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ABSTRACT
In this dissertation, I study the role of religion and public ritual in the responses of native
communities facing the expansion of colonial powers. Through a combination of archaeological
excavations and archival research on early colonial Maya, I explore how religious change in a small
Mam Maya community offered a framework for a negotiation between external innovations and
traditional ritual practices during the introduction of Christianity in the sixteenth century. Based on
archaeological and historical data collected at the Late Postclassic (AD 1250-1550) site of Chiantla
Viejo, Guatemala, I show that the mediation between native pre-Hispanic forms of ritual and
external influences unfolded not solely in hidden contexts as traditionally argued, but mainly in
open public spaces.
I found that Chiantla Viejo experienced a short but strong revival of the indigenous
traditional religion in the years following the Spanish military conquest of the area. This revival had
a clear public material manifestation in the reconstruction of the site after it was put to fire in AD
1530 by the Mam Maya. Furthermore, I demonstrate that the mechanism of religious revival was
employed by the Mam Maya of Chiantla Viejo as a strategy of survival after the Spanish conquest.
This strategy had antecedents in the similar responses that Maya groups enacted when they faced
the conquest and colonization of the K’iche’ Maya across the highlands, just a few decades before
the arrival of the Spanish conquistadors. At Chiantla Viejo, such mechanism meant the adoption of
features and forms of public ritual architecture from Zaculeu, the largest ceremonial center in the
Selegua River basin and one of the sites with the longest occupation in the Maya highlands (ca. AD
500-1525). The conclusions of this dissertation emphasize the pivotal importance of public spaces
for communal gatherings as arenas of religious transformation, and further prove that the adoption
of Christianity in highland Maya communities during early colonial times was not drastic, but left
room for negotiation, continuity, and dissent.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
En la ciudad de Santiago de Guatemala en nueve días del mes de mayo del dicho año [1537] ante
el señor Gonzalo de Ovalle teniente de gobernador y juez de residencia, pareció presente el dicho
Diego de Meneses en el dicho nombre y presentó por testigos para la dicha razón a Francisco,
indio señor del pueblo de Huehuetenango, y a Antón, indio principal del dicho pueblo, y a Juan,
indio naguatato del dicho pueblo, y a Pedro, indio natural del dicho pueblo de Huehuetenango de
los cuales por ser cristianos en presencia del mí el dicho escribano el dicho señor juez tomó y
recibió juramento en forma de derecho los cuales habiendo dicho juramento bien y cumplidamente
prometieron decir la verdad.
“In the city of Santiago de Guatemala, on the ninth day of May [1537] in presence of Gonzalo de
Ovalle, lieutenant of governor and judge of residence, Diego Meneses showed himself in court,
and in the said name presented Francisco, indio señor (lord) of Huehuetenango, and Anton, indio
principal (elite) of the said town, and Juan, indio naguatato (interpreter) of the said town, and
Pedro, indio natural (native) of the said town of Huehuetenango as witnesses for the process, and
since they are Christians, in my presence as the notary, the judge took their oath, and after they
swore the oath in a good and complete manner they promised to tell the truth.”
(Justicia 1031:154r)

In AD 1537 five Mam Maya nobles from Huehuetenango were called to testify in the newly
established city of Santiago de Guatemala on behalf of their encomendero1, Juan de Espinar, as
part of a lengthy judicial process between Espinar and the infamous so-called “conqueror of
Guatemala” Pedro de Alvarado. These nobles were introduced in court as Christian Indians with
Spanish names - a clear indication of their baptism - with the legal capacity to swear the oath to tell
the truth. This last clarification is significant, as the oath was a ritualized legal performance reserved
only for Christian subjects (López Izquierdo 2011; Ridurejo 2005). When the testimonies of these
nobles were recorded individually, the phrase indio que dice ser Cristiano (“Indian who claims to
be Christian”) was immediately annotated by the Spanish notary after the Indians’ new Spanish

An encomendero was the holder of an encomienda. The encomienda was a Spanish colonial institution by
which an individual, usually a conquistador or his descendants, were granted labor and tribute from a native
community as a reward for his services to the Spanish crown (Kramer 1994:11).

1
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names. This is the earliest record of converts to Christianity in the Maya highlands in documents
produced by the Spanish colonial apparatus in which historical individuals are identified by their
name and political status. The mention of these early Maya Christians is even more significant as
in AD 1530 elites from Huehuetenango, probably the same individuals mentioned in AD 1537,
were introduced in court with their Maya and Nahuatl names. This happened as part of the same
judicial process, without any mention of a Christian identity, an indication that seven years earlier
they were not Christians yet (Kramer 1994; Kramer et al. 1991; Lovell et al. 2013).
This seemingly overlooked evidence for new Maya converts, recorded by a Spanish notary
without any claims of relevance and buried among the hundreds of pages of a very complex lawsuit,
triggered my questions about religion, change, and continuity in the Maya highlands during the
first decades after the Spanish conquest of the area. The date AD 1537 is too early for what appears
to be a significant achievement for the Spanish colonial apparatus in their efforts of converting its
new subjects to Catholicism after the military conquest of the region in AD 1525. Nothing less than
the rulers and elites of Huehuetenango, one of the largest highland polities in pre-Hispanic times
and one of the most substantial colonial encomiendas, are addressed by the Spanish legal system
as converted Christians. By 1537 pre-Hispanic settlements were still inhabited and used by
highland Maya communities as the reducción or forced resettlement of native communities in
colonial towns had not been enforced yet in Guatemala. It was not until the decades of the 1540s
and 1550, after the arrival of missionaries of the Franciscan and Domincan mendicant orders to the
Maya highlands, that more organized and substantial efforts for religious conversion took place
(Oss 1986:14-37). Considering that the principle of cuius regio, eio religio was widely enforced by
the Spanish empire during its efforts of religious change in Mesoamerica (Crewe 2019a:96; Oss
1986:16), the conversion of the rulers of Huehuetenango surely had a concrete political impact on
the lives of their local communities and subjects.
This dissertation explores the ways in which a highland community, Chiantla Viejo, a small
Mam Maya settlement in the western Guatemalan highlands, subject to Huehuetenango in
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pre-Hispanic and early colonial times, responded to the efforts of Spanish colonizers to impose a
new religion with prescribed political outcomes for indigenous groups (Figure 1.1). I inquire into
the material dimension of the introduction of new religious worldviews and the mechanism by
which highland Maya communities secured their survival in times of intense, increasing warfare,
economic exploitation, and demographic shifts. I show that the mediation between ostensibly
distinct forms of ritual and worldviews in a time of conflict unfolded not solely in hidden contexts,
such as households or remote shrines as traditionally argued, but especially in open public rituals
held in open spaces. Household and private religious practice have been considered as privileged
hidden transcripts by which conscious resistance secured the continuity of Maya ritual practice in
safe spaces out of sight of the colonial powers (Scott 1992, Farris 1984; Chuchiak 2009; Leventhal
1984, Smith 1962). However, data gathered at Chiantla Viejo indicates a renewed public effort in
the construction of public ritual architecture, at the same time the Spanish empire was organizing
the first serious attempts to impose Hispanic Catholicism in the Maya highlands.

Figure 1.1. The Selegua River basin with the location of Chiantla Viejo and Zaculeu (modified
after Google Earth Pro).
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Furthermore, I demonstrate that the very same mechanism of religious revival employed
by the Mam of Chiantla Viejo as a strategy of survival after the Spanish conquest had clear
antecedents in the similar responses that Maya groups enacted across the Guatemalan highlands
when they faced conquest and colonization by K’iche’ Maya groups from Q’umarkaaj, just a few
decades before the arrival of the Spanish conquistadors. At Chiantla Viejo these mechanisms meant
the adoption of features and forms of public ritual architecture from Zaculeu, the largest ceremonial
center in the Selegua River basin and one of the sites with the longest occupation in the Maya
highlands, from ca. AD 500 until the sixteenth century (Woodbury and Trik 1953; Figures 1.2 and
1.3). The role of Zaculeu in the revival of ritual architecture at Chiantla Viejo cannot be emphasized
enough. Chiantla Viejo was established no more than one hundred years before the arrival of the
Spanish as a result of a military invasion and conquest by the K’iche’.

Figure 1.2. Chiantla Viejo and other sites mentioned in this chapter.
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Figure 1.3. Aerial view of Zaculeu (©Ferguson-Royce: Pre-Columbian Photography. University of
Texas, Austin).

This probably happened after the Mam of the valley of Huehuetenango were pushed to the
hills or sierra by the K’iche’ Maya of Q’umarkaaj, the most powerful highland Maya kingdom
during the Late Postclassic period (AD 1250-1525). The material correlates of social memory
played a crucial role in the strategies of survival employed by the Mam of Chiantla Viejo. Besides
architecture, they included the heavy use of earlier refuse in the fills of structures with large
amounts of early sherds that date to the time when Zaculeu was established as a regional center,
around AD 500. The intentional display of the past in very material and concrete ways strengthened
traditional Maya ritual practice at Chiantla Viejo by drawing on forms and meanings from the past.
The results of my research at Chiantla Viejo, which focuses on a short time span between
the military invasion of the Maya highlands in AD 1524 and the final abandonment of pre-Hispanic
sites around AD 1550, depart from grand narratives about religious change in colonial settings.
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These narratives emphasize resistance and syncretism as overarching frameworks for indigenous
action (Alexander et al. 2018; Jones 1989, 2005; Edmonson 1960:183-192; Thompson 1960;
Liebman and Murphy 2010a). I argue that more intricate processes of negotiation unfolded through
the action of local communities engaged in collective projects of building, planned destruction, and
remodeling of public architecture. My research at Chiantla Viejo shows the pivotal importance of
public spaces for communal gatherings as the scenarios of religious transformation and further
proves that the adoption of Christianity in highland Maya communities during early colonial times
was not drastic. Religious change, I claim, left room for negotiation between external innovations
and traditional ritual practices.
Chiantla Viejo is a small secondary center on the southern slopes of the Sierra de los
Cuchumatanes in the Mam-speaking region of the western Guatemalan highlands, in the Selegua
River basin (Figure 1.4). The Sierra de los Cuchumatanes is the highest mountain range in Central
America. It has been traditionally considered an isolated and remote barren region in which the
Spanish colonizers were only peripherally interested (Lovell 2015).

Figure 1.4. The plaza of Chiantla Viejo viewed from the top of Structure A-8 (photo by Victor
Castillo).
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In 2017 I conducted one field season of archaeological excavations at Chiantla Viejo, with
support from a National Science Foundation Dissertation Improvement grant. My principal goal
was to search for evidence of religious change during the period immediately after the arrival of
the Spanish conquistadors to the area in AD 1525 and the definitive abandonment of pre-Hispanic
settlements around AD 1550, when formal colonial Indian towns were established. My questions
about religious change and continuity were informed by a lengthy and complex judiciary document
produced by the Spanish colonial legal system. This document records events that occurred in the
area due to a strife between two Spanish conquistadors, Pedro de Alvarado and Juan de Espinar,
from approximately AD 1530 to 1540. This document, which is more than four hundred pages in
length, is now at the Archive of the Indies, in Seville, Spain, catalogued under the signature Justicia
1031 (Justicia 1031 “Juan de Espinar con Pedro de Alvarado sobre el Pueblo de Huehuetenango
1530-1540”).
During the summer of 2015 I spent five weeks in Seville transcribing portions of Justicia
1031 with generous support from the School of Anthropology at the University of Arizona. Justicia
1031 was first studied by Wendy Kramer for her unparalleled work on the early Spanish
encomienda in Guatemala (Kramer 1994; Kramer et al. 1991; Lovell et al. 2013). Kramer focused
on the sociopolitical development of the encomienda as an economic institution. She used the case
of the encomienda of Huehuetenango as a prime example of the local politics that entangled native
communities, Spanish conquistadors, and colonial officials in the process of dividing the spoils of
the Spanish conquest of Guatemala. My work at Chiantla Viejo rests on Kramer’s seminal
contributions, as well as on the examination of this document by W. George Lovell, Christopher
Lutz, and William R. Sweezey (Kramer et al. 1991; Lovell et al. 2013). My research further expands
their findings by paying more attention to the information regarding pre-Hispanic history as
recorded in Justicia 1031.
Based on a combination of archival research on early colonial Maya and archaeological
data, I found that Chiantla Viejo experienced a short but strong revival of the indigenous traditional
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religion in the years following the Spanish military conquest of the area. This revival had a clear
public material manifestation: ceremonial platforms were intermittently destroyed and rebuilt in
the center of the main plaza, ceremonial structures were enlarged, and typical Maya ritual
architectural features found at major ceremonial highland centers were incorporated into the local
architecture of Chiantla Viejo.

Analytical Framework
The clash of different religious beliefs, worldviews, and ritual practices has been a
significant source of conflict in many regions of the world. Throughout history, human groups have
experienced struggle and unease when they get exposed to new religious influences because,
frequently, such influences come along with drastic changes in society such as migration,
demographic shifts, and political reconfigurations. On a global scale, the sixteenth century
witnessed the rather turbulent encounter of peoples with different religions and worldviews during
the expansion of European powers across the world. In this encounter, religion provided a
framework for imperial policymaking, the formation of political subjects, and the ideological
justifications of war and peace. But religion also provided local means of endurance and persistence
as it proved to be, in many regards, the backbone of cultural continuity. Within this context, the
Spanish empire envisioned its growth on the premise that religion was the drive of its global
expansion that had to “convert” individuals, peoples, and communities to an assumed true religion
under an exclusive, jealous god (Cecil and Pugh 2009).
For the case of Mesoamerica, the seminal historiographical work of Robert Ricard The
Spiritual Conquest of Mexico (1933, 1947, 1966), has significantly conditioned analytical
backgrounds for addressing religious change in sixteenth-century native communities (see for
example Miller and Farris 1979). The “Spiritual Conquest framework” assumes that the native
soul, and not only the land and the body, had to be forcibly defeated and taken over by the
Spanish empire through the imposition and adoption of an assumed true religion. Religious
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change meant, according to this model, a complete replacement of native religious beliefs and
practices; therefore, the conquest can only be considered consumed once the soul surrenders to
the foreign religion and the new gods. Historical and ethnographic data, however, clearly show
that the spiritual conquest failed as native worldviews and ritual practices not only survived the
military subjugation of Mesoamerican native communities but continued throughout colonial
times into the present (Crewe 2019b).
When the spiritual conquest narrative is applied to archaeological and historical data, the
persistence and continuity of pre-Hispanic native rituals and beliefs can only be products of selfconscious, organized resistance. Although there is no doubt that resistance did form part of native
responses to colonialism (see Jones 1989), there is an intrinsic danger for archaeological studies
in simplistically addressing material continuity as the backbone of conscious, reactive indigenous
resistance (Wernke 2010:78-79). Recent advances made by anthropological linguists and experts
in religious studies provide a more nuanced and enriched view on the appropriation of Hispanic
Catholicism by sixteenth-century Maya elites (Sparks et al. 2017; Romero 2015; Sachse 2016,
Sparks and Sachse 2017; Christenson 2016). These advances, based on the study of the rich
theological texts by both Spanish missionaries and Maya elite brokers, indicate that the
introduction of key Christian concepts was accomplished through the adoptions of the high
register of highland Maya ceremonial discourse. These new approaches propose to downplay
notions of orthodoxy and true belief in the deployment of ritual practices and religious discourses
by sixteenth-century highland Maya, mainly because such notions were hardly straightforward in
pre-Counter Reformation Hispanic Catholicism. Sixteenth-century Maya were originally exposed
to different strands of Spanish Catholicism that had not been yet shaped by the universalist claims
articulated by the Roman Catholic Church through the Council of Trent (1545-1563), which
standardized Catholic ritual practices and dogma on a global scale.
The two missionary branches of the Roman Catholic Church that aimed to convert the
highland Maya, the Dominican and Franciscan orders, had conflicting if not completely opposing
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views on how to conduct the task of “evangelization” in terms of presenting theological concepts
and performing basic Catholic ritual practices (Romero 2015; Sparks et al. 2017). Thus, the
parochial versions of European Christianity presented to Maya communities were transformed
soon after the assumed “triumph” of the spiritual conquest, producing an ambivalent Maya
Christianism that could not fit into the desired orthodoxy of Counter-Reformation Catholicism.
This disjuncture has not been properly studied in archaeological terms, since prevalent
conceptualizations of religious conversion to Christianity address sixteenth-century Roman
Catholicism as a monolithic doctrinal religion that affected the ways in which Maya peoples
believed (e.g., Graham 2001). By examining the correlates of ritual practice in Maya settlements
inhabited during the first contact between Maya religion and Hispanic Catholicism, that is to say
before the building of Indian towns and colonial reducciones, a more coherent picture of the
immediate responses from Maya groups and particular traditions of Hispanic Catholicism emerge.
This period is important for understanding subsequent changes in highland Maya religion. For
example, during this period Christian rituals, such as baptisms or the mass had to be practiced in
“pagan” temples, and sermons of conversion had to be preached in plazas surrounded by
pyramids. Thus, the very same ritual pre-Hispanic landscape was the stage for the introduction of
Christianity in the Maya area.
This dissertation inquiries about key anthropological topics pertaining to religious
change, which include ritual and conversion. At the core of this inquiry stands the relevance of
religion as an analytical framework in archaeology for addressing routinized and significant
actions on a communal level. By studying the role of plazas as stages of communal responses for
religious change, this research addresses the public dimension of conversion as a politically
oriented action and a recursive process between ideas and practices in concrete historical milieus.
Pre-Hispanic plazas and other places for public gatherings (such as ball courts and causeways) in
settlements inhabited by the Maya during and after the Spanish conquest were spaces for
encounter and community formation in critical times, but also for the display of struggle and
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antagonism (Inomata and Tsukamoto 2014). These spaces were pivotal stages for the formation
of colonial subjects during the first decades of Spanish domination of the Maya, but soon they
proved to be insufficient for the enterprise of reducción envisioned by the Spanish empire. This
struggle makes these spaces ideal for the study of how colonial powers and native communities
negotiated religious change in the transition from pre-Hispanic conventions of public ritual to the
emergence of Maya colonial religion. Influential scholars have argued that the persistence of
traditional Maya practices throughout centuries is a product of traditional domestic Maya religion
being confined to the secrecy of private rituals (e.g., Farris 1984:287-290). The results of the
research at Chiantla Viejo, however, point towards a communal display of reinterpreted Maya
rituals happening publicly right after the Spanish military invasion and during the first decades of
Spanish domination over the Maya highlands.

Methodological Framework
The research questions of this study are answered through a conjunctive approach of two
main lines of evidence: archaeological data and textual information coming from sixteenthcentury documents written in Spanish by officials of the colonial apparatus. Although often
privileged when addressing processes of change and conversion during the sixteenth century, the
historical record has proved flawed in many instances in telling the story of the spread of
Catholicism in the New World. Archaeology might resolve some of the “inaccuracies” or
misleading overarching interpretations disseminated by centuries of domination of the historical
canon by presenting the anthropologically informed dimension of material evidence (Liebman
and Murphy 2010b:5). This research has taken the methodological approach of considering both
archaeological and textual data as parallel lines of evidence that inform each other. Data and
interpretations might not converge or correlate, but the points of incongruity and contradiction are
precisely the ones that highlight crucial processes that might have required strategies of
negotiation.
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Other lines of evidence are useful for bridging the archaeological and textual records.
Oral tradition has helped to establish the historical connection between archaeological sites, such
as Chiantla Viejo and the places mentioned in historical records. In the western Guatemalan
highlands modern local communities have strong oral histories regarding the past. In these oral
accounts archaeological sites play the role of metonymies of the pre-Hispanic era, whereas the
advent of the colonial rule is symbolized in the arrival and presence of a patron saint (see for
example Watanabe 1992; La Farge 1947). These stories from oral tradition are present in the
modern day community of Chiantla, where Chiantla Viejo is considered to be the original
location of the town, which had to be abandoned when the Virgin of Chiantla arrived in the area
and convinced the original inhabitants of Chiantla Viejo to abandon the site and move to the
colonial town of Chiantla (Castillo 2015; see Chapter 4). My identification of the sixteenthcentury settlement called Chiantla in Justicia 1031 with the archaeological site called Chiantla
Viejo today is grounded in the local oral tradition of the modern community of Chiantla and in
the local representations of the past that modern Chiantlecos have with regard to their own place
in time and history.

Research Strategy
There is a critical piece of information coming from Justicia 1031 which mentions that
Chiantla (now called Chiantla Viejo) and at least seven other communities in the Selegua River
basin were burnt intentionally by Mam Maya during the first months of AD 1530. I found
evidence of this fire in the excavations at Chiantla Viejo. A layer of burnt lime plaster on floors
and walls found in the excavations that I carried out in the plaza is thus a clear chronological
marker, which can be used to address the timing of changes in ritual practices at the site (see
Chapter 6).
My excavations at Chiantla Viejo concentrated on the main plaza of the site and the
surrounding buildings. I targeted only public spaces and buildings; domestic spaces such as
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houses or patios were not the focus of this research. Excavations were carried out in order to
determine whether 1) there were alterations in the architecture of pre-Hispanic public/ritual
buildings to host Christian rituals, 2) artifacts of European origin were integrated into caches, 3)
pre-Hispanic burial practices, such as the cremation of corpses, were abandoned in favor
inhumations with standard alignments, such as an extended position, typical for Christian burials
and 4) animals of European origin were used in ritual practices.
The work at Chiantla Viejo was carried out in a region with scant or non-existent
archaeological and historical information. Therefore, I used data from the much better
investigated center of Zaculeu, a major regional ceremonial center located only 7 km south of
Chiantla Viejo, as a reference for a chronological reconstruction for the region (see Figures 1.2
and 1.3). Excavations at Zaculeu were carried out in the 1940s primarily to reconstruct the major
architecture of the site for tourism without specific anthropological or historical questions
(Woodbury and Trik 1953). Nonetheless, the information recovered over the course of research at
Zaculeu constitutes a solid base to further expand on the archaeology of this under-researched
region of the Maya area.

Chapter Summary
The theoretical framework that guides my interpretation of the data collected at Chiantla
Viejo is discussed in Chapter 2. In Chapter 3, I provide a background on the archaeology and
ethnohistory of the Late Postclassic (AD 1250-1550) Maya highlands, paying special attention to
the historical milieu in which ritual innovations occurred during the last century of the preHispanic history of the highland Maya. A more local historical context of the Mam Maya of
western Guatemala at the eve of the Spanish conquest is provided in Chapter 4, where I discuss
and assess the historical information provided by testimonies recorded in Justicia 1031 and
contrast them with archeological data for the area. The geographic setting of Chiantla Viejo is
discussed in Chapter 5, where I also provide a detailed description of the archaeological remains
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visible on the surface today. Chapter 6 focuses on the field operations carried out at Chiantla
Viejo and describes the mapping of the site and the archaeological findings of the excavations of
the field season of 2017. Chapter 7 discusses ceramics recovered at Chiantla Viejo and
establishes comparisons with the ceramic data available for Zaculeu and other highland sites.
Chronological issues regarding the dating of the site based on archaeological evidence are
discussed in this chapter. Interpretation of the data described in Chapters 6 and 7 are presented in
Chapter 8, where the research questions posited in this chapter are answered and discussed. The
final chapter, Chapter 9, summarizes the goals and results of this study.
Six appendices follow the chapters of this dissertation. Appendix A presents a
preliminary typology of the ceramic types found at Chiantla Viejo. In Appendix B, I present the
dates yielded by radiocarbon samples collected at Chiantla Viejo. Appendix C provides a
description and discussion of the obsidian artifacts recovered at the site. Appendix D provides a
discussion of the human bones recovered during the excavations at Chiantla Viejo.
Zooarchaeological remains are listed and described Appendix E. Finally, miscellaneous artifacts,
including figurines, stamps, stucco, and modern materials, are presented in Appendix F. A report
in Spanish describing the results of the field work was submitted to the Instituto de Antropología
e Historia de Guatemala (IDAEH) in 2018. Many of the preliminary interpretations presented in
the report are further revised, refined, and expanded in this dissertation. All the artifacts
recovered during the excavations at Chiantla Viejo are stored in the facilities of IDAEH located at
12 Avenida 11-65 Zona 1, Guatemala City. A comprehensive ceramic collection organized by
diagnostic types is housed at IDAEH’s Ceramoteca in Guatemala City and is accessible to
researchers.
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CHAPTER 2
RELIGION AND RITUAL AT THE TIME OF THE SPANISH CONQUEST

This chapter discusses the theoretical tenets that have informed my interpretation of the
data collected at Chiantla Viejo as a short-lived revivalist movement of indigenous religion
during the incipient efforts of religious conversion led by the Spanish empire in the Maya area.
Archaeological and historical data from Chiantla Viejo suggests some continuity of Maya
traditional ritual architecture during the transition of a small Mam Maya community to Spanish
colonial rule, a continuity that I am hesitant to call resistance. In a recent assessment of resistance
in Mesoamerican archaeology, Zeitlin and Palka (2018) envision this concept as the seminal stage
of social action that ends in revolt and rebellion; a process that unfolds in the tension between
public and hidden transcripts (sensu Scott 1992), and therefore between private and public social
spheres. Resistance assumes an opposition that actively draws on a coherent unanimity against
domination and hegemony. It interprets continuity as an ever-growing conflict that shapes
communal action at the expenses of other mechanisms of group survival, such as collaboration
and reciprocity (Liebman and Murphy 2010b:9). Although reactive organized resistance was
indeed a mechanism of survival employed in some instances by highland Maya communities
facing the Spanish conquest, it does not suffice to explain the expanded efforts for elaborating
and recreating the past that I observe at Chiantla Viejo.
Recent research on theological texts written by Maya elites and Spanish missionaries
during the sixteenth century as well as historical evidence of nominal conversions, indicate that
more intricate and complicated processes of negotiation and adaptation were taking place rather
than just reactive, organized resistance (Sparks 2019, 2016; Sparks et al. 2017; Romero 2015).
Such processes did not include the adaptation of Maya ritual and mythology to Christian
structures, but actually the other way around, that is to say, the Mayanization of Christian
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mythology and ritual practice. In particular, the Theologia Indorum, a compendium of Christian
theology compiled by Spanish missionary Domingo de Vico in the 1550s and presented to the
highland Maya makes the compelling argument that the conversion of the Maya to Christianity
was not a shift of religions, but actually a return to the assumed pure religion of the Maya
forefathers free from later idolatry (Sparks et al. 2017; Acuña 1985). These new insights
complicate the picture of religious change in the Maya highlands by emphasizing the importance
of the pre-Hispanic ritual structures as vectors for the introduction of Christianity.
To clarify my standpoint, in this chapter I discuss how religion in general, and public
ritual in particular, offer suitable venues for studying the processes of the formation and reformation of structures for ritual continuity and innovative agential responses in small
communities facing great social stress due to colonization experiences. Accordingly, my
theoretical and operational goals for this chapter are threefold: 1. I argue that the study of ritual,
and particularly ritual performed in plazas and places for communal gatherings offers indices of
larger mechanism of community survival and strategies of political negotiation. 2. I situate the
concept of “religious conversion” in a broader web of political implications for native
communities facing the expansion of colonial powers. And 3. I emphasize the significance of
revivalist movements as flexible anti-structural processes that provided a social framework for the
operationalization of ritual change, formal continuity, but also dissent. By combining a practiceoriented approach to ritual with an anthropological perspective on conversion and religious
change, I argue that religious change at Chiantla Viejo during the Spanish conquest followed a
memory-based strategy that integrated new and old elements into the revival of local forms of
public ritual.

The Archaeology of Religious Encounters
The products of culture contact have been the focus of much research in archaeology (e.g.
Sered 2007; Liebmann 2013; Silliman 2001, 2009, 2015). On a very basic level, the nomenclature
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of cultural encounters aims at addressing larger social phenomena by examining different grades
of uniqueness, difference, and mixture that emerge from the relationships between two or more
seemingly distinct human groups (Leopold 2001; Stewart 2011, 1999). Labels of cultural mixture
across different social sciences might mean different things according to different contexts.
Syncretism, hybridity, creolization, mestizaje, symbiosis, bricolage, synthesis and other
anthropological conceptualizations of cultural mixture are sometimes used as synonyms, but they
can yield disparate and opposing understandings of specific social phenomena depending on the
theoretical frameworks used by researchers (Stewart 1999, 2011). How, then, can archaeologists
operationalize cross-cultural categories of religious mixture, fusion, or amalgamation?
The question of culture mixture has, on a very fundamental level, the issue of cultural
“purity” that recent anthropological research has been trying to avoid. To overcome essentialist
modes, anthropological research has led to the development of alternative analytical categories
grounded in notions such as the third factor (Leopold 2001) or the third space (Bhabha 1994) as
mediating concepts to address the result of cultural difference without elaborating rigid opposite
endpoints of culture interaction.

Religion has been a preferred field for syncretism and

acculturation studies, since religious change is frequently understood as a byproduct of the
encounter of donor traditions that allowed room for both continuity and innovation. The concept of
syncretism, in particular, has been favored in religious studies in order to address religious mixing
(Shaw and Stewart 1994; Insoll 2004:132–149). The idea of syncretism encompasses global
trajectories of cultural interaction since it embeds concepts of cultural movement including
diaspora, migration, and transnationalism, which very often are framed within the historical
trajectories of world religions such as Christianity, Islam, or Buddhism (Steward1999:40-41). Due
to its connection to the study of religion on a global scale, syncretism is also widely used as an
operational category for studying

religious change, the abandonment of “paganism,” and

conversion to world religions (Peel 1968). Although syncretism as an analytical category has been
applied in disparate manners, Stewart summarizes the most evident connotations associated with
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syncretism in anthropological research: 1. it is a favored framework for studying religious change;
2. it emphasizes integration and fusion rather than conflict; and 3. it is presented as a synthetic
product rather than an analytical construct (Stewart 2011). In general, syncretism favors the notion
of a stronger input by the native tradition, which manages to preserve or introduce traditional
practices and worldviews into the newly imposed structure of the new colonial religion. This model,
however, is flawed as long as it considers the native religion as a monolithic corpus of practices
and beliefs that finds instability only when exposed to the new colonial religion. According to this
framework, world religions are considered as canonical, textual, and literary, whereas indigenous
religious systems are interpreted as volatile and adaptable to new social structures.
Recent archaeological studies on colonialism have departed from traditional models of
acculturation and syncretism in favor of a more localized understanding of colonial subjects as
active agents capable of negotiating their own cultural and social values with colonial powers
(e.g. Stein 2005; Wernke 2007, 2013; Liebmann 2012; Liebmann and Murphy 2010a; Ferris
2009; Lightfoot 2005; Funari and Senatore 2015). In the case of Mesoamerica, archeological
research on culture contact and colonialism has focused on the responses of indigenous
communities to imperial economic and cultural pressures, the integration of local economies and
traditions into emerging global economic systems, and the political dimensions of culture change
(Alexander and Kepecs 2018; Charlton and Fournier 1993; Charlton et al. 2005; Fowler 1993;
Zeitlin and Thomas 1997; Kepecs and Alexander 2005; Palka 2009; Rodríguez-Alegría 2005,
2010; Rodríguez-Alegría et al. 2003; Gasco 2005a, 2005b; Jones 1989; Oland and Palka 2016).
Spanish colonialism has been theorized from several perspectives in terms of the availability and
resolution of data (Funari and Senatore 2015; Palka 2009). Although several models have
emphasized either patterns of globalization through cultural fusion or the continuity of native
practices and worldviews, recent approaches in Maya archaeology argue for a localized
understanding of distinct zones of culture contact with differentiated degrees of social change
instead of teleological grand narratives of continuity and change (Oland and Palka 2016).

38
From the perspective of archeological research on colonialism in North America, Stephen
W. Silliman has stressed the perils of understanding the concepts of continuity and change as two
distinct expected outcomes with assigned measurable cultural identities reflected in the material
record (Silliman 2005, 2009). Assuming the existence of a native “baseline” to measure change
is, according to Silliman, a misleading approach that presumes quotas of authenticity and
resistance imposed onto non-European groups, but rarely the other way around. Beyond the
dichotomy of continuity and change there is, Silliman argues, a complex interplay of power,
objects, meanings, and subjectivities unfolding in particular historical contexts and eliciting
situated responses caused by social memory and daily practices. Although archaeologists tend to
seriate acts and processes according to grand schemes of time and place, scales of social action in
native communities might not conform to Western understandings of historical trajectories.
Instead, actions may unfold according to small-scale everyday practices entangled in the interplay
of landscapes, agents, objects, and social memory “as a contested and negotiated resource for
agents and practices.” (Silliman 2009:215). The importance of social memory as articulator of the
reproduction and contestation of social structures is crucial for groups facing the expansion of
colonial powers as it provides a vector not only for the persistence of tradition but also for the
incorporation of innovation and the naturalization of new social structures.
For the Maya area, several authors have reached a similar conclusion from an historical
and ethnographic perspective (e.g., Thompson 1960). Victoria Bricker, for example, claims that
many of the features traditionally considered as purely native in colonial and modern Maya
religion are in fact of colonial origin (Bricker 1981). Bricker backs her arguments by highlighting
how in times of ethnic conflict and great social stress, colonial and modern Maya communities
drew on symbols of colonial origins entrenched in Maya colonial tradition rather than on
expected essential Maya features. The Tzendal rebellion of 1712 illustrates this claim well.
Colonial Maya from highland Chiapas relied heavily on Catholic symbolisms and artifacts within
local contexts as a strategy to overthrow Spanish rule (Gosner 1992). John Watanabe (1992)
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argues that essentialism in Maya studies, that is to say the assumed existence of a primordial
Maya culture through time, has misled anthropological approaches to culture change by totalizing
culture or ethnicity as monolithic, transregional categories of analysis mostly addressed through
the notion of cultural persistence. Watanabe proposes to particularize enduring continuities as
meaningful local interactions to explicate how native communities preserve the significance of
past conventions of social life for self-interested purposes of the present. Through the usage of
such conventions, Watanabe argues, cultural change manages to engage communities in instances
of recognition and innovation in order to give locally based responses to conflict and social
transformation (Watanabe 1992:15-16).
Foundational anthropological studies addressed rituals as concrete collective actions with
material correlates that enacted highly abstract, conceptual worldviews (e.g. Geertz 1973;
Wallace 1966). Meaning has been traditionally considered as a relevant aspect of religion,
indissolubly tied to more abstract notions of beliefs and worldviews. At the same time, meaning
has been considered as something hard if not impossible to grasp from archaeological data
(Renfrew 1985). However, recent theoretical approaches on ritual propose study how practice
shapes actions and perceptions of the world (Fogelin 2007). A practice theory approach is well
suited to study social change through the lens of ritual, since it focuses on people’s actions rather
than on assumed meanings or beliefs. Practice theory focuses on the recursive relationships
between structures and agents, and studies how structures are preserved or altered by agents’
actions (Bourdieu 1977). The action of agents during events of social stress and culture change
hold the key to the understanding of how historically-contextualized groups transformed, altered,
re-created, or otherwise preserved social structures and patterns of community life (Bourdieu
1977, 1990; Sahlins 1985; Ortner 1989). Following a practice-oriented approach, the emergence
of new social orders cannot be attributed to linear social effects, but to recursive principles of
ordering between thought and action that are produced a reproduced “at the level of practice
itself” (Couldry 2006:42; Giddens 1984). By studying people’s actions and representations, the
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analysis of reproduction and contestation of social schemes in historical contexts can shed light
on how the interplay of actions, meanings, and social structures articulated processes of culture
change (Bourdieu 1977; Giddens 1984; Pauketat 2001).
Catherine Bell (2009) argues that certain actions become privileged and differentiated
(ritualized) from ordinary activities. The signification of such actions through ritualization, Bell
claims, promotes a strategic arena for the emergence of power relationships with concomitant
processes of dominance and resistance (Bell 2009:170). Practice theory favors the understanding
of ritual and ritualized acts not as mere enactments of abstract beliefs, but as strategies for
constructing, maintaining, and contesting power relationships (Bell 1997, 2009; Fogelin 2007).
Although ritual and ritualized actions might seem monolithic and well-coded practices, they
constitute flexible schemes for the reproduction of social structures while providing room for
consent and change (Bell 2009:200-221). Accordingly, ritual constitutes an ever-ongoing social
process and a critical exercise of power rather than a fixed episodic event. This theoretical
framework is useful for studying the complex processes of religious change in sixteenth-century
Mesoamerica, where different agents, both native and colonial, promoted distinct political
agendas that produced social change at the level of practice itself. Although the Spanish empire
had grandiose claims about desired outcomes regarding religious change, actual changes during
the Spanish conquests happened along the lines of the substantial practical knowledge of native
communities, which opportunistically tried to make sense of the novel ideas and practices
imposed upon them by the Spanish. In this sense, Ryan Crewe (2019a, 2019b) is correct in
stressing that Mesoamerican traditions provided the track for action regarding shifts in religious
affiliation during the Spanish conquest; these same traditions, however, allowed room for
experimentation in the recurrence of conventions of public performances.
Nothing illustrates this better than historical evidence about the worshiping of Christian
deities and the performance of Christian rituals in the very same physical spaces where
Mesoamerican groups had publicly practiced their religions for centuries. Archaeological and
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historical data indicate that prior to the building of formal Christian churches, Late Postclassic
plazas and pyramidal temples served as stages for Christian ritual during early colonial times
(Folan 1970; Andrews 1991; Miller and Farris 1979; Ximénez 1929:201; Díaz del Castillo
2005:127,206,284; Edgerton 2001:73-105). The period between the military conquest and the
formal launching of evangelization efforts that culminated in the establishment of colonial Indian
towns or reducciones was a critical time for Mesoamerican groups. This period provided a time
frame for experimenting with different strategies of preservation, re-creation, and transformation
of local social structures and patterns of ritual performance at a communal level since, at this
time, the “evangelizing” scope of the Spanish empire was still weak. The time frame varies
according to different regions in Mesoamerica, but for the Maya highlands the time between the
military conquest and the formal establishment of reducciones dates to about AD 1524 to 1550.
Early experimentations with alterity and indigenous structures set the tone for future
responses to more organized colonial efforts of religious change. Different Mesoamerican groups
followed distinct approaches to the novel Christian rituals during this transitional period. Early
ramada churches and open chapels in the plazas of Postclassic sites in Yucatan and Belize
(Graham 2011; Miller and Farris 1979), the experimentation with European artifacts in traditional
Maya caches in the lowlands of Petén (Pugh 2009), Christian cemeteries in Postclassic sites of
Oaxaca (Warinner et al. 2012; Spores and Robles García 2007), just two mention a few novel
ritual practices, reflect the local responses to external inputs derived from the imposition of
Christianity. These practices unfolded within the frame of local indigenous structures that were
altered and re-created to allow room for innovation either by imposition or adoption. The first
Christian arenas for public ritual were after all the very same places as the ancient Mesoamerican
ones. Syncretism had not happened yet at this early stage, but public ritual offered a framework to
produce new social realities at the level of ritual practice itself. This is the specific historical
context in which the Maya of the Selegua River “converted” to Christianity in the 1530s.
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Performing Religion in the Plaza
From an archaeological perspective, analyses of changes of emplaced ritual practices can
offer a solid basis for analyzing the processes of negotiations between colonial powers and native
communities in transition to colonial rule. Studies on the construction, use, and transformations of
the built environment, particularly plazas, inform how senses of new social realities were
internalized or rejected through localized interactions by the local community (Low 1995, 2000;
Moore 1996; Inomata 2006a, 200b; Inomata and Tsukamoto 2014; Kertzer 1988; Solari 2014).
Plazas offer a scenario for spatializing culture through direct experiences of individuals
interacting among themselves and with the built environment (Lowe 1995, 2000:128-131).
Although plazas and other spaces for public gatherings might have been conceived as
mechanisms of power, technology, and discipline (Foucault 1977), the multiplicity of social
interactions taking place in such public arenas allows a momentum for the social construction and
production of space through daily practices and bodily interactions. According to Lowe, the
social production of space involves the material dimensions in the creation of a physical setting.
Social construction, on the other hand, involves the actual transformation of space “into scenes
and actions that convey meaning” (Lowe 2000:127-128). The production and construction of
space as understood by Lowe is a recursive process in which neither takes precedence over the
other.
Physicality and meaning are two core concepts tied to the notions of production and
construction of space and they offer appropriate categories for addressing larger social
phenomena of social change. As Inomata and Tsukamoto argue (2014:7-12), physicality and
meaning are not separate aspects, but they are in constant recursive relationships. Physicality
involves the material aspects regarding the distribution of bodily interactions and the spatial
capacities for such interactions. The study of the physical aspects, such as visibility, access, and
restriction, can help archaeologists to infer about community sizes, audience estimates, and the
framework of action for spectators, audiences, and performers.
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As plazas are considered as suitable spaces for community-making processes and the
formation of communal identities, the physical capacity of plazas is of prime importance for the
“relation between the tangible and the imagined aspects of society” (Inomata 2006a:805).
Meaning, on the other hand, is tied to abstract concepts related to experiences, values, and
perceptions. Meaning emerges as result of complex entanglements of perceptions, experiences,
ideas, objects, and memories. The interplay of different aspects of social life in the production
and construction of meaning in plazas allows room for multivocality. As such, plazas are spaces
for embodied practices related to power processes in which people “create, negotiate, and subvert
social realities” (Inomata and Tsukamoto 2014:5).
The importance of plazas during the religious transformation of Mesoamerican
communities it is attested by several lines of evidence, which emphasize the centrality of such
spaces for the public display and interplay of new and old material religious media. The case of
Dzilbilchaltun, in the Yucatan peninsula, is paradigmatic in this regard (Figure 2.1).

Figure 2.1. The sixteenth-century open-air chapel in the central plaza of Dzilbilchaltun. A preHispanic construction is visible in the background (photo by Margarita Cossich).
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At Dzilbilchaltun, a Christian capilla abierta, an open-air chapel, was built in the great
central plaza surrounded by pre-Hispanic Maya ritual architecture (Andrews 1980). Open-air
chapels were novel ritual architectural solutions without precedents in Europe nor in the New
World to accommodate native populations in open spaces to participate in the celebration of the
Mass After the military invasion, during the sixteenth and seventeenth century, Mendicant orders
relied on the capacities of newly built open spaces, such as open-air chapels and atria for the
celebration of Christian rituals. Although indigenous Mesoamerican groups nominally
participated in these rituals, probably under coercion, the physical setting of such spaces with
parallel forms and meanings with pre-Hispanic plazas might have offered a resource for
strengthening indigenous social memory regarding public ritual and also a framework for the
reformulation of collective practices of community-making. Parallelisms included the
quadripartite division of plazas, cruciform elements in the middle of open spaces as
representations of the axis mundi, cave-like spaces where religious specialists conducted rituals
not completely visible by the audience, and the use of plazas for the staging of sacred dramas
(Solari 2014; McAndrew 1965, Edgerton 2001, Wagner 2013).
Social memory acts as the prime articulator in the recursive relationship between
physicality and meaning. Social memory cannot be reduced to a summary of individual memories
regarding events of the past; it constitutes a collective process of representing the past that shapes
a shared perception of the present. Public rituals provided a framework for the recognition of
shared representations of the past and the potentialities of such representations for actions
regarding concrete social situations of the present. Rituals are usually highly charged with
“memory work” allowing the adscription of meanings based on selective representation and
historical recollection produced by social interactions (Mills and Walker 2008). Plazas are prime
places for public ritual and as such they provide a setting for the interplay between different
individuals and groups who might hold different ideas and beliefs, sometimes in direct opposition
or conflict.
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The Spiritual Conquest
The traditional paradigm of the “Spiritual Conquest,” to frame the encounter of European
and native Mesoamerican religious systems has been one of the most widely accepted models for
explaining the expansion of Christianity in Mesoamerica. Although the Spiritual Conquest
framework has been widely applied, mostly in historical research, it neglects taking into account
the concrete role of ritual practices in sixteenth-century Mesoamerica. This paradigm follows the
basic strands of Robert Ricard’s landmark work, The Spiritual Conquest of Mexico, originally
published in French in 1933 but soon translated to Spanish and English (Ricard 1933, 1943,
1966). Ricard did not focus on the actual process of religious conversion but instead highlighted
the mechanisms employed by Mendicant orders to secure a stable ecclesiastical organization in
the newly conquered lands of what is now Mexico. Although the specificities of religious change
were not of prime importance in Ricard’s discussion, he argued that the Spiritual Conquest had a
very clear material manifestation; the grandiose sixteenth-century churches of central Mexico,
which certainly resemble castles or fortresses, acknowledge the success of the military-like
enterprise of making ancient Mexico a Christian kingdom. Ricard provided a general view on
religious change solely from the perspective of Spanish written accounts. He depicted members
of mendicant orders as some sort of zealous and heroic fighters who took over the land swiftly
and vigorously. As Sarah Cline argues, the Spiritual Conquest was presented as a necessary
counterpart of the more dramatic military conquest, a sort of militant-Christian enactment of a
complete takeover of Indian land by the Spanish empire (Cline 1993). The Spiritual Conquest
model followed previous narratives of the Spanish experience of the Reconquista in which
Castilian rulers faced not only the ideological problem of cultural and religious difference, but
also moral questions about righteous rule over non-Christian subjects and more mundane issues
related to the ecclesiastical organization of newly conquered territories (Burns 1971).
Although Ricard was interested in outlining a narrative of Catholic heroism, historians
promptly reinterpreted and applied his model to processes of religious change across
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Mesoamerica with mixed results of success. Historians and archaeologists enthusiastically
addressed the Spiritual Conquest as a model of erasure and replacement of indigenous religions
across the Americas from the perspective of the primacy of belief (Leon-Portilla 1970; Miller and
Farris 1979; Cline 1993, Graham 2011; Zeitlin and Palka 2018). The Spiritual Conquest became,
above all, a framework for explaining Christianization, evangelization, and conversion as a oneway process of imposition, dominance, and acceptance as described by Spanish chroniclers
(Burkhart 2017). Since the Christianization of Mesoamerican societies was seen as an act of utter
subjugation, the Spiritual Conquest model regards the continuity of elements of pre-Hispanic
Mesoamerican as a mere manifestation of reactive resistance upon forced conversion and cultural
homogenization. Conversely, the presence of European elements of ritual practice implies blank
acceptance of Christian forms and meanings (i.e., Miller and Farris 1979; Graham 2011;
Thompson 1960; Chuchiak 2009). That is to say, the Spiritual Conquest model does not allow
room for negotiation as it follows a top-down approach: Spanish missionaries preach, natives
convert or resist. However, this framing of religious change is at odds with ethnographic and
historical data that emphasize the persistence of many non-Christian ritual practices and meanings
together with re-interpreted Roman Catholic ritualism and symbolism (e.g., Farris 1984, Bunzel
1952; Stanzione 2003; Christentson 2016; Carlsen 2011).
The overemphasis on acceptance, confrontation, and opposition in the Spiritual Conquest
model has obscured other explanations to address religious transformations in sixteenth-century
Mesoamerica. Critiques of the Spiritual Conquest model came during the last decades of the
twentieth century from the fields of linguistics, philology, and religious studies (Burkhart 2017;
Cline 1993; Crewe 2019). Jorge Klor de Alva questioned the accuracy of the Spiritual Conquest
model for reflecting actual religious changes that Mesoamerican communities experienced during
the sixteenth century (Klor de Alva 1982). Klor de Alva argued for a localized understanding of
“autochthonous views of Christianity” as a counterpart to grand narratives of the acceptance of
external Christian forms at regional scales. To solve the bipolar simplicity of dominance-
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resistance postulated by the Spiritual Conquest model, Klor de Alva developed a framework in
which different grades of authenticity of conversion, accommodation, and conflict could be
measured. For Klor de Alva, the distinction between private and public spheres of ritual practice
can shed light on the degree of variability to responses to Christianity. Klor de Alva was one of
the first Mesoamericanists to theorize religious “in-betweenness,” and more broadly plain
indifference, as indigenous responses rooted in an agential action by native Mesoamerican
communities (Klor de Alva 1982). Still, he emphasized the authenticity of beliefs as something
testable and measurable from documents written by indigenous groups.
Probably the most remarkable advances in contesting the grand narratives of the Spiritual
Conquest were made by the New Philology School, which put its attention on the abundant
sixteenth-century native-language sources and deemphasized the preeminence of Spanish written
accounts regarding representations of native Mesoamerica (Restall 2003). The New Philology
school fostered an examination of native sources, many of which deal with religious matters, to
comprehend the ways in which Christianity was received by native Mesoamerican groups (e.g.,
Burkhart 1989, 2011; Cline 1986; Restall 1998; Terraciano 2001). As Louise Burkhart (2017)
has recently argued, the study of native sources showed that indigenous agency was a prime
factor in the multiple responses of indigenous groups to the exposure to the Christian religious
system. Indigenous groups were not mere reactive spectators of imposition, but they participated
actively in crafting a native Christianity, molded according to local patterns of religious belief
systems and ritual practices. Although in the Spiritual Conquest model the Hispanic Catholic
church is represented as a monolithic, overzealous doctrinal and ritual system impelled to
exterminate any trace of pre-Hispanic religions, the New Philology movement has shown that in
fact Catholic missionaries had to adapt and improvise their assumed fixed tenets to localized
geographical and historical contexts in their push for converting Mesoamerican groups (Burkhart
2017:5-6). In other words, the introduction of Christianity was negotiated according to native sets
of conditions.
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Along with the issue of the predominance of the Spiritual Conquest model we need to
consider the question of different strands of Catholicism presented to Mesoamerican groups.
Franciscans and Dominicans, the two Mendicant orders in charge of the “spiritual conquest” of
the highland Maya, had different approaches to debatable theological issues, and they were
constantly in conflict over basic matters regarding the strategies of conversion, including the
proper name to address the Christian God in indigenous languages (Romero 2015). Before the
Council of Trent (1545-1563) Catholic ritual and theology was loosely cohesive and national
churches played a significant role in the crafting of local versions of ritual practices. Still, core
ritual performances such as baptism and the eucharist provided common ground for public
manifestations of religious change. It was within this context of controversy and opposition
among different strands of Catholicism that the first conversions to Christianity occurred in the
western Guatemalan highlands.
The Spiritual Conquest framework is mostly concerned with studying the Spanish
“evangelizing methods” and overlooks the anthropological connotations of “conversion,” a core
concept used to study religious change in more recent discussions about religious change in
Mesoamerica. The concept of conversion is, nonetheless, a contested category of analytical
inquiry. Conversion traditionally denotes not only a deep, drastic change in religion, but also the
acquisition of a new ontological condition that implies the rejection of a previous one.
Conversion is the product of a “deliberate change with definite direction and shape” (Austin
Broos 2003:17-18). It involves the notions of identity transformation and absolute break with the
past, which becomes regarded as reprehensible. The Spanish empire considered the ritual practice
of baptism as the ultimate manifestation of conversion to Christianity in sixteenth-century
Mesoamerica (Crewe 2019a, 2019b). It meant not only the public acquisition of a secure
membership into the Roman Catholic church, but it granted a new ontological status to the
indigenous converted to a Cristiano, a religious identity that made him equal to some extent with
the Spanish invaders. The ritual practice of baptism conferred to the Mesoamerican convert not
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only a new religious identity but granted him the attributes of a completely new persona. Nothing
illustrates this better than the imposition (or adoption) of a new personal Spanish Christian name
by the new Christian convert (Christenson 2016:59,151).
Indigenous groups soon realized the political advantages of being baptized to deal with
the colonial power. In early texts of the memories of conquest, Mesoamerican elites spent a great
deal of effort on stressing the centrality of their baptism as the ritual practice that made them
Christians, and therefore, able to reach an accepted ontological status to interact with their
Christian Spanish colonial masters. Based on ethnographic data, Ruth Bunzel made the
convincing argument that the Spanish conquest “embraced not only the baptism of the Indians:
the great gods themselves got their baptismal names on the field of battle” (Bunzel 1952:264).
Baptism was according to Bunzel not a mere substitution of gods nor the adoption of new ones,
but it provided deities, and I would add, rituals, with coexistential capacities as two
manifestations of the same power.
Conversion to Christianity in early colonial Maya groups has been studied from the
perspective of ritual and the adoption of change in religious practices (e.g., Folan 1970; Miller
and Farris1979; Pugh 2009; Pugh et al 2013; Graham 2011; Thompson 1960). Recent works have
departed from traditional models that stressed syncretism and have problematized the notion of
religious conversion from anthropological standpoints. For example, the investigations of
Elizabeth Graham (2011) at Tipu and Lamanai, Belize, present religious conversion as both an
individual process of internal change and a deep socio-cultural transformation of community
practices. In Graham’s view, becoming and being a Cristiano, and more specifically a Maya
Christian, was a key political process that shaped local Maya worldviews through ideas,
meanings, and objects. Graham argues that religious conversion must be understood from an
identity perspective; thus, being a Maya Christian was, above all, a claimed cultural and religious
identity internalized through imagery and personal experience rather than an ontological status
constrained by beliefs of practices. Still, Graham emphasizes the centrality of beliefs and
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“individual thinking” as key mechanisms alternative to reductionist approaches that stress power,
control, and resistance. Although Graham has made significant contributions to understanding the
appropriation of Christianity by lowland Maya groups even after Spanish missionaries and
colonial officials left what is now Belize, her approach to conversion remains problematic as it
addressed as an individual-identity construct unconnected to broader social structures.
Coming from historical and linguistic points of view, William Hanks (2010) has offered
a different perspective by highlighting the importance of understanding processes of religious
conversion not as mere charismatic changes in individuals’ beliefs, but rather as deep
transformations of social practices aimed to produce specific political outcomes in prescribed
ways (Hanks 2010; 2000). Conversion to Christianity during early colonial times, Hanks argues,
aimed not only at a change in beliefs or ritual practices, but above all it intended the formation of
new subjects with expected political capacities. The process of reducción, as the Spanish called
the colonial effort of forming new political subjects that would serve the Spanish colonial system,
implied the “pacification” and subordination of natives to the Spanish empire in the contexts of
social space, the human body, and everyday social conduct (Hanks 2010:3). Conversion,
according to Hanks, can only be a collective and social process of cultural transformation
embedded in the social dynamic of entire groups.
Hanks’ conceptualization of conversion follows a central understanding of the colonial
apparatus as the director of religious change. The whole purpose of the reducción, as imagined by
the Spanish, was to enforce the politics of policía, a Spanish idealization of a civilized way of
social life. For Hanks the results of the reducción were indeed successful for the purposes of the
Spanish empire. Reducción, according to him, generated an anti-syncretic Maya society in which
“Christian practices done in Maya appear indigenous, whereas the meanings are in fact Christian”
(Hanks 2010:8). Hanks acknowledges that his proposals depart radically from previous syncretic
models that emphasize the centrality of indigenous practices and worldviews disguised as
European ones. Hank’s approach to conversion might be too structural and Hispanic-centric due
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to the deep impact that the redcucción caused on Maya languages. Nevertheless, his approach
might be promising for archaeologists, as it focuses on the collective social effects of culture
change rather than on unanswerable inquiries about the sincerity of conversions or the primacy of
individual abstract beliefs.
A different view of conversion is provided in the recent works of Ryan Crewe (2019a,
2019b), who reframes conversion in sixteenth-century Mesoamerica as a shifting process in terms
of religious affiliation. For Crewe, the survival of native communities triggered the acceptance of
Hispanic Catholicism by Mesoamerican communities under the leadership of local indigenous
elites. Crewe emphasizes that the act of changing religious affiliation, which was understood by
the Spanish as “conversion,” was indeed a strategy of indigenous agency during the brutal
experience of violence and disease that Mesoamerican groups experienced after the military
conquest. In this view, conversion was not necessarily a centralized process aiming at producing
social change, but an indigenous response that required clever negotiations between native elites
and the mendicant missionaries as proxies of the Spanish empire. Crewe envisions “mendicant
activism” as a possible framework for temporal, albeit fragile stability resulting from native
groups choosing sides from the plethora of Spanish colonial agents that disrupted the daily life of
their communities. By understanding conversion as affiliation, Crewe emphasizes the volatile and
opportunistic nature of indigenous strategies in selecting elements of the new religion compatible
with their traditional religious practice, and the lack of interests in aspects of Hispanic
Catholicism that were not relevant for the purposes of collective survival.
As seen from the discussion in this section, conversion is a contested field of scholarly
debate. After all, it is a legacy of the Spiritual Conquest model, which emphasized the centrality
of beliefs rooted in ideas of the erasure and replacement of indigenous religions and the triumph
of the colonial church. This vision is flawed as it envisions religious change as a process with a
binary outcome in which the alternative to conversion was resistance disguised as idolatry. This
term is a legacy of the Spiritual Conquest model and it is in need of further assessment.
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Idolatry and Superstition
For the Maya area, the continuity of pre-Hispanic ritual practices and the integration of
those of Christian origin after the Spanish conquest has been explained through a model that
emphasizes the dichotomy between public and domestic religions (Farris 1984; Chuchiak 2009).
This highly influential model, synthetized and refined by historian Nancy Farris, argues that in
colonial settings religious continuity operated as “superstition” at the level of domestic rituals,
whereas “idolatry” and its concomitant change had a more public manifestation (Farris 1984:286309). Religious and ritual continuity, according to this model, was a domestic practice carried out
in the secrecy and intimacy of the household around family rituals, hidden from the sight of the
colonial apparatus. Idolatry, on the other hand, was an extreme and unusual public manifestation
of a deviated religion irrupting in the male, public colonial space where the Maya strengthened
their collective cosmic connections. Public idolatry threatened the very fabric of the Spanish
empire because it was an overt defiance to the Spanish state cult as a reminiscence of the “Maya’s
collective bond with the supernatural” (Farris 1984:289-290). Although Farris was skeptical
about the concept of replacement, she acknowledged that it was in the public or corporate sphere
where Christian ritual took root in Maya communities. Such change operated through the gradual
displacement of ancient “idolatry,” because of the regularly violent fervor of Spanish
missionaries and authorities in extirpating the public manifestations of ancient Maya public
worship.
Farris’s model follows traditional cross-cultural conceptualizations applied to understand
continuity and change in colonial settings through the working of an extrapolation of the private
and the public spheres to the realms of the native and the foreign. The archaeological investigations
of Kathleen Deagan on a Spanish colonial site in Florida, for example, produced a similar model
in which a binary relation between European (Spanish) and non-European (Indian and African)
groups was socially manifested through the public display of European material items in contrast
with the private use or consumption of native-related household artifacts (Deagan 1973; Deagan
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and Koch 1983). According to Deagan (1973), the tension resulting from sexual encounters
between colonizers and colonized was the drive that motivated patterns of change and continuity.
Whereas the public realm of social activities was dominated by the display of male aspects of
colonial life, the private household was the arena for the processes of continuity and change
controlled by female agents. This model, popularly known as the St. Augustine model, was widely
accepted by scholars working on colonial North America because of its simplicity and its clear
identification of working agents despite the fact that it was based on a highly sexualized metaphor
of a “donor” male culture and a “recipient” female cultural pool (Voss 2008).
Farris, however, refined the binary opposition between the private and the public through
the outline of an intermediate stage in which Maya traditions and innovations of European origin
would find common ground through similar practices and beliefs. This middle level was the
parochial cult, a microcosmic tier of “culturally and isolated” group practices and beliefs only
meaningful at the local communal level (Farris 1984:293-300). Since high theological concepts
were knowledgeable prerogatives of the Maya elites, Farris argues, commoners developed local
interpretations of the high state-cult (or never were part of it at all) for the purposes of their
everyday survival and maintenance. This lack of esoteric sophistication by peasants provided a
significant input for the development of a middle-range religion that allowed the continuity of the
worship of local tutelar deities camouflaged in the forms of Catholic saints. The reinterpretation
of the tutelage of deities as Christian saints was, according to Farris, the key mechanism that
imprinted its blending power as an in-between space for the merging of superstition, idolatry, and
the public Christian ritual on the parochial cult (Farris 1984:299-300).
Farris’ conceptualization of the ritual spheres in colonial Yucatan was a sophisticated
elaboration previously hinted at by other Mesoamerican scholars. Pedro Carrasco (1975) was one
of the main proponents of the existence of two distinct religious complexes in colonial
Mesoamerican communities, one centered around the household and its associated activities such
as agriculture, and the public ritual directed by the Catholic church in which indigenous elites
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engaged through the cofradia system and the celebrations for the saints (Carrasco 1975:199-200).
However, Carrasco described the nature of the public ritual as a collective performance that
sometimes could be enacted out of the sight of colonial authorities. Similar to Farris’ approach,
Carrasco outlined an intermediate public stage in which indigenous and Christian understandings
of deities and ritual practices would meet and find a common syncretic ground around the fiestas
for the saints (Carrasco 1975:200-2003).
Jorge Klor de Alva further expanded Carrasco’s claims regarding central Mexico, arguing
that what survived of pre-Hispanic forms of worship in colonial contexts was an incomplete
version of high, state-level Mesoamerican religion, which was in pre-Hispanic times a prerogative
of the ruling class. Since Mesoamerican elites converted to Christianity shortly after the conquest
for the survival of their entitlement, religious continuity in colonial times was the result of the
practice of a religion of the poor enacted in the private household. This, according to Klor de
Alva fostered a syncretism that enforced a “double ‘religious system’ that resulted when private
worship continued to follow ancient patterns while veneration in the Christian mold prevailed in
the public sphere” (Klor de Alva 1982:348).
In contrast to this prevalent model, at Chiantla Viejo the continuity of pre-Hispanic ritual
architecture after the Spanish conquest had a very public manifestation. Although it is unclear if
early Spanish colonial authorities considered this renewal effort as a public manifestation of
idolatry, written records are silent about this, it constituted the first response of a small Maya
community to the Spanish imperial efforts of religious change in the Maya highlands.

Revival and Religious Change
Many revivalist movements in the Maya area have been traditionally considered as
staggering cases of aberrant idolatry that unfolded in the sight of the Colonial or state power.
Such cases include the supposed crucifixion of children in Yucatec churches during the sixteenth
century (Thompson 1960), the famous Tzendal rebellion in the highlands of Chiapas in AD
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1712 (Gosner 1992), the speaking crosses of Yucatan during the Caste Wars during the second
half of the nineteenth century (Dumond 1985), and the alleged crucifixions in Chamula, Chiapas,
in AD 1868 (Nelson 1997), just to mention the most well researched cases (see Edmonson 1960
for a comprehensive list of indigenous “rebellions” inspired by religious issues in Mesoamerica).
In all these movements, Christian and “pagan” symbology and ritual practice played a critical role
in the articulation of strategies of political organization and organized violence. Religion and
public ritual offered in these cases of public “idolatry” the vector for the synthesis and
accommodation of Maya and Christian worldviews and ritual practices. These movements not
only synthetized distinct traditions but also offered a strong revival of community practices by
boosting religious sentiment of local relevance and persistence against adverse economic and
social situations. Interestingly, these cases of public “idolatry” emerged right after or during times
of social stress and economic exploitation of native communities by the Colonial system or the
nineteenth-century Mexican state.
I propose to reframe cases of colonial “idolatry” as revivals of local indigenous religions.
Revival is a concept with varied connotations in architecture and religious studies, which can be
fruitfully applied to provide archaeologically informed interpretations of religious change during
the Spanish conquest of the Maya. I find this concept more native-oriented than the deceptive
connotations of public “idolatry” or superstition envisioned by the Spiritual Conquest paradigm.
In architecture, revivalism refers to the conscious use of a previous style that echoes the values
and ideals of a preceding era. Revivalist architecture might not be necessarily part of a broader
religious movement, although it is commonly inspired by past religious architecture. Revivalist
architecture conveys powerful image-making values that summon distant places and ancient
epochs with coded narrative styles, frequently as an effort to create a “made-up world”,
significant for the present, relying on aesthetic sensibilities and visual fabrication (Dunlop 1998;
Hoffecker 1973).
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A religious revival, on the other hand, is a far more complex social process although it
frequently entails the use of revivalist architecture. In religious studies, a revival is considered as
a more or less organized enthusiastic folk movement, sometimes with nativist roots, which aims
to restore, renew, and improve what is considered declining or neglected (McLaughlin 1978). It
entails a period of excitement and fervor embedded with meaningful experiences for believers
that attracts new followers and increases membership for a specific religious group (Burridge
2005). Although religious revivals work from claims of purity, frequently they elaborate on core
ideas and beliefs producing new interpretations of traditional ritual practices if not the emergence
of completely new ones. As McLoughlin argues, revivals are usually considered as derivates of
Protestant ideologies, but they can be a useful framework for explaining specific revitalization
movements in times of “cultural distortion” (McLaughlin 1978:2-3)
From an emic perspective, a religious revival is rooted in local questions about meaning
and the capacity of action (Asad 2010). It has broader implications in terms of relationships
between religion and political attitudes to promote social change. The Great Awakening during
the eighteenth century and the subsequent nineteenth-century evangelical revivals in the United
States, for example, had deep impacts in terms of promoting structural changes in politics during
the establishment of the American democracy and the anti-slavery movement (Jepsen 2006;
McLoughlin 1978; Hammond 1974). Revivals in European Christianity are frequently depicted as
social movements that faced state-orchestrated mechanisms intended to push secularization. As
such, Christian revivals are usually framed within the context of political struggles between
hierarchically organized religions and the state, both conceived as two distinct sociopolitical
entities (Halperin 2018).
Cross-cultural comparisons of revivalist movements emphasize the emergence of revivals
as efforts to situate local and communal interests against the foil of larger political structures. In
particular, the studies of modern revivals in the Middle East and Asia highlight the importance of
a sense of community as the articulator of socially meaningful experiences (Asad 2010; Halperin
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2018; Ho 2005). Current ethnographic literature on revivals in China and Taiwan, for example,
situates the role of folk religions under state control as the trigger of broader religious and
political movements organized by disenfranchised groups under economic stress (Ho 2005; Ching
Chan and Lang 2007; Wellens 2010; Kao 2014). In these ethnographic approaches, revivals
emerge as popular organization against the state, which is conceived as an alienator and
oppressor. The work of Ho (2005) on popular religion in Taiwan as the vector for organized
protest in the Taiwanese anti-pollution movement is illuminating in this regard. According to Ho,
folk religion strengthens community bonds and solidarity by shared religious practices.
Intervillage organization of the same cult provides a vehicle to solidify a strategy against
outsiders through a popular religion with local resources and localistic claims. Community
revival had a very dramatic manifestation in Taiwan during the anti-pollution movement in the
late 1980. Ho argues that ritualized performances of profanation and mocking of the state draw on
local repertoires of rituals “transplanted into the scene of conflict” during protests. By drawing on
socially known and accepted ritual performances of a common culture, protesters knew their roles
in protests informed by their knowledge of expected ritual participation.
Although revival movements might be conceived as “anti-change” movements
responding to external forces, ethnographic research indicates that revivals are convenient
vehicles for social transformation. Wellens argues that, in the case of the contemporary revival of
traditional religious practices in China, they seem to be an essential component of Chinese
modernity rather than a detrimental factor to it (2010:4). Social memory and a sense of restoring
the past play a significant role in the actions of followers of religious revivals. Wellens makes the
important argument that revivals draw heavily on the importance of remembering and the local
practices of social memory, especially in groups without written traditions. Citing Jin Jun,
Wellens (2010:10-11) argues that revivals imply a sort of reconstruction of ideas and practices
that are not mechanically regained from the past, but are infused with innovation and novelty
through the experience of larger sociopolitical structures and specific concerns of the present.
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According to Wellens, the background of trauma and dislocation in which religious revivals
frequently emerge provide the framework to “commemorate and restore through the act of
remembering,” manifested in China through the very concrete act of temple reconstruction.
The basic tenets of religious revival as a concept might sound similar to other concepts
such as nativism or revitalization, but there are important differences that make religious revival a
better framework for understanding religious change at Chiantla Viejo. Nativism seems to be a
subsuming element in many revivalist movements, although it does not constitute an
encompassing strategy. In fact, many revivals claim a rejection of what is considered native if it is
viewed as corrupted or contaminated. Munro Edmonson (1960) acknowledged that an important
aspect of colonial Mesoamerican religion is its “nativist” aspect. Nativism, according to
Edmonson, is a self-aware strategy of colonized populations that aims to preserve what is
perceived by themselves as an ancestral pure heritage. Claims on the purity of this heritage are at
least self-reflexive, because nativist discourses in colonial settings have proved to be highly
integrative of colonializing features (Liebmann 2008, 2013). Edmonson finds support for the
nativist interpretation of Mesoamerican religion in the ample documentation of native revolts in
Mesoamerica during colonial times which emerged with ethnocentric claims of local purity and
revivalism, but also in the actual survival of many pre-Hispanic Mesoamerican ritual practices
that can be tracked historically and archaeologically to pre-Hispanic times. Edmonson
acknowledges that nativist strategies need an evident counterpart in order to make any sense. For
colonial Mesoamerica, the Roman Catholic Church acted as the imperial foil against which
nativists built their strategies of survival. But pure nativism is difficult to isolate in the context of
religious encounters. Robert S. Carlsen (2009) illustrates this point by discussing how colonial
Maya groups creatively adapted and re-created Catholic deities, practices, and institutions
according to their own worldviews without overtly defying the structure of the Spanish Catholic
ecclesiastical institutions in most of the cases . In fact, many native Maya rituals took place inside
Catholic churches, Maya participated in Catholic processions and public rituals, and actively

59
engaged in ritual brotherhoods and other institutions connected to Christian worship. However,
the tension between local and colonial religions was foregrounded by establishing analogies
between Maya traditional ritual and Christian practices into a symbiotic religion: things can
appear absolutely Christian, but at the same time absolutely Maya depending on the symbiotic
perspectives applied to ritual life (Cook and Offit 2008).
The concept of revitalization requires further explanation. The definition provided by
Anthony F. C. Wallace, that a revitalization movement is a “deliberate, organized, conscious
effort by members of a society to construct a more satisfying culture” (Wallace 1956:265) has
been widely used in anthropology to study phenomena of culture change in archaeology (e.g.,
Liebman 2008; Dahlin 1986; Fry 1985). Wallace considered that “religious revival” is one among
many labels used to describe the social processes involved in a revitalization movement. Wallace
defines revivalist movements as ones emphasizing “the institution of customs, values, and even
aspects of nature which are thought to have been in the mazeway of previous generations but are
not now present.” (Wallace 1956:267). The absence of the past and social memory, however, are
problematic in Wallace’s definition as it assumes some sort of disconnection between the present
and the “mazeways” of former times.
In general, Wallace’s concept provides a broad background for addressing seemingly
distinct ways of collective organization such as nativism, millennialism, and cargo cults. Its rigid
“processual structure” with five stages of change (steady state, period of individual stress, period
of cultural distortion, period of revitalization, and new steady stage) makes Wallace’s model
difficult to operationalize, especially because there is an overemphasis on sequences tied to
individual distress and deprivation (see Harkin 2004 for a detailed critique of the Revitalization
model). Wallace emphasized the timely unfolding of such stages as part of the relationships
between the individuals and their larger cultural systems in timed episodes of cultural
“satisfaction” and conflict with a teleological imprint.
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Matthew Liebmann has applied the Revitalization Model (sensu Wallace) in his study of
the Pueblo Revolt of 1680, a well-organized movement that contested Spanish colonial rule in
what is now New Mexico (Liebmann 2008, 2012, 2013). Liebman criticizes the predominant
archaeological understanding that revitalization movements relay on the revival of ancient
traditions and the persistence and resurgence of “archaic” materialities. In contrast, he emphasizes
the innovative nature of revitalization movements for the sake of culture change. Liebmann
argues that revitalization movements are vectors for change rather than continuity, which operate
through the display of ambiguous and heterogenous cultural patterns that end up fostering new
cultural and ethnic identities. Liebman’s understanding of revitalization movements in the
archaeological record is at odds with other scholars who, in contrast, emphasize the resurgence
and display of material aspects of the past as a critical strategy to tackle particular historical
conditions (e.g., Dahlin 1986; Fry 1985)
Wallace’s five-stage model might be useful for studying social movements when
historical and ethnographic data is solid and abundant, but I see his processual structure hard to
apply to the data collected at Chiantla Viejo. Wallace’s model assumes a sequence of periods of
satisfactory adaption, individual stress, cultural distortion, and cultural revitalization that can be
inferred only if historical and ethnographic data is solid and abundant. Many of the agents that
play critical role in the five-stage model, such as the charismatic prophet or leader, are difficult, if
not impossible to determine using archaeological evidence only. In this regard, the Pueblo Revolt
provides abundant historical data for identifying the prophet who instigated the revolt and other
historical data that fit into the model proposed by Wallace. Wallace’s model also emphasizes the
centrality of “satisfaction” and individual psychological wellbeing, two concepts hard to grasp if
there are no historical or ethnographic accounts providing the perceptions of native peoples. I am
not arguing that Wallace’s model is faulty or inapplicable. Instead, I highlight that the application
of Wallace’s revitalization movement model requires specific and concrete datasets with
abundant ethnohistorical information, which are not present at Chiantla Viejo.
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Conclusion
The theoretical discussion presented above has guided my understanding of the role of
collective action at Chiantla Viejo after the Spanish conquest. Ritual in the plaza offered a
concrete setting for an immediate response to early Spanish colonization that went beyond
resistance to an idealized Spiritual Conquest. With this premise in mind, I claim that the
community of Chiantla Viejo engaged in a short but intense revival that involved a great deal of
collective effort in building and destroying public ritual architecture. I propose to deemphasize
the concept of “conversion” as the guideline for addressing religious change in sixteenth-century
Mesoamerica. As discussed in the previous sections, framing conversion as a deep change in
individual beliefs posits unanswerable questions that can mislead research strategies. The local
and material contexts of action can better explain both continuity and change in colonial Maya
religion.
I emphasize the importance of public spaces for the continuity of core elements of Maya
religion during the decades following the Spanish conquest. Revival movements provided
suitable momenta for such continuity through the deployment of traditional ritual architecture
while, at the same time, they provided a frame for adaptation and innovation. Diverse agents,
both native and colonial, merged in the public arena of the plaza. In such space, continuity was
sought and change was inflicted. This negotiated continuity in the public sphere can hardly be
conceptualized as just plain reactive resistance to the plans orchestrated by the Spanish empire.
As I show in the next chapters, the continuity of conspicuous elements of Maya ritual happened at
the expense of other elements of Maya religion. In this, the Maya negotiated their survival and set
the stage for future responses to Spanish colonialism.
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CHAPTER 3
LATE POSTCLASSIC HIGHLAND MAYA RITUAL

This chapter discusses prevalent interpretations of Postclassic highland Maya religion at
the eve of the Spanish conquest based on archaeological and textual sources. Maya scholars have
long acknowledged the importance of texts written by the highland Maya during the sixteenth
century for studying pre-Hispanic Maya religion. The Popol Vuh and other major texts are
traditionally considered as the prime source of information regarding mythology, beliefs, and
ideational practices of Maya religion not accessible by other means (Carmack 1981; Carmack and
Morales Santos 1983). Accordingly, there has been a tendency to consider such texts as some sort
of canonical code for Maya religion, even for the pre-conquest lowland Classic Maya (ca. AD 200950). The archaeological record, however, proves to be more diverse in terms of inferences
regarding ritual practices and offers a more complex scenario, which refutes the idea of a canonical
religion that emerges from the study of sixteenth-century texts. My goal is to show that the Late
Postclassic period (AD 1250 – 1500) was an intense time of adoption, creation, and re-creation of
ancient and novel religious practices and ideas. It was within this context of innovation and reformulation of ritual practices that a revivalist movement of ritual architecture at Chiantla Viejo
took place during the time of the Spanish military takeover and the beginning of conversions to
Christianity.
A first goal in this chapter is to provide a broad background on the archaeology of the
Late Postclassic highland Maya and explain how early chronologies conditioned further
understandings of late pre-Hispanic highland ritual. During the Late Postclassic, new models of
rulership emerged in the highlands. Novel structures of political organization played an
important role in the experimentation of innovative forms of public ritual that de-emphasized the
centrality of single rulers and acknowledged the input of multiple social groups. I claim that the
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highland Maya ceremonial center was the concrete physical space in which the public and
communal dimension of ritual gathered disparate and centrifugal political forces in highland
polities. Public ritual at such centers, I propose, provided the momentum that allowed room for
the experience of larger political realities beyond the household or lineage around ethnic deities
through political alliances. Finally, I discuss the Xinabahul phase at Zaculeu dated to the time
between the expansion of the Nima K’iche’ in the western Guatemalan highlands and the arrival
of the Spaniards (ca. AD 1450-1525). In doing so, I narrow down the discussion on Late
Postclassic highland ritual to the historical context of the basin of the Selegua river. From an
archeological perspective, I argue that during the Xinabahul phase the Mam of the valley of
Huehuetenango started a renewed construction effort that included new construction projects at
Zaculeu, the most important ceremonial center in the Mam area.

The Archaeology of the Late Postclassic Maya Highlands
The sociopolitical organization of the highland Maya during the Late Postclassic period
has been characterized as fragmentary and volatile (Braswell 2001b). Highland Maya polities are
presumed to have been ethnic “kingdoms” with language as their fundamental binder (i.e. the
K’iche’ kingdom, the Kaqchikel kingdom, the Tz’utujil kingdom, and so on) (Iglesias Ponce de
León and Ciudad Ruiz 2014). Both the historical and archaeological record indicate that in the
couple of centuries before the Spanish invasion, highland polities were engaged in warfare and
intense competition over natural resources, the control of trade routes, and the expansion and
contraction of political territories (Fox 1978). Conflict and warfare in the highlands were the
direct consequences of the aggressive expansion of the Nima K’iche’, who had their capital at
Q’umarkaaj, in the central highlands of Quiché 1 (Figure 3.1).

K’iche’ speakers were politically organized into three large lineage clusters: the Nima K’iche’, the
Tamub, and the Illocab. These three groups formed a confederation of allied lineages around the political
and ritual hegemony of Q’umarkaaj, the most prominent center of the Nima K’iche’ (Carmack 1981).
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Figure 3.1. The Maya area with sites mentioned in this chapter.

The Nima K’iche’ waged war against other highland polities during an expansion process
that caused the displacement of other ethnic groups and the establishment of K’iche’ colonies
across the highlands (Fox 1978, 1987; Carmack 1977, 1981). Although the Nima K’iche’
expansion is recounted in detail in sixteenth century documents written by the K’iche’ the
archaeological correlates of such processes are poorly understood. Most archaeological
chronologies for the Late Postclassic period still follow the periodization of pre-Hispanic Maya
history outlined by J. Eric S. Thompson, which envisioned two periods of “Mexican influence”
after the so-called collapse of the Classic Maya civilization. In Thompson’s periodization, the
Late Postclassic corresponds with his “Mexican absorption period,” a time in which foreign
influences became attenuated and Maya cultural features reemerged after the true “Mexican
period” of foreign invasions of Mexican-like groups (Thompson 1943, 1945). Following this
broad pattern, the Postclassic period in the highlands has been divided into two timespans: the
Early Postclassic (AD 900-1250) and the Late Postclassic (AD 1250-1545). This division is the
result of considering the Plumbate ceramic tradition as the quintessential chronological marker of
the early phase of the Postclassic period. Plumbate ware is one of the most conspicuous ceramic
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traditions in Mesoamerican archaeology; it is characterized by a distinctive orange fine paste and
a characteristic green-gray glazed surface, resulting from a distinct firing technology of a highiron slip (Shepard 1948). The widespread distribution of Plumbate ceramics in Mesoamerica and
Central America from the tenth to the thirteenth century was misinterpreted by early scholars as a
pan-regional diagnostic feature of a central Mexican “Toltec” trade network and the expansion of
Toltec ideology (e.g., Thompson 1943, 145; Fox 1978). However, the investigations of Hector
Neff and Ronald Bishop confirmed Shepard’s early hypothesis that Plumbate ware was produced
on the Pacific coast in an area along the border between Mexico and Guatemala, and not in the
Toltec heartland as originally thought (Neff and Bishop 1988). In any case, the Late Postclassic
period was originally defined as the “post-Plumbate” period with different degrees of “Mexican”
influences in the highlands (Rands 1965:139).
The relatively rich collection of textual records by Maya elites from early colonial times
referring to events, which supposedly happened during the Late Postclassic has prompted many
scholars to adopt the label “Protohistoric” for the time between the end of Plumbate ceramics and
the arrival of the Spanish conquistadors (Smith 1955; Wauchope 1970; Ichon 1993). The term
Protohistoric has also been used as a label for a facet of the Postclassic period in the Chixoy
region (Ichon et al.1988:7-8,145). So-called Protohistoric (i.e. Late Postclassic) ceramics were
first identified by Samuel L. Lothrop in his excavations at Chuitinamit, a hilltop site on the shore
of Lake Atitlan (Lothrop 1933, see Figure 3.1). Chuitinamit was the capital of the Tz’utujil Maya
when the Spanish conquistadors arrived in the Maya highands and its defeat by Spanish and
Nahua armies in 1524 was recounted by Pedro de Alvarado in one of his letters to Hernan Cortes
(Orellana 1984). At Chuitinamit, Lothrop found only one phase of occupation. Therefore, he
argued that the ceramics recovered from the excavations at Chuitinamit were the main diagnostic
types of the occupation of the highlands immediately before the Spanish conquest of the
Tz’utujil. Among these types, the most common and noticeable were bichrome white-on-red and
polychrome wares that later were named Fortress White-on-Red and Chinautla Polychrome

66
(Wauchope 1970; see Chapter 7 and Appendix A for a detailed discussion about Late Postclassic
ceramics).
During the Late Postclassic period major monumental regional centers such as
Q’umarkaaj, Iximche, Chwa Nima Ab’aj (formerly known as Mixco Viejo) and Kawinal were
built using novel layouts of ritual and administrative architecture (see Figure 3.1). Although
some Late Postclassic sites were built in places with previous occupations, new centers also
emerged in previously unoccupied locations (Popenoe de Hatch and Ivic de Monterroso 1999;
Ichon 1976; Ichon et al. 1980; Arnauld 1993; Iglesias Ponce de León and Ciudad Ruiz 1999).
Pueblo Viejo-Chichaj, a hilltop site in the central Quiche highlands is an example of the type of
sites that were built and occupied only during the Late Postclassic period (Ichon 1975). The
excavations and extensive surveys by Alain Ichon and Marie-Charlotte Arnauld in the Baja
Verapaz and Quiche regions have provided the most complete picture of settlement organization
in the Postclassic period to date (Arnauld 1986,1993; Ichon 1993; Ichon et al. 1988). Ichon and
Arnauld have shown that new standardized arrangements of plazas emerged in the Late
Postclassic period in a clear rupture from previous times. For the basins of Salama, Rabinal, and
Cubulco in Baja Verapaz, Arnauld claims that, in general, Preclassic and Classic sites were
located in river valleys. Arnauld argues that population expansion during Classic times
eventually pushed the inhabitants of the valleys up to the slopes of mountains to settle in
previously unoccupied locations. She also developed a more nuanced classification of Late
Postclassic hilltop settlements based on altitude, the presence and absence of specific types of
structures, and occupation histories (Arnauld 1993). The work of Ichon and Arnauld illustrates
that there is significant variability of Late Postclassic sites in terms of patterns of regional
occupation and adaptations to specific ecological niches.
In many areas of the highlands architecture seems to have changed from previous styles
and techniques towards the end of the Late Postclassic. The use of crude adobe blocks and adobe
coating and clay floors was abandoned in favor of masonry architecture with thick covers of
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white or polychrome stucco (Smith 1955, 1965; Borhegyi 1965a; Ichon 1993:116). For Kawinal,
the most important site in the Chixoy River basin, Ichon suggests that the sudden appearance of
white stucco constitutes a radical departure from the previous adobe and mud architecture, which
was typical of an earlier construction stage of the site (Ichon et al. 1980:41). Ichon and Popenoe
de Hatch (1982:93), argue that the appearance of stucco during the Late Postclassic period is an
“horizon marker” in the Chixoy River. The technique of producing stucco from lime was known
during earlier times in the highlands, but it was not until the Late Postclassic when architecture
was covered with thick layers of white lime plaster. Unfortunately, the lack of accurate
archaeological chronologies for the Postclassic period precludes a more detailed dating of the
introduction of stucco in the highlands. Ichon and Popenoe de Hatch argue that the widespread
use of stucco as coatings on buildings correlates with the K’iche’ expansion and could be
considered a typical K’ich’ean feature that was eventually adopted elsewhere (Ichon and Popenoe
de Hatch 1982:8). They also provide ethnohistorical evidence to support their field observations
by claiming that the Popol Vuh and other sixteenth-century documents use the semantic couplet
“lime plaster – whitewash” (ki chun ki sajkab’ in K’iche’, cal y canto in Spanish). This term was
only used to refer to architecture built after the founding of Chi Ismachi, the second capital of the
Nima K’iche’ (Ichon and Popenoe de Hatch 1982:8).
During the Late Postclassic period, stucco was heavily used to cover architectural
features considered diagnostic for the Late Postclassic period. These features include double
temples on a single platform, twin temples, temples with double stairways, round structures,
sunken ball courts, elongated rectangular rooms on square basal platforms with interior benches,
long colonnades with square and round columns, bench altars, and small altars in plazas (Smith
1965; Borhegyi 1965a, 1965b; Navarrete 1976, 1996, 1999; Iglesias Ponce de León and Ciudad
Ruiz 2014; Murdy 1999). Most of these architectural features traditionally ascribed to the Late
Postclassic period, have been considered as archetypal examples of late influences in the
highlands. (Thompson 1943; Borhegyi 1965a, Fox 1977, 1978, 1987, 1989). For example, Carlos
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Navarrete argues that most of these are late introductions in the Postclassic highlands, resulting
from the political connections between the Mexica of central Mexico (i.e., the Aztecs) and the
highland Maya (Navarrete 1976, 1996 1999). This interaction did not occur until about one
century before the arrival of the Spanish conquistadors. The adoption of cremation in the Maya
highlands, supports Navarrete’s claims since cremations of Mexica rulers are not mentioned in
historical accounts until the time of the tlatoani Axayacatl, who reigned from AD 1469 to 1481
(Chávez Balderas 2007:90-92). Although the nature of the relationships between the Nahua
groups of central Mexico and the Maya area is still debated (e.g., Braswell 2003), archaeological
data favors Navarrete’s interpretation of a very late date for the so-called representative features
of the Late Postclassic period in the Maya highlands, possibly not until just a few decades before
the arrival of the Spanish (Braswell 2001b, 2003a, 2003b).
Changes in site layouts and architectural features in the highlands have been traditionally
conceived from the perspective of diffusionist interpretative frameworks. However, local
indigenous processes regarding political restructuring and shifts in territorial organization are
more convincing explanations about the sudden emergence of new styles in the highlands. The
dramatic changes in architecture during the Late Postclassic period probably were not the product
of “Mexican” influence in the highlands. This influence has been theorized as a result of a rigid
application of Thompson’s model of distinct waves of Mexican influence in the Maya area.
Rather, the alleged foreign features of the Late Postclassic period in the highlands, so
dramatically different from previous periods, seem to be the result of the experimentation and
adoption of new models of rulership and sociopolitical organization. This, of course, raises the
questions of highland Maya rulership and sociopolitical organization, two subjects that require
further discussion, particularly regarding the role of ritual in highland ceremonial centers.
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Rulership and Ritual in the Late Postclassic Maya Highlands
Scholars have debated the nature of highland political organization rulership during the
Late Postclassic. Geoffrey Braswell (2001a:322), proposes that highland sociopolitical
organization was not organized around the centralized ritual authority of rulers. For Braswell, the
so-called highland capitals cannot be considered as truly central ritual places for political control,
but rather were “military and logistical strongholds”. Braswell comes to this conclusion after
examining the patterns of behavior of the K’iche’ “kings” related in colonial texts, which seemed
to be mostly devoted to military matters caused by factious ethnic strife. This, according to
Braswell, prevented the rulers’ “ritual suzerainty” over their polities. The core of this argument
follows the supposed division between discrete secular and religious spheres that has been a
pervasive model for the sociopolitical organization of Late Postclassic Maya groups. In general,
Braswell’s conceptualization of highland capitals resembles the original arguments made by
Borhegyi (1965b), who stressed the military functions of highland “national” centers in times of
ethnic conflict and deemphasized the ritual setting of such sites.
The question of the ritual suzerainty of highland Maya rulers may be misleading. It is,
after all, a thesis derived from conceptualizations of lowland Classic Maya divine kingship
regarding the centralized role of rulers (Houston and Stuart 1996; Webster 2002; Iannone 2016).
For Classic lowland Maya society, the concept of divine kingship is commonly seen as a
legitimizing basis that made rulers responsible guarantors of prosperity for their subjects (Iannone
2016). Inomata has criticized the legitimizing aspects that are usually postulated for divine Maya
rulership as an oversimplification of Weberian models of power of authority (Inomata 2016a).
For Inomata, Classic Maya rulers performed symbolic political roles that embodied the
community rather than managerial tasks. He argues that the conceptualizations of Maya rulers as
individual players primarily concerned with manipulating political processes lead to deceptive
functionalist understandings of complex layers of negotiations (Inomata 2016a, 2016b).
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David Graeber and Marshall Sahlins’ (2017) recent publication on divine and sacred
rulership outlines a rather complex anthropological problem that goes beyond the simple political
and ritual legitimation of an individual. Divine and sacred kingship, Graeber and Sahlins argue,
necessarily implies the mingling of humans and “metapersons,” that is to say non-human agents,
such as gods or ancestors, in a conceptual apparatus of power and authority. Divine kingship,
according to Graeber and Sahlins, “is the ability to act as if one were god”, it implies a condition
of impunity and arbitrariness by the ruler that might blur the distinction of human and
“metahuman” personae condensed in the figure of the king. On the other hand, sacred kingship
implies setting the rulers apart through the physical restriction of the seemingly unlimited divine
power of the king (Graeber and Sahlins 2017:7-8). Divine and sacred kingship are not conflicting
principles, but they act simultaneously around the physical presence of the king.
Regarding the Postclassic highland Maya, one must proceed with caution in dissecting
the core strands of their rulership, particularly in claiming that it was organized according to the
principles of divine and sacred kingship. Postclassic highland Maya rulership was not a
monarchy. Historical and archaeological evidence underscores the lack of the hallmarks of
lowland Classic divine kingship in Postclassic highland polities, such as direct hereditary
rulership, predictable inheritance, the rulers’ claim of direct descent from divinities, the rhetorical
description of the ruler as deity, and the occasional godly possession of the ruler’s body (Houston
and Inomata 2009:131-142; Houston and Stuart 1996:290).
The absence of these key features of lowland Classic rulership in the Postclassic Maya
highlands responds to the nature of the sociopolitical organization of highland Maya groups.
Highland polities were highly decentralized entities ruled by a complex arrangement of two or
four co-rulers from noble houses with established rights to provide and select candidates for the
highest offices (Carmack 1981; Braswell 2001a, 2001b, 2003a; Wauchope 1947). The rules of
royal succession in highland polities are poorly understood and the balance or imbalance of
power among co-rulers remains obscure. In any case, information recorded by Spanish officials
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and Maya scribes during the sixteenth-century points to the absence of well established
“dynasties” with predictable hereditary principles of succession, as was the case of lowland
Classic Maya polities. Instead, there was a complex and loose arrangement of noble houses with
sanctioned obligations and rights to participate in the selection, accession, and even deposition of
rulers (Wauchope 1947).
None of the texts written by sixteenth-century highland Maya scribes indicate that rulers
made the claim of being or impersonating a deity. Some K’iche’ rulers seemed to have had
shamanistic capacities that enabled them to transform into animals and “metapersons,” mostly in
the context of warfare. But in general, highland rulers were in a rather precarious political
position that demanded a high investment in the maintenance of a complex system of alliances
among disparate, conflicting, and competing groups. The Popol Vuh, for example, tells in detail
the fasting, bloodletting rituals, sexual abstinence, penances, and lamentations that the Ajpop and
the Ajpop Kamja, the two supreme rulers of Q’umarkaaj, had to endure to secure the welfare of
their people (Christenson 2007:285-291). The priestly or shamanist capacities of K’iche’ rulers
are only vaguely outlined in historical documents, although this distinction between shamanism
and priesthood might be a differentiation conditioned by Western ways of thinking about
religious offices. Barbara Tedlock discusses this issue from an ethnographic standpoint, regarding
the organization of modern K’iche’ religious specialists in Momostenango in the western
Guatemalan highlands (Tedlock 1982:47-85). Tedlock stresses that the traditional distinction
between shamans as ecstatic diviners and healers possessed by supernaturals, and priests as
intermediaries between humans and deities, is blurred in Momosteco religious specialists. The
dichotomy between the priest as a community-focused specialist and the shaman as an individuallevel religious practitioner is, for Tedlock, a misleading construct of sociocultural anthropology
emerging out of Durkheimian understandings of religion, later elaborated by Mircea Eliade and
William Madsen. Drawing on the abundant data collected by ethnographers during the early
twentieth century in the Maya highlands, Tedlock emphasizes that in highland Maya
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communities, religious specialists perform both divinatory and intercessional roles at communal
and individual scales, including the highest specialists who have collective responsibilities
regarding the welfare of the community. Still, Tedlock feels compelled to dichotomize
Momosteco religious specialists as “shaman-priests” and “priest-shamans” according to their
degree of engagement in public and private duties.
Historical evidence underpins Tedlock’s claims of a blurry continuum between
priesthood (as an intercessional communal institution) and shamanism (as an ecstatic individual
supernatural practice). According to Bartolomé de las Casas, in the pre-Hispanic “kingdoms of
Guatemala” (a vague term that in las Casas’s work refers to the Maya highlands in general) there
was a high priest (sumo sacerdote), who in some cases happened to be also the paramount ruler of
a given polity (las Casas 1967 II:216). Las Casas suggests that priesthood was not a mandatory
status for lordship, and vice versa. Thus, according to las Casas, the offices of high priest and
ruler were not always necessarily subsumed in the same person. However, the ruler’s single “sons
and nephews” performed religious duties not only as priests’ assistants, but also as guardians of
the icons in their hidden abodes in caves and mountains. Las Casas depicts the high priest-ruler as
a bloodletting penitent who sacrificed animals and plants, but not humans, during times of
calamities and public necessity. The bloodletting practices of the king-priest described by las
Casas is in accordance with the information recorded in sixteenth-century K’iche’ texts that
describe bloodletting as the most important ritual performed by the rulers of the Nima K’iche’,
mostly as a practice related to warfare (Carmack and Mondloch 1983:190,195-197). In the
description of the public sacrifice of a ritual that las Casas (1967 II:214-222) called the Lent of
the Indians (cuaresma de los indios), he establishes a clear distinction between the supreme lord
(supremo señor) and the high priest in charge of offering human sacrifices (sacerdote carnicero,
literally, the butcher priest). Still, las Casas acknowledges that that the supreme lord and other
nobles played at least intercessional roles in the sacrifice through the reciting of supplications in
favor of their people even if they did not directly perform human sacrifice.
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According to the Popol Vuh, at least some rulers had nagualist powers, which afforded
them the capacity of transforming themselves into animals, but it seems that it was not a defining
prerequisite for accession to the office of ruler. Nagualism is a widely held Mesoamerican belief
that some individuals have the power to transform into animals (Colby 1976:76). Cucumatz, for
example, was the most celebrated shaman-ruler of the Nima K’iche,’ with his impressive
transformation powers that “turned him into a serpent, an eagle, a jaguar, or a puddle of blood”
(Christenson 2007:175-176). Cucumatz and his co-ruler Co Tuha are described in the Popol Vuh
as a Nawal Ajaw, a title that Christenson translates as “enchanted lord.” The term nawal here
refers to the ability to turn into an animal or “metapersona” with different shapes. The Popol Vuh
also indicates that the successors of Cucumatz, Quicab and Cauizimah, were also “enchanted
lords” and diviners, but it remains silent about the nagualist abilities of the previous and latter
rulers. Other sixteenth-documents, such as the Guerras Comunes de Quichés y Cakchiqueles,
describe Kaqchikel lords as diviners and enchanters who performed “sorcery” (nawalil) as a
warring tactic during their short-lived alliance with the K’iche’ (Polo Sifontes 154-155).
The Popol Vuh stresses that both the offices of the aforementioned Ajpop and Ajpop
K’amja of Q’umarkaaj involved heavy intercessional duties in its temples, which included
worshiping, burning offerings, and offering sacrifices for the collective wellbeing. These duties
were seemingly different from their status as nawal¸ that is to say, religious specialists with the
capacities to transform into animals (Christenson 2007:288). For the Maya area, the existence of a
diarchy with one of the co-rulers acting as the highest priest is documented for the seventeenthcentury unconquered Itza Maya of Lake Peten Itza, in the central lowlands of Peten (Jones
1998:94-107). According to Grant D. Jones, the supreme ruler of the Itza, Ajaw Kan Ek’, and the
high Priest Aj K’in Kan Ek’, governed jointly as a “dual social persona with contrasting but
complementary qualities, duties and privileges” as part of a composite council system (Jones
1998:104). It is significant that the title Aj K’in (he of the day or the sun) is a common title for
the office of diviner and calendar priest in many Maya languages. The office of one of the Itza
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co-rulers as high priest seems not to be the standard case for the highlands, since priestly duties
were dispersed among several noble houses. The titles of the head lords of some of these houses
were derived from religious offices related to a specific god, indicating both an individual and
corporate commitment to the cult of a deity, such as Aj Tojil (He of Tojil), Aj Qukumatz (He of
the Feathered Serpent), Ajaw Awilix (Lord Awilix, after Awilix, the patron god of the Nijaib’),
and Hacavitz (after Hacavitz, the patron god of the Ajaw K’iche’) 2 (Christenson 2007:299-304).
K’ich’ean documents also acknowledge a diffuse category of religious specialists under the
semantic couplet Ajk’ixib, Ajk’ajib, which is translated by Christenson as “bloodletters and
sacrificers” and by Sam Colop as “worshipers and penitents” (Christenson 2007; Sam Colop
2008:135). These offices are described as established by the four founding fathers of the K’iche’
in their capacities of primaeval religious specialists. In a broader sense the semantic couplet is
generally applied to the ethnic conglomerate of K’iche’an groups as devoted and diligent
worshipers.
Information regarding religious offices are also available from other regions in the
highlands. In her unparalleled analysis of sixteenth-century Pokomam social structure, Suzanne
Miles was able to compile a list of twelve priestly offices derived from colonial dictionaries
written by Spanish missionaries at the turn of the seventeenth century (Miles 1957). The names
for these offices range from individuals who presented gifts to God, to diviners, witches, and
daykeepers (Miles 1957:Table 5). Miles acknowledged that the hierarchy of priestly offices is not
clear, although from their titles it can be concluded that there were specialists in charge of public
sacrifices, diviners with expertise in calendar matters, bearers of icons in public processions, and
private diviners, healers, and witches.
Although textual information regarding the role of rulers and religious specialists is
relatively abundant in sixteenth-century documents, archaeological evidence regarding royal

2

Names follow the original spelling of the Popol Vuh as transcribed by Christenson (2004).
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behavior and courtly life in connection with ritual practices is still not well understood.
Interestingly, at many highland centers there were actually two palaces. They are usually a series
of rooms arranged around secluded patios with discrete multi-sectored spaces (Nance et al.
2003:317). Royal compounds have been identified at Q’umarkaaj based on historical information
since excavations of such complexes have been limited to test-pitting in small areas (Carmack
1981:193, Wauchope 1970; Wallace 1977).
Extensive excavations at palatial complexes have been carried out at Iximche, although
data was not collected and published according to standard modern archaeological procedures
(Guillemin 1965, 1967). The architecture and artifact assemblages of the “Great Palace” at
Iximche have provided contradictory interpretations on its function, either as the royal residence
of the Ahpozotzil, one of the Iximché co-rulers (Guillemin 1965, 1967) or as a ceremonial
precinct associated with the cult of one of the temple complexes of the site (Nance et al.
2003:305-320). Excavations at Pueblo Viejo-Chichaj led Alain Ichon (1975) to interpret the
function of Groups A and B as palace-like complexes, although he acknowledges that evidence of
domestic activities in these groups is not conclusive. Ichon also interpreted Structure G.P. 7, a
large construction facing the main plaza, as the possible residence of a high priest. However,
other major sites such as Chwa Nima Ab’aj, or Kawinal do not have palatial complexes like the
ones identified at Iximche or Chisalin. The presence of a palace at Zaculeu is doubtful, as
probable elite residential complexes were not excavated. The absence of palatial complexes at
major regional centers could indicate that only a few highland polities, mostly in the Quiché and
central highlands, reached the level of sociopolitical organization that required the building of
such structures. The lack of palaces at other highland sites questions the role of these centers as
administrative, managerial capitals.
As I argue in the next section, the available data indicates that Late Postclassic Maya
centers were predominantly ceremonial loci whose managerial roles have been overstated in
traditional anthropological models and historiographical narratives. The overemphasis on the
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supposed secularism and militarization of Late Postclassic highland Maya centers have obscured
their ceremonial settings of their settlements. However, but there is evidence to reconsider the
typical Late Postclassic “capital” as an integrative ceremonial center for the enactment of political
alliances during Late Postclassic times.

The Highland Maya Ceremonial Center
Many scholars have emphasized the military and political functions of Late Postclassic
regional major settlements, such as Q’umarkaaj, Iximche, and Zaculeu that were traditionally
considered as the “capitals” of large “kingdoms” (Braswell 2001a, 2001b, 2003a; Borghegi
1965a, 1965b). Although these sites have been traditionally interpreted as military fortresses,
archaeological and textual evidence suggest ritual functions for the bonding of loosely organized
societal segments. Early researchers saw the typical Late Postclassic center as a “fortress
stronghold for the warring nationality groups” with administrative and economic capacities in
which “secularized” games, markets, and dances would take place” (Borhegyi 1965b: 71-73). The
term “nationality” refers to an uncertain but widely assumed membership in a major linguistic
group.
However, language did not play the most significant role in the formation of highland
polities, as historical evidence indicates that one single linguistic group could have encompassed
several polities. This was suggested by Suzanne Miles in her brilliant work on the sixteenthcentury Pokom Maya, where she warned about the dangers of using language and linguistic
geography as correlates of political and territorial organization (Miles 1957:738). Although
language might have not been the defining political bonding among different groups, ritual
commitments around a major ritual locus (i.e. a capital) may have offered a motivation for groups
and individuals with the same ethnic identity to come together for strategic political purposes. As
I discuss in the next paragraphs, historical evidence indicates that Late Postclassic highland
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capitals acted more as inter- and intra-ethnic ceremonial centers. Most of the major Late
Postclassic highland capitals fit well within the category of ceremonial centers rather than having
been military strongholds where occasional ritual activities took place, as traditionally argued.
The highland Maya ceremonial center was an established, enduring ritual locus, spatially
segregated from the residential areas, with permanent facilities for the performance of public
rituals to integrate loosely cohesive political groups. Spatial segregation was usually achieved
through the construction of the ceremonial center on a ridge or ridges surrounded by deep ravines
or rivers, detached from nearby residential areas. Houses of commoners and minor elites were
built around the ritual complexes on nearby ridges or plains. The category of “ceremonial center”
requires further explanation. This concept has been traditionally tied to core notions of
urbanization (or lack thereof) in societies with dispersed settlement. Ethnographic and crosscultural data indicate that such centers played a cohesive role in groups with disperse settlement
patterns and high residential mobility across the landscape (Roscoe 1994; Silverman 1994;
Lathrap et al. 1977). Ceremonial centers offered a venue for momenta of hierarchical
organization through the periodic repetition of sanctioned rituals, where public gatherings bonded
together disperse societal segments within the same physical space.
The ideas of vacancy and seasonal habitation of ceremonial centers have been points of
contention in anthropological conceptualizations of the ceremonial center (Doyel 1998). There
has been a tendency to conceptualize ceremonial centers as isolated monumental complexes
detached from the rest of the landscape, a sort of liminal space for occasional visits with
exclusive religious purposes (Silverman 1994:1-2). Ceremonial centers in the Maya highlands,
however, were surrounded by disperse residential settlements. At Kawinal, for example, the
ceremonial complexes were set apart in open plazas surrounded by a dense residential area (Ichon
et al. 1980). Other highland ceremonial centers, such as Q’umarkaaj, were surrounded by
domestic settlements built on the ridges around the well-bounded plateaus (Babcock 2012). The
steep ravines surrounding Q’umarkaaj’s ceremonial core and its only narrow entrance created a
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segregated space from the surrounding settlement, setting the temples, plazas, and great houses of
the site apart from the domestic groups.
Based on the examples discussed above it can be inferred that highland Maya ceremonial
centers were not isolated nuclei for ritual activity in an unpopulated landscape, but separated
ritual loci detached from the surrounding settlement by means of the physiography. It makes
sense then that the K’iche’ semantic couplet for “fortified towns,” such as Q’umarkaaj, was
siwan-tinamit, “the canyon town” (Christenson 2007:274). Evidence from Q’umarkaaj, the
capital of the Nima K’iche’, constitutes the most comprehensive data for addressing the role of
capitals as integrative loci in the processes involved in forming social and political alliances
through public ritual (Figure 3.2).

Figure 3.2. The great plaza of Q’umarkaaj, the capital of the Nima K’iche; the ruins of the
Temple of Tojil are visible left in the background. Note the white plaster of the floor in the plaza
(photo by Victor Castillo).
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The clearest example comes from a detailed description of a major pan-ethnic ceremony
held at Q’umarkaaj under the auspices of Quicab, the celebrated ruler of the Nima K’iche’ who
expanded K’iche’ control across the highlands. The Título de Totonicapan describes that during
the month of Tz’iquin Q’ij, different allied ethnic political factions (wuqamaq’, literally ‘seven
peoples’) under the patronage of the Nima Kiche’ came together for the “Great Dance of Tojil,”
an elaborate ritual that included the procession of and dancing with the patron icons from each
political group (Carmack and Mondloch 1983; 195-196, 252-254). The icon of the highest god of
the Nima Kiche’, Tojil, was dressed for the occasion with special clothing and jewelry. The
account details the artifacts used in this ritual, which included precious stones, animal bones,
canopies, feathers, and bloodletters, among others. The climax of the dance was Quicab’s
bloodletting sacrifice and the perforation of his septum in the company of other high nobles. The
flayed skins of the enemies of the Nima K’iche’, who were killed and likely sacrificed in revenge
for the killing of Quicab’s father, were worn by thirteen lords while they danced with the icons.
Not only allied lords participated in this ceremony, but also “metapersons”, supernatural agents
such as comets, the four year-bearers, and the power of the lightning mingled with the K’iche’
during this impressive dance. The author of the Título de Totonicapan noted that the icons of the
wuqamaq’ (a generic term for other ethnic groups) were brought to this ceremony. They were
local representations of Tojil, the paramount god of the powerful Nima K’iche’. This observation
is important because it indicates that the cult worshipping certain gods was a practice that
crosscut and bonded distinct ethnic groups. Interestingly, many of the allied wuqamaq’, such as
the Rabinal, and the Kaqchikel, which participated in the Dance of Tojil were or would later
become fiery enemies of the Nima K’iche’.
The Título K’oyoy, a sixteenth-century document written by K’iche’ nobles in AD 1555,
describes a ceremony similar to the Dance of Tojil which also took place in the month of Tz’ikin
Q’ij (Carmack and Mondloch 2009:32-37). In contrast to the Título de Totonicapan, which
situates the Tz’ikin Q’ij ceremony during the life of Quicab, the Título K’oyoy deemphasizes the
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role of individual rulers describing this ritual as vaguely happening during the preparation of the
Nima K’iche’ for their expansion across the Maya highlands. Many nobles and political factions
gathered for this ceremony, according to the Título K’oyoy, and they engaged in bloodletting
sacrifices, bodily perforation rituals, processions, dancing, and human sacrifice. Drawing on the
details provided by both the Título de Totonicapan and the Título K’oyoy, it might be concluded
that the ceremonies of Tz’ikin Q’ij were cyclical rituals related to military events, which provided
the occasion for cementing military alliances in the ritual setting of Q’umarkaaj.
Further confirmation of the role of Q’umarkaaj as a ritual central place comes from the
observations made by Fray Pedro de Betanzos, a Spanish Franciscan missionary, who in 1559
elaborated on Q’umarkaj as an integrative ritual center in a letter sent to the king of Spain.
Betanzos described the fragmentary, centrifugal organization of K’iche’an polities, claiming that
they were loosely bound by the recognition of apical ancestors. Betanzos then argued that “if a
town recognized the lordship of Utatan [Q’umarkaaj], it was because of the divine cult held there,
which by the law of Christ terminated the service the towns owed to it” (Carrasco 1982:53,
translation by author). Betanzos is even more specific in explaining the importance of public
ritual at Q’umarkaaj by stressing that lesser settlements participated in the worship of the gods of
Q’umarkaaj “as in the Pantheon in Rome.” Betanzos concludes that this practice created liaisons
of respect and self-interest among the lords of Q’umarkaaj and its surrounding communities
expressed through the exchange of gifts.
The Late Postclassic ceremonial center must be differentiated from other loci of ritual
activity with seemingly similar functions. Among these, the most obvious in the archaeological
record and in ethnographic literature are mountain shrines, remote non-impressive sites with
minimum or perishable architecture, usually consisting of one or several piles of rocks. Charlotte
Arnauld has identified these sites in the Verapaz region as consistent landmarks acting as
geographical ethnic boundaries, but also as pilgrimage destinations and animal shrines for the
performance of discrete rituals for reduced audiences (Arnauld 1993). Bartolomé de las Casas
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mentions that springs, mountaintops, forests, and caves were important loci for ritual activity.
Ritual activity in these spaces were constrained by their geographical settings and allowed room
only for a reduced audience of religious specialists. In this regard, ethnographic evidence from
the Cuchumatán highlands suggest that mountain shrines were considered as the abodes of the
dueños de cerro, powerful spiritual “owners of mountains,” ambivalent guardian forces who
interacted with religious specialists and sometimes with ordinary people “on supernatural
business” (Oakes 1951:17). In contrast to the secluded nature of mountain shrines, facilities in
the highland Maya ceremonial centers provided a physical framework for public, socially
integrating rituals. The main ritual-ceremonial areas of Late Postclassic highland sites have a
variety of standardized types of buildings and architectural layouts. Public ritual architecture
includes temples, low ceremonial platforms, great houses, ball courts, and the plaza itself (Figures
3. 3 and 3. 4). In the following sections I discuss these types of ritual facilities present at highland
ceremonial centers drawing on both historical and archaeological evidence.

Temples
Pyramidal structures are conspicuous landmarks in highland Maya centers (Figures 3.3
and 3.4). They constitute tall, voluminous stepped constructions with one or more rooms on top
and usually surround open large plazas in the center of major settlements. Highland Maya
temples exhibit a wide range of variability in terms of size, orientation, arrangement and number
of stairways, shape and number of upper rooms, and architectural features such as benches or
indoor and outdoor altars. This variation might indicate that different arrangements were related
to distinct ritual performances, which required facilities with specific physical features. The
K’iche’ Maya of Q’umarkaaj, considered temples as the houses of the gods (rochoch k’ab’awil);
they were visible structures in which the rulers of the Nima K’iche’ offered public sacrifices in
front of the “stone gods” (ab’aj) housed in the upper rooms of temples (Christenson 2004:248,
2007:286).
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Figure 3.3. The plaza of Group A at Kawinal, a typical Late Postclassic ceremonial center (after
Ichon et al. 1980: Figure 5).

Figure 3.4. The plaza of Group B at Chwa Nima Ab’aj (after Lehman 1968:n.p).
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Icons of different deities were hidden in the rooms of temples as hidden from direct
sunlight. Therefore, temples were dark and cold spaces reminiscent of the setting of caves in the
wilderness, the original abodes of the gods before the construction of towns (Chinchilla
Mazariegos 2018). According to the Popol Vuh, Tohil, Awilix, and Jaq’awitz, the patron gods of
the three major political groups of the K’iche’(Kaweq, Nijaib and Ajaw K’ichee’) had their own
great temples (Nimaq tz’aq) at Q’umarkaaj.
The Popol Vuh makes a clear distinction between the temple as a physical structure
(tz’aq, literally, building made of limestone) and its function (rochoch k’ab’awil, literally, the
house of the god). The temples of Q’umarkaaj have been archaeologically identified although
they were badly looted and destroyed after centuries of using them as quarries for colonial and
modern constructions (Carmack 1981:264-281). The cult of Tojil, the paramount god of the royal
house of Kaweq, acted as the ritual practice that bound not only the different segments of
K’ich’ean society together, but also the polities that had been conquered and which payed tribute
to Q’umarkaaj. The Popol Vuh recounts that the nations (amaq’) allied with or conquered by the
K’iche’ worshiped at the temple of Tojil at Qumarkaaj? First, they burned offerings before the
sacred icon, then they proceeded to giving tribute to the K’iche’ co-rulers, the Ajpop and Ajpop
K’amja (Christenson 2007:285-288). This might indicate that the access to the temple’s room
where the icon was housed was not restricted only to the K’iche’ priests and rulers, but at least
diplomats and nobles of other polities who paid visits to Q’umarkaaj also had access to it. At
Q’umarkaaj, the temples were also locales in which the rulers fasted, worshiped, burned
offerings, and offered all sorts of sacrifices, including human sacrifice and bloodletting. The
prescribed ritual in the temple of Tojil included the ritual performance of the four co-rulers who
would go inside the temple “two by two in succession, to bear responsibility for the nations and
all the Quiche people” (Christenson 2007:290). The Popol Vuh even records the “crying” of the
rulers, pleading before the icons, a prayer which is strikingly similar to the one described by
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Bartolome de las Casas in his description of the rites of the highland Maya of Guatemala (Las
Casas 1967 II:220; Christenson 2004:289-291).
The explicit description in the Popol Vuh of the temples at Q’umarkaaj as the dwellings
of the gods is in contradiction to the information recorded by las Casas, who indicated that the
“idols” were stored away from towns and were occasionally brought to the ceremonial centers
during special celebrations (las Casas 1967 II:219). In fact, one of the most intriguing claims
made by las Casas is that “idols” were present in the temples only during certain festivities.
According to las Casas, idols were kept in “hidden places” such as caves or remote shrines in the
mountains, out of sight from most of the people (las Casas 1967 II:216). Icons were brought to
towns in elaborate processions only for specific rituals and were placed for public view in plazas
and ball courts (las Casas 1968 II:215). It might be the case that bringing the icons that were
usually kept in the mountains to towns was a practice held during specific calendar rituals in
which minor icons were summoned for intra- and inter-ethnic celebrations, as it is indicated by
the description of the rituals of the Tzik’in Qij described above. Another possible explanation
might be that the housing of icons and their movements around the landscape had regional
variations as a result of distinct, local religious systems.
Regrettably, archaeological data form the temples of Q’umarkaaj are lacking due to the
structures’ advance state of destruction and the absence of published sources describing the
excavations carried out at the site. Nevertheless, data from other highland sites can shed light on
the regional variability and distinct architectural features. The housing of gods as described in the
Popol Vuh could have been just one of several functions of Late Postclassic highland temples.
Twin temples or basal platforms with paired chambers on top and temples with twin or double
stairways have been traditionally considered as the archetypal Late Postclassic highland Maya
temple plan and one of the prime characteristic of the “Mexicanization” of the Maya highlands
(Navarrete 1976:349-351, 1996:307; Smith 1955:85-87). Michael S. Smith suggests, however,
that double temples and temples with double stairways seem to be a local Maya trait since there
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are more than twenty documented cases in the Guatemalan highlands, while there are only five
known double-temples in central Mexico (Smith 2003:184). The distribution of twin temples
across the highlands shows a confusing pattern, with clear cases in the Verapaz region and the
central highlands but with their notable absence in major centers such as Q’umarkaaj, Zaculeu,
and Iximche.
Variation in temple size and shape is probably the result of regional architectural
traditions. Temples in the central highlands of Quiche, Sacapulas, and Baja Verapaz, for
example, have a long back bench in the upper room in a similar fashion to the benches commonly
found in residential structures, a feature that might be an indicator of the residential association of
the temples as houses of gods (Smith 1953; Ichon et al.1980; 1975). In sites such as Zaculeu and
Kawinal temples have a distinct central masonry “altar” inside the upper room against the back
wall (Woodbury 1953; Ichon et al. 1980). Exterior altars in front of the entrance of the temple’s
room have been documented for Iximche (Guillemin 1967:29). Block altars at the base of
stairways are documented for Kawinal and sites in the Chixoy River basin (Ichon et al. 1980)
Excavated temples in the highlands show that they usually have only one room on top of
the summit, although there are some exceptions to this pattern (Smith 1955; Guillemin 1967;
Woodbury and Trik 1953). The multi-room temples at Zaculeu seem to be a unique trait of the site
without any comparable case across the highlands (Figure 3.5). The elongated lateral chambers in
temples at this site resemble the Classic temples of the lowlands. Structure 4 at Zaculeu had a
circular rear chamber in the back of the temple in addition to the two lateral elongated chambers
and the front room. Pyramidal structures with a large room or hall are typical constructions at
Zaculeu and Chiantla Viejo and probably represent a local Mam architectural tradition not present
in other areas. Structures 6 and 13 at Zaculeu are large halls with three entrances facing the plaza
(Figure 3.6; Woodbury and Trik 1953: 46-46, 56-58). Structure 6 has unique architectural features
such as the presence of four inner squared pillars that probably supported a perishable roof and a
bench or “altar” against the north wall which probably had a niche.
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Figure 3.5. Temples at Zaculeu. a) Structure 3. b) Structure 4. c) Structure 17 (not to scale, after
Woodbury and Trik 1953:Map 3).

Figure 3.6. The main plaza of Zaculeu (modified after Woodbury and Trik 1953:Map 3).
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Structure 13, south of the main plaza, is a large squared room without any altar or other
any inner feature. This structure had a drain canal in the south wall at the floor level. Trik interpreted
this feature as related to a system of managing rainwater, but another explanation could be that
liquids were used and manipulated in this large room. The function of these structures at Zaculeu
is not clear but the presence of a niche-altar in Structure 6 suggests a ritual use.
An uncommon feature in Late Postclassic temples was the use or re-use of plain stelae as
part of the architectural setting of pyramidal structures. The erection of plain stelae was an
important tradition during Preclassic and Classic times in the highlands, but it faded away during
Postclassic times. The few examples of plain stelae in Postclassic contexts come from Zaculeu
and Chwa Nima Ab’aj. At Zaculeu, archaeologist found two plain stelae set in the façade of the
upper room of Structure 4 (Woodbury and Trik 1953:38-40, Figure 10). These were roughly set
along the main east-west axis of the temple. A fallen plain stela was found on the surface at the
base of the stairs of Structure 2 at Zaculeu (see discussion in the next section for the plain stelae
at Zaculeu). Archaeologists hypothesized that this monument was originally set on top of
Structure 2, a massive pyramidal construction with a probable open flat summit (Woodbury and
Trik 1953:31-33). Henri Lehman mentions that his team found a broken plain stela in the fill of
one of the structures of the Pyramid B 3 complex at Chwa Nima Ab’aj (Lehman 1968:29).
Unfortunately, a detailed account of the excavations at this site was never published, so the
specifics of this find remain obscure.

Plazas
Open spaces for public gatherings played a critical role as arenas for the negotiation of
complex political alliances during Late Postclassic times. As I discussed in the previous sections,
public ritual allowed a venue for broader political negotiations and plazas served as stages for the
enactment of inter- and intra-communal interactions.
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According to las Casas, the patios de los templos (i.e., plazas) were open spaces for the
performance of dances, dramas, and games (las Casas 1967 II:220). Las Casas is even more
specific in stating that the themes of such performances were “ancient matters” (cosas antiguas),
which might indicate that mythological and historical narratives were enacted through dancing
and singing for a wide audience.
However, the functions of plazas went beyond public performances. Drawing on a case
recorded in the Cronica Xajil regarding the visit of Kaqchikel tortilla vendors in Q’umarkaaj,
Braswell claims that highland Maya “courts” were visited for economic purposes (Braswell
2001a:310). The case highlighted by Braswell suggests that plaza markets probably acted as interpolity spaces for trade and exchange during specific times or festivities. This concurs with las
Casas’s claim that marketplaces were adjacent to temples, with plazas as the best candidates for
their locations (las Casas 1967 II:514). Las Casas distinguishes between ceremonial and ordinary
markets under the direct control of the rulers. Their proximity to the temples could indicate that
there was a sacerdotal control of market activities. Actual facilities for marketplaces have not
been reported for the Late Postclassic highlands, but the open spaces of major plazas certainly
could have acted as the physical venues for market-related activities.
According to Bartolomé delas Casas (1967 II;215), during the annual “lent of the
Indians” the icons were displayed in plazas and ball courts. This information corroborates
ethnohistoric records of the celebration of major festivals in the central plaza of Q’umarkaaj,
where the icon of Tojil, the patron god of the Nima K’iche’ was processioned along with the
icons of other ethnic groups.
During the Late Postclassic period the architectural layouts of plazas in the highlands
exhibited a wide range of variability as a result of locally distinct architectural traditions and the
physiography of the terrain, (Figure 3.7). For Q’umarkaaj, Dwight T. Wallace developed a spatial
analysis in which he outlined plaza and patio patterns according to the grouping of standardized
constructions such as temples, palaces, and patios (Wallace 1977).
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Figure 3.7. The main plazas of a) Ixhimche, b) Q’umarkaaj (not to scale).

Wallace argued that the ritual-council plaza was a standardized arrangement typical of
Q’umarkaaj that was characterized by the presence of one temple and at least two “council
houses” arranged around an open area or patio (Wallace 1977:31-33; Babcock 2012:299).
Wallace also developed a rather confusing classification of patios and grouped buildings with
arrangements that he called multi-patio palaces, palace ritual-council plazas, palace-council
complexes, council courtyards, and the main-ritual complex plaza (Wallace 1977:24-27). It is
important to emphasize that Wallace’s spatial units were defined on the basis of the interpretation
of visible features on the surface, aerial photography, and ideal reconstructions of structures with
limited or no excavation at all (Wallace 1977:29-31).

Low Ceremonial Platforms
Low stepped platforms in plazas, no higher than 2 m, are diagnostic buildings of the
Postclassic period in the Maya highlands (Smith 1965:87). They are free-standing structures with
one, two, or four stairways, usually square in plan although round low platforms have been found
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at Kajyup, Q’umarkaaj, Chwa Nimabaj, and Iximche (Smith 1955: Fig 108; Carmack 1981:274275; Lehman 1968:42; Guillemin 1977). They are usually interpreted as altars. They exhibit a
wide range of variability in terms of size and shape, and the number of such platforms in plazas
also varies (see Figures 3.3, and 3.4). This variation was early on noted by A. Ledyard Smith,
who argued that some of the altar platforms supported a small chamber on top, a type of structure
that he called an “altar shrine,” while others had a flat open surface (Smith 1965:89).
Unfortunately, due to their small size and volume, these small platforms are usually found in an
advanced state of destruction that impedes an accurate documentation of architectural features.
The typical altar platform of the Maya highlands resembles the momoztli of central
Mexico, a low platform set in front, on the corners, or beside temples (Noguera 1973).
Archaeological and textual evidence indicates that the momoztli of central Mexico served various
purposes. They were used as bases for supporting stone monuments and icons, as altars for the
offering of flowers and plants to specific deities, stages for gladiatorial sacrifices, ritual markers
on cross-roads, or stages for theatrical representations (Noguera 1973). Another type of altar
platform, the tzompantli or skull rack, is well documented textually, pictographically, and
archaeologically for the Maya highlands.
Las Casas describes the highland tzompantli as an altar with wooden poles on which the
heads of beheaded sacrificed victims were stuck for public view. Las Casas points out that the
purposes of this ritual practice were to remind the gods of the offerings made to them, to
admonish the community about the benefits of sacrifices, to remind the rulers of the importance
of keeping this practice, and finally as a deterrence strategy against probable enemies
(Christenson 2016:103-104). The sixteenth century Título de Totonicapan shows drawings of an
idealized plaza in Q’umarkaaj (Carmack and Mondloch 1983:39). The scribes of the Título de
Totonicapan drew three structures between four great houses and glossed their functions as the
gladiatorial stone (soquibal), the skull rack (tsumpan), and an unknown structure, probably a
stone monument (Figure 3. 8).
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Figure 3.8. The idealized plaza of Q’umarkaaj as depicted in the Titulo de Totonicapán around
AD 1554 (after Carmack and Mondloch 1983:38).
Several tzompantli have been documented archaeologically in the highlands. At
Chalchitan in Huehuetenango, A. Ledyard Smith excavated a small altar platform with
“indentations in the plaster that have the “appearance of horseshoes,” which he interpreted as the
cavities for the placement of skulls (Smith 1955:14, Figures 5 and 6). For the Nebaj region, Pierre
Bequelin reports crania covered with thick layers of stucco inserted in the walls of small altar
platforms at Chixel, Baschuc, and Bijux (Bequelin 1969). Probably the best known case is the
skull rack at Iximche, where Jorge Guillemin excavated a small altar platform south of Temple 4
which contained fifty crania (Guillemin 1977:258; Nance et al. 2003:227-240).
Regarding the variable number of altar platforms present in plazas in highland sites,
Ichon claimed, based on the data collected at Pueblo Viejo-Chichaj, that single altars in the
middle of domestic patios could have been dedicated to a cult of the ancestors, although no
burials or cremations were found in altar platforms. Ichon suggested that the altars in the main
plaza at Pueblo Viejo-Chichaj could have been individually controlled by specific lineages
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occupying the site, but he favors the interpretation of their use in connection with adjacent major
temples as part of a more comprehensive ritual complex (Ichon 1975:96-97). For the case of
Kawinal, Ichon claimed that altar platforms can be considered as indexes of “sacerdotal” control,
and therefore as indicators of ritual centralization or decentralization. The single altar platform in
the main plaza of Kawinal, a major site with impressive architecture and double temples, led
Ichon to hypothesize that public ritual held in the main plaza was monopolized by a powerful
sacerdotal “caste” (Ichon et al. 1980:203). Carmack proposed that the altars in the main plaza at
Q’umarkaaj could have served as loci for the practicing of rituals by rural lineages which came to
the ceremonial center to present offerings according to the 260-day ritual calendar (Carmack
1981:284-285).

Great Houses
Elongated, raised structures with interior long benches and multiple entrances are
diagnostic features of Late Postclassic sites in the Maya highlands (Smith 1965:87; see Figures 3.3
and 3.4). Archaeologists and ethnohistorians have identified this type of building as the nimja
(literally, big or great house), the salient communal seat of corporate power and lineage affiliation
mentioned in sixteenth-century Maya texts (Arnauld 2001; Braswell 2001a:317; Hill 1996).
Colonial texts emphasize the importance of the nimja as a locus for group bonding and collective
interaction. The Historia Quiche de Don Juan de Torres, for example, depicts the nimja as the locus
for multilayered interactions among discrete groups around the action of “getting together and
holding counsel” (Recinos 1957:49).
The conspicuous presence of several nimja or great houses in large highland centers led
Braswell to conclude that “Post-Classic highland capitals were elaborate great houses or a
conglomeration of several great houses” (Braswell 2001a:324). But the nature of great houses is
not that clear and few of them have been adequately excavated. Although they are usually
considered to be administrative facilities for specific groups within a polity, they also had ritual
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functions as indicated by the presence of altars and cremation burials (Braswell 2001:317;
Woodbury and Trik 1953:44-45,52-53; Ichon et al. 1980:23). Based on his personal survey of the
ruins of Q’umarkaaj during the early eighteenth century, Francisco Ximénez argued that the twenty
four great houses at Q’umarkaaj were part of a larger compound that included small patios in which
“great dances and drunkenness took place in front of the idol when they performed sacrifices”
(Ximenez 1929 I:74). According to Ximenez, each of these great houses corresponded to the seats
of the twenty four Nima K’iche’ lords who presided over lineage-related affairs at Q’umarkaaj.
The best documented great houses were excavated by Ichon and his team at Kawinal (Ichon
et al.1980). The excavations of the great houses at this site did not yield concrete evidence of
continued domestic occupation. They, however, exhibited some architectural features similar to the
more modest domestic houses in the residential groups around the ceremonial center. Similarities
include long benches against some walls and the presence of an in-set altar along the main axis of
the house. Ichon distinguished two types of great houses according to architectural layout, the long
house and the house of council, but this may be just a formal variation in terms of size and
proportion of the same type of buildings (Ichon et al. 1980:191-192). For the house of council,
Ichon argued a probable seasonal domestic function according to the “necessities of the official
cult”.

Ball Courts
The regional distribution of ball courts and their importance in the sociopolitical
organization of Late Postclassic ceremonial centers is not well understood due to the lack of
systematic information. The excavation of ball courts at Q’umarkaaj, Chwa Nima Ab’aj, and
Iximche have not been published, and archaeological and stratigraphic data for these centers is
sorely missing. The excavated trench at the ball court at Zaculeu was shallow and only targeted
the upper layers (Woodbury and Trik 1953:69-72). Sites such as Chwa Nima Ab’aj and Iximche,
which may follow a dual, moiety-like spatial organization, have two ball courts each associated
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with well-defined ceremonial assemblages that included temples and long houses (Lehman 1968,
Nance et al. 2003). Other major sites such as Q’umarkaaj and Zaculeu only have one central ball
court (Wallace 1977; Woodbury and Trik 1953). According to las Casas, during the “lent of the
Indians” icons where exhibited and celebrated in prominent, highly visible areas including ball
courts, where the lords and elites “played the ball game to have a party for them” (Las Casas 1967
II:215).

Domestic Ritual Features
Las Casas describes a family-level ritual conducted by adult males at night on the top of
mountains, in caves, or at crossroads where they performed bloodletting sacrifices (las Casas
1967 II:218). The heads of the family used this annual, nocturnal sacrifice during the so-called
Lent of the Indians as a framework to teach their children how to perform such sacrifices
properly. Families offered birds in sacrifice and burned incense while they spent the night in the
wild, after which the adult males conducted themselves to the temples “to pray”.
The excavations directed by Ichon at Kawinal explored numerous domestic structures in
the residential groups around the ceremonial plazas of the site. Ichon concluded that there was a
popular domestic cult manifested through the existence of interior altars facing the entrance of the
houses (Ichon et al.1980:203). The central altars in the houses at Kawinal are identical to the ones
found in the great houses in the ceremonial plazas. Ichon concludes that there were not great
differences between public and domestic cults in terms of architectural layouts and cached ritual
artifacts. The only difference between public and domestic ritual were distinct burial practices.
Urns containing the non-cremated remains of infants were found in the domestic groups.
However, adults were buried in cemeteries in the surroundings of Kawinal, a pattern also found at
Mixco Viejo (Ichon et al.1980:203-205; Ichon and Grignon 1984). For Q’umarkaaj, Babcock
reports the presence of both cremations and inhumations in the courtyards and houses of domestic
groups surrounding the main ceremonial center (Babcock 2012:252-253). This pattern seems to
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resemble the findings in the ceremonial core of Q’umarkaaj, although a detailed report of the
excavations has not been published.
I am using the categories discussed in this section in my analysis of the center and main
plaza at Chiantla Viejo. Specifically, to address the processes involved in the founding of
Chiantla Viejo and changes that occurred there after Spanish contact, data from the nearby site of
Zaculeu provides valuable information. Zaculeu had an exceptional occupation in the highlands
of more than one thousand years and the data collected by archaeologists in the 1940s remains as
a solid reference to address questions about the archaeology of Chiantla Viejo.

The Late Postclassic at Zaculeu
Zaculeu is the most important ceremonial center in the Selegua River basin and the
closest site to Chiantla Viejo with stratigraphic data. Zaculeu was excavated as part of a
restoration project carried out by the United Fruit Company in the 1940s. In 1953 a
comprehensive monograph was published with the results of the excavations (Woodbury and Trik
1953). The excavations mainly aimed at uncovering the latest stage of construction for restoration
purposes and neglected the study of the earliest strata at the site. Nevertheless, Zaculeu is the
best-known site in the western Guatemalan highlands and is thus an important reference for
understanding the archaeology of nearby sites, including Chiantla Viejo.
Woodbury and Trik (1953) defined four cultural phases at Zaculeu based on broad
comparisons with other highland sites studied by the 1940 (Table 3.1). These phases spanned the
Early Classic to Late Postclassic periods, but Woodbury and Trik did not provide actual dates for
these phases (a comprehensive discussion of these phases is presented in Chapter 7). For the
Postclassic period, they described two cultural phases, the Qankyak phase for the Early
Postclassic and the Xinabahul phase for the Late Postclassic (see Table 3.1; Woodbury and Trik
1953).
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Phase at Zaculeu

Other Maya sites

Period

Xinabahul

Yaqui at Zacualpa

Late Postclasssic

Qankyak

Tohil at Zacualpa

Early Postclassic

Chinaq

Pokom at Zacualpa

Late Classic

Atzan

Esperanza at Kaminaljuyu

Latter part of Early Classic
and early Late Classic

Table 3.1. Cultural phases at Zaculeu as established by Woodbury and Trik (1953).

The Early Postclassic Qankyak phase was divided into early and late facets on the basis
of the presence and absence of Plumbate ceramics in graves. The constant reuse of earlier
materials proved to be rather confusing for the archaeologists working at Zaculeu, who admitted
that the archaeological record at this site reflects continuity throughout its Postclassic occupation,
particularly in ceramics and construction techniques. Therefore, the proposed chronological
phases were based on “minute differences” and “single occurrences” derived from technological
shifts or changes in trade relations (Woodbury and Trik 1953:284).
According to Trik, the architectural characteristics of the Late Postclassic Xinabahul
phase include the use of thick white lime plaster, coating architecture, two-chamber or multiple
chamber temples, colonnades with round columns, long benches and altars against walls, and
stairways flanked by balustrades (Woodbury and Trik 1953:25,286-287). Novel architectural
layouts were adopted as part of new ceremonial compounds. Structures 4-North, and 4-South
constitute the most dramatic example of the emergence of a new Postclassic style at the site that
incorporated circular chambers, colonnades with circular columns, and the erection of plain stelae
(Figure 3.9; Woodbury and Trik 1953:35-46).
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Figure 3.9. The complex of Structures 4, 4-South, and 4-North and the low ceremonial platforms
Structures 15 and 16 (after Woodbury and Trik 195 3:Map 3).
The presence of plain stelae in Late Postclassic contexts at Zaculeu is intriguing. In the
valley of Huehuetenango there is evidence of the use of plain stelae at the Late Preclassic site of
Cambote, a major regional center located just 2 km south of Zaculeu (Figure 3.10; Smith 1955:7).
John Clark and colleagues (2001:132) argue that this stela and others in the Cuchumatán
highlands can be roughly dated to around 300-50 BC. At Zaculeu, however, plain stelae were
used or reused as part of Late Postclassic architecture. Two plain stelae were found set in front of
earlier versions of Structure 4 (Structures 4-1 and K-4; Figure 3.11), both dated to the Late
Qankyak phase (Woodbury and Trik 1953:38-40). Another plain stela was found lying on the
floor of Plaza 3, in front of Structure 2, the second largest building at Zaculeu (Figure 3.12).
Woodbury hypothesized that this stela was originally set on an open flat platform on top of
Structure 2 or on an intermediate terrace (Woodbury and Trik 1953:32).
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Figure 3.10. The valley of Huehuetenango with archaeological sites and colonial towns
mentioned in the text.

Figure 3.11. The Stratigraphy of Structure 4 at Zaculeu (after Woodbury and Trik 1953:Figure
10).
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Figure 3.12. Plain stelae at the base of Structure 2, Zaculeu (after Smith 1955:Figure 1e).

Finally, an overlooked case of a plain stelae at Zaculeu comes from Structure 1. A photo
now in the archives of the Peabody Museum of Harvard University, which probably was taken
during the excavations carried out at Zaculeu by the Guatemalan Government in 1927, shows a
plain stela laying on the floor inside the room of Structure 1 3 (Figure 3.13). There are probably
other undocumented cases of plain stelae at Zaculeu. Large slabs, which resemble plain stelae, are
piled today in front of the site’s small museum and might be monuments removed from their
contexts before the archaeological works of 1945-1948 without proper documentation.

This photo is incorrectly labeled in the Hollis database of Harvard University as “Structure N. of main
pyramid (Temple of the Sun) upper platform.” It is dated between 1929 and 1957. In this photo the floor
looks newly exposed. This excavation only could have happened in 1927, when the Ministerio de
Educación Publica of Guatemala sponsored the cleaning and partial excavation of Structure 1 (Villacorta
and Villacorta 1928:156). Unfortunately, a written report of the operations carried out in 1927 does not
exist. The restoration project at Zaculeu in the 1940s did not document previous archaeological research at
the site.

3
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Figure 3.13. Plain stelae in the room of Structure A-1, Zaculeu (Peabody Number 58-3420/38876 http://id.lib.harvard.edu/via/pea587652/catalog, retrieved from www.hollis.com).
Together with new architectural layouts and the use or reuse of plain stelae, the most
significant change in the Xinabahul phase are cremated human remains inside Fortress White-onred and Monochrome Red jars (Woodbury and Trik 1953:25). Based on collections from other
major pre-Conquest sites in the Highlands such as Q’umarkaaj and Iximche, Woodbury argued
that the Fortress White-on-Red ceramic type was the most diagnostic “late pre-Conquest” type in
the Guatemalan highlands. Fortress White-on-red vessels were found as grave goods in several
burials at Zaculeu. In contrast, the occurrence of sherds of the same type in the fills of buildings is
rather scant. Fortress White-on-Red sherds were found only in the latest of the twelve building
periods of Structure 4; in the fills of the final building phase of Structures 1, 7, 13, 14, 16, 21, 24,
32, and 39; as well as in the refuse on the last floor of Plaza 7. All these structures exhibit the
traditional features of Late Postclassic architecture discussed above. This, according to
Woodbury, confirms the very late date for the Fortress White-on-Red type as well as its short
duration (Woodbury and Trik 1953:174). Chinautla Polychrome, a diagnostic Late Postclassic
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horizon- marker for the central Highlands, is represented only by three sherds coming from the
surface, the fill of the latest period construction of Structure 4, and the debris of Structure 13
respectively at Zaculeu (Woodbury and Trik 1953:196).
All these data show that the materials traditionally considered as diagnostic of the Late
Postclassic period occurred only during a very short period at the end of the Postclassic
construction phases at Zaculeu. If this interpretation is correct, this might indicate that the
traditional date assigned to the beginning of the Late Postclassic in the highlands around AD
1250 might be too early. It is more plausible that the appearance of Late Postclassic diagnostic
features in the highlands occurred only a few decades before the arrival of the Spanish
conquistadors. This argument agrees with the observations by Navarrete (1976, 1996) and
Braswell (2001b, 2003a, 2003b) regarding the timing of supposed foreign elements in the
material culture of the highland Maya prior to the arrival of the Europeans. In their summary of
the Xinabahul phase, Woodbury and Trik concluded that “because no marked changed in the
types of artifacts occurs during this phase, it may have been of short duration, but if so the
continuation of the Qankyak phase must have been even more protracted than already suggested”
(Woodbury and Trik 1953:25).
Although AD 1525, the year of the arrival of the Spanish in the valley of Huehuetenango
has been conventionally posited as the end of the Xinabahul phase, an approach of combining
archaeological and historical data indicates that Zaculeu and other minor sites, such as Chiantla
Viejo, were reoccupied during early colonial times. Woodbury noted that at least five of the
structures excavated at Zaculeu were unfinished constructions (Structures 7,8,9,14,32, Figure
3.14; Woodbury and Trik 1953:50,52,59), and at least one non-excavated structure was
considered by Woodbury as a non-finished building due to the absence plaster on the surface
(Structure 31; Woodbury and Trik 1953:75). Woodbury interpreted these structures as evidence
that construction was halted by the Mam when the Spaniards arrived in the area in AD 1525 as
these unfinished buildings were dated to the late facet of the Xinabahul phase.
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Figure 3.14. Planview of Zaculeu with unfinished structures in purple (after Woodbury and Trik
1953:Map 3).
Structure 9 is an interesting example as it resembles the shape of an earthen mound.
Woodbury interpreted Structure 9 as the earthen core of an incomplete structure whose
construction was abandoned when the Spanish forces approached Zaculeu in 1525 (Figure 3.15;
Woodbury and Trik 1953:52). However, there are several indications that the ancient builders of
Zaculeu intended to build an earthen mound emulating previous architectural styles. The mound
was built in a single episode of construction in a flat area of the plaza used for placing burials and
cache vessels during the Early Classic Atzan and Late Classic Chinaq phases. Woodbury
indicates that the mound “was covered with adobe to prevent surface erosion,” which contradicts
the interpretation of the mound as a simple pile of fill to serve as the core for a more elaborate
building that was never completed (Woodbury and Trik 1953:51). The lower terrace on which
Structure 9 stands, facing the main plaza, was covered with white plaster which tied in with
surrounding architecture (Woodbury and Trik 1953:51).

103

Figure 3.15. Structure 9 at Zaculeu in the background (photo by Victor Castillo). b) Mound at
Cambote (Carnegie Institute of Washington Peabody Number, 58-34-20/39529 Carnegie Institute
of Washington, 45-10-40, retrieved from Hollis Images www.images.hollis.harvard.edu)
The plastered lower façade of Structure 9 suggests that the builders did not intend to
build a stairway facing the plaza, which would have covered the plastered façade. In addition, the
shape of Structure 9 closely resembles the mound architecture of the earthen mounds at the
nearby Late Preclassic site of Cambote (see Figure 3.15), and probably that was the final shape of
the construction. If the ancient builders of Zaculeu indeed wanted to build an earthen mound
harking back to Preclassic times that would not be totally out of character for Late Postclassic
building practices in the Maya area. Marilyn Masson argues that at least for the Yucatan
Peninsula the construction of earthen mound architecture became again popular during the latter
part of the Late Postclassic period in sites such as Mayapan, Caye Coco, Lamanai, Topoxte and
Zacpeten, along with the revival of the stelae cult (Masson 2000:250). Interpreting Structure 9 at
Zaculeu as an earthen mound instead of an uncompleted building project suggests that the revival
of mound architecture during the Late Postclassic period was also a practice by highland Maya
groups. The unfinished parallel Structures 7 and 11 at Zaculeu were probably part of a new ball
court adjacent to the main plaza, on top of an earlier ball court complex (Woodbury and Trik
1953:48-50). Woodbury and Trik found evidence that at least the unfinished core of Structure 7
was built on the remnants of a previous ball court.
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As I will discuss in the next chapter, historical evidence from an encomienda lawsuit
indicates that a short reoccupation of Zaculeu occurred after a major disruption in the Mam
region after Spanish contact that involved the burning of towns and the relocation of elites and
commoners from Zaculeu and the plains surrounding this site. Although Woodbury and Trik
interpreted the unfinished structures at Zaculeu as part of a halted construction effort interrupted
by the arrival of the Spanish invaders, it might be possible that the unfinished structures were
built during a short reoccupation of Zaculeu during early colonial times. Of course, the possibility
that these are pre-Hispanic constructions remains. In any case, the relatively high number of
unfinished structures suggests that during the last phase of occupation at Zaculeu, construction
projects increased dramatically at the site.

Conclusion
Both archaeological and historical evidence contribute to a better understanding of Late
Postclassic Maya ritual. Texts such as the Popol Vuh and the Título de Totonicapán provide
exceptional details regarding public rituals that took place in highland ceremonial centers.
Although specific types of public ritual architecture were highly standardized, such as great
houses and low ceremonial platforms, the ritual practices held in such spaces varied according to
specific regions. The differential adoption of cremation, for example, points to more complex
patterns regarding the adoption of novel ideologies and practices which are not well understood.
When the Spanish conquistadors arrived in the Maya highlands in AD 1524 they found
diverse groups that were experimenting with new architectural solutions and novel ritual
practices. Some of these practices included the re-interpretation of ancient ritual architecture
together with the adoption of new architectural layouts and burial traditions. The regional
adoption of new practices and architectural styles was intimately tied to the earlier expansion of
the Nima K’iche’ across the highlands, and some innovations might have been actual responses to
the invasion and colonization of indigenous territories by the K’iche’ expansion before the
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Spaniards arrived. As I discuss in the following chapters, this was probably the case at Chiantla
Viejo, a minor settlement established on the slopes of the Sierra de los Cuchumatanes after the
invasion of the Nima K’iche’ into the area. Regional centers such as Zaculeu might have provided
ritual facilities for inter-ethnic integration, while the religious role of minor centers, such as
Chiantla Viejo was probably different. This small center built according to the canons of Zaculeu
provided a physical setting for the continuation of the ritual life of a displaced community that
was pushed up to the mountains by violence and conflict. This might have been the case of many
other small centers established as a result of the expansionist politics of the Nima K’iche’. These
changes happened before the Spaniards arrived. However, same strategies were employed by
Mam groups after the Spanish contact, as the results of the excavations at Chiantla Viejo show.
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CHAPTER 4
THE LATE PRE-HISPANIC AND EARLY COLONIAL MAM MAYA
The goal of this chapter is to present and discuss historical (i.e. textual) evidence
regarding the context in which Chiantla Viejo was established, occupied, and abandoned, roughly
from AD 1450 to AD 1550. This period was a turbulent time for highland Maya communities,
which were still recovering from the Nima K’iche’ conquest, when they experienced another
military conquest during the Spanish invasion; the later with more brutal and lasting
consequences. The transitional period between pre- and post-contact times in the highlands is not
well known from historical sources, which focus mostly on the military entrada or expedition of
Pedro de Alvarado, the so-called conqueror of Guatemala in AD 1524, against the K’iche’ and
Kaqchikel kingdoms. This entrada has produced a wealth of historical works on the K’iche’ and
Kaqchikel, neglecting other highland groups such as the Mam. In this chapter, I expand on Mam
history and political organization based on traditional historical sources and a sixteenth-century
document produced by the Spanish colonial legal system as part of a lengthy encomienda lawsuit,
the Justicia 1031 document mentioned in Chapter 2.
I put special emphasis on discussing the broader social dynamics of Mam society during
the late fifteenth century and the first decades of the sixteenth century. I argue that these
dynamics set the stage for the responses of Mam communities to early Spanish colonialism.
First, I discuss the historical context of Justicia 1301 and stress its importance for addressing late
pre-Hispanic and early colonial Mam history. Second, using Justicia 1031 as a main source of
information, I interpret Mam political and territorial organization at the eve of the Spanish
conquest as inferred from the testimonies recorded in this lawsuit. Finally, I stress the data
coming from the testimonies recorded in Justicia 1031 as evidence to complement and further
expand traditional accounts of the K’iche’ conquest, the Spanish conquest, and the strategies of
negotiation of Maya elites during this difficult time.
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The Context of Justicia 1031
Justicia 1031 is a typical expediente or file produced by the Spanish colonial bureaucratic
system. It contains a collection of different documents, such as sentences, appeals, affidavits, and
transcriptions of testimonies produced over a period of more than ten years of legal procedures.
Specifically, Justicia 1031 is an encomienda lawsuit, a very common legal process during early
colonial times in the New World. The encomienda was a colonial extractive economic institution
that granted tribute, services, and labor to an individual, usually a conquistador or his
descendants, as a reward for his service to the Spanish Crown (Kramer 1994:1-24). Encomiendas
were great sources of wealth for many early Spanish settlers, especially in areas were ore
minerals were scant, such as in the Maya highlands. Encomiendas were contested institutions and
the source of conflict among Spanish conquistadors who felt entitled to a just reward from the
Spanish crown.
As Wendy Kramer has shown for the case of colonial Guatemala, encomiendas were
granted by local Spanish governors on an inconsistent basis, with frequent shifting and
withdrawals that angered some Spanish settlers (Kramer 1994). Although an encomienda did not
include a grant of land, it had a physical geographical component since well-bounded native
communities or pueblos were bestowed on a conquistador. That means that some prior forms of
pre-Hispanic sociopolitical and territorial organizations were considered during the distribution of
grants by Spanish colonial authorities. For the reconstruction of pre-Hispanic history and political
organization, the most fruitful of the encomienda-related information is the mention of preconquest and conquest era settlements, and their concomitant political affiliations. Many of these
settlements later became colonial Indian towns or reducciones, although sometimes entire
communities were resettled in new locations (Kramer 1994; Lovel et al. 2013:6-100).
Although scholars have mostly relied on K’iche’an ethnohistorical sources to reconstruct
the sociopolitical structure of highland Maya polities, encomienda lawsuits such as Justicia 1031
contain a wealth of information regarding the political organization of other highland Maya
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groups. Kramer’s (1994) work on the early encomienda system in Guatemala (AD 1524-1544),
for example, mentions numerous instances of early colonial attempts of territorial and taxation
organization that drew on information provided by the testimony of Maya lords regarding the
immediate pre-Hispanic past. Kramer chose the encomienda of Huehuetenango as a case study to
explore the socioeconomic underpinnings of the early Guatemalan encomienda system. The
records of a pleito or litigation between conquistadors Pedro de Alvarado and Juan de Espinar
over the encomienda of Huehuetenango, the Justicia 1031, contain important data for the study of
the functioning of the Spanish encomienda system in early colonial times, as well as for
reconstructing late pre-Hispanic Maya history and political organization (Kramer 1994:201–225;
Kramer et al. 1991; Lovell et al.2013:129–148). Justicia 1031 was first studied by Kramer, who
fully transcribed the document for her study on the early Guatemalan encomienda, although a
complete transcription has never been published (Kramer 1994). In this chapter I draw on her
seminal contributions as well as on my own observations after studying and transcribing portions
of this document in the Archive of the Indies in Seville, Spain, during the summer of 2015.
The legal pleito recorded in Justicia 1031 started in 1530 when Juan de Espinar was
indicted for the burning of at least five Maya Mam towns that were ruled by the lords of
Huehuetenango in pre-Hispanic times, and which he claimed were part of his encomienda.
Espinar was accused of extracting goods, taxes, and labor from several towns, which supposedly
were not part of his original grant. A thorough inquiry was conducted by Spanish colonial
officials to determine the political status of the alleged “subject towns” in relation to the cabecera
or head town of Huehuetenango, which was the seat of the encomienda. To this end, Mam lords
were questioned by Spanish officials and later they were called to testify in the city of Santiago
de Guatemala as witnesses. There, they were asked to provide a synthesis of the pre-Hispanic
history of the region and the political relationships among the subject settlements and the head
town before the arrival of the Spaniards.
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The details of the pleito are complex and contradictions abound in the testimonies of the
witnesses. In 1530 Juan de Espinar was deemed guilty of unlawfully taking advantage of towns
which were not originally part of his encomienda and of orchestrating the burning of towns in the
same year. He was convicted to prison time in the jail of the city of Santiago de Guatemala and to
pay a fine. Pedro de Alvarado removed the encomienda from Espinar and granted it to the
contador (official accountant for the Spanish administration) Francisco de Zorrilla, who held it
for about one year. Somehow Espinar managed to flee to Mexico City where he appealed his case
in the newly established Audiencia de Mexico. The Audiencia reinstated the encomienda of
Huehuetenango to Espinar, who returned to Guatemala in AD 1531 (Kramer et al. 2001).
In AD 1537 Espinar followed up on the lawsuit by claiming a compensation from
Alvarado for the losses he suffered during the time the encomienda of Huehuetenango was
removed from him. At this time a new round of testimonies was deemed necessary to reconstruct
the burning of towns in AD 1530 and its aftermath, as well as to hear about the abuses and
exploitation the Mam lords experienced during the short tenure of Zorrilla as encomendero of
Huehuetenango. The Mam lords of the subject towns and the cabecera were called again to
testify, but this time they were introduced in court as baptized Indians with Spanish names.
Alvarado was sentenced by Alonso de Maldonado, juez de residencia, to compensate Espinar
with 600 gold pesos. Alvarado appealed the sentence and the case went to the Consejo de Indias
around AD 1540 where Alvarado won the appellation. From the records of Justicia 1031 it can be
inferred that at least a couple of the towns that were part of the original encomienda grant were
claimed by two other conquistadors, Juan Niño and García de Salinas, who apparently were
conducting a separate lawsuit against Espinar. During this period the large encomienda of
Huehuetenango was slowly divided into smaller encomiendas that were granted to other
conquistadors. At the end of Espinar’s life in the 1560s his grant included only the towns of
Huehuetenango and Chiantla (Kramer et al. 1991).
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Justicia 1031 is not a pure emic narrative recounting indigenous understanding of local
history and social organization. Testimonies provided by Mam elites were filtered through legal
questionnaires set by Spanish colonial authorities for the purposes of the colonial administration.
The document was produced by the colonial justice system to elucidate events that impacted the
newly stablished colonial administrative system in the Maya highlands. As such, one must
proceed with caution when interpreting the information recorded as part of this process. Still, the
data recorded in Justicia 1031 is promising for reconstructing the late pre-Hispanic history of the
Mam as well the early colonial period in the highlands. These data further expand the well-known
historical narratives compiled by Spanish chronicles or native Maya scribes regarding the events
that Maya groups experienced during the sixteenth century.

Mam Territorial Organization
Colonial texts, specifically the chronicles of members of the mendicant orders, created
the idea that pre-Hispanic Maya polities were ethnic kingdoms defined by a common language,
which articulated political organization and territorial control. The idea of ethnic kingdoms that
were defined by linguistic affiliations emerged in colonial times as a polemic between
Dominicans and Franciscans. Both mendicant orders competed with each other to claim the honor
of the conversion of the most powerful highland Maya kingdoms at the time of the arrival of the
European conquistadors, the K’ich’e kingdom (by the Dominicans) and the Kaqchikel kingdom
(by the Franciscans) respectively. Jean Piel has argued that, at least for the K’iche’, Spanish
missionaries were in desperate need of a lingua franca to ease the complex task of “evangelizing”
disparate groups. Thus, missionaries essentialized and homogenized some cultural traits, such as
language (“lengua general”), with the aim to create common cultural categories for ecclesiastical
administrative purposes (Piel 1989:160-162). Thus, language became a proxy for polity, and
larger ethic kingdoms were defined based on this premise, such as the K’iche’ kingdom, the
Kaqchikel kingdom, and so forth.
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In case of the Mam, traditional historiography refers to a “Mam kingdom”, with Zaculeu
as its ethnic capital (Lovell 2015:39, 50; Iglesias Ponce de Leon and Ciudad Ruiz 2014). This is in
contradiction, however, to the only account of the Spanish conquest of the Mam, compiled by the
Spanish criollo chronicler Francisco de Fuentes y Guzman during the late seventeenth century.
Fuentes y Guzmán claimed to have consulted a manuscript written by Gonzalo de Alvarado, the
leader of the Spanish offensive against the Mam of Huehuetenango, for his account (Fuentes y
Guzman 2015:151-179). According to Fuentes y Guzman, the court (“la corte”) of the Mam was
the ancient pre-Hispanic settlement of Huehuetenango and not Zaculeu. The latter is described as
a castle (“castillo”) to take refuge from war, but not as an administrative capital (Fuentes y Guzman
2015:89,163-164). According to Fuentes y Guzman, at the time of the arrival of the Spaniards in
the valley of Huehuetenango in 1525, the Mam were ruled by a “great cacique” named Caibilbalam,
who commanded the military operations against the Spaniards from Zaculeu, only to finally
surrender to the Spanish conquistadors after a long siege of the fortress. Clearly, Fuentes y Guzmán
interpreted Mam rulership as a monarchic system with one paramount leader. The distinction made
by Fuentes y Guzmán between Mam “mountain Indians” (“indios serranos”) and “Cuilcos and
Ixtahuacanes,” Mam speakers who helped the Mam of Huehuetenango during the siege of Zaculeu,
could be an indication that there were diverse Mam ethnic groups. If this was the case, they may
have been still socially and politically integrated by the role of Zaculeu as a ceremonial center and
a refuge from war (Kramer et al. 1991:265; Lovell 20015:43).
K’ich’ean sources are also describing the existence of several pre-Hispanic Mam polities
before the expansion of the Nima K’iche’ across the western Guatemalan highlands. The Titulo de
la Casa de Ixquin-Nehaib and the Titulo K’oyoi, for example, detail the efforts of the Nima K’iche’
in taking over the western highlands from Mam groups in the area of the modern departments of
Quetzaltenango and Totonicapán (Recinos 1957:71-76). Among the different Mam groups listed
in these accounts are the Zakpoklaj, Yok, Zakiulew, Yok Q’ancheb’ex, Tz’itzol, B’amaq’, Nima
Amaq’, and Chi Lajuj Kej. The Mam of the Selegua River basin are usually identified as Mam e
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Saqiulewab’, “the Mam of Zaculeu.” The precise identification of Zaculeu as the home area of a
specific Mam group makes it unlikely that it acted as a regional capital of a whole ethnolinguistic
group in pre-Hispanic times as argued by the ethnic kingdom model. Early colonial documents,
discussed in the next section, also suggest a more fragmented Mam sociopolitical landscape around
Zaculeu at the eve of the Spanish conquest. Language may not have provided a common ground
for the organization of sociopolitical highland units, but other integrating mechanisms, such as
geography or landscape, could have played a more significant role.
A closer study of the testimonies provided by the Mam lords in Justicia 1031 allows for a
partial reconstruction of Mam sociopolitical organization at the time of the arrival of the
Spaniards. However, an important caveat is necessary before discussing the Mam political
organization as described in Justicia 1031. This reconstruction comes through the interpretation
of the Spanish colonial system and its understanding of Mam settlement patterns around AD
1530-1540. As such, this interpretation is an oversimplification of the political and territorial
structure of highland Maya groups. In this simplified Spanish model, settlements were organized
according to a three-layered rank of towns and settlements with different political functions,
namely the pueblo cabecera, the pueblos sujetos, and estancias. I will refer to this model as the
Cabecera-Sujeto model. In this model the key unit of territorial organization was the pueblo or
town. A pueblo in this context was a pre-Hispanic settlement with pyramids and plazas and not an
Indian colonial town. The pueblo cabecera or head town was the settlement where lords and
nobility resided; it acted as a central place for the collection of taxes. The cabecera was usually
the settlement with the largest population in the area where administrative facilities were
concentrated; it probably was a ceremonial center. The pueblos sujetos or subject towns on the
other hand, were related to the cabecera by virtue of tribute duties and the obligation of aiding the
head town during war times. Pueblos sujetos were ruled by members of an intermediate nobility
which were called señores in the colonial documents. The lords of the pueblos sujetos probably
had some sort of immediate control over their towns, but they were in unequal relationships of
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power with the paramount lords who resided in the cabecera. Finally, at the lowest level of this
model were the estancias, rural hamlets in the countryside which were affiliated with a subject
town.
The Cabecera-Sujeto model fit the Spanish colonial desire for territorial control well,
particularly in terms of tribute collection, which was usually a task of the lords living in the
cabeceras. The subsequent ecclesiastical organization of colonial Maya towns, for example,
followed the Cabecera-Sujeto model in terms of ritual relationships among communities and
residence patterns of priests and other church officials. From an emic perspective, the indigenous
political structure was probably much more complex. Nevertheless, the Spanish conceptualization
of territory and politics are the only data available to infer the pre-Hispanic Mam sociopolitical
structure.
For the lack of a better word, I use the term “señorío” to refer to the polity of
Huehuetenango as a political and territorial unit. Throughout Justicia 1031 the words caciques or
reyes (kings), common in later times, are never used to address the local rulers. Instead they are
called by the reverential title of “señores,” lords. The only exception to this is the use of the word
“tlatani” (tlatoani) to refer to a ruler to whom the subject lords payed tribute in the pre-Hispanic
past. From the testimonies recorded in Justicia 1031 it can be inferred that the Spaniards
acknowledged the existence of other Mam-speaking señorios, independent from Huehuetenango.
This is evident in the mention of lords from Cochumatla and Zacatepeque, which are addressed as
allies of the Spanish conquistadors and not as part of the political structure of Huehuetenango.
According to Justicia 1031, the pre-Hispanic cabecera or head town of the larger polity
of Huehuetenango was the pre-Hispanic settlement of Huehuetenango (see Figure 3.10). This was
the settlement where the lords of Huehuetenango resided and ruled from over the rest of the
señorío. No archaeological evidence remains of this settlement but probably it was where the
modern city of Huehuetenango is today. This is supported by claims by Francisco de Fuentes de
Guzman in his Recordacion Florida, where he argued that Huehuetenango was the court (“corte”)
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were the cacique of Huehuetenango resided (Fuentes y Guzman 2015 III:163). Note that for
Fuentes y Guzmán there was only one ruler of Huehuetenango, whereas Justicia 1031 mentions
two señores. The setting of the modern city of Huehuetenango on a high plateau surrounded by
two deep ravines to the north and south with narrow land bridges east and west connecting to
surrounding terrain supports the argument that the colonial Indian town of Huehuetenango was
built on top of its pre-Hispanic antecessor.
Kramer identified the settlement called Zacualpa Huehuetenango in Justicia 1031 as the
archaeological site known today as Zaculeu, at the northern end of the valley of Huehuetenango
(see Figure 3. 10; Kramer 1994:211). Zaculeu has been traditionally considered the capital of the
“Mam kingdom” according to the ethnolinguistic kingdom model. In Justicia 1031 Zaculeu is
described as the place where the lords of the cabecera and the rulers of nearby towns came
together for holding counsel and taking refuge from war. In Fuentes y Guzman’s chronicle,
Zaculeu (Socoleo) is described as a castle (“castillo”) where the cacique of Huehuetenango would
seek refuge during war times (Fuentes y Guzman 2015 III:167). The Nahua name for Zaculeu,
Zacualpa (literally “enclosed or covered place”) is suggestive, as it is a common place name for
settlements with pyramids and mounds. During colonial times “Zacualpa” was a common name
in the Maya highlands for what today would be called an archaeological site, that is to say, an
abandoned place in ruins (see for example Zacualpa, the name given to the ruined site of the city
of Santiago de Guatemala destroyed during a flood in AD 1541).
The political relationships between Zaculeu and Huehuetenango before the arrival of the
Spanish conquistadors is not clear. The distinction between Zaculeu as “the castle” and
Huehuetenango as “the court” made by Fuentes y Guzmán might a be product of his own
Spanish-driven understanding of the functions of these two settlements. Fuentes y Guzmán
assumed that the remnants of pre-Hispanic settlements he observed in the seventeenth century,
such as Zaculeu, were the ruins of fortresses. But there is no doubt that Zaculeu had ritual
functions, as it is attested by the presence of pyramids and several plazas for large gatherings.
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Although domestic structures have not been excavated at Zaculeu, it is likely that the long
structures that surround small patios at the site were residential complexes. Since Zaculeu and
Huehuetenango were in close proximity, it is probable that they had complimentary functions and
both were nuclei of a complex settlement pattern not fully understood.
The lords of Huehuetenango ruled over five or more subject towns and an unknown
number of estancias located in the Río Selegua basin (Table 4.1, Figure 4.1). Lists mentioning the
subject communities are not consistent throughout Justicia 1031. One enumeration includes the
subject towns of Chiantla, Atitan (also called Muachi or Acatepeque), Chimbal, Isquinil, Niquitla,
Ozomazantla, Baca, and Amala. Besides the señores, Spanish authorities also interrogated
naguatlatos, high-ranked indigenous officials who acted as interpreters, messengers, and political
operators on behalf of the lords. Naguatlatos held considerable power and it seems that they were
ranked according to specific responsibilities, with the naguatlatos from the head town acting as
brokers between the lords of Huehuetenango and those of the subject towns.
Town named in Justicia
1031
Zacualpa Huehuetenango

Colonial town

Huehuetenango (cabecera)

Huehuetenango

Huehuetenango
(Chnab’jul), probably
located where the modern
city of Huehuetenango
stands today.

Chiantla

Chiantla

Chiantla Viejo

Acatepeque (also called
Atitan, Mocoha, or
Muachi)

San Juan Atitán

Taj Chum

Chimbal

Santiago Chimaltenango

Probablemente en el
mismo lugar de la
ubicación actual del
pueblo.

Niquitla

San Pedro Necta

Tepán

Usumacinta

Santo Domingo
Usumacinta

Zaculeu

Sujetos:

Isquinil
Amala
Baca

Archaeological site

¿Colotenango?
Not identified

¿Pueblo Viejo
Colotenango?

Not identified

Table 4.1. Pueblos cabecera, pueblos sujetos, and identifications with archaeological sites in the
Selegua River basin.
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Figure 4.1. The Selegua River basin with towns mentioned in Justicia 1031 (after a Google Earth
shot).

During the interrogation of the naguatlatos from Cochumatla, a nearby independent
señorío, about the political status of the subject towns of Huehuetenango it was mentioned that
these towns “were by themselves before the Spaniards came to this land, and they paid taxes to
the Tlatani [sic] and each of them has its own pyramids and plazas from great times” (dichos
pueblos eran de por sí antes que los españoles viniesen a esta tierra y sí tributaban al Tlatani y
cada uno tiene cúes y patios de por sí de grandes tiempos Justicia 1031, 166v). Although
throughout Justicia 1031 the lords of the subject towns and some naguatlatos claimed that they
were politically independent from Huehuetenango, the records indicate that by AD 1530 they
were obeying the direct orders dictated by the paramount lords of Huehuetenango.
Justicia 1031 gives a vague sense of the size and population of the subject towns. For
example, Francisco de Andrade, the judge who inspected the burnt towns in 1530, testified that he
visited the abandoned settlement of Niquitla which had two hundred casas or houses, the
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abandoned settlement of Chimbal, had five hundred, whereas the cabecera had two hundred
houses. (Justicia 1031:75v-76r; Kramer et al 1991:Table 12-2).
Kramer (1994:211) noted that the names of the towns that were subject to
Huehuetenango in AD 1530 were also the names of colonial reducciones and are the names of
modern municipal head towns (Chiantla, Atitán, Necta, Usumacinta, Chimbal; Table 4.1. Figure
4.1). Mam pre-Hispanic settlements were not abandoned until around AD 1550, when
Dominican friars relocated highland Maya communities in new Spanish-style Indian towns
through the strategy of reducción (Oss 1986:14,30-39; Lovell 2015:83-107; see Figure 4.2).
Therefore, the towns mentioned in Justicia 1031 likely refer to the subject towns that were still
inhabited in AD 1530 since no Spanish-style Indian towns had yet been established in the western
Guatemalan highlands.
Based on oral tradition accounts and historical records, I have identified the location of at
least three of the pre-Hispanic subject towns, Chimbal, Niquitla, and Chiantla (see Table 4.1 and
Figure 4.1). In 2014, I conducted an extensive survey in the Cuchumatán highlands in search of
the ruins of the old towns mentioned in oral traditions. These towns are usually considered as the
former locations of modern settlements. According to oral tradition, these towns were abandoned
when the Patron Saint came to the land and convinced the population to abandon the old town
and to move to a new location. This is the local indigenous interpretation of the Spanish
reducción as rendered in the local social memory. The subject towns of Niquitla and Chiantla can
be identified as the archaeological sites of Tepán and Chiantla Viejo respectively. For the case of
Chimbal, oral tradition indicates that the Patron Saint was forced to stay by the locals at the old
town regardless of his efforts to move the population to a new place (Watanabe 1992:78-80).
Tepán and Chiantla Viejo, as well as the modern town of Santiago Chimaltenango (whose Mam
name is Chimbal) are located on top of ridges in defensible locations with good visibility of the
surrounding landscape. These oral traditions reflect the local understandings of the reducción as
remembered by Mam communities through several centuries. They establish enduring
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connections between the old towns (i.e. the pre-Hispanic settlements) and the modern towns
which are the result of the resettlement process enforced during the reducción. Interestingly, in
these accounts, colonial administrative forces or agents. such as missionaries or conquistadors,
are absent. Instead, the relocation of towns in new areas resulted from the of the agency of a new
religious power embodied in the agency of the Christian Patron Saint.
If my identification of these sites as the locations of the towns mentioned in Justicia 1031
is correct, a clear settlement pattern is noticeable. All these towns are located at intermediate
elevations about 2000 meters above sea level, on top of ridges, close to small basins with
abundant water resources, and with good visibility of the surrounding landscape (see Figure 4.1).
The Selegua River basin acts as a natural corridor connecting these towns and the valley of
Huehuetenango, which is reachable from the southern slope of the Sierra de los Cuchumatanes
via the plains surrounding Zaculeu. The geographical setting of the subject towns has important
implications for understanding the Mam sociopolitical organization at the eve of the Spanish The
traditional ethnolinguistic kingdom model assumes the existence of a capital with administrative
functions ruling over a rural landscape with an unknown number of minor settlements. But
Justicia 1031 presents a more nuanced understanding regarding the political liaisons among
different settlements and the cabecera or head town.

Mam Sociopolitical Organization
Besides information regarding territorial organization, Justicia 1031 provides information
about a series of offices of power in Mam society. Such offices included the paramount lords of
the cabecera, the lords of the pueblos sujetos, and numerous naguatlatos (Table 4.2). Probably
these same lords were called by their Spanish names in AD 1537 (Don Francisco, señor; Antonio,
principal). The existence of co-rulership in other highland polities is well attested. The best
known cases are the Nima K’iche’, with the Ajpop and Ajpop K’amja on top of the social
hierarchy.
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Personal Name
Mazate

Title
Lord of Huehuetenango

Olin

Lord of Huehuetenango

Cotoha

Naguatato of Huehuetenango, “el naguatato que manda sobre toda la
tierra”

Atonal

Naguatlato of Huehuetenango

Uichil

Naguatlato of Usumacinta

Coatle

Lord of Chiantla

Chimal

Lord of Chimbal

Zamaza

Lord of Chimbal

Table 4.2. Mam lords and naguatlatos mentioned in Justicia 1031.

Although there are no sixteenth-century Mam documents with emic descriptions of their
ranked titles, the titles of the two paramount Mam rulers can be inferred from information
provided in the Título de San Pedro Necta, a sixteenth-century document from one of the former
subject towns of Huehuetenango. In this document, the two principales (elite officials) of the
town bear the last names of Ajpop and Nimbelex, which clearly refer to noble titles (literally, “he
of the mat” and “great nine”). These titles probably were being used as last names by the end of
the sixteenth century (AGCA Expediente 53,032 Legajo 6017 Folio 3).
The subject towns, including Chiantla (today the site of Chiantla Viejo), were ruled by
subordinate lords, who claimed some political independence from the cabecera but acted under
the orders of the lords of Huehuetenango (see Table 4.2). The Spanish always addressed them
with the reverential title señor rather than principal or cacique. In 1530, the lord of Chiantla is
identified by his Nahua name Coatle, and there is also a sporadic mention of his son. For Chimbal
two lords are listed, Zamaza and Chimal. The origin of the name Zamaza is uncertain but chimal
is the Nahua word for shield. Interestingly, during the process of the colonial reducción, the
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subject town of Chimbal was renamed as Santiago Chimaltenango, literally “walled place of
shield”.
It seems that the lords of the subject towns, as well as the naguatlatos were speakers of
Nahuatl besides their own Maya language or “lengua de la tierra”. This can be inferred from the
mention of Pedro Gonzalez Nájera as the lengua or translator of the trial (Justicia 1031:89r).
Gonzalez Najera was a Spanish conquistador renowned for his services as an interpreter of
Nahuatl in many trials in Guatemala that required translation from Nahuatl to Spanish and vice
versa (Matthew 2012:183). Naguatlatos seemed to be important political agents in
Huehuetenango and its subject towns. In sixteenth-century Mesoamerica, naguatlatos (literally
“the one who speaks”) were interpreters and translators of indigenous languages and, in the case
of the naguatlatos in the Maya area, they were probably proficient in Nahuatl. Justicia 1031
depicts the naguatlatos of Huehuetenago as messengers and political operators of not only of the
lords of Huehuetenanango, but also of the Spanish encomendero Juan de Espinar. According to
the testimonies recorded in Justicia 1031, the subject towns also had local naguatlatos. Below the
two paramount rulers of Huehuetenango, a high-ranked naguatlato called Cotoha in AD 1530 and
Juan, indio principal in 1537 held considerable power and was an important political broker
between the lords of Huehuetenango and the towns. The name of Cotoha is mentioned several
times in the testimonies recorded in Justicia 1031, and it is consistently followed by the
annotation “el naguatato [sic] que manda sobre toda la tierra” (the naguatlato who rules over all
the land).
The sociopolitical organization of the Mam described in Justicia 1031 was probably a
recent development caused by the impact of the K’iche’ conquest of the area. The expansion of
the Nima K’iche’ resulted in a major reorganization in the settlement patterns and the
demographic composition of highland Maya polities. The Mam, particularly, were severely
affected by the aggressive efforts of the Nima K’iche’ in securing tribute and land during the late
fifteenth and early sixteenth century. A closer examination of the historical context of these
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efforts allows a more accurate picture of the time in which Chiantla Viejo emerged as a minor
ceremonial center.

The K’iche’ Conquest of the Mam
Testimonies recorded in Justicia 1031 indicate that the pre-Hispanic subject towns of
Huehuetenango were established on the southern slopes of the Cuchumatán mountain range due
to a long-lasting war between the Mam and the K’iche of Q’umarkaaj, which is called by its
Nahua name Utatlan in Justicia 1031. When Francisco de Orduña, juez de residencia or judge of
public service, asked the Indians of Huehuetenango about the motives behind the burning of the
towns in AD 1530, they expressed their dislike for the location of the towns. They said that the
subject towns were “settled in bad locations and they were living there forcibly against their will
since Utatlan forced them to live there so they could be ruled” (eran malos asientos donde
estaban poblados y que por fuerza y contra su voluntad habían vivido en ellos y que Utatlan los
hacían vivir ahí con tal que razón tenían que les hacían por los sojuzgar…) (Justicia 1031:126r).
Some witnesses claimed that before the arrival of the Spanish conquistadors the Mam of
Huehuetenango were in constant conflict with Maylon (Ilom?) and Utatlan. From the testimonies
provided by the lords of Huehuetenango it is plausible to conclude that the subject towns were
established not long before the arrivals of the Spaniards, as the witnesses seem to imply that the
same generation that faced the K’iche’ conquest also confronted the Spanish invasion.
Besides the testimonies of the lords of Huehuetenango regarding the relocation of the
Mam population from the valley of Huehuetenango to the Cuchumatanes Mountains as a result of
the Nima K’iche’ invasion, there are other historical sources that support this claim. Fuentes y
Guzman included in his Recordacion Florida a section about the conquest of the Mam of Zaculeu
by the K’iche’ of Q’umarkaaj under the command of Quicab in alliance with Kaqchikel warriors
(Fuentes y Guzman 2015 III:145). According to Fuentes y Guzmán, the Mam cacique
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Lahuhquieh established the fortress of Zaculeu during the war against the K’iche’. The invaders
were led by a warrior named Yximche, a probable reference to the Kaqchikel ethnic identity of
the allies of the K’iche’. The K’iche’ conquest of Huehuetenango, according to Fuentes y
Guzmán, pushed the Mam from the valley around Zaculeu to the sierra, where they established
new settlements under the command of Lahuhquieh. Fuentes y Guzmán apparently drew on a
now-lost sixteenth century document, the Manuscrito Xecul-Titulo Ahpopqueham, for narrating
the K’iche’ conquest of the Mam, but other sixteenth century documents broadly support his
historical reconstruction. The participation of the Kaqchikel as military allies of the K’iche’
during the expansion of the political sphere of Q’umarkaaj is described in the Guerras Comunes
de Quichés y Cakchiqueles, a manuscript written in Kaqchikel in AD 1554. According to this
Kaqchikel source, the conquest of Zaculeu by the K’iche’ was possible thanks to the participation
of the Tukuchee and the Zotzil, two of the major political factions that composed the greater
Kaqchikel polity of Iximche (Recinos 1957:145).
The K’iche’ themselves wrote prolifically about the war campaign against the Mam and
the conquest and colonization of former Mam territories. Sixteenth-century documents that
narrate the invasion and colonization of Mam territory by K’iche’ warriors include the Titulo
K’oyoy (Carmack and Mondloch 2009) the Titulo de la Casa Ixquin-Nehaib, and the Guerras
Comunes de Quiches y Cakchiqueles (Recinos 1957) mentioned above. According to these
documents, true colonies with K’iche’ settlers were established in former Mam lands in
Momostenango, Totonicapán, and Quetzaltenango. From these documents it is not clear whether
the Mam were assimilated into K’iche’ sociopolitical structure or if they were expelled from their
territories. K’iche’ documents such as the Titulo K’oyoi favor the latter scenario (Carmack and
Mondloch 2009:25). Sixteenth-century documents written in K’iche’ distinguish the Mam of the
valley of Huehuetenango from other Mam-speaking groups with the exonym Mam Saqui
Ulewa(b) (the Mam of Zaculeu) or Saqiulewab’ winaq (the Zaculeu people). Zaculeu itself is a
K’iche’ place name meaning “white earth”. Although Fuentes y Guzmán identified the
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archaeological site now called Zaculeu as a place named Socoleo, the K’iche’ term Saqiulewab’
(plural for “white earth”) was probably used to refer to a whole polity or an ethnic group rather
than a specific place (Carmack and Mondloch 2009:241). Fuentes y Guzmán might have been
confused about the right interpretation of the name since he mentions two settlements, Zakulewab
and Socoleo, as different places (Fuentes y Guzman 20015 III:145-146,287). However, it is clear
that both names refer to the same place or ethnic group. Ever since the identification of Fuentes y
Guzman, the major archaeological site in the valley of Huehuetenango has been called Zaculeu,
although modern Mam groups do not have a Mam place name for Zaculeu. Locals from
Huehuetenango used to call this archeologic site “Los Cúes” (literally, the pyramids) before the
archeological interventions and the restoration of the site in the 1940s. In contrast, Mam groups
still call the modern settlement of Huehuetenango by its pre-Hispanic name, Chnab’jul (Cave of
Music).
All available historical sources concur in stressing that the violent expansion of the Nima
K’iche’ of Q’umarkaaj reached the Mam area during the reign of Quicab after the establishment
of Q’umarkaaj as the capital of the Nima K’iche’ confederacy. The time period of AD 1425-1475
has been traditionally accepted as the probable date for the establishment of Q’umarkaaj on the
basis of ethnohistorical sources (Carmack 1981:120-147). However, this remains debatable from
an archaeological perspective. The most elaborate theoretical explanation of the K’iche’ conquest
has been undertaken by John Fox (1978), who has studied the K’iche’ expansion from an
anthropological perspective through a combination of historical and archaeological materials (Fox
1978). In Fox’s view, the K’iche’ expansion across the Maya highlands followed a “conquest
sociocultural system” with roots in a supposed militaristic Toltec Maya culture. Drawing on
Carneiro´s environmental circumscription model, Fox argued that the K’iche’ of Q’umarkaaj
were seeking to establish a centralist state, which triggered mechanisms of adaptation to and
adoption of K’iche’ culture in regional subsystems by entire ethnic groups (Fox 1978:8).
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Fox clearly followed the “linguistic kingdom” model as he argued that there was tension
between centralism and regionalism during the expansion of the K’iche’ “conquest state”
foregrounded by ethnolinguistic differences. Fox heavily drew on the study of site layouts to
support his claims of a conquest state, which according to him was imposing architectural styles
and site plans onto conquered ethnic groups. Double-temple pyramids, temple orientations, and
sunken ball courts, for example, were considered by Fox as proxies of the K’iche’ presence in
highland sites (Fox 1978, 1989). Most of Fox’s claims, however, were based on comparisons of
on-surface architecture and site layouts with little or no stratigraphic excavations at all.
Although testimonies recorded in Justicia 103 suggest that the Mam and the Nima
K’iche’ were living in constant conflict when the Spanish arrived in the area, other sources
indicate that the tensions between the Mam and the Nima K’iche’ eased just before the arrival of
the Spanish. Fuentes y Guzmán reports that Caibilbalam, the cacique of Huehuetenango, was
received with great ceremony at Q’umarkaaj by the K’iche’ rulers. Caibilbalam provided advice
and guidance to the K’iche’ on how to set up a trap to burn the Spanish invaders at Q’umarkaaj, a
plan that eventually failed (Lovell 2015:50,57). It seems that by the time of the arrival of the
Spanish the K’iche’ and the Mam considered themselves as allies rather than enemies. It was
within this context of shifting episodes of violence and alliances that the Spanish conquistadors
made their way into the Maya highlands. The Spanish successfully exploited the politics of
conflict and cooperation that unfolded among highland polities during the century before the
arrival of the Spanish conquistadors.

The Spanish Conquest of the Mam
As mentioned, Fuentes y Guzman claimed to have consulted a sixteenth-century cuaderno, a
manuscript written by Gonzalo de Alvarado, the Spanish conqueror of Zaculeu, as his main
source for the writing of his account of the Spanish campaign against the Mam in his magnum
opus the Recordacion Florida. It should be noted that there were two Spanish conquistadors by
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the name of Gonzalo de Alvarado; one was Gonzalo de Alvarado y Contreras, the brother of
Pedro de Alvarado, the infamous “conqueror of Guatemala”. The other was Gonzalo de Alvarado
y Chávez, Pedro de Alvarado’s cousin. It is not clear who of these two was the conquistador in
charge of the campaign of Huehuetenango, but probably it was Pedro de Alvarado’s brother,
although confusion persists (Gall 1967). According to Carmelo Saenz de Santa Maria, the
cuaderno is Gonzalo de Alvarado’s probanza, a succinct account of merits written by Spanish
conquistadors when they requested a reward for their services to the Spanish Crown. Fuentes y
Guzman also lists two other Spanish documents as additional sources for his story of the conquest
of the Mam: the Probanza de don Laureano Guerra y Veinteimilla and the Manuscrito de don
Alonso Enriquez de Larios. It seems that Fuentes y Guzman also consulted indigenous accounts
written in K’iche’ including the Titulo Ahpopqueham, the Manuscrito Quiché and the Manuscrito
Xecul (Sáenz de Santa Maria 1969:LIX).
Nathalie Woodbury provided a comprehensive narrative in English of the conquest of the
Mam based on the account by Francisco de Fuentes y Guzman in 1695 (Woodbury and Trik
1953:9-20). Woodbury’s work should be consulted for any detailed inquiry about the specificities
of the conquest of Zaculeu. In this section, I provide an historical reconstruction of the conquest
of the Mam based on the account of Fuentes y Guzman, the reconstruction and commentary by
Woodbury, and the summary provided by W. George Lovell (2015). According to Fuentes y
Guzman, Pedro de Alvarado was encouraged to invade Mam territory by Sequechul, king of the
K’iche’, who claimed that the Mam controlled a vast and rich territory. Sequechul further
contended that Caibilbalam, the cacique of the Mam, was the mastermind behind a failed plot that
aimed to kill the Spanish conquistadors inside Q’umarkaaj during the dry season of AD 1524. In
this regard Fuentes y Guzman was wrong, or at least confused, since Sequechul was the Nahua
name of one of the two rulers of Iximche, the capital of the Kaqchikel, and not the name of any
K’iche’ ruler. In any case, Pedro de Alvarado put Gonzalo de Alvarado (either his brother or
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cousin) in charge of the expedition against the Mam in July of AD 1525. Gonzalo de Alvarado
organized a force consisting of eighty Spanish foot soldiers, forty cavalrymen, and two thousand
Indian allies of Maya and Nahua origins including “tlaxcaltecos, mejicanos, uzmatecos,
cholutecos, quetzaltecos y cachiqueles de Guatemala” (Fuentes y Guzman 2015 III:153).
The forces led by Gonzalo de Alvarado departed from the newly founded city of Santiago
de Guatemala to Totonicapán, where they gathered provisions prior to their military entry into
Mam territory. From Totonicapán the Spanish conquistadors and their indigenous allies traveled
through the hilly terrain of the Totonicapán mountains, an area that belonged to the Mam before
the K’iche’ conquest of the area. Once in Mam-controlled lands, the invaders had their first battle
against the Mam at the ancient settlement of Mazatenango, a fortified center on a hilltop
surrounded by a swampy ditch. Mazatenango did not resist the attack coming from multiple
fronts, and soon surrendered to the Spanish forces. Gonzalo left Mazatenango on his way to
Huehuetenango, the “court” of the great cacique Caibilbalam, but when he reached the plains
around Huehuetenango he was attacked by a well-organized army of five hundred Mam warriors
from Malacatan, a center located more than 10 km south of Mazatenango. Fuentes y Guzman
provides detailed descriptions of the costumes and armament of the Malacateco warriors, which
included lances with copper points, clubs, and bows and arrows. This detailed account is probably
his fabrication, as no other detailed description of battles are present in any other conquest
account. The Malacatecos were fighting under the direction of Canil Acab, a Mam leader from
Malacatan who is described as a fierce warrior who finally died only after a brutal battle that was
almost lost for the Spanish. After the death of Canil Acab, many Malacateco warriors dispersed in
the mountains whereas Alvarado turned to the abandoned settlement of Malacatan.
After a few days of rest, Gonzalo de Alvarado decided to finally reach the court of
Caibilbalam in Huehuetenango, which was found completely abandoned and partially destroyed
by the Mam in advance of the Spaniards. Caibilbalam had fled his court before the arrival of the
Spanish and retreated to the fortress of Socoleo (Zaculeu) where he would resist the Spanish
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during a long and devastating siege prior to his surrender. The Spanish forces occupied the
abandoned place of Huehuetenango and made it their base camp for the offensive against
Zaculeu. Gonzalo de Alvarado sent some of his men to survey the surrounding area and to reach
the river surrounding the fortress of Zaculeu. There, the Spanish were attacked by Mam archers
who were probably coming from their corn fields. During this skirmish, the Spanish captured a
Mam leader, Sahqiab, who was sent back to Caibilbalam with a message from Alvarado asking
for his surrender to the Spanish king. Caibilbalam did not reply, and Alvarado interpreted his
silence as a sign to start the military action against Zaculeu.
Fuentes y Guzman describes Zaculeu as a truly impenetrable fortress surrounded by a
deep barranca with only a narrow entrance in the north (Figure 4.2). As mentioned, it became the
refuge of Caibilbalam and his army. The Spanish army approached Zaculeu to make a frontal
assault but encountered well-organized Mam battalions amounting to more than twenty-five
hundred warriors according to Fuentes y Guzman. Although the Spanish won the earlier skirmish
in the plain, they could not penetrate Zaculeu. Therefore, Alvarado decided to lay siege by
surrounding the fortress with a well-organized formation of cavalry, Indian allies, and Spanish
infantry placed in strategic locations. The barranca surrounding Zaculeu was flooded because of
the rainy season, but Alvarado noticed that an attack with cavalry from the south could be
feasible if the deep trench could be filled there. The Spanish and their allies started working on
building a roadway by creating an artificial slope that could reach the fortress form the southern
barranca, even though they faced minor attacks from Mam warriors inside the fortress. While
engaged in building this roadway, the Spanish did suffer a considerable attack from a force of
eight thousand Mam warriors coming from the north of Zaculeu. Fuentes y Guzman identifies
this army as an “ejército de serranos,” an army of people from the mountains, which might
indicate that they came from the Sierra de Los Cuchumatanes. However, the ethnic identity of
these warriors is not clear form his narrative. This was a bloody battle that ended when the
serrano army got confused and dispersed by the cavalry.
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Figure 4.2. Zaculeu, as depicted by Fuentes y Guzman (after Fuentes y Guzmán 2015
III:Ilustración 14).
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During this battle, the Mam army inside of Zaculeu apparently tried to escape through the
north, but they were stopped by the Spanish who forced them back into the besieged fortress.
After the loss of the battle by the serrano army, Caibilbalam and a group of Mam leaders tried to
escape at night through a hidden path in the barranca near the river. A Spanish soldier who was
patrolling the area found the group and captured the Mam leaders. Caibilbalam was wounded but
managed to return to Zaculeu. As a last resource, Caibilbalam requested help from the Quelenes,
a vague term used by the Spanish to refer to different native groups living in what is now eastern
Chiapas. The Quelenes, however, considered Caibilbalam as already defeated and turned down
his requests for sending troops to Huehuetenango. The Spanish renewed their efforts of assaulting
Zaculeu not only with the cavalry, but also with direct infantry attacks from all sides using
ladders. In the end this proved to be not necessary since starvation became so prevalent at
Zaculeu that Caibilbalam soon surrendered to the European invaders.
In October of 1525, after four months of hostilities, Caibilbalam capitulated to the
Spanish conquistadors. The gate of Zaculeu was opened and Caibilbalam and the other Mam
leaders stepped out to face Gonzalo de Alvarado. According to Fuentes y Guzman, Alvarado
reprimanded Caibilbalam for his stubbornness in resisting the Spanish and encouraged him to
obey the king of Spain and convert to Christianity. Caibilalam acknowledged his willingness to
be under the authority of the Spanish king and showed interest in learning about the Spanish
religion. The cacique offered a gift of gold to Alvarado who formally took possession of Zaculeu,
where he only found dead bodies. Eight- hundred of the Mam warriors who retreated to Zaculeu
with Caibilbalam perished due to starvation during the siege. Alvarado established a garrison in
the abandoned settlement of Huehuetenango and sent troops to survey and take possession of the
hinterlands that had been under the control of Zaculeu, after which he returned to the city of
Santiago de Guatemala.
The story of the expedition against the Mam as conveyed by Fuentes y Guzman follows
his typical storyline regarding the accounts of conquests in the Guatemalan highlands. An
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indigenous cacique bravely resists the military incursions of the Spaniards and their Mexican
allies, who act under the leadership of a heroic Spanish conquistador. The Indians seek refuge in
an impenetrable fortress, while lesser indigenous warriors and low-rank Spanish conquistadors
engage in several skirmishes. After the Indian fortress is besieged, the valiant Indians surrender to
the Spanish conquistadors and willingly accept to obey the Spanish king and the Pope of Rome.
There are, however, several reasons to question this typical storyline presented by Fuentes y
Guzman. Some scholars have expressed skepticism of the narratives of conquest related by
Fuentes y Guzman as they seem to convey idealized notions of Spanish bravery. These stories
glorify specific conquistadors, many of whom established prestigious and wealthy lineages in
colonial Guatemala (Saenz de Santa Maria 1969; Lovell 2015:58-64; Carmack 1973:96-97;
Woodbury and Trik 1953:13-20). Fuentes y Guzman’s meticulous efforts in narrating the detailed
actions of specific individuals, identified by personal names, and even the transcription of actual
speeches seem unreliable and are probably his literary fabrications. Analyses have shown that
Fuentes y Guzman’s accounts of the Spanish conquest of Chwa Nima Ab’aj and Uspantan, for
example, are misleading or completely wrong in terms of the identification of place names, dates,
and the roles of specific Spanish individuals involved in those military campaigns (Saenz de
Santa Maria 1969, Lovell 2015). Fuentes y Guzman was prone to admire archaeological sites. He
depicted the ancient Indian kingdoms of Guatemala worthy of the deeds of the Spanish
conquistadors (Chinchilla Mazariegos 1999). The supposed Spanish conquest of Copan,
described by the chronicler as a thriving and populous center during the sixteenth century, is
another example of the literary liberties of Fuentes y Guzman who was eager to portray Maya
fortresses as stages for narrating the deeds of the conquistadors.
Notwithstanding the caveats of relying on Fuentes y Guzman’s, there are good reasons to
believe that he used first-hand sources as a base for his narrative of the conquest of Zaculeu.
Although he might have distorted these sources to create the story of a glorious military
enterprise by Gonzalo de Alvarado, the description of the geography of the valley of
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Huehuetenango and the surrounding mountain ranges is accurate. In particular, the detailed
description of the landscape surrounding Mazatenango (now San Lorenzo Huehuetenango) is of
exceptional accuracy with the description of the swampy natural ditch that is still visible today.
Of key importance is Fuentes y Guzman’s distinction between Huehuetenango as the court of the
cacique Caibilbalam and Zaculeu as a fortress and refuge in war times. This is corroborated by
the information provided in the testimonies of Justicia 1031, which clearly identify
Huehuetenango, not Zaculeu, as the capital of the señorio de Huehuetenango. The abandonment
and partial destruction of Huehuetenango prior to the arrival of the Spanish forces is also
mentioned in reports written by other conquistadors regarding the strategies of Maya groups to
deal with the arrival of the Europeans.
The information recorded in Justicia 1031 might clarify some aspects that are obscured or
exaggerated in Fuentes y Guzman’s account. During the trial of Juan de Espinar in AD 1530 he
presented two cédulas de encomienda, the official titles of rights as documentary evidence of his
lawful possession of Huehuetenango and its subject settlements. The earlier of these cédulas was
signed by Pedro de Alvarado on October 3rd AD 1525. The other one was signed by Jorge de
Alvarado on March 6th AD 1528 (Justicia 1031:147r). The date of the first cédula in October of
1525 roughly corresponds to the date of the fall of Zaculeu according to Fuentes y Guzman. The
second cédula corresponds to Jorge de Alvarado’s repartimento general, a major reorganization
of the encomienda system, which for Espinar meant the confirmation of his grant (Kramer 1994:
Table 4.1). Espinar probably did not participate in the conquest of Zaculeu. None of the deeds he
listed as services to the crown in his probanza (list of merits) of AD 1539 mentions Zaculeu or
the Mam, nor is there any indication of his participation in the campaign against the Mam in
Justicia 1031 (Kramer 1994:206; Lovell et al 2015:134-139). The testimonies of Pedro de
Alvarado recorded in Justicia 1031 stress that because of his humble origins as a tailor in Spain
Espinar did not deserve a great grant such as Huehuetenango.
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There is no reference of a military conquest of the Mam in Justicia 1031, not even when
the lords of Huehuetenango were asked to testify about the arrival of the Spanish in the area. The
lords and naguatlatos only vaguely refer to the “conquest” indicating that the Spanish arrived in
the region (desde que los españoles vinieron a esta tierra). According to the testimony of Juan de
Molina, a Spanish notary who conducted an inspection of the burnt towns, Spanish rule in the
area was inaugurated when the lords of Huehuetenango visited the subject towns with instructions
for waiting upon a new master, Juan de Espinar. In turn, the lords of the subject twons obeyed
(“desde que los españoles vinieron a esta tierra fueron los señores de Huehuetenango a los
dichos pueblos a decirles que ya tenían amo y también que le sirviesen y ellos creyeron a los de
Huehuetenango y viendo que no los habían dado a otro que le sirvieron”) (Justicia 1031:59). The
lords and naguatlatos of Cochumatla, a nearby señorío, provided a similar testimony, affirming
that after the arrival of the Spanish, the lords of Huehuetenango went to the subject towns to tell
their subject lords to serve and obey their new Spanish masters (Justicia 1031:66v,67r). This
contradicts the narrative of Fuentes y Guzman who claims that after the fall of Zaculeu Alvarado
sent troops to seize the hinterlands of Huehuetenango. The potential willing submission of the
Mam lords to the encomendero suggests that aggressive military action was not the only social
process involved in the subjugation of indigenous communities by the Spanish empire. Some sort
of negotiation must have happened at different layers that included the encomendero, the
paramount lords of Huehuetenango, and the lords of the subject towns. It also seems that the
Spanish conquest had a specific local significance for these communities, as it is explained not in
terms of polities dealing with the Spanish empire, but as result of the direct interaction between
the encomendero and the local Mam elites.

The Burning of Towns in AD 1530
Five years after the fall of Zaculeu in 1530, the Mam of Huehuetenango engaged in a
seemingly destructive action when they burnt and abandoned not only the subject towns but also
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the cabecera, apparently under the direction of Juan de Espinar. After setting their own
settlements ablaze, the lords moved to Zaculeu, which was by then an abandoned site. The rest of
the population relocated in the plains around Zaculeu. Others apparently hid in the mountains.
Colonial authorities put a great deal of effort in elucidating the events surrounding the burning
and abandonment of towns that were part of the encomienda of Huehuetenango in AD 1530. The
abandonment of towns concerned Spanish authorities, as these towns were the social units of the
extractive processes of the encomienda. Spanish authorities in the newly established city of
Santiago de Guatemala acted quickly. The shifting of peoples from one town to another was
something undesired by the colonial system, as it fractured the basic fabric of the encomienda
system that relied on well-established numbers of tributarios or heads of families able to produce
and pay taxes.
Juan de Espinar, the encomendero of Huehuetenango, was accused of directing the
burning of towns and was considered during the trial as the mastermind behind what seemed to be
intentional chaos. The burning of towns happened when Pedro de Alvarado, then governor of
Guatemala, was withdrawing already granted encomiendas and giving them to other
conquistadors. Since the encomiendas did not include an actual land grant, Espinar’s motivations
were probably to concentrate the population of his large encomienda in the valley of
Huehuetenango. By doing so, Espinar could secure a stable pool of labor if the subject towns that
he considered his own were granted to other conquistadors by Alvarado (Kramer et al. 1991).
Espinar denied any wrongdoing and claimed that his Indians willingly destroyed their own
settlements and moved to the plains around Zaculeu or fled to the mountains. Espinar provided
contradictory answers to different questions. First, he claimed that the Indians of Huehuetenango
were rebelling against the Spanish. Then, he interpreted the destruction of the towns and the
relocation of the population in the valley as an act ordered by the Mam lords of the cabecera to
reoccupy ancient settlements in the valley.
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The official reconstruction of the events according to the Spanish authorities provided in
the sentencing of Espinar is as follows: Espinar told the lords of Huehuetenango that Spanish
soldiers (una capitanía de cristianos) would come to or pass through Huehuetenango in a war
expedition. To avoid conflict, Espinar instructed the Mam lords to burn and abandon their towns
and to relocate at Zaculeu. The lords were also ordered by Espinar to decline any request of help
from the Spanish. However, different testimonies produced a confusing array of arguments
difficult to sort out. For example, during or soon after the burning of the towns, captain Francisco
de Orduña, juez de residencia or judge of public service, was touring the area as part of an
expedition against the Q’anjob’al in the province of Tianguisteca. Apparently, Espinar was part
of this expedition and called Orduña’s attention to what was going on in his encomienda,
depicting it as an act of rebellion against Spanish rule. Orduña noted that one of the reasons
behind the abandonment of the towns was because “in ancient times people settled in the plains of
that hilly land under the rule of Huehuetenango” (antiguatmente la población de ello había sido
en lo bajo de aquella serranía y aquello caía debajo de la sujeción de Huehuetenango) (Justicia
1031:21v). Based on this claim, judge Orduña did not punish the Indians of Huehuetenango. This
claim was later confirmed by the Mam lords in their testimonies.
Although the Spanish justice system considered Espinar as the orchestrator of the burning
of the towns, there are indications in Justicia 1031 that the elites of Huehuetenango willingly
consented, and even encouraged these acts. The lords and nobles of Huehuetenango provided a
more reliable account of the motives behind the burning of their towns, although contradictions
persisted in their testimonies. All of them plainly acknowledged that the towns were burnt under
the orders of Juan de Espinar and themselves. It seems, however, that the Mam lords considered
the burning of their towns and their relocation in the valley as an effort to reconstruct a vanished
landscape gone after both the K’iche’ and the Spanish conquests. From the perspective of the
Mam, the burning of their towns was not the relocation of a pool of labor as envisioned by
Espinar; it was an act of returning to an ancestral homeland. The testimony of Cotoha, the
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“naguatlato who rules over the land” is illuminating in this regard. In Cotoha’s account, the
burning and abandonment of the towns was a request made by the Mam to Espinar, who
consented to their proposal: “the naguatlato said that they told Espinar that they wanted to move
from the highlands to the plains, and Espinar told them to move” (le dijo el naguatlato que ellos
le habían dicho a Espinar que se querían pasar de lo alto a lo bajo y que Espinar les dijo que se
pasasen) (Justicia 1031:63v) 1.
Cotoha further explained that the burning of towns was a purely indigenous-motivated
action to reclaim the more temperate areas of the valley:
Asked about the reasons why the Indians burnt the towns of Niquitla and Chimbal, and
another town called Isquinil, and Acatepeque and why they moved to Zacualpa
Huehuetenango, and why they abandoned their towns [Cotoha] said that while being in
Guatemala they told Espinar that the settlement that they had before the Spanish came
was good and not cold, and corn grew well, and they harvested good melons, and they
wanted to move back to this settlement; and their master [Espinar] told them that it was
fine, so if they wanted to move back then they could do so (Justicia 1031:67r, translation
by author).
Cotoha also said that during a visit to the city of Santiago de Guatemala, he and other
lords complained about the bad weather in the mountains, which precluded good harvests. In
contrast, the plains around Zaculeu are depicted as a fertile land with corn fields and farms. In a
later testimony Espinar agreed with Cotoha, stating that since the wars with the K’iche’ (Utatlan)
and the Spanish were over, the Mam wanted to live where they used to before war times. Ollyn,
one of the two lords of Huehuetenango, related that after the burning of the head town of
Huehuetenango he moved to Zaculeu from the cabecera, and seemed to suggest that the lords and
commoners of the subject towns were living nearby, taking care of the maize fields
(Justicia1031:90v). The burning of the cabecera or head town deserves further consideration. The
pre-Hispanic settlement of Huehuetenango was on a plateau at the eastern boundary of the valley

Cotoha’s answer to the question about the reasons behind the burning of the towns was recorded by the
visitador or inspector Fernando de Andrade during an on-site inspection of the burnt towns and not during
the trial against Espinar.

1
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in a temperate zone, just 3 km from Zaculeu. Thus, the claim of moving from Huehuetenango to
Zaculeu because of the weather does not make sense. Espinar stressed that the burning of the
cabecera or head town of his own encomienda was detrimental to his interests. Therefore, he
argued, the Indians of Huehuetenango had their own motives to burn their towns and to move to
Zaculeu
In the end, it seems that both Espinar and the lords of Huehuetenango were interested in
causing a major population shift by relocating both elites and commoners to the plains around
Zaculeu. The specifics of their intentions are not clear, since this act of burning and abandoning
the towns might have different meanings for the encomendero and the Mam elites. For Espinar, it
was a way to concentrate labor in a fertile area. For the Mam it probably meant a way to regain
control over Zaculeu, the largest and longest occupied ceremonial center in the western
Guatemalan highlands.
Some questions remain unanswered. As I discuss in Chapter 6, the archaeological
evidence of the burning of Chiantla Viejo, called Chiantla in Justicia 1031, reflects a fire that
targeted specific structures. The fire at Chiantla Viejo was carefully planned to damage only
some buildings and not others. The extent of damage in residential areas around ceremonial
centers is unknown, as Justicia 1031 only mentions vague numbers of burnt houses. However,
both elite and commoners engaged in setting their settlements on fire. It is not clear if right after
the burning and abandonment of these towns the Mam thought of coming back or if they planned
a more permanent relocation to the valley. In AD 1537, when the lords of Huehuetenango were
identified as Christian converts, Spanish witnesses claimed that the burnt towns were rebuilt
(reformado) after the events of AD 1530, although a precise date is not provided. It is not clear
for how long the lords and commoners lived at Zaculeu and when they returned to rebuild their
towns, although it happened before AD 1537. In any case, the Mam eventually rebuilt all these
towns and lived there again for a few years.
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Historical sources remain silent about the Cuchumatanes highlands and the Selegua River
basin after the events of AD 1530 and 1537. Antonio de Remesal, a Dominican priest who
published a lengthy chronicle relating the activities of his order in the highlands in AD 1619,
claimed that Dominican missionaries worked on the reducción of the Sierra de Los
Cuchumatanes (Remesal 1932[1619]). Remesal argued that the Dominicans established several
towns and convents in the area and even claimed that “the town of Yantla [Chianla] belonged to
the Dominican order, and from the convent in Guatemala the miraculous icon of Our Lady was
sent to said town” (Remesal 1932:220, translation by author). The town that Remesal calls
Yantla is without any doubt the colonial reducción established by the missionaries of his order.
According to Remesal, Dominican missionaries “gathered peoples and built houses and churches”
as part of the reducción process in this part of the highlands. This process involved the
establishment of Colonial towns in different locations than the pre-Hispanic ones. Unfortunately,
he did not provide dates for the events he described and further claimed that textual records of
such events were scant or nonexistent. The establishment of the reducciones in this area probably
happened around AD 1550. In AD 1553 bishop Francisco Marroquín, the first bishop of
Guatemala, advised the Dominicans to establish a regional convent in the nearby reducción of
Aguacatán, no too far from the colonial reducción of Chiantla. He suggested that they could
move the “very miraculous icon of [Our Lady] of Chiantla” to this new convent (Ximénez
1929:204). This indicates that by AD 1553 the colonial town of Chiantla was a well-established
reducción under the control of the Dominicans. In the end, the Dominicans established their
convent at Sacapulas and handed over the reducciones in the Sierra de Los Cuchumatanes to the
Mercedarian mendicant order (Remesal 1932:220).
The mention of converts in Huehuetenango by AD 1537 in Justicia 1031 suggests that
other missionaries came before the Dominicans. Remesal argued that first attempts of conversion
started at Sacapulas in AD 1537, when the Dominicans secured the permits from Spanish
authorities to venture into the “pacific conquest” of Tezultlan or the Land of War in the northern
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K’iche’ and Q’eqchi’ areas. Historical research has debunked the narrative of Remesal pointing
out the numerous incongruences and errors in his reconstruction of events (Saint-Lu 1968; Piel
1989). The history of the missionization efforts in the Maya highlands remains obscure and
poorly documented. Chroniclers of the Dominican and Franciscan mendicant orders wrote
prolifically during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries about the first efforts of their orders
to convert the highland Maya to the Catholic faith (e.g., Remesal 1932[1619]; Vasquez
1937[1714]; Ximénez 1929[1708]). This led to a dispute between chroniclers regarding the
reconstruction of dates and events pertaining the earliest missionaries in the Maya highlands. The
historical specificities of this dispute are too lengthy and complex to discuss in this chapter, but
the detailed work of Adriaan van Oss (1986) on the parish histories of colonial Guatemala
remains as the authoritative reference for this matter.
According to Justicia 1031 Mam nobles from Huehuetenango visited their encomendero
Juan de Espinar in the city of Guatemala. Thus, an alternate explanation regarding the early
mention of Mam converts in AD 1537 could be that they were baptized during that visit. The
Christian name of one of the lords of Huehuetenango in AD 1537, Francisco, might indicate that
Francisco Marroquín, the newly appointed bishop of Guatemala, may have been the one who
baptized him, or may have been his godfather. On the other hand, the rulers and nobles of
Huehuetenango may have been baptized by Marroquín during a visit he paid to, “each and every
one,” of the towns in his diocese in AD 1536 and 1537 (Lovell et al. 2013:155; Piel 1989:19).
Marroquín visited these settlements in order to take a census for taxation purposes (tasación). It is
likely that he took advantage of the census to baptize the elites of the towns he visited. In any
case, more historical research is needed to clarify the many gaps in the history of early Christian
missionization in the Maya highlands.
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Conclusion
The Mam of the Selegua River basin experienced turbulent times during the last part of
the fifteenth century and the sixteenth century. Their territory was seized first by the Nima
K’iche’ and then by the Spanish conquistadors. Both invasions triggered dramatic shifts in the
composition of populations and altered the landscape with the abandonment of ancient centers
and the foundation of new towns. Historical data discussed in this chapter emphasizes the
significant changes that Mam groups from the valley of Huehuetenango experienced as a result of
K’iche’ expansionism. The most remarkable of these changes was a drastic shift in the settlement
pattern, with the establishment of new centers in the mountains where the Mam forcibly lived
under the coercion of the K’iche’. Although the sociopolitical organization of the Mam before the
K’iche’ conquest is not known, the emergence of new settlements after the K’iche’ expansion in
the area meant new forms of territorial and sociopolitical organization regarding the relations
between the elites of the head town and those of the newly established centers.
When the Spanish arrived in the area, the colonial administration simplified territorial
and social relations among settlements according to the Cabecera-Sujeto model because it fit
their administrative purposes. Although the elites of Huehuetenango acted as brokers and
negotiators mediating between the interests of their encomendero and their own sociopolitical
interests, the destruction and reconstruction of towns had a collective dimension. It required some
degree of orchestrated planning and work, not only among the leaders of each subject town and
the cabecera, but also between the Mam elites and their encomendero Juan de Espinar.
Regardless of the demographic shifts and changes in settlement patterns, Zaculeu remained as an
important place for displaced Mam groups, as it was always considered as their ancestral
homeland. With the burning of their towns in AD 1530, shortly after Spanish contact, the Mam
saw an opportunity to revert the changes brought by the K’iche’ and the Spanish conquest by
returning to the pre-conquest landscape.

140
The data discussed in Chapter 3 support the idea that during the Late Postclassic period
the Maya highlands experienced a period of innovation and adaptation triggered by the expansion
of the Nima K’iche’. The emergence of new centers allowed an opportunity to recreate the ritual
settings of the ceremonial centers from where populations were displaced and forcibly relocated
elsewhere. As I discuss in the next two chapters, this was the case in Chiantla Viejo whose
builders took inspiration from Zaculeu.
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CHAPTER 5
CHIANTLA VIEJO AND ITS SETTING
Environmental and Geographic Settings
Chiantla Viejo is located in the northwestern highlands of Guatemala, a hilly region
characterized by diverse ecological niches and microclimates. The site is part of the municipality
of Chiantla, in the department of Huehuetenango, and it is located about 3.3 km north of the
modern town of Chiantla. The most significant geographic feature in the region is the Sierra de
los Cuchumatanes, a mountain range that extends across northwestern Guatemala, from the
border of the Mexican state of Chiapas all the way to the basin of the Chixoy River. With
altitudes ranging from 800 to 3,000 meters in elevation, the Cuchumatanes massif is the head of
several important river drainages, such as the Selegua River, the Chixoy River, and the Río Azul
River that flow north and south into the plains of the lowlands of Chiapas and the Petén.
Although this area has been traditionally considered as a cold, isolated barren region, the
Sierra de Los Cuchumatanes have a wide variety of ecological niches that provide different
means of subsistence for modern populations and create intricate relationships of dependence
between diverse altitudinal zones (Lovell 2015:11-27). In particular, the dependency between the
agricultural production of the tierra caliente or humid lowlands, the large settlements of the tierra
templada or temperate land, and the highly specialized agricultural production of the cold
mountains (tierra fría) has conditioned processes of trade, demographic expansion and shrinking,
and ritual connections among settlements for centuries. Drawing on ethnographic research in the
area, Juvenal Casaverde (1976) has explained how the interaction between the three major
altitudinal zones of this region has set major ecological and social relations in terms of land
tenure and exploitation, ethnic interaction, and settlement building and occupation.
Modern ethnic and linguistic groups are geographically constrained by well-defined river
basins, which comprise the three altitudinal zones, a pattern that might have pre-Hispanic roots.
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Mam Maya speakers occupy three of these river basins: the Selegua River basin on the southern
slope of the Cuchumatanes, the Cuilco River basin, and the Río Chanjón basin on the western
ridges of the mountain chain. Although a few remnants of Mam speakers and self-identified
indigenous communities remain in the high plateau of the tierra fría, Chiantla is today mostly a
ladino or mestizo municipality. During the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, political
turbulence and race-based policies enforced by the Guatemalan government caused a significant
shifting in the ethnic identity of this part of the western Guatemalan highlands. Therefore, a rural
region considered as typically “Indian” appropriated a ladino ethnic identity promoted by the
Guatemalan state. El Pino, the aldea or village where Chiantla Viejo is located, is considered a
ladino settlement and local families have strong ties with the ladinos who reside in the modern
town of Chiantla.
Chiantla Viejo is located at the head of one of the major river basins on the southern
slopes of the Sierra de los Cuchumatanes. Located southwest of the headwaters of the Selegua
River, the site is located at 2370 meters in elevation on a steep ridge bounded by two streams: the
Río Saquichá to the west and the Selegua River to the east (Figures 5.1). The Río Saquichá
merges with the Selegua River south of the ridge and flows south down to the plains of the
modern town of Chiantla. The high rim on which Chiantla Viejo sits has only one natural
entrance in the north, where a narrow land bridge connects the ridge with the massif of the
southern slopes of the Cuchumatanes (Figure 5.2). Directly east of the site there is a narrow
meadow in which there are the houses of the modern village of El Pino. These houses were built
along the banks of the Selegua River probably starting during the early twentieth century. Locals
mention that they have made accidental finds of archaeological artifacts during agricultural and
construction activities in this meadow. The finds include fragments of figurines, bones, and
partial vessels. Since this meadow is one of the few flat areas in this basin, it is likely that this
area was a residential area in pre-Hispanic times.
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Cerro Xacax–

Headwaters of the Selegua River

Chiantla Viejo

Figure 5.1. Location of Chiantla Viejo in the upper basin of the Selegua River (IGN Chiantla
1:50,000 1962iii, revisado 1993). In this map Río Saquichá is labeled as Arroyo El Pino; a minor
creek west of Chiantla Viejo is incorrectly labeled as Río Selegua.

Figure 5. 2. Location of Chiantla Viejo between the Saquichá River and the Selegua River
(Google Earth screen shot, scale not determined).
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The high basin of the Selegua River is a fertile land. The course of the river has been
used for centuries for irrigation as many creeks spring from the slopes of the hills down to the
river flow. It is not hard to imagine why this part of the basin has been used for agriculture for
centuries; water is abundant, soils are rich and deep, wind flows softly. Although now most of the
land is used mainly for agriculture, there are several patches covered by a thick, dense subtropical
mixed montane forest in which conifers and broadleaf trees are abundant. Pinus hartweggi, Abies
guatemalensis, and Pinus ayacahuite, are common tree species in the areas, but also wild pasture
and grass cover clear areas around the site.
The deep soil in this part of the basin consists of a hard rock core locally known as piedra
pache or pachal. Rocks of this core are soft laminated schists that occur at the edges of ridges.
Shallow depressions, filled with a thick sticky red clay, form between hillcrests. Locals identify
this red clay as the tierra firme or firm land on which the agricultural soil rests. When modern
local masons excavate ditches for building houses, they aim to reach this red hard clay to secure
the buildings’ foundations. To the north of Chiantla Viejo, the cliffs of the Selegua River
headwaters form a towering natural wall that separates the high plateau of the tierra fría from the
more temperate lands of the tierra templada and the basin of the Selegua River proper. Two
major geographic features that dominate the landscape are visible and accessible from Chiantla
Viejo. One is the headwaters of the Selegua River located 2.5 km northeast of the site. The
Selegua River is formed in the high plateau of the tierra fría by the flow of several minor creeks;
this flow submerges into a deep natural drain called the Resumidero de La Capellanía at 3100
meters of elevation and reemerges as a fast-flowing river from the steep cliffs of the southern
edge of the plateau in a forested spring. The other major feature is the Cerro Xacax, a high sharp
peak of 3350 meters (Figure 5.3). This conspicuous landmark can be seen from many areas in the
western Guatemalan highlands. Due to its prominence in the landscape, Cerro Xacax has been for
centuries used as a ritual place that has attracted mostly K’iche Maya pilgrims from the
Totonicapán area.
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Figure 5.3. View of the Cerro Xacax from the top of Structure A-8. The main plaza of Chiantla
Viejo in the foreground (photo by Victor Castillo).

At the base of Cerro Xacax there is a system of sacred caves that are constantly visited by
pilgrims who climb up the southern slope of the Cuchumatanes to burn candles and incense inside
the caves. People form Chiantla recall that Chiantla Viejo was once part of a ritual route that
included the modern church of Chiantla, the hill of San Jerónimo on the outskirts of Chiantla,
Chiantla Viejo, and Cerro Xacax. According to my informants, most pilgrims who used to do this
ritual circuit were K’iche’ speakers.

Previous Mentions of the Site
The earliest documented reference about the existence of ruins at Chiantla Viejo comes
from a national census carried out by the Guatemalan government in 1888. In the description of
El Pino as a hamlet of Chiantla, the records of the census mention that 480 people lived in the
village and that “as a curiosity, there is a tunnel 37 varas long, as well as several foundations of
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ancient buildings and long collapsed walls” (Gall 1976 II:993). The mention of a tunnel
(literally, subterráneo) is intriguing as it might indicate the presence of an artificial cave near the
site. Locals, however, do not recall any nearby cave or tunnel in the vicinity of El Pino.
Mentions of the ruins of Chiantla Viejo and their identification as the original location of
the modern town of Chiantla were made by Adrián Recinos in his Monografía del Departamento
de Huehuetenango published in 1913 and reedited in 1953. In the edition of 1913, Recinos
expands on the local claims of the existence of the ruined town of Chiantla:
A tradition argues that the town of Chiantla was located in the place now occupied by
the village of El Pino, and it is even told that there are remains of ruined buildings; we
have not found evidence of this settlement in none of the records of the old chroniclers,
not even in the author of the Recordación Florida who painstakingly described this place,
which make us think that this matter is just a legend (Recinos 1913:1714, translation by
author).
In 1954, however, Recinos reassessed his arguments about the claims of the ruins at El Pino and
further elaborated on the pre-Hispanic location of Chiantla:
A tradition argues that the town of Chiantla originally existed at the site now occupied by
the village of El Pino, where the remains of a church and other ruined building are
visible. None of this is mentioned by the colonial chroniclers. Locals call this place
Chiantla Viejo. If in fact the town of Chiantla was originally settled there it must have
happened during the early colonial times, since in 1586 the commissary of the
Franciscan Order, Fray Alonso de Ponce, visited Chiantla where the town is today
(Recinos 1954:306, translation by author).
The mention of the ruins of a church by Recinos has led to the well accepted supposition that
Chiantla Viejo was a Spanish colonial Indian town. The parallel structures of the ball court were
interpreted by locals as the remnants of the walls of a Christian temple. The ball court is largely
considered today as a sacred place due to the long-held belief that it housed the image of the
Virgin of Chiantla a long time ago. This probably was the story vaguely recorded by Recinos.
During my first visit to the site in 2005, I recorded a version of a story from oral tradition
that tells about the abandonment of Chiantla Viejo. This story identifies this site as the original
location of the town. I recorded this story in Spanish and provide the translation of my
transcription in the next paragraph.
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During the first year of the colonial era the town of Chiantla was located in the place known
today as El Pino or Chiantla Viejo, the first Chiantla. Where the church of Chiantla is
located now, and also during colonial times and even just a few years ago, there were
abundant agaves. Shepherds found the image of the Virgin among the agaves. The
shepherds, who were Mam, immediately moved the image from where they found it to the
town of Chiantla (Chiantla Viejo). However, next morning, the image was not found in the
town’s chapel. People came back to the original place of the apparition and found the image
there. She was brought back to Chiantla Viejo, but the next day the same thing happened:
the image was back at the place of the apparition. After this happened constantly, people
understood that the Virgin wanted to be in the place of her apparition and not in Chiantla
Viejo. Due to this, her chapel was built where the town of Chiantla is now and the town
was moved to this place (Castillo 2005:15-16, translation by author).
The plot of the story is similar to other myths told in the Cuchumatán highland regarding the
origins of the town (e.g., La Farge 1947:61-64). It synthesizes, in a rather metaphorical way, the
experience of the conquest and the arrival of Christianity to the area. During my field research
there was a great deal of interest by locals about the authenticity of this story. It plays a central
role in the local representations of the past, predominantly because the cult of the Virgin of
Chiantla, who is reputed to be miraculous, is prevalent in the area and beyond. Her cult also
provides the background for many economic activities and the two annual festivals that draw
thousands of pilgrims to Chiantla in February and September.
In the late 1970s, Guatemalan archaeologist Carlos Navarrete and Jacinto Cifuentes, the
official inspector of monuments for the Guatemalan government, visited the site and produced a
map made with compass and measuring tape. The results of the work of Navarrete in the
Cuchumatán highlands are still awaiting publication and unfortunately the map he made during
his visit was not available for consultation. In 1982, a team of excavators from the Instituto de
Antropología e Historia de Guatemala (IDAEH), under the direction of Jacinto Cifuentes, started
a rather unsystematic clearing of the site with the intentions of undertaking major excavations and
a partial reconstruction of the site. Jacinto Cifuentes was not a professional archaeologist,
although he had decades of field experience as he participated as a field assistant in many
archaeological projects in the highlands, including the works of the French Scientific Mission in
the highlands of Quiché and Alta Verapaz. In 1983, under the direction of Jacinto Cifuentes and
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Fermín Herrera, who later would become the IDAEH inspector of the area, large-scale removal of
dirt was undertaken by IDAEH workers. These shallow excavations were only intended to clear
standing architecture and expose the stairways and floors of some structures. No stratigraphic test
pits, or other kind of major archaeological excavations were carried out. The works halted just a
few months later because of the military coup led by Efraín Ríos Montt and the ensuing violence
in the area as a result of the civil war.
A written report describing the works at Chiantla Viejo during the 1980s was never
produced. Since excavators targeted the exposure of floors and stairways, it is probable that onfloor contexts, such as middens or deposits, could have been found and removed without proper
recording. There are no records of this short-lived attempt of archaeological excavations at
Chiantla Viejo at the archives of IDAEH. According to Fermín Herrera, who participated in the
excavations of the site, the most dramatic finding during his tenure as the supervisor of the
excavation was a large block of painted stucco. This find was sent to Guatemala City although
IDAEH does not have any documentation of this find. After IDAEH’s intervention the communal
cemetery that was located at the site was shut down and IDAEH took a more active role in the
protection and administration of the site.

Description of the Site
The main group of Chiantla Viejo with monumental architecture is located on the top of a
tongue of land 350 m long and 120 m wide in a clear defensive position (Figure 5. 4). To the
northwest, the site is surrounded by a ravine shaped by the frequent floods of the Río Saquichá. A
series of low terraces located west of the center of the site form a smooth slope that ends abruptly
at one of the Río Saquicha’s meanders. These terraces are probably of recent origin since this part
of the terrain is intensively used for agriculture.
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Figure 5.4. The setting of Chiantlta Viejo on the southern slope of the Sierra de los Cuchumtanes,
arrow indicates the location of the site (photo by Victor Castillo).

The current configuration of the site is the product of several natural events and social
practices that occurred at different times. Social and natural phenomena left clear and dramatic
imprints that altered and transformed the original sixteenth-century layout of the site. During the
twentieth century, several floods drastically altered the landscape around the site, especially in the
northern part of the site. According to local oral tradition, during the first half of the twentieth
century, an unusual flood during an abnormal rainy season enlarged the then narrow channel of
the Río Saquichá. During this inundation, the river eroded many areas and part of the site
collapsed into the deep ravine of the Río Saquichá. The locals report that before this flood, there
were many pre-Hispanic structures as well as twentieth century graves in the northwestern area of
the site, north of the ball court. These buildings were destroyed by the landslide resulting from the
flood. Structure A-3, the west structure of the ball court, was badly damaged during the landslide
and only the southern portion was preserved.

150
The area of the ball court, which is right at the edge of the ravine, is still in danger of
collapsing into the ravine since the Río Saquichá floods rather violently during every rainy season
and is constantly eroding the walls of the ravine. During an informal survey in the plot north of
the main group, the remains of what seems to be the corner of a structure and the partial remains
of a mound were still visible right at the edge of the ravine. These remnants were located on the
highest part of the terrain, right on the only natural access to the main group. It is difficult to
determine the type of structures that were in this area before the flooding, but they were probably
associated with the ball court.
The center of the site, which I have called Group A, is a cluster of nine structures (Figure
5.5). Two of these structures, Structure A-3 and A-4, are part of the ball court, which is located
in the northwest of the site on a higher natural elevation. The largest of the structures, Structure
A-1, which faces the plaza and is located at the southeast corner of the ball court, is partially build
on the same natural elevation. From the south, the arrangement resulting from the configuration
of Structure A-1 and the ball court gives the impression of a small acropolis.
The location of the ball court on the highest part of the site and its north-south orientation
are atypical for Late Postclassic sites, but its sunken, enclosed shape is a diagnostic feature of ball
courts in sites of the same period. The main group of Chiantla Viejo has only one plaza in the
lowest part of the site (Figures 5.5 and 5.6). The plaza is in a depression between the natural
elevations of Structure A-8 to the south and the knoll on which Structure A-1 and the ball court
were built (see Figure 5.6). Structure A-5, a partially destroyed building, was located north of the
plaza. Although just the western walls of this building have been preserved, this platform
probably had an elongated shape extending along an east-west axis. In the middle of the plaza
two small “altar platforms” (as defined by Smith [1965:87] for Postclassic sites), are aligned
along a northeast-southwest axis.
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Figure 5.5. Planview of Chiantla Viejo (cartography by Carlos Morales-Aguilar).

Figure 5.6. Terrain map of Chiantla Viejo (cartography by Carlos Morales-Aguilar).
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The plaza is limited in the east by Structure A-2, a double-stairway structure right on the
eastern edge of the plateau. Structure A-9, an elongated building encloses the plaza on its western
edge. A natural mound partially modified in pre-Hispanic times, Structure A-8, limits the southside of the plaza. South of this mound, a 40 m wide flat area extends 150 m south. According to
locals, this area had low mounds in the past but, apparently, they were destroyed when modern
houses were built there during the twentieth century.
The main group has a few open spaces that are not necessarily plazas. The flat area east
of the ball could have allowed room for watchers of the performances taking place in the ball
court. This area apparently was not modified since natural rocks emerge from the ground creating
an uneven surface. Although no evidence of modern graves is visible on the surface, according to
locals this area was used as a cemetery during the nineteenth or twentieth centuries since
accidental finds of human bones have occurred in this place. Our discovery of a mass grave
dating to the early twentieth century next to this area in the alley of the ball court seems to
confirm the description given by locals (see Chapter 6).
The architecture of Chiantla Viejo bears a close resemblance to the architecture of
Zaculeu and the spatial layout of buildings echoes Zaculeu’s architectural configurations
(Woodbury and Trik 1953). The fill of structures at Chiantla Viejo consists of a mix of clay and
loose large stones. Façades were made of blocks of schists locally known as piedra pache. A
thick, compact adobe mortar binds the blocks together similar to the one described for Zaculeu
(Woodbury and Trik 1953:287). All buildings were covered with a thick layer of white lime
plaster. Although traces of red pigment on some stucco have been reported at Zaculeu (Woodbury
and Trik 1953:31), no clear evidence of red color was found on the plaster of Chiantla Viejo.
Polychrome painting was found on the collapsed walls of the room of Structure A-2.
As in Zaculeu, the orientation of individual structures is not standardized. It seems that
each building was traced and built pointing to major geographical features. The alley of the ball
court, for example, is aligned along a north-south axis in line with the peak of Cerro Xacax.
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While the axis of Structure A-1 points towards the headwaters of the Selegua River, and the
orientation of Structure A-2 is towards the high peaks of the Totonicapán mountains that are
visible from its summit. In the following paragraphs I describe each of the structures in Chiantla
Viejo’s main group. When pertinent, I emphasize the resemblances and differences that the
buildings have with similar constructions at Zaculeu.

Structure A-1
Structure A-1 faces the plaza at an angle of 35° east of true north. From the plaza,
Structure A-1 appears as a massive and voluminous structure (Figure 5.7). The building uses the
natural topography for this effect. It is built onto a natural slope, which descends from the area of
the ball court down to the center of the plaza. Because of this placement, the three major terraces
of the front of the building are not present in the rear, where Structure A-1 reaches the level of the
ball court. On the eastern and western sides of the building, the three large terraces merge with
the natural slope of the hill.

Figure 5.7. Structure A-1 in the foreground viewed from the top of Structure A-2. Structure A-4
in the background (photo by Carlos Morales-Aguilar).
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On the slope west of Structure A-1 there are the remnants of a stairway that led from the plaza to
the higher elevation of the ball court. This stairway was attached to the western side of Structure
A-1 in the northwest corner of the plaza and merged with the terrace on which Structure A-9
stands. Structure A-1 measures about 22.00 m in length at the base and is 4.50 m high. The façade
has three large frontal terraces, which are 0.92 m high on average. It has a central stairway, which
is 4.75 m wide with ten steps including the upper platform. The steps are in general about 0.40 m
high and 0.25 m wide but are very irregular, which is also the case with many stairways at
Zaculeu (Woodbury and Trik 1953:30). The upper part of Structure A-1 bears the foundations
and walls of an elongated rectangular room, which is 18.20 x 7.20 m when measured from the
exterior walls. The walls of the room average 0.80 m in thickness and are better preserved in the
northern part of the room. The access to this room is from the frontal stairway; the south wall was
divided into three openings by two square columns, which measure 1.30 x 1.10 m. The central
opening is 2.47 m wide and the two lateral ones are 1.35 m wide. The interior of the room was
used as part of a communal cemetery during the twentieth century (Figure 5.8).

Figure 5.8. The upper room of Structure A-1 before excavation, note the modern graves (photo by
Victor Castillo).
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At least six masonry tombs are visible on the surface, but our excavations revealed
additional non-formal internments in the room. The access to this room is from the frontal
stairway; the south wall was divided into three openings by two square columns, which measure
1.30 x 1.10 m. The central opening is 2.47 m wide and the two lateral ones are 1.35 m wide. The
interior of the room was used as part of a communal cemetery during the twentieth century (see
Figure 5.8). At least six masonry tombs are visible on the surface, but our excavations revealed
additional non-formal internments in the room.

Structure A-2
This structure limits the east side of the plaza (Figure 5.9). It measures 28.0 x 11.5 m at
its base and is 3.91 m high from the level of the plaza. Its upper part has been completely
disturbed by the building of modern masonry tombs when the site was used as a communal
cemetery during the twentieth century. Modern niche graves were also built on the west base of
the structure where some burials were even placed on the slope of the building. In contrast, the
east side is well preserved.

Figure 5.9. Structure A-2 viewed from Structure A-1 (photo by Victor Castillo).
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As in Structure A-1, this building has three large terraces facing the plaza, which are 1.0
m high and 0.90 wide. A double stairway divided by a balustrade gives access to the top of the
structure from the plaza. Both stairways average 1.0 in width and they have nine steps; risers
average 0.30 m and treads 0.30 m. The balustrade is 1.20 m high; although its upper part has not
been preserved, the balustrade was at least 2.50 m long.
Structure A-2 closely resembles Structure 1 at Zaculeu, which is also a three-terraced
structure with a double stairway divided by a central balustrade, an upper room with three
entrances, and a block altar against the east wall inside the room (Woodbury and Trik 1953:2531). Due to the extensive disturbance caused by the construction of twentieth century graves atop
of Structure A-2, it is not possible to know the exact shape of the room, although excavations
revealed the north and south exterior corners. In contrast to Structure A-1, whose upper room
showed clear evidence of two layers of lime plaster, excavations around the corners of A-2
showed that this building was covered only with one layer of stucco.

The Ball Court: Structures A-3 and A-4
Parallel structures A-3 and A-4 form the ball court, situated on a narrow plateau on the
highest elevation of the site (Figure 5. 10). Most of Structure A-3 and the northern end of the ball
court disappeared in a heavy flood of the Río Saquichá during the early twentieth century.
Although the southeast corner of Structure A-3 is in very bad condition, the still standing
architecture of the ball court is a typical enclosed, slightly sunken court “in the shape of a capital
I” and two end zones. This type of ball court is seen as typical for the Late Postclassic by A.
Ledyard Smith (Smith 1965:91). The end zones, located north and south of the playing alley, are
each delimited by a low wall that averages a thickness of 1.45 m with a low interior basal bench,
which is about 0.40 m wide (Figure 5. 11). The height of these walls varies due to differential
preservation, but they were probably not higher than 1 m.
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Figure 5.10. The Ball court viewed from the southeast corner of the end zone. The remnant of
Structure A-3 is to the left in the photo, Structure A-4 to the right (photo by Victor Castillo).

Figure 5.11. The northeast corner of Structure A-4 with the exposed architecture of earlier
versions of the structure (photo Victor Castillo).
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The one well-preserved end zone, the south zone, is 14.0 m long and 4.0 m wide. In the
south wall, this end zone has a small opening, which measures 1.20 m in width. This small
opening connected the relatively flat area south of the ball court with the end zone. The playing
alley is 20 m long and 4.20 m wide.
Structure A-4 is 4 m high. It measures 20.10 m in length by 9.20 m in width at its base. It
lies along a north-south axis on an artificial terrace that levels the steep slope of a natural hill.
This long terrace runs north to south with at least two corners turning east before reaching the
rear part of Structure A-1; it averages a height of 1.0 m. Excavations in the back area of Structure
A-1 revealed that the southern portion of this terrace was added at a later time to level the ground
for remodeling in Structures A-4 and A-1
The well-preserved north portion of Structure A-4 reveals that the building had two
phases of construction (see Figure 5. 11). On its west, north, and south sides, the original version
of A-4 had three large terraces, the lowest of which stood on the low wall of the end zones. The
lowest and middle terraces average a height of 1.40 m. The upper one, however, had the
appearance of a cornice and was 0.80 m high. Originally, A-4 Sub-1 was 5.7 m in width. Later, a
new façade was attached on the east side of the early version of A-4. The construction of this new
façade substantially enlarged the building with a new stepped west front which measured 3.5 m in
width at its base. This new façade covered the original east façade of the structure. The new front
had seven tall steps of irregular heights built on the same floor on which A-4 Sub-1 stood; no new
floors were laid down during this remodeling of the structure. The flat surface on top of A-4 Sub1, which originally was about 3.5 m in width, was enlarged with a molding-like upper step
creating a new flat top surface now 4.4 m wide. A small stairway was built in the upper step of
the new façade. This stairway was 0.80 m long with three steps whose risers and treads averaged
0.25 m and 0.20 m in width, respectively.
The remnants of a large trench, which is 1.80 m wide, are visible on the slope of the west
façade of A-4. Since this trench is right along the east-west axis of the structure, it is possible that
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in ancient times a looter’s trench was excavated here, although it seems it was backfilled. Locals
consider Structure A-4, and the ball court in general, as a sacred place. Oral tradition
acknowledges this structure as the original place in which the icon of the Virgen de Candelaria,
the patron saint of Chiantla, was placed after ancient Chiantlecos found the icon on the plains,
where the modern town of Chiantla is now located. Many informants mentioned that Structure A4 was in ancient times a shrine where candles and incense were burnt by pilgrims from
Totonicapán. Apparently, a now missing large cross atop of this structure marked the sacredness
of this place, although other informants mentioned a large oak instead.
If one assumes that the ball court at Chiantla Viejo had a symmetrical arrangement, the
description of Structure A-4 sheds light on the possible form of Structure A-3. Yet, the ball court
at Zaculeu showed that the two parallel structures there (Structures 22 and 23) were not
completely symmetrical or identical since structures had different access stairways (Woodbury
and Trik 1953:69-72). At Zaculeu, the ball court is placed along an east-west axis, whereas at
Chiantla Viejo the ball court follows a north-south orientation. The upper part of Structures 22
and 23 at Zaculeu apparently had superstructures. The evidence of superstructures atop Structure
A-4 at Chiantla Viejo is not clear since this part was disturbed, probably during the early
twentieth century, when niche graves were built, and a probable looter’s trench was dug.

Structure A-5
This structure is almost destroyed except for its west wall and the northwest and
southwest corner (Figure 5.12). It was probably destroyed during the construction of the road that
crosses the site from north-to south. The preserved portion consists of foundation walls. These are
0.60 m thick and they average a height of 0.30 m. The west wall is 5.45 m long, and a 1.60 m
long portion of the south wall was preserved. Just a small part of the north wall remains attached
to the north end of the west wall.
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Structure A-5

Figure 5.12. The remnants of Structure A-5 viewed from the top of Structure A-2 (photo by
Carlos Morales-Aguilar).

The presence of large slabs of flat rocks and fragments of stucco around the walls
indicate the presence of nineteenth or early twentieth-century graves. Structure A-5 had a
rectangular shape and it was oriented along an east-west axis. Since there is no evidence of large
terraces or steps associated with the remnants of Structure A-5, this building may have been a
room facing the north wall of structure A-2. The south façade of A-5, the east wall of A-1, and
the north wall of A-2 formed a small enclosure of 130 m² approximately, right at the northeast
corner of the plaza. This small enclosure was the only access to the plaza form the north.

Structure A-6
This structure is a small low platform in the center of the plaza (Figure 5.13). Along with
Structure A-7, this small building corresponds to the type of structures called “altar platforms” by
Smith in his typology of Late Postclassic highland buildings (Smith 1965:89). Trik (Woodbury and
Trik 1953:3) called similar structures at Zaculeu “small ceremonial platforms”.
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Figure 5.13. Structures A-6 and A-7 in the center of the plaza (photo by Victor Castillo).

Structure A-6 had a square shape with a protruding façade facing east. The base of the
structure measured 7.70 m by 6.45 and was 1.18 m high. The structure shows clear evidence of
erosion on its top. Excavations revealed an intricate façade with a double stairway divided by a
central sloping balustrade and lateral balustrades on the north and south ends of the façade. The
stairways were 1.10 m wide, whereas the balustrade measured 1.10 m in width; they had three steps
which were irregular in shape. These steps averaged 0.30 m in height. The upper step formed an
extended terrace. On top of the structure there was a low platform, no higher than 0.60 m, which
probably had in-set northeast and southeast corners. This low platform had a maximum length of
4.0 m north-south and 2.4 m east-west. Since the top of Structure A-6 was badly eroded, the exact
shape of the upper platform is not clear.
One of the most striking features of Structure A-6 was the presence of a protruding buttress
that was an integral part of the original construction. This feature, which measured 0.80 m eastwest by 0.50 m north-south, was attached to the south wall of the structure and was revealed by
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excavations. Although the southern limit of the structure was not excavated, probably a similar
protruding buttress is probably also present in the south wall of the structure as it is noticeable from
surface.

Structure A-7
Structures A-6 and A-7 were divided by a narrow walkway, which measured 1.20 m in
width. This walkway was built on the remnants of the base of an earlier structure (A-7 Sub-1). The
alley between Structures A-7 and A-6 was 1.50 m wide. Structure A-7 faced east and had no access
from the west. This means that the facades of Structures A-6 and A-7, although close neighbors
were facing opposite directions and were not accessible from each other (see Figure 5. 13).
Structure A-7 has a square shape: it is 5.18 m long by 4.40 m wide, and 1.66 m high. It has
a central stairway in the façade with lateral sloping balustrades. The steps were partially buried but
the stairway probably had five or six steps in ancient times. The stairway is 1.45 m wide and the
balustrades measure 1.30 m in width. The south balustrade has a deep crack, which was the product
of the partial collapse of the south wall of the structure in ancient times. The stairway and the
balustrades protruded to the east and faced the façade of Structure A-2. This gave the façade the
appearance of a wall with in-set corners.
The structure had two buttresses, on the north and south wall respectively. These buttresses
were late additions to the original structure. Only the buttress in the south was in good shape. It had
the shape of a cube and was 1.50 m long and 0.60 m wide. The remains of the north buttress
consisted only of a badly preserved row of stones attached to the north wall of A-7. However, there
is no doubt that a feature similar to the buttress on the south wall was present on the north side of
the structure. The upper part of Structure A-7 was severely eroded and disturbed due to the
placement of a twentieth century burial on top of the structure. There was another twentieth-century
burial in front of Structure A-7, close to the lowest part of the stairway. These recent burials
prevented the excavation of test pits in this area.
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Structure A-8
Structure A-8 closes the plaza on its south site. This structure is a modified natural
mound whose top rose 5.16 m above the plaza level (Figure 5.14). The east area of this structure
was destroyed when the modern road was built cutting through the mound. The profile walls
resulting from this cut show that the bulk of the mound is the bedrock called by locals piedra
pache. In front of Structure A-8 is a flat area that is higher than the rest of the plaza. According
to former workers of the Instituto de Antropología e Historia de Guatemala who cleared part of
the site in the 1980s, this area was used to place all the debris and earth coming from the
superficial excavation of structures.

Figure 5.14. Structure A-8 viewed from the top of Structure A-2, a twentieth-century stone corral
is visible in the foreground (photo by Victor Castillo).
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Structure A-9
Structure A-9 was a square, elongated building on the west side of the plaza (Figure 5.15).
It measured 1.22 m long and 7.87 m wide. From the plaza level it was raised 1.50 m in elevation.
Unlike other structures at the site, this building was not cleared during the works undertaken by
IDAEH in the 1980s and remains on private property. When excavators cleared the plaza in the
1980s, they did not clear the area directly east of Structure A-9. A fence made of stones with no
mortar crossed the structure from north to south (see Figure 5.15). This fence represents the
remnants of an early twentieth century aqueduct, which crossed the site from the ball court down
to the modern houses located south of the site. West of the structure the terrain descends abruptly
to a meadow that is used today for agriculture; just as Structure A-2, Structure A-9 was built right
at the edge of the hilltop on which the plaza is located. The area north of the north walls of Structure
A-9 marks the northwest corner of the plaza. Structure A-9 was not investigated since the owners
of the land did not grant authorization for excavations.

Structure A-9

Figure 5. 15. Structure A-9 viewed from the top of StructureA-8. The white line indicates the
course of the twentieth century aqueduct (photo by Victor Castillo).
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Twentieth-Century Features
Besides the sixteenth-century buildings, many other architectural features of recent date
are visible at Chiantla Viejo. The most conspicuous of these features is a tall wall made of stones
with no mortar that was built during the early twentieth century as a gravity-flow aqueduct (see
Figure 5.15). According to locals, a clay pipe on top of this wall channeled water from a nearby
spring down to the houses of the village south of the site. The best-preserved portion of this
aqueduct is right on top of Structure A-9, where the wall reaches a height of 1.60 m and is 0.60 m
thick. A shattered portion of the aqueduct is visible on the slope northwest of the plaza, where a
disarray of piled rocks extends from the southeast corner of the south end of the ball court
downwards to Structure A-9. Between the standing and the collapsed walls there is an open space
without constructions, approximately 3.00 m wide. According to locals, the clay pipe crossed
aerially this open part.
There are also two corrales or low stone fences of recent construction at the site. These
corrales are made of piled stones with no mortar. According to locals, stones were taken from the
collapsed walls of the sixteenth-century structures and fences were built with them when the site
was cleared during the 1980s by IDAEH. One of these corrales is north of Structure A-2; it is 19
m long and 0.70 m high. Another corral, which measures 16 m in length and .90 m in height, is
located south of structures A-6 and A-7. Today these corrales mark the boundaries between the
part of the site under IDAEH’s control and plots belonging to private owners.
Finally, the building of a modern road which crosses the site north-south caused the
alteration of some structures. It probably destroyed the eastern half of Structure A-5. The road
passes in front of Structure A-2 and climbs up the hill of Structure A-8. The building of the road
cut through the east section of the mound of Structure A-8 from where is visible that the core of
the mound is the natural bedrock of the area.
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The Twentieth-Century Communal Cemetery
For centuries, Chiantla Viejo was a locale used for the scattering and burying of human
bones, and later the site was used as a communal cemetery for different ethnic groups at different
periods. These ritual practices affected the structures of the main group of the site since many
structures and the plaza floor were excavated for the deposition of burials. The presence of modern
cemeteries in archaeological sites is a widespread phenomenon in the western Maya highlands.
Rather than addressing the use of archaeological sites for modern cemeteries as a destructive action
inflicted upon pre-Hispanic archaeological remains, the practice of using these sites as burial
ground is in need of anthropological and historical explanations.
Data recovered at Chiantla Viejo indicates that this practice might have developed in
colonial times through the ritual re-visitation of abandoned sites. In this regard, archival evidence
indicates that the Mam name for Chiantla around AD 1705 could have been Muqb’il Witz, a
toponym that can be translated as “burial hill” (Jose Perez, personal communication) 1.
Archeological excavations in the ball court revealed that this area was used for a mass
grave, probably in 1918-1919 during the Spanish flu (see Chapter 6). In any case, the most dramatic
transformation of Late Postclassic structures occurred when dozens of masonry niche graves were
built on top of pre-Hispanic and early colonial structures to serve as a local, communal cemetery
throughout the twentieth century. These niche graves (called in Spanish nichos or panteones by
locals) are conspicuous structures giving the site a distinctive appearance, although there are many
recent internments all over the site without any kind of formal architecture. The site is not used
anymore as a cemetery, but the memory of Chiantla Viejo as a burial place remains vivid among
many locals. Four types of burials can be found at the site:

In the records of a composición lawsuit (composición was the sale of Crown-owned land to particulars)
between the Spanish settler Juan Martínez de La Vega and the town council of Chiantla in AD 1705, the
site called Chiantla La Vieja is also called by the Mam name Mucuiguiche, a probable castellanization of
the Mam place name Muq’bil Witz (AGCA Legajo 5960 Expediente 52251). The local attorney testified in
the lawsuit that Chiantla La Vieja was located in one of the most fertile areas of Chiantla.
1
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Type 1: Masonry niches. These small structures have box-like shapes and can be one- or twostoried. Generally, they are made of bricks, stones, and mortar covered with a thick layer of white
plaster (Figure 5. 16a). Some of them bear remnants of painting. Most of these niches were emptied
around 1982 when the community opened a new cemetery north of the site, but there are a few that
still contain human remains, mainly west of Structure A-2. During the field season in 2017, several
families came during the Día de los Santos day (the commemoration of the dearly departed in
Guatemala on November 1st) to decorate the niches that still have remains with flowers, pine
needles and plastic garlands. Masonry niches are on top of Structures A-1, A-2, and A-4. The local
community identifies these niches as relatively recent constructions since locals have memories of
burials taking place in these niches. Locals also remember when due to the early interventions in
the site sponsored by IDAEH some families decided to empty the graves and take the remains of
their relatives to the new cemetery.
Type 2: Burials with slab covers. This type of burial consists of direct interments in the ground
covered with large slabs and pieces of plaster removed from the sixteenth-century buildings (Figure
5. 16b). Burials of this type are in the southeast and northwest corners of the plaza, in front of
Structure A-7, and around the remaining walls of structure A-5. According to oral history, these
burials might be older than the niche graves and can be dated to the early twentieth century.
Type 3: Primary direct burials in the ground with no architecture. Individuals were buried without
any kind of formal architecture. According to locals, these burials predate the modern occupation
of this area by Ladino or Mestizo families who currently live around the site. These types of burials
are considered by the local community as interments made by peoples with a different ethnic
background, probably Mam or Ladinoized Mam peoples. One of my informants mentioned that
before the arrival of Ladino families, Chiantla Viejo was a burial place for peoples living on the
high plateau of the Cuchumatanes. The same informant referred to these burials as tumbas
olvidadas (forgotten graves). These burials are present all over the site, but archaeological
excavations found indirect indications of them on Structures A-7, A-1, A-6 and in the plaza.
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Figure 5.16. a) Type 1 burials on top and around Structure A-2. b) Type 2 and Type 3 burials in
Structure A-6.

Type 4: Spanish flu common grave. The alley of the ball court was used as the ground for a massive
common grave during the 1918-1919 influenza pandemic. From oral history and oral tradition, I
learnt that Chiantla was severely affected by the epidemic, which caused the vacancy of the lands
surrounding the site due to the high death toll. Locals do not recall the existence of a common
grave, but they assume that the site was used as burial ground for the deceased since the site was
already used as a communal cemetery. Data recovered in Operation 107A (see Chapter 6) indicate
that the ball court was used for multiple direct interments. Excavations revealed the remains of at
least three individuals whose orientation, position, and stratigraphic relations show that they were
interred at the same time during the same event. Artifacts associated with these burials allow to
date them for the early twentieth-century.

Conclusion
The ruins of Chiantla Viejo are the result of more than five hundred years of using and
reusing the site for different purposes. The site was built on a ridge surrounded by deep ravines in
the fashion of the sites built during the Lat Postclassic period in the Maya highlands. Natural
features, such as mountain peaks and headwaters, probably were important landscape markers
that for the construction of the site. The architecture of Chiantla Viejo closely resembles the style
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of Zaculeu, from which the builders draw inspiration from to build the site. These similarities will
be discussed in more detail in the next chapters.
During colonial and recent times, the site was used as a rural cemetery for different ethnic
groups. The reuse of archaeological sites as cemeteries is a common pattern in the Maya
highlands. Unfortunately, there are no studies regarding the origins and development of this
burial practice, but it promises to be a interest subject of study for future archaeological and
historical research. A flood caused significant damage in the northern part of Chiantla Viejo and
destroyed several buildings. Chiantla Viejo was also a ritual stop for K’iche’ pilgrims who used
to come to Chiantla before the civil war. With the intervention of IDAEH in the 1980s the site
came under the care and control of the Guatemalan government. For the modern community of
Chiantla the site plays a pivotal role in the ways modern Chiantleco understand their past and it is
considered as a place of origin.
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CHAPTER 6
FIELD OPERATIONS
This chapter describes the field operations that I carried out at Chiantla Viejo during one
field season in 2017. Field operations at Chiantla Viejo consisted of the topographic mapping of
the site and targeted excavations. These operations were focused on the main group with the only
plaza of the site and the surrounding buildings to determine 1) whether there were alterations in
the architecture of pre-Hispanic ritual buildings, 2) whether artifacts of European origin
were integrated into cache depositions, 3) whether burial practices of pre-Hispanic tradition, such
as the cremation of corpses, were abandoned in favor of extended-position interments with standard
alignments, and 4) whether animals of European origin were used in ritual practices.
Archaeological excavations specifically targeted the finding of layers with evidence of burning that
could be correlated with the fire of AD 1530. The answer to these research questions and the
interpretation of data described in this chapter are discussed in Chapters 8 and 9.
The land on which Chiantla Viejo is located is currently owned by the Guatemalan
government and local landholders. The Guatemalan government, through the Instituto de
Antropología e Historia, kindly granted authorization to work on its property. We were given
limited access for excavation and mapping on the portions of the site that were owned by private
landholders south and west of the plaza. Nevertheless, all major surface architecture was
surveyed and mapped. Original forms, drawings, and sketches produced during the field and
laboratory operations are in possession of the author. A preliminary report of the excavations and
an initial study of artifacts were reported in the report submitted to the Instituto de Antropología e
Historia de Guatemala (in Spanish) (Castillo 2018).
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Archaeological Mapping
As mentioned in Chapter 5, Carlos Navarrete created a preliminary compass and tape
map of Chiantla Viejo during his visit to the site in the late 1970s. This map has never been
published. During the field season of 2017, the survey and mapping were conducted under the
supervision of Carlos Morales-Aguilar from the Université Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne, with the
assistance of undergraduate students Francisco Pérez and Alejandra Gonzalez from the
Universidad del Valle de Guatemala. A total of 5,546.18 m2 (0.5 hectares) were surveyed and
mapped (Figure 6.1). The site is clear of vegetation, which leaves structures and architectural
features, such as stairways, corners, and some walls, clearly visible on the surface.

Figure 6.1. Map of Chiantla Viejo with operations and excavation units.
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Topographic data was recorded following a real-world coordinate system (UTM). The
coordinate system used was UTM Zone 15 Datum WGS8. A Leica TC407 total station was used
for recording all topographic points. A Leica 900 GPS was used for geopositioning. A central
datum point was arbitrarily set with a Leica 900 GPS in front of Structure A-4 (X=665124.01,
Y=1701889.37, Z= 2379.26), and a control reference datum was set on Structure A-2
( X=665160.13 Y=1701882.18 Z= 2374.56) (see Figure 6.1). GPS measurement corrections were
done using Mobile Mapper Office 4.0. The precision of the GPS measurements was + 0.09 m.
From these two datums a line was set along the west area of the plaza and a total of six mapping
stations were established with the total station on the top of the structures to triangulate
measurements and reduce spatial errors. In total, 1,321 topographic points were recorded (Figure
6.2).

Figure 6.2. Topographic points set during the mapping of the site.

GPS data were processed using Leica Geo Office and DNR Garmin. Topographic data
were processed using AutoCad Map 3D 2017, which allowed the generation of contour levels and
the base map of the site (Figure 6.3). 3D models were created with Arc Scene and Global Mapper
programs. Data for visual rendering and interpretation were processed in AutoCAD Map 3D and
software ArcGIS 10.5 (Figure 6.4).
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Figure 6.3. Map of Chiantla Viejo showing 0.20 m contour levels (cartography by Carlos
Morales-Aguilar).

Figure 6.4. 3D Models of Chiantla Viejo (cartography by Carlos Morales-Aguilar).

174
Excavation Methodology
The excavations aimed at revealing the Late Postclassic and early colonial layers of
occupation to examine diachronic changes in ritual practices. Excavation units were placed in
front, on top, and the back of structures along their centerlines. Excavations were mainly focused
on studying the late occupation of the site and the uppermost floors. Excavation grids with 2 x 2
m units were set individually for each of the excavated structures. Since all structures at Chiantla
Viejo have different orientations, these grids were set following the orientation of each structure
to facilitate the excavation and recording of architectural features (see Figure 6.1). The area of the
excavations units was adapted and modified to expose architectural features found during
excavation.
The continued use of the site as a burial place and a cemetery during colonial and modern
times added a layer of complication for the setting of the excavation grids and the excavations
themselves. Several late nineteenth-century and twentieth-century masonry graves are currently
visible on the surface, mostly on top and around Structure A-2. In addition, we found evidence of
direct burials in the ground without tombstones. Such evidence included loose black soil,
capstones in the topsoil, stucco slabs set in vertical position, and the presence of modern nails in
the topsoil. These artifacts indicated that a primary internment was deposited directly in the
ground without any tombstone or other features on the surface that would otherwise suggest its
location. The knowledge and memory of our local excavators was critical in this regard since they
observed burial ceremonies at the site in the past and knew what a primary recent burial in the
ground would look like. Since archaeological investigations at Chiantla Viejo did not have
twentieth-century contexts as their focus, and due to the expectations of the local community
about the treatment of recent graves by archaeologists, we avoided areas with indications of
recent disturbance associated with the presence of recent primary burials. Consequently, in some
cases the projected excavations grids were rearranged, or limited, to avoid the disturbance of
twentieth century burials. Individual operations were set for each structure and the plaza:
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Operation CV-101A: test pits in the plaza, around Structures A-6 and A-7.
Operation CV-102A: excavations in Structure A-8.
Operation CV-103A: excavations in Structure A-6.
Operation CV-104A: excavations in structure A-1.
Operation CV-106A: excavations in Structure A-2.
Operation CV-107A: excavations in the ball court, Structure A-4.
Operation CV-105A was originally planned for the excavation of Structure A-7, but the
presence of a recent burial on top of this structure called off the excavations in this area. Although
originally included in the excavation program, Structure A-9 was not excavated because of the
last-minute withdrawal of authorization to work in this parcel by the landowner.
As part of every operation, one or more 2 x 2 m excavation units were laid and numbered
sequentially. Within units, individual lots were excavated following the stratigraphy encountered.
All soil was screened using a ¼ inch mesh and all artifacts recovered and cleaned in the lab for
their study. Lot designations are a combination of site-operation-unit-level-lot, for example: CV101A-1-2-1. CV is the site code, Chiantla Viejo, 101A the number of operation, 1 the 2 x 2 m
unit, 2 the stratigraphic level, and 1 the lot within a coherent spatial and/or temporal context. An
operation refers to the excavation in and around a single building.
Six Guatemalan undergraduate students participated in the excavations: Renato Juárez,
Sandra Ventura, and César Enríquez from Universidad de San Carlos de Guatemala, and
Alejandra Gonzalez and Francisco Pérez from Universidad del Valle de Guatemala. A detailed
description of major the results of the excavations is provided in the following sections. In cases
where substructures were found, substructure numbers were assigned in ascending order
(Structure A-1 Sub-1, A-1 Sub-2, A-1 Sub-3, etc.); i.e., the higher the substructure number, the
older the structure. Three floors were found across the site and they can be associated to major
episodes of construction and remodeling. They are described starting in reverse chronological
order as they were found in the excavations, starting by the more recent floor.
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Lot matrices are presented for every operation. These matrices are charts that illustrate
stratigraphic relationships among lots in different pits within a specific operation. They are
simplified Harris matrices representing stratigraphic sequences. Charcoal samples from specific
lots are indicated in the charts, with the lab number and the radiocarbon 2-sigma calibrated date.
A complete list of radiocarbon dates, uncalibrated and calibrated, is presented and discussed in
Chapter 7 along with a short discussion of their stratigraphic position. Throughout the description
of the excavations there will be mentions of three floors (Floors 1, 2, and 3) found in all
operations. Nomenclature for these floors reflect their stratigraphic position in all operations and,
as discussed in the conclusion, they reflect well-defined episodes of construction and remodeling
across the site.

Operation 101A: The Plaza
The main goals of this operation were to understand the stratigraphy of the plaza and
determine its possible ritual uses through the history of the site’s occupation. Eleven units were
excavated as part of Operation 101A (Figures 6.5 and 6.6).

Figure 6.5. Location of the excavation units of Operation 101A.
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Figure 6.6. Stratigraphic matrix, Operation 101A. Carbon sample Lot 1-2-5: AA 111024 1623+19
years BP, AD 386-534 2-sigma cal. Carbon Sample Lot 2-2-1: AA 111024 1623+19 years BP,
AD 1296-1413 2-sigma cal. Floor 1 was excavated in lot 1-1 in all units.

Floor 1, Structures A-7 and A-6
All units in this operation, except for Units 1 and 4, explored the relationship between the
plaza floor and Structures A-6 and A-7 (Figures 6.7 and 6.8). The removal of the topsoil (Level 1,
Lot 1) in Units 2 and 8, placed north and south of Structure A-7 along its north-south axis,
exposed the remains of two buttresses that were built to retain the falling northwest and southeast
walls of Structure A-7 (Figure 6.9). These were square and resembled the form of a cube. The
south buttress was in better condition and measured about 1.50 x 0.60 m and was 0.60 m high.
Only a 1.3 m long row of stones of the north buttress remained. Both buttresses were designed
and built to prevent the collapse of the structure, which shows evidence of considerable structural
damage. The superposition of these features on the plaster of the walls and base of Structure A-7
indicates that the buttresses were late additions to the original building, At least three distinct
layers of stucco covered the buttresses and the lowest part of the walls of Structure A-7, probably
as a result of continuous whitewashing and renovations. These stucco layers were collectively
called Floor 1 and correspond to the latest stage of renovations of Structure A-7 and A-6.
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Figure 6.7. Planview of the south wall of Structure A-7, Units 8, 9, and 10.
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Figure 6.8. North Wall of Structures A-6 and A-7, Units 6, 11, 5, 3, 2, 7.

180

Figure 6.9. Buttress added to the southeast wall of Structure A-7 (photo by Victor Castillo).

The removal of topsoil in Units 2, 3, 7, 8, 9, and 10 exposed the base of Structure A-7, a
cruciform-shaped low platform. This platform corresponds to the base of a previous structure that
was completely razed except for its basal platform (Floor 2, Structure A-7 Sub-1; Figure 6.10).
Unit 3 was placed northwest of Structure A-7 to determine the width of the passage between
Structures A-7 and A-6. Units 5, 6, 9 and 11 were excavated to expose the northwest wall of
Structure A-6. The excavation of these units revealed that both Structures A-7 and A-6 were built
at the same time, when builders reused the remaining base of A-7 Sub-1 to create a raised passage
to connect both structures. Interestingly, Structure A-6 does not align symmetrically with the
passage, nor with the neighboring Structure A-7. This is not surprising, as symmetry is lacking in
the structures at the site. Woodbury and Trik (1953) noted the same for Zaculeu and highlighted
the lack of consistency in terms of symmetrical arrangements at most of the structures that were
excavated in the 1940s.
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Figure 6.10. Area in which the remaining protruding base of Structure A-7 Sub-2 (white line)
joined Structure A-7 (photo by Victor Castillo).

Excavations in Units 5, 6, and 11 uncovered the architectural details of the north wall of
Structure A-6 (Lots 5-1-1, 6-1-1, 11-1-1). The northeast corner of this structure was an inset wall
that abutted the north balustrade of the frontal (northeast) stairway (Figure 6.11). The removal of
the topsoil in Unit 11 (Lot 11-1-1) exposed an elongated squared buttress which measured 1.54 x
0.58 m and had remaining height of 0.30 m (Figure 6.12). In contrast to the buttresses of
Structure A-7, this feature was part of the design of Structure A-6. The south limit of Structure A6 was not excavated, but surface inspection suggested that a similar buttress was also present
along the southeast wall of the structure. The excavations on the northwest side of Structure A-6
revealed that the walls and fills of this structure were placed right on the plaza floor (Floor 3)
without any sort of foundations (Lots 3-2-1, 6-2-1, 11-2-1; Figure 6.13). No trench was excavated
in ancient times to secure the walls of the structure in the ground. Floor 1 was removed as part of
Lot 1-1 in the units where it was found.
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Figure 6.11. Inset northeast corner of Structure A-6, looking southwest (photo by Victor Castillo).

Figure 6.12. The northwest buttress of Structure A-6 (photo by Victor Castillo).
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Figure 6.13. Northwest corner of Structure A-6 as seen in Unit 101A-6 (photo by Victor Castillo).

Floor 2, Structure A-7 Sub-1
Excavations in Units 2, 3, 7, 8, 9, and 10 revealed that Structure A-7 was built on top of
the remnants of a of a previous structure, A-7 Sub-1, which was razed in ancient times except for
its base. The floor and plaster associated with this earlier structure was called Floor 2 and was
limited to the area surrounding Structure A-7. This structure is stratigraphically associated with
Floor 3 in the plaza. The removal of the topsoil north, south and east of Structure A-7 exposed the
remains of a basal platform, cruciform in shape, which was built directly on Floor 3 (Figures 6.14
and 6.15). Data from Operation 103A confirmed that A-7 Sub-1 was burnt and razed in ancient
times, except for its foundations. The base of this structure was subsequently used as a basal
platform to raise the final version of Structure A-7.
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Floor 2
A-7 Sub-1

Figure 6.14. The cruciform shape of Structure A-7 Sub-1 (photo by Victor Castillo).

Figure 6.15. Remnants of the base of Structure A-7 Sub-1 on Floor 3 (burnt stucco) (photo by
Victor Castillo).
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Plaza Floor (Floor 3) and Structure A-7 Sub 2
The original occupational floor of the plaza is Floor 3. Although this was the only plaza
floor, we called it Floor 3 because of the presence of later layers of stucco (Floors 1 and 2) in the
area surrounding Structure A-7. Remnants of this floor were exposed in the excavations of all the
units of this operation, in Unit 8 of Operation 104A, and in Unit 3 of Operation 102A. In the
center of the plaza, in the area surrounding Structures A-6 and A-7, Floor 3 exhibited clear fire
marks, with large areas showing gray and black fire clouds. In some parts Floor 3 showed a
distinct reddish color, probably an effect of thermic alteration on the stucco due to the oxidation
of the clay that was used for the preparation of the plaster. Excavations in Operation 103A
confirmed that this burnt floor was the original floor of Structure A-7 Sub-2, that is to say, Floor
3 capped this structure.
The excavations of Units 1, 2, 4, and 6 offered a wealth of data to study the stratigraphy
of the plaza and the fill beneath Floor 3. Unit 1, a 2 x 2 m pit set in the lowest area in the center
of the plaza, was the deepest excavation in this area and acted as a master pit for the stratigraphic
sequence (Figure 6.16). Before reaching the floor level, a thick layer of backfill south of the unit
was removed (Lots 1-1-1 and 1-1-2). This backfill was left by IDAEH excavators in the early
1980s when they cleaned the site. Beneath this layer we encountered Floor 3 (Lot 1-2-1), a
poorly preserved layer of fragmentary, dispersed pieces of white stucco. In this unit the fill of
Floor 3 consisted of four layers with a substantial amount of charcoal (Figure 6.17). The upper
level (Lot 1-2-2) consisted of a homogenous stratum of brown clay, notably different from the
lower levels, which presented a heterogenous mix of different clays (Lots 1-2-3 and 1-2-4, see
Figure 6.6). The deepest stratum found in this unit consisted of a sticky, hard reddish clay (Lot 12-5). This layer corresponds to the natural, culturally sterile soil found elsewhere in the site. We
learned from our local workmen that this red clay is the stratum that masons aim to find when
they excavate trenches to build the foundations of modern houses in areas around the site.
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Figure 6.16. Stratigraphy of the center of the plaza, Unit 101A-1. Carbon sample: AA111024
1623+19 years BP, AD 386-534 2-sigma cal.

Figure 6.17. Strata found in Unit 101A-1 (photo by Victor Castillo).
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The uneven surface of this stratum had a thick layer of charcoal on top, with denser
concentrations in the western area of the pit. One sample of charcoal was taken from this deposit
and radiocarbon dated (AA 111024 1623+19 years BP, AD 386-534 2-sigma cal.). A similar layer
of charcoal on top of the natural soil was found in Operation 103A and radiocarbon dates from that
layer yielded similar dates.
The width of the fill in the plaza varied considerably across different areas. The
excavation of Unit 4, on the southwest corner of Structure A-1, exposed a thin fill 0.32 m thick
beneath the surface of Floor 3 (Figure 6.18). In Unit 2, the fill of the plaza was only 0.12 m thick
whereas in Unit 6 the natural soil was just 0.08 m below the plaza floor. The comparison of strata
among Units 1, 2, 4, and 6 revealed that the natural, culturally sterile soil was on a higher
elevation in the north and west parts of the plaza, where the fill was just a few centimeters thick.
In contrast, the center of the plaza, around Unit 1, a fill of about 1 m thick was necessary to raise
the ground.

Figure 6.18. The stratigraphy in the north area of the plaza in Unit 101A-4 (photo by Victor
Castillo).
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Burial 1
To preserve the remains of the north buttress of Structure A-7, Unit 2 was reduced to an
area of 1 x 1 m in the north section of the pit (Lot 2-2-2). In this area Floor 3 was badly
preserved, although remnants of burnt stucco were found in the northeast corner of Unit 2.
Beneath the remains of Floor 3, a 0.12 m thick fill contained a substantial number of sherds (Lot
2-2-2). A circular pit containing non-articulated human bones, rocks, fragments of stucco, and
loose brown soil with abundant charcoal was intrusive into Floor 3 in this area (Lot 2-2-1; Figure
6.19). This intrusion, Burial 1, was 1.00 m deep and had a maximum diameter of 0.90 m. The pit
was covered with large slabs, which might have been removed from the surrounding structures
(Figure 6.20). The upper layers of the intrusion contained large rocks and fragments of white
stucco, which surely were remnants of the floor of the plaza that was broken to excavate the
intrusion.

N

Figure 6.19. West profile of Unit 101A-2 with the location of Burial 1 and nearby architectural
features.
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Figure 6.20. The excavation of Burial 1: 1 a) slab covering the intrusion, b) upper layer
containing long bones, c) second layer containing long bones, d) third layer containing a mix of
bones, e) lower layer with crania and foot bones (photos by Victor Castillo).

Beneath this upper layer, the pit contained a mix of brown soil, charcoal, large rocks, and
non-articulated human bones in disarray (Figure 6.20). Laboratory analyses revealed that the
human bones of Burial 1 correspond to two individuals (see Appendix D). One of them
(Individual 1) was represented by the mandible and cranium modification of a young adult male
with fronto-occipital. The other individual (Individual 2) was represented by the skeleton of a
young male which was almost complete, except for some ribs and the hand bones. One sample of
charcoal was taken from this deposit and radiocarbon dated (AA 111025 1623+19 years BP, AD
1296-1413 2-sigma cal.).
Considering that Burial 1 is an intrusion in the plaza floor, the radiocarbon date seems too
early for this context. Although the chronological position of Burial 1 is uncertain, it is possible
that this interment was placed before the burning of the site but prior to its reoccupation after the
Spanish entrada. The stratigraphy of the plaza in this area suggests that the intrusive burial pit
was excavated when the stucco of the plaza was still in good shape. Large chunks of white,
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broken stucco without marks of fire were placed in the fill of the intrusion, although in the
surrounding area traces of burnt plaster were found, mainly in the northeast corner of Unit 2
(Figure 6.21). It is probable, then, that Burial 1 was placed before the burning of the site in AD
1530 but prior to the reoccupation of the site by Mam people, and the subsequent remodeling of
the center of the plaza after AD 1530.

Figure 6.21. Excavation of Burial 1 after the removal of the cover slab.

Operation 103A: Structure A-6
I describe the excavations of Operation 103A following the description Operation 101A
because it provided important stratigraphic information that can be correlated with the findings of
the excavations of Operation 101A in the plaza, especially with regard to the stratigraphic
relationships between Structure A-6 and the plaza floor (Figures 6.22 and 6.23).
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Figure 6.22. Location of the excavation units of Operation 103A.

Figure 6.23. Stratigraphic matrix, Operation 103A. Carbon sample Lot 3-2-2: AA 111027
973+23 years BP, AD 1016-1154 2-sigma cal. Carbon Sample Lot 1-3-2: AA11023 1598+19
BP, AD 409-536 2-sigma cal.
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This operation provided important data to better understand the sequence of construction
of the substructures under Structure A-7, the construction of Structure A-6, and the remodeling of
the center of the plaza after the burning of the site. Units 1 and 2 were placed on the passage
between Structures A-7 and A-6. Unit 3 was a test pit excavated in the center of Structure A-6 in
order to document the stratigraphy of this structure. Excavations in Operation 103A revealed the
east facades of Structures A-7 Sub-1 and A-7 Sub-2 and offered additional evidence of burning
on Floor 3.

Floor 1 and Passage between Structures A-7 and A-6
Floor 1, a thick layer of well-preserved white plaster, covered the walls of Structures A-6,
A-7, and the raised passageway between these structures (Lots 1-2-1 and 2-1-1). Both structures
were erected contemporaneously to build a complex of joined platforms (Figures 6.24 and 6.25).
Floor 1 had completely eroded from the top of Structure A-6. Unit 3, a 2 x 2 m unit in the center
of Structure A-6 explored the fill of this structure and its relationship with the plaza floor, Floor 3
(Figure 6.26). Excavations revealed a loose fill of three different layers of boulders and clay (Lots
3-2-1 and 3-2-2). A charcoal sample from Lot 3-2-2 was radiocarbon dated (AA111027 973+23
years BP AD 1016-1154 2-sigma cal.). Under this layer, a loose fill of large boulders lay directly
on a thick stratum of seven layers of clay of different colors (see Figure 6.26). In this stratum,
0.91m below the remaining surface of Structure A-6, we found a large yellowish slab with a
maximum width of 0.36. On the surface we found marks of thermal alteration that turned the
surface of the slab red and gray, which indicates that something was burnt on the slab during the
placement of the fill (Figure 6.27). This slab was laid exactly in the center of the structure, along
its east-west axis. The excavation was reduced at this point to an area of 1.40 x 1.40 m to prevent
the collapse of the profiles of the pit due to the instability of the boulders in the fill. Beneath the
clay we found Floor 3, the plaza floor, which exhibited fire marks similar to those found around
Structure A-7.
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Figure 6.24. North profile of Unit 103A-1 showing the stratigraphy between Structure A-6 and
A-7. Carbon sample: AA11023 1598+19 BP, AD 409-536 2-sigma cal.

Figure 6.25. Floor 1 in the passage between Structure A-7 and Structure A-6 (in the background),
as seen in Unit 1 (photo by Victor Castillo).
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Figure 6.26. North profile of Unit 103A-3. Carbon sample: AA111027 973+23 years BP AD
1016-1154 2-sigma cal.

Figure 6.27. A slab with evidence of burning along the main axis of Structure A-6 (photo by
Victor Castillo).
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Floor 2, Structure A-7 Sub-1
In the passage between Structures A-7 and A-6, Floor 1 covered the remnants of a razed
structure under Structure A-7, Structure A-7 Sub-1, whose west facade was exposed in Units 1
and 2 (Lots 1-2-1 and 2-2-1). Remnants of this older structure consisted of a basal platform 0.20
m high, covered with white plaster (Floor 2) (Figure 6.28).
When this structure was destroyed in ancient times, the balustrades, stairways, and steps
of the original construction were demolished. Nevertheless, traces of these features of the basal
platform were preserved in the area where the plaster of the basal platform abutted the volume of
the upper structure. Excavations in Operation 101A, along with the data recovered from Units 1
and 2 in Operation 103A confirmed that the basal platform of this earlier substructure, A-7 Sub-1,
had inset corners and was cuatrifoliar in shape (Figure 6.29).

Figure 6.28. Planview of the remains of the west façade of Structure A-7 Sub-1, Floor 2.
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Figure 6.29. The remains of Structure A-7 Sub-1 as found in Unit 103A-1 (photo by Victor
Castillo).

The structure had a maximum width of 5.90 m along the east-west axis, and 5.20 along
the north-west axis. The protruding basal platform exposed in Units 1 and 2 was 4.50 m long. The
east façade had a stairway, 1.20 m wide, which was flanked on the north and south sides by
balustrades 1.40 m wide. The east façade of A-7 Sub-1 was not excavated because of the presence
of a modern burial in front of the façade of A-7. However, it is likely that A-7 Sub-1 had two
facades, one facing to the east, the other to the west as it is the case of similar low platforms at
Zaculeu (Figure 6.30).

Floor 3, Structure A-7 Sub-2
Structure A-7 Sub-2 was the earliest structure built in the middle of the plaza, which later
was covered by the basal platform of Structure A-7 Sub-1 (Figure 6.31).
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Figure 6.30. Hypothetic planview of Structure A-7 Sub-1.

Figure 6.31. West profile of Units 103A-1 and 103A-2 showing the superposition of structures in
the middle of the plaza.
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We found the remnants of this structure when we removed the fill of Structure A-7 Sub-1
in Units 1 and 2 (Lots 1-2-4 and 2-2-2). Structure A-7 Sub-2, erected on Floor 3 was also
completely razed except for its base after the burning event at the site, which left marks on
several areas in the center of the plaza (Figure 6.32).

Figure 6.32. Planview of the west façade of Structure A-7 Sub-2, Floor 3.

The remaining base of A-7 Sub-2 was 0.10 m high. As was the case with A-7 Sub-1, the
traces of the balustrades and the stairway of A-7 Sub-2 were preserved in the area where the
stucco of Floor 3 and the fill of the structure abutted (Figure 6.33). However, during the
demolition of the structure in ancient times, significant damage caused the complete destruction
of the north balustrade and its surrounding area (Figure 6.34). The evidence indicates that the
stairway of A-7 Sub-2 was 0.80 m wide while the balustrades were approximately 0.40 m wide.
The plaster that covered the remnants of the basal platform showed the typical marks of fire
found in other structures at the site consisting of gray, black, and red patches on the white stucco.
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Figure 6.33. Floor 3 and the trace of the south balustrade of Structure A-7 Sub-2 (photo by Victor
Castillo).

Figure 6.34. Floor 3 ad the trace of the north balustrade of Structure A-7 Sub-2 (photo by Victor
Castillo).
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A reconstruction of the area of Structure A-7 Sub-2 indicates that its basal platform was
approximately 3 x 2 m. The structure was aligned approximately 5° west of north (Figure 6.35).
The fill of A-7 Sub-2 and Floor 3 consisted of two distinct layers of sticky clay, similar to the
clay found under Floor 3 in Unit 101A-1 (Lots 1-3-2, 1-3-3, and 2-3-3).
Excavations in Unit 3, the center of Structure A-6, reached Floor 3 and showed evidence
of thermal alteration on the stucco in this area of the plaza in the shape of a square gray fire patch
(Lot 3-2-2). This could be an indication that this was the limit of the burning event that left the
fire marks on the plaza floor, probably as a result of the collapse of a perishable roof. In this area,
the plaza floor had been broken with an oval intrusion with a maximum width of 0.56 m,
approximately 0.40 m below the exact place where the yellow slab with evidence of burning was
found (Figure 6.36). We excavated this 0.12 m deep intrusion (Lot 3-2-3), which was filled with
brown dirt similar to the fill found under Floor 3 in other areas of the plaza. No artifacts were
found inside this intrusion, just a mix of brown clay and fragments of white stucco (Figure 6.37).
I believe that the intention of this intrusion was to mark the axial center of Structure A-6 before
its construction started.

Figure 6.35. Hypothetical planview of Structure A-7 Sub-2.
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Figure 6.36. Intrusion in the floor of the plaza marking the axial center of Structure A-6, note the
limit of fire marks on Floor 3, Unit 103A-3 (photo by Victor Castillo).

Figure 6.37. The stratigraphy of Structure A-6 as seen in Unit 103A-3 (Photo by Victor Castillo).
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To excavate the fill of Floor 3, we reduced the excavation area to an area of only 1.40 x
0.30 m. First we found a thin layer of brown clay, only 0.10 m thick (Lot 3-3-1). Beneath this
layer we found the sticky solid red, culturally sterile clay that we found in other areas of the site,
which is the natural soil (Lot 3-3-2; see Figure 6.37). The correlation of the data from Operations
101A and 103A allows a reconstruction of the sequence of construction of platforms before and
after the burning event at the site (see discussion in Chapter 8).

Operation 102A: Structure A-8
The goal of operation 102A was to determine whether Structure A-8 was an artificial
mound or a natural elevation (Figure 6.38). A cut made by the road that runs across the site hit the
east side of the mound, where it was visible that the core of the mound consisted of the natural
bedrock that locals call pachal (Figure 6.39).

Figure 6.38. Stratigraphic matrix, Operation 102A.

Figure 6.39. Cut in the west area of Structure A-8 made during the construction of the road in the
early 2000s (photo by Victor Castillo).
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We wanted to explore to what extent it had been modified since the oval shape of the
mound suggested a man-made construction. Operation 102A consisted of a single 2 x 2 m
excavation unit on top of the mound. Originally this operation was meant to cover a more
extensive area, but the landowner of the parcel withdrew his authorization to do further
excavation. During the survey of the site it was thought that this mound-like structure could be
the core of a dismantled structure, but excavations revealed that this was a natural knoll
artificially modified to look like an earthen mound with minor architecture on top. Modifications
included a stucco floor and the remnants of a low wall (Figures 6.40 and 6.41).

Figure 6.40. Location of the excavation unit of Operation 102A.

Figure 6.41. West profile of Unit 102A-1 showing the stratigraphic position of Problematic
deposit 1 in relation to the architecture.
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Problematic Deposit 1
The removal of topsoil in Unit 1 (Lot 1-1-1) exposed a dense deposit of disarticulated
human bones amidst a loose layer of 0.40 m thick brown soil beneath the surface (Figure 6.42).
This assemblage of human bones was called Problematic Deposit 1 (Lot 1-1-2). In the field we
identified at least two crania, two pelvic bones and numerous long bones, which suggested the
presence of several individuals. Laboratory analyses revealed a minimum number of four
individuals, two of which probably were pre-Hispanic as indicated by the presence of a cranium
with fronto-occipital cranial modification.
The position of the bones and their proximity to the surface suggested that this
assemblage was not intentionally buried in a formal interment but was the result of the deposition
of the bones on top of the mound without a formal burial. The layer of brown soil was a post-final
abandonment layer, and the marks of rodents on some of the long bones indicate that they were
exposed to open air for a relatively long period of time.

Figure 6.42. Problematic Deposit 1 (Photo by Alejandra Gonzalez).
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Several clearly pre-Hispanic artifacts were found among the bones of Problematic
Deposit 1 (Figure 6.43). These include a tapiscador made of deer bone (a long tool employed to
remove the husks of corncobs), a mano fragment, three fragments of figurines, and a fragment of
a clay stamp. These artifacts were not deposited together or in a particular order but were mixed
among the bones. Except for the tapiscador, all artifacts were found in the screen.

Figure 6.43. Artifacts found in Problematic Deposit 1 (photo by Victor Castillo).

Floor 1
During the excavation of Problematic Deposit 1, a low row of stones was visible in the
south area of the unit. After removing the deposit and its matrix of brown soil, a low wall of a
single row of stones was found running across the unit in a southeast-northwest direction. This
low wall, 0.20 m high, marked two distinct spaces with different floors (Figure 6.44). To the
south, in what seems to be the interior space of a structure, the floor was made of hard clay;
whereas the floor located north of the wall was of stucco, although badly preserved. A flat rock in
the southeast corner of the unit abutted the low wall. This could be an indication that the
superstructure on the summit of Structure A-8 was square in shape.
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Figure 6.44. Architectural features in Unit 102A-1 (photo by Victor Castillo).

The excavation of the stucco floor revealed a yellow clay fill without artifacts (Lot 1-21). The inspection of the profile of the road cut on the east side of the mound confirmed that this
yellow clay was the natural soil right on top of the bedrock. This limited operation and the
information gleaned from the road cut confirmed that Structure A-8 was a natural elevation that
was modified in ancient times with the addition of a low wall and a stucco floor. We also found
scattered rocks on the surface in the north area of the mound, and deep cuts in the ground. The
scattered rocks on the surface of Structure A-8, the low wall, and the presence of stucco resemble
the architecture of Structure 9 at Zaculeu, an artificial mound in the main plaza which was
considered by Woodbury as the core of an unfinished structure (see Chapter 3). However, there is
a probability that this was a special intentional architectural arrangement during the Late
Postclassic in the Maya highlands harking back to typical Preclassic monumental ritual buildings
(see discussion in Chapter 8).
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Operation 104A: Structure A-1
Operation 104A was designed to study Structure A-1 (Figure 6.45 and 6.46). This
operation had four main objectives: to determine the sequence of construction of Structure A-1, to
study its stratigraphic relationship with the plaza floor, to search evidence of fire in the structure,
and to determine its probable ritual uses during the occupation of the site. An excavation grid was
set inside the chamber of the structure and three additional units were excavated in front of the
stairway, in the back of the structure and in the southeast corner of the structure (see Figure 6.45).

Figure 6.45. Location of the excavation units in Operation 104A.
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Figure 6.46. Stratigraphic matrix of Operation 104A. Carbon sample: AA11022 1549+23 BP, AD
427-564 2-sigma cal.

Originally, we planned to do test trenches along the walls to study probable episodes of
successive white washing and additions of new layers of stucco. These trenches were not
necessary, however, since the excavation of the units close to the walls revealed enough
information to study the successive plastering of the walls. Eight units were excavated as part of
this operation. Six units of 2 x 2.50 m, were excavated inside the room. Unit 8, a 2 x 2 m unit,
was set in front of the stairway with the purpose of determining any possible ritual deposit. Unit 1
was the master pit, since it provided a comprehensive sample of the stratigraphy of the structure
and its excavation yielded a significant number of sherds and other artifacts (Figure 6.47).
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Figure 6.47. Stratigraphy of Structure A-1 as seen in Unit 104A-1. Carbon sample: AA11022
1549+23 BP, AD 427-564 2-sigma cal.

Three masonry tombs, probably dating to the nineteenth and early twenty centuries were
visible on the surface. The removal of the topsoil exposed evidence of other probable recent
burials consisting of groupings of bricks and slabs, which were not excavated (Lots 1-2-1, 2-1-1,
2-1-2, 3-1-1, 4-1-1, 5-1-1, 6-1-1, 71-1, 8-1-1). In Unit 1, an approximately 0.50 m wide intrusion
of loose black soil, fragments of stucco and small rocks was associated with the easternmost limit
of a nineteenth or early twentieth century grave (Lot 1-2-2).

Floor 1, Altar
Floor 1 corresponds to a layer of plaster found only on a small low platform inside the
room of Structure A-1. The removal of the topsoil in the north limit of Unit 1 revealed this badly
preserved stepped low platform, which stratigraphically corresponds to the latest addition to the
structure prior to its abandonment and before its reuse as a burial ground during the nineteenth
and early twentieth century (Figures 6.48 and 6.49).
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Figure 6.48. Planview of the late stepped platform in Structure A-1.

Figure 6.49. Unit 104A-1 after the removal of the topsoil (photo by Victor Castillo).
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Only the western part of this small platform was exposed because of the presence of a
recent grave in the east limit of Unit 1. The remains of this platform are directly on Floor 2,
reaching a height of 0.60 m in its highest part. It had three steps with risers 0.20 m high and steps
0.40 wide. Unit 1 was reduced to an extension of 1.20 x 0.54 m in the east limit of the low
platform to study the fill of this platform. This trench showed that the stepped platform was built
in a single constructive episode on top of Floor 2. Interestingly, broken pieces of burnt stucco
were found in the fill. This small platform resembles similar low platforms inside temple rooms
in Structures 1, 3, 4, and 6 at Zaculeu, which have been traditionally interpreted as altars.

Floor 1, Rear of Structure A-1
In Unit 7, located in the rear of the north wall of the structure, the removal of topsoil and
fallen rocks (Lot 7-1-1, 7-1-2), exposed a late floor, which represents the latest remodeling
episode of the site (Figure 6.50).

Figure 6.50. East profile of Unit 101A-7.
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This late floor, Floor 1, leveled the ground in the back of Structure A-1 with a fill that
sealed a passage that existed between the ball court and the rear of Structure A-1. This floor is
contemporaneous with the floor on the small low platform found inside the room. Floor 1, a thick
layer of white stucco, abutted the back terrace of Structure A-1. This low terrace was also
covered with white plaster (Floor 2, Lot 7-2-3) which in turn covered Floor 3, the earliest floor in
this area (see below).

Floor 2
Floor 2 corresponds to a layer of white stucco found in all units excavated in this
operation. Floor 2 was found right on top of a layer of burnt stucco (Floor 3) (Figure 6.51). Floor
2 was badly preserved except in the areas in which the floor abutted the walls of the room, where
it showed that this layer of stucco was placed to cover the burnt stucco of Floor 3 on top and
behind the structure? (Figures 6.52, 6.53, 6.54, 6.55 and 6.56).
Floor 2 was a layer of white stucco that was present on all the walls of Structure A-1
covering the original layer of plaster (Floor 3). This new cover was placed even in areas in the
exterior of the structure, which did not show clear evidence of burning, including the upper
stairway and the upper front terraces of Structure A-1. Floor 2 was clearly observable in the areas
in which the architecture of Structure A-1 remains exposed; it was a complete re-stuccoing of the
building (Figure 6.57). Most of the areas in which Floor 2 was visible did not require further
excavation other than the removal of the topsoil in Lot 1-1. In some excavation units, such as
Units 2, 5, and 6 Floor 2 had almost disappeared. This is probably the result of the reuse of the
room of Structure A-1 as a cemetery during the nineteenth and early twenty century, which
implied the removal of soil and the disturbance of the original floors. According to locals, before
the intervention of IDAEH in the 1980s, this structure was occasionally used as a crop field for
growing corn, which also explains the bad preservation of Floor 2.
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Figure 6.51. Floor 2 (white) on top of the burnt remains of Floor 3 (reddish) in the north profile
of Unit 107A-1 (photo by Victor Castillo).

Figure 6.52. West area of the inner room of Structure A-1.
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Figure 6.53. East area of the inner room of Structure A-1.
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Figure 6.54. Floor 3 underneath the remains of Floor 2 as found in Unit 104A-2 in the southwest
corner of the room of Structure A-1 (photo by Victor Castillo).

Figure 6.55. Floor 3 underneath the remains of Floor 2 as found in Unit 104A-5 (photo by Victor
Castillo).
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Figure 6.56. Floor 3 underneath the remains of Floor 2 as found in Unit 104A-6 in the northeast
corner of the inner room of Structure A-1 (photo by Victor Castillo).

Figure 6.57. Floor 3 with reddish and gray marks underneath the remains of Floor 2 in Unit
104A-1 (photo by Victor Castillo).
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Floor 3
I call Floor 3 here what were the original floor and wall surfaces of Structure A-1. It
corresponds with the earliest plaster cover inside and outside of the building. It also corresponds
to Floor 3 in the plaza and other structures. Floor 3 showed clear evidence of thermal alteration
inside the room of the structure (Units 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6), on the back of the standing north wall
outside the room (Unit 7), and on the lowest steps of the stairway (Unit 1). In these areas, some
areas of plaster had a smoked appearance with gray fire clouds on the surface and a reddish color
(Figure 6.58). As in the case of Floor 2, Floor 3 was better preserved in the areas close to the
walls. In the back of the structure, in Unit 7, Floor 3 was a thick but irregular cover of white
plaster, exhibited clear signs of thermal alteration including the typical reddish color on the
stucco and gray patches. This floor covered a low terrace made of a row of boulders, 0.30 m high,
which extended across the back of Structure A-1. The fill of Floor 3 (Lot 7-2-4) consisted of a
dark brown clay which had been deposited directly on the natural soil. As in other areas of the
site, the culturally sterile soil consisted of a sticky reddish clay (Lot 7-2-5).

Figure 6.58. Burnt clay surface in the fill of Structure A-1, Unit 104A-1 (photo by Victor
Castillo).
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To explore the stratigraphy of the fill of Structure A-1, the small stepped platform found
in Unit 1 was preserved and further excavation was reduced to an area of 1.30 x 2 m. Beneath
the burnt surface of Floor 3 a 0.40 m thick layer of black and brown clay (Lots 1-2-1 and 1-2-3)
rested directly on top of a burnt surface of hard clay (Figure 6.9). This flat surface exhibited gray
and reddish colors and had a maximum thickness of 0.10 m. Originally this surface was thought
to be an earthen substructure.

Figure 6.59. Fill of Structure A-1 as seen in Unit 104A-1 (photo by Victor Castillo).

Although this burnt surface resembled the appearance of a clay floor, stratigraphically it
does not correspond to any floor in the plaza. This burnt surface had an intrusion in the southeast
corner of the unit, a result of the presence of a late nineteenth- or early twentieth- century burial
close to the excavation limit. The fill beneath the burnt clay surface was excavated in two lots (13-1 and 1-3-2). The upper fill consisted of brown clay with abundant traces of charcoal. The
lower layer was an irregular stratum of brown clay mixed with abundant small slabs. Beneath the
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fill the excavation reached the natural soil, which had an irregular surface ascending to the north
(Lot 1-3-3). As in other parts of the site, the culturally sterile soil here was a plastic red clay with
some inclusions of small rocks. In total, Unit 1 was 2.20 m deep and provided a comprehensive
glimpse at the construction techniques employed in the buildings at Chiantla Viejo.
Unit 8, a 2 x 2 m pit set in front of the stairway of Structure A-1, was excavated aiming
to find ritual deposits along the main axis of the structure. However, excavation in this area
revealed that the plaza floor was laid directly on top of the natural soil without any deposition of
artifacts along the central axis (Figure 6.60). The removal of topsoil (Lot 8-1-1) exposed the
remnants of Floor 3 of the plaza, which was partially preserved only in the north area of the pit.
Fragments of a layer of stucco associated with the construction episode of Floor 2 in the room of
Structure A-1 were visible on the lowest two steps of the central stairway and where the lowest
step abutted with the plaza floor (Floor 3). The lowest two steps of the stairway had reddish fire
clouds typical of the thermal alteration marks found in other buildings at the site. Beneath Floor
3, excavations exposed a thin 0.20 m thick fill, which lay directly on top of the natural soil (Lot 82-1).

Figure 6.60. Unit 104A-8 showing the stratigraphy in the northern end of the plaza (photo by
Victor Castillo).
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As in other areas of the site, the sterile layer consisted of a dense red clay with the inclusion of
some large rocks. We excavated 1.20 m deep in this red clay to make sure that is was not an
artificial fill, to confirm that we reached the natural soil.

Operation 106A: Structure A-2
The main objectives of work in Operation 106A was to find evidence of structural fires
on the remaining architecture of Structure A-2 and to explore the stratigraphy of this building
(Figures 6.61 and 6.62). The presence of an early twentieth-century cemetery on top of Structure
A-2 allowed only some of these objectives to be accomplished. Still, the original foundations of
the pre-Hispanic room that existed on top of A-2 were visible among the masonry tombs
(panteones), whose construction heavily disturbed the summit of this structure. More than two
dozen of these graves were built directly on the upper terrace of Structure A-2 and also on the
lower back terraces in the east part of the structure. In addition to the above-ground tombs, we
found signs of recent direct interments in the fill of Structure A-2, which did not have masonry
constructions. These signs included loose black soil mixed with fragments of stucco and broken
bricks.

Figure 6.61. Stratigraphic matrix of Operation 106A.
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Figure 6.62. Location of excavation units in Operation106A.

Floor 2
We decided to name the floors in Structure A-2 according to the stratigraphy found in the
plaza and other structures to correlate their stratigraphic position across the site (Figure 6.63). The
latest floor in Structure A-2 corresponds to Floor 2 in the plaza. In contrast to Structure A-1,
where we found three floors, excavations in Structure A-2 exposed only two floors (Floors 2 and
3). Floor 2 in Structure A-2 is contemporaneous with the construction of Structure A-7 Sub-1
and Floor 2 in Structure A-1. Thus, Structure A-2 lacks the last remodeling phase encountered in
Structure A-1, represented in that building by Floor 1. It consists of a thick, irregular layer of
white stucco on the central balustrade, stairways, and the frontal terraces of A-2, where the floor
was visible on standing architecture without excavations. Excavations in Unit 3, a 1 x 1 m pit in
front of Structure A-2, exposed a low basal step 0.28 m tall and 0.44 m wide built on Floor 3 (Lot
3-2-1). This late step postdates the original construction of Structure A-2 and completely covered
the original basal step, which had clear signs of combustion on it in the shape of gray and reddish
fire clouds (Figure 6.64).
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Figure 6.63. North and south profiles of Unit 103A-3.

Figure 6.64. Large sherd of the Potrerillo Unslipped type in an intrusion into Floor 2 (photo by
Victor Castillo).
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In ancient times, probably as a termination or revisitation ritual, the floor in the added
basal step was broken and the upper part destroyed (Lot 3-2-1, Figure 6.64). In this intrusion, a
large sherd from an unslipped jar (Potrerillo Unslipped) was cached. Apparently, the intrusion
was never sealed again with a new layer of plaster. The sherd in this intrusion is the only cache
containing ceramics found in the excavations at Chiantla Viejo.

Floor 3
Floor 3 corresponds to the original floor and façade plastering of Structure A-2. This
floor is the same Floor 3 in the plaza, which lip up to the walls of this Structure A-2. Evidence
of burning was found on this floor only in Unit 3 and on the lower steps of the double-stairway.
Excavations in the northwest and southwest corners of the room on top on Structure A-2 (Units 1
and 2) revealed that the first floor of the upper terrace and the room was not burnt, nor did it have
evidence of remodeling or additions. Traces of the outer northwest and southern corners of the
room on top of A-2 were visible on the surface, although badly disturbed by the presence of
twentieth century panteones. Unit 1, a 2 x 2 m exploratory pit, cleared the exterior remnants of
the southwest corner (Figure 6.65) . Only the corner was excavated due to the probable presence
of a recent burial in the northeast part of the unit. When the topsoil was removed (Lot 6-1-1) we
uncovered the remaining base the outer wall of the room, badly preserved, found on top of a
small basal terrace. The height of this low terrace could not be determined because of the damage
caused by the growth of an ancient tree. On the west side of Unit 1, in front of the remnants of the
west and south walls, the removal of topsoil exposed several fragments of stucco with
polychrome painting (Figure 6.66). It was evident that these fragments came from the fallen walls
of the room since they were facing directly the floor. This indicates that the wall collapsed when
the floor in front of the room of Structure A-2 was still clear of debris or soil. These fragments
were cleaned, measured, and photographed in the laboratory with the aim to reconstruct any
iconographic patterns, although the fragmented nature of the sample prevented this goal.
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Figure 6.65. Southwest corner of the upper room of Structure A-2 after excavation (photo by
Victor Castillo).

Figure 6.66. Fragments of polychrome stucco (numbered) facing the surface of Floor 3 (photo by
Victor Castillo).
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Unit 2 was a 2 x 2 m pit in the area of the northeast corner of the room. In Lot 2-1-1 we
removed the topsoil, after which the architecture of the outer northeast corner was visible like the
remains of the corner found in Unit 1. A low terrace, similar to the one found in Unit 2, was
attached to the north wall measuring 0.30 m in height and 0.40 in width. As in the case of Unit 2,
several fragments of polychrome stucco were found laying directly on Floor 3. In the case of Unit
1, these fragments were found upside down, which indicates that they fell directly from the walls
of Structure A-2. An exploratory 0.50 x 0.70 m pit was excavated into the fill in Unit 2 (Lot 2-21, Figures 6.67 and 6.68). The examination of the fill confirmed that there was only one floor
built on the upper terrace of Structure A-2. The fill underneath this floor (Floor 3) consisted of a
reddish-brown clay like the fill found under Floor 3 in Unit 3. The stratigraphy of Unit 3 showed
that Structure A-2 was built on a steep slope on the east edge of a plateau. The construction of
Structure A-2 would have required a significant amount of fill loads to raise up the original
surface to the level of the plaza.

Figure 6.67. Northeast corner of the upper room and test pit in the fill of Structure A-2 (photo by
Victor Castillo).
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Figure 6.68. South profile of Unit 106A-2.

Operation 107A: The Ball Court
The main goal of Operation 107A was to explore whether ritual caches were deposited in
the ballcourt (Figure 6.69 and 6.70). This operation consisted of two 2 x 2 m units, one in the
south end zone (Unit 1) and one west of Structure A-4 (Unit 2). As I mentioned earlier (see
Chapter 5), the ball court was severely damaged by an unusually severe flood some time in the
early twentieth century, which caused the destruction of Structure A-3 except for its southeast
corner. Our excavations revealed that the remaining area of the ball court had also been altered in
recent times. A planned unit in the middle of the alley was not excavated due to its proximity to
the ravine and the instability of the ground.
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Figure 6.69. Stratigraphic matrix of Operation 107A. Carbon sample: AA 111022 1256+23 years
BP, AD 673-860 2-sigma cal.

Figure 6.70. Location of excavation Units in Operation 107A.
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Unit 1 explored the stratigraphy of the south end of the playing alley, whereas Unit 2
focused on the stratigraphy of the basal platform that supported Structure A-4. The standing
architecture of Structure A-4 visible today is the result of two different construction events. An
earlier building, Structure A-4 Sub-1, was the original east building of the ball court. This
building was enlarged with the addition of a new stepped façade on the east side (Structure A-4
proper).

Mass Burial
The removal of topsoil in Unit 1 at the south end of the playing alley exposed a
noticeably disturbed area around 0.20 m underneath the surface in which different matrices of soil
and fragments of stucco were visible (Lot 1-1-1). In the southeast corner of the unit we found an
area with black loose soil and large fragments of white stucco; this suggested the nearby presence
of a recent burial which was not excavated (Lot 1-2-1).
Evidence of a recent burial was also found in the southwest area of the unit. This was
indicated by the presence of loose dark soil and flat slabs that were probably. To avoid the
excavation of these seemingly recent contexts, we left a 0.50 m wide portion in the south area of
the unit unexcavated. In the center of Unit 1 we found a thick layer of dark soil (Lot 1-2-2) under
which there were large fragments of white plaster. These fragments correspond to the remnants of
a portion of the original floor in the ball court alley (Figures 6.71 and 6.72). We kept the
nomenclatures of floors used in the plaza and other structures for the sake of consistency.
Accordingly, we labeled this floor as Floor 3. As described for other operations, Floor 3
corresponds to the first stage of construction at the site in the plaza and Structures A-1, A-2, and
A-7 Sub-2. A mixed fill of gravel, reddish and yellow clay, and small cobles was noticeable in the
north area of the pit (Lot 1-2-3).
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Figure 6.71. East profile of Unit 107A-1.

Figure 6.72. Remnants of the floor in the ball court (Floor 3) surrounded by disturbed soil (photo
by Victor Castillo).
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The area of Unit 1 was highly disturbed because of the presence of a context that I
interpret as a mass burial. In this context, several individuals were interred directly in the ground
in what was seemingly a hurried process of deposition of the bodies. Our excavations revealed at
least four of them, but there were indications of the surface of other interments nearby. The
disturbed nature of this context was evident not only in the mix of fills, but also in the occurrence
of sherds of pre-Hispanic origin mixed up with fragments of glazed Totonicapán ceramics, a
diagnostic ware of colonial or nineteenth-century times in the Guatemalan highlands (see Chapter
7).
Since the study of recent contexts was not the main purpose of our research, we removed
only two individuals completely, although there were more. We assigned different burial numbers
(Burial 2 and 3) to these two individuals although they were part of the same burial context.
These burials are described below. The detailed description of the laboratory analyses of these
bones and broader interpretations of the context of these burials are presented in Appendix D,
while a detailed description of the artifacts found associated with is in Appendix F.

Burial 2 (Lot 1-2-4): This burial was found in a mixed matrix of reddish and yellow clay in the
northwest corner of Unit 1 (Figure 6.73). It was a primary direct burial of an infant in extended
supine position with the hands parallel to the pelvis. It was oriented east-west with the head in the
east. A plastic button was found among the ribs. The yellowish soil underneath Burial 2 was
excavated as a separate lot (Lot 1-2-5).
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Figure 6.73. Burial 2 (photo by Victor Castillo).

Burial 3 (Lot 1-2-6): This burial was in a matrix of mixed yellowish clay, cobbles, and the sticky
red clay typical of the natural soil in the area. Around the cranium there was a square, box-like
arrangement of small slabs, roughly 0.25 x 0.30 m, with a slab as a lid protecting the head (Figure
6.74). It was a primary direct burial of an adult male in extended supine position with the hands
parallel to the pelvis (Figure 6.75). It was oriented 45° east of magnetic north, with the head lying
in the southwest pointing towards Structure A-4. An assemblage of three glass marbles, two lime
beads, and ninety-nine quartz crystals was found lying between the right arm and the right ribs of
the individual. These artifacts were cleaned and analyzed in the laboratory (Figure 6.76; see
Appendix F, figures F.22-F.28). The three glass artifacts resemble the so-called “German
marbles” with twisted vivid colors in the center and clear signs of exfoliation. These marbles,
which became popular in Guatemala and elsewhere during the second half of the nineteenth
century date the whole context of the burials in the ball court to a fairly late date.
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Figure 6.74. Cist covering the head of the individual of Burial 3 (photo by Victor Castillo).

Figure 6.75. Burial 3 (photo by Victor Castillo)
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Figure 6.76. Assemblage of quartz crystals, glass marbles, and sedimentary stones in Burial 3
(photo by Victor Castillo).

Burial 4 (Lot 1-2-7): The soil beneath Burial 3 was excavated as a different lot (1-2-7) due to the
presence of a different matrix of loose red clay and cobbles. Excavation of this lot concentrated in
the northeast corner of the unit where the remains of an infant were found protruding from the
east profile. This skeleton was not excavated since by this time we were convinced of the
relatively recent date of this context (Figure 7.77). During the excavation of this lot we found a
small copper artifact, probably an earring associated with the individual of Burial 4 (see
Appendix F). The loose fill found in Lot 1-2-7 was an indication that more individuals may have
been buried in this area. We stopped excavations in this operation at this point.
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Figure 6.77. Partial view of Burial 4 (not excavated; photo by Victor Castillo).

The position, and orientation of the four individuals found in Unit 1 suggests that they
were placed hurriedly at the same time during the same depositional event one above the other.
This might have occurred recently as indicated by the presence of the German marbles and the
plastic artifact. Drawing on oral tradition and oral history I interpret this context as a burial place
that probably dated to the influenza pandemic of 1918-1919, which was particularly calamitous in
this part of western Guatemala. The use of the ball court for this purpose, however, was not
recalled by locals, who vaguely mentioned stories about people coming from the high plateaus of
the sierra for burying the dead at the site. Although excavations in the alley focused on the south
end zone, it is likely that the whole playing alley was used for a massive common burial location.
This is can be seen in the profile of the deep cut north of the alley. There, exposed long bones and
crania are protruding from the walls of the profile.
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Floor 1a
This floor was visible on the surface of Structure A-4 and corresponds to the latest
resurfacing of white plaster on Structure A-4 and was applied directly over Floor 1. It seems that
this layer of stucco was a last preservation effort that capped the entire east façade of Structure A4, and probably also Structure A-3. The conservation of Floor 1a was not uniform across
Structure A-4, with the west upper cornice better preserved.

Floor 1, Expansion of Structure A-4
A thick layer of white plaster covered the steps s of the late expansion of the structure,
although its preservation was uneven. It was better preserved on the upper terraces and on the
west cornice of the Structure. We carried out no excavations to explore the fill of Structure A-4
since it is considered a sacred structure by the surrounding community. It is believed by locals
that the image of the Virgin of Candelaria, the patron saint of Chiantla, was housed in this
building in ancient times. Some of our workmen referred to this structure as la casa de la Virgen
(the Virgin’s house) and we heard countless stories about the supposed existence of a buried
silver treasure, owned by the Virgin, inside the structure.
A closer examination of Structure A-4 showed two different construction episodes of
construction that are visible on the surface (Figure 6.78). These are clearly observable at the north
and south ends of the structure where the cleaning by IDAEH workers in the early 1980s exposed
the architecture of the structure. This later addition enlarged the structure to the east, although
new additions were not made on the west of or on top of the structure. As revealed by Unit 2, the
new stepped façade of A-4 was built directly on the surface of Floor 3 in the ball court. A
comparison of the data from excavations in Units 104A-7 and 107A-1 indicates that between
Structures A-1 and A-4 there was a narrow passageway that was filled with a new floor (Floor 1
in Unit 104A-7). This floor was raised to the level of Floor 3 in the north area of the terrace east
of Structure A-4 Sub 1, where the stepped façade was built.

236

Figure 6.78. Different phases of construction of Structure A-4, looking south (photo by Victor
Castillo).

Floor 2, Plaster Coat on Structure A-4
This floor consisted of a layer of thick white plaster that covered the visible remains of
Structure A-4 Sub-1. This floor was unevenly preserved (Figure 6.79). The clearing of the site by
IDAEH exposed the corners of Structure A-4, the upper cornice, and the low walls of the end
zones of the playing alley. There is no evidence of burnt plaster on the walls or floors of Structure
A-4.
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Figure 6.79. Two layers of stucco (Floors 2 and 3) on the northeast corner of the original
construction.

Floor 3, Structure A-4
Floor 3 was found in the excavations in Unit 2, a 2 x 2 m unit east of Structure A-4. It
was also found in Unit 1, as described above, although badly preserved. This floor was the
original floor of Structure A-4, before it was subsequently enlarged with the addition of a stepped
façade (see Figure 6.78). Stratigraphically, Floor 3 in the ball court corresponds with Floor 3 in
the Plaza, and Structures A-1 and A-2. The original east façade of Structure A-4 Sub-1 had three
large stepped terraces facing west. When the stepped terraces of Structure A-4 were added, the
west, north, and south walls of structure A-4 Sub-1 were not altered. Thus, what is visible today
at the north and south ends is the façade of the original Structure A-4 Sub-1. Excavations in Unit
2 explored the stratigraphy of the large terrace that supported Structure A-4 (Figure 6.80).
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Figure 6.80. Unit 107A-2. Carbon sample: AA 111022 1256+23 years BP, AD 673-860 2-sigma
cal.

We were interested in determining if this terrace had earlier construction stages prior to
the remodeling of Structure A-4. Excavations confirmed that the terrace and the ball court were
built in a single construction episode. Accordingly, both Structures A-4 and A-4 Sub-1 were built
on the same occupational floor, Floor 3. The badly preserved surface of this floor was exposed
when the topsoil was removed (Lot 2-1-1). The fill of Floor 3 was excavated in two different lots.
Lot 2-2-1 consisted of a matrix of dark brown soil with large boulders, approximately 0.30 m
thick. Lot 2-2-2 was a layer of light soil with pebbles with abundant sherds, obsidian fragments,
animal bones, charcoal and small pieces of white plaster. One sample of charcoal from this lot
was dated by radiocarbon and yielded a Late Classic date (AA 111022 1256+23 years BP, AD
673-860 2-sigma cal. Once the lower fill of Floor 3 was removed the excavation reached the
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natural soil which in this area sloped steeply to the east (Lot 2-2-3). As in other areas of the site,
the culturally sterile soil in this area consisted of a reddish plastic clay with large boulders.

Conclusion
The stratigraphy fount in the excavations at Chiantla Viejo allows to reconstruct a
sequence of construction, destruction and reoccupation at the site. There were three major
episodes of construction. Floor 3, the earliest floor, corresponds to the original construction of
the main group. As I discuss in more detail in the next chapter, during this early stage the builders
of the site emulated the architecture and layout of Zaculeu. When Floor 3 was in use, a burning
event left fire marks in various areas of the site, including a central low platform (Structures A-7
Sub-2) in the middle of the plaza and its surroundings, the room on top of Structure A-1, and the
steps of Structures A-1 and A-2. After the burning event, a layer of stucco (Floor 2) was put on
all the structures, except for Structure A-8. The platform in the middle of the plaza was destroyed
and a new building with a different layout was put in place (Structure A-7 Sub-1). Finally, a low
bench was built at the base of Structure A-2 to hide the marks of fire left by the burning event.
Floor 3 is associated with a major remodeling of the site that included the building of a new
complex of platforms in the middle of the plaza, the enlargement of the ball court, and the
addition of a stepped bench inside the room of Structure A-1.
Beyond the study of the stratigraphy and architecture of Chiantla Viejo, the more indepth analyses of the ceramics, which I discuss in the next chapter, shed light on the
chronological sequence of constructions events. The stratigraphy of Chiantla Viejo also posit
questions reading the chronology of the Postclassic period and the reuse of early materials in Late
Postclassic contexts. I discuss in more detail the implications of the excavation data for the study
of religious change as well as the social dynamics involved in the establishment, occupation, and
abandonment of Chiantla Viejo in Chapter 8.
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CHAPTER 7
CERAMIC DATA AND CHRONOLOGICAL ISSUES
This chapter discusses ceramics of Chiantla Viejo and their implication for dating the site
from an archaeological perspective and other chronological issues. As described earlier,
historical evidence from Justicia 1031 and other sources indicates a short occupation during the
sixteenth century for the site. However, the archaeological data presents some methodological
issues. More than half of the sherds coming from the construction fills at Chiantla Viejo date to
the Atzan and Chinaq phases of Zaculeu, which roughly correspond to the late Early Classic and
Late Classic periods. Plumbate ceramics, a typical diagnostic ware for the Early Postclassic
period, were also found in the fills of Chiantla Viejo in small quantities. In contrast, the frequency
of Late Postclassic ceramics is very small, around 1% of the assemblage.
Radiocarbon analysis yielded dates ranging from the Early Classic to the Late
Postclassic period (see Appendix B). These dates correspond with the wide distribution of Classic
and Postclassic types at the site. Nevertheless, the layout and architecture of Chiantla Viejo are
characteristic of the Postclassic period. The presence of a thick coat of white plaster, a
technological innovation of the Late Postclassic period in the highlands (see Chapter 3), is
without any doubt the diagnostic feature that confirms a late date for the architecture at the site
from an archaeological standpoint. Stucco is absent in the architecture of Classic sites in the
Selegua River basin, where at that time buildings were made of crude boulders, clay mortar, and
whitewashed clay coats (Smith 1955:5-16; Clark et al. 2001; Woodbury and Trik 1953).
The high frequency of Classic sherds in the ceramic assemblage along with the
Postclassic-style architecture of the site complicates the dating of Chiantla Viejo from an
archaeological perspective. I consider two not mutually exclusive possible scenarios to resolve
this issue:
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1) There was a Classic settlement at the site that was remodeled or rebuilt during the Late
Postclassic period.
2) Fills from a dismantled Classic site were brought to Chiantla Viejo to be used for the
construction of structures during the Late Postclassic.
In order to asses these possible scenarios, first I discuss ceramic data from Zaculeu, the
most important regional center in the area with well-studied ceramic collections. The presence of
Classic ceramics in the fills of Late Postclassic structures was noticed by the excavators of
Zaculeu. I asses their interpretations regarding this issue and compare Zaculeu’s data with the
results of the ceramic analysis at Chiantla Viejo. Second, I discuss the chronological position of
the ceramic types found at Chiantla Viejo and the dates yielded by the radiocarbon dating of
charcoal from the fills. Finally, I stress the regional implications of the sample recovered at
Chiantla Viejo within the broader context of ceramic studies in the Maya highlands. A detailed
description of the ceramic types found at Chiantla Viejo mentioned in this chapter is provided in
Appendix A.

The Ceramics of Zaculeu
The study of the ceramics of Zaculeu carried out by Richard Woodbury is the only
extensive ceramic dataset for the Selgua River basin spanning the entire pre-Hispanic occupation
of the region (Woodbury and Trik 1953:117-216). Notwithstanding its importance for the
archaeology of the highlands, there are some caveats to using this data as a reference.
Woodbury’s ceramic typology for Zaculeu is based exclusively on the study of complete vessels
coming from funerary contexts. The typology presented by Woodbury followed a modal
approach that emphasized ware modes and shapes, as it was the tradition for the Maya highlands
during the first half of the twentieth century. It is problematic as it considers single cases of
unique vessels of foreign origin as well-defined types (Table 7.1).
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Table 7.1. Ceramic typology of Zaculeu (Woodbury and Trik 1953:116-216). Underlined types
were found at Chiantla Viejo.

Woodbury argued that there was a strong sense of continuity in the ceramic types of
Zaculeu in terms of technological styles, some of them spanning the entire occupation of the site
with minor changes only in vessel shapes. The long-lasting tradition of unslipped incensarios, for
example, shows a clear thread of continuity from the Early Classic period to the time of the
Spanish conquest, according to Woodbury. The excavators of Zaculeu did not publish a
systematic count of sherds and fragmented vessels from fills or other contexts. The absence of
counts of sherds was typical in the monographs that reported archaeological excavations in the
Maya highlands. Instead, they only provided general comments on the occasional occurrence of
sherds of diagnostic types found in the fills of some structures. The ceramic studies at Zaculeu,
therefore, provide only a partial glimpse of complex patterns of ceramic use and distribution,
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particularly in relation to other regions in the highlands with well-established ceramic
chronologies and typologies.
The Zaculeu Project excavated only one pit from a midden context with the explicit goal
of working out a ceramic sequence (Woodbury and Trik 1953:214-215, Table 1). This
stratigraphic excavation consisted of a 1.50 m deep “preliminary trench” outside the southwest
corner of Plaza 4, where the terrain descends abruptly from the plaza down to the Selegua River.
It is not clear if the trench reached sterile soil. Woodbury mentions that the midden was found in
the excavation “against an early terrace or retaining wall”(Woodbury and Trik 1953:215).
Materials recovered from this pit, which was excavated in seven arbitrary levels, yielded sherds
of ceramic types spanning the entire occupation of Zaculeu (Table 7.2).

Type
Incensarios
Polished Black
Polished Brown
Polished Orange
Red-and-Black on Orange
Plumbate
Fortress White-on-Red
Total Sherds

Atzan
125-150
0.2
16.1
21.6
12.7
0.3

Atzan
100-125
0.3
17.8
20.0
14.4
0.2

Atzan
88-100
0.5
16.1
11.5
16.0

609

849

391

Atzan Chinaq/Qankayk? Qankak
75-88
50-75
25-50
1.7
1.0
1.2
4.7
3.9
1.8
4.1
7.2
6.3
7.1
12.1
7.9

285

0.2

0.7

492

468

Xinabahul Phase
0-25
cm below surface
1.5
2.6
5.6
5.1

0.3
373

Table 7.2. Percentages of sherds for selected types recovered in the stratigraphic test pit
excavated in Plaza 4 at Zaculeu. Note the relatively high frequencies of polished sherds even in
Postclassic layers (after Woodbury and Trik 1953:Table 1, name of ceramic phased added on top
of the levels). Types listed in this table were selected by Woodbury and the percentages represent
their frequency based on all sherds, including non identified sherds, for each excavated level.

Woodbury expressed his frustration with the apparent absence of stratified middens at
Zaculeu. He explained that this was the main reason why the ceramic chronology of the site was
worked out from the stratigraphic relationships of graves and burials with complete vessels rather
than sherds coming from fills (Woodbury and Trik 1953:215). Although Woodbury recognized
that sherd deposits in the fills of substructures yielded stratigraphic and chronological
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information, he dismissed these data as disturbed and problematic. Woodbury was perplexed by
the high frequency of Early Classic sherds in the fill of Postclassic constructions. He solved this
apparent contradiction by arguing that some ceramic wares were manufactured throughout the
entire occupation of Zaculeu, spanning more than ten centuries. One paragraph in the Zaculeu’s
report reveals Woodbury’s reasoning regarding the presence of early ceramics in late contexts.
His interpretation of the distribution and chronological position of Polished Gray clarifies the
reasons why the Zaculeu project did not take sherd counts from fills into account for the ceramic
typology:
Polished Gray covers the greater part of the span of Zaculeu’s occupation but was never
very plentiful and was used as grave offerings only in the second phase. The sherds in
Qankyak and Xinabahul Phase fill may derive in part from earlier refuse, but even in the
final building period of Structure 4, it makes up four percent of the sherds. This is better
interpreted, I believe, as an indication that Polished Gray was still being made, at least
in small quantity, rather than explained as the reuse of earlier refuse in such quantity.
Like Streaky Red-brown, this type continued for other purposes after it was no longer
considered suitable for offerings in graves (Woodbury and Trik 1953:145; emphasis
added).
The mention of percentages of Polished Gray sherds indicates that the Zaculeu Project
carried out some sorting and counting of sherds, but this data was neither presented nor
extensively discussed in the final report. Woodbury’s rationale behind the interpretations
regarding the presence of Classic sherds in Postclassic context is contradictory. For example, he
stressed the relatively high frequency of sherds of another type, Polished Black (Quilinco Black
at Chiantla Viejo), one of the diagnostic types of the Atzan phase, in the fill of Late Postclassic
structures. However, in contrast to Polished Gray, for this type he did not argue a continued use.
Instead, he concluded that “[t]he sherds that persist in fill, right up to the sixteenth century, are
presumably the result of refuse of early mound fill or of rubbish deposits of earlier times”
(Woodbury and Trik 1953:145). In any case, what is clear is that fills containing abundant sherds
of earlier phases were used in the construction of Postclassic structures at Zaculeu. The presence
of earlier materials in Late Postclassic contexts at Zaculeu is strikingly similar to the pattern I
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observed at Chiantla Viejo. This might suggest that Woodbury’s interpretation of long-lasting
ceramic traditions at Zaculeu may not be correct. I believe it is more plausible that using trash
containing high frequencies of earlier types as construction fill was a building practice in the
Selegua River basin during Late Postclassic times.
As discussed in Chapter 3, Woodbury and Trik established four ceramic phases for
Zaculeu by comparing the ceramic materials from Zaculeu with then available data from other
sites such as Uaxactun, Kaminaljuyu, and Zacualpa. The next paragraphs provide a summary of
the diagnostic features of each phase as described by Woodbury and Trik (1953).

Atzan
This phase roughly corresponds to the Early Classic, although it might be a terminal
phase for this period, dating to between AD 500-700. Polished black and brown wares were
abundant as well as unslipped incensarios of several shapes. Local ceramics were represented by
resist painted and stuccoed types (Zaculeu Resist Painted). Ceramics foreign to the area were
used for dating this phase, such as Esperanza phase vessels from the central highlands, Tiquisate
bowls from the Pacific coast, and Teotihuacan-style tripods and pitchers. Most of the data for the
establishment of this phase came from Tomb 1, a late Atzan context, which contained an
assemblage of disparate artifacts including a Petén Polychrome vase with a Primary Standard
Sequence and a pyrite mirror with Itzapan iconography. Tomb 1 was probably a secondary
context where artifacts from different periods were deposited together with large quantities of
Atzan complete vessels. This phase is seen as contemporary with the Esperanza phase at
Kaminaljuyu, Balam Phase at Zacualpa, Chixoy 1 in the Verapaz region, and Tzakol at Uaxactun
(see Table 3.1).
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Chinaq
This phase was dated to the Late Classic period. Many Atzan types continued in use
during this phase, including Polished Black, Brown, Gray, and Red-on-Buff types. Polished Gray
and Slipped Red-Brown ceramics were common during this phase. Construction activities
decreased or ceased during this phase at Zaculeu, which is why Woodbury and Trik argued for a
short duration of the Chinaq phase. Above all, this is a poorly known phase, probably
contemporary with Chixoy II in the Verapaz region, and Pokom at Zacualpa.

Qankyak
This phase corresponds to the Early Postclassic Plumbate horizon, discussed in Chapter
3. The Tohil Plumbate type, which was characterized by effigy-jars with standardized
iconography, became prevalent in funerary contexts at Zaculeu. No San Juan Plumbate vessels
(plain cylindrical vases dated to the Late Classic period) were found at Zaculeu. Woodbury and
Trik noted that late Qankyak burials lacked Plumbate ceramics. The ceramic inventory of new
types adopted during Qankyaq times includes effigy-head tripod bowls, Fine Orange, Fine Gray,
tripod censers, and double bottomed pedestal vases. Other important innovations occurred during
this phase, including the first appearance of low ceremonial platforms in plazas, which became
common in later periods. The Qankyak phase at Zaculeu is contemporaneous with the Tohil
phase at Zacualpa and Chixoy III in the Verapaz region.

Xinabahul
This phase is seen as contemporary with the “immediate pre-Conquest period at Utatlan
and Iximche” as well asthe Yaqui phase at Zacualpa. Interregional diagnostic types such as
Fortress White-on-Red and Monochrome Red (called Cinnamon at Zaculeu) became prevalent
during this phase. Earlier types reused during Xinabahul times include Streaky Red-Brown,
Polished Gray, and mold-decorated incensarios. Incensarios decreased in this period. Cremations
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in ceramic jars became widely used although direct burials also continued. Trik suggested that the
Xinabahul phase was very short in duration or even an extension or subphase of the Qankyak
phase since “no marked change in the types of artifacts occurs during this phase” with the
exception of cremation jars (Woodbury and Trik 1953:25). Chixoy IV in Verapaz and Yaqui at
Zacualpa are seen as contemporary with the Xinabahul phase .
Besides these diagnostic ceramics for specific phases, Woodbury and Trik also noted that
several types were used during more than one phase or were difficult to assign to a specific phase.
These types include a wide variety of incensarios, polychrome vessels, resist painted ceramics,
stuccoed vessels, and a crude type that they called Streaky Red-Brown. These types, as noted
before, probably reflect the use of fills with earlier refuse in late constructions rather than the
actual continuity of ceramic types for almost one thousand years.
Almost two decades after the publication of the Zaculeu report, Robert Wauchope
systematized the diverse ceramic data from archaeological projects from the highlands
(Wauchope 1970). Wauchope provided a new and revised classification of “proto-Historic”
pottery following a modal approach. Wauchope compared typological data from diverse
collections from many sites across the highlands, many of them recovered unsystematically, with
his stratigraphic excavations at Q’umarkaaj. Wauchope was reluctant to use the Type-Variety
system in vogue during the time he published his typology. Instead, he supported the use of the
Ware system traditionally used in the highlands during the first half of the twentieth. However, he
emphasized a more sophisticated approach that included a detailed study of sherds and not only
the description of complete vessels from funerary contexts. Wauchope carefully revised and
assessed available data published in excavation monographs and personally inspected the
collections at the Museo Nacional de Arqueología y Etnología in Guatemala City. He advocated
against using nicknames or non-descriptive names for ceramic types, claiming that it caused a
great deal of confusion by merging different types still not well studied or defined into single
categories of analysis (Table 7.3).
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Highlands (Wauchope
1970)
White-on-Red
White-on-Tan
White-on-Brown

Zaculeu (Woodbury and
Trik 1953)
Fortress White-on-Red

Monochrome Red, Tan, or
Brown
Comales and dishes
Polychrome Dull Paint Style

Cinnamon

Plychrome Bright Paint
Style
Hemispherical Bowls
White-outlined Red-on-Tan
Black-outlined
Chocolate-Brow outlined
Red-on-Cream
Red-on-White
Red-on-Cream
Red-on-Incised-White
Other Bichromes
Mica Ware
Ladle censers

Chiantla Viejo

Chinautla Polychrome

Chinautla Polychrome

Mold Decorated Pottery

Petzal Polychrome

Musmul Group

Flanged Tile Ware Censers
Other Censers

Incensarios (uncertain
phase)
Streaky Red (uncertain
phase)
Heavy Black Vases
Black Brown Bowl
Xinabahul Orange-Red
Drum

Potrerillo Group (uncertain
phase)
Neblina Group (uncertain
phase)
Saquicha Streaky (uncertain
phase)

Xacax Slipped

Table 7.3. Late Postclassic ceramic types established by Wauchope (1970) compared to types at
Zaculeu (Woodbury and Trik 1953) and Chiantla Viejo. Uncertain phase indicates continued use
and reuse of this type throughout the occupation of the site including the Late Postclassic.
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At Chiantla Viejo, the frequency of the Postclassic ceramics described by Wauchope is
minimal (see Figure 7.3). Among those are a few sherds of Wauchope’s Hemispherical Bowls
(Petzal Polychrome), Mica Ware (Musmul Group), and Ladle Censers (probably Potrerillo and
Neblina groups). Incensario fragments at Chiantla Viejo are problematic to date as it is commonly
assumed that they had long-lasting attributes with little shape change over the course of several
centuries. As I discuss in the next section, similarities between Zaculeu and Chiantla Viejo are
evident, not only regarding the presence of the same ceramic types but also the presence of
Classic sherds int Late Postclassic contexts.

Frequencies and Stratigraphic Distribution of Types at Chiantla Viejo
Before discussing the ceramic data from Chiantla Viejo in detail, it is important to
highlight the nature of the sample recovered an analyzed:
1. The ceramic sample is a small, consisting of a total of 4,872 sherds, of which 1,490 were
non-diagnostic because of erosion or small size.
2. Complete vessels were not found at Chiantla Viejo. Funerary ceramics are absent at the
site.
3. Sherds come from three main contexts: topsoil, fills, and a disturbed area in the ball
court.
4. The stratigraphy of the site shows that there was an original major episode of
construction followed by two episodes of remodeling and construction in the plaza after a
burning event. No stratified deposits were found, nor sub-structures pre-dating Late
Postclassic constructions, although fills contained a significant amount of Classic
ceramics mixed with Postclassic sherds.
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5. One of the goals of the excavations was to find artifacts of European tradition. However,
the only glazed ceramics found are probably nineteenth-century ceramics of the
Totonicapán ware found in a highly disturbed area in the ball court and in the topsoil.
I emphasize the preliminary status of the ceramic typology described in Appendix A, as it
is based on a relatively small sample without a single complete ceramic artifact. Types were
established roughly following the basic tenets of the Type-Variety system, which emphasizes the
classification of significative attributes based on the grouping of decorative modes in a
hierarchical way (Gifford 1960; Sabloff 1975). One of the main goals of the Type-Variety system
is to establish chronological comparisons among different sites in order to infer broad “cultural
insights” (Sabloff 1975:1). A type can be broadly defined as a sum of identifiable attributes
clustered in a single class of ceramic artifact. It constitutes the basis for building more complex
taxonomies that might have cultural significance. Types are “distinguished on the basis of
combinations of decorative, shape, technological, and design modes and are named after
decorative modes such as slip, color […] and surface manipulation […]” (Sabloff 1975:3) The
Type-Variety methodology has been applied in the Maya area with a great deal of flexibility. The
category of “variety,”, originally considered the most basic single unit of classification in this
system (Smith et al. 1960) has proved to be inconsistent and problematic. Therefore, “type”
remains the most useful category for ceramic classification and for defining larger taxonomical
categories.
The typology at Chiantla Viejo roughly follows the hierarchical taxonomic categories
outlined for the Type-Variety system: ware, group, and type (Sabloff and Smith 1969; Table 7.4).
The basic unit of classification is the type, established according to the principal identifying
modes of surface finish and decoration. A group is a cluster of related types within a standard
range of variation in terms of color and forms. Ware is an overall encompassing category related
to technological attributes, such as paste composition and surface finish.
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Ware
Unslipped Ware

Group
Potrerillo

Neblina
Slipped Ware

Cream Paste Unslipped
Xacax

Saquichá

Musmul

Polished

Petzal
Bichrome White-on-Red
Orange Slip
Pino

Chuscaj
Quilinco

Chancol
Regadíos
Capellanía

Vitrified Ware
Glazed Ware

Magdalena
Chamá
Plumbate
Totonicapán

Table 7.4. Wares, groups, and types at Chiantla Viejo.

Types
Potrerillo Unslipped
Tojoj Incised
Rancho Impressed
Manzanas Appliquéd
Torlón Impressed and Fluted
Neblina Unslipped
Nimá Impressed
Cream Paste Unslipped
Xacax Slipped
Chochal Impressed
Mirador Fluted
Páquix Molded
Saquichá Streaky Red
Sibilá Incised
Corona Impressed
Selegua Flutted
Musmul Mica
Carpintero Incised
Petzal Polychrome
Bichrome White-on-Red
Orange Slip
Pino Red
Quebradilla Incissed
Escondido Impressed
Mixlaj Fluted
Chichalum Impressed and
Fluted
Chuscaj Cream
Quilinco Black
Taluca Incised
Guayabitas Impressed
Labor Fluted
Nubes Incised and Fluted
Chancol Orange
Alfalfa Fluted
Rosario Impressed
Regadíos Red-on-Buff
Mecatales Modeled
Capellanía Red and Blac-onBurr
Magdalena Red-on-White
Chamá Polychrome
Plumbate
Totonicapán Glazed.
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Beyond the ware level, the Type-Variety system contemplates larger categories such as
complexes, spheres, or horizons, which embed chronological and spatial notions of diachrony. I
did not pursue the establishment of such higher categorical classes due the small size of the
sample. As mentioned, I studied a sample of 4,872 sherds. 1,490 sherds that were non-diagnostic
because of erosion or small size (Table 7.5)

Polished Ware

Slipped Ware

Unslipped Ware

Type

Vitrified
Glazed

Potrerillo Unslipped
Tojoj Incised
Rancho Impressed
Manzanas Appliquéd
Torlon Impressed and Fluted
Neblina Unsliipped
Nimá Impressed
Cream Paste Unslipped
Xacax Slipped
Chochal Impressed
Mirador Fluted
Páquix Molded
Saquichá Streaky Red
Sibila Incissed
Corona Impressed
Selegua Fluted
Musmul Mica
Carpintero Incissed
Petzal Polychrome
Bichrome White-on-Red
Orange Slip
Pino Red
Quebradilla Incissed
Escondido Impressed
Mixlaj Fluted
Chichalumm Impressed and Fluted
Chuscaj Cream
Buenos Aires Impressed
Quilinco Black
Taluca Incised
Guayabitas Impressed
Labor Fluted
Nubes Incised and Fluted
Chancol Orange
Alfalfa Fluted
Rosario Impressed
Regadíos Red-on-Buff
Mecatales Modeled
Capellanía Red and Black-on-Buff
Magdalena Red-on-White
Chamá Polychrome
Plumbate
Totonicapán Glazed
Undetermined sherds

101A
102A
103A
104A
106A
107A Total freq.
Plaza
Str. A-8 Str. A-7,A-6 Str. A-1 Str A-6 Ball Court
(n=)
%
12
1
88
10
6
10
127 2.61
1
1
0
0
0
0
2 0.04
0
0
2
1
0
0
3 0.06
1
0
0
1
1
0
3 0.06
1
0
0
0
0
0
1 0.02
1
0
22
6
0
6
35 0.72
0
1
0
0
1 0.02
0
0
0
0
11
41
0
0
52 1.07
245
3
96
175
14
286
819 16.81
1
1
0
0
0
0
2 0.04
2
0
0
1
0
0
3 0.06
4
0
0
4 0.08
0
0
0
186
2
26
135
5
106
460 9.44
5
0
1
1
0
1
8 0.21
1
0
1
2
0
6
10 0.08
1
0
0
4 0.16
3
0
0
12
1
3
6
0
2
24 0.49
0
0
0
1 0.02
1
0
0
2
0
4
4
0
0
10 0.21
0
0
0
0
0
1
1 0.02
0
0
6
0
0
12
18 0.37
247
41
308
113
1033 21.21
311
13
6
0
8
0
0
1
15 0.31
0
1
9
15 0.31
4
0
1
18
0
3
2
0
3
26 0.53
0
0
0
0
0
1 0.02
1
34
0
3
52
0
32
121 2.48
0
0
2 0.04
1
0
0
1
121
0
14
72
3
107
317 6.51
0
4
27 0.55
17
0
3
3
4
0
0
0
0
1
5 0.1
0
0
11 0.23
7
0
0
4
0
0
0
0
0
1
1 0.02
38
4
7
25
8
34
116 2.38
2
0
0
0
0
0
2 0.04
0
0
0
0
0
1
1 0.02
32
0
4
0
2
6
44 0.9
0
0
1
0
0
0
1 0.02
8
0
2
1
0
2
13 0.27
0
0
0
2
0
0
2 0.04
0
0
1
3
0
0
4 0.08
0
0
2
1
0
4
7 0.14
0
0
1
3
0
30 0.62
0
604
4
328
342
38
174
1490 30.59
4872 100 Total

Table 7.5. Frequencies and percentages of types by operation including non-diagnostic sherds
based on all sherds recovered (n=4,872).
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A total of 3,382 sherds were identified and assigned to a type. Frequencies and
percentages of identified sherds are reported in Table 7.6.

Polished Ware

Slipped Ware

Unslipped Ware

Type
Potrerillo Unslipped
Tojoj Incised
Rancho Impressed
Manzanas Appliquéd
Torlon Impressed and Fluted
Neblina Unsliipped
Nimá Impressed
Cream Paste Unslipped
Xacax Slipped
Chochal Impressed
Mirador Fluted
Páquix Molded
Saquichá Streaky Red
Sibila Incissed
Corona Impressed
Selegua Fluted
Musmul Mica
Carpintero Incissed
Petzal Polychrome
Bichrome White-on-Red
Orange Slip
Pino Red
Quebradilla Incissed
Escondido Impressed
Mixlaj Fluted
Chichalumm Impressed and Fluted
Chuscaj Cream
Buenos Aires Impressed
Quilinco Black
Taluca Incised
Guayabitas Impressed
Labor Fluted
Nubes Incised and Fluted
Chancol Orange
Alfalfa Fluted
Rosario Impressed
Regadíos Red-on-Buff
Mecatales Modeled
Capellanía Red and Black-on-Buff
Magdalena Red-on-White
Chamá Polychrome
Vitrified Plumbate
Glazed Totonicapán Glazed

Total Freq.
127
2
3
3
1
35
1
52
819
2
3
4
460
8
10
4
24
1
10
1
18
1033
15
15
26
1
121
2
317
27
5
11
1
116
2
1
44
1
13
2
4
7
30
3382

%
3.76
0.06
0.09
0.09
0.03
1.03
0.03
1.54
24.22
0.06
0.09
0.12
13.6
0.24
0.3
0.12
0.71
0.03
0.3
0.03
0.53
30.51
0.44
0.44
0.77
0.03
3.58
0.06
9.37
0.8
0.15
0.33
0.03
3.43
0.06
0.03
1.3
0.03
0.38
0.06
0.12
0.21
0.89
100 Total

Table 7.6. Quantities and percentages of diagnostic sherds from all contexts assigned to a type
(n=3,382). Percentages are based on all diagnostic sherds. Undetermined sherds not considered.

254
Frequencies of types from all contexts are reported in Figure 7.1. Percentages of types
from all contexts are reported in Figure 7.2.

Figure 7.1. Frequencies of types from all contexts.

Figure 7.2. Percentages of types based on all diagnostic types from all contexts (n=3,382).

Interestingly, the assemblage has very low quantities of unslipped utilitarian ceramics,
which mostly correspond to incensarios at Zaculeu. The significant frequency of Pino, Quilinco
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and Chuscaj sherds, which are slipped polished ceramics, is also noticeable. Xacax, a group of
daub slipped utilitarian ceramics, is significantly represented in the sample (see Figures 7.1 and
7.2, see Appendix A for a description of these groups). In general, the distribution of slipped and
polished ceramics resembles the results of the stratigraphic test excavated at Zaculeu in which
slipped and/or polished Atzan ceramics had a prevalent presence even in levels with diagnostic
Postclassic sherds (Woodbury and Trik 1953:216; see Table 7.1).
Although sherds recovered during the excavations at Chiantla Viejo do not come from
deep stratified deposits, some comparisons can be made in terms of the frequencies of ceramic
groups before and after the burning event at the site. As archaeological the evidence indicates, the
visible architecture at the main group of the site is the result of two major construction episodes,
which can be dated to pre- and post-fire times. The first one was as a single, short episode when
structures of the main group were built and occupied during the Late Postclassic period. The
second one consisted of the intermittent building and razing of low platforms in the plaza, the
enlargement of the structures of the ball court, and the addition of minor architectural features to
all the other buildings after portions of the site were set afire.
For comparison purposes, I first assessed the ceramic group frequencies of pre-fire and
post-fire lots of three test pits: 101A-1 (test pit excavated in the center of the plaza with pre-fire
and post-fire lots), 104A-1 (master pit in Structure A-1 with pre-fire and post-fire strata ), 107A-2
(a test pit at the base of the ball court with only pre-fire lots) and 103A-3 (a test pit in Structure
A-6 with only post-fire lots). These excavation units yielded the highest quantities of sherds per
unit. The goal of these comparisons was to assess whether construction fills from the two
different episodes came from the same original context. Ceramics of the Pino and Xacax groups
are the most common and their quantities are similar for all three units. The frequencies of
Saquicha, Quilinco, and Chuscaj sherds are lower, but they are also remarkably consistent in the
three units. In general, the ceramic assemblages of all tree units are similar with regard to the
frequencies of different ceramic groups (Table 7.3, Figure 7.3).
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Group
Potrerillo
Neblina
Cream Past Unslipped
Xacax Slipped
Saquichá
Musmul
Petzal
Bichrome white-on-Red
Orange Slip
Pino
Chuscaj
Quilinco
Chancol
Regadíos Red-on-Buff
Capellanía Red an Black-on-Buff
Magdalena Red-on-white
Chamá Polychrome
Plumbate
Totonicapán Glazed

101A-1
104A-1
107A-2
103A-3
Plaza
Str. A-1 Ball Court Str. A-6
Freq.
% Freq.
% Freq.
% Freq.
%
5 0.7
4 0.9
8 0.9 40 26.1
7 1.6
4 0.4 16 10.5
11 7.2
206 28.0 98 22.7 284 31.2 26 17.0
113 15.4 65 15.1 111 12.2
1 0.7
7
1.0
6 1.4
0
4 0.9
3 2.0
1 0.1
12
1.3 6 3.9
224 30.5 119 27.6 310 34.1 42 27.5
24 3.3 36
8.4 32
3.5
0
103 14.0 63 14.6 108 11.9
3 2.0
22 3.0 21 4.9 30 3.3
3 2.0
23 3.1
6 0.7
0
3 0.4
1 0.2
2 1.1
2 0.5
0
3 0.7
0
2 0.5
4 0.4
0
5 0.7
0
735 100 430 100 910 100 153 100

Table 7.7. Frequencies and percentages of ceramic groups in the pre-fire lots of 101A-1, 104A-1,
107A-2) and the lots of one post-fire pit (103A-3).

Figure 7.3. Percentages of ceramic groups in lots of pre-fire contexts (101A-1, 104A-1, 107A-1)
and the lots of one post-fire context (103A-3).
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Some differences, however, are noticeable. In the fill of Structure A-6, there is a larger
concentration of Incensario sherds (Potreillo Group) in relation to the fills of Structure A-1, the
plaza, and the base of the ball court. There are also a noticeable fewer Xacax, Saquichá, and
Quilinco sherds, while the frequency of Pino sherds remains similar to pre-fire contexts.
Regardless these minor differences in terms of the frequencies of some groups, it is likely that
during the two episodes of construction at Chiantla Viejo the fills used to bulk up the volume of
the structures came from the same source.

Chronological Position of Ceramic Groups
The dating of the ceramic groups and types at Chiantla Viejo is complicated since
materials from different phases were found in mixed contexts. However, comparisons with
Zaculeu and other highland sites helped to clarify the chronological positions of ceramic groups
and types. A summary of the percentages of ceramic groups by phase is presented in Figure 7.4. I
used the ceramic phases from Zaculeu as time references for the chronological position of the
types found at Chiantla Viejo.

60
50
40
30
20
10
0
Uncertain Phase

Atzan-Chinaq

Chinaq

Qankyak

Figure 7.4. Percentages of sherds from Chiantla Viejo by phase.

Xinabahul

Colonial

258
Uncertain Phase (45.91%)
At Chiantla Viejo groups assigned to this group include the unslipped Potrerillo, Neblina,
and Cream Paste groups, which were probably used as incensarios (Incensarios group at
Zaculeu); Saquichá Streaky Red (Streaky Red-Brown at Zaculeu); and the Xacax slipped group
(no similar ceramics reported for Zaculeu). These groups are tentatively assigned to the category
“Uncertain Phase” following Woodbury’s classification of the same groups at Zaculeu.
As mentioned, for Zaculeu Woodbury established a broad group of ceramics dated to
“more than one phase or of uncertain phase” (Woodbury and Trik 1953:179). He included into
this category types that he thought were used throughout the entire occupation of the site and
polychromes of uncertain chronological position. As discussed above, Woodbury solved the issue
of the presence of Classic sherds in Postclassic contexts by arguing that some types were
produced throughout the entire occupation of Zaculeu, which spans one thousand years. This is
clear, for example, in Woodbury’s observation that Streaky Red-Brown vessels (Saquichá
Streaky Red at Chiantla Viejo), were commonly used as grave goods only during the Atzan and
Chinaq phase. Woodbury was perplexed by the high frequency of sherds of Streaky Red-Brown
in Postclassic fills. He argued that during the Qankyak and Xinabahul phases Streaky Red-Brown
ceramics were still being produced, but “for some reasons, about which I can only speculate,
found their way into refuse rather than graves” (Woodbury and Trik 1953:182). He went even
further by arguing that discarded sherds of this type were the results of the reuse of vessels for
“other rites”. A more reasonable interpretation, however, is that sherds from the Atzan and
Chinaq phases were used in the fills of Qankyak and Xinabahul buildings.
Woodbury observed a similar pattern regarding incensario vessels and sherds. He noted
that Atzan and Chinaq graves had plenty of complete Incensarios as mortuary furnishing, while
Incensario sherds made up a large part of Postclassic construction fills. Again, he argued that
Incensarios were produced and used throughout the entire occupation of Zaculeu (Woodubry and
Trik 1953:191). Unfortunately, data from Chiantla Viejo does not clarify this issue, as no
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complete vessels were found during the excavations. It is my impression that most of the ceramic
types that were assigned to the “Uncertain Phase” at Zaculeu correspond to Atzan and Chinaq
sherds found in Postclassic strata. However, only further excavations at Zaculeu can confirm this
supposition. This means that stratified deposits at Zaculeu need to be carefully excavated to
determine changes in shape and decoration techniques.

Atzan-Chinaq Phase, transition from Early to Late Classic (51.80%)
Types dated to the Classic period are easier to identify at Chiantla Viejo, as they are
similar to other Classic types in the highlands, including types from Zaculeu, Nebaj, and the
Verapaz region (Woodbury and Trik 1953; Smith 1952; Arnauld 1987; see discussion below on
broader implications). At Chiantla Viejo these groups include the following: Pino (red slip, Atzan
Phase Red at Zaculeu), Chuscaj (cream slip), Quilinco (black slip, Polished Black and Polished
Gray at Zaculeu), Chancol (orange slip, Polished Orange at Zaculeu), Regadíos Red-on-Buff
(Red on Buff at Zaculeu), and Capellanía Red and Black-on-Buff. As I discuss below, polished
ceramics at Chiantla Viejo resemble the types of the Classic period Cuchumatanes Ceramic
Sphere proposed by M. Charlotte Arnauld for the northwestern Guatemalan highlands (Arnauld
1987).
Atzan and Chinaq ceramics at Zaculeu and Chiantla Viejo include polished slipped
ceramics with typical shapes such as open bowls, shallow bowls with thickened exterior rims, and
restricted bowls with fluting or grooving. Quilinco Black from Chiantla Viejo is strikingly similar
to Classic period polished black wares from other highland sites, especially Black Fine at Nebaj
(Smith and Kidder 1952). Polished black ceramics at Chiantla Viejo and Zaculeu also resemble
the ceramics of the Infierno Black group of Tepeu 2 in the Maya lowlands and the polished blackbrown monochromes of the Cuchumatanes Ceramic Sphere dated to Early to Late Classic times
(Arnauld 1987:313).
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Classic period polished ceramics from Chiantla Viejo are grouped under “Atzan-Chinaq”
since Woodbury argued that at Zaculeu there is a continuity from Atzan to early Chinaq contexts
in terms of complete vessels found in burials (Woodbury and Trik 1953:126,135).

Chinaq Phase, Late Classic (0.12%)
Ceramics of this phase are represented at Chiantla Viejo by the presence of Chamá
Polychrome sherds in the fill of Structure A-1. One Chamá sherd is reported from Zaculeu as a
surface find and described as a “Red-and-black-on-orange sherd, chiefly of Atzan or Chinaq
Phase” (Woodury and Trik 1953:Figure 265m). I assigned the Chamá sherds of Chiantla Viejo to
the Chinaq phase as they can be securely dated to the Late Classic period (Butler 1940). The
Chinaq phase is only represented by funerary contexts at Zaculeu as Woodbury and Trik did not
identify any structure built during this phase. This led them to conclude that construction ceased
during the Late Classic period at Zaculeu, or even that the site was abandoned, although some
burials with Chinaq ceramics were placed in Structure 6, probably as intrusions. This issue
requires further archaeological research in order to clarify the chronological position of the
Chinaq phase, and the transition from Atzan to Chinaq times. It may be the case that Atzan and
Chinaq can be grouped as a single phase since many types continue from one phase to the other,
but only a more detailed analysis of the ceramics from Zaculeu can confirm this.

Qankyak Phase, Early Postclassic (0.12%)
This phase is represented at Chiantla Viejo by sherds of the Plumbate ware. At Zaculeu,
Qankyak contexts were easily identified by the presence of Tohil Plumbate, a type characterized
by globular jars, incised decoration, and effigy-vessels. San Juan Plumbate, an earlier Classic
type of plain cylindrical vases is absent at Zaculeu. Sherds from Chiantla Viejo correspond to
closed shapes,

261
Xinabahul Phase, Late Postlassic (1.07%)
Groups of this phase at Chiantla Viejo include Petzal Polychrome (reported at Zaculeu as
“Bowl Similar to Chinautla Polychrome”; Woodbury and Trik 1953:196) and Musmul (not found
at Zaculeu but reported elsewhere as Mica Ware; Wauchope 1970:116-117). Fortress White-onRed, the diagnostic type for the Late Postclassic period at Zaculeu, is represented at Chiantla
Viejo by only one sherd of the type Bichrome White-on-Red. In general, the dearth of Postclassic
sherds at Chiantla Viejo is remarkable. It might indicate that Postclassic occupation was scarce in
the region before the foundation of Chiantla Viejo. It is probable, however, that some Postclassic
sherds were incorrectly classified as of Uncertain Phase at Chiantla Viejo. The absence of In this
regard, Postclassic collections of sherds from Zaculeu precludes a secure identification of nonfunerary ceramics.

Colonial or Recent Times (0.89%)
Glazed ceramics of the Totonicapán ware were found in the topsoil of several excavation
units and in burials at the ball court. The presence of glazed ceramics reflects contemporary uses
of the site as a cemetery and an agricultural field.

Radiocarbon Dates
Dates yielded by the radiocarbon analysis of charcoal confirm the wide temporal range of
the ceramic types found at Chiantla Viejo, ranging from Early Classic to Late Postclassic times.
Six charcoal samples recovered from the excavations at were sent to the University of Arizona
Accelerator Mass Spectrometry (AMS) Laboratory and were processed in the Spring of 2018.
Dates were calibrated using OxCal 4.2 with the IntCal13 calibration curve Samples were
collected from fill of the plaza, Burial 1, and the construction fills of Structures A-1, A-6, A-7
Sub-2, and the base of Structure A-4. Results are summarized in Table 7.8 and Figure 7.5 and
followed by a short discussion of contexts. The laboratory report is presented in Appendix B.
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Lab No.

Dated
Material

Provenience

Context

Conventional
Radiocarbon
Date (BP)

AA111022
AA111023

Charcoal
Charcoal

104A-1-3-1
103A-1-3-1

1549 + 23
1598 + 19

AA111024
AA111025

Charcoal
Charcoal

101A-1-2-4
101A-2-2-1

Fill of Structure A-1
Fill of Structure A-7
Sub-2
Fill of plaza
Burial 1

AA111026

Charcoal

101A-7-2-2

1256 + 23

AA111027

Charcoal

103A-3-2-2

Fill of the base of Str.
A-4
Fill of Structure A-6

Table 7.8. Radiocarbon results.

Figure 7.5. Radiocarbon dates form Chiantla Viejo.

Context of Samples
AA11022
1549 + 23 14C years BP, 427 calAD to 564 calAD 2-sigma.
Lot: 104A-1-3-1.
Chronological position: Atzan-Chinaq

1623 + 19
595 + 37

973 + 23

2-Sigma
calibrated date
range (cal
BC/AD)

AD 427-564
AD 409-536
AD 386-534
AD 12961413
AD 694-770
AD 10161154
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Stratigraphic position and context: Fill of Structure A-1, beneath a thick layer of burnt clay.
Undisturbed pre-fire context.

AA111023
1598 + 19 years BP, 409 calAD to calAD 536 2-sigma.
Lot:103A-1-3-2.
Chronological position: Atzan-Chinaq
Stratigraphic position and context: Fill of Structure A-7 Sub-2. Layer of charcoal on top of the
sterile soil. This is the same layer of charcoal found in Unit 101A-1 (compare with AA111024).
Undistrubed pre-fire context.

AA111024
1623 + 19 years BP, 386 calAD to 534 calAD 2-sigma.
Lot: 101A-1-2-4.
Chronological position: Atzan-Chinaq
Stratigraphic position and context: Lower fill of the plaza. Layer of charcoal on top of the sterile
soil. This is the same layer of charcoal found in Unit 103A-1 (compare to AA111023).
Undisturbed pre-fire context.

AA111025
595 + 37 years BP, 1296 calAD to 1413 calAD 2-sigma.
Lot: 101A-2-2-1.
Chronological position: Xinabahul
Stratigraphic position and context: Burial 1, a secondary burial probably placed before the
burning event at the site. Charcoal in this lot must come from the original context of the primary
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burials that were removed from elsewhere and brought to Chiantla Viejo for Burial 1. This is the
only late Postclassic date yielded by radiocarbon dating.

AA111026
1256 + 23 years BP, 694 calAD to 770 calAD 2-sigma.
Lot: 107A-2-2-2
Chronological position: Chinaq
Stratigraphic position and context: Fill of the base of Structure A-4, undisturbed pre-fire context.

AA111027
973 + 23 years BP, 1016 calAD to 1154 calAD 2-sigma.
Lot: 103A-3-2-2
Chronological position: Qankyak
Stratigraphic position and context: Fill of Structure A-6, Undisturbed post-fire context.

Four dates (AA111022, AA111023, AA111024, AA111026) are in accordance with the
date of most of the ceramics recovered from the construction fills, which included Atzan and
Chinaq ceramics (see discussion above and Appendix A). Two dates (AA111025 and
AA1110027) correspond to Burial 1, an abandonment context stratigraphically dated before the
fire of AD 1530, and the fill of Structure A-6, which is one of the latest structures built at the site.
The lack of radiocarbon dates from Zaculeu is a problem, but future excavations at the site should
aim at providing a chronology based on absolute dating. Until that happens, the radiocarbon dates
from Chiantla Viejo are the only absolute dates for the Selegua River basin.
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Broader Implications
Two main points must be highlighted about the ceramics of Chiantla Viejo in terms of
their chronological and cultural significance for the Maya highlands. First, the use of Atzan and
Chinaq earlier refuse in the construction of the site seems to be similar to the construction
methods used in Postclassic structures at Zaculeu. As I discussed above, Woodbury interpreted
the high frequency of Early and Late Classic sherds in the fills of later structures at Zaculeu as an
indication that Mam potters manufactured the same types of ceramics over the course of several
centuries with almost no change. A more reasonable explanation suggests the use of refuse with
Classic sherds in Postclassic constructions. The sherd frequencies in the stratigraphic test pit
excavated by Woodbury in Plaza 4 at Zaculeu suggest that Atzan and Chinaq refuse was
constantly used and reused in the fills of Qankyak and Xinabahul constructions (see Table 7.1).
The excavation of more sites in the area could further help to determine whether this is a regional
pattern of construction during Postclassic times or whether it was restricted to Zaculeu and
Chiantla Viejo.
Second, the ceramics recovered at Chiantla Viejo, particularly the polished slipped types,
closely resemble the fine service-funerary ceramic complexes that Charlotte Arnauld (1987) has
considered as typical of the Cuchumatanes Ceramic Sphere (CCS). The CCS was defined by
Arnauld as a broad geographic region comprising the western Sierra de los Cuchumatanes, the
Ixil region, and the southwest region of Alta Verapaz with in which regional ceramic complexes
and sub-complexes shared similar ceramic diagnostic types during the Late Classic period (Figure
7.6). According to Arnauld, the Cuchumatanes Ceramic Sphere (CCS) includes the Early to Late
Classic service-funerary pottery of the Batz (Acul), Nebaj A-2 (Nebaj), Early Cotzal (Cotzal),
Coban 1 and 2 (Alta Verapaz), and Chipoc (Chipoc) ceramic complexes. In Arnauld’s argument,
Zaculeu is the westernmost fringe of the CCS, although she does not make any specific mention
of Zaculeu’s ceramic phases. Typical features of the CCS include negative-painting, polished
black, brown, and red monochromes, red-on-orange and red-on cream bichromes, and the
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persistence of Early Classic shapes, mostly bowls. Arnauld argues that the CCS had strong links
with the Late Classic Petén ceramics of the Tepeu 1 and 2 complexes. She suggests that the study
of this ceramic sphere may provide insights about lowland-highland interactions, and she further
argued that “diffusion of ideas form the Petén lowlands stimulated the formation of the
Cuchumatanes sphere” (Arnauld 1987:318).

Figure 7.6. Approximate extension of the Cuchumatanes Ceramic Sphere according to Arnauld
(1987:Figure 1).

Zaculeu had also ties with the Maya lowlands as demonstrated by some polychrome
sherds of the Saxché-Palmar group in the fills of some structures (exact numbers were not
reported), as well as a complete polychrome vessel with a Primary Standard Sequence in Tomb 1
(Woodbury and Trik 1953: 191-196, Figure 265).
In terms of monochrome types in the CCS, Arnauld sees a continuity from Early Classic
to Late Classic times in terms of shapes and paste, although slips changed throughout time.
Black-brown and red-brown types are typical for the Early Classic, whereas cream, gray, and
orange slips emerge during the Late Classic period. Such polished monochromes are present at
Zaculeu during the Atzan and Chinaq phases and correspond with the polished ceramics at
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Chiantla Viejo. Polished monochrome and bichrome types at Chiantla Viejo are also remarkably
similar to Early-Late Classic types found at Nebaj and other sites in the Ixil region (see Figure
7.9). A comparison of sherds form Chiantla Viejo and Nebaj that I carried out at the facilities of
the Ceramoteca of the Instituto de Antropología e Historia in the summer of 2019 confirmed the
similarity between sherds from Chiantla Viejo and Nebaj in terms of paste, shape, and decoration
(Figures 7.7-7.9).

Chiantla Viejo

Nebaj

Figure 7.7. Black polished sherds from Chiantla Viejo (Quilinco Balck) and Nebaj (Polished
Black) (photo by Victor Castillo).
Chiantla
Viejo

Nebaj

Figure 7.8. Red polished sherds from Chiantla Viejo (Pino Red) and Nebaj (photo by Victor
Castillo).
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Chiantla Viejo

Nebaj

Figure 7.9. Fluted and incised polished black types from Chiantla Viejo (Labor Fluted and Taluca
Incised) and Nebaj (photo by Victor Castillo).

The range AD 400-750 yielded by radiocarbon dates from Chiantla Viejo matches well
with the duration of the CCS as proposed by Arnauld for the northwestern Guatemalan highlands
during the Classic period. Arnauld warned that the seeming continuity observed in the CCS might
be misleading in terms of modal changes, but variations in decoration and shape could help to
develop a more refined chronology. Regarding Classic monochrome red types, Arnauld argued
that his might be the result of changes and adaptation of lustrous Preclassic orange and red
monochrome types with origins in the lowlands. The CCS disintegrated during the Early
Postclassic period and gave way to local complexes with little or no ties to lowland ceramics. The
lowland-highland relationships deserve more careful archaeological research, and Zaculeu and
the Selegua River basin in general are promising venues for further exploring the multiple
connections between the western Maya highlands and the lowlands.

Conclusion
Ceramic data from Chiantla Viejo highlights the methodological problems of using
sherds from fills with mixed materials of different periods for dating Late Postclassic architecture
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based on archaeological evidence only. Regarding the two possible scenarios presented at the
beginning of this chapter for solving this issue, whether Chiantla Viejo was built on the remnants
of a Classic site or fills from a nearby dismantled Classic site were brought to Chiantla Viejo,
evidence is not conclusive. As discussed above, the same pattern of reusing early refuse in Late
Postclassic structures was noticed at Zaculeu. Also, evidence presented in Chapter 6 indicates the
absence of traces of Classic architecture at the site. Only one occupational floor was found in the
plaza and earlier Classic period substructures were not found. This, however, does not contradict
the possibility that there was a nearby earlier site that was dismantled and whose debris were used
for bulking up the fills of the structures at Chiantla Viejo. The fact that locals have accidentally
found scattered archaeological artifacts, such as ceramics and humans bones, not only in the area
surrounding Chiantla Viejo but also in nearby villages suggests that there was a substantial preHispanic occupation in the area that has not been documented yet.
Radiocarbon dates from the fills of Chiantla Viejo confirm the Classic date of most of the
refuse brought in during the construction of the site, ranging from around AD 350 to AD 750.
Radiocarbon dates from the Late Postclassic period in the Guatemalan highlands have provided
confusing data (Coursaget and Le Run 1966; Delibrias and Guiller1988). This was noticed by
Ichon and his team in the excavations at Kawinal, which yielded several aberrant non-calibrated
early dates (Ichon et al. 1982:131-132). The many early radiocarbon dates yielded by the
excavations at Q’umarkaaj and its residential area also confounded the excavators, who
interpreted those dates as evidence of a long occupation at the site, form Early Classic times up to
the sixteenth century, even when Postclassic contexts were sealed and undisturbed (Babcock
2012:159,283-285). The pattern of early charcoal in Postclassic contexts might not necessarily be
an old-wood issue or an indication of an early date for the context. As the data from Chiantla
Viejo and Zaculeu suggest, refuse from early middens was intentionally used in the fills of
Postclassic structures. This probably imprinted in Postclassic buildings a direct physical
connection with a distant past.
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CHAPTER 8
DISCUSSION AND INTERPRETATION OF DATA
This chapter discusses the results of the field operations described in Chapter 6 and
provides an interpretation of the materials recovered during the excavations. As discussed in
Chapter 1 and 6, excavations were carried out in order to determine: 1) if there were alterations in
the architecture of pre-Hispanic public/ritual buildings to host Christian rituals, 2) the presence of
artifacts of European origin in caches, 3) whether pre-Hispanic burial practices, such as the
cremation of corpses, were abandoned in favor inhumations with standard alignments, such as an
extended position, and 4) whether animals of European origin were used in ritual practices. In
addition to these specific research questions, two historical processes need to be discussed
regarding the larger social dynamics during the occupation of Chiantla Viejo and their
archaeological correlates. One is the effects of the K’iche’ conquest on the original construction
and occupation of the site. This point is relevant for understanding the layout of the site, as
historical data indicates that Chiantla Viejo was a forced resettlement of Mam populations from
the valley and established after the K’iche’ conquest of the Mam. The other issue relates to the
effects of the Spanish conquest and probable changes in the function of some buildings. In the
following sections I discuss the data from the excavations in order to answer these questions.

Changes in Architecture
The study of changes in architecture aimed at determining if traditional Postclassic
architecture was altered or modified to serve for Christian rituals. As discussed in the introduction
and in Chapters 1 and 2, there is ample historical and archaeological evidence that pre-Hispanic
architecture was adapted to host Christian rituals during the early colonial period in
Mesoamerica; this was a possibility that I wanted to explore at Chiantla Viejo. Architectural data
offered the most revealing and compelling information regarding the occupational history of the
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site. In this regard, Operations 101A in the plaza, Operation 103A in Structure A-6, and
Operation 104A in Structure A-1 yielded substantial data to reconstruct the sequence of
construction, temporary abandonment, reoccupation, and final abandonment of the site.
Comparisons and a synthesis of data from excavations and the information provided by
the testimonies recorded in Justicia 1031 allow a sequential reconstruction of three major building
and remodeling episodes at the site. These major episodes of construction are represented by
three plaster floors (Floors 1, 2, and 3). Floor 3 corresponds to the original occupational floor of
the main group of the site. The first iterations of the structures in the middle of the plaza were
built on this floor. It is present in the plaza and in and around all structures. The original plaster
coat that covered the earliest structures at the site is considered coetaneous with Floor 3. Floor 2
and 1 correspond to later remodeling efforts (Figure 8.1).

Figure 8.1. Sequence of stages of construction at Chiantla Viejo

The presence of a layer of burnt plaster was critical as a chronological marker that can be
correlated with the events of widespread burning of Maya settlements related in Justicia 1031.
This burned plaster layer allows not only for a fine-grained reconstruction of architectural
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changes throughout time, but also the distinction of pre- and post-fire contexts. The identification
of these contexts in turn allows for the reconstruction of three major stages of construction and
remodeling associated with each of the floors found in the excavations.

Stage I
Stage I corresponds to the earliest building episode at Chiantla Viejo (Figure 8.2).
Stratigraphically, it dates to pre-fire times. The excavation of several units in Operations 101A
and 103A revealed that the plaza was built in the lowest part of a natural depression; in some
areas fill was placed directly on the original surface to level the terrain. Due to the uneven
topography of the main group area, some areas did not require the use of fills to create flat
surfaces, such as the northwest corner of the plaza. There the first stucco floor (Floor 3) was built
directly on the natural soil, as revealed in Units 101A-6 and 101A-4 (see Chapter 6, Figures 6.16,
6.17, and 6.18).

Figure 8.2. Stage I.
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As revealed in Operations 102A and 104A, the small knolls north and south of the main
plaza area were used as cores for Structures A-1, and A-8. This created the visual effect of
oversized construction without the necessity of placing large quantities of fill. As discussed in
Chapter 7, the soil used as fill in the structures of the main group was probably brought from a
nearby area with earlier occupation, based on the great number of Classic sherds in these fills. In
fact, the presence of Postclassic sherds, all mixed up with earlier materials, is negligible (see
Chapter 7 and Appendix A). Obsidian artifacts are also very scant (see Appendix C).
As shown by the stratigraphy of Operation 107A, the ball court was built on a higher
elevation in relation to the plaza, on top a large terrace that leveled the uneven natural slope in
this area. There were more constructions on the highest part of the ridge, north of the ball court,
but they are not preserved because of the collapse of the terrain into the riverbed of the Río
Saquichá. The parallel structures of the ball court were originally narrower, although they
remained the same height even with new enlargements during Stage III. Between the southeast
corner of Structure, A-4 and the back of Structure A-3 there was a narrow passageway that
functioned as the south limit of the ball court terrace. Structure A-5, east of the ball court terrace,
probably was built during Stage I. The stucco floor and the low wall of Structure A-8 found in
Unit 102A-1 probably date to Stage I, although the absence of a layer of burnt stucco and the lack
of evidence of remodeling might suggest that this could be a later construction.
Operation 104A revealed that Structure A-1 was built during a single construction
episode. A hard-burned surface served as the core of this structure, which was built on a natural
elevation to produce a voluminous visual effect. Structure A-2 was also built in a single
construction event at the east side of the plaza. Operations 101A and 103A showed that during
Stage I there was only one low platform in the middle of the plaza. This is significant since this
area of the plaza would become the focus of intensive efforts of destruction and reconstruction of
subsequent remodeling projects at the site.
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The ceremonial center of Chiantla Viejo was built in the fashion of the main plaza at
Zaculeu, although at a more modest scale and with some modifications (Figure 8.3, see Figure 4.
5). Similarities include the location of a double-stairway temple in the east (Structure A-2 at
Chiantla Viejo, Structure A-1 at Zaculeu) a pyramidal structure with a large room in the north
(Structure A-1 at Chiantla Viejo, Structure 6 at Zaculeu), the presence of a mound facing the
plaza (Structure A-8 at Chiantla Viejo, Structure 9 at Zaculeu), and probably the proximity of the
ball court, next to the plaza (Structures A-3 and A-4 at Chiantla Viejo, Structures 7 and 8 at
Zaculeu1). Noticeable differences are the presence of only one platform in the plaza of Chiantla
Viejo during Stage 1, and the double-stairway of the upper temple of Structure A-6.

Figrure 8.3. Chiantla Viejo during Stage 1 and the main plaza of Zaculeu (map of Zaculeu after
Woodbury and Trik 1953:Map 3).

Woodbury and Trik interpreted Structures 7 and 8 at Zaculeu as unfinished structures. These parallel
constructions resemble the layout of a ball court. Excavations in Structure 7 revealed the partially destroyed
remnants of what seems to be an earlier ball court (Woodbury and Trik 1953:48-50).

1
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The presence of a mound on the south side of the plaza is intriguing. There is ample
archaeological evidence that the Late Postclassic Maya revived the Preclassic tradition of moundbuilding ((Masson 2000:250; 2003:71; Babcock 2012:178-198,265). As discussed in Chapter 3,
Chiantla Viejo and Zaculeu probably imitated the mound architecture of Cambote, a Preclassic
site in the valley of Huehuetenango, just a mile south of Zaculeu.
The original layout of Chiantla Viejo is important for assessing traditional interpretations
regarding the K’iche’ expansion across the highlands. As discussed in Chapter 4, the testimonies
of Mam lords and Spanish conquistadors recorded in Justicia 1031 indicate that Chiantla Viejo
and other Mam towns on higher elevations were forced resettlements established in the context of
the K’iche’ conquest of the valley of Huehuetenango. However, from these testimonies it is not
clear whether the K’iche’ directly ordered the construction of the towns in the mountains, or if the
Mam selected the locations for these new settlements. The Mam paid tribute to the K’iche’, but
besides that it is hard to affirm that there were K’iche’ colonies or garrisons in Mam territory.
John Fox argued that site layouts can be good correlates for identifying settlements under
the control of the Nima K’iche’ (Fox 1978, 1989). Fox interpreted some architectural features in
highland sites, such as twin-temples, long structures, and low altars, as evidence of the dominance
of the K’iche’ in areas outside the central highlands of El Quiché, the heartland of the Nima
K’iche’ confederation. Fox noticed, however, that the layout of Zaculeu departed from what he
considered the standard arrangement of sites under the K’iche’ political hegemony (Fox
1985:147-148). Fox noted that other Mam sites, including those in the valley of Huehuetenango
close to Zaculeu, also had arrangements radically different from what he expected for sites under
K’iche’ rule. These discrepancies from his expectations may be because he applied a flawed
model that assumed that settlements in areas conquered by the K’iche’ would replicate the
architecture of Q’umarkaaj.
The layout of Stage I of the main group at Chiantla Viejo proves that new settlements
emerging as a result of the K’iche’ expansion followed local traditions of ritual architecture and
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replicated the layout and features of local major ceremonial centers. The site, however, was built
hastily, surely as a direct consequence of the troubled times in which it was established. Natural
elevations were used as cores for the structures to minimize construction labor. This way, they
had a tall and impressive appearance when seen from the plaza, which was built in the lowest part
of the main group. Fills from a dismantled center or a midden with earlier Classic materials were
brought to the main group for the construction of the buildings. This suggest that there was no
Postclassic occupation in the area when the site was established. The replication of the ritual
architecture of Zaculeu in the new mountain towns probably indicates that during the wars with
the K’iche’ the resettled populations did not have access to the ritual facilities at Zaculeu or that
they might have had restricted access. It does not seem that the K’iche’ directed the construction
of the settlement; rather, Mam people may have built this ritual space of their own volition in the
image of their ancestral ceremonial center.

The Burning Event
Floor 3 showed evidence of burning on the floors of Structure A-1 (inner room, rear wall,
and at the base of the stairway), the base of Structure A-2, and in the area surrounding Structure
A-7 Sub-1. It seems that the burning was selective, occurred at specific locales, and targeted
specific structures. For example, no evidence of burning was found on the walls of the ballcourt,
nor on the floor of Structure A-8. The gray-red color of the burnt stucco at Chiantla Viejo
indicates it was probably exposed to a temperature around 550-700 °C (Figure 8.4; see Figures
F.17 and F.18 in Appendix F; see Inomata 2014:Figure 8 for a chart of the effects of thermal
alteration on limestone blocks). The plaster coat of the burnt walls of Structure A-1, cleared in
Operation 104A, showed no evidence of cracking or crumbled stucco, which suggests that the fire
did not reach temperatures above 800 °C. The room at the top of Structure A-1 did not undergo
flashover, a stage in the burning of a structure when a room is engulfed in flames with extreme
heat approximately around 1000 °C, since it had a thatched roof (Icove et al. 2013:80).
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Figure 8.4. Excavation units in which Floor 3 shows evidence of burning.

Directional fire indicators used in forensic science to determine the origin and
development of structural burnings, such as smoke patterns or heat shadowing, were not observed
inside the room of Structure A-1 (Harrison 2013). In fact, evidence of thermal alteration was
absent in the upper part of the remaining walls of the room, but present on the floor and the base
of the wall. This might suggest that the fire in Structure A-1 was the result of the burning of a
perishable roof that fell on the inner floor rather than a structural fire that started inside the room.
During the fire, when the roof collapsed, parts of it must also have fallen in the back outside the
structure, where Floor 3 also had clear evidence of burning. Evidence of burning was also found
on the lower steps of the stairway of Structure A-1.
Fire marks were found on the remaining base of Structure A-7 Sub-1 and on the plaza
floor in the immediate area north and west of this structure. The reddish and gray marks of the
fire found on the plaza floor in Unit 106A-1 resembled the shape of a corner with a well bordered
limit at least 4 m west of the west façade of A-7 Sub 1. This could be an indication that a fuel
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load was placed on the floor surrounding Structure A-7 Sub-1. However, according to the shape
of the fire mark, a more likely explanation is that Structure A7 Sub-1 had a rooftop or scaffold
made of perishable material, which collapsed into the plaza during the fire. Low plaza platforms
such as the ones in the center of the plaza at Chiantla Viejo have been traditionally interpreted as
having flat open spaces on top, although their poor preservation impedes more conclusive
reconstructions of their original appearance. A. Ledyard Smith reports a case in which a low
plaza platform had a masonry room on top at Chuitixtiox, El Quiche (Smith 1955: 21, Figs.
61,62). Smith also reports a case at Chalchitan, Huehuetenango, in which four round pillars
supporting a roof made of perishable materials covered a low plaza platform (Smith 1955:1315,Figs. 5,6,53d,e,f). The collapse of a scaffold made of perishable materials could explain the
square shape of the burning marks in the area west of Structure A-7 Sub-1.
A final indication that the burning of the site targeted specific locales comes from the
data collected from the excavation of Operation 106A in Structure A-2. Traces of burnt stucco
were found at the base of the structure on the lower bench of the central balustrade. Although
excavations in the upper part of this structure were limited to the northwest and southwest outer
corners, a layer of burnt plaster was absent in the upper part of Structure A-2. The finding of
pieces of polychrome stucco lying on the upper terrace indicates that when the walls of the room
collapsed, the stucco that covered the outer wall fell directly on Floor 3. The collapse of the wall
probably happened shortly after the site was finally abandoned, as there was not a layer of soil or
dirt between the stucco fragments and the floor. Therefore, the upper room never underwent a
replastering or renovation as happened in Structure A-1 after the fire. This means that the upper
room of Structure A-2 was intentionally spared from being burned.
It is likely that the burnt plaster found at Chiantla Viejo is the archaeological correlate of
the fire of AD 1530 mentioned in Justicia 1031, but other alternatives must be discussed. The fire
marks could have been the result of the continued ritual use of specific areas in the site, involving
the burning of incense and other offerings, rather than the evidence of a synchronic burning
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event. The fire marks on the stairway of Structure A-1 and the base of Structure A-2 could
support this interpretation of a periodic localized ritual burning. An ethnographic analogy could
back this argument. Modern Maya burn incense and offerings on the stairways of Catholic
temples as part of syncretic rituals. Another possibility is that this was an accidental fire, a
possibility that is frequently overlooked in archaeological interpretations of structural fires
(Harrison 2013). Stratigraphic evidence, however, does not support these interpretations. The
burning of the room on top of Structure A-1 correlates with the evidence from the plaza and the
base of Structure A-2. Furthermore, none of the new floors added during the remodeling of the
site (Floor 2 and 1) show marks of fire, which indicate that the burning of Floor 3 was a single
event and not a regular ritual practice.
The motivations behind this targeted burning are hard to elucidate. From the Spanish
perspective, as recorded in the testimonies of Justicia 1031, the burning of the towns was an act
of utter destruction triggered by the Spanish encomendero. The burning of seven or eight towns at
the same time, including the residential areas of commoners, the abandonment of the burnt
settlements, and the moving of the population from the mountains back to the plains of the valley
of Huehuetenango must have been seen as a dramatic and disconcerting action of devastation. But
from the indigenous perspective there were other motivations. As discussed in Chapter 4, one of
the highest-ranked Mam nobles, Cotoha, argued that the burning of the towns was a completely
indigenous-motivated action that was sanctioned by the Spanish encomendero. If this was the
case, the targeted burning of specific locales of the main group probably had ritual connotations
rather than purely destructive ones.
Archaeological evidence shows that fire played an important role in the desecration and
the ritual termination of Classic Maya sites in the lowlands (Inomata 2014; Inomata and Triadan
2010; Iannone et al 2016). At Chiantla Viejo, the burning of specific areas probably had the
intention to symbolically deconsecrate the site before its intentional and planned abandonment in
AD 1530. The well delimited extensions of the fire marks support the idea that areas with some
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sort of significance were selected for burning. It is remarkable that the room on top of Structure
A-2 was not burnt. As discussed above, this structure probably functioned as the main temple of
the settlement.
Sixteenth-century documents from central Mexico indicate that the burning of temples
was a defining sign of domination of conquered polities in the Late Postclassic period (Berdan
and Anawalt 1992). The burning of the temple represented the “loss of autonomy” of a conquered
community and the subjugation of local gods to the victors (Crewe 2019:23-25). I do not see this
at Chiantla Viejo. The preservation of the temple’s room might suggest that the burning of
Chiantla Viejo was part of a reverential destruction aiming to terminate the occupation of the site.
If the fire of the site would have had a purely destructive purpose in the context of a war or
conquest, the temple would have been the first structure targeted for burning.
We did not find any evidence of termination deposits on the burnt floors, nor any
indication of termination rituals or intentional destruction of architecture. If such deposits were
ever left at Chiantla Viejo they were probably removed or cleaned when the site was
reconstructed after the fire. However, I believe that Burial 1 was part of a termination ritual. I
discuss this possibility below. The destruction of A-7 Sub-2, the low platform in the center of the
plaza, must have happened after the fire and during the renovations that occurred during Stage II.

Stage II
This stage represents the first effort of remodeling of the site after the burning event
(Figure 8.5). During this stage Structures A-1, A-2, and the ball court were covered with a new
layer of white plaster to hide the fire marks (Floor 2). As revealed in Unit 106A-3, the burnt
stucco at the foot of Structure A-2 was covered with a low bench at the base of the central
balustrade and the double stairway.

281

Figure 8.5. Reconstruction of the layout of Chiantla Viejo during Stage II.

Operation 103A revealed that the largest construction effort during this stage, happened
in the center of the plaza. Structure A-7 Sub-2, the only low platform in the center of the plaza
during Stage I, was completely razed except for its base. This probably happened after the
burning event, since no marks of fire were found in the fill that was exposed when the balustrades
were destroyed. On top of the remnants of this structure a new low platform was built, Structure
A-7 Sub-1. The base of this new structure buried the remnant base of the previous one. A-7 Sub-1
had a wider cruciform base.
Except for the construction of A-7 Sub-1 and the bench at the base of the façade of
Structure A-2 no major changes were made in the group’s architecture. It seems that the main
goal of this first reconstruction was to hide the marks of fire in and on buildings burnt during the
fire event. Besides the addition of a new coat of plaster on Structure A-1, a new perishable roof
had to be built to reuse this building. As shown in Operation 102A, Structure A-8 is the only
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structure without evidence of a second layer of plaster. This might be an indication that this
structure was not set ablaze, or that it was built after the burning event. Unit 103A-3 in Structure
A-6, shows that the burnt stucco in this area of the plaza was not covered until Stage III, when
Structure A-6 were built. This probably indicates that the burnt floor remained exposed in this
part of the plaza or that Stage II had a short duration.

Stage III
The most ambitious renovations in the architecture of the main group at Chiantla Viejo
happened during Stage III (Figure 8.6). In the ball court, a new stepped façade was built on the
east side of Structure A-4 Sub-1. This addition enlarged the width of the structure but not its
height. In order to complete this addition, the ancient builders of Chiantla Viejo had to fill a
narrow passageway between the southeast corner of Structure A-4 Sub-1 and the back of
Structure A-1. This created a flat surface for the building of the new façade.

Figure 8.6. Reconstruction of the planview of Chiantla Viejo during Stage III.
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In Structure A-1, a low stepped platform was built inside the room along the main axis of
the building attached to the north wall. This small platform resembles the shape of low benches at
Zaculeu that were interpreted as “altars” (Figure 8.7). This construction probably aimed at
emulating the architecture of the room of Structure 6 at Zaculeu locater north of the plaza, which
was a spacious hall with an altar or bench against the north wall (see Figure 8.7). A buttress
supporting the southeast corner of Structure A-1 was also built during Stage III.

Figure 8.7. “Altars” at Chiantla Viejo and Zaculeu (no scale, structures form Zaculeu after
Woodbury and Trik 1953:Map 3).

In the center of the plaza, Structure A-7 Sub-1 was razed except for its base, which was
used as the foundation for the final version of Structure A-7, a square low platform built
simultaneously with Structure A-6 to the west. Between these two structures ran a narrow
passageway that was built using the remaining protruding base of the west façade of Structure A7 Sub-1.
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Before the construction of Structure A-6, the plaza floor was broken in the burnt surface
of Floor 3 at the center of the structure. This intrusion marked the axial center of this building. A
second axial marker was placed in the fill of the same structure, where a slab was positioned
along the main axis of the structure. Perishable material was burnt on this flat rock before the
completion of the fill as indicated by the fire marks on the slab. The construction of the two low
platforms in the center of the plaza probably took inspiration from Zaculeu, where Structures 11
and 12 are in a similar arrangement (Figure 8.8). The discussion of these structures might shed
light on their probable uses and functions both at Zaculeu and Chiantla Viejo. Structure 11 at
Zaculeu is a low platform with stairways at opposite ends facing north and south, respectively.
Excavations in this structure revealed a vaulted chamber with the disarticulated bones of at least
twelve individuals. A Plumbate jar containing cremation remains was also found in the fill. This
probably represents the reuse of a Plumbate vessel in a Late Postclassic complex, as Plumbate
ceramics and the practice of cremation were not contemporary. Another cremation jar of the
Cinnamon type (Monochrome Red) was found in the fill of Structure 11 (Woodbury and Trik
1953:53-54,10).

Figure 8.8. Comparison between Chiantla Viejo during Stage III and Zaculeu’s Plaza 1.
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Structure 12 at Zaculeu was a low platform with a double stairway facing north. A cache
in the upper layer of the fill of this structure contained a Plumbate effigy-vessel inside a crude
stone box made of thin slabs. Another cache was found at the base of the central balustrade. This
cache contained several Xinabahul phase vessels, a dog skull, a grinding stone, and a cylindrical
mano; all artifacts were placed in the fill before the plastering of the plaza floor. Before Structure
12 was built, a roughly rectangular intrusion cut the plaza floor and three females were buried
with copper artifacts, grinding stones, and manos.
At Chiantla Viejo, the plaza floor was broken with an irregular intrusion to mark the
center of Structure A-6. However, although nothing was found inside the intrusion there is the
possibility that organic materials were cached. By cutting the floor in this part of the plaza, the
builders of Chiantla Viejo probably imitated the ritual behavior of breaking the plaza floor before
the construction of Structure 12 at Zaculeu. The burning of incense or other perishable substance
on a slab put in the middle of the fill, also in the center of the structure, was another ritual related
to the construction of Structure A-6. These seem to be rituals of renewal and inauguration related
to the orientation and directionality of the structure. Interestingly, the floor of the plaza was
broken right on the edge of the fire marks left by the earlier burning event.
Rituals undertaken before and during construction of Structure A-6, in Stage III, took
place when Chiantla Viejo was already under Spanish Colonial rule. They had to be public in
nature, as they were performed in the plaza in the context of an ambitious remodeling of the site.
Nevertheless, Structures A-7 and A-6 at Chiantla Viejo were built shoddily. Structure A-7 had
structural weaknesses that caused it to start to fall apart shortly after its construction. Two
buttresses had to be added to brace the north and south walls in order to avoid the collapse of the
structure. During Stage III, the architecture of Chiantla Viejo came to resemble the central plaza
of Zaculeu even more (see Figure 8. 8). Like the original construction of this group, the building
efforts of Stage III required a collective effort to bring material from elsewhere for the
construction of Structures A-6, A-7 and the enlargement of the ball court. Also, a considerable
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amount of lime was necessary for replastering the buildings (Figure 8.9). The final layout of these
two structures departed radically from the earlier platforms built during Stages I and II (Figure
8.9)The estimated capacities of the plaza at Chiantla Viejo during Stage III and as well as those of
Zaculeu can give an idea of the relative size of crowds that gathered in these open spaces (Table
8.1). Chiantla Viejo, however, was a modest center in comparison to the model that it sought to
emulate.

Figure 8.9. Hypothetical reconstruction of the sequence of construction of the low ceremonial
platforms in the center of the plaza.

Site
Zaculeu (Plaza 1)
Chiantla Viejo

Approximate
size area m²
1,845

0.46 m²/person

1 m²/person

4,011

1,845

512

940

2,042

940

261

Table 8.1. Estimated capacities of the main plazas at Zaculeu and Chiantla Viejo.

3.6 m²/person
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Colonial Era and Recent Modifications
There is no evidence of Christian ritual architecture at Chiantla Viejo. The performance
of Christian rituals at the site, however, cannot be ruled out. Archaeological and historical data
from other areas of Mesoamerica indicate that prior to the building of formal churches during
early colonial times, often pre-Hispanic architecture was used as a stage for Christian rituals
(Folan 1970; Andrews 1991; Miller and Farris 1979; Ximénez 1929:201; Díaz del Castillo
2005:127,206,284; Edgerton 2001:73-105). During these early times, the most dramatic
transformation of pre-Hispanic architecture for hosting Christian rituals was the whitewashing of
walls and the placing of Christian icons in pre-Hispanic temples (Díaz del Castillo
2005:127,206,284). However, the replastering of structures at Chiantla Viejo during Stages II and
III probably followed a different logic. The reconstruction of the site after the fire was concerned
with the revival of local traditional architecture rather than the accommodation of public spaces
for Christian public ritual. If any “Christian” ritual architecture was ever built at the site, it was
the masonry graves visible on the surface of Structures A-1, A-2, and A-4, although they date to
the late nineteenth or early twentieth century.

Caching Behavior
Excavations at Zaculeu revealed consistent patterns of cache deposition during Late
Postclassic times along the axis of structures, particularly in front of stairways (Woodbury and
Trik 1953). Excavations in front of the stairways of Structures A-1 and A-2 at Chiantla Viejo
were expected to reveal a similar pattern. However, complete artifacts were not found in such
locations. The only cache found at the site corresponds to the presence of a large sherd of the type
Potrerillo Unslipped, placed in an intrusive hole in the bench at the base of the central balustrade
of Structure A-2 (Lot 106A-3-2-2; see Figure 6.64). After the sherd was placed, the intrusion was
not sealed. It seems that the deposition of this sherd partially destroyed the bench. There is also
the possibility that this was a re-visitation ritual during early colonial times.
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The absence of caches with complete artifacts at the site is remarkable. This might be the
result of the excavation strategy, which targeted areas that likely could yield archaeological
contexts but that were severely limited for digging due to the presence of recent burials associated
with the twentieth century cemetery at the site. It is also possible that the absence of caches might
be the result of a lack of investment in caching artifacts due to the troubled times in which the site
was built and occupied as a result of a war with the K’iche’. As discussed in Chapter 4, the
testimonies recorded in Justicia 1031 stress how much the Mam disliked the location of the
subject towns. This is reflected not only in the carelessness in which the site was built and
remodeled, but also in the lack of investment in rituals that would require the deposition of
sumptuous materials. The absence of caches at the site could also be an indication that Chiantla
Viejo was occupied during a short period of time, in which cyclical commemorations or renewals
that involved the deposition of caches were deemed unnecessary or unaffordable by the
community.

Burial Practices
At Zaculeu cremation was a typical burial practice of the Late Postclassic period,
although the burial of flexed corpses was also common (Woodbury and Trik 1953:79-82). My
work at Chiantla Viejo aimed at determining whether cremation and other pre-colonial funerary
practices were abandoned in favor of Christian burial practices, such as the alignment of corpses
along an east-west axis. As discussed in Chapter 6, there is the possibility that some of the bones
found in Problematic Deposit 1, on the top of Structure A-8, came from pre-Hispanic interments
at the site (see Figure 6.42). At least one cranium found in this deposit had fronto-occipital
modification (see Appendix D), a clear indication of its pre-Hispanic origin. If these pre-Hispanic
bones came from burials at the site, Structure A-2 is the likely place where they were removed
from. As I argued in Chapter 6, the reuse of this structure as a burial ground during the twentieth
century caused a great deal of disturbance in this area. Probably pre-Hispanic remains found
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accidentally during the building of the modern masonry graves were removed from this area and
put into Structure A-8 during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.
The only burial found in the plaza, Burial 1, is an intrusive secondary burial placed north
of Structure A-7 (see Figure 6.20). This intrusive pit contained the disarticulated bones of two
individuals, one of which was represented by a cranium with fronto-occiptal modification. A
sample of charcoal from this burial was radiocarbon dated and yielded the calibrated date AD
1296-1463 (AA 111024 1623+19 years BP, AD 1296-1413 2-sigma cal.), which seems too early
for the occupation of the site. Burial 1 resembles the practice of secondary burials with the
remains of two or more individuals typical of the Qankyak and Xinabahul phases at Zaculeu (see
for example Graves 1-14, 3-3, 4-1, 13-22, 15-1, and 16-2, at Zaculeu; Woodbury and Trik
1953:80,89-111). Large chunks of white plaster without evidence of burning were found in the
intrusive pit. Remnants of burnt stucco were found on top and around the area of Burial 1. This
suggests that this context was placed before the burning of the site. Probably this was a
termination ritual before the fire and the first abandonment of Chiantla Viejo.
The effects of the K’iche’ and the Spanish conquest on the burial behavior at Chiantla
Viejo emphasize the central role of Zaculeu as a ceremonial center. The quick spread of
cremation across the highlands has been interpreted as the result of the expansion of the K’iche’
ideology and a new religious system that deemphasized the role of ancestors (Colby 1976; Fox
1979). Unfortunately, the sample size of burials at Chiantla Viejo is too small for establishing
broad and strong conclusions and there is the possibility that burials containing cremation urns
and other types of burials were at the site but were not found during our excavations.
In later times, probably starting at the beginning of the eighteenth century, Chiantla Viejo
was used as a communal cemetery until the late twentieth century. The summit of Structure A-2
was selected as a burial ground. That probably caused the removal of earlier sixteenth-century
burials and relocation of skeletal remains. During the nineteenth and twentieth century the local
community reused the site as a cemetery and burials were placed on the top of the structures and
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in the plaza. As revealed in Operation 107A, during the influenza pandemics of 1918-1919 the
playing alley of the ball court was used as a common burial ground. New masonry tombs or
panteones, some of them two-stories high, were built as part of the communal cemetery when
ladino families occupied the area during the early twentieth century, mostly on top of Structure
A-2, but also on top of Structures A-1 and A-4.

Zooarchaeological Data
(With contributions from Nicolas Delsol)
To address the question of the introduction of European animals, Nicolas Delsol from the
Natural Museum of History of the University of Florida carried out the analysis of the faunal
remains recovered during our excavation. The methods and the data are presented in Appendix D.
The study of zooarchaeological remains at Chiantla Viejo was aimed at identifying patterns of
consumption in Late Postclassic and early colonial times to assess changes in depositional
practices, ritual feastings, and dietary habits. For the case of the Mam, Justicia 1031 provides
information about the presence of European fauna during early colonial times. Juan de Espinar,
the local encomendero, had farms with “many pigs” (muchos puercos) in or around Zaculeu (AGI
Justicia 1031:71r, 146r, 171r, 171v). Testimonies recorded in AGI Justicia 1031 in 1530 also
indicate that Mam Maya raised (gallinas de Castilla) not only as part of their tributary obligations
for the local encomendero, but also as food supplies for Spanish officials. Although Justicia 1031
indicates that the Mam were raising such animals for the Spanish, it is not clear if they adopted
European fauna as part of their diet by AD 1530. Data form Chiantla Viejo is not conclusive in
this regard. As in the case of the ceramics, faunal remains come from mixed contexts. Therefore,
comments can be made only regarding the nature of the fills used in the construction of Chiantla
Viejo rather than actual uses of animals during the sixteenth century at Chiantla Viejo.
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Pre-Fire Contexts
A sum of 176 specimens come from pre-fire fills. From this sample, a total of 122 bones
were identified taxonomically as Odocoileus virginianus, white tail deer, representing 70.49% of
the identified specimens and a total MNI of 4 individuals. The high frequency of deer bones in
the fills of Chiantla Viejo might be an indication that the original context of the refuse used in the
fills came from a ritual context. This interpretation is supported by the fact that most of the
remains (64%) were parts of the left side of deer.
A complete frontal part of a cranium from which the horns were cut was found in the fill
of Floor 3 in the center of the plaza (Lot 101A-1-2-2, Figure 8.10). The left side of animals has
been associated with notions related to the underworld (Pohl 1976, Emery 2004; Anderson 2009).
The sacrificial use of deer and the extraction of horns have been associated with fertility rituals
(Pohl 1981). A total of 19 specimens can be broadly identified as middle-size mammals, probably
cervids or wild boar, but precise identification was not possible.

S

Figure 8.10. Deer specimen found in the fill of the plaza, Lot 101A-1-2-2 (photo by Victor
Castillo).
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The second most abundant taxon was Tayassuidae (peccary), with five osteological
fragments with a MNI of at least one individual. At least four specimens were identified as sea
turtle. The presence of marine animals at Chiantla Viejo is intriguing, considering how far the site
is from the closest coastal area. One bone from an ovicaprine was found in the upper layers Unit
107A-2 in what should be a pre-fire context. The presence of this bone in this area is probably the
result of the many alterations of this part of the site during the reuse of the site as a cementery,
but stratigraphic relations are not clear (see below).

Post-Fire contexts.
Post-fire fills yielded a total of 13 specimens, of which 12 were identified taxonomically.
From this small sample, 4 remains were identified as crocodile, potentially Crocodylus moretii,
usually called the Central American alligator. The presence of crocodiles is also surprising at
Chiantla Viejo, considering that the natural habitat of this animal are the tropical northern Maya
lowlands. Remains coming from the topsoil cannot be dated with precision. The site has been
greatly disturbed due to its use as a cemetery and as an agricultural field. A total of 10 specimens
come from the topsoil, with half of them being mammal bones. Two bovine bones (Bos taurus)
come from the topsoil. At least one specimen of ovicaprine comes from the upper layers of Unit
107A-2, too close to the surface to be considered a secure context.
The small size of the sample recovered at Chiantla Viejo precludes specific conclusions
about the interactions between humans and animals at the site, particularly considering that
specimens were found in secondary contexts. However, they provide a broad overview about the
use of animal products by the highland Maya, The faunistic diversity, and specially the presence
of non-endemic species in the western Guatemalan highlands, reflects long distance interactions
between the western Guatemalan highlands, and other areas including the Pacific coast and the
Maya lowlands. The abundance of deer bones in pre-fire contexts is also suggestive. The
composition of this assemblage might indicate that it probably came from a primary ritual refuse
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later used in the construction fills of the site. Considering the nature of the refuse used in the fills
at the site, it is not surprising to conclude that animals of European origin were not consumed and
used at Chiantla Viejo.
I did not find remains of any European domesticates other than a few specimens of
ovicaprines in the topsoil and a specimen from Lot107A-2-2-1, which is a problematic context.
These are probably of late colonial or recent origin (see Appendix D). These specimens probably
reflect the late uses of the site rather than sixteenth-century contexts. Two probable scenarios
explain the absence of European domesticates at Chiantla Viejo. One is that the Mam did not
adopt European animals for consumption during the first decades after the Spanish conquest,
although Justicia 1031 mentions the presence of such animals in the valley of Huehuetenango in
the 1530s. The other scenario rather reflects the source of the materials used during the
construction of the site. If the fills came from a nearby pre-Hispanic site with earlier occupation,
as suggested by the large numbers of Classic materials, then the absence of sixteenth-century
European fauna is understandable.

Conclusion
Both the K’iche’ and the Spanish conquest of the Mam resulted in significant changes in
the landscape and the ritual organization in the Selegua River basin. However, the data from
Chiantla Viejo reflects a strong continuity and affiliation with the most important ceremonial
center in the area: Zaculeu. The emergence of new ceremonial centers or “towns” during the Late
Postclassic, such as Chiantla Viejo, emphasized the connection of novel settlements with the
Classic past of the area through the possible intentional use of ancient refuse for the building of
structures.
Connections with the Postclassic layout of Zaculeu were also stressed during the
construction and reconstruction of Chiantla Viejo. The testimonies recorded in Justicia 1031
indicate that the reoccupation and reconstruction of the subject towns provided them with an
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opportunity to make a claim of political independence from the lords of Huehuetenango. Still,
they emulated the architecture and layout of Zaculeu, the most important ceremonial center in the
valley. The construction of the two central platforms in the middle of the plaza during Stage III is
the clearest example of the appropriation of Zaculeu’s ceremonial features. The destruction and
re-building of the low ceremonial platforms in the center of the plaza reflects the importance of
these buildings for the community of Chiantla Viejo.
The episodes of destruction and rebuilding of these platforms in a short period of time
after the Spanish invasion attest the continuity of public rituals renewal during early colonial
times. The fact that Structures A-6 and A-7 were not destroyed when the site was abandoned
around AD 1550 suggests that the destruction of earlier structures in the middle of the plaza were
actions of renewal rather of this part of the plaza rather than its termination. The razing and
partial defacing of structures prior to new construction projects was amply documented at
Zaculeu (Woodbury and Trik 1953), and it seems that the Mam of Chiantla Viejo continued this
practice during early colonial times. In sum, the data yielded by the study of architecture, burial
practices, caching behavior, and zooarchaeological remains pictures a community living in rowdy
times that, nonetheless, relied on traditional practices to cope with the disruption brought by the
Spanish invasion.
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CHAPTER 9
CONCLUSION
Investigations at Chiantla Viejo studied the first response of a small highland Maya
community to Spanish colonialism from the perspective of public ritual. Different lines of
evidence, including archeological data and historical records, made Chiantla Viejo an ideal place
to study the strategies of survival of a small community to deal with the social disruption caused
by the onset of Spanish colonialism. My dissertation provides a new approach on the enterprise
indigenous survival that departs from canonical narratives of religious change during the Spanish
conquest. As described in Chapter 2, such narratives have emphasized the centrality of Spanish
missionaries, the triumph of the so-called “spiritual conquest,” the role of reactive resistance, and
the exclusive continuity of indigenous religions in the domestic sphere. I have shown that the
Mam of Chiantla Viejo engaged in a substantial effort of construction and remodeling of the site
during Late Postclassic and early colonial times. This effort drew on the principles of the
architectural layout of the main plaza at Zaculeu for the production and reproduction of public
ritual space. In doing so, the inhabitants of Chiantla Viejo deployed a series of material proxies of
the past drawing on social memory. This, however, does not mean that change was not also
imposed upon them. There was a negotiated continuity that allowed the persistence of
conspicuous elements of Maya religion at the expense of other elements of public ritual.
In this chapter, I discuss the significance of my research for the study of Maya religion
during the Spanish conquest. I discuss the major contributions of the investigations at Chiantla
Viejo according to the research strategy and analytical frameworks presented in Chapter 1 and the
theoretical guidelines discussed in Chapter 2. I conclude by emphasizing the methodological
challenges involved in the study of Late Postclassic and early colonial highland Maya sites from a
conjunctive approach of history and archaeology. Finally, I posit possible future directions for the
study of the transition of highland Maya communities to Spanish colonial rule.
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Conquest as Revival
Drawing on the theoretical tenets discussed in Chapter 2, particularly the contributions of
Ho (2005) and Wellens (2010), I interpret the resurgence in construction both at Zaculeu and
Chiantla Viejo during the Late Postclassic period and early colonial times as a religious revival.
This movement had a material manifestation in the renewed efforts of enlarging or rebuilding
traditional public ritual architecture. The reconstruction of the social fabric after the disruption
brought first by the K’iche’ conquest, and then the Spanish conquest, had its most clear display in
the act of rebuilding the place where the community would come together for public ritual.
In a broader context, historical evidence indicates that religion played a critical role in the
early responses of highland Maya communities to the military conquest of the Spanish. As
discussed in Chapter 2, this is something amply documented and studied by Munro Edmonson
(1960). For example, the compilers of the Xajil Chronicle describe how the abandonment of
Iximche after the Spanish invasion and the beginning of the so-called Kaqchikel “rebellion” was
triggered by the instigations of an achi k’axtok’ a demon-man (translated by the Spanish as “el
diablo”) who prophesized the imminent annihilation of the Spanish by fire (Maxwell and Hill
2006:267-269). During the years after the conquest, there may have been native religious brokers
who tried to accommodate Mesoamerican and Christian worldviews. The role of these native
agents is obscured by the paradigm of a “spiritual conquest” advocated by some historians and
discussed in Chapter 2, which overemphasizes the heroic roles of the European missionaries.
However, historical and archaeological evidence suggest that since early colonial times native
religious specialists were experimenting with analogies between the religion of the Spanish
invaders and their own (e.g., Pugh 2009). Francisco Ximénez, writing in AD 1722, describes the
work of one such specialist in the Maya highlands, a “pseudo-prophet” who was probably a
Nahuatl speaker. Ximénez’s description illustrates the kind of religious enthusiasm that blended
Christianity and Mesoamerican religions right after the military conquest:
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It happened in this kingdom, after it was conquered, when they learnt the lives of Christ
and Our Lady, Saint John the Baptist, Saint Paul, and others told by the padres, that a
pseudo-prophet, a Mexican Indian, arose teaching that Hunahpu was God, and
Hunhunahpu was the Son of God, and Xuchinquetzali (which is a Mexican name) and
Aquiexquic were Saint Mary, and Vaxaquicab was Saint John the Baptist, and Huntihax
was Saint Paul. This caused a great commotion among the Indians to the extent that
everything was in danger of being lost, as they dared to imagine that our holy gospel was
nothing new […] (Ximenez 1929-1931 [1722] I:57, translation by author; see also
Christenson 2013:127).
The gospel was nothing new. This bold statement by Ximénez needs to be framed within
the specific historical context in which Christianity was introduced to highland Maya groups.
Colonial Maya religion emerged as a dialogue between Maya and Christian concepts synthetized
by early colonial Maya elites and the first missionaries preaching in the highlands. Dominicans
and Franciscans, the two mendicant orders in charge of the conversion of the Maya area, had
different if not opposite strategies for attracting Maya communities to the Christian faith. The
Dominicans relied on traditional Maya religious concepts and ritual practices to convey new
concepts and practices, whereas the Franciscans strongly advocated for a total erasure and
replacement of native religion (Sparks et al. 2017). Recent studies on the Theologia Indorum, the
first native theology of the New World written or compiled by Dominican missionary Domingo
de Vico in AD 1553-1554, explain how Christian theological concepts were introduced through
the establishment of analogies with pre-Hispanic Maya myths, narratives, and deities (Sparks
2019, Sparks et al. 2017; Acuña 1983, 1985). The Theologia includes lengthy lists of Maya gods,
mythical places, ritual artifacts, and ritual practices (Acuña 1985). The forefathers of the Maya
are described by de Vico as worshipers of the true Christian god whose descendants, at some
point, became worshipers of “wood and stone,” idolaters.
Even more remarkable are the bold claims made by de Vico in Theologia´s Chapter 25,
where he argues that Christian religion and Maya religion were not that different. De Vico calls
the Christian god by the honorary titles of the highland Maya supreme god as mentioned in the
Popol Vuh (Tzakol, Bitol, the shaper, the begetter), and conversion to Christianity is presented as
a return to a pure ancestral religion free from late idolatry, “the revival of the self, the revival of
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the heart,” as indicated in the Proemium of the Theologia (Sparks et al. 2017:47). The ongoing
study and publication of a complete translation of the Theologia from colonial K’iche’ to both
English and Spanish by Garry Sparks, Frauke Sachse, and Sergio Romero promises new
information regarding late pre-Hispanic highland Maya religions. For archaeologists it will
provide comparative data for the Late Postclassic period about ritual beyond traditional sources
such as the Popol Vuh.
As stated in Chapter 1, the mention of Mam nobles in AD 1537 as “Indians who claim to
be Christians” in historical documents triggered my questions about religion and public ritual
during the Spanish conquest of the Maya highlands. Were the Mam nobles introduced in court in
Santiago de Guatemala in AD 1537 as baptized Christian Indians true converts? One might feel
tempted to ask this question with the data collected at Chiantla Viejo, but as discussed in Chapter
2, questioning the authenticity of religious conversion or beliefs is difficult in the broader scheme
of social change. This of course, has to do with our assumed framework for understanding
“conversion” in colonial settings as a structural and manipulated process in which the main agents
are the missionaries and not the natives. As Crewe has recently argued (2019a, 2019b), baptism
and conversion in early colonial Mesoamerica was a very political act tied to the notion of
affiliation rather than a “spiritual” change or transformation. Baptism offered the structural frame
for the onset of more localized indigenous political strategies that aimed, from a native
perspective, not at religious change per se but a political setting for social action, community
survival, and the preservation of the elites’ privileges.
This brings me to the question of the usefulness of the concept of “conversion” as an
analytical research category. To my mind, this concept needs to be reconceptualized to address
broader testable anthropological categories, such as identity, religious affiliation, and political
alliance. As Crewe (2019) has argued, from an indigenous perspective conversion was primarily
motivated by political reasons. It unfolded within the flexibility of Mesoamerican religions to
adopt and integrate the deities of the victors in the context of warfare. In this context, baptism
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was a “social covenant full of contradictions,” envisioned by the Spanish as an act of achieving
legitimate dominance over native subjects. For indigenous communities, it allowed a field for
counteracting targeted violence from the colonial apparatus (Crewe 2019a:990).
In the spiritual conquest model, the Spanish missionaries venture to the borderlands in
search of the Indian souls for their conversion. But other explanations are possible for the case of
Huehuetenango regarding the baptism of Mam nobles. It is likely that the nobles from
Huehuetenango “converted” to Christianity not in their towns as a result of missionaries
approaching them, but that they traveled to the city of Santiago to seek their baptism or that they
were convinced or coerced to be baptized in the newly established colonial capital. The
testimonies in Justicia 1031 indicate that the lords and nahuatlatos of Huehuetenango visited
Espinar in the city of Santiago or traveled with him from Huehuetenango to the city on a regular
basis; it is possible therefore that on one of these occasions they could have been baptized.
Another possibility is that they were baptized not by missionaries working in the highlands, but
by Francisco Marroquín, the first bishop of Guatemala, during his visit to the towns under his
jurisdiction prior to AD 1537. This, however, is speculation and more historical research is
needed to understand the turbulent times right after the military conquest by the Spanish and the
establishment of reducciones. In any case, I want to emphasize that religious change was
multidirectional and allowed room for negotiating some elements of the Christian and Maya
religions. Thus, the persistence of elements of Maya religion should not be considered
exclusively as reactive resistance, as other complex mechanisms of continuity and change
operated at the level of ritual practice itself. In this regard, practice theory as discussed in Chapter
2 offers a nuanced framework for exploring the actions of individuals and groups and how daily
practices provided room for continuity, change, and dissent. My research at Chiantla Viejo
showed that the practice of building public-ritual architecture offered a venue for persistence and
provided a material dimension for incorporating elements from the past into the construction
projects after the Spanish invasion of Mam lands.
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I emphasize the relevance of a practice-oriented approach to support the claim that
Chiantla Viejo experienced a revival of traditional Maya religion in the decades following the
Spanish conquest. In this approach, local knowledge of public ritual played a key role in
articulating collective responses to external pressures. However, such responses had diverse
motives and intentions rejoining disparate political agendas that coalesced at the level of practice
itself. Rather than the result of directed structural change or exclusively agentive action, religious
change in public spaces during the Spanish conquest unfolded in an arena where principles of
public ritual were produced and reproduced in the public field. These changes were not
predetermined, as they emerged through the negotiation of forms and meanings during the
episodes of building at reconstruction at Chiantla Viejo. Social memory played a key role in the
production of space during this time, offering a framework for both persistence an innovation.

Revival as Survival
At Chiantla Viejo I see an investment of collective labor in the periodic destruction,
reconstruction, and remodeling of the plaza and its surroundings. The building of Chiantla Viejo
and its later remodeling suggest that the inhabitants of the settlement built and rebuilt this space
drawing on physical and ideational resources provided by social memory, specifically from the
spatial an architectural principle of the main plaza of Zaculeu. This interpretation is informed by
the arguments made by Stephen W. Silliman regarding the importance of social memory “as a
contested and negotiated resource for agents and practices” in colonial settings (Silliman
2009:215).
Chiantla Viejo was built as a result of the displacement of Mam populations from the
valley of Huehuetenango during the wars with the Nima K’iche’. The site was built in the image
of Zaculeu, but at a more modest scale. Material from earlier Classic period contexts were
brought to the site and used in the building of the structures in the plaza. As discussed in Chapter
7, the builders of Chiantla Viejo used similar practices as people at Zaculeu, where refuse with
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high frequencies of Classic materials were also used in the construction of Postclassic structures.
I believe this was an intentional act of social memory that aimed at connecting both centers with
the Classic past of the valley of Huehuetenango and the surroundings of Zaculeu. During his visit
to Zaculeu in 1945, A. Ledyard Smith, noted that the slopes of the ravines surrounding Zaculeu
contained abundant deposits of sherds ranging from Early Classic to Postclassic times (Smith
1955:7). This was also noted by Woodbury during the field work of the Zaculeu project.
Woodbury even argued that “in the ravines there can still be seen today thousands of sherds
scattered on the steep slope” (Woodbury and Trik 1953:215). Refuse materials that had eroded
into these ravines were likely used in the fills of Late Postclassic structures at Zaculeu. This
indicates that early refuse was used in later times, a practice observed at Chiantla Viejo as well.
Systematic excavations of sherd deposits in the ravines surrounding Zaculeu could yield
important information on patterns of refuse deposition at the site, as well as the later reuse of
these deposits during Postclassic times as a source for construction materials.
However, enacting social memory by building the main group at Chiantla Viejo resulted
not in an exact copy of the arrangements at Zaculeu’s ceremonial core. During Stage I, people
built only a single low ceremonial platform in the center of the plaza, a pattern that diverged from
the main plaza at Zaculeu. This probably indicates that by the time of the construction of the main
group at Chiantla Viejo, Zaculeu still had a preeminent ceremonial role in the Selegua River
basin, although it was occupied by K’iche’ invaders according to historical sources. An alternate
explanation is that Structure 12 at Zaculeu, one of the two low platforms in the center of the
plaza, was a late construction, added at the very end of the Postclassic period or even during the
reoccupation of Zaculeu in AD 1530. The sequential destruction and rebuilding of the low
platforms in the main plaza at Chiantla Viejo were probably renewal acts that reinforced the
connection of this space with the layout at Zaculeu. This emphasized the connections between
these two sites even more strongly during early colonial times when the Mam were pushed to
convert to Christianity.
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The building and use of traditional ritual architecture after the burning of Chiantla Viejo
contradicts Farris’s model discussed in Chapter 2. According to Farris (1984:288), the continuity
of Maya religion was the result of the persistence of “the everyday concerns of the Maya farmer
and his family,” in a private and clandestine social context that was not disrupted by Christianity.
In this model, Maya ritual persisted as a “parallel system driven underground,” and detached from
the public community cult that had become the target of organized colonial efforts against
idolatry. My research at Chiantla Viejo shows the opposite, at least for early colonial times: there
was an indigenous-motivated investment in the destruction and revival of traditional Maya ritual
architecture, not a Spanish-driven destruction of the arenas of community ritual, as envisioned by
Farris. Furthermore, the burning and first abandonment of Chiantla Viejo was also an indigenous
action with local motivations likely carried out with the approval of the local Spanish
encomendero. Thus, both destruction and construction were negotiated actions with indigenous
and colonial motivations. The destruction and abandonment of Maya settlements might be
considered Spanish-driven acts of subjugation and domination, but the data from the Selegua
River basin, and specifically from Chiantla Viejo, indicate that there were also indigenous
incentives in the performance of these adverse actions. I do not want to sugarcoat the violence
and disruption that highland Maya communities experienced during the imposition of colonial
rule, but I believe that specific historical contexts must be analyzed to understand actions and
meanings in the larger picture of colonialism and indigenous survival.

Negotiated Continuity
I acknowledge that my research at Chiantla Viejo investigates the processes of social
change after the Spanish conquest from a somewhat limited perspective: the public space and the
agency of elites. I did not excavate in residential areas of the site, and thus do not have data from
the domestic sphere. The testimonies recorded in Justicia 1031 are stressing that both the towns
(i.e., ceremonial centers) and the houses of the commoners were burnt and later rebuilt in the AD
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1530s. The excavation of residential areas at Chiantla Viejo and other burnt towns could provide
additional information for a more holistic understanding of the social processes.
The construction of the main group of Chiantla Viejo in Stage I, as well as the repairs and
new constructions during Stages II and III imply that some sort of negotiation between the
inhabitants of Chiantla Viejo and both the K’iche’ and the Spanish invaders must have occurred.
If Chiantla Viejo was the result of a forced resettlement by the Nima K’iche’, as the testimonies
of Justicia 1031 state, the builders of this new settlement still had some degree of agency in
planning the layout of the main ceremonial group, following local principles of ordering publicritual spaces. Also, it is likely that the inhabitants of Chiantla Viejo never adopted cremation, a
practice considered typical for the K’iche’, and when they had the opportunity to perform a burial
in the plaza, they followed the traditional burial practice of Zaculeu. On the other hand, the
caching of complete artifacts, a common practice at Zaculeu, was apparently not practiced at
Chiantla Viejo, at least not in the way it was done at Zaculeu.
The continuity of some practices and the abandonment of others probably reflects that the
inhabitants of Chiantla Viejo not only negotiated with the K’iche’ invaders during the original
construction of the site, but also with the rulers of Huehuetenango who probably still occupied
Zaculeu under K’iche’ rule. After the Spanish conquest, the re-occupation and repair of the main
ceremonial group during Stages II and III must have happened with the knowledge of Juan the
Espinar, the encomendero of Huehuetenango and other Spanish colonial officials. This is evident
in the testimonies recorded in AD 1537, when Espinar summoned Spanish witnesses to testify on
his behalf. In these testimonies, the Spanish witnesses acknowledged that they were aware of the
reconstruction of the burnt towns.
In contrast to other Spanish encomenderos who preferred to reside in the Spanish colonial
city of Santiago de Guatemala, Espinar was a settler in his own encomienda and had a house in
the head town of Huehuetenango, not far from Zaculeu, where he also had a pig farm (Kramer et
al. 1991). Surveillance and control, thus, was early enforced upon the Mam of the Río Selegua
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basin by the encomendero. Justicia 1031 indicates that Espinar took a proactive role in the local
politics of his large encomienda and that he was an astute political operator who not only
violently coerced the Mam nobles of Huehuetenango, but from time to time also sided with their
political concerns.

Future Directions for Research
The abundance of sixteenth-century documents, both by highland Maya groups and the
Spanish colonizers, offer a line of evidence to test interpretations based on archaeological
datasets. Historical records also provide absolute dates for events and processes deduced from the
archaeological record. As discussed in Chapter 7, radiocarbon dates from Late Postclassic sites
have yielded confusing patterns, especially because archaeologists are used to frame social
processes within phases or periods that last decades or even centuries. What we see during the
sixteenth century, however, is a series of events happening at a rapid pace during a short period of
time. In this context, an approach that considers both archaeological and historical evidence can
clarify the ordering of events and social processes occurring in the span of a few decades. There
might be the temptation to consider all Late Postclassic sites as places with only pre-Hispanic
occupation but, as was the case of Chiantla Viejo, many Maya settlements were still inhabited for
twenty or thirty years after Spanish contact, before they were finally abandoned, when
populations were relocated in colonial reducciones. This period of transition is critical for
understanding later responses of highland Maya communities to the Spanish colonial rule.
There is ample historical evidence that many sites were burnt and later reoccupied during
the Spanish conquest of the highlands. Q’umarkaaj, the capital of the Nima K’iche’, and Iximche,
the capital of the Kaqchikel, are the best-known cases (Lovel et al. 2013). For a future project, I
would like to conduct the excavations of sites mentioned in historical records as settlements that
were burned during this period should yield archaeological evidence of this event. This could
provide a precise chronological marker for the dating of stages of construction and remodeling
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like at Chiantla Viejo. For future research in the Selegua River basin, I am planning on studying
the sites that I have identified in this dissertation as the seats of the subject towns mentioned in
Justicia 1031 (see Table 4.1). The excavations of these sites should reveal a layer of burnt stucco
and one or more episodes of repairs and/or remodeling. Investigations at these sites could broaden
our understanding of the scope of the indigenous response to early Spanish colonialism in this
part of the Maya area.
Furthermore, the data from Zaculeu needs to be reassessed. Zaculeu is an exceptional site
in the highlands spanning one thousand years of occupation with connections and contacts across
Mesoamerica. I am planning on conducting excavations at Zaculeu in order to refine the
chronology established by Woodbury and Trik, and to shed light on the issue of the reuse of early
refuse in the fill of Postclassic contexts. There are no radiocarbon dates for Zaculeu, and future
research at the site should focus on dating to tie the cultural phases outlined by Woodbury and
Trik to absolute dates. The mention in Justicia 1031 that Zaculeu was temporarily reoccupied
during AD 1530 is particularly intriguing. As discussed in Chapter 3, archaeologist of the Zaculeu
Project identified at least eight unfinished structures at the site as building projects halted by the
Spanish conquest. For future research, I want to test the possibility that these unfinished
structures were built during the reoccupation of the site during early colonial times and were
never finished. The excavation of probable residential contexts at Zaculeu, namely the patios
labeled by Woodbury and Trik as Plazas 3, 6, and 7, could reveal patterns of abandonment and
reoccupation in elite domestic areas. Additional research could expand our understanding of the
social processes that the communities in the Selegua River basin experienced after the Spanish
conquest from the perspective of domestic contexts.
Finally, my research at Chiantla Viejo has shown that, due to the relatively small size of
Late Postclassic highland sites in this part of Guatemala, archaeological excavations with specific
anthropological and historical questions can yield significant data during short seasons of
fieldwork. These seasons can be carried out with a small crew and a relatively small budget.
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Nonetheless, available historical documentation needs to be reviewed and analyzed prior to the
beginning of any archaeological project at such sites, and local oral history must also be taken
into account to connect events and processes emerging from the study of historical and
archaeological data. Research at Chiantla Viejo also proved that collaboration between
archaeologists and local communities is possible and productive in the context of mutual respect
and honesty. Archaeological sites in the highlands of Guatemala are part of daily life and lived
landscapes used for diverse purposes that include, but are not limited to, the practice of modern
Maya religion, tourism, and communal recreation. Archaeologists working in these sites must be
aware that their archaeological work has direct consequences for and impacts on local
communities.

Besides the academic questions about social change and continuity, I am content that
my research contributed to clarifying at least two questions that the community had about
Chiantla Viejo: when it was built and occupied and the ethnic identity of the builders of the
site. Chiantla Viejo remains as a testimony of the past for the modern community of Chiantla.
It is a place of origin and a place of memory, a physical space that connects ancient and
modern communities through the metaphor of the “old town”. Chiantla Viejo displeased the
Virgin, modern Chiantlecos say. It was too cold, too windy, too small for her. The town did
not look like a town proper. The new Christian deity convinced the inhabitants of Chiantla
Viejo to abandon this settlement and to move to a new place in the plains. There, in the new
Chiantla, the ancient Chiantlecos built not only a church for her, but a whole new town. Ever
since, Chiantla Viejo came to be a testimony of the past, a proxy for the pre-Hispanic era, and
a source of local pride and communal identity.
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APPENDIX A
CERAMIC TYPOLOGY
By Victor Castillo
with contributions from Sara Ventura, César Enríquez, and Renato Juárez

The following preliminary typology was established based on a total sample of 3,381
sherds out of 4,872 sherds recovered during the excavations at Chiantla Viejo. A total of 1,489
sherds were undiagnostic due to eroded conditions or their small size and were not used in the
analysis. We emphasize the preliminary status of this typological proposal as it is based on a
relatively small sample without a single complete ceramic artifact. Types were established
roughly following the basic tenets of the Type-Variety system, which emphasizes the
classification of significant attributes based on the grouping of decorative modes in a hierarchical
way (Gifford 1960; Sabloff 1975).
One of the main goals of the Type-Variety system is to establish chronological
comparisons among different sites in order to infer broad “cultural insights” (Sabloff 1975:1). A
type can be broadly defined as a sum of identifiable attributes clustered in a single class of
ceramic artifact. It constitutes the basis for building up more complex taxonomies that might have
cultural significance. Types are “distinguished on the basis of combinations of decorative, shape,
technological, and design modes and are named after decorative modes such as slip, color […]
and surface manipulation […]” (Sabloff 1975:3). The Type-Variety methodology has been
applied in the Maya area with a great deal of flexibility. The category of “variety,”, originally
considered the most basic single unit of classification in this system (Smith et al. 1960) has
proved to be inconsistent and problematic. Therefore, “type” remains the most useful category for
ceramic classification and as a base for larger taxonomical categories.
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The typology from Chiantla Viejo roughly follows the hierarchical taxonomic categories
outlined for the Type-Variety system: ware, group, and type (Sabloff and Smith 1970). The basic
unit of classification is the type, established according to the principal identifying modes of
surface finish and decoration. A ceramic group is a cluster of related types within a standard
range of variation in terms of color and forms. Ware is an overall encompassing category related
to technological attributes, such as paste composition and surface finish that, subsumes variation
within groups and types. Beyond the ware level, the Type-Variety system contemplates larger
categories such as complexes, spheres, or horizons, which embed chronological and spatial
notions of diachrony. The ceramic studies at Chiantla Viejo did not pursue the establishment of
such higher categorical classes due the small size of the sample and the presence of mixed-up
sherds from different ceramic phases in fills.
In terms of methodological procedures, once sherds were cleaned and labeled at the
laboratory facilities of the Proyecto Chiantla Viejo, they were sorted according to stratigraphic
lots, which represent well defined contextual units in the history of construction of the site. First,
flexible working groups were established according to surface finish for each lot (unslipped,
slipped, polished etc.) and more specific individual types were worked out from the grouping of
specific attributes in decoration (smoothed, incised, fluted, impressed, etc.). Artifacts belonging
to the same type assigned a unique correlative catalogue number (CN). A CN grouped different
modal variables. The variables that were used as defining criteria were:
a) Surface finish (ceramic group)
b) Decoration (ceramic type)
c) Miniature (yes/no)
d) Lid (yes/no)
e) Appendix (yes/no)
f) General shape (open/close/indeterminate)
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g) Specific shape (jar, tecomate, bowl, vase, dish, ladle incensario, other incensario,
indeterminate).
Once types were established, frequencies of sherds of each type were recorded for each
lot according to individual CN. Sherds coming from a single vessel were counted as one. Within
this count, frequencies of rims, bases, and handles were also recorded for every CN. Groups were
organized having into account similarities between types. Groups represent assemblages of types
that share the same surface treatment, mostly slip or surface color. Wares represent broad
grouping of types according to macroscopic recognizable technological qualities of paste and
surface finish. They do not constitute a temporal category as they might group non-contemporary
ceramic groups that share similar technological attributes. The defining criteria for these wares
are described in Table A.3

Ware

Paste Composition

Surface finish

Unslipped Ware

Texture: coarse

Smoothing: rough

(Uncertain phase)

Color: gray, dark gray,

Color: gray, orange,

Includes the groups Potrerillo,

orange

sometimes with a lime

Neblina, and Cream Paste-

Temper: sand and mica

whitewash.

Unslipped.

Hardness: medium
Thickness: very thick

Slipped Ware

Texture: medium

Smoothing: medium

(Atzan, Chinaq, Xinabahul

Color: brownish

Luster: matte

phases)

Temper: sand

Color: red, black, orange

Includes the groups: Xacax,

Hardness: hard

Saquichá, Musmul, Petzal,

Thickness: medium to thick

Bichorme White-on-Red, and
Orange Slip.
Polished Ware (slipped)

Texture: fine

Smoothing: medium to high

(Atzan and Chinaq phases).

Color: pinkish, orange,

Luster: polished

Includes the groups:Pino,

brownish

Feel: glossy

Cuscah, Quilinco, Chancol,

Temper: sand, probably mica.
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Regadios, Capellanía,

Hardness: very hard

Color: matte, red, orange,

Magdalena, and Chama

Thickness: very thin

black, cream, bichrome (red
and cream)

Plumbate Ware

Texture: fine

Smoothing: smooth

(Qankyaq phase)

Color: brownish

Luster: polished

Includes the group Plumbate

Temper: sand

Feel: glossy

Hardness: very hard

Color: gray, orange

Thickness: very thin
Glazed Ware

Texture: fine

Smoothing: smooth

(Colonial/nineteenth century)

Color: gray-brownish.

Luster: burnished

Includes the group

Temper: sand

Feel: glossy

Totonicapán Glazed

Hardness: very hard

Color: green, orange

Thickness: very thin

Table A.3. Defining criteria for wares.

Unique sherds within a group with diagnostic features of temporal significance, such as
flutings, incisions, or painting, were tentatively listed and described as potential types. The
descriptions of surface finish, paste, and temper are based on macroscopic observations only.
Types were named after place names in the municipality of Chiantla. Types originally identified
by Woodbury are discussed when appropriate, and comparisons with other sites or regions, as
well as bibliographic information is provided for comparison. The chronological position of
groups is provided after the group name. Percentages in the type descriptions are based on a total
of 3,381 sherds (=100%). As discussed in Chapter 7, I defined the chronological positions of
Chiantla Viejo types and groups thorough the comparisons with sites with well-established
typologies, such as Zaculeu and Nebaj. All photos in this chapter were taken by Renato Juárez.
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List of Wares, Groups, Types, and Potential Types

Unslipped Ware
Group: Potrerillo (Uncertain phase)
Potrerillo Unslipped
Tojoj Incised
Rancho Impressed
Manzanas Appliquéd
Torlón Impressed and Fluted
Group: Neblina (Uncertain phase)
Neblina Unslipped
Nimá Impressed
Group: Cream Paste Unslipped (Uncertain phase)
Cream Paste Unslipped
Slipped Ware
Group: Xacax (Uncertain phase)
Xacax Slipped
Chochal Impressed
Mirador Fluted
Páquix Molded
Group: Saquichá (Uncertain phase)
Saquichá Streaky Red
Sibila Incised
Corona Impressed
Selegua fluted
Group: Musmul (Xinabahul phase)
Musmul Mica
Carpintero Incised
Group: Petzal (Xinabahul phase)
Petzal Polychrome
Group: Bichrome White-on-Red (Xinabahul phase)
Bichrome White-on-red
Group: Orange Slip (Uncertain phase)
Orange Slip
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Polished Ware (slipped)
Group: Pino (Atzan-Chinaq phase)
Pino Red
Quebradilla Incised
Escondido Impressed
Mixlaj Fluted
Chichalum Impressed and Fluted
Group: Chuscaj (Atzan-Chinaq phase)
Chuscaj Cream
Buenos Aires Impressed
Group: Quilinco (Atzan-Chinaq phase)
Quilinco Black
Taluca Incised
Guaybitas Impressed
Labor Fluted
Nubes Incised and Fluted
Group: Chancol (Atzan-Chinaq phase)
Chancol Orange
Alfalfa Fluted
Rosario Impressed
Group: Regadíos (Atzan-Chinaq phase)
Regaríos Red-on-Buff
Mecatales Modeled
Group: Capellanía (Atzan-Chinaq phase)
Capellanía Red and Black-on-Buff
Group: Magdalena (Atzan-Chinaq phase)
Magdalena Red-on-White
Group: Chamá (Chinaq phase)
Chamá Polychrome
Vitrified Ware
Group: Plumbate (Qankyak phase)
Plumbate
Glazed Ware
Group: Totonicapán (Colonial or recent times).
Totonicapán glazed
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Type Descriptions
Type: Potrerillo Unslipped
Group: Potrerillo (Uncertain phase).
Ware: Unslipped Ware.
Frequency: n=127, 2.67%
Established as a type: Woodbury grouped all censers as “Incensarios;” his description of this
group matches the surface finish and forms of the Potrerillo Group (Woodbury and Trik
1953:83).
Principal identifying modes: Coarse unslipped ceramics, thick walls, inner walls with evidence
of burning, incensario shapes (see below)
Surface finish: Unslipped surface with tool marks, probably a brush made of perishable
materials. Tool marks might appear outside and inside.
Surface decoration: Coarse to moderate smoothing with tool marks.
Paste: Color ranges from gray (10YR 4/2, 10YR 6/3) to orange (7.5YR 5/6), thick porous paste.
Sand, calcite, and probably mica used as temper.
Shape: Evidence of burning in the interior of sherds suggests that Potrerillo vessels were used as
censers. Shapes include jars and bowls with hollow feet.

Figure A.1 CN 301199.

Figure A.2 CN 30118.

Type: Tojoj Incised (Figures A.3-A.5).
Group: Potrerillo (Uncertain phase).
Ware: Unslipped Ware.
Frequency: n=2, 0.04%
Principal identifying modes: Coarse unslipped ceramics with vertical incisions on exterior
thickened rims. Interior of vessels with evidence of burning.
Surface finish: See Potrerillo Unslipped; reddish appearance.
Surface decoration: Small incisions aligned vertically or slightly diagonally on the lower border
of exterior thickened rims.
Paste: See Potrerillo Unslipped. Paste shows a distinct reddish tone (2.5YR 5/6).
Shape: Bowls. Traces of burning in the interior of sherds indicates that Tojoj Incised vessels
were used as censers.
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Figure A.3. Exterior of CN 101144
(101A-1-2-5).

Figure A.4. Interior of CN 101144
(101A-1-2-5)

Figure A.5. Tojoj Incised, bowl, rim profile.

Type: Rancho Impressed (Figures A.6 and A.7).
Group: Potrerillo (Uncertain phase).
Frequency: n=3, 0.06%
Established as a type: Decoration consisting of finger impressions on horizontal and vertical
fillets were first noted in incesarios of Nebaj (Kidder and Smith 1951: Figures 70a,b,76c,d,e,f,i)
and Zaculeu (Woodbury and Trik 1953:184-185). These incesarios were not necessarily
established as a type at Zaculeu, but Woodbury noted some coherence in the decoration of
incensarios, specifically the presence of fillets and impressions along the rims of plates used as
incense burners (Woodbury and Trik 1953:184, Figures 91,96,257,258,259).
Principal identifying modes: Applied or abutting horizontal fillets with finger impressions.
Ladle censers.
Surface finish: See Potrerillo Unslipped. Inside shows burnt areas.
Surface decoration: Deep incisions on the lips.
Paste: See Potrerillo Unslipped. The three cases assigned to this type show orange past with large
calcite and probably quartz as temper. They also exhibit a dark gray fired core.
Shape: Ladle incensario with solid ladle and plate with everted rims as censer.

315

Figure A.6.CN 401124 Exterior (104A1-2-1).

Figure A.7. CN 401124, profile, ladle censer.

Type: Manzanas Appliquéd (Figures A.8 and A.9).
Group: Potrerillo (Uncertain phase).
Frequency: n=3, 0.06%
Principal identifying modes: Coarse ceramics with appliqued spikes, thin walls, traces of
burning inside and outside.
Established as a type: Spikes are diagnostic features of incensarios in the highlands (Wauchope
1948:17). Although not necessarily established as a type, at Zaculeu Woodbury argued that
Incensarios decorated with spikes and knobs in globular were used throughout different phases
(Woodbury and Trik 1953:185.Figures 93,95).
Surface finish: See Potrerillo Unslipped, this type has reddish (10YR 5/3).
Surface decoration: Unslipped smoothed surface with appliqued spikes.
Paste: Similar to Potrerillo Unslipped although this type has thinner walls and fine texture. Sand
and pumice Stone probably used as temper.
Shape: Incensarios, closed shape probably with restricted neck, jars with curved walls. Interior
and exterior walls of sherds show traces of burning.

Figure A.8. CN 601105 (106A-2-2-1).

Figure A.9. CN 101164, inside (104A-1-2-1).
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Type: Torlón Impressed and Fluted (Potential Type) (Figure A.10).
Group: Potrerillo (Uncertain phase).
Frequency: n=1, 0.02%
Principal identifying modes: Coarse ceramics, thick walls, finger impressions along a strap on
the outer lip, two shallow horizontal flutes bellow the finger impressions.
Surface finish: See Potrerillo Unslipped, surface has areas with reddish and black tones unlively
distributed. Traces of burning.
Surface decoration: Medium smoothing with a light whitewash on the exterior wall of sherd.
The only sherd assigned to this potential type shows finger impressions along the exterior
thickened rim. Two horizontal flutings run parallel below the exterior rim.
Paste: See Potrerillo Unslipped. The only sherd assigned to this potential type had abundant sand
and probably mica as temper. Munsell: 5YR 4/6.
Shape: Incensario, open bowls.

Figure A.10. CN 101247 (101A-7-2-1).

Figure A.11. CN 10147, profile (101A-7-1-2).

Type: Neblina Unslipped (Potential type) (Figures A.12-A.15).
Group: Neblina (Uncertain phase).
Ware: Unslipped Ware.
Frequency: n=35, 0.72%
Principal identifying modes: The types of the Nebilna Unslipped group might be varieties of the
Potrerillo Unslipped Group. This potential group was established on the base of differences in
paste. Texture is smoother tan Potrerillo ceramics and sherd walls are thinner. Neblina sherds also
have a distinct whitewash on the exterior walls of sherds. Traces of burning are found in the
interior and exterior walls of sherds. As sherds from the Potrerillo group, Neblina vessels were
used as cense burners.
Surface finish: Medium smoothing with a distinctive whitewash on exterior walls o sherds.
Traces of tool marks on the exterior. Traces of burning.
Surface decoration: Smoothing, horizontal traces of tool marks.
Paste: Thin porous gray to light orange paste (5YR 5/8), uniform. Sand as temper, sometimes
with presence of coarse white granules, probably pumice.
Shape: ladle censers with hollow handles similar to the ones recorded at Zaculeu (Figure A.13;
Woodbury and Trik 1953:Figure 258). Incensarios with flat long flanges similar to the ones
reported for the Incensario Tripod Bowls censers described by Woodbury (Figure A. 15;
Woodbury and Trik 1953:Figure 94,256).
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Figure A.12. CN 401157 (104A1-3-1).

Figure A.13.CN 401179 (104A-1-2-4).

Figure A.14. CN 301186 (103A-3-2-1).

Figure A.15. CN 40115 (107A-1-2-4).

Type: Nimá Impressed (Potential Type) (Figure A.16).
Group: Neblina (Uncertain phase).
Ware: Unslipped Ware.
Frequency: n=1, 0.02%
Principal identifying modes: This type might be a variety of the Ranchos Impressed type but
some technological characteristics in paste similar to the Neblina Type.
Surface finish: see Neblina Unslipped.
Surface decoration: Deep fingerprints impressions along a strap like the ones reported by
Woodbury for Incensarios (Woodbury and Trik 1953:Figure 91,93,255-257).
Paste: see Neblina Unslipped.
Shape: Probably a bowl with converging curving walls.

Figure A.16. CN 401159 (104A-1-3-1).
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Type: Cream Paste Unslipped (Potential Type) (Figure A.17).
Group: Cream Paste (Uncertain phase).
Ware: Unslipped Ware.
Frequency: n=52, 1.07%
Principal identifying modes: This group of sherds similar to Potrerillo Unslipped was identified
as a different type of unslipped ceramics due to its light cream paste and surface finish.
All the cases assigned to this type come from the same lot in the fill of Structure A-6 (103A-3-21). This context might have a chronological implication as the fill of Structure A-6 postdates the
burning of the site.
Surface finish: Surface poorly and roughly smoothed, light cream color (2.5Y 8/3). A distinct
feature of the sherds of this type is the presence of a rough smoothing with irregular pores which
seem to be vacuum spaces on the surface y resulting from the manufacturing process. This might
be an indication that perishable materials were added as temper and disappeared during the firing
of vessels.
Surface decoration: Rough smoothing.
Paste: Thick porous paste with gray (2.5Y 5/1), orange (10YR /4) or brownish (7.5YR 4/) tones
with pumice, sand, and mica as temper.
Shape: Sherds are too small, and rims are absent to determine a shape, probably jars or
incensarios.

Figure A.17. CN 301196 (103A-3-2-1).
Type: Xacax Slipped (Figure A.18-A.22).
Group: Xacax (Uncertain phase).
Ware: Slipped Ware.
Frequency: n=819, 16.81%
Principal identifying modes: dark slipped jars with handles and ladle censers.
Surface finish: Well smoothed black, gray, or reddish surface, sometimes with abundant reddish
firing clouds mainly in the exterior. In some cases, tool marks are seen on the exterior. Munsell
10YR 5/1).
Surface decoration: Fine smoothing.
Paste: Very fine and thick gray paste (7.5YR 4/3). Medium firing. Sand and probably quartz
used as temper.
Shape: jars with handles and unflared neck (Figures A.18 and A.19), ladle censers with solid
handles (Figure A.120), bowls with incurved and outcurved sides (Figures A.21 and A.22).
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Figure A.18. CN 101165 (101A-1-2-4).

Figure A.19. CN 301128 (103A-1-3-5).

Figure A.20. CN 301173 (103A-2-2-3).

Figure A.21. CN 101165 (101A-1-2-4).

Figure A.22. Xacax slipped, bowl profiles.
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Type: Chochal Impressed (Potential type) (Figures A.23-A.25).
Group: Xacax (Uncertain phase).
Ware: Slipped Ware
Frequency: n=2, 0.04%
Principal identifying modes: Smoothed dark ceramics with finger impressions on the exterior
side (Figure A.22) or the exterior folded rim (Figure A.22).
Surface finish: See Xacax Slipped.
Surface decoration: Shallow finger impressions on the exterior wall or on the edge of the
exterior folded rim.
Paste: see Xacax Slipped
Shape: jars (Figure A.25).

Figure A.23. CN 1011109 (101A-1-2-1) .

Figure A.24. CN 201107 (102A-1-1-2).

Figure A.25. Chochal Impressed, jar rim.
Type: Mirador Fluted (Potential Type) (Figures A.26 and A.27).
Group: Xacax (Uncertain phase).
Ware: Slipped Ware
Frequency: n=3, 0.06%
Principal identifying modes: Smoothed dark-slip bowls with two parallel flutes on the exterior
side of the body (Figure A.26).
Surface finish: See Unslipped three cases identified for this potential type had reddish clouds on
the exterior. Interior is well smoothed.
Surface decoration: Horizontal parallel flutings on the exterior side bellow the neck of the
vessel. Upper fluting is wider and more prominent. Flutings average 2 cm wide.
Paste: see Xacax Slipped.
Shape: Bowls with incurved sides (Figure A.27).
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Figure A.26. CN 101147 (101A-1-2-3).

Figure A.27. Mirador fluted, body profile

Type: Páquix Molded (Figures A.28 and A.29).
Group: Xacax (Uncertain phase).
Ware: Slipped Ware.
Frequency: n=4, 0.08%
Established as a Type: Sherds of ladle censers with molded decoration were identified at
Zaculeu as “Mold-Decorated Pottery” and were tentatively assigned to the Xinabahul phase
(Woodbury and Trik 1953:178). Wauchope identified “mold-decorated ladle censers” as a
homogenous and well standardized type in the “Protohistoric” highlands and suggested a single
origin manufacturing center (Wauchope 1970:117).
Principal identifying modes: Bowls with moldmade decoration on the exterior wall.
Surface finish: see Xacax Slipped. Interior side is smoothed and plain with evidence of burning.
Surface decoration: Moldmade decoration on the exterior wall. Size of sherds is too small to
determine any specific shape.
Paste: See Xacax Slipped.
Shape: open bowl with flaring walls (Figures A.28 and A.29).

Figure A.28. CN 401223 (CV104A-6-1-1).

Figure A.29. Poterillo Molded, base profile.
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Type: Saquichá Streaky Red (Figures A.30-A.35).
Group: Saquichá (Uncertain phase).
Ware: Slipped Ware.
Frequency: n=40, 9.44%
Established as a Type: At Zaculeu Woodbury identified Streaky Red-Brown pottery as a well
standardized type of coarse ceramics with red slip (Woodbury y Trik 1953:179-183). Woodbury
claimed that this type was in use during the entire occupation of Zaculeu spanning around one
thousand years. Typical forms at Zaculeu includes large urns, globular jars, and bowls with
grooved rims, and ladle censers.
Principal identifying modes: Thick walls, poor to medium smoothed surface, tool marks on the
exterior side, thin red slip (Figure A.30).
Surface finish: Rough to medium smoothed surface. A thin wash or coat of streaky red slip on
the interior and exterior sides, with tones varying from light red to brownish red (2.5YR 4/6,
2.5YR 4/8, 2.5YR 5/8). Traces of tool marks on the exterior side. Jars show streaky red slip only
on the exterior wall and the rim including the inside.
Surface decoration: Rough smoothing.
Paste: Thick porous paste with coarse texture. Color is brown to gray (5Y/R 4/4, 7.5 YR 5/8),
sometimes with big inclusions of quartz as temper.
Shape: Jars with exterior ridged rims and handles (Figures A.30 and A.31), bowls with incurving
and flared sides and exterior ridged rims (Figure A.32), ladle censers with hollow handles (Figure
A.34 and 6.35).

Figure A.30. CN 301114 (103A-1-2-2).

Figure A.31. CN 401165 (CN 104A-1-3-1).

Figure A.32. Saquichá Streaky Red, jars, rim profiles.
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Figure A.33. Saquichá Streaky Red, bowls, rim profiles.

Figure A.34. CN 401228 (104A-6-1-1).

Figure 6.35. CN 401228 (104A-6-1-1).

Type: Sibilá Incised (Figures A.36 and A.37).
Group: Saquichá (Uncertain phase).
Ware: Slipped Ware.
Frequency: n=8, 0.16%
Established as a Type: Woodbury noted that some Streaky Red-Brown sherds at Zaculeu were
decorated with “groups of three to five parallel, wavy or zigzag lines made with a comb-like tool,
or a single shallow groove” (Woodbury and Trik 1953:180, Figure 254e), but he did not
established a type and described incisions as decoration variation.
Principal identifying modes: Streaky red slip sometimes with tool mark incisions.
Surface finish: See Saquichá Streaky Red.
Surface decoration: one or more shallow wavy lines on the exterior wall of sherds (Figure
A.35). Tool marks on the exterior wall (Figure A.37).
Paste: See Saquichá Streaky Red
Shape: Jars, bowls.
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Figure A.36. CN 701149 (107A-2-2-1).

Figure A.37. CN 4011230 (104A-6-1-1).

Type: Corona Impressed (Figure A.38 and 6.39).
Group: Saquichá (Uncertain phase).
Ware: Slipped Ware.
Frequency: n=10, 0.21%
Principal identifying modes: Streaky red slip with impressions along exterior ridged rims or on
straps on the exterior wall.
Surface finish: see Saquichá Streaky Red.
Surface decoration: Tool impressions along the Edge of exterior ridged rim. Tool impressions
along horizontal narrow straps on the exterior wall of sherds (Figure A.37).
Paste: see Saquichá Steaky Red
Shape: jars with exterior ridged rims (Figure A.39).

Figure A.38 CN 401229 (104A-6-1-1) and
101118 (101A-1-2-1).

Type: Selegua Fluted (Figures 6.40 and 6.41).
Group: Saquichá (Uncertain phase).
Ware: Slipped Ware.
Frequency: n=4, 0.08%

Figure A.39 Corona Impressed, jars,
profile rim.
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Established as a type: Woodbury identified grooved rims as typical decoration of Streaky RedBrown pottery (Woodbury 1953:180, Figure 254c,d). Parallel flutings in this type resemble the
“fluted rims” of the Polished Brown and Black pottery identified by Woodbury for the Atzan
phase (Woodbury and Trik 1953:Figures 234g,236o,p).
Principal identifying modes: Streaky red slip with parallel horizontal flutings below the rim on
the exterior wall.
Surface finish: see Saquichá Streaky Red.
Surface decoration: Usually two wide parallel horizontal flutins on the exterior rim.
Paste: see Saquichá Streaky Red.
Shape: bowls with flared walls.

Figure A.40. 401184 (104A-1-3-2).

Figure A.41. Selegua Flute, bowls, profile rims.

Type: Musmul Mica (Figure A.42).
Group: Musmul (Xinabahul phase).
Ware: Slipped Ware.
Frequency: n=24, 0.49%
Established as a type: Wauchope identified the Mica Ware as a typical group of the
Protohistoric period (Wauchope 1970:11117). According to Wauchope, shallow bowls and plates
are the most common vessel shapes. There is no reference of Mica ceramics at Zaculeu.
Principal identifying modes: slipped dark ceramics with abundant mica on surface and in the
paste (Figure A.42).
Surface finish: Many sherds were too eroded to determine if they were slipped, but some had a
light dark gray wash and others a true thick slip (7.5 YR 3/1, 5YR 4/2,) which might have
included the large mica particles observable on surface. Some sherds have reddish (2.5YR 4/8)
firing clouds on surface.
Surface decoration: Rough smooth
Paste: Thin porous brown (7.5YR 4/2) or reddish paste (10YR 4/4) with abundant mica as temper
with inclusions of quartz and sand.
Shape: Sherds were to small and rims were absent, but probably jars with handles and bowls
were typical forms at Chiantla Viejo.
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Figure A.42. CN 101181 (101A-1-2-4).

Type: Carpintero Incised (Potential Type) (Figure A.43)
Group: Musmul (Xinabahul phase)
Ware: Slipped Ware
Frequency: n=1, 0.02%
Principal identifying modes: slipped dark ceramics with abundant mica on surface and in the
paste. Incisions on the exterior wall (Figure A.43).
Surface finish: See Musmul Mica.
Surface decoration: Deep incisions on the exterior wall, parallel lines below the rim, vertical and
diagonal lines bellow the horizontal incisions.
Paste: See Musmul Mica.
Shape: Bowl.

Figure A.43. CN 101263 (101A-7-2-1).

Type: Petzal Polychrome (Figure A.44).
Group: Petzal (Xinabahul phase).
Ware: Slipped Ware
Frequency: n=10, 0.21%
Principal identifying modes: Polychrome ceramic with black and red motifs on orange slip,
shallow bowls or plates (Figure A.44).
Identified as a type: Decoration on sherds recovered resemble the motifs of the polychrome
pottery that Robert Wauchope labeled “Hemispherical Bowls” (Wauchope 1970:112, Figure 10).
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Woodbury labeled one of these bowls fount in a Xinabahul grave as “bowl similar to Chinautla
Polychrome” (Woodbury and Trik 1953: Figure 249a,a’).
Surface finish: Well smoothed Surface. Color of slip is orange or tan (5YR 6/8). Black and red
Paint on the interior.
Surface decoration: A horizontal red band on the interior rim (2.5YR 4/6) limited by a thick
black line (7.5YR 3/3). Black spirals and scrolls in the interior of the bowl. Sherds recovered at
Chiantla Viejo are small, but Wauchope describe complex designs for complete bowls that
include bands, spots, S-shaped elements, serpent patters and other complex iconography
(Wauchope 1970:12)
Paste: Dark brown homogenous paste (10R 4/6).
Shape: Bowls with incurved sides.

Figure A.44. CN 301194 (103A-3-2-1).

Type: Bichrome White on Red (Potential Type) (Figure A.45).
Group: Bichrome White-on-Red (Xinabahul phase).
Ware: Slipped Ware.
Frequency: n=1, 0.02%
Established as a Type: the white-on-red decoration resembles the decoration of the pottery
usually labeled as Fortress White-on-Red, which is a typical diagnostic marker for the Late
Postclassic period in the Guatemalan highlands. Wauchope labeled this ceramics as “White-onRed, White-on-Tan or White-on-Brown” (Wauchope 1970:101-103).
Principal identifying modes: White paint on red slip.
Surface finish: Red slip (10R 4/6), medium smoothing.
Surface decoration: A white band on the red slip in the interior wall of a bowl.
Paste: Color dark brown (10R 3/3), coarse texture with inclusions of sand as temper.
Form: Open, probably a bowl.
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Figure A.45. CN 701101 (CV 107A-2-2-1).
Type: Orange Slip (Potential Type) (Figure A.46).
Group: Orange Slip (Uncertain phase).
Frequency: n=18, 0.37%
Principal identifying modes: Orange slip and paste (5YR 5/6, 7.5R 4/6, 7.5YR 6/8). This is a
miscellaneous group of sherds whose paste share a distinctive orange paste and sometimes a slip
(Figure A.46). Most of the sherds probably come from incensarios, but also bowls and figurines
also have a similar paste. This is a tentative grouping based on technological attributes of the
paste, but future research might indicate that several types were grouped within this type.
Surface finish: Roughly smoothed, an orange wash or a thin orange slip is present on some of the
sherds.
Surface decoration: Smoothed.
Paste: Thick and coarse orange or reddish paste (5YR 5/6, 7.5R 4/6, 7.5YR 6/8), homogenous
and compact, pumice and black sand used as temper. Dark firing core.
Shape: Sherds were too small and in bad shape to determine vessel shapes, probably jars and
incensarios of different shapes including open bowls.

Figure A.46. CN 301197, 701106, 701137, 701118, 301206.
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Type: Pino Red (Figure A.47-A.52).
Group: Pino (Atzan-Chinaq phase).
Ware: Polished Ware.
Frequency: n=1033, 21.21%
Established as a type: The type Atzan Phase Red at Zaculeu resembles Pino Red in surface
finish and shape (Woodbury and Trik 1953:136, Figures 238a-e).
Principal identifying modes: Polished red slip, shallow bowls, jars (Figure A.47,48,49).
Surface finish: Well-polished slip, burnished and with glossy texture. Color varies from red to
light brown brow, (5YR 4/4, 7.5YR 4/4, 2.5YR 4/8), with significant areas with darker spots.
Sherds from open shape vessels tend to show a more vibrant tone whereas the red color on jars
appears dull.
Surface decoration: Polished slip.
Paste: Thick compact hard fine paste with inclusions of pumice and probably quartz. Paste
(2.5YR 5/8, 2.5YR 6/8, 5YR 6/4, 7.5YR 5/2).
Shape: Shallow bowls with flared sides, shallow bowls with exterior thickened rims, jars with
exterior thickened rims, jars (A.49), ladle incensarios with solid handles (A.50), ladle incensarios
with hollow handles (A.52).

Figure A.47. Pino Red, open bowls, rim profile

Figure A.48. CN 101113 (101A-1-2-1).

Figure A.49. CN 1011166 (101A-1-2-4).
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Figure A.50. Pino Red, jars, rim profiles.

Figure A.51. CN 601108 (106A-1-2-1).

Figure A.52. 401145 (104A-1-2-3).

Type: Quebradilla Incised (Figures A.53-A.56).
Group: Pino (Atzan-Chinaq phase).
Ware: Polished Ware.
Frequency: n=15, 0.31%
Principal identifying modes: Polished red slip, bowls with restricted orifice, bowls with flared
sides.
Surface finish: See Pino Red.
Surface decoration: Vertical incisions on the exterior body fro bowls with restricted orifice.
Horizontal incisions on the exterior side below the rim for bowls with flared sides.
Paste: see Pino Red.
Shape: Bowls with restricted orifice (A.53,54), bowls with flared sides (A.56,57).
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Fig A.53. CN 701143 (107A-2-2-1).

Fig. A.55. CN 101114 (101A-1-2-1).

Fig. A.54. Quebradilla Incised, rim profile.

Fig. A.56. CN 101151 (101A-1-2-3).

Type: Escondido Impressed (Figure A.57-6.59).
Group: Pino (Atzan-Chinaq phase).
Ware: Polished Ware.
Frequency: n=15, 0.31%
Principal identifying modes: Polished red slip, small impressions along a strap on the exterior
side or directly on the wall.
Surface finish: see Pino Red.
Surface decoration: Small punctuated impressions on the exterior side of sherds, in one case as a
cluster of three shallow impressions (Figure A.38). Punctuated impressions probably made with a
tool on straps below the rim or along small ridges that resemble the shape of basal flanges or
angles (Figure A.39).
Paste: See Pino Red.
Shape: Bowls and jars.
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Figure A.57. CN 701114 (107A-2-2-2).

Figure A.58. CN 101198 (101A-2-2-2).

Figure A.59. Escondido Impressed, profile. Marked angle with impressions

Type: Mixlaj Fluted (Figure A.60)
Group: Pino
Ware: Polished Ware
Frequency: n=26, 0.53%
Established as a type: Forms similar to Mixlaj Fluted bowls were noted by Woodubry at
Zaculeu as typical of polished Atzan Phase Red, and Polished Brown and Polished Black pottery
(Woodbury and Trik 1953: Figures 234gm, 235k, 236 o,p, and 237f) but a specific type was not
established.
Principal identifying modes: Bowls and jars with polished red slipped with vertical and/or
horizontal flutings on the exterior wall of sherds.
Surface finish: See Pino Red. Bowls usually have a darker ton of red in the interior side (2.5YR
3/2, 2.5YR3/4).
Surface decoration: Bowls with flared sides have parallel flutings below the rim (Figure A.60)
Bowls with incurved sides have parallel flutings below the rim and irregular deep parallel
horizontal flutings on the exterior side of the body. Jars have edged and well-defined parallel
flutings on the exterior side of the body.
Paste: see Pino Red
Shape: Bowls with flared sides (Figure A.60), bowls with incurved walls (Figure A.61,62), jars
(Figure A.63)
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Figure A.60. CN 301189 (103A-3-2-1).

Figure A.61. 101152 (101A-1-2-3).

Figure A.62 Mixlaj Fluted, bowls, profile rims.

Figure A.63. CN 301190 (104A-7-2-4).
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Type: Chichalum Impressed and Fluted (Potential Type) (Figure A.64)
Group: Pino
Ware: Polished Ware
Frequency: n=1, 0.02%
Principal identifying modes: polished red slip with impressions and flutings on the exterior
wall.
Surface finish: See Pino Red
Surface decoration: Shallow fluting on the exterior wall. A horizontal strap with shallow finger
impressions along the exterior wall. The only sherd assigned to this type was too small and
eroded to determine patterns of decoration with more detail.
Shape: Probably jar.

Figure A.64. CN 101171 (101A-1-2-4).

Type: Chuscaj Cream (Figure A.65)
Group: Chuscaj
Ware: Polished Ware
Frequency: n=121, 2.48%
Principal identifying modes: Highly polished ceramics, glossy texture, cream color, open bowls.
Surface finish: Burnished and shiny cream slip (7.5 YR 7/2, 7.5YR 6/2), with black fire clouds.
(7.5YR 2.5/1). Interior might be cream or dark brown (7.5YR4/1) as a result the firing of the
vessel.
Surface decoration: Highly polished smoothing
Paste: Gray thick compact paste (7.5YR 5/1, 7.5YR 7/3) with a well-defined gray fire core.
Inclusions of pumice of medium size as temper
Shape: Bowls with flared sides (Figure A.66).
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Figure A.65. CN 101176, 301123, 401185, 701171,
101120.

Figure A.66. Chuscaj cream, bowl
profile rim.

Type: Buenos Aires Impressed (Potential Type) (Figure A.67 and A.68).
Group: Chuscaj (Atzan-Chinaq phase).
Ware: Polished Ware.
Frequency: n=2, 0.04%
Principal identifying modes: Highly polished cream slip with a small horizontal strap on the
exterior wall with two finger impressions, open bowls.
Surface finish: See Chuscaj Crema.
Surface decoration: A small appliqued horizontal strap shows two finger impressions on the
exterior wall.
Paste: See Chuscaj Cream.
Shape: Open bowls with flared sides (Figure A.68).

Figure A.67. CN 401168 (104A-1-3-1).

Type: Quilinco Black (Figures 6.90-6.70).
Group: Quilinco (Atzan-Chinaq phase).
Ware: Polished Ware.
Frequency: n=317, 6.51 %

Figure A.68. Buenos Aires impressed, rim.
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Established as a type: Nebaj Black Fine was established as an Early Classic to Late Classic
diagnostic black ware at Nebaj (Smith and Kidder 1951:71, Figure 73b,c,e-i). At Zaculeu the
pottery labeled by Woodbury as Polished Black, Polished Brown, and Polished Gray might
correspond to varieties of Nebaj Black fine, diagnostic of the Atzan and Chinaq phases
(Woodbury and Trik 1953:18-127,143-145, Figures 234-237,242q,r). Shapes of the pottery called
Polished Gray by Woodbury are typical of Quilinco Black sherds at Chiantla Viejo (see
Woodbury 1953: Figure 76).
Principal identifying modes: Shiny burnished black slip, mostly open bowls.
Surface finish: Highly polished and shiny black or dark blow slip (7.5YR 3/2, 7.5YR 2.1/1,
7.5YR 3/4), in some cases with dark red fire clouds (7.5YR 4/8), glossy and soft to the touch.
Exterior walls are generally better polished than interior ones.
Surface decoration: Finely polished.
Paste: Medium to fine, thin and compact. Predominant color is brown (7.5YR 4/4) although
many sherds have a distinct light orange paste (2.5YR 3/8).
Shape: Open bowls with flared sides and thickened exterior rims (at least one ring base) (Fiogure
6.68,69,70), open bowls with incurved sides (Figure A.70).

Figure A.69. CN 101122 (101A-1-2-1).

Figure A.70. CN 401187 (104A1-3-2).

Figure A.71. Quilinco Black, bowls, rim profiles.
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Type: Taluca Incised (Figures 6.72-6.74)
Group: Quilinco (Atzan-Chinaq phase).
Frequency: n=27, 0.55
Principal identifying modes: Polished black slip with pre-slip incisions in geometric patterns.
Surface finish: see Quilinco Black
Surface decoration: A band of pre-slip incisions arranged diagonally in sections
Paste: see Quilinco Black
Shape: Open bowls with flared sides (Figure A.74).

Figure A.72. CN 101159 (101A-1-2-6).

Figure A.73. CN 101123 (101A-1-2-1).

Figure A.74. Taluca Incised, bowls, rim profiles.

Type: Guayabitas Impressed (Figures A.75-A.76).
Group: Quilinco (Atza-Chinaq phase).
Ware: Polished Ware.
Frequency: n=27, 0.55%
Established as a type: finger impressions along the exterior of rims was a decoration technique
identified by Woodbury in Polished Gray bowls (Woodbury and Trik 1953: Figure 243 q)
Principal identifying modes: Polished black slip with shallow finger impressions on the exterior
rim or gauged finger impressions on small horizontal straps on the exterior body.
Surface finish: see Quilinco Black
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Surface decoration: This type present two decoration varieties. One consist of shallow finger
indentations along the exterior rim of bowls; the other one has two gauged finger impressions
along a small strap on the exterior wall below the rim. The latter is a decoration technique
identical to the one seen on Buenos Aires Impressed sherds of the Chuscaj group.
Paste: see Quilinco Black.
Shape: Open bowls with slightly incurved sides (Figure A.77).

Figure A.75. CN 101138 (101A-1-2-2).

Figure A.76. CN 701173 (107A-2-2-3).

Figure A.77. Guayabitas Impressed, open bowls, rim profiles.

Type: Labor Fluted (Figures A.78 and 6.79)
Group: Quilinco (Atzan-Chinaq phase).
Ware: Polished Ware.
Frequency: n=11, 0.23%
Comparisons: Grooving was described by Woodbury as typical decoration of Polished Black
and Brown open bowls at Zaculeu (Woodbury and Trik 1953:19, Figures 234g, 235h,k, 236p,p,
237c,f).
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Principal identifying modes: Polished black slip, bowls with round sides and restricted neck,
horizontal and vertical flutings on the exterior wall.
Surface finish: see Quilinco Black.
Surface decoration: Shallow but edged horizontal parallel flutings on the exterior rim, vertical
flutings on the exterior body below the horizontal flutings.
Shape: Bowls with round sides and restricted neck. (Figure A.80).

Figure A.78. CN 101208 (101A-2-2-2).

Figure A.79. CN 401136 (104A-1-2-1).

Figure A.80. Labor Fluted, bowls, rim profiles.

Type: Nubes Incised and Fluted (Figure A.81).
Group: Quilinco
Ware: Polished Ware
Frequency: n=1, 0.02%
Principal identifying modes: polished black slip, post-slip incision and flutings.
Surface finish: See Quilinco Black.
Surface decoration: Vertical parallel flutings, post-slip incisions with horizontal and curved
lines. Post-slip incisions resemble the incisions reported by Woodbury for Polished Black vessels
at Zaculeu (Woodbury and Trikk 1953: Figures 234b,b’,d, 237e,g,i).
Paste: See Quilinco Black.
Shape: Bowl.
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Figure A.81. CN 701154 CN 107A-2-2-1.
Type: Chancol Orange (Figures A.82 and A.83).
Group: Chancol (Atzan-Chinaq phase).
Ware: Polished Ware.
Frequency: n=116, 2.38%
Comparisons: Woodbury argued that Polished Orange pottery was fairly common during the
Atzan and Chinaq phases at Zaculeu (Woodbury and Trik 1953:134, Figure 239h,i). Polished
Orange bowls had similar shapes to those of the Polished Black and Brown pottery.
Principal identifying modes: Polished orange slip, bowls.
Surface finish: Medium to well-polished slip. (5YR 5/8).
Surface decoration: Finely polished slip.
Paste: Thick and coarse orange or reddish paste (5YR 5/6, 7.5R 4/6, 7.5YR 6/8), homogenous
and compact, pumice, black sand, and probably mica used as temper. Gray core with lighter
edges.
Shape: Open bowls, jars (Figure A.83).

Figure A.82. CN 101125, 301205, 101179, 701174, 301137, 401137.
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Figure A.83. Chancol Orange, bowls and jars, profile rims.

Type: Alfalfa Fluted (Potential Type) (Figure A.84).
Group: Chancol (Atzan-Chinaq phase).
Ware: Polished Ware.
Frequency: n=2, 0.04%
Principal identifying modes: Polished orange slip, horizontal flutings.
Surface finish: See Chancol Orange
Surface decoration: One or more horizontal parallel flutings on the exterior rim.
Paste: See Chancol Orange
Shape: Bowls.

Figure A.84. CN 101180, 101261.

Type: Rosario Impressed (Potential Type) (Figure A.85).
Group: Chancol (Atzan-Chinaq phase).
Ware: Polished Ware.
Frequency: n=1, 0.02%
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Principal identifying modes: Polished orange slip, fingertip pinching impressions on the exterior
wall (Figure A.83).
Surface finish: see Chancol Orange.
Surface decoration: Three circular impressions (probably fingertip pinching) on an appliqué
patch on the exterior wall. Similar to impressions in the types Escondido Impressed, Buenos
Aires Impressed and Guayabitas Impressed.
Paste: See Chancol Orange.
Shape: Bowl.

Figure A.85. CN 71156 (107A-2-2-1).

Type: Regadíos Red-on-Buff (Figure A.86).
Group: Regadíos.
Ware: Slipped Ware.
Frequency: n=44, 0.90%
Established as a type: Red and Buff at Zaculeu (Woodbury and Trik 1953:135, Figures
64,69,70,238f-j).
Principal identifying modes: Polished buff slip, red on the exterior wall, open bowls
Surface finish: Finely smoothed and polished buff slip (7.5 YR 6/4) with abundant gray fire
clouds. Red color (2.5 YR 4/8) is present on the exterior side of the sherds, buff color in the
interior. Interior might look smudgy due to the abundance of fire clouds. Texture is waxy to the
touch.
Surface decoration: Polished buff slip, red color on the exterior. Paste: Fine thin black paste
(10YR 3/1, 7.5YR 3/1), black color probably the result of firing process. Sand and probably mica
as temper.
Shape: Open bowls.
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a

b

Figure A.86. CN 101126 (101A-1-2-1. a) Exterior rim. b) Interior rim.

Type: Mecatales Modeled (Potential Type) (Figure A.87).
Group: Regadíos (Atzan-Chinaq phase).
Ware: Slipped Ware.
Frequency: n=2, 0.02%
Principal identifying modes: Redd slip on the exterior and interior sides, buff slip in areas with
modeled or carved motifs, open bowl (Figure A.85). The only sherd assigned to this type vaguely
resemble the molded censers described by Wauchope (1970) for the Late Postclassic period but
the small size of the sherd precludes further comparisons.
Surface finish: Medium polished red slip (2.5YR 5/8). Buff color (5Y 7/4) on the exterior wall
on carved decoration.
Surface decoration: A buff strip on the exterior wall with modeled or carved decoration, red slip
on exterior and interior sides except where modeled motifs are.
Paste: See Regadíos Red-on-Buff
Shape: Open shape.

Figure A.87. CN 301169 (103A-3-2-2).
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Type: Capellanía Red and Black-on-Buff (Figures A.88-A.90).
Group: Capellanía (Atzan-Chinaq phase).
Ware: Polished Ware.
Frequency: n=13, 0.27%
Principal identifying modes: This type might be a variety of Regadios Right-on-Buff or a type
of the Regadios group, but it had a distinctive combination of black and red colors on buff slip,
bowls, ladle censers.
Surface finish: Highly polished buff slip (5YR 8/3).
Surface decoration: Red (10YR 4/6) and black (2.5YR 2.5/1) colors on buff slip. Interior and
exterior of sherds are black with a smoky look. Red color is present only on the lip and about
along the interior and exterior rim. At least one sherd has a horizontal red line on the buff slip of
the exterior wall of the body whereas the interior is black.
Paste: Fine and compact light, orange (5YR 6/6). Minor inclusions of sand as temper.
Shape: Open bowls, ladle censer with hollow handles.

Figure A.88. CN 701116, 101162, 401238, 10265. Figure A.89. CN 101183 (101A-1-2-4).

Figure A.90. Capellania Red and Black-on-Buff, bowl, rim profile.

Type: Magdalena Red-on-White (Figure A.91)
Group: Magdalena.
Ware: Polished Ware.
Frequency: n=2, 0.90%
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Principal identifying modes: red and orange lines on white slip, bowls.
Surface finish: Medium polished white slip on the exterior (7.5YR 8/1, 7.5YR 8/4); interior is
orange (2.5YR 6/8), similar to the color of Chancol Orange
Surface decoration: The interior has a shiny orange color whereas the exterior shows an opaque
white slip with red (7.5YR 4/8) and orange (2.5YR 6/6) parallel lines, approximately 4 mm wide.
Paste: light brown to orange (7.5YR 6/6), thin and compact. Black sand and pumice as temper.
Shape: open shapes, probably bowls.

Figure A.91. CN 401175 (104A-1-3-1).

Type: Chama Polychrome (Figure A.92).
Group: Chama (Chinaq phase).
Ware: Polished Ware.
Frequency: n=4, 0.08%
Established as a type/comparisons: Butler (1940).
Principal identifying modes: Polychrome painting on cream slip, a strip of white and black
chevrons along the exterior rim, polychrome painting with complex iconography (Figure A.90)
Surface finish: Finely polished cream slip (10YR 8/1), with a glossy texture. Abundant gray fire
clouds.
Surface decoration: Polychrome painting with complex iconography including glyphs or pseudo
glyphs in black (5YR 2.5/1), red (5YR 5/8), and white (10R8/1).
Paste: Thin hard light brown (10YR 6/4), with mica, pumice, and probably quartz as temper.
Shape: Vases.

Figure A.92. CN 401190, 4011176.
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Type: Plumbate (Figure A.93).
Group: Plumbate (Qankyak phase).
Ware: Vitrified Ware.
Frequency: n=7, 0.14%
Established as a type: Sheppard (1948). Tohil Plumbate is a diagnostic ware for the Qankyak
phase at Zaculeu (Woodbury and Trik 1953:150-153).
Principal identifying modes: Vitrified gray or orange ceramics (Figure A.91).
Surface finish: Gray slip with large areas of orange color (7.5YR 5/0, 5YR 7/6).
Surface decoration: Polished slip.
Paste: Gray (5YR 5/1) with a darker firing core.
Shape: Jars and bowls.

Figure A.93. CN 301170, 701158.

Type: Totonicapán Glazed (Figure A.94).
Group: Totonicapán (Colonial or recent times).
Ware: Glazed Ware.
Established as a type: Lujan (1975).
Frequency: n=30, 0.30%
Principal identifying modes: Glazed ceramics with green and orange slip.
Surface finish: Glazed Surface, green slip, GLEY 10g, with orange clouds (5YR 5/8). Green
color tends to be on the exterior side, where the glaze coat is more prominent.
Surface decoration: A thing glazed coat, mostly on the exterior of sherds.
Paste: Light orange paste (5YR 6/6, 2.5Y 8/4) with a well-defined black firing (2.5Y 6/1).
Pumice as temper.
Shape: Bowls and jars.
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Figure A.94. CN 701170 (107A-1-2-2).

348

APPENDIX B
RADIOCARBON DATES
UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA AMS LABORATORY REPORT

349

350

351

352

353

354

355

APPENDIX C
OBSIDIAN
A contribution by Margarita Cossich Vielman

A total of ninety five obsidian artifacts were recovered from the excavations at Chiantla
Viejo (Table C. 1). The dense deposits in the construction fills of the base of Structure A-4
(Operation 107A), and the plaza (Operations 101A and 107A) contained the highest quantities of
obsidian artifacts.

Operation
101A

Frequency
35

102A

1

103A

2

104A

23

107A

34

Total

95

Table C.1. Frequencies of obsidian artifacts per operation.

Methodology
An individual correlative number (CN) was assigned to each obsidian artifact. A CN
represents the analytical category and numeric code for a combination of variables in a database.
Variables were determined and coded based on macroscopic inspection. The following variables
were recorded:

356
1. Source:
1 El Chayal
2 San Martin Jilotepeque
3 Ixtepeque
4 Pachuca
2. Type:

1 Prismatic blade
2 Irregular blade
3 Large flake
4 Medium flake
5 Small flake
6 Shatter
7 Bipolar blade
8 Bipolar flake
9 Needle
10 Exhausted core
11 Projectile point
12 Scraper
13 Platform removal flake
14 Macroblade
15 Macroflake
16 Distal section core
17 Biface flake
18 Chunk
19 Other

3. Cortex:
1 Yes
2 No
4. Segment:
1 Complete
2 Proximal
3 Medial
4 Distal
5 Undetermined
5. Use

1 Used
2 Not used

6. Retouche
1 Retouched
2 Not retouched
7.Length (cm)
8.Width (cm)
9.Thickness (cm)
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10. Weight (gr)
11.Technique
1 Percussion
2 Pressure

Results
Source
The sourcing of the obsidian artifacts found in the main group at Chiantla Viejo is based
on macroscopic inspection only. Cossich Vielman has ample experience in visually identifying
obsidian at Kaminaljuyu, Cancuen, Chocolá, and Cotzumalguapa in Guatemla; and Ataco in El
Salvador; she also has collaborated with XRF analyses carried out at these sites. Macroscopic
inspection followed the guidelines established by Aoyama and Glascock (1991), Braswell et al.
(2000), and Kovacevich et al. (2007).
Almost all of the obsidian artifacts found at Chiantla Viejo come from El Chayal (see
Table C. 2). All artifacts from El Chayal are distinctly light gray, translucent, and banded, with
some variation. Only one medial segment of a prismatic blade came from San Martin Jilotepeque
and one medial segment of a prismatic blade is green obsidian from Pachuca in central Mexico
(Figure C. 1). Green obsidian is reported for Zaculeu (Woodbury and Trik 1953:229).

Source

Frequency

%

El Chayal (ECH)

93

97.9

San Martín Jilotepeque (SMJ)

1

1.05

Ixtepeque (IXT)

0

0

Pachuca (PACH)

1

1.05

Total

95

100

Table C.2. Sources of obsidian.
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Figure C.1. CN 78, 107A-2-2-1, green obsidian from Pachuca, central Mexico (photo by Victor
Castillo).

Type
Prismatic blades and irregular blades are by far the most frequent types, followed by
flakes and a few other types that were found in very low quantities. We did not find exhausted
cores, unprepared cores, platform preparing flakes, or types with cortex. The absence of debitage
or refuse types might be an indication that finished prismatic blades were originally manufactured
elsewhere and imported into the area during the Early or Late Classic period, as indicated by the
large frequencies of Classic sherds in the fills. This pattern contrasts with what Woodbury and
Trik observed at Zaculeu, where complete projectile points and exhausted cores were found in
graves and structural fills (Woodbury and Trik 1953:226-231). Although the presence of cores
and debitage flakes at Zaculeu indicate that obsidian artifacts were manufactured at the site,
Woodbury noted that obsidian artifacts were scarce, with only four complete and eight partially
complete exhausted cores reported (Woodbury and Trik 1953:231). He interpreted the obsidian
objects from Zaculeu as imports coming from elsewhere, and further hypothesized that Zaculeu
did not substantially engage in the production of obsidian artifacts. It is important to recall,

359
however, that the excavators at Zaculeu did not collect obsidian artifacts systematically
(Woodbury and Trik 1953:231). The Types found at Chiantla Viejo are reported in Table C.3.
Figures C.2 to C.6 illustrate the most common types of artifacts found at the site.

Type

Frequency

%

Prismatic blade

43

45.3

Irregular blade

40

42.1

Large flake

1

1.1

Medium flake

3

3.1

Small flake

2

2.2

Shatter

1

1.0

Bipolar flake

1

1.0

Bipolar blade

1

1.0

Needle

1

1.0

Exhausted core

0

0

Projectile point

0

0

Scraper

0

0

Platform removal flake

0

0

Macroblade

0

0

Macroflake

0

0

Distal section core

0

0

Bifacial flake

0

0

Chunk

0

0

Other

2

2.2

Total

95

100

Table C.3. Types of obsidian artifacts.
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Figure C. 2. Prismatic blade, medial segment. CN 2, 101A-1-2-1 (drawing by Margarita Cossich
Vielman).

Figure C.3. Prismatic blade, distal segment. CN 18, 101A1-1-2 (drawing by Margarita Cossich
Vielman).

Figure C.4. Irregular blade. CN 1, 101A-1-2-1 (drawing by Margarita Cossich Vielman).
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Figure C.5. Flake. CN 8, 101A-1-2-1 (drawing by Margarita Cossich Vielman).

Figure C.6. Flake. CN 36, 101A-11-1-1 (drawing by Victor Castillo).

Technique, Use, and Retouch
Results are summarized in Tables C.4, C.5, and C.6

Technique

Frequency

%

Percussion

91

95.8

Pressure

4

4.2

Table C.4. Technique.
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Use

Frequency

%

Used

79

83.1

Not Used

16

16.9

Table C.5. Use.

Retouch

Frequency

%

Retouched

15

15.8

Not retouched

80

84.2

Table C.6. Retouch

Conclusions
Refined interpretations about the use of obsidian during the sixteenth century are not
possible, as all artifacts come from construction fills with mixed materials mostly from the Atzan
and Chinaq phases (Late Early Classic and Late Classic periods). The abundance of finished
prismatic blades and the noticeably absence of types characteristic of the earliest stages of
production indicate that during the Classic period obsidian was imported into the area around
Chiantla Viejo as finished blades. Therefore, it is likely that there was no obsidian blade
production in the area. This argument supports Woodbury’s hypothesis regarding the obsidian
artifacts from Zaculeu as imports from other parts of the Maya area. Another probable
explanation for the absence of refuse types is that the fills of Chiantla Viejo came from specific
contexts of refuse where finished products were abundant.
The source of raw material for the obsidian artifacts at Chiantla Viejo is El Chayal. This
pattern diverges from what has been observed in other highland Postclassic sites such as
Q’umarkaaj and Chisalín, where the main source was San Martín Jilotepeque (Macario 2006;
Weeks 1988). Obsidian for these sites come from secure Late Postclassic contexts. The
predominance of artifacts from El Chayal reflects the nature of the original Classic contexts
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where fills were removed and brought into the site. This might suggest that there was a shift in
terms of source procurement form Classic to Postclassic times in the highlands. However,
obsidian artifacts from secure Postclassic contexts at Zaculeu need to be reexamined for assessing
their source as, unfortunately, no information is available on the source of obsidian artifacts found
at Zaculeu (Woodbury and Trik 1953:225-231).
Braswell argues that for the southwest Maya area, which includes de western
Guatemalan highlands, there were several distinct local mechanisms of procurement, distribution,
and consumption that shifted over time (Braswell 2003c:141). He argues that obsidian from San
Martin Jilotepeque was abundantly used during the Early Classic period, whereas obsidian form
El Chayal was traded during the Late and Terminal Classic. Braswell reports obsidian from El
Chayal and Ixtepeque at Q’umarkaaj and Chwa Nima Ab’aj (Mixco Viejo), and from El Chayal
and San Martín Jilotepeque at sites in Kaqchikel sites in the central highlands (Braswell
2003c:Table 20.3). We are in sore need of more stratigraphic data regarding obsidian
procurement in the western Guatemalan highlands. For future research, it would be interesting to
test the hypothesis that the Mam of the Selegua River basin imported finished obsidian artifacts
and that local production was scant or nonexistent. More excavations in other sites in the Selegua
River basin can shed light on the preliminary observations made in this appendix.

364

APPENDIX D
BURIALS AND HUMAN BONES
A contribution by Oscar Ariel Ixtpatá
Human bones excavated at Chiantla Viejo come from three field operations: 102A (top of
Structure A-8), 101A (the plaza), and 107A (ball court). The study of funerary assemblages at
Chiantla Viejo offers important insights into abandonment rituals and mortuary practices during
colonial and recent times at the site. In this appendix we provide a description of the contexts and
a summary of the main findings for each burial excavated at Chiantla Viejo, including
observations on taphonomy, demographic profile, anthropogenic modifications, and
paleopathology. Demographic profiles are summarized in Table D. 1.

Skeleton
102A-1-1-2

Sex
Female

Age
18 to 23 years old

Height range
Undetermined

MNI of 3

MNI of 3 adults

-------------------

Adult older than 18 years

Undetermined

Individual 1
102A-1-1-2-HB

males
101A-2-2-1

Male

Burial 1, Individual 1
101A-2-2-1

old
Male

21 to 27 years old

1.53 to 1.60 m

Undetermined

5 to 8 years old

Undetermined

Male

40 to 65 years old

1.57 to 1.64 m

Burial 1, Individual 2
107A-1-2-4
Burial 2
107A-1-2-6
Burial 3
Table D.1. Demographic profile of the burials found at Chiantla Viejo.
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Problematic Deposit 1
This secondary deposit of dispersed, non-articulated bones was found in Unit 102A-1, on
top of Structure A-8 (lot 102A-1-1-2).
Minimum Number of Individuals (MNI): The bones of at least four adults were found in this
dense deposit of human bones. Laboratory analyses revealed that several of the bones found in
this deposit belonged to a single young female individual, who was labeled as 102A-1-1-2Individual 1 (Figure D.1). The rest of the bones form this deposit were separated into the
subgroup 102A-1-1-2-HB (Figure D.2). In this later group articulation among bones could not be
established; accordingly, they were analyzed as single osseous parts. A MNI of three adult males
was established for 102A-1-1-2-HB based on the repetition of the left femur. In this later group
there were at least two individuals represented by two crania. One of them is probably of preHispanic origin since it exhibits fronto-occipital modification (Figure D.3).
Taphonomy: Light to moderate exfoliation and erosion. Marks caused by teeth of rodents and
canids are visible on the shafts of two humeri as well as on the femurs and the right tibias of
group 102A-1-1-2-HB (Figure D.4).
Demographic profile: 102A-1-1-2-Individual 1 corresponds to the remains of a young female
adult. In the group 102A-1-1-2-HB there are the bones of at least three adult males (see table D.1)
Anthropogenic modifications: Fronto-occipital cranial modification observed in one of the two
crania from group 102A-1-1-2-HB.
Paleopathology: Not observed
Other observations: The presence of teeth marks made by rodents and canids supports the
interpretation that the bones found in this deposit remained open-air exposed for a while or where
shallowly buried. Artifacts associated with this context include the fragment of a stamp, the
fragment of a mano, a tapiscador made of animal bone, and fragments of figurines (see Chapter
6).
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Figure D.1. Skeleton of the female young individual 102A-1-1-2-Individual 1 from Problematic
Deposit 1 in Structure A-8. (Photo by Oscar A. Ixpatá).

Figure D.2. Some of the osseous parts of Problematic Deposit 1 (10A-1-1-2-HB) in Structure A8. (Photo by Oscar A. Ixpatá).
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Figure D.3. Two views of the cranium from the group of human bones (102A-1-1-2-HB) found
in Problematic Deposit 1 of Structure A-8 with fronto-occipital modification (photo by Oscar A.
Ixpatá).

Figure D.4. Teeth and claw marks on bones from the group of human bones (102A-1-1-2-HB)
found in Problematic Deposit 1 of Structure A-8 (photos by Oscar A. Ixpatá).
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Burial 1
Burial 1 was found in a test pit excavated north of Structure A-1, lot 102A-2-2-1. It was a
secondary, non-articulated multiple intrusive burial in the floor of the plaza.
Minimal Number of Individuals: Two. One of the skeletons only presents the cranium with
fronto-occipital modification and the mandible (Individual 1, Figure D. 5) The other skeleton was
almost complete except for the hand bones and several ribs (Individual 2, Figure D.6)
Taphonomy: Light to moderate exfoliation and erosion (Figure D.7).
Demographic Profile: Both individuals were male adults.
Anthropogenic Modifications: Individual 1 presents fronto-occipital cranial modification.
Paleopathology: Not observed
Other Observations: This is a secondary context. One sample of the abundant charcoal found
mixed with the bones was radiocarbon dated and yielded the date 595 + 37 years BP, 1296 to
1413 calAD 2-sigma. Stratigraphically, the burial is interpreted as a pre-AD 1530 fire context,
probably a ritual of abandonment before the burning of the site. The radiocarbon date might
reflect the date of the primary context of any of the individuals’ bones who were disturbed and
brought to Chiantla Viejo.

Figure D.5. Burial 1, Individual 1, 102A-2-2-1, a) cranium, b) mandible and maxilla (Photos by
Oscar A. Ixpatá).
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Figure D.6. Burial 1, Individual 2, 102A-2-2-1. Note that hand bones and most of the ribs are
absent (photo by Oscar A. Ixpatá).

Figure D.7. Exfoliation and erosion in the right ulna and radius of Individual 2, Burial 1, 101A-21 (photo by Oscar A. Ixpatá).
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Burial 2
Burial 2 was found in Unit 107A-1. It was part of a series of burials coming from a mass
grave in the ball court dated to the late nineteenth-century or early twentieth century (see Chapter
6).
Minimum Number of Individuals: One (Figure D.8).
Taphonomy: Light exfoliation and erosion.
Demographic Profile: Infant, five to eight years old. Sex not determined (Table D.1).
Anthropogenic Modifications: Not observed.
Paleopathology: Not observed.
Other Observations: This burial, along with Burial 3, provides a good context for addressing the
reuses of the site as a communal cemetery during colonial and recent times. A plastic button was
found associated with this burial.

Figure D.8. Infant individual of Burial 2 (photo by Oscar A. Ixpatá).
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Burial 3
Minimum Number of Individuals: One (Figure D.9).
Taphonomy: Light to moderate exfoliation and erosion.
Demographic Profile: Adult male, forty to sixty five years old.
Anthropogenic Modifications: None.
Paleopathology: Anterior cervical osteophytes, fusion and bony bars in cervical and dorsal
vertebrae, Schmorl nodes in lumbar vertebrae. Exostosis is also observed on heads and
articulation facets of left and right ribs. Degenerative osteoarthritis was caused due to the edge of
the individual’s vertebrae (Figures D.10, D.11, and D.12).
Other Observations: Artifacts associated with Burial 3 include crystal quartz and glass marbles
(see Appendix F).

Figure D.9. Adult individual of Burial 3 (photo by Oscar A. Ixpatá).
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Figure D.10. Ossification of the costal cartilage of right and left Rib 1, Burial 3 (photo by Oscar
A. Ixpatá).

Figure D.11. Osteophytes in cervical and lumbar vertebrae, Burial 3 (photos by Oscar A. Ixpatá).
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Figure D.12. Backbone of the individual of Burial 3. Degenerative processes associated with age
are observable (photo by Oscar A. Ixpatá).

Human Bones from Fill Contexts
Eight human bones were found as part of non-burial contexts and were originally
misidentified animal bones (Table D .2). Five of these were found in the topsoil in Lots 104A-61-1 (fragments of mandible, metacarpal, phalanx and cranium) and 104A-4-1-1 (proximal
segment of a radius). The other three come from the fills of Floor 3: a metacarpal from Lot 101A1-2-, a fragment of a tibia from Lot 104A-4-2-1, and a fragment of a radius from Lot 104A-4-2-1.
The presence of human bones in non-burial contexts might be the result of the use of disturbed
rubbish for the fills of the structures. Dispersed human bones coming from the humus probably
are the result of the disturbance of the ground by the excavation of burials during colonial and
recent times.
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Lot

Element

Frequency Context

101A-1-2-1

Metacarpal

1

Fill of Structure A-1

101A-4-2-1

Metacarpal

1

Fill of plaza

101A-4-2-1

Tibia

1

Fill of plaza

101A-4-2-1

Radius

1

Fill of plaza

104A-4-1-1

Radius

1

Topsoil, Structure A-1

106A-1-1-1

Cranium

1

Topsoil, Structure A-2

106A-1-1-1

Mandible

1

Topsoil, Structure A-2

106A-1-1-1

Metacarpal

1

Topsoil, Structure A-2

Table D.2. Human bones from fills originally misidentified as animal bones.
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APPENDIX E
FAUNAL REMAINS
A contribution by Nicolas Delsol

The sample of faunal remains recovered during the excavations at Chiantla Viejo consist
of 199 specimens. All specimens come from fills and the topsoil, and they can be only roughly
dated according to pre- and post-fire (ca. AD 1530) contexts as described in Chapters 6 and 8. A
summary of the vertebrate fauna by Number of Individual Specimens (NISP) and Minimum
Number of Individuals (MNI) is reported in Table E.1. A detailed account of findings for each
lot is provided in Table E.2.

Vernacular name

Taxon

Bird
Ave
Cattle
Bos taurus
Sheep/Goat
caprine
Crocodile
Crocodylus sp.
Paca
Cuniculus paca
Possum
Didelphis marsupialis
Mammal
Brocket deer
Mazama mazama
White-tailed deer Odocoileus virginianus
Squirrel
Sciurus sp.
Shell
Shell
Lizard/Snake
Squamata
Rabbit
Sylvilagus sp.
Peccary
Tayassu tajacu
Collared Peccary Tayassuidae
Turtle
Testudines
Sea turtle (?) Testudines (Sea turtle?)
Unidentified
TOTAL

NISP

Pre-fire
MNI
1

1

1

1

1
1
19
1
86

1
1
1
4

1
1
1
1
4

1
1
1
1
2

4
54
176

1
17

Post-fire (c. 1530)
Recent
NISP
MNI
NISP
MNI

1
4

1
1

2

2

1

1

1

5

1
1

1
1

2
1

1
1

1
13

7

Table E.1. Frequency of specimens by species or family.

Total NISPTotal MNI

1

1

1

1

10

4

1
2
2
5
1
1
26
1
87
1
3
1
1
1
6
1
4
55
199

1
1
2
2
1
1
1
5
1
3
1
1
1
3
1
1
29
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Lot
101A
1-2-1
Ave
Mammal
Odocoileus virginianus
Sylvilagus sp.
1-2-2
Cuniculus paca
Odocoileus virginianus
1-2-3
Odocoileus virginianus
Unidentified
1-2-4
Odocoileus virginianus
4-2-1
Mammal
Odocoileus virginianus
Tayassu tajacu
Tayassuidae
7-2-1
Mammal
Odocoileus virginianus
Squamata
9-1-1
Bos taurus
102A
1-1-2
Odocoileus virginianus
Shell
103A
1-3-1
Odocoileus virginianus
2-2-2
Mammal
Sciurus sp.
Shell
2-2-3
Tayassuidae
104A
1-1-1
Bos taurus
1-2-1
Mammal

NSPI
76
4
1
1
1
1
4
1
3
50
21
29
3
3
8
2
4
1
1
6
3
2
1
1
1
2
2
1
1
7
1
1
4
2
1
1
2
2
22
1
1
1
1
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Lot
1-2-2
Crocodylus sp.
1-2-3
Mammal
1-3-1
Mammal
Odocoileus virginianus
2-1-1
Mammal
2-1-2
Tayassuidae
3-1-1
Crocodylus sp.
Unidentified
4-1-1
caprine
Testudines
6-1-1
Mammal
8-2-1
Mammal
106A
3-2-3
Odocoileus virginianus
107A
1-2-2
Mammal
2-2-1
Caprine
Didelphis marsupialis
Mammal
Mazama mazama
Odocoileus virginianus
Tayassuidae
Testudines (Sea turtle?)
Unidentified
2-2-2
Mammal
Shell
Unidentified
Total
Table E.2. Species and family by operation and lot.

NSPI

1
1
1
1
4
3
1
1
1
2
2
5
4
1
2
1
1
3
3
1
1
1
1
1
91
1
1
83
1
1
2
1
49
1
4
24
7
5
1
1
199
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Taphonomic Markers
Preservation of osteological material is satisfactory, which allowed the identification of
most of the specimens at the level of family or species. Evidence of anthropogenic modifications
are few, except for burnt bones (10.55% of the sample). Evidence of butchery is reduced to two
cases (1%). A 4.5% of the remains show marks of claws and teeth, probably caused by canines.
This might indicate the presence of dogs in the zones where the materials were originally
discarded or that they were open-air exposed for a long period. Only two specimens show
evidence of artifactual modification: a needle coming from 101A1-1-2-, and a tapiscador or
punch found in Problematic Deposit 1 on top of Structure A-8 (Table E.3).
Sum of
Count of
Count of Natural
specimens Butchery
modification
199
2
9
Table E. 3. Counts of taphonomic markers.

Count of
Burning
21

Count of Artifactual
modification
2

The distribution of remains according to anatomic parts are reported in Figure E.4
according to the model established by Reitz and Wing (2003).
.
2
1.5
1
0.5
0
-0.5
-1
-1.5
-2
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Esqueleto
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Axial skeleton
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delantero
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foot

Pie trasero
Hind
foot
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Figure E.4. Relative proportion of deer anatomical parts.
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APPENDIX F
MISCELLANEOUS ARTIFACTS
Ceramic Figurines
Forty five fragments of figurines were found at Chiantla Viejo. All come from the fills or
the topsoil. A correlative number (CN) was assigned to each fragment and macroscopic
inspection was conducted to determine dimensions, manufacturing technique, decoration, and
paste color and paint. Maximum heights and widths were recorded for each fragment. The
figurine fragments are generally crude, except for the four molded ones, which present complex
iconography (Figures F.1 to F.5). Surface treatment is coarse, and slips and paints are absent
except for CN 801101 (Figure F.1), CN CN801022 (Figure F.2) and 801038 (Figure F.3) which is
the head of a monkey with remnants of Maya Blue paint, and is similar to figurines from Zaculeu
(Woodbury and Trik 1953:Figure 262). All photos in this appendix were taken by Renato Juárez.

Figure F.1 Fragment of a hollow effigy, CN 801001, 104A-1-3-1.
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Figure F.2. Fragment of a molded hollow figurine, CN801022, 104A-1-3-1.

Figure F.3. Fragment of a molded hollow figurine with paint, CN 801038, 107A-2-2-2.

381

Figure F.4. Fragment of a solid modeled figurine, CN 801001, 104A -1-3-2.

Figure F.5. Fragment of a solid modeled figurine, CN 801046, 104A-1-3-2.
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Table F.1 sumarizes the variables studied and recroded for each correlative number. All
CN correspond to fragments. There is a predominance of solid figurines and yellowish red
pastes. Paint, on the other hand, is not common.
CRN
801001
801002
801003
801004
801005
801006
801007
801008
801809
801810
801811
801812
801813
801814
801015
801016
801017
801018
801019
801020
801021
801022
801023
801024
801025
801026
801027
801028
801029
801030
801031
801032
801033
801034
801035
801036
801037
801038
801039
801040
801041
801042
801043
801044
801045

Lot
CV-104A-1-3-2
CV-104A-1-3-2
CV-104A-1-3-2
CV-101A-1-2-1
CV-101A-1-2-1
CV-104A-1-2-2
CV-101A-1-1-2
CV-103A-2-2-2
CV-103A-3-2-2
CV-104A-4-1-1
CV-101A-1-1-2
CV-104A-1-3-2
CV-104A-7-1-10
CV-102A1-1-2
CV-102A1-1-2
CV-102A1-1-2
CV-104A-1-2-3
CV-104A-1-2-3
CV-104A-1-2-3
CV-104A-1-2-3
CV-104A-1-3-1
CV-104A-1-3-1
CV-104A-1-3-1
CV-104A-1-2-1
CV-104A-1-2-1
CV-104A-1-2-1
CV-104A-1-2-1
CV-104A-1-2-1
CV-107A-2-2-1
CV-107A-2-2-1
CV-107A-2-2-1
CV-107A-2-2-1
CV-107A-2-2-1
CV-107A-2-2-1
CV-107A-2-2-1
CV-107A-2-2-1
CV-107A-2-2-2
CV-107A-2-2-2
CV-107A-2-2-2
CV-107A-2-2-2
CV-107A-2-2-3
CV-107A-2-2-4
CV-107A-2-2-5
CV-107A-2-2-6
CV-107A-2-2-7

S/H
Ml/Md
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Hollow Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Hollow Molded
Hollow Molded
Hollow Molded
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Hollow Molded
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Hollow Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled
Solid Modeled

Form
Height Width
Undetermined
4.3
2.6
Undetermined
4.1
1.5
Undetermined
3.3
2.1
Undetermined
5.1
4.1
Undetermined
2.8
1.4
Undetermined
2.1
1.9
Antropomorph 3.7
3.5
Undetermined
5.1
1.6
Undetermined
4.0
2.8
Undetermined
2.0
1.0
Undetermined
3.5
4.9
Undetermined
6.2
6.3
Undetermined
5.5
4.0
Undetermined
2.9
0.6
Undetermined
2.4
0.5
Undetermined
2.0
0.6
Undetermined
5.5
2.5
Undetermined
4.7
1.8
Undetermined
2.6
2.1
Undetermined
3.0
2.6
Undetermined
5.5
5.7
Antropomorph 4.4
4.1
Antropomorph 3.6
2.2
Undetermined
3.0
1.6
Undetermined
4.4
1.6
Undetermined
3.5
3.0
Undetermined
3.1
1.7
Undetermined
4.3
2.2
Undetermined
3.0
2.5
Antropomorph 2.5
1.6
Undetermined
2.1
2.5
Zoomorph
4.2
2.2
Undetermined
5.8
2.4
Undetermined
3.9
3.1
Undetermined
4.5
4.4
Undetermined
3.7
2.3
Undetermined
4.7
1.0
Zoomorph
3.4
4.2
Undetermined
2.2
13.0
Undetermined
2.9
0.8
Undetermined
3.1
3.0
Undetermined
5.6
4.2
Undetermined
3.6
1.6
Undetermined
4.1
2.7
Undetermined
2.8
1.2

Paste Color
10R 6/8
2.5YR 7/8
5YR 6/6
5YR 6/6, 7.5YR 3/1
10YR 7/1
5YR 6/6
7.5YR 6/4
2.5YR 5/6
2.5YR 5/6
5YR 5/4
7.5y 4/4
5YR 6/8
5YR 5/8
5YR 4/6
5YR 4/6
5YR 4/6
7.5YR 6/4
5YR 6/8
5YR6/6
5YR 6/6
5YR5/6
7.5YR 6/4
7.5YR 6/4
5yr 6/4
5YR 5/6
5YR 5/6
5YR 5/6
5YR 6/6
5YR 7/8
2.5YR 6/8
2.5YR 6/8
7.5YR 8/6
5YR 5/6
5YT 5/6
5YR 6/8
5YR 6/8
5YR 6/8
2.5YR 5/8
2.5YR 5/6
5YT 5/6
5YR 4/6
5YR 5/6
7.5YR 6/6
2.5YR5/8
10YR 7/6

Paint
10R 3/1

5YR 4/6
7.5YR2.5/1

GLEY 2 3/5

burnt? 10YR3/1
"Maya blue"
burnt, GLEY 1 3/N

"Maya blue"

White paint

Table F.1. Fragments of figurines found at Chiantla Viejo. Height and width in cm. S/H indicates
weather the figurine is solid or hollow. Ml/Md indicates weather the figurine is molded or
modeled.
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Figurines were relatively abundant at Zaculeu (Woodbury and Trik 1953:213-215).
Woodbury reported hundreds of fragments, badly preserved, coming from structural fills, while
just a few complete cases came from burials. Figurine fragments were not collected
systematically, and Woodbury only made general comments on the best-preserved cases. He
acknowledged that many of the fragments that he catalogued as figurines could be part of effigy
vessels. Figurines from Zaculeu were dated to the entire occupation of Zaculeu, except for the
Chinaq phase. As in Chiantla Viejo, most of the figurines found at Zaculeu had unslipped
surfaces. CN 801001 from Chiantla Viejo closely resemble the effigy heads reported by
Woodbury as part of larger vessels (Woodbury and Trik 1953:Figure 262). Probably all figurine
fragments recovered at Chiantla Viejo are from Classic origin.

Stamps
Three fragments of ceramic stamps were found at Chiantla Viejo (Table F. 2, Figures
F.6-F.8). One of these fragments (CN 901001), the only with a handle, was found in Problematic
Deposit 1. A fragment with complex iconography was found in the fill of Structure A-6 (CN
901002). The third fragment comes from a surface collection in front of Structure A-7 (CN
901003). These stamps were probably used for bodily or fabric decoration. Similar stamps were
found at Zaculeu in Postclassic contexts (Qankyak and Xinabahul phases) and on the surface
(Woodbury and Trik 1953:209-212, Figure 117). This is interesting because it allows to date the
stamps from Chiantla Viejo to the Postclassic period.

CN
901001
901002
901003

Lot
CV-102A-1-1-2
CV-103A-3-2-1
Surface A-7

Height

Width
Thickness
3.0
5.6
4.1
3.0
3.9
2.4

Table F.2. Stamps found at Chiantla Viejo. Height and width in cm.

Paste Color
1.1 2.5YR 4/8
1.4 GLEY1 2.5/N
1.1 7.5YR 5/4
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Figure F.6. CN 901001, 102A-1-1-2.

Figure F.7. CN 901002, 103A-3-2-1.
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Figure F.8. CN 901003, surface of A-7.
Lithics
Only six lithic artifacts, including two grinding stones and one axe, were found at
Chiantla Viejo (Table E.3, Figures F.9 to F.13). Macroscopic inspections were undertaken to
provide a description of these artifacts. Table E.3 provides a summary of cases studied. We did
not find debitage types or refuse.
CN

1
2
3
4
5
6

Lot
Heigth Width Weight(gr) Description
CV-102A-1-1-2
6.50
8.70
n/d Mano, distal.
CV-101A-1-2-1
10.10
3.60
251 Fragment of grinding stone
CV-104A-1-2-3
19.00 11.90
n/d Fragment of grinding stone
CV-102A-1-1-1
3.80
2.40
20.7 Black worked stone
CV-103A-1-2-4
1.20
1.00
0.7 Green stone axe, used.
CV-104A-2-1-2
2.30
n/a
53.7 Cylindrical bead, exterior diameter 3.7 cm, diameter of perforation 0.6

Table F.3. Lithics. Heigth and width in cm.
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Figure F.9. Mano, CN 1, 102A-1-1-2.

Figure F.10. Fragment of grinding stone, CN 3, 104A-1-2-3.
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Figure F.11. Green stone axe, CN 5, 103A-1-2-4.

Figure F.12. Perforated cylindrical bead, CN 6, 104A-2-1-1.
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Woodbury reports manos and metates at Zaculeu (Woodbury and Trik 1953:220-224).
Complete and fragmentary metates were found in burials dated to the Atzan, Qankyak, and
Xinabahul phases. Some fragments were found in the mixed fill of the ball court at Zaculeu, dated
probably to the Qankyak phase. Manos were found as part of funerary contexts in the Atzan
phase and in structural fills of the Qankyak and Xinabahul phases and unfortunately are not
diagnostic to establish a relative dating.
The absence of chert artifacts at Chiantla Viejo departs from what was observed at
Zaculeu by Woodbury and Trik, where chert artifacts were relatively abundant (Woodbury and
Trik 1953:225-231). Woodbury grouped under the label “chipped stone artifacts” projectile
points and blades made of obsidian and chert. Chert projectile points were found as part of caches
and funerary contexts of the Qankyak and Xinabahul phase. Woodbury acknowledged that
“occasional unworked chips of chert and obsidian occurred in structural fill in all phases but a
complete record of then was not kept” (Woodbury and Trik 1953:229). Chert artifacts found at
Zaculeu were likely imports from the lowlands, probably as finished products; but only a detailed
study of debitage materials from structural fills can confirm this. Although Woodbury did not
comment extensively on the origin and date of the chert artifacts found at Zaculeu, he established
some comparisons with artifacts from Chichen Itza and Zacualpa dated to the “Mexican period”
(i.e. the Early Postclassic), but complained about the lack of secure stratigraphic contexts. The
absence of chert flakes at Chiantla Viejo suggests that finished materials arrived into the area, a
similar pattern observed for obsidian (see Appendix C).

Stucco
Forty six fragments of stucco were collected for further cleaning and macroscopic
inspection in the laboratory. The samples came from three distinct contexts: 1) the collapsed wall
of the room of Structure A-2, 2) the room on top of Structure A-1, and 3) the fill of Structure A-1
(Table F.4).

389
CN
1a
1b
1c
2
3
4a
4b
4c
5a
5b
5c
5d
6
7a
7b
8
9
10a
10b
11
12
13
14
15
16a
16b
17
18
19a
19b
19c
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34

Lot
Heigth Width Thickness Paint
CV106A-1-1-1
7.4
6.1
1.2 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
5.3
3.2
1.3 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
4.5
3.2
1.4 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
5.3 10.7
3.0 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
8.0
6.0
2.0 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
10.8
8.1
2.6 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
8.2
6.4
2.4 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
6.5
4.7
2.6 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
7.3
5.6
1.7 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
7.0
5.2
2.7 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
6.0
3.5
1.9 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
3.7
3.4
1.4 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
0.4
7.5
2.5 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
10.5
9.6
2.3 No
CV106A-1-1-1
4.0
2.7
1.3 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
11.5
9.0
1.7 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
18.0
9.5
2.6 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
11.8 10.5
2.8 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
7.3
3.0
1.3 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
11.0
9.9
2.8 No
CV106A-1-1-1
14.0 11.5
3.9 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
9.7
9.4
3.8 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
16.5 10.0
5.5 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
12.0
8.0
2.4 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
17.0 12.0
4.6 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
4.5
2.8
1.0 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
26.0 22.5
3.7 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
20.0 14.0
5.3 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
13.0 17.8
4.5 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
11.2
9.5
4.5 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
5.0
2.8
1.1 Yes
CV106A-1-1-1
17.0 16.5
3.3 Yes
CV106A-2-1-1
24.3 14.0
2.5 Yes
CV106A-2-1-1
19.5 14.6
3.7 Yes
CV106A-2-1-1
19.0 14.0
4.9 Yes
CV106A-2-1-1
15.0
3.7 Yes
CV101A-2-2-1
3.7
3.1
1.2 Yes
CV104A-1-2-1
12.8
9.1
6.9 No
CV104A-1-2-1
10.8
8.0
6.3 No
CV104A-1-2-1
7.9
7.0
5.8 No
CV104A-1-2-1
7.8
5.8
4.0 No
CV104A-1-2-1
18.0 10.1
5.5 No
CV104A-1-2-1
15.6 12.7
3.2 No
CV104A-1-2-1
18.8
8.9
4.0 No
CV106A-3-2-1
5.7
5.6
2.1 Yes
CV104A-3-1-1
18.2 20.8
4.2 No

Table F.4. Stucco fragments. Height and width in cm.
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Polychrome Stucco from Structure A-2
Thirty-six pieces of stucco with polychrome painting were recovered in Operation 106A,
on the top of Structure A-2 (see Chapter 6). According to Fermin Herrera, who oversaw the
cleaning works at Chiantla Viejo in the 1980s, he reported to IDAEH the presence of fragments
of polychrome stucco on the surface or near the surface in Structure A-2. However, a systematic
record of these findings was not kept.
Thirty-one fragments were recovered in Unit 102A-1, while five came from Unit 102A-2
These fragments were cleaned in the laboratory aiming at reconstructing any possible
iconographic pattern. Unfortunately, iconographic were not identified. It is clear, however, that
the exterior walls of the upper room of Structure A-2 were decorated with wall paintings with
complex designs (Figures F.13 to F.16).

Figure F.13. CN 4a, 106A-1-1-1.
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Figure F.14. CN 2, 106A-1-1-1.

Figure F.15. CN 20, 106A-2-1-1.
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Figure F.16. CN 1a, 106A-1-1-1.

Stucco from the Room on top of Structure A-1
Samples of the stucco of Floors 3 and 2 were collected from the room on top of Structure
A-1. They were cleaned in the laboratory to study the effects of fire on Floor 3 in more detail.
Macroscopic inspection on the burnt samples determined the abundant presence of large
inclusions of particles of limestone (0.5 cm), small gray pebbles (0.5 cm) and small lime stones
(larger than 3 cm). The marked ochre reddish color of the burnt stucco indicates that a
considerable amount of clay was used to produce the plaster (Figures F.17 and F.18). Our
workmen, some of whom were experienced masons, referred to the stucco found at Chiantla
Viejo as mezclón (“big mortar”), and interpreted the ochre color as the result of a high proportion
of clay in relation to lime during the preparation of plaster. They claimed that this was as a
technique used to maximize the use of lime at the expense of the quality of the stucco.
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Figure F.17. Burnt stucco, Floor 3, CN 27, 104A-1-2-1, section view.

Figure F.18. Burnt stucco, Floor 3, CN 27, 104A-1-2-1.
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The inspection of burnt samples also determined that the surface was roughly slipped.
The surface took on a smoky and grayish tone after it was burnt. Gray fire clouds are common,
and, in some cases, reddish clouds are also visible on the surface. A comparison between burnt
and non-burnt fragments shows that there are no significant differences in terms of the presence
of lime particles and larger lime stones in the plaster (Figure F. 19 and F. 20). Probably a flat
artifact was used to smooth the surface, although tool marks were not visible on the surface of the
collected samples.

Figure F.19. Floor 2, section view, CN 31, 104A-1-2-1.
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Figure F.20. Floor 2, CN 31, 104A-1-2-1.

Stucco from Fill in Structure A-1
We found stucco fragments in the fill of Structure A-1 and took one sample CN 32
(Figure F.21). This probably came to the fill as part of the refuse used in the construction of this
structure, along with other materials of different periods.

Figure F.21. Stucco from the fill of Structure A-1, CN 32, 104A-1-2-1.
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Quartz Crystals and Glass Marbles Burial 3
An assemblage of quartz crystals and glass spheres was found in Burial 3 (Figure F.22,
Table F.5). They were sorted according to their texture, shape, and color. The quartz crystals
were unmodified and in their natural shape (Figures F.23 to F.25). I carried out macroscopic
inspection of these artifacts using the following variables
1. Texture:
1 translucent
2 vitreous translucent
3 White
4 White vitreous
5 Banded
6 wrinkled
2. Hexagon:
1 Yes
2 No
3. Color:
1 Transparent
2 White
3 Yellowish
4 Gray
5 Green
6 Cream

Figure F.22. Assemblage of quartz crystals found in Burial 3 (photo by Victor Castillo).
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CR No.
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

Height
2.0
1.5
1.8
2.1
2.1
2.5
2.4
2.2

*9

Ø 2.1

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36

1.8
1.7
2.2
1.6
2.0
2.6
4.9
2.7
3.9
3.3
2.5
2.9
2.0
2.6
1.0
2.8
1.3
2.4
1.5
2.4
3.0
1.8
1.5
15.0
2.5
2.3
2.6
a/b
2.4 / 1.3
1.3
3.5

37
38
39

Width
1.7
1.1
0.7
1.3
0.7
1.8
1
1.2

1
1.3
0.6
6.8
0.8
0.9
1.6
1.3
1.6
0.8
1.1
1.3
14
0.8
2
1.4
0.7
1.5
0.8
1.1
2.1
0.5
0.7
1
0.9
1.5
0.8
a/b
1.2 / 0.7
0.7
1.8

Weight(gr) Texture Hexagon Color
4.8
2
2
2
2.8
2
2
2
1.4
2
1
2
5
4
1
2
2.6
2
1
2
9
4
1
2
3.3
2
2
2
4.8
2
1
1
12.1

2

2

1

2.3
3.7
1.6
1.5
2.5
2.6
23.1
5.5
13.3
2.8
3.1
8.1
5.5
2.2
6.3
11.5
1.3
5.8
1
6.1
14.3
0.9
1.3
2
3
6.5
3.5
a/b
3.2 / 0.9
1.5
15.7

2
2
4
2
1
2
4
2
2
4
2
2
4
4
4
2
2
4
2
4
2
2
4
4
4
4
3
a/b
1/1
2
4

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
2
1
1
2
2
2
1
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
a/b
2/1
2
2

2
2
2
1
1
2
2
1
1
2
1
1
2
2
2
2
2
2
1
2
1
1
2
2
2
2
4
a/b
1/2
1
2
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CN
40
41
42

Height
1.9
2.4
2.4

Width
0.7
1.7
1.2

Weight(gr) Texture Hexagon Color
1.6
4
1
2
6.7
4
1
2
6.8
4
1
2

Stone
43

1.9

1.6

3.9

6

2

5

44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59

2.1
3.1
2.1
3.1
1.5
1.8
2.5
1.7
2.1
2.0
1.5
1.7
1.2
2.1
3
1.6

1.1
1
1.6
1.2
1
1.1
1.1
0.9
1
0.7
0.7
0.8
1
1.3
1.1
1.1

3.2
6.2
5.1
5.3
1.4
3.1
2.7
2.2
3.7
1.8
1.2
1.7
2
5
6.1
1.8

2
2
2
4
2
2
2
4
4
4
4
4
2
4
4
2

2
2
1
2
2
1
1
1
2
1
1
1
2
1
1
2

1
1
1
2
1
2
1
2
2
2
2
2
1
2
2
1

*60

Ø 1.8 cm

7.3

2

2

1

61
62
63
64
65
66
67
68
69

1.5
1.5
2.8
1.7
1.4
3.7
1.4
2.2
1.7

1.2
0.7
1.4
1.2
0.8
1.8
1.0
0.6
1.3

3.1
1.4
10
3
1.3
15
2
2
2.6

1
2
2
4
2
4
4
4
2

1
1
1
1
1
1
2
1
1

70

1.2

0.8

1.7

2

1

1
2
1
2
2
2
2
2
1
1

71
72
73
74
75
76
77

2.2
2.7
2
1.7
1.4
1.7
1.8

0.7
1.3
1.0
1.1
1.1
1.1
0.9

1.5
4.7
3.1
2.4
2.2
2.4
1.9

2
2
4
4
4
2
2

2
1
2
1
2
1
2

2
2
3
2
2
2
1
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CN
78
79
80
81
82
83
Limestone
84
85
86
87
Limestone
88
89

Height
1.7
2.1
1.7
2.5
2.0
2.3

Width
1.0
1.0
1.1
1.9
1.2
1.5

Weight(gr) Texture Hexagon Color
2.3
2
2
1
2.9
4
1
2
2.9
2
1
1
12.5
2
1
2
4.6
4
1
1
4.8
3
1
2

1.7

0.8

1

6

2

6

1.3
1.9
1.9

1.0
1.1
1.1

1.1
3.5
2.7

2
4
2

2
1
1

1
2
2

1.3

0.7

0.6

6

2

6

1.7

1.1

2.3

4

2

1

*90

Ø 1.8

8.2

2

2

1

91
92
93

1.5
1.4
2.0

1.2
1.0
1.6

3.3
1.9
6.4

2
2
2

2
2
2

1
2
1

94

1.8

1.2

4.1

2

2

2

95
96
97
98
99
100
101
102
103
104

1.9
2.2
1.5
1.1
1.2
0.8
1.7
1.1
1.7
1.2

0.7
0.8
0.5
0.6
0.7
0.5
0.9
0.8
0.9
0.9

1.2
1.9
0.6
0.5
0.7
0.4
2.2
1.1
2.1
1

2
4
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2

1
1
1
1
2
1
1
2
2
1

1
2
1
2
1
1
2
2
2
1

Table F.5. Artifacts form Burial 3. CN with an asterisk (*) indicates that the artifact is a marble
and diameters are provided in the “Height” column. A CN with an “a/b” mark indicates that the
crystal was found broken into two pieces.
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Figure F.23. CN 58, an example of a translucent hexagon crystal quartz.

Figure F.24. An example of a translucent crystal quartz with an irregular shape.
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Figure F.25. An example of a white crystal quartz with an irregular shape.
Quartz crystals were also found at Zaculeu as grave good including two small unworked
crystals from Tomb 1 dated to the Atzan phase, a pair of chipped crystals in a grave in Structure
13 dated to the Qankyak phase and a pair of crystals, one unworked, from another burial in the
same structure, also dated to the Qankyak phase (Woodbury and Trik 1953:231-232). Woodbury
acknowledged that quartz crystals are related to the practice of divination but was hesitant to
interpret the burials with quartz artifacts at Zaculeu as of diviners. In Maya culture, crystal and
glass artifacts are associated with ritual specialists who conduct soothsaying and divination rituals
(Brady and Prufer 1999). It is likely that the individual buried in Burial 3 was a diviner.
The glass spheres found in Burial 3 were marbles of the type usually called “German
marbles”, very popular in the Americas during the late nineteenth century (Figures F.26 to F.27).
“German marbles” are characterized by internal swirls or bands of vibrant colors twisted inside
transparent glass spheres.
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Figure F.26. CN 9, glass marble.

Figure F.27. CN 60, glass marble.
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Figure F.28. CN 9, glass marble.

Metal
All metal found at Chiantla Viejo came from the topsoil, except CN 13 which was found
in the disturbed context of Unit 107A-1 (Table F.6). Macroscopic inspections were carried out in
order to determine whether they were alloys. All artifacts come from superficial levels. Colonialera metal artifacts were not found. Rather, metal artifacts recovered during the excavations at
Chiantla Viejo date to a recent time, probably the last half of the twentieth century. This is
confirmed by the relative abundance of Guatemalan coins, the oldest of which is dated to 1981,
one year before IDAEH oversaw a cleaning of the site. The only artifact not found in the topsoil,
CN 13, comes from Unit 107A-1 and was associated with the early twentieth-century burials
found in the ball court. It consists of a small copper filigree; it probably was part of an earring.
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CN

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

Lot
101A-1-1-2
101A-1-1-2
101A-1-1-2
101A-1-1-2
101A-1-1-2
107A-2-1-1
107A-2-1-1
101A-4-1-1
101A-11-1-1
107A-1-1-1
107A-1-1-1
104A-6-1-1
107A-1-2-7
101A-2-1-1
101A-2-1-1

Material
Alloy
Alloy
Alloy
Iron
Alloy
Alloy
Alloy
Alloy
Aluminum
Alloy
Alloy
Alloy
Copper
Alloy
Alloy

Artifact
Coin
Coin
Coin
Nail
Bullet casing
Coin
Coin
Coin
Part of soda can
Bullet casing
Can lid
Coin
Earing
Coin
Coin

Description
Q1 coin, year 2000
5 cents coin, year 1989
5 cents coin, year 1985
3 cm long nail
Bullet casing poorly preserved
25 cents coin, year 1995
10 cents coin, year 1997
1 cent coin, year 1985
Part of soda can
Bullet casing .
Can lid
1 cent coin, year 1982
Copper filigree, 1.5 cm long
Q1 coin, year 2000
10 cent coin, year 1981

Table F.6. Metal.

Modern Glass
Fragments of glass come all from the topsoil. Glass artifacts correspond to fragments of
bottles and other containers. They were inspected macroscopically. Glass found at Chiantla Viejo
is associated to the modern occupation of the site. Colonial-era artifacts made of glass were not
found. Cases are reported in Table F.7.
CN

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Lot
101A-7-1-1
104A-3-1-1
107A-1-1-1
106A-3-1-1
107A-2-1-1
101A-5-1-1
101A-1-1-2

Table F.7. Glass.

Number of fragments Color
1
Amber
2
Amber
1
Transparent
9
Green, transparent
1
Green, transparent
1
Amber
22
Green, transparent

Shape
Undetermined
Undetermined
Undetermined
Bottle
Bottle
Undetermined
Bottle
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Other Materials
Other materials found in the topsoil reflect the contemporary uses of the site (Table F.8).
They include plastic, fabric, leather, an aluminum. One of the plastic artifacts, a white plastic
button, comes from Burial 2. As explained in Chapters 6 and 8, this burial along with Burial 3
were part of a mass grave during the pandemic of influenza of 1918-1919. The rest of the modern
materials reported in Table F.8 were found in the topsoil of Unit 101A-1, 101A-10, and 101A11,
all in the plaza.

CN

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

Lot
107A-1-2-4
101A-11-1-1
101A-10-1-1
101A-1-1-2
101A-1-1-2
101A-1-1-2
101A-1-1-2
101A-1-1-2
101A-1-1-2
101A-1-1-2
101A-1-1-2
101A-1-1-2
101A-1-1-2
101A-1-1-2
101A-1-1-2

Material
Plastic
Plastic
Plastic
Alluminium
Plastic
Plastic
Fabric
Plastic
Fabric
Plastic
Leather
Plastic
Plastic
Plastic
Plastic

Table F.8. Other materials.

Description
Button, white
Button, white
spoon
Candy wrap, alluminium foil
Candy wrap
Candy wrap
shoelace
Probably the piece of a shoe
Pink thread
Part of a spoon
Piece of leather, white
Undetermined shape, white
Undetermined shape, white
Undetermined shape, white
Undetermined shape, white
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