignment is an orientation of buildings in a certain direction corresponding to 

the rising and setting positions of celestial bodies. Because the ancient Maya believed 

that the sky revealed future events a buildingôs alignment was important for them 

(Ashmore and Sabloff 2002, 2003). Some buildings were aligned with the solar annual 

passage - the time when the sun is positioned at the highest point in the sky and directly 

crosses overhead, or to nadir passage which is the opposite of the zenith (Aveni 2001). 

The other important events of the sunôs annual passage are solstices and equinoxes. The 

two solstices are the longest and the shortest day of the year, and the equinoxes are two 

days when the day and night are equal in the length.  Chichen Itzaôs Castillo has a formal 

alignment approximately 18 degrees east of north coinciding with equinoxes.  At the site 
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of Coba the formal alignment is 25 degrees east of north (Folan et al. 1983), and in Ek 

Balam it is 15 degrees east of north (Ardren et al. 2010).  

Divine Kings were responsible for maintaining the cosmic order. By re-creating 

the cosmic order on earth through the alignment of architecture rulers connected with the 

cosmos and the supernatural. By doing this Divine Kings would show their ability to 

connect to the supernatural hence reinforce their power (Ashmore and Sabloff 2002, 

2003). This act would serve as a legitimization of their rule (Ashmore and Sabloff 2002; 

Demarest et al. 2003; Hook and Zaro 2010).  Moreover, the placement of structures with 

specific alignments would be easily understood by non-literate masses (Ashmore and 

Sabloff  2002; Demarest 2013:373).  It would give commoners the security of living in 

the accordance with the cosmic order.  

 

Ballcourts 

Ballcourts were areas of both religious and political significance. A ballcourt is a 

long, narrow playing field flanked by two parallel sloping platforms (Figure 3.3).  

Occasionally, a stone ring or other marker is anchored to the side of the wall on each 

platform. The playing field of the ballcourts represented the place where two worlds, 

humans and gods, met. The Maya envisioned their universe comprised of three levels: the 

Upperworld, the Middleworld and the Underworld (Schele and Freidel 1990:66; 

Demarest 1992:147). The Underworld, or Xibalba, was the domain in which gods and 

ancestors resided while the Middleworld was occupied by humans. Symbolically, 

ballcourt fields also were viewed as entrances into the Underworld - Xibalba (Freidel et 

al. 1993:355) and  as sacred spaces  where Dynastic Kings performed ritual activities. 
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 The ballgame was one of a Dynastic Kingô ritual responsibilities (Taladoire 

2001:97) with the purpose being to reenact the actions of the Hero Twins described in the 

creation myth (Schele and Miller 1986:241-264; Freidel et al. 1993). Dynastic Kings 

dressed as ballplayers reenacted these stories to reinforce their divine nature (Gillespie 

1991:340). The presence of ballcourts also reflected the rulersô ability to sponsor events 

hence to display their power and also unite the populace.  Scarborough (1991:144) states 

that, "The court was a public statement of the integration in which households, villages, 

and districts came together to reaffirm sociopolitical and ideological alliances." He 

continues that  "The enduring quality of the game is demonstrated by the longevity and 

distribution of the masonry court...such longevity not only required the strictures of the 

elite, but the enthusiasm of the sustaining population" (Scarborough 1991:143).  

Ballcourts were typically built at high ranking sites where the political focus was located 

(Iannone 2003:16-19; Scarborough and Valdez 2004, 2009).  

 

Sacbeob 

Sacbeob (causeways) are artificially raised roads of stone and rubble fill, usually 

covered by powdered limestone and plastered (Shaw 2008:05) (Figure 3.4). Sacbeob 

were designed to connect architectural groups and settlements. Although there are many 

different ways to classify Maya sacbeob, there are at least two basic kinds of sacbe ï 

external and internal.  An external sacbe connects a lower ranking settlement to a higher 

ranking site, while an internal sacbe links architectural groups within a site (Shaw 

2008:80).  For the Classic Maya a sacbe was associated with the Milky Way, the road, 

along which souls travel into the Underworld. The Maya inscription och bôih translates as 
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ñhe entered the roadò symbolizing the death of an individual (Montgomery 2002). A 

sacbe also was the manifestation of the World Tree on earth. It was symbolic of an 

umbilical cord and represented the connection between the living and the deceased 

(Freidel et al.1993). Sacbeob were used for ritual processions and theatrical performances 

(Landa 1998:72-78; Ringle 1999; Inomata 2001a; Reese-Taylor 2002; Flores 2015). 

Sacbeob also had a practical purpose of just connecting one point to the other. Roads 

provide means to move people and goods, for exchange, for communication, ceremonial 

and ritualistic purposes.  Therefore, the economic, social, and political meanings of 

sacbeob were interrelated (Shaw 2008:106-9). The construction of a sacbe can be labor 

intensive depending on size and the length. One of the biggest Maya architectural 

investments in labor is the 100 km long Yaxuna-Coba sacbe. 

Some architectural forms have religious and political significance and collectedly 

represent the seat of government and, therefore, could be used to identify the type of 

political organization present.  I argue that acropoli, stela-altar complexes, temples, 

plazas and ballcourts are such architectural forms. These architectural features are used 

by rulers during their reign as tools for legitimating their rights to govern. Acropoli 

symbolized an axis mundi served as a place where rulers were channeling ancestor spirits 

(Valdés 2001:138, Schele and Miller 1986:77). At ballcourts Divine Kings reenact stories 

from the Maya creation myth to demonstrate their divine nature while ballgames were 

rulersô ritual responsibilities (Gillespie 1991:340; Taladoire 2001:97).  Mortuary temples 

were tied to the local landscape (because ancestors were entombed in them) and they 

were used by Divine Kings to connect to powerful ancestors (McAnany 1995). By 

aligning the buildings Divine Kings were maintaining the cosmic order which was their 
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responsibility (Ashmore and Sabloff 2002, 2003). The formal alignment of buildings 

created formal plazas ï the arenas on which Maya kings claimed their divine origins 

(Ashmore and Sabloff 2002; Demarest et al. 2003; Hook and Zaro 2010).  All of these 

architectural features were the means for Divine Kings to legitimize their power and their 

right to rule and, therefore, represented the  institutions of rulership. 

 

Site Ranking 

Montmollin points out that ñfor a study of politics we need a classification that 

produces a hierarchy of political centers: locales for public political activity above the 

domestic levelò (2003:78).  Sharer also noted that ñA centerôs size, together with the 

elaborateness of its buildings, the quantity of its monuments and hieroglyphic 

inscriptions, and its other characteristics, undoubtedly reflected its relative political and 

economic powerò (1994:493). The number of levels of political hierarchy used is 

different from region to region.  

Settlements in the Cochuah Region are classified using a four-tiered hierarchy 

based on the presence or absence of certain types of architecture that  require a certain 

level of labor coordination for their construction (Johnstone 2003).  

Rank Four sites (villages) include architectural features that could be built by a 

family. They are small in size and do not require specialized workers for their 

construction. These features are foundation braces for perishable structures and 

residential platforms.   

Rank Three sites (small towns) include architectural features that are mentioned 

for Rank Four sites plus larger and more complicated architectural features that would 
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require the labor of a lineage to complete. Rank Three sites usually consist of foundation 

braces, residential platforms and pyramidal mounds 4-6 m in height.   

Rank Two sites (big towns) would have features that could not be completed by a 

lineage and require the labor coordination of multiple lineages. Rank Two sites would 

include all architectural features mentioned for Rank Three sites, plus features that could 

not be completed by a lineage such as acropoli, pyramidal mounds higher than 4-6 m in 

height, vaulted residences, palaces and formal plazas.  

Rank One sites (cities) would have architectural features grander and more 

complex than found in a Rank Two and that require the coordination of labor on a higher 

level than found in a single town. Rank One sites would include architectural features 

present in a Rank Two, plus pyramidal mounds higher than 10 m in height, hieroglyphic 

monuments, internal and external sacbeob.  

 

Archeological Expectations 

Three forms of government were chosen to be tested in the Cochuah Region 

during the Terminal Classic Period with the archaeological data collected during multiple 

fieldwork seasons (see Chapter 5 and 6). These political models include Dynastic 

Kingship, Mul Tepal (joint rule), and the Segmentary State (see Chapter 2 for the 

discussions dedicated to political models). In order to examine political organization in 

the Cochuah Region during the Terminal Classic Period I propose that certain types of 

architecture are representative of the institutions of rulership (Table 3.1).  Furthermore, 

the locations of this architecture within the primary, secondary, tertiary and quaternary 

sites will correlate with respective political models (Figure 3.5).   
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Dynastic Kingship 

In a Dynastic Kingship power is hereditary and in the hands of a royal lineage. A 

Divine King was the living head or the representative of that particular dynasty. The 

dynasty was a source of a kingôs power, particularly his dynastic ancestors.  A mortuary 

temple containing the remains of an important ancestor of that dynasty would tie a king 

to the capital. Mortuary temples served as a binding mechanism between powerful 

ancestors, the royal dynasty and a local landscape (McAnany 1995). A king would 

connect to these ancestors with the help of ritual whereby the ancestors on his behalf 

would connect to the gods.  These ancestors would be mentioned during the accession 

ceremonies and these events would be commemorated on monuments by hieroglyphic 

texts. A seat of government would be characterized by grand monumental, ñregal-

centricò architecture (Grube 1994b; Grube and Schele 1995). 

I propose that for a Dynastic Kingship political organization a complete set of the 

institutions of rulership comprised of grand monumental architecture would be located 

only in a single locus in a primary site where a king had his seat. This complete set would 

include: acropoli, ballcourts, formal plazas, sacbeob and most critically, mortuary 

temples housing the rulerôs dynastic ancestors on which one could perform ceremonies to 

legitimize their rule.  Also, it would include stelae-altar complexes that would record the 

rulerôs descent and dynastic history.  All of these architectural features would be large in 

scale and would be located in a capital.  

A capital would be surrounded by a hierarchy of smaller subordinate centers 

which would receive services from the primary center.  Such services included military 
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support, administrative management, decision making and socio-political cohesion 

through religious indoctrination. Smaller settlements, in return, would supply larger 

centers with manpower and commodities. There would be no complete set of the 

institution of rulership located in the secondary sites and/or their satellites, because in this 

kind of political organization powers are not repeated. Because power is concentrated, the 

institutions of rulership would be too. 

Tikal and Calakmul, among other Southern Lowland Centers, had the presence of 

Dynastic Kingships before the end of the ninth century (Martin and Grube (1995, 2000). 

In the CRAS study area Yoôokop exibited the the presence of a Dynastic Kingship during 

the end of the Early Classic and during the Late Classic Periods. 

 

Mul Tepal 

In a Mul Tepal (joint rule) power is divided between two or more independent 

parties such as different lineages- it has multiple rulers. I propose that this political 

organization would exhibit the location of the institutions of rulership at multiple loci in a 

single site. A capital (a primary site) would have multiple sets of institutions of rulership 

for religious and public celebrations, social and political affairs. A redundancy of these 

assemblages in a primary site (Ringle and Bey 2001) would be because this institution of 

the rulership would be needed for each ruling party. In Mul Tepal each faction would 

appoint their administration (bureaucrats) in order to run the  state. This would create 

multiple loci (duplication of institutions of rulership) because each faction would need 

their institutions of rulership, but all would be located in a single site (Ringle and Bey 

2001).  Carmean et al. state that ñéthe site of Xcalumkin may have had some kind of 
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joint government similar to multepal as known from Mayapan, and as suspected for 

Chichen Itza, rather than the regal-centric organization much more common for the 

Classic Maya (Carmean et al. 2004:437; see also Grube 1994b; Grube and Schele 1995). 

They continue that ñThe site center lacks any truly monumental architecture generally 

suggestive of divine kingship ï rather, it possesses numerous midsized compoundsò 

(Carmean et al. 2004:437). Also, there would be the presence of a Popol Nah (council 

building) in a primary site where these factions came together to discuss political affairs 

(Ringle and Bey 2001).  Also, a Mul Tepal would not have stelae-altar complexes 

recording a single rulerós descent and hierarchy. I argue that there would be no complete 

set of the institutions of rulership located in the secondary sites and their satellites.  

A Mul Tepal was the political system in Mayapan during the time of the Spanish 

conquest (Edmonson 1982:7; Roys 1962:46-48).  Fash et al. (2004) proposed a Mul 

Tepal in Copan in the beginning of ninth century. Also, Freidel (1986b) and (Ringle 

1990) suggested the presence of a Mul Tepal in Uxmal, and Schele and Freidel (1990) 

suggested the presence of a Mul Tepal  in Chichen Itza during the Terminal Classic 

Period.  

 

Segmentary State 

In a Segmentary State (Cuuchcabalôob) the political system included multiple 

communities controlled by political, military and religious means exerted by a single 

ruler from a powerful lineage (Quezada1993, 2014). Power in this political organization 

was still in the hands of a king, but the means of the legalization of his power differs. 

Similar powers (batabôil and cuchteeloôob) are found in sites occupying different levels 
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in the settlement hierarchy unlike a centralized political organization where powers are 

not repeated (Southall 1956:251). Political organization in this model exhibits duplication 

of functions between the capital and its satellites (Tambiah 2013:509). A king would 

appoint his administration only in a capital. Leaders in secondary sites would appoint 

their own bureaucrats which would create duplication of the institutions of rulership at 

sites at different levels of hierarchy.  Primary centers do not have full power over other 

self-governed and self-contained units that can switch their alliances to other neighboring 

centers (Southall 1988).  

This kind of state organization relied on spectacle and public staging to govern 

the populace. Rulers in this type of state organization support their power by ceremonies 

and rituals (Southall 1988). The rulers used ceremonies, rituals, public architecture and 

symbolism rather than formal bureaucracy or force to legitimize their power. Hence, the 

emphasis in this kind of state is on ceremonial architecture for performing rituals to 

reinforce the authority of the rulers. These charismatic rulers use cosmology, temples, 

palaces and other religious structures for rituals and festivals to reinforce their rulership 

(Geertz 1980).  

I argue that the archeological expectation for a Segmentary State would be the 

presence of the institutions of rulership throughout the site hierarchy. Southall (1956:251) 

states that in a Segmentary State the institution of rulership were replicated on a smaller 

scale at the peripheral sites. The rulers of primary centers would not have sufficient 

power to completely control or integrate these peripheral sites while rulers of secondary 

centers would have some degree of political power and autonomy. It would show a high 
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degree of architectural redundancy (Southall 1988). I propose that secondary sites would 

exhibit the presence of some of the institutions of rulership on a smaller scale. 

 The Segmentary State as the type of political organization for the Classic Maya 

was suggested by Ball and Taschek (1991), Dunham (1990, 1992), Fox and Cook (1996), 

Houston (1992b) and Demarest (1992).  

Before these archeological expectations could be used to test proposed political 

models, there is a need to discuss the changes that happened during the Terminal Classic 

Period in the Maya Lowlands in general and in the Cochuah Region in particular. The 

next chapter will look at the Cochuah Region in context, describing the physical settings, 

political settings and chronology of this region.   
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         Figure 3.1. Circular Foundation Brace, Sacalaca, photo by Dave Johnstone. 
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Figure 3.2. An Unexcavated Mound at Parcela Escolar. 
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Figure 3.3. The Ballcourt at Ramonal Quemado, Photo by Justine Shaw. 
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Figure 3.4. The Unfinished Sacbe at Sacalaca. 
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Figure 3.5. Locations of Institutions of Rulership within the Primary, Secondary, 

Tertiary and Quaternary Sites Under Different Political Organizational Types.  
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Table 3.1. Archeological Expectations for Three Different Forms of State 

Governments  

 

Architecture Dynastic Kingship Mul Tepal Segmentary State 

Site Rank   2 1 2 1 2 3 4 

Acropoli V 

 

  

 
 V 

 
V 

 
 
 

 
 

Palaces V 

 
  

 
 V 

 
V 

 
 
 

 
 

Popol Na  

 
 V 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Temples 9 m and taller  V  V  V    

Temples 4- 8 m   V   V V V 

Ballcourts V 

 
 V 

 
 V 

 
V 

 
V 
 

V 
 

Plazas, formal V 

 
  

 
 V 

 
V   

Sacbeob, Internal V  V  V V   

Sacbeob, External V        
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CHAPTER 4 

THE COCHUAH REGION I N CONTEXT  

 

Chapter Four discusses the changes that happened during the Terminal Classic 

Period in the Maya Lowlands (Figure 4.1). These changes include the disappearance of 

carved stelae with hieroglyphic texts, large-scale architecture, and the institution of 

divine kingship (Chase and Chase 2004; Demarest et al. 2004). Scholars often refer to the 

Terminal Classic Period as a collapse or the downfall of a distinctive political 

organization of Dynastic Kingship. Additionally, this chapter presents the physical and 

political settings of the Cochuah Region and also the history of research and chronology 

of this region.  The history of research covers the time from the first expedition in 1926 to 

the ongoing investigation conducted by the Cochuah Regional Archaeological Survey 

(CRAS).  

 

The Terminal Classic Period in the Maya Lowlands 

The Terminal Classic Period in a temporal sense varied from region to region 

from A.D. 750 to A.D. 1100 (Forsyth 2005). It was a long process rather than an ñeventò 

that began in the Southern Lowlands and continued into the Northern Lowlands within an 

interval of 250 years (Andrews et al. 2003). In the Southern Lowlands this period refers 

to the time of decline and abandonment of primary centers at the end of the Classic 

Period.  During this time the erection of stelae, monumental constructions and the 

institution of Kôuhul Ajawob (Divine Kingship) came to an end, and many of the densely 

populated urban centers were abandoned (Andrews V and Sabloff 1986).  
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The Terminal Classic decline of the sites in the Northern Lowlands  was a delayed 

version of the societal collapse that happened in the Southern Lowlands in the ninth 

century (Robles and Andrews 1986). 

 

The Southern Lowlands 

Calakmul 

In the beginning of eighth century this site was one of the greatest polities of 

Maya Region (Braswell et al. 2004:189). The Emblem Glyph of Calakmul is found in 

many hieroglyphic texts of other sites (Braswell 2005). The decline of Calakmul started 

in the Late Classic and continued into the Terminal Classic Period. The last dated stela, 

indicating the presence of Kôuhul Ajawob (Divine Kingship), was erected in Calakmul 

between A.D. 899 ï 909.  In the later phase of the Terminal Classic, after the end of 

dynastic rule, Calakmul suffered abandonment (Braswell et al. 2004:190-192).  

Tikal 

Tikal, a rival of Calakmul, was one of the powerful polities in the Southern 

Lowlands. According to Martin and Grube (1995, 2000) these super states dominated 

Classic Maya Lowlands.  The last dated stela associated with Kôuhul Ajawob (Divine 

Kingship) was erected at A.D. 869 and the site suffered a decrease in population and 

finally abandonment after A.D.900 (Valdes and Fahsen 2004). 

Copan 

One of the prominent sites in the Southern Lowlands, Copan, reached its peak in 

the beginning of the Late Classic. Shortly after this time, the site begins to decline, with 

the collapse of dynasty in A.D. 820 (Fash et al. 2004:285).  A council house was built 
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after the collapse of the dynastic rule suggesting a different form of government - a joint 

rule (Fash et al. 2004:285). This site has a wealth of hieroglyphic inscriptions found on 

stelae, benches and the Hieroglyphic Stairway depicting dynastic histories of the rulers. 

 

The Northern Lowlands 

EkôBalam 

This site was occupied from the Middle Formative to the Spanish Conquest 

(Ringle et al. 2004:490). EkôBalam reached its apex at the end of the ninth century 

(Ringle et al. 2014:487). The site acropolis and buildings in the epicenter were 

constructed during this time (Vargas et al. 1999). Core-veneer architecture structures, 

vaulted buildings, decorative architectural components such as colonettes and mat design 

appeared during this period (Ringle et al. 2004:496-497). The traditional iconographic 

styles representing a Kôuhul Ajaw (Divine King) were also used during this time (Ringle 

et al. 2014:500, 514). This site has an Emblem Glyph which is rare in the Northern 

Lowlands (Ringle et al. 1991a). Also, during this time there was an appearance of 

milit aristic scenes and construction of fortifications at the site, perhaps connected to the 

military quarrels with Chichen Itza (Ringle et al. 2004:506-508, 514). The last 

hieroglyphic text in EkôBalam dates to A.D. 841, but unlike sites in the Southern 

Lowlands, EkôBalam was not abandoned (Bey et al. 1997).  

Coba 

Between the eighth and ninth centuries this site oversaw large construction 

projects (Robles 1990:131-217). The Nochoch Mul Group, which contains a 42 m high 

pyramidal mound, was modified during this period and the 100 km long Coba-Yaxuna 
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sacbe was built during this time (Robles and Andrews 1986). Also, during this time the 

last dated stela, A.D.780, was recycled into the plaza floor of this complex during 

construction (Robles and Andrews 1986:66). This site declined in the tenth century 

(Cobos 2004).  

Dzibilchaltun 

This site was the prominent polity in northern Yucatan between A.D. 700-1000 

(Andrews V. 1981:326). By A.D. 800 many of monuments with hieroglyphic texts 

associated with Kôuhul Ajawob (Divine Kingship) were erected in Dzibilchaltun. This site 

has an Emblem Glyph (Schele et al. 1991).  The ruler of Dzibilchaltun who governed 

around A.D. 840 had a title of Kaloomte (Grube 2003). This was also the date of the last 

stela erected at the site.  At the end of ninth century this site witnessed a decline in 

construction activities and population numbers (Andrews V. 1981:333).  

The Puuc Area 

Between the eighth and ninth centuries this area witnessed the rise of sites such as 

of Uxmal, Kabah, Sayil and Labna. During the Terminal Classic Period the settlements in 

the Puuc area reached their peaks (Carmean et al. 2004:424). At Uxmal, most of the 

construction happened between A.D. 770 and 950, with the major construction occurring 

towards the end of this time (Kowalski 1987).  Also, the construction of sacbeob from 

Uxmal to Kabah and Nohpat happened during theTerminal Classic (Dunning 2002). This 

site has an Emblem Glyph (Kowalski 1987).   Most of the stelae at Uxmal during this 

time exhibited the Classic iconography of a Kôuhul Ajaw (Divine King). However, some 

of stelae exhibit imagery of a ruler and two lords with the glyph located between them, 

which most likely represent shared power (Carmean et al. 2004:424-430). The site of 
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Uxmal and the site of Sayil perhaps were governed under a joint rule (Mul Tepal) 

(Freidel 1986b:106; Ringle 1990:233ï234). The last hieroglyphic monument in Uxmal 

dates to 909. Also, there was some kind of relationship between Uxmal and Chichen Itza, 

perhaps an alliance, around A.D 900 (Kowalski 1994, 1998).  

At the end of the ninth century fortifications were built at the epicenter of Uxmal 

(Walters and Kowalski 2000) and open-fronted buildings were constructed in the central 

plazas (Harera and Ayala 2000). The alliance between Uxmal and Chichen Itza did not 

last and Uxmal fell to Chichen Itza in the beginning of the tenth century (Suhler et al. 

2004:457). Also, many of the Puuc sites had no monumental constructions and were 

abandoned after A.D.950, although some continued to be occupied into the Postclassic 

Period (Carmean et al. 2004:425). 

In constrast to the common interpretion of Uxmalôs history, Cobos and others 

(2014) suggest that the collapse of Uxmal happened much later. They state that according 

to a recent revision of the archeological data Uxmal dominated Western Yucatan in the 

tenth and eleventh centuries (Cobos et al. 2014:56-90). Also, the construction of sacbe 

between Uxmal and Kabah according to Cobos and others (2014) happened during this 

time. These scholars argued that Uxmal declined in the eleventh century (Cobos et al. 

2014). 

Yaxuna 

This site was prosperous during the Late Classic; it was governed by Divine 

Kings during this time (Suhler and Freidel 1995). During the Terminal Classic Period this 

site witnessed the construction of two palaces and also the fortifications located at both 

acropoli at the site (Suhler et al. 2004:470, 482-484). Additionally, a council house, 
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adorned by elaborate decorative stones was built on one of the acropolis during this time 

(Ambrosino 2003), which suggests that Yaxuna experimented with a different form of 

government such as a Mul Tepal (joint rule). This site was conquered by Chichen Itza 

around A.D. 900 (Suhler et al. 2004:471).   

Chichen Itza 

Chichen Itza has an Emblem Glyph (Grube 1994). The last hieroglyphics from 

this site date  between A.D. 832 and 897 (Andrews et al. 2003). This site reached it 

apogee during the tenth and eleven centuries (Andrews et al. 1989; Andrews and Robles 

1985). Schele and Freidel (1990) argued for the presence of Mul Tepal (joint rule) in this 

site during the Terminal Classic Period. The monumental construction stopped at 

Chichen Itza about A.D. 1000 (Andrews et al. 2003), and Chichen Itza declined after 

A.D.1100 (Cobos et al. 2014). 

 

The Political and Physical Setting 

The Yucatan Peninsula was divided into sixteen Maya provinces (cuuchcabalôob) 

upon the arrival of Spanish conquistadores (Figure 2.1). The Cochuah Region is one of 

these provinces. The Cochuah Cuuchcabal(a province) during the contact period was 

governed by the ruler Nohocum Cochuah. His seat during this time was in Tihosuco 

(RHGY 1983). The Maya meaning of the name Cochuah is literally translated as ñour 

many tortillas or tamalesò(c-our, och-many, uah- tortillas or tamales) or ñwell-fed 

province that has never found itself in needò (RHGY 1983). 

The Cochuah Region is located in the modern states of Quintana Roo and 

Yucatan (Figure 4.2). These states are located on the eastern coast of the Yucatán 
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peninsula. The peninsula is situated between 21Á 30ô and 18Á N latitude and 86Á 25ô and 

91Á 40ô W longitude and bordered to the north and west by the Gulf of Mexico, and the 

east by the Caribbean Sea. The Peninsula is a flat, low plain, the greater part sits at 

elevations between 0 and 50 meters above mean sea level (Lesser and Weidie 1988). The 

average elevation of the state of Quintana Roo is 10 meters above sea level. The state of 

Quintana Roo is bordered on the northwest by the state of Yucatan, on the west by the 

state of Campeche and on the south by Belize. The state covers 50, 212 square 

kilometers.  

The climate is hot and humid, the average temperature in January is 23.5 C and in 

July is 28 C. The vegetation, in the absence of human interference, would be primarily 

categorized as dry tropical forest (INEGI 1996). There are two seasons in this zone: 

rainy, from June to December, and dry, from January to May.  Annual rainfall varies 

from 1000 to 1200 mm and falls mostly during the rainy season (INEGI 1996). 

The limestone bedrock of the peninsula is covered with a layer of thin, shallow, 

low fertility soils (Weisbach et al. 2002).  The limestone landscape of this area has great 

significance for surface water distribution (West 1964).  There are few surface rivers in 

the state of Quintana Roo due to the karst nature of the landscape.  Porous limestone 

allows rain water to leach into the bedrock creating underground rivers. The fresh water 

layer is about 70 meters thick and floats above seawater. The water table is located about 

one meter above sea level (Coke and Easley 2002).  When the rainwater reaches the 

water table with underlying seawater it creates a halocline (transition between fresh and 

saline water). 
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The process of mixing fresh and saline groundwater is responsible for the 

development of cave systems in the Yucatan Peninsula (Smart et al. 2006).  Water slowly 

dissolves the limestone forming caverns; eventually they collapse creating deep-vertical 

sinkholes ï cenotes (in singular locally known from Maya language as a dzôonot).  There 

are approximately 7,000 cenotes in the Yucatan Peninsula (Schmitter-Soto et al. 2002). 

Collapsed cenotes are common in the state of Quintana Roo (Beddows et al. 2007b). 

Northern Yucatan without cenotes would be a waterless place due to the absence of the 

rivers (Ward et al. 1985). 

The portion of the Cochuah Region investigated by the Cochuah Regional 

Archeological Survey (CRAS) covers approximately 900 square kilometers. It is divided 

into two zones influenced by fractures that give access to the water table (Campos-

Enriquez et al. 2004). These zones are termed by CRAS as the Northern and Southern 

Portions. The major source of water in the Northern Portion was/is cenotes.  The 

Southern Portion is lacking such features but does have one lake.  Water can be scarce 

during the dry season, especially in the Southern Portion, if the settlement is not 

positioned near a permanent water source.   

The water sources in the study area can be divided into natural permanent, natural 

seasonal and human made (Johnstone 2010). Natural permanent features are lakes, 

rejolladas, cenotes and caves; natural seasonal sources are rainfall, haltuns, and aguadas. 

Human made water features are chultuns, buktes and wells. 
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Natural Permanent Features 

A lake is a water-filled depression in the land.  Lakes vary in size and depth and 

can be open or closed. An open lake has an outlet, while in a closed lake water leaves 

only by evaporation. In the CRAS study area the only lake is located at the site of 

Yoôokop. A cenote is a permanent water source, a large surface cavity formed by water 

dissolution of the soft limestone bedrock in contact with the groundwater. In the survey 

area cenotes were discovered in three sites: Sacalaca, Xcabil and Yoôdzonot.  A cave is 

an underground cavity, usually created by geological processes such as erosion and 

dissolution.  A cave is usually large enough to allow entry of a human. Caves were 

documented in fifteen sites: Chakal Jaôas, San Pedro, YoôAktun, Xbaquil, Santa Cruz, 

Xtojil, Yodzonot, Aktun Huay Max, Gruta de Alux, Aktun Abuelos, Aktun San Felipe, 

Aktun Santa Elena, Aktun San Salvador, Chuum Katzin and Aktun Sac Chikin. 

 

Natural Seasonal Features 

An aguada is an ephemeral lake, a body of water that exists for only a short 

amount of time.  Aguadas appear in low basins collecting rainwater.  They have no 

outlets and the water stays until it evaporates. A rejollada is a ñdryò cenote. It is a natural 

sinkhole which is not in contact with the groundwater, but it can be flooded seasonally.  It 

also could provide access to the water table by hand-digging a well or bukte.  Rejolladas 

can range from 15 meters to 140 meters in diameter (Munro-Stasiuk and Manahan 2010) 

and could also contain soils suitable for growing crops (Houck 2006:64). In the study 

area rejolladas were documented at five sites: San Pedro, Chakal Jaôas, YoôAktun, Sisal 

and Yoôdzonot.  A haltun is a cavity in the caprock.  The caprock is more resistant rock 
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that overlies a weaker rock.  Haltuns collect rainfall which occurs primarily during the 

rainy season. Haltuns were documented in three sites: Yoôdzonot, Rancho San Isidro and 

Aktun Burro. 

 

Human Made Features 

A chultun is usually considered a water basin made to capture rain water such as 

roof runoff during the rainy season.  Chultuns were documented in ten sites: Yoôokop, 

Sacalaca, San Felipe, Nohcacab, Sisal, Hopemul, Abuelos, Xtojil, Aktun Kuluub and 

Parcela Escolar. Chultuns documented in the region are lacking a catchment area to 

funnel rainwater into them and most likely were used for agricultural storage rather than 

for capturing water.    

A bukte is a stone-lined, bell-shaped pit excavated in the ground used as a walk-in 

water basin.   There only bukte discovered in the study area so far is located at the site of 

Chakal Jaôas. A well is a deep shaft dug in the bedrock.  A well could be easily hand-dug 

through the soft limestone in the Northern Lowlands were the water table is 

comparatively high (Fedick 2014). According to INEGI (1983ï1985) there were over 

1000 wells in the Yucatan Peninsula in the early 1980ôs.  Water from a well can easily be 

obtained by using a rope and a vessel up to a depth of 20 meters. After that depth hand 

excavating a well and also obtaining water would be challenging (Winemiller 2007; 

Harrison 1993:78). The depth of 21 surveyed wells in the Cochuah Region averages 27 

meters in depth (Huerta 2010).   
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Soils 

Landaôs colonial writings described the Yucatan as a place which has minimal 

soil depth (Tozzer 1941:186). According to INEGI (1998) the Yucatan Peninsula is 

mostly covered by leptosols and also some luvisols. These soils are formed on a karstic 

limestone landscape of flat outcrops and shallow depressions.  A leptosol is a shallow soil 

over bedrock which contains a large amount of gravel. A luvisol consists of organic 

matter mixed with mineral matter.  Mayan farmers use their own traditional soils 

classification for agricultural practices. They identify several types of soil according to 

location, color, amount of gravel and water retention. Box luôum, chak luôum and kôankab 

are some of the Maya terms.  Box luôum is a black alluvial soil which consists of high 

organic matter (Johnson and Hunn 2010) and also are soils of mounds which were 

identified by research as Leptosols (Estrada-Medina et al. 2013).  Chak luôum is a red 

(Barrera 2003), gritty, iron-rich fertile soil.  Kôankab is a reddish-yellow hard clay soil of 

the plains which has been identified as Leptosols and Luvisols (Estrada-Medina et al. 

2013). 

The farmers prefer to grow most of their crops on chak luôum (Estrada-Medina et 

al. 2013).  The farmers (milperos) cultivate their crops in milpas.  A milpa is an 

agricultural field that in this area today has a two or three year cultivation period 

following by a six-eight year fallow period (Perez et al. 1981). Farmers also use 

depressions for growing crops (G´omez-Pompa et al. 1990; Houck 2006:64; Kepecs and 

Boucher 1996:77).  The depressions can vary in size and depth; they range from large 

rejolladas to small cavities in the bedrock (Fedick 2014:75).  Soils in these depressions 

can remain moist for several months (Houck 2006; Kepecs and Boucher 1996; Munro-
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Stasiuk and Manahan 2010). The Southern portion of the Cochuah region contains a 

greater area of chak luôum soil than the Northern portion. 

 

Research in the Cochuah Region 

There were no investigations of archaeological sites in the Cochuah Region in the 

19th century. During the Caste War (1847 until the early 1900ôs), Maya rebels dominated 

two-thirds of the Yucatecan territory and sporadic attacks continued into the early 

Twentieth Century (Reyers B.1902:238). The hostile situation created by the Maya 

Rebellion and its after effects negatively influenced the amount of research conducted in 

the Cochuah area during and long after the Caste War (Shaw and Mathews 2005:3-5).   

 

Early Explorations 

The first expedition to the Cochuah Region was in 1926 by journalist Gregory 

Mason and the archaeologist Herbert Spinden. They were the first to report the site of 

Yoôokop which they discovered during a water break for their mules at Yoôokopôs lake 

(Mason 1927). The explorers were impressed by the scale of Yoôokopôs main pyramidal 

mound (Mason 1927). They also reported on what later will be called Group A, which 

included a patio group, a large pyramidal mound, a subterranean passageway and a total 

of 18 buildings in all  (plus an altar which still is not relocated) (Mason 1927).   

In 1954 Stromsvik and Pollock (Stromsvik et al. 1955) visited the Cochuah 

Region. They reported the sites of Yoôokop, Ichmul and Calotmul.  At Yoôokop 

Stromsvik and Pollock (1955) described pyramidal mounds between 9 and 15 meters in 

height, Groups A and B, sacbeob, stelae and the Terminal Classic Puuc style of 
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architecture. They also visited Ichmul - the other major site of the region where they 

noted an immense acropolis, three pyramidal mounds about 8 m in height, terraces and 

smaller mounds.  At the time of their visit Ichmulôs architecture was already in poor 

condition. The ancient Maya buildings were robbed of building materials for later 

constructions.  Stromsvik and Pollock also collected small samples of ceramics from 

Ichmul dating to the Terminal Classic and Postclassic Periods.  Based on the observed 

architecture, they concluded that Ichmulôs major occupation was during the Late Classic 

Period (Stromsvik et al. 1955).  In Calotmul Stromsvik and Pollock reported four 

pyramidal mounds one of which had a Puuc style wall (Stromsvik et al. 1955:169). In 

1966 Jack Walker and Reginald Wilson also visited the site of Yoôokop; they returned in 

1972 to describe the main groups and take measurements of important structures and 

features (R. Wilson 1974). 

 

The Proyecto Arqueologico Yoôokop 

From 2000 to 2002 the Proyecto Arqueologico Yoôokop led by Shaw and 

Johnstone conducted field work at Yoôokop (Shaw et al. 2000). The Project conducted 

surveys, mapping and test pit excavations in the four major architectural groups of 

Yoôokop: groups A, B, C and D. These groups were linked by sacbeob. Located between 

these groups are pyramidal mounds, small residential structures, and platforms. The only 

source of water at the site is a lake, which early investigators called an aguada.   

 Group A contains the largest monumental architecture of the site (Shaw 2000). 

Five carved stone blocks, probably stairway raisers were found in this group (Wren and 

Nygard 2005:170-171). One of the blocks depicts the title of a kaloomte (overking, 
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warlord, a person in charge of a large territory).  The glyphs on these blocks date to the 

Late Classic Period.    

Group B has two acropoli. The North Acropolis was built during the Late 

Formative and Early Classic Periods and the central Acropolis was built during the Late 

Classic Period (Shaw 2002). The Central Acropolis has a ballcourt. Three stelae were 

found at Group B, one of the stela depicts a ball player (Johnstone 2008). The political 

structure during the Early Classic Period was judged to be an institutionalized kingship 

(Johnstone 2008:189). 

Group C consists of a platform with a single pyramidal mound. Group D does not 

have large monumental architecture. It was established during the Late Classic Period, 

and was occupied during the Terminal Classic and Postclassic Periods (Johnstone 2002). 

 

The Cochuah Regional Archaeological Survey 

In 2003, with the aim to investigate Yoôokop in its regional settings, the Proyecto 

Arqueol·gico Yoôokop became the Cochuah Regional Archaeological Survey (CRAS) 

(Shaw 2003).  During the 2003-2005, 2008, 2010, 2012 and 2014 field seasons CRAS 

investigated an area measuring approximately 900 square kilometers located between the 

Rank One sites of Yoôokop in Quintana Roo and Ichmul in the Yucatan. A total of 84 

archeological sites were documented, 72 of these sites are Prehispanic (Figure 4.3). 

CRAS conducted surveys, mapping and test-pit excavations at the site of Ichmul, 

a Rank One site and a modern settlement.  This site has a radial sacbe system. Five 

sacbeob run from Ichmul to the sites of Xquerol, San Andres, San Pedro, San Juan and 

San Christobol.  Ichmulôs occupational history includes the Middle Formative, Early 
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Classic, Terminal Classic and Postclassic Periods (Johnstone 2001c:55; Johnstone 

2004:95-96). 

CRAS also surveyed, mapped and excavated test pits at Rank Two sites such as 

Sacalaca, San-Felipe and Yoôpila.  Sacalaca has been damaged by a modern settlement. 

This site contains a cenote, and a sacbe.  Sacalacaôs occupational history begins in the 

Middle Formative and continues through the Late Formative, Early Classic and Terminal 

Classic Periods, with the most of siteôs constructions dating to the Terminal Classic 

Period (Johnstone 2012:207). San Felipe is, after Yoôokop, the second most intensively 

investigated site in the region.  A portion of the site of San Felipe is occupied by a 

modern pueblo. San Felipe has an aguada and a sacbe.  San Felipeôs occupational history 

encompasses the Late Formative, Early Classic, Terminal Classic and Postclassic Periods 

(Johnstone 2010b:258). The site of Yoôpila was only partially mapped and test pits were 

excavated.  The site was only occupied during the Terminal Classic Period (Shaw 2012; 

Reyes 2012). There is a one more Rank Two site Calotmul, but it was not mapped, test 

pit excavated or surveyed by CRAS.  

The other 66 sites documented by CRAS consist of tertiary and quaternary 

settlements. The uniform spacing between primary and secondary sites that Harrison 

(1990) recognized in Belize and Southern Quintana Roo corresponds with the distances 

between sites identified in the CRAS study region. Following Harrisonôs aforementioned 

assessment, the tertiary and quaternary sites are located approximately up to 5.5-km 

radius from the larger centers. Sites such as Chakal Jaôas, Parcela Escolar, Ramonal 

Poniente, San Pedro, Hopemul, Ramonal Quemado, San Lorenzo, and Sisal and 

Yoôdzonot seem to fit in this category (Figure 4.4). Rank Two sites are positioned 
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approximately 13 km from each other and Rank One sites (Figure 4.5). For instance, the 

Rank Two site of Yoôpila is located 12 km from San Felipe and Sacalaca, and Calotmul 

is located 12 km from Sacalaca. Sacalaca and Calotmul are positioned 10-12 km from the 

primary site of Ichmul.  Lastly, larger primary centers are placed roughly 26 km away 

from each other. The Rank One sites of Yoôokop and Ichmul are almost exactly 26 km 

apart (Figure 4.6).   

Only 20 of 72 Prehispanic sites recorded by CRAS are examined in this 

dissertation. Two secondary sites, Sacalaca and San Felipe and their satellite settlements 

are the primary focus in this case study.   Two primary sites in the study region, Yoôokop 

and Ichmul, will also be examined.  

 

Timeline of the CRAS Study Area 

There are no carbon-14 dates for the CRAS study area due to poor preservation of 

any organic material and because the slash and burn technology currently used by the 

Maya represents a potential source of sample contamination. The ceramic chronology is 

based on cross correlation with other regions that themselves are dated by a number of 

written monuments with legible dates, architectural details and carbon-14 dates. Because 

the test pits were excavated mostly in plazas, all ceramics were included in materials used 

as construction fill were not in primary contexts and often include materials from earlier 

occupations (Johnstone 2015:34). The most recent manufactured ceramic type found in 

the excavations was used to date the time when construction fill was deposited. In other 

words, the fill episode could not date any earlier than the date of the latest ceramics 

incorporated in it.  Because construction fill includes materials from different site 
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occupations, dating any charcoal found in this fill would not necessarily be associated 

with the time it was deposited. Therefore, the ceramic chronology is the most reliable 

way to date construction activities at the settlements.  

Architectural features were a second dating technique; they provide evidence for 

the time period in which they were constructed by correlation with similar features in 

other regions with legible dates.  The sites examined in this dissertation have their own 

unique occupational history and date from the Middle Formative through Postclassic 

Period.  

The Middle Formative Period (600/500ï300 B.C.) is the earliest time documented 

for occupation in the CRAS study area. To date, no primary deposits associated with the 

Middle Formative Period have been discovered, all associated ceramics have been 

discovered in secondary or tertiary contexts (Johnstone 2010:261). The Rank One site of 

Yoôokop was occupied during this period.  Initial settlement also occurred during this 

time period at the sites of Yoôdzonot and San Lorenzo (Johnstone 2010).  

The Late Formative Period (300 B.C. - A.D. 250) represents an occupational peak 

for the region (Shaw 2010:5) with the initial construction of public architecture and 

plazas occurring during this period. The Rank One sites of Yoôokop and Ichmul were 

occupied as were Rank Two site of  Sacalaca occupied during this time.  In addition, 

settlements such as Parcela Escolar, Yoôdzonot, Hopemul, San Lorenzo, and Sisal were 

occupied during the Late Formative Period (Johnstone 2010).  

During the Early Classic Period (A.D. 250-550) a majority of sites in the Cochuah 

Region saw a decline in occupation. Nonetheless, the Rank One sites, Ichmul and 

Yoôokop, thrived and appeared to attract the populace from the neighboring vicinity 
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(Shaw 2008:136). The Rank Two site of San Felipe was also occupied during this time. 

The sites of Parcela Escolar, Yoôdzonot, Sisal and San Lorenzo were occupied during the 

Early Classic Period (Johnstone 2010).  

The lowest occupational density in the region occurred during the Late Classic 

Period (A.D. 550-750). Only two sites were occupied during this time: Yoôokop and 

Nohcacab (Shaw 2010:5). Ceramics of the Late Classic Period are rare throughout the 

study area with exception of the site of Yoóokop. 

The Terminal Classic Period (A.D. 750ï1100) has two segments: the early phase 

part of the Terminal Classic is the Florescent Phase (A.D. 750-900), and the late part of 

the Terminal Classic Period is the Post-Florescent Phase (A.D. 900-1100). The Florescent 

Phase represents the occupational peak for the Cochuah Region (Shaw 2010:5). During 

this time the region experienced a florescence and construction boom.  Every site 

registered in the region was occupied during this time (Johnstone 2005:182).  

Re-occupation of preexistent sites  and the establishment of new settlements could 

have resulted from  growth in the regional population or the reorganization of the existing 

population. Reorganization might have involved a dispersal of people  from primary 

centers to rural areas during the wet season  when they could rely - on the water collected 

during rainfall. During dry seasons the populace would then return to the centers, which 

had permanent water sources.  Some tertiary sites in the Puuc Region were used only 

seasonally, specifically during the wet period (Carmean et al. 2004:441).  Another 

possible explanation could be the arrival of refugees  from the Southern Lowlands 

(Demarest et al. 1997; Demarest 2004:119-121).  However there is no architectural or 

ceramic evidence discovered  thus far in the Cochuah Region to support this theory 
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(Shaw 2008:143). Lastly, the changes in population distribution  between the Late Classic 

and Terminal Classic in the Cochuah Region could  have occurred due to the 

reformulation of political organization during this time. 

During the Postclassic Period (A.D. 1100 ï 1546) most of the sites in the region 

were abandoned (Shaw 2005:229, 2010). The Rank One sites of Yoôokop and the Rank 

Two of San Felipe, also sites of Sisal, San Diego and Candelaria were occupied during 

this time. However, none of the sites has yielded a functionally complete ceramic 

assemblage. To date, the understanding of the Postclassic Period is still poor, in part 

because it was not targeted for the investigation (Johnstone 2010). 

 

Dynastic History of Yoôokop 

In the CRAS study area there are only a few monuments with hieroglyphs.  These 

were discovered at Yoôokop and date to the Early and Late Classic Periods.  These 

monuments were found in secondary contexts and their original locations are unknown.   

The monuments include a carved altar, three carved stelae and five carved stones from a 

hieroglyphic stairway (Johnstone 2008:189).   

The earliest monument, Stela 3, dates to the end of the Early Classic Period and 

portrays an individual standing up straight with legs wide apart and hieroglyphic 

inscriptions on the left side (Figure 4.7). This individual is wearing a belt mask with three 

hanging celts (Shaw et al. 2000:64). The belt mask with celts is symbolic of the maize 

god (Miller and Taube 1993). The inscriptions represent dates between A.D. 534 and 

554, and seem to describe the ceremony of accession of a young king (Johnstone 

2008:190). Altar 1 probably also dates to the end of the Early Classic Period because it 



82 

shares the same style of hieroglyphic writing as Stela 3. The altar depicts concentric 

rings, small circles and eroded hieroglyphs (Shaw et al. 2000:64).  

The hieroglyphic stairway stones exhibit similar hieroglyphic writing styles as 

Stela 3 but dates to the beginning of the Late Classic Period.  Each of five stones 

measures approximately 40 cm square (Shaw et al. 2000:54). Stairway Stone 1 has a 

hieroglyph representing a title of Kaloomte (overlord) (Figure 4.8). This title was used by 

the rulers of the Southern Lowlands such as Tikal and Copan (Harrison 1999:79; Schele 

et al. 1991), and in the Northern Lowlands by the rulers of Ek Balam, Dzibilchaltun and 

Coba.  The next glyph on this stone represents a prefix na - a ñlady,ò followed by glyphs 

that suggest a self-sacrifice. In all probability the title of a Kaloomte refers to this female 

because it preceded the prefix na (Johnstone 2008:189-191). There were a few Maya 

queens that had the title of Kaloomte.  The examples are Kôawiil Ekô of Coba, Ix Wak 

Chan Ajaw of Naranjo, Ix Kôabeôl of Waka and Ix Ik Skull of Yaxchilan (Reese-Taylor et 

al. 2009:58).  The last two mentioned queens were from the ruling dynasty of the Kaan 

(Calakmul) Kingdom (Reese-Taylor et al. 2009:58). Stone 2 depicts a name Sky Witness, 

a prefix ya ï  ña subordinate lordò and also a title the Lord of Kaan (Figure 4.9). Sky 

Witness was the Lord of the Kaan Kingdom (Calakmul) and ruled during A.D. 561-572 

(Martin and Grube 2008:102-115). Stone 3 depicts a title of Ajaw Pop (Lord of the mat) 

and a supernatural being Kauil (deity of divine lineages) (Figure 4.10) who permits 

communication with ancestors (Friedel et al. 1993).  Stone 4 depicts a date of A.D. 593 

and the phrase ñunder the subordination of ò (Johnstone 2008:191) (Figure 4.11). Sky 

Witness, the King of Calakmul, was dead by the time these glyphs were carved. 

Therefore, it suggests a retrospective presence of Sky Witness or the manifestation of the 
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ancestral spirit of the Calakmul king. Stone 5 is only partially readable and seems to 

depict a Venus sign (Johnstone 2008:191). The Venus sign is associated with warfare 

(Schele and Freidel 1990). Hieroglyphic stairways often were erected in newly conquered 

sites to commemorate military campaigns.  

Stela 1 dates to the Late Classic Period and portrays an individual holding a 

serpent bar (Johnstone 2008:192) (Figure 4.12). The serpent bar depicts the double-

headed serpent which represented the ecliptic and sky (Freidel et al. 1993). An ecliptic is 

the annual path of the sun and was important in Maya cosmology. The possession of the 

serpent bar connects a ruler to the sky and deities and reinforces his/her divine status. 

This serpent bar is also decorated with a mat motif which symbolized authority (Freidel 

et al. 1993). The lower part of this serpent bar has the portrayal of Sak Hunal (Jester 

God) (Johnstone 2008:192). The Jester God symbolizes power and rulership in Classic 

Maya art (Schele 1974:49).  

Stela 2 dates to the Late Classic Period and depicts a ruler as a ball player adorned 

with elaborate game gear and hieroglyphic inscriptions (Figure 4.13). The ballplayerôs 

headdress has a bird symbolizing the underworld God L (Johnstone 2008:193). In Maya 

art this god is often associated with ballplayers (Cohodas 1991).  The inscription 

translates as ña Kaloomte (overking) was born on A.D. 692ò (Johnstone 2008:192-193).   

 

Interpretations of Hieroglyphic Texts 

These hieroglyphic data provide us with the evidence of political organization in 

the Cochuah Region at the end of the Early Classic Period and during the Late Classic 

Period. It illustrates the responsibilities of Maya kings during these times (Johnstone 
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2008:193). Stela 3 dates to the end of the Early Classic Period and portrays the 

inauguration of a young king holding objects of power and authority (Johnstone 

2008:190). Those objects suggest that the rulership is inherited and divine in its nature. 

Stela 1 dates to the Late Classic Period and represents a ruler holding an object of power 

and authority of divine kingship.  The hieroglyphic stairway blocks date to the Late 

Classic Period. It is difficult to determine the exact meaning of the stairway hieroglyphic 

text because the blocks are not in their original context. None-the-less, the text definitely 

suggests some kind of relationship between Yoôokop and Calakmul during this time. 

According to Martin and Grube (2000) the Kaan dynasty had great influence on the sites 

located in what are now the modern states of Campeche and Quintana Roo. It could 

suggest a marriage or military alliance between Yoôokop and Calakmul. The 

retrospective presence of Sky Witnessôs ancestral spirit and the statement of subservience 

suggest that Yoôokop was subordinate to Calakmul.  Alternatively, Yoôokop might have 

been conquered by the Kaan dynasty and a female Kaloomte installed as a ruler. 

According to Martin and Grube (1995) the kings of Super States were mentioned in 

hieroglyphic texts authorizing the events of inauguration for rulers of subordinate 

polities. This conquest could be a part of a larger campaign meant to install members of 

the Kaan dynasty in other powerful sites in the Northern Lowlands such as Yaxuna and 

Coba. Yoôokop, positioned 100 kilometers away from the powerful Coba, would be a 

desirable vassal for political dominance between the Super States ï Calakmul and Tikal.  

Stela 2 dates to the Late Classic Period. This stela depicts a king as a ballplayer. Kings 

dressed as ballplayers reenact stories from the Maya creation myth to show their 

connection with the supernatural (Freidel et al. 1993).  Collectively, these monuments 
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record the political and religious responsibilities of a king (Johnstone 2008:194). The 

presence of the title of Kaloomte suggests that Yoôokop kings had great power (Johnstone 

2008:194). As religious figures kings were responsible for performing rituals and 

connecting to the supernatural to insure well-being of the populace; as political leaders 

they were responsible for patronage networking (Johnstone 2008:194). The hieroglyphic 

texts also suggest the presence of a Dynastic Kingship during the end of the Early Classic 

Period and during the Late Classic Period in Yoôokop. The hieroglyphic stairway texts 

also indicate that this dynastic kingship was associated with the royal Kaan dynasty at 

least during the Late Classic Period.   

The hieroglyphs informed us about the presence of Dynastic Kingship in Yoôokop 

and the involvement of Yoôokop with the major center of Calakmul. Does knowing this 

about Yoôokop also hold true for the rest of the Cochuah Region?  And, how are we to 

assess political organization in the sites like Ichmul, where no hieroglyphic writings have 

been discovered?  Also these hieroglyphic data do not inform us about the political 

organization within a polity such as relationship between Yoôokop and secondary sites.  

Moreover, no hieroglyphic writings have been discovered during the Terminal Classic 

Period, likely because stelae with hieroglyphic writings were not erected during this time. 

What is more, all stela-altar complexes at Yoôokop were found in secondary contexts. 

Stela 2 and an altar were moved from their original location and dumped on top of 

Terminal Classic constructions; a sacbe and a building, respectively. 

In order to examine political organization in the Cochuah Region during the 

Terminal Classic Period the presence or absence of the architecture representative of the 

institution of the rulership had to be determined for individual settlements of all ranks. 
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This was accomplished by surveying, mapping and test pit excavations of the sites. These 

methodologies will be explained in detail in the next chapter. 
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Figure 4.1. Sites in the Northern Lowlands. 



88 

                                                                             

Figure 4.2. Location of the Cochuah Regional Survey Project (CRAS). 
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Figure 4.3. CRAS Study Area (see Table 1.1. for the key to site names). 
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Figure 4.4. Location of Tertiary and Quaternary Sites. 
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Figure 4.5. Location and Distances between Secondary Sites. 
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Figure 4.6. Location and Distance between Primary Sites. 
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Figure 4.7. Yoôokop, Stela 3 Depicting an Individual Wearing a Belt Mask with 

Three Hanging Celts Symbolizing the Maize God and Dates between A.D. 534 and 

554. 
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Figure 4.8. Yoôokop, Stone 1 Depicting  a Title of Kaloomte (Overking). 
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Figure 4.9. Yoôokop, Stone 2 Depicting ña Subordinate Lordò to Sky Witness. 
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Figure 4.10. Yoôokop, Stone 3 Depicting a Title of Ajaw Pop (Lord of the Mat) and a 

Supernatural Being Kauil (Deity of Divine Lineages). 
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Figure 4.11. Yoôokop, Stone 4 Depicting Dates of A.D. 593 and the Phrase ñUnder 

the Subordination of ò. 
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Figure 4.12. Yoôokop, Stela 1 Depicting  an Individual Holding a Serpent Bar. 
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Figure 4.13. Yoôokop, Stela 2 Depicting a King as a Ball Player. 
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CHAPTER 5 

RESEARCH METHODS AND FIELD RESEARCH 

 

Chapter Five describes the research methods used by the Cochuah Regional 

Archeological Survey (CRAS). It includes surveying, mapping and test pit excavations 

conducted at the settlements. CRAS has an extensive database of sites that will permit the 

investigation of the architectural forms and site layouts necessary for the identification of 

the institution of rulership in these sites. CRAS carried out numerous test pit excavations 

but had limited permission for the excavation of buildings. Nonetheless, site layouts, 

architectural features, building techniques, decorative styles and ceramics identified by 

CRAS in the region  does permit identification of site occupations dating to the Early 

(Florescent Phase) and Late (Post-Florescent Phase)Terminal Classic Period, as well as 

periods which date to earlier or later times. Additionally, this chapter includes my field 

work conducted at the sites in the Cochuah Region investigated by CRAS during the 

2004, 2005, 2008 and 2010 field seasons.   

 

The Research Methods 

The approach that CRAS uses for survey and site evaluation in the region entailed 

the documentation of the largest architectural features and surrounding smaller buildings. 

These features included pyramidal mounds, plazas, platforms, foundation braces, walls, 

sacbeob and other auxiliary constructions. These archeological remains were first cleared 

of vegetation, and then surveyed, photographed and mapped. The mapping typically 

began from the largest structure at a site and continued throughout the settlement. After a 
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site was mapped the next procedure was to excavate test pits which typically were located 

at plazas, near pyramidal mounds and sacbeob, and other architectural features.   

 

Mapping 

Prior to initiating mapping, local Maya were hired to assist in locating and 

clearing archeological remains in the area. Mapping was carried out using a Topcon 

GTS-213 total station with a TDS-48 data collector.  The data were recoded as 

coordinates N, E and Z relative to the site datum. Topographic relief and in situ 

archaeological features were recorded. The resulting maps were produced by Surfer 

software (version 8.0) and usually were presented with a 50 cm contour interval.  These 

maps were used for studying architectural components within settlements, hierarchical 

relationships between the sites and the settlement pattern in the region. 

 

Excavations 

2 x 2 m test-pits were excavated to provide ceramics that could be used to date the 

sequence of deposits.  All test pits were excavated in natural strata and arbitrary (10 cm) 

levels within large strata, with materials separated according to the operation, level and 

lot. Soils were removed using a hand pick and trowel, then transferred to buckets and 

screened. All excavated material was passed through a 5 mm mesh screen.  Upon the 

completion each level of an operation was photographed. Excavations were usually 

terminated at bedrock. The excavation profiles were drawn and test pits backfilled.  After 

being documented, photographed and studied all excavated materials were returned to the 

Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia (INAH) in Chetumal.   
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Ceramics from the excavations were washed and marked with the number of 

operation, level and lot. Discovered lithics also were recorded and analyzed. The 

ceramics were analyzed using the type-variety system (Smith et al. 1960) by project co-

director Dave Johnstone. The results from this detailed ceramic analysis were used to 

determine occupation episodes of the settlements and the chronology of the region (Table 

5.1).  In order to assign a time period of occupation to a site based on the ceramic record, 

an arbitrary number of 100 sherds from a test excavation had to be diagnostic of the 

period (Johnstone 2015:34). For example, only if a test excavation contained 100 or more 

sherds diagnostic of the Late Formative Period, the site would  be considered to have a 

Late Formative occupation. 

Below is a description of mapping and excavations that I conducted at the sites of 

Nohcacab, San Juan, Parcela Escolar and the Sacalaca-Parcela Escolar Transect (Figure 

5.1). The operations at Nohcacab and San Juan were part of my field training, while the 

Parcela Escolar excavations and transect mapping were associated with my dissertation 

research. I conducted my fieldwork with the help of one to three Maya and in some cases 

with assistance of other CRAS members. The directors of the project, Justine Shaw and 

Dave Johnstone, supervised all work.  

 

Nohcacab 

The site of Nohcacab is located 7 km to the north of Sacalaca. Nohcacab is the 

most fully mapped site in the Cochuah Region - a total of 14.6 ha were mapped (Figure 

5.2) Excavations in Nohcacab were undertaken  to generate ceramics in order to date the 

site and to explore  the potential presence of Chichen Itza at the site. See Appendix A, 
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Table 1 for details about the ceramic types and their frequencies recorded in the 

Operation 4 test pit levels. 

Mapping 

In order to further the investigation of the Structure S1E1-2 area, the structure was 

cleared of zacate grass.  Clearing revealed a more detailed view of the surface remains of 

the structure, which allowed more precise mapping (Figure 5.3).  Structure S1E1-2 seems 

to contain fragments of buildings from different time periods.  The earliest visible 

occupation is represented by the remains of a wall, which is better preserved on the north 

side of the structure.  Another structure, adorned by decorative stones is positioned on top 

of this earlier feature.  The decorative stones were precisely arranged trapezoid-shaped 

cut stones, which formed a V-shaped openings between each of them.  The structure was 

decorated with colonettes, which are nicely preserved on the its south side.  These 

decorative stones date to the Terminal Classic Period. The remains of what looks like a 

Postclassic altar are visible on the top of the Terminal Classic structure.  One of the 

colonettes and some cut stones (Figure 5.8) were used for construction of the altar.  

Test Pit Excavations 

Operation 4 (2004), a 2 x 2 test pit, was situated to the north of the foundation of 

Structure S1E1-2 (Figure 5.4). Structure S1E1-2 is a mixture of wall remains and 

architectural components from different time periods. The test pit was situated about 1 m 

from the remains of a wall line of the described structure.  Operation 4 was intended to 

provide artifacts that could be used to date the structure and to define its architectural 

style, as well as to explore the possible influence of a Chichén Itzá-related group in the 
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area. The test pit was excavated by the natural levels, aside from Level 1, which was 

excavated as an arbitrary 10 cm level.       

Level 1 was excavated as an arbitrary 10 cm level, since no change in soil color or 

composition was present in the zone near the surface. A total of 364 sherds was recovered 

from this level. Numbers of artifacts were higher on the north side of the test pit.  One of 

the significant finds from this level was a spindle whorl (Figure 5.5). This spindle whorl 

was made from limestone and had a design in form of triangles radiating from the center. 

The presence of the spindle whorl suggests the use of cotton thread at this site.  Existing 

at this site, but rare elsewhere in the CRAS study area, are deeper pockets of soil that 

could indicate this was a suitable place for growing cotton.  Operation 4, Level 1, Lot 1 

was closed at approximately 10 cm below the surface.  Soil color of Level 1, according to 

the Munsell book, was dark brown (10Y 2/2).  Ceramic analyses revealed primarily Puuc 

Slate Wares. 

Taking into consideration a change of soil color to a lighter brown shade (7.5Y 

2.5/3), Level 2 was excavated as a natural level.  A few floor fragments were recovered: 

burned and unburned.  They were randomly scattered throughout the level.  However no 

gravel or cobbles, as a foundation for the floor, were discovered.  A total of 680 sherds 

was recovered from this level. Artifacts included large ceramic fragments such as the 

whole base of a plate and a few handles of vessels.  Distribution of artifacts remained the 

same as in Level 1 ï richer in the north area of the test pit.  One of the distinctive artifacts 

was an obsidian microblade fragment.  Chert artifacts, tok tunich in Maya, were also 

discovered.  In the northeast corner of the test pit, a cut stone was located, with more cut 

stones discovered in the center and southwest corner at a greater depth.  A decorative 
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stone was located in the northeast corner. It was a square-shaped stone, with dimensions 

of about 23 x 23 x 4 cm.  One of the sides was adorned with a design of two incised 

crossing lines resembling a letter X, while the other side appeared to be rough.  The stone 

was positioned with the X-side down when discovered.  The presence of this decorative 

stone indicates a Terminal Classic occupation.   

Operation 4, Level 2, Lot 1 was terminated at a depth of approximately 34 cm 

below the surface.  The Munsell reading of the sediment was very dark brown (7.5 Y 

2.5/3).  Analysis of sherds indicated that 80% were Puuc Slate Wares dating to the 

Terminal Classic Period.  Similar to Level 1, only a few pieces of Chichen Slate Ware 

were present. 

Level 3 was also excavated as a natural level.  The southwest corner of the test pit 

contained a fragment of floor and a stucco fragment, possibly crushed by a collapse.  A 

large fragment of what appeared to be wall plaster was located at 38 cm below the 

surface in the test pitôs south face.   At the bottom of Level 3 was a well-made, hard, and 

relatively level floor, located at the depth of approximately 43 cm.  The floor was located 

in the south part of the test pit and covered about a half of the test-pit surface.  The north 

part of the test pit revealed bedrock.  The floor itself was white (5Y 8/1). The total of 201 

sherds was recovered in this level.  Operation 4, Level 3, Lot 1 was terminated at a depth 

of approximately 43 cm.  The sediment was dark yellowish brown (10Y 4/4).  The total 

count of cut stones from the 2nd and 3rd levels, including decorative stone, was seven.  

Ceramic analysis indicated an occupation dating to the Terminal Classic using Puuc Slate 

Wares; Chichen Slate Wares were absent. 
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Level 4 was significant because of the presence of a well-made plaza floor.  This 

level was separated into two lots: Lot 1 was located on the south side of the test-pit and 

contained the floor.  Lot 2 was located in the northern part of the test pit and contained 

the bedrock.  The decision was made to excavate Level 4, Lot 1 first, in order to preserve 

and uncover any features that might have been present under the sealed floor.  In the 

northwest corner of the test pit, numerous rocks with dimension of about 2.5 x 4.5 cm 

were located, perhaps a chich or sub-floor. The northeast corner contained exposed 

bedrock at this level.  Appearance of a chak luôum (red soil) indicated completion of 

Level 4, Lot 2.  The results of ceramic analysis indicated the presence of Puuc Slate 

Wares.  The stratigraphy between Lot 2 and Lot 1 revealed the details of floor 

construction: boulders as a foundation situated on top of red soil; followed by cobbles 

and chich located on top of the boulders with the cobbles/ chich layer covered by plaster.  

Present day Maya houses contain a similar profile. 

Thickness of the floor in Level 4, Lot 1 was approximately 7 to 10 cm, with 

higher numbers at the southeast corner.  The test pitôs south face exposed a carbon-rich 

feature that was also slightly visible on the floor; perhaps this represented a burnt post, 

but it could as well have been the residue of a root (Figures 5.6 and 5.7).  The amount of 

artifacts collected in Level 4, Lot 1 was slighter higher than that in Lot 2.  Ceramic 

analyses indicated predominately Puuc Slate Wares with only one sherd of Chichen Slate 

Ware. 

Operation 4, Level 4, Lots 1 and 2 were terminated at a depth of approximately 59 

cm.  The floor sediment at the southeast corner was pale yellow (2.5 Y 8/2).  The 
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sediment at center - dark reddish brown (5 Y 3/4); reddish brown (5 Y 4/4) at southwest 

corner and dark reddish brown (5 Y 3/3) at northwest corner of the test pit. 

The last level, Level 5, was within the red chac luum, and continued until it 

revealed irregular bedrock over the entire surface of the test pit at its base.  This level 

produced few artifacts; the ceramics present were largely Puuc Slate Wares.  Operation 4, 

Level 5, Lot 1 was closed at a depth of approximately 85 cm.  The sediment was reddish 

brown (5 Y 4/3).  The profiles of the south and west sides were drawn upon completion 

of the test pit (Figure 5.5 and 5.6). The test pit was backfilled using excavated materials.   

In summary, all five levels of Operation 4 point to a Terminal Classic occupation, 

associated with Puuc Slate Wares.  Chichen Slate Wares were quite rare in the test pit 

near Structure S1E1-2 (Appendix A, Table A.1). Perhaps, the cut stones discovered in 

this test pit were extracted from the earlier structure and used for floor leveling during the 

construction of a Postclassic building.  It seems that the site/structure from which cut 

stones were used was abandoned for some period of time.  The period of inactivity is 

indicated by vertically distributed deposits of soil between the discovered cut stones.  The 

6-7 cm deposits of soil between the stones indicate a considerable period of 

abandonment.  Perhaps, a neglected structure naturally collapsed, stone by stone; these 

stones were later used as material for a plaza floor during a new Postclassic occupation.   

 

San Juan 

San Juan and at least four other sites are connected by sacbeob to Ichmul. Today, 

the white cupola of The Church of Ichmul can be observed from the top of the main 

structure of San Juan. Perhaps, the Church replaced some important structure, that was 
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once also visible from site of San Juan.  The San Juan sacbe heads in a northeast 

direction to or from Ichmul. The length of the San Juan sacbe is about 1.65 km long, 13 

m wide and 0.7 m tall with a bearing of 68 degrees east of north.  The sacbe seems to 

begin in the eastern part of Ichmul; however, the origins of it have been destroyed by 

colonial and modern settlement.  One of the examples of destruction to the San Juan 

sacbe occurred during colonial times, when the sacbe was used as a rock source for the 

construction of albarradas (stone walls built without mortar). 

The sacbe enters San Juan at an odd angle in the southwest corner of the plaza.  

The sacbeôs terminus is not aligned with the plaza at an angle of 90 degrees as might be 

expected if the two were constructed in the same episode.  A similar pattern of sacbeob 

entries is found at other settlements surrounding Ichmul such as the sites of Xquerol and 

San Andres.  

The goal of the research was to date the sacbe connecting the site of San Juan and 

the primary site of Ichmul, and also to understand the possible role that the sacbe of San 

Juan played in Ichmulôs sacbe system. 

Test Pits Excavations 

Operation 1(2005), a 2 x 2 m test pit, was located in the area where the plaza and 

the sacbe meet (Figure 5.9).  The test pit was aligned with the sacbe on the southwest 

side.  The surface of the test pit was covered by fine and coarse gravel and yielded no 

ceramics.  It was anticipated that no features would be present during the excavation of 

the test pit, and a decision was therefore made that Level 1 would be a 10-cm arbitrary 

level. 
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Operation 1, Level 1, Lot 1 contained dark, organic sediment mixed with gravel.  

Cobbles, probably hard fill, appeared at the completion of the level.  The deposit 

produced a small quantity of ceramics, which were exclusively from the Terminal Classic 

Period. 

In Level 2, Lot 1, the sediment continued to be black and organic.  Cobbles 

noticeably increased in size from approximately 20 cm to the size of boulders - 

approximately 30 cm in diameter.  It became impossible to maintain a 10-cm arbitrary 

level due to the presence of boulders.  Chak luôum (red soil) appeared at a depth of 

approximately 70 cm below surface and, along with the presence of bedrock from the 

southwest side to the center of the test pit, indicated a change of natural level.  The color 

of the sediment in the northeast part of the test pit was reddish brown and in the 

southwest part, very dark brown.  All collected ceramics were found in approximately the 

first 10 cm of Level 2, Lot 1.  After that, the matrix became culturally sterile.  Boulders 

mixed with dark red sediment, which had a soft consistency, were the only inclusions 

until bedrock was exposed all over the test pit.  The ceramics in this second level were 

almost exclusively from the Terminal Classic period (Appendix A, Table A. 2).  After 

recording stratigraphy of the north and east sides (Figure 5.10 and 5.11) the test pit was 

back filled. 

Operation 2 (2005), a 2 x 2 m test pit, was situated about 50 m to the north of  the 

main range Structure S1E1-1, in the intersection between the two other buildings, 

Structures N1E1-3 and N1E1-4 (Figure 5.9).  The south side of the test pit was facing the 

front of the main structure.  All levels of San Juanôs Operation 2 were excavated as 

natural levels. 
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At approximately 20 cm depth below surface, the sediment changed color in the 

southwest side of the test pit to a dark reddish brown and in the northeast side to very 

dark brown.  This appearance of chak luôum(red soil) indicated a change of natural level 

approximately at 30 cm in depth below surface.  Operation 2, Level 1, Lot 1 yielded 

artifacts that were dated to the Terminal Classic Period, with a trace amount of ceramics 

from the Late Formative, Early Classic, and Late Classic. 

Level 2, Lot 1 contained fewer artifacts and exposed bedrock in all corners of the 

test pit.  Based upon ceramic evidence, this deposit also dated to the Terminal Classic 

Period.   Operation 2 was a shallow test pit, not even reaching 1 m in the depth 

(Appendix A, Table A. 3). Upon completion the stratigraphy of the east and south sides 

of the test pit was drawn (Figure 5.12).  After completing all necessary recording the test 

pit was back filled.   

In summary, it seems that the plaza postdated the sacbe and was added in order to 

integrate with the sacbe and the site of Ichmul.  The portions of the San Juan site, 

including the main range structure, whose front faces in the opposite direction from the 

sacbe entry, is older than the sacbe itself.  Dates produced by ceramic analysis point out 

that construction of the plaza and the sacbe occurred after the start of the Terminal 

Classic Period.   

 

Parcela Escolar 

Mapping 

During the 2005 field season, the site of Parcela Escolar was recorded for the first 

time using a tape, Brunton compass and GPS (Garmin 12 CHGPS) (Figure 5.13).  
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Approximately 2 m wide brechas (paths) were cut through the overgrown vegetation 

around and between the visible architecture; this allowed us to map the site.  However, 

most of structures remained covered by dense vegetation, which permitted only 

preliminary observations on the variety of archaeological remains at Parcela Escolar.   

 Twenty-three structures were mapped during this season. Three other structures 

as well as the rancho portion of the site were noted but not mapped, due to time 

constrains.  Except for a deep, probably colonial well no other water related features were 

revealed. The site is characterized by three pyramidal mounds, six rectangular buildings 

and fourteen auxiliary structures. The height of the major mound, Structure 7 is 

approximately 5.5 m tall and 25 m in diameter.  Two rectangular buildings, Structure 4 

and Structure 5 are sited between the two larger mounds.  These almost adjoining 

rectangular structures, which are approximately 15-16 m long and 7 m wide, are similar 

to each other.  Structure 15, Structure 16 and Structure 17 are located on an informal 

plaza.  Structure 15 is a rectangular building about 20 m long and 5 m wide.  Structure 16 

is also a rectangular structure, approximately 7 m wide and about as long as Structure 15.  

Structure 17 is a small rectangular building about 5 m long and 4 m wide.  These three 

structures seem to form a quadrangle enclosing a court or patio, and probably represent a 

residential unit.  

A sascabera (a limestone mine) which measurers about 40 m long,18 m wide and 

1.5 deep is located between the smallest mound, Structure 13, and the group of buildings 

which seem to form a residential unit (Structure 15, Structure 16 and Structure 17).  This 

sascabera, in all probability, was used for construction in this part of the site. The site 

was mapped by a Topcon GTS-213 during 2008 field season (Figure 5.14). 
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Sacalaca-Parcela Escolar Transect 

The 2008 field season was a continuation of research into two previously studied 

sites; the secondary site of Sacalaca and the tertiary site of Parcela Escolar.  Previous 

research proposed affiliation or some degree of dependence of Parcela Escolar on 

Sacalaca based upon the territorial extent, layout and makeup of the sites. The major 

goals of the survey during the 2008 season were to determine if the sites of Sacalaca and 

Parcela Escolar were a single aggregate or two distinct sites, and,  if the latter possibility 

was the case, to identify the boundaries of the sites.  

To check the earlier proposed hypothesis of continuous settlement, an 

approximately one-km-long transect was cleared between Sacalaca and Parcela Escolar 

(Figure 5.15). The transect was 4 m wide with about 10 m visibility on each side, for a 

total sum of 24 m east-west visibility. 

The Southern Part of the Transect 

The transect began at the group of six structures at the northern edge of the 

Sacalaca site (Figure 5.16). A rectangular shaped platform - Structure N1E3-1, is located 

in the northern part of the group. About 10 m eastward structure N1E3-2 is situated.  

Northern of these structures there exists an approximately 50-m-long albarrada (stone 

wall built without mortar).  The aforementioned structures were likely robbed of their 

stone for construction of this albarrada.  On the eastern side of the group two structures 

are located, Structures N1E4-1 and S1E4-1.  Structures N1E4-1 is a square platform. A 

rectangular platform, Structure S1E3-2 is positioned at the southern side of the group. In 

the front of the structure, an albarrada approximately 100 m in length runs in a northerly 
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direction.  Structure S1E3-1 is located in the southwestern corner of the group. To the 

west and south of the structure albarradas were found.  This group of structures is 

located on a natural rise which slopes down to the north towards to a natural depression. 

Approximately 120 m north of this group on the eastern side of the transect a 

platform and sacbe were found.  The platform and sacbe are positioned within modern 

milpas.  The rectangular platform consists of megalithic stones, suggesting construction 

during the Late Classic Period.  A sacbe runs from Sacalaca northward in the direction of 

Parcela Escolar. A 70-m-long portion of the sacbe was cleared to where it ended, 

therefore its real destination is unknown. In places, boulders are positioned vertically on 

the west side marking the boundary of the sacbe over bedrock.  The significance of the 

boulders is that they were employed to augment a specific segment of the sacbe where 

normal masonry work could not be accomplished.  An approximately 100 by 100 m 

square-shaped albarrada runs around the sacbe.  In addition, a half-size smaller 

albarrada is positioned in front of the platform. 

No structures were discovered for about 200 m northward towards the site of 

Parcela Escolar, until reaching what is now referred to as Structure N5E2-1.  This 

structure consists of a square-shaped platform and a superstructure.  

The Northern Part of the Transect (Figure 5.17) 

  The next three structures are located about 90 m to the north of Structure N5E2-1. 

Structure N6E2-1 is a rectangular platform with a superstructure, N6E2-2.  For the next 

200 m the transect runs through a modern milpa without the presence of any structures. 

Next, the transect proceeds to Structure N7E1-1 which is the wall of a platform; 

and then Structure N7E1-2, a semi-oval shaped superstructure.  Structures N8E1-1 and 
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N8E1-2 - positioned 10 m northwards - are near concentric circles. A square shaped 

platform - Structure N8E1-3 - with two superstructures (N8E1-4 and N8E1-5) is located 

about 20 m away from the previous structure. 

The next platform, Structure N8E1-6, with Superstructure N8E1-7 is positioned 

about 17 m away. On the last part of this transect, a group consisting of five structures 

were discovered ï Structures N9E1-3 through N9E1-7 - located approximately 30 m from 

Structures N8E1-6 and N8E1-7. The fronts of these structures faced north. 

The transect reaches a mound, Structure 18, from a previous seasonôs (2005) 

sketch mapping.  This mound corresponds with Structure N9E1-1.  Before reaching 

Structure N9E1-1, the transect exposed several new buildings of Parcela Escolar, 

Structures N9E1-3, N9E1-4, N9E1-5, N9E1-6 and N9E1-7. This group of structures is 

positioned from 30 to 150 m away from Structure N9E1-1. Because of its proximity and 

orientation to the north (as the other Parcela Escolar structures), these structures are 

considered part of Parcela Escolar.  The transect reveals that Parcela Escolar is at least 

three times larger than was previously suggested. 

Test Pit Excavations  

During the 2005 and 2010 field seasons, three test pits, Operation 1, Operation 2 

and Operation 3 were excavated at the site of Parcela Escolar. Operation 1 (2005) was a 2 

x 2 meter test pit located on the artificially raised platform, Structure N10E1-1, and 

between two buildings; Structures N10E1-2 and N10E1-3. The platform is 1 and 1/2 

meters in height. Structures N10E1-2 and N10E1-3 form a semi-enclosed court or patio; 

and, most likely, formed a residential area.  The purpose of Operation 1 was to date the 

occupational span of the site and also date the structures.  
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The surface of the test pit was covered with a dark matrix (7, 5 Y 2.5/1) mixed 

with leaves, gravel and pebbles. Surface collection produced no ceramics. Level 1, Lot 1, 

contained many pebbles and chich (fill for the plaza floor). A small piece of stucco was 

discovered in Level 1, Lot 1.  Level 1, Lot 1, also yielded an obsidian blade 3 cm long, 

which was broken into two pieces possibly during excavation. Boulders increased in size 

to approximately 30 cm in diameter.  The southwest corner of the test pit had a deposit of 

grayish sediment, color (7, 5 Y 3/1) and at a depth 90 cm below surface; the matrix 

changed color and became less organic and compact. It is worth noting here, that exposed 

boulders were much larger in size and heavier than we anticipated.  The appearance of 

the sediment, which was more brown in  color ( 7,5 Y 2,5/2 ) and the fact that the last 

boulders were resting on, without penetrating, the  boundary of a new matrix color,  

indicated a  cultural level change. Ceramic analysis revealed that this level dated to the 

Terminal Classic Period with a few sherds from the Late Formative and Late Classic 

Periods admixed.   

The next level, Level 2, Lot 1, yielded   a chert core.  This material is not 

commonly found in this area and may have originated as far away as Belize or 

Guatemala. Bedrock was reached in the west side of the test pit at a depth of 100 cm 

below the surface.  Level 2, Lot 1, had no Chak luôum (red soil) which is usually present 

before the appearance of the bedrock.  At 120 cm, below surface, the matrix became 

mixed with gravel and was more compact. Sediment color was 7, 5 Y 2, 5/2.   Bedrock 

became exposed in all corners of the test pit.  The ceramic sample indicated a Terminal 

Classic Period occupation with a limited number of sherds from the Late Formative, 

Early Classic, and Late Classic Periods.   
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The profiles of Operation 1 show the presence of chich fill and a large number of 

boulders beneath the chich which represents a floor foundation (Figure 5.18). These 

boulders were greater in quantity and larger than anticipated, indicating that more than 

the normal effort would have been required for building a floor. The plastered surface of 

the floor did not survive due to human damage and/or exposure to the natural elements.  

The formation processes of Operation 1 were cultural and natural. Ceramic analysis 

indicated a Terminal Classic Period occupation with limited number of sherds from the 

Late Formative, Early Classic, and Late Classic Periods (Appendix A, Table A. 4).   

Operation 2 (2010) was a 2 x 2 meter test pit positioned in the plaza, between 

Structure N11E1-3 and the pyramidal mound, Structure N11E1-1. A pyramidal mound 

could serve as a support for a temple on its summit or it could be a collapsed residence 

formed into pyramidal shape. However, Structure N11E1-1 exhibits no building on the 

top.  It also appears that the top of the mound is not leveled. Perhaps it was not finished 

or it is a collapsed residence. Operation 2 was aligned to the north and located about three 

meters away of Structure N11E1-1.  

The purpose of Operation 2 was to recover ceramic samples in order to estimate 

the periods during which the plaza was constructed and occupied, as well as determine 

the nature of the plaza.   All lots of Operation 2 were excavated as natural levels. The 

surface of the test pit was composed of dark organic sediment (5 Y 2.5/1).  Surface 

collection yielded no ceramics. 

Level 1, Lot 1 contained box luôum soil (black soil) with stones 5-10 cm in 

diameter, many roots, and one lithic flake.  The ceramics (n = 39) in this lot were dated to 

the Early and Terminal Classic Periods.  At approximately 20 cm depth below the surface 
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the sediment changed to a more reddish color (5 Y 3/3); with inclusions of angular gravel 

about 3-5 cm in length and 1-3 cm in width.  In Level 1, Lot 2 the quantity of sherds 

stayed the same as in lot 1. The ceramics in this lot were a mix of the Late Formative, 

Late Classic and Terminal Classic Periods.    

Level 2, Lot 1 produced four speleothems (a mineral deposit formed in caves) 

about 3-4 cm long and one cm in diameter.  The presence of speleothems points out that a 

fill for the plaza was brought from some other location at the site. The areas from which a 

fill was brought could be any sheltered place with an environment rich in permeating 

minerals. Such environments are present at caves or sascaberas (limestone mines). Fifty-

two sherds were recovered from this level dating from the Late Formative, Late Classic 

and Terminal Classic Periods. 

 At about 58 cm in depth from the surface the quantity of sherds decreased, and 

cobble sized pieces of sascab (decomposed limestone) were present. Level 3, Lot 1 

witnessed an increase in the quantity (n = 151) and size of ceramics.  The sherds became 

larger and thicker.  These dated to the Middle Formative, Late Formative, Early Classic 

and Terminal Classic Periods.  Level 3, Lot 1 was terminated due to the change of 

sediments to dark red color (2, 5 Y 3/6), approximately 100 to 110 cm below the surface.  

Level 4, lot 1 was material contained in the chac luum. The ceramics were a mix 

of Middle Formative, Late Formative and Terminal Classic Periods.  Approximately 135 

cm from the surface the matrix became culturally sterile (Figure 5.19 and 5.20).  Bedrock 

was exposed all over the test pit, appearing at a depth of approximately 147-151 cm 

below the surface.  
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 On the whole, ceramic analysis of Operation 2 indicated a construction phase 

during the Terminal Classic Period (Appendix A, Table A. 5). Profiles of the north and 

west wall were completed. Profiles of Operation 2 exhibit no plastered floor present at 

the plaza. The formation processes of Operation 2 were both cultural and natural.  It 

includes purposeful and accidental discard of objects during construction of the plaza. 

The purposeful discard is represented by the fill which was brought for construction of a 

surface of the plaza.  On the other hand, a natural accumulation of sediment is present 

too.  The surface of plaza was constructed during the Terminal Classic Period.  The 

presence of a sascab deposit on the Formative Period sherds, discovered during the 

excavation, suggests that some of the sherds came from sascaberas.  Sascaberas were 

used as mines to acquire necessary building material for project construction.  Sascaberas 

could be also used as a dump for the garbage by ancient inhabitants, then later would be 

mined again to obtain building material and/or construction fill.   The occurrence of a 

large amount of sherds from the Formative Period suggests a sustained occupation during 

this time.  A large amount of sherds in sascaberas or caves points out that a secondary 

deposit of the Formative Period probably is located somewhere in the site of Parcela 

Escolar or in a site nearby.    

Operation 3 (2010), a 2 x 2 m test pit, was located between Structure N9E1-1 and 

Structure N9E1-4.  This location was chosen because rubbish could accumulate between 

these two structures. Structure N9E1-1 was situated at the center of the naturally raised 

area.  This structure is raised from 50 cm to one meter above the surrounding terrain and 

has megalithic blocks present on three sides of the platform.   
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The purpose of Operation 3 was to recover ceramic samples in order to estimate 

periods of site occupation. An additional aim was to date the platform - Structure N9E1-

1, and the smaller building, Structure N9E1-4, located to the east of the platform.   

Excavation proceeded in natural levels. Excavated lots were positioned 

horizontally, 1 x 1 meter in size, for more controlled excavation.  The surface of the test 

pit of all 4 lots was covered by dark sediment (5 Y 2.5/1) and produced no ceramics. 

Level 1, Lot 1, produced a small amount of ceramics and reached the bedrock 

approximately 27 to 52 cm below the surface.  Level 1, Lot 2 exposed the bedrock at a 

depth of approximately 27 to 40 cm, and also produced a small quantity of ceramics.  

Level 1, Lot 3 yielded a similarly small amount of sherds and was terminated after 

reaching the bedrock in all corners at about 25 to 39 cm below the surface.  Level 1, Lot 

4 also yielded a small quantity of sherds and exposed the bedrock in all corners 18 to 48 

cm below the surface. The matrix of all 4 Lots of Level 1 was dark reddish brown (5 Y 

2.5/2).  Excavated ceramics in all lots were entirely from the Terminal Classic Period 

(Appendix A, Table A. 6).  Profiles of the north and west wall were completed.  The 

formation processes of Operation 3 seem to be more natural than cultural (Figure 5.21, 

5.22 and 5.23).  There was no purposeful discard of artifacts in the test pit area.  The 

excavation profiles showed that residences N9E1-4, N9E1-5 and N9E1-6 were built on 

top of bedrock without the use of any artificially raised material.    

During the 2010 field season a 200 meter long transect was made originating from 

Structure N11W1-1, to the location of Operation 3,  revealing at least two more 

artificially raised platforms (Figure 24).  The platforms were positioned almost directly 
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south from the smallest pyramidal mound (about 2 ½ meters tall), structure N10W1-1.  

The platforms were relatively tall, about one meter in height. Large stones, about 50-70 

 cm in length and height, constitute the foundation of the platforms. It appears that the 

platforms had perishable structures because quantities of collapsed stones were not 

sufficient for permanent residences.  The platforms were situated about three to four 

meters away from each other.  Both platforms were facing in a northeast cardinal 

direction. Just behind the platforms to the west a large sascabera was located.  

Additionally, one more large platform was visible (though not cleared) toward the west.  

The transect and the platforms were not mapped during this season due to time 

constraints. 

This chapter presented research methods that applied to all sites studied by CRAS 

in the Cochuah Region, but only the operations carried out under my direction are 

discussed in detail.  The next chapter describes the twenty sites included in the case study 

for this dissertation using the research methods presented in this chapter. 
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Figure 5.1. Investigated Sites Highlighting Those Sites in Which this Author 

Directed and/or Participated in the Mapping and Excavations (see Table 1.1. for the 

key to site names). 
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Figure 5.2. Nohcacab Site Map. 
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Figure 5.3. Nohcacab, Structure S1E1-2. 
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Figure 5.4. Nohcacab, Location of Operation 4. 
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Figure 5.5. Spindle Whorl, Redrawn from Lloyd (2004). 
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Figure 5.6. Nohcacab, Exposed Bedrock, Operation 4. 
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Figure 5.7. Nohcacab, Operation 4, South and West Wall Profiles. 
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Figure 5.8. Nohcacab, Cut Stones from Level 2, Lot 1, 

Operation 4.  
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Figure 5.9. San Juan, Location of Operations 1 and 2. 
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Figure 5.10. San Juan, Exposed Bedrock, Operation 1. 
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Figure 5.11. San Juan, Operation 1, North and East Wall Profiles. 

  



132 

 

Figure 5.12. San Juan, Operation 2, East and South Wall Profiles. 
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Figure 5.13. The Initial Pace and Compass Map of Parcela Escolar.  
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Figure 5.14. The Southern Section of the Transect Between Sacalaca and 

Parcela Escolar Looking North from the Edge of Sacalaca.  
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Figure 5.15. The Map of the Southern Section of the Sacalaca to Parcela 

Escolar Transect. 
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Figure 5.16. The Map of Northern Section of Sacalaca to Parcela Escolar 

Transect. 
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Figure 5.17. Parcela Escolar, Operation 1, South and East Wall Profiles.  
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Figure 5.18. The Operation 2 Excavation in Parcela Escolar. 

  


