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I n t r o d u c t i o n

Gathering in an Open Space
Introduction to Mesoamerican Plazas

Ta k e s h i  In o m ata a n d Ke n i c h i r o Ts u k a m o t o

Plazas are focal points of Mesoamerican public life. Throughout Mesoameri-
can history, plazas have been essential components of the site layouts of cities, 
towns, and even small villages. The integration of formal plazas into public 
spaces dates back to the Early Formative period (ca. 1650 bc) in Mesoamerica 
(Clark 2004), and plaza-centered designs continue today in many Latin Ameri-
can cities (Low 2000; Richardson 2003; Wagner et al. 2013). Despite this 
ubiquity and long historical tradition, archaeological and historical studies of 
ancient Mesoamerican plazas have been limited in contrast to those of sur-
rounding monumental architecture such as pyramidal temples and palaces. 
The scarcity of studies examining plazas results from two problems. First, 
many scholars assumed that prehispanic Mesoamericans invested much labor, 
wealth, and symbolic value in pyramids and other prominent buildings and 
viewed plazas as remaining empty spaces of lesser cultural and social import. 
Second, even when researchers recognized the potential value of plazas, they 
thought that these vacant spaces offered few clues about their use and mean-
ing (Holley et al. 1993:306).

The goal of this volume is to challenge these perceptions. The authors set 
plazas as central foci of their inquiry and examine their social significance in 
various parts of Mesoamerica (figure I.1). We recognize that plazas do not rep-
resent the only type of public space in most parts of Mesoamerica. There were 
most likely other kinds of space, ranging from broad causeways to unmarked 
open spaces outside of settlements, where a large number of people could 
interact. Nonetheless, plazas stand out as clearly recognizable and marked 
spaces. The high visibility of plazas is probably not unrelated to the social 
significance that people invested in those spaces. The chapters in this volume 
show that the study of plazas concern the broad issues of lived experiences of 
people and the political processes that they participated in.
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Introduction 5

Politics of Public Spaces

Our interest in plazas derives from theoretical perspectives that emphasize 
the importance of bodily actions set in specific historical and material settings 
in the creation and negotiation of social relations and values, as outlined by 
practice theory (Bourdieu 1977; Giddens 1979, 1984; Ortner 1984) and per-
formance theory (Coben and Inomata 2006; Schechner 1985; Turner 1982). 
These theories direct our attention to the interplay between power relations 
and embodied practices mediated by material culture and historically shaped 
perceptions of meanings. The central point is that physical interactions among 
people are not mere masks or outcomes of political machinations held behind 
the scene, but they are the political processes in which people create, negotiate, 
and subvert social realities. If so, spacious plazas that were arguably designed 
for interactions among a large number of individuals must have provided a crit-
ical arena for the constitution and transformation of society (Foucault 1977, 
1984; Geertz 1980; Houston 1998; Inomata 2006a; Inomata and Lawrence 
2006; Rabinow 2003; Schechner 1985; Scott 1998; Turner 1982). Moreover, 
any society necessitates interactions among individuals based on their sen-
sory perceptions to produce and reproduce collective identities (Geertz 1980; 
Inomata 2006a). In premodern societies that lacked print and communica-
tion technologies, which facilitated such interactions across distance, physical 
gatherings of many individuals in large spaces could contribute significantly 
to this process. The centrality of large plazas in most Mesoamerican settle-
ments suggests that their residents consciously or unconsciously recognized 
the necessity of such gatherings and that plazas formed essential elements in 
historically ingrained forms of political discourse and interaction in this area.

More specifically, the study of plazas concerns the central issues in archae-
ology including the negotiation of power relations, community-making, and 
the constitution of political authorities. It addresses both Foucault’s version 
of power rooted in social relations and collectivity and Weber’s version, which 
is possessed and executed by certain individuals, groups, and institutions. As 
to the former, many Mesoamerican plazas appear to provide classic examples 
for the technology of power based on spectacles that Foucault (1977) saw pre-
vailing in premodern societies. As dramatic events were witnessed by many 
individuals, the authority and value of society were created and reconstituted. 
Foucault argued that in modern European society this form of power was re-
placed by disciplinary power that created docile bodies through physical and 
perceived interactions set in certain spatial devices. However, as many critics 
have noted, we probably do not have to assume such a strict division. Public 
events held in Mesoamerican plazas doubtless distributed individual bodies 
in a certain order and controlled their movements through social norms, his-
torical conventions, and the physical constraints of the spaces; they created a 
specific type of political subject that conformed, at least to a certain degree, to 
the norms of society (Foucault 2007; Rabinow 2003; Scott 1998).

As Foucault has noted, the effects of power are not always negative; it makes 
society. Mesoamerican plazas as stages of public gatherings probably facili-
tated the process of community-making. Plazas located in the centers of many 
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Mesoamerican cities were often large enough to accommodate a substantial 
number of individuals, and during the Contact and Colonial periods, plazas 
from central Mexico to the Maya lowlands were indeed used for mass gather-
ings. These events allowed participants to witness the bodily presence of other 
community members and share common experiences. They gave participants 
opportunities to act out and comment on ideas and values associated with the 
community.

In terms of Weber’s version of power, spaces are integral parts of political 
processes involving the naturalization and contestation of dominant regimes 
(Lefebvre 1991; Smith 2003). The stake is particularly high for plazas as prom-
inent public spaces. In some cases, ruling elites may have tried to manipulate 
these spaces and public events to promote their agendas. This issue has been 
an important concern for scholars, particularly in the study of prehispanic Me-
soamerica, where the construction of central plazas was typically sponsored 
by the ruling elites and these public spaces were often filled with images and 
monuments of rulers (Lucero 2003). Historical documents from the Contact 
and Colonial periods show that public events in various parts of Mesoamerica 
highlighted the centrality of rulers and other elites, their ancestral genealogies, 
their ability to mediate communications with supernaturals, and their achieve-
ments in political and military affairs. It is likely that these patterns had deep 
historical roots. Nonelite participants in these events became, whether will-
ingly or unwillingly, accomplices in the creation and maintenance of the domi-
nant regime.

These effects of power, both in Foucault’s and Weber’s senses, never work 
one-directionally because public spaces and events inevitably allow a substan-
tial degree of appropriation and reinterpretation by different individuals. De 
Certeau (1984), in particular, has emphasized the ability of individuals to resist 
the disciplinary forces of totalizing spatial schemes by transforming spatial sig-
nifiers through their practices. Centrally designed spaces emphasize consistent 
legibility and normalization, but individuals who visit them may improvise di-
verse reactions. In this sense, public spaces are arenas of constant negotiations 
and contestations (Lefebvre 1991). Likewise, public events offer participants 
opportunities to re-create and transform meanings and memories associated 
with plazas and to internalize them in diverse ways; in this process, rulers’ 
claims on the places and their relations to the community are also evaluated. 
Thus, it is necessary to examine not only the strategies of ruling elites and the 
disciplinary effects of power reflected in spatial settings, but also the possibility 
of their reinterpretations and appropriation by various individuals.

We should note that many plazas, in addition to serving elite-sponsored mass 
spectacles, most likely served multiple purposes. It is probable that visitors of 
plazas on different occasions underwent distinct experiences of the spaces. 
One such use might have been the marketplace. Although the archaeological 
identification of marketplaces is challenging (see Dahlin et al. 2007), such 
use is amply documented in contact- and colonial-period Mesoamerica. Ringle 
(chapter 10) points out that Nahuatl tianquiztli/tianquizco, Yukatek k’iuik, and 
Mixtec yahui mean both plaza and market. These uses of plazas would imply a 
set of social conventions and rules different from elite-sponsored rituals.
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All the chapters in this volume address the issue of power relations, but those 
by Murakami and by Tsukamoto most specifically examine the intertwined na-
ture of disciplinary power and the technology of power based on spectacle, as 
well as the strategies of the ruling elite and other social groups tied to the poli-
tics of identity. Murakami’s (chapter 2) analysis of plazas at Teotihuacan after 
the urban renewal shows the strong initiatives of the elite and the state in the 
establishment of standardized architectural styles and orientations throughout 
the city. However, he also sees that the variation among apartment compound 
layouts reflects the importance of decision-making at the neighborhood level. 
Tsukamoto (chapter 3) examines various plazas at the Maya center of El Pal-
mar and finds that the power of the ruling elite increased from the Preclassic 
to Classic periods, which is reflected in the designs of public and exclusive 
plazas. At the same time, his excavation of an outlying group shows that the 
second-tier elites were able to establish this group and its hieroglyphic stairway 
through the interreliance and competition with the dynasty. In examining the 
Preclassic Maya center of Ceibal, Inomata (chapter 1) more strongly empha-
sizes the process of community-making through plaza construction and public 
events. While recognizing the role of the emerging elite and the possibility of 
dissent by various community members, he suggests that the plaza construction 
effort during the Preclassic period, which was more substantial than that of the 
Classic times, contributed to the creation of group identity and value for the 
newly established sedentary community. All these studies use the strength of 
archaeological studies in tracing diachronic patterns and in examining people’s 
involvements and strategies reflected in construction volumes and materials.

Physicality of Plazas

In the examination of these social processes tied to plazas, one critical issue 
is the interplay between the physical and practical aspect of plazas and the 
abstract and ideational aspect. The former concerns physical characteristics 
of spaces in relation to human practices and perceptions, whereas the latter is 
about meanings and memories associated with plazas. If we are to follow the 
framework of practice theory, we should not view these two aspects as separate 
or distinct ones, with one reducible to the other. We need to address their in-
separable, recursive relations. In his commentary, Moore (chapter 12) raises 
a similar point, referring primarily to Eric Wolf ’s (1999) concept of structural 
power, which is deployed in two directions: empirical effects of mobilizing la-
bors and controlling resources; and symbolic ones shaping people’s ideas.

In the study of the physical characteristics of space and human percep-
tion, an influential theory is called proxemics and was developed by Edward 
Hall (1968, 1990 [1966], 2003). Proxemics explores visual and auditory effects 
and potentials of human interactions defined by specific spatial parameters. 
Another approach is the notion of space syntax developed by Bill Hillier and 
Julienne Hanson (1984), which analyzes the patterns and degree of visibility 
and access among spaces to examine their social effects. Jerry Moore (1996b) 
has applied these methods to archaeological remains in coastal Peru and has 
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explored possible patterns of interaction in ritual and perceptual effects of 
ceremonial architecture. Barbara Mills (2007) has also applied proxemics to 
examine the correlation between the visual prominence of ceramics and the 
performance of ritual feasting conducted in plazas in the Mogollon rim region 
of the American Southwest.

Another important aspect of the physical property of plazas is the issue of 
inclusiveness and exclusiveness shaped by their accessibility and size (Cooper 
1993; Joyce 2004, 2009; Kolb 1994; Low 1995, 2000; Ringle and Bey III 
2001; Sanchez 2005). Arthur Joyce (2004), for example, has examined dia-
chronic changes in spatial organization at the Main Plaza of Monte Albán. This 
plaza was originally used as an arena for large-scale public ceremonies during 
the Terminal Formative period (100 bc–ad 200), but during the Classic pe-
riod (ad 200–800) elite architectural complexes with carved monuments were 
built around the plaza, effectively restricting access. Joyce has concluded that 
the plaza during the Classic period became a locus of elite-focused ceremonies 
and their domestic activities, increasingly excluding commoners. Cyphers and 
Murtha (chapter 4) address the question of inclusivity and exclusivity through 
the sizes, layouts, and locations of plazas at the Early Preclassic Olmec center 
of San Lorenzo, estimated through a systematic coring program. The central 
plaza became more restricted to the ruling elite during the apogee period than 
the previous era, but unlike later Mesoamerican centers many stone monu-
ments were placed outside the core area. They go on to argue that these monu-
ments, along with ones placed in outlying communities, strengthened regional 
integration through the creation of broadly distributed sculptural scenes as-
sociated with ritual displays.

Estimated capacities of plazas based on their sizes provide baseline informa-
tion with which to examine who participated in events held there and what 
kind of interactions might have been possible. Moore (1996b) has examined 
plaza capacities in the Andean region, and Inomata (2006a) has applied this 
approach to Classic Maya cases. However, capacities of plazas may vary signifi-
cantly depending on specific ways of positioning participants. Moore’s study 
has showed little consistency in estimated capacities, which has suggested that 
Andean plazas were used in diverse ways. Thus, such estimates should be used 
cautiously and only in heuristic manners. To mitigate this problem, Inomata 
has combined estimated capacities with the history of additions of plazas and 
causeways at Tikal and has suspected that Maya city plans were geared sig-
nificantly toward the inclusion of substantial parts of community members in 
public events held in plazas.

Despite the ambiguity involved in capacity estimates, it is important to note 
that many plazas in Mesoamerica, including those of the Maya lowlands (Ino
mata 2006a) and the Ciudadela and the Great Compound of Teotihuacan 
(Cowgill 1983), are large enough to accommodate nearly entire communities. 
These data, along with eye-witness accounts from the Colonial period, provide 
strong evidence for the centrality of communal gatherings in Mesoamerican 
political processes. This interpretation accords with the finding presented by 
Liendo Stuardo, López Mejía, and Campiani (chapter 6) in their study of the 
western Maya lowlands. According to them, the major centers of Palenque and 
Chinikihá dwarfed other centers in terms of their size, but the general spatial 
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patterns of palace complexes were replicated throughout the region. In most 
cases, estimated plaza capacities exceeded the surrounding populations, and 
there is a strong correlation between plaza capacities and population sizes. 
These data indicate that nonelite populations probably attended ceremonies 
held in plazas of centers, although, as commented by Moore (chapter 12), it is 
necessary to examine divergent patterns, including the proportionally smaller 
sizes of plazas at Palenque and Chinikihá in relation to their surrounding 
populations.

The chapters by Stoll and by Ossa also show that the analysis of plaza capac-
ities is particularly illuminating when compared to the population sizes of the 
surrounding areas. Stoll (chapter 5) specifically applies proxemics to examine 
communicative potentials of interactions in plazas in Mixteca Alta. Her survey 
data show that the number of plazas in the region is relatively low and their 
sizes constantly small. These data suggest to her that plazas were used mainly 
for exclusive elite rituals. Her finding contrasts to the common pattern in other 
parts of Mesoamerica defined by the presence of large plazas for communal 
gatherings; Mixteca Alta possibly had a mechanism of social integration some-
what different from other parts of Mesoamerica. This observation reminds us 
of the importance of examining regional variations and local contexts. Ossa 
(chapter 8) examines plaza areas and access patterns in relation to broader set-
tlement data in south-central Veracruz. During the Classic period when stan-
dardized spatial plans spread throughout the region, complexes having plazas 
with restricted access tended to have a large number of residential settlements 
around them. This finding leads her to question the common assumption that 
plazas with restricted access were generally used for exclusive elite rituals. 
During the Postclassic period the standardization in spatial plan decreased, 
and correlation between plazas and surrounding settlements became less clear.

The study of activities that took place in plazas is challenging because in 
those spaces artifactual remains were often swept away or significantly moved 
from the original locations of use. The analyses of chemical remains left in soils, 
however, open an important opportunity for the reconstruction of activities in 
plazas (Wells 2004; see also Fernández et al. 2002; Middleton and Price 1996; 
Terry et al. 2004). Rothenberg (chapter 7) applies this method to the study 
of plazas at Palmarejo, Honduras. Three plazas at this site exhibit different 
configurations of soil chemical concentrations, suggesting different patterns of 
use. In particular, the North Plaza and the South Plaza were both associated 
with ritual artifacts, but their chemical patterns were different, which possibly 
resulted from different types of ritual activities. Her study demonstrates that 
soil chemical data add important information for the understanding of plaza 
use, but it also shows that the interpretation of chemical data is not necessarily 
clear and straightforward.

The principle underlying these approaches is the explicit focus on human 
bodies that occupied and experienced plazas. In this regard, these studies of 
plazas and public events closely parallel the phenomenological study of space. 
Nonetheless, this is a controversial area. The phenomenological approach is 
criticized as lacking reliable evidential bases and methodological rigor (Fleming 
2005), whereas the analysis of physical properties is viewed as “dehumanizing” 
accounts by phenomenologically oriented archaeologists (Tilley 2004:221). We 
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probably should move beyond certain differences in styles of archaeological in-
quiry and pursue philosophical bases and analytical possibilities. The assump-
tion of a unity in bodily experience existing prior to society and history, which 
is implied by some phenomenological archaeologists (e.g., Tilley 2004:221), is 
most certainly untenable (Barrett and Ko 2009; Blake 2006; Johnson 2012). 
If so, we need to evaluate critically the historical situatedness of research-
ers’ own perceptions and to delineate potential experiences by past subjects 
through multiple external measures, including the formal analysis of physical 
properties of spaces and cross-cultural comparisons. The study of visibility, 
access, and capacity of plazas provides one of the starting points from which 
to examine how human bodies might have been positioned and how partici-
pants might have viewed and heard public events. But it never equates to the 
experience of past individuals. When recognized as such, these analyses still 
provide important bases from which to develop our interpretations. Techno-
logical developments offer us promising tools in this line of research, including 
GIS viewshed analysis, 3D reconstruction and visualization, and the analysis of 
acoustic characteristics of space (Zalaquett Rock 2011).

Meaning and History in Plazas

If human experiences are situated in specific historical and social contexts, the 
analysis of physical properties of space alone is never enough. Cultural values 
and senses of history associated with specific spaces, through their recursive 
relation with physical settings, shape people’s perceptions (De Certeau 1984; 
Hirsch and O’Hanlon 1995; Knapp and Ashmore 1999; Low 2000; Low and 
Lawrence-Zúñiga 2003; Lynch 2000 [1960]; Munn 2003; Rabinow 2003). 
In the case of Classic and Postclassic Maya society, plazas may have been 
analogous to patios in common residential groups both in form and meaning. 
Various scholars have noted formal and functional replication at the levels of 
commoner residences, royal palaces, and polity centers, which has led them to 
suggest that polity administration was carried out in a sense as an extension 
of royal household management under the patriarchic authority of the ruler 
(Inomata and Houston 2001; Sanders and Webster 1988). Some scholars have 
observed that societies in highland Mexico developed political and economic 
organizations more detached from kinship or kinship-metaphor than the Maya 
(see Sanders and Webster 1988). Murakami in his chapter on Teotihuacan, 
however, sees certain characteristics in architectural style, building orienta-
tion, and construction technique shared by public spaces at the core and apart-
ment compounds in individual neighborhood, which created some consistency 
in experience throughout these spaces. Ringle (chapter 10) develops a specific 
argument that there existed a metaphorical affinity between household patios 
and civic plazas at Teotihucan, Xochicalco, and later Nahua altepetls, particu-
larly for nobility who were leaders of individual residential divisions and were 
main constituents of their polities. Although the house has often been em-
phasized as a principle and metaphor of social organization in Mesoamerica 
(e.g., Gillespie 2000; Inomata and Houston 2001), Ringle points out that the 
Nahuatl term, literally meaning “those of a single patio,” refers to a family. 
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This point resonates with Matthew Restall’s (2001) argument for the contact-
period Yucatec Maya that plazas and adjacent open spaces in front of buildings 
served as the symbolic centers and anchors for the integration of royal courts 
and local communities. These observations imply that public plazas were not 
spaces detached from domestic spaces. Plazas may have elicited emotional at-
tachments and senses of belonging, which possibly contributed to the develop-
ment of communal identity and polity integration.

At the same time, plazas may have been liminal spaces that created experi-
ence distinct from the ordinary. On the one hand, the unique meaning and 
feeling attached to plazas may have been situational and fleeting. Their liminal-
ity may have been shaped in public ceremonies as extraordinary moments that 
allowed or even encouraged behaviors different from daily routines, whereas 
plazas may have become rather ordinary spaces when they were used as mar-
ketplaces or for other purposes (see Bakhtin 1984; Turner 1969). On the other 
hand, plazas may have been associated with more stable symbolism. For Clas-
sic Maya cases, for which texts and images provide rich information, scholars 
have proposed that plazas symbolically represented the watery world paired 
with pyramidal temples viewed as symbolic mountains (Schele and Mathews 
1998) and that they are closely tied to the legitimizing ideology of the ruling 
dynasty (Looper 2009). The affinity of plazas to domestic spaces and their 
liminality should not be viewed as incompatible. The coexistence of these dif-
ferent qualities probably shaped the social significance of plazas. Thus, our 
study of plazas needs to situate them in a broader social world, including their 
relations to domestic life.

In the same vein, we should not assume the categorical distinction between 
the sacred and the secular. Scholars have noted that such categorization re-
sulted from the imposition of Western concepts and that even in modern so-
cieties practices comparable to stereotypical rituals can be found in mundane 
daily life (Bell 1992; Bradley 2003; Brück 1999; Mills and Walker 2008b; 
Walker 2002). Such categorical distinction would be particularly problematic 
in the case of Mesoamerica. Archaeological, ethnohistorical, and ethnographic 
data show that various groups in Mesoamerica have viewed a wide range of 
activity, including agricultural work, craft production, and routine domestic 
work, to be interactions with what we might call supernaturals. These activities 
commonly involved abstinence, fasting, purification, prayers, and offerings, 
which often shared similar characteristics with public rituals held in plazas 
(Ciudad Ruiz et al. 2010; Hruby 2007; Monaghan 1998; Plunket 2002; Vogt 
1969). As Mircea Eliade (1978) famously noted, this does not mean that time 
and space were perceived as all homogenous. The central issue continues to 
be how people constructed distinct meanings and perceptions in the web of 
diverse social fields.

It is misleading to conceptualize that such meanings are contained and 
transmitted by, or embedded in, plazas, architecture, or associated objects. 
Meanings are always deployed and perceived through people’s engagements 
with places and objects, presenting the possibility of multivocality originating 
from different agents (Preucel 2006; Preucel and Bauer 2001; Robb 1998; 
Thomas 1996). We also need to recognize the presence of multiple layers of 
meaning. We may conceptualize two domains of meaning: the externalized or 
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objectified forms of signification that can be shared and referred to by multiple 
agents on one hand and the meaning internalized by individuals that are tied 
to one’s emotional and subjective states on the other (Shore 1996; Strauss 
and Quinn 1997). Narratives and representations associated with plazas seen 
in texts and images are squarely placed in the former type. They could have 
been recognized by many and probably emphasized by some groups, but they 
may not have necessarily been agreed on by others. The ways such narratives 
were internalized by agents with different social backgrounds were most likely 
diverse. Such multiplicity, ambiguity, and discrepancies associated with pub-
lic spaces and events significantly shaped the process of political negotiation 
(Scott 1990).

As the negotiation of meaning and power relations takes place in specific 
historical contexts, the claim and interpretation of the past become its critical 
aspect. Social memory is a contested domain in which various parts of the past 
are reconstructed, reinterpreted, created, appropriated, and erased. Socially 
negotiated and constructed memory may naturalize power relations and create 
a sense of group identity (Connerton 1989; Mills and Walker 2008b; Van Dyke 
and Alcock 2003). Plazas at Mesoamerican centers probably served as primary 
stages for the two principal types of practice tied to social memory discussed 
by Paul Connerton (1989): inscription and commemorative ceremony. Plazas 
contained texts, images, and buildings on which memories of the past were 
inscribed, and there commemorative ceremonies that dramatized war victories 
and achievements of rulers were celebrated. As in the study of meaning, the 
interplay between individual agents and society at large is a critical issue. Most 
archaeologists are moving away from the Durkheimian notion of collective 
memory held by society (Mills and Walker 2008a:6), but Moore (2010) criti-
cizes this theoretical shift arguing that archaeologists are in danger of reduc-
ing practice of remembering to individuals. We need to keep in mind that our 
focus should not be on memory as a cognitive state held by individuals but on 
practices concerning certain historical narratives and customs that may not be 
confined to individual life spans. Inscribed memory and incorporated memory 
that Connerton has highlighted as central processes are aspects of memory 
practice externalized beyond the domain of individual cognition into the forms 
of material media and embodied acts.

A relevant concept is that of citation. Plazas in prehispanic Mesoamerica are 
typically stages of repeated depositions of dedicatory caches and repeated per-
formance of ritual acts. Various archaeologists have seen these acts as citations 
of past practices through which meanings are gained and referenced (Jones 
2005:200; Mills and Walker 2008a:18–19). Although the notion of citation 
presents an attractive conceptual tool for archaeologists, we need to address its 
philosophical basis to avoid the superficial borrowing of a term. The concept 
draws on the discussion developed by Jack Derrida (1977). His conceptual-
ization focused on the criticism of J. L. Austin’s (1975) theory of speech act 
that emphasized the context of speech and the intentionality of the speaking 
subject. Derrida has argued that texts and signs must be repeatable (iterable 
in his term) and citable in different contexts. The texts and signs inserted in 
a new context produce a new meaning, which is partly similar to the previous 
meaning but is partly different. The iterability and citationality of texts and 
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signs not confined by the intention of the subject and their contexts make suc-
cessful communication possible. In examining social construction of gender 
and sex, Judith Butler (1993:1–2) has pushed this line of argument further 
and has contended that iterable and citational practices of discourses and acts 
create a regulatory ideal of sex and subjects with gender identities. In a broadly 
Foucaultian scheme, she has questioned the existence of a subject prior to 
discourse or citationality. Many archaeologists probably feel that Derrida and 
Butler have gone too much to the extreme of social constructivism, and that 
it is helpful to refocus our emphasis on the interplay between social processes 
and the role of human agency. Then, the main utility of the concept of citation-
ality is to help us not to slip back into explanations that reduce social memory 
into individual minds. In our study of Mesoamerican plazas, a primary inquiry 
should be how plazas served as arenas for the construction and reproduction of 
authoritative versions of the past which may have been internalized in diverse 
manners or even been dissented by agents with different backgrounds.

In various Mesoamerican plazas, texts and images carved on durable mate-
rials played important roles in mediating the physicality of space and human 
practice, as well as the meanings and memories associated with them. They 
included stelae, murals, and stone sculptures, some of which have survived to 
the present, as well as wooden and clay sculptures, banners, fugitive paintings, 
and other perishable materials. These media significantly shaped people’s ex-
periences of the spaces and events and encouraged people to carry out certain 
types of practices. William Ringle and George Bey (2001), for example, have 
examined façade decorations and the placement of thrones associated with 
plazas at Chichén Itzá and other centers in northern Yucatan and have sug-
gested that plazas were used for public ceremonies, particularly, investiture 
rituals. Importantly, they have noted that plazas were not secondary spaces 
defined after the placement of temple pyramids but social spaces of extreme 
importance in their own right (Ringle and Bey 2001:278). Matthew Looper 
(2001, 2009) has also examined stone monuments and has shown that plazas 
were central stages of public ceremonies focused on royal symbolism. How-
ever, as noted earlier, we should not assume that these spaces represented a 
coherent system of belief shared by community members. Our central inquiry 
should still be how dominant versions of meaning and memory represented by 
those texts and images shaped political processes as they were accepted, rein-
terpreted, and contested.

Urcid and Joyce (chapter 9) present striking new interpretations of visual 
programs at the plaza of Monte Albán, which will certainly invite spirited de-
bate among Oaxacan archaeologists. They argue that carved human figures 
on Building L-sub represented the theme of a sodality organized around age-
grades with images of young warriors, deity impersonators, a council of elders, 
ancestral spirits, and sacrificial victims. Carvings on Building J, according to 
them, represent revered individuals or fallen heroes from Monte Albán. Their 
interpretations highlight a tension between exclusionary and communal forms 
of authority, a certain level of polysemy of signs, and the commemorative nature 
of the visual narratives. The chapters by Ringle and by Solari explore intersec-
tions of material remains, images, and written texts. Ringle (chapter 10) con-
tinues to advance his discussion on plazas as stages for investiture ceremonies. 
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He sees certain continuity in practices of investiture of rulers and high nobles 
carried out in plazas of Teotihuacan, Xochicalco, Chichén Itzá, and contact-
period Nahua groups. Sculptures and architectural arrangements found around 
those plazas were not purely mythical representations detached from people’s 
bodily experiences but were tied to events carried out there and to their memo-
ries, which were also connected with more intimate experiences in households. 
In the time of drastic change imposed by the colonial regime discussed by 
Solari (chapter 11), the negotiation of meaning and memory in ritual took a 
distinct trajectory. She argues that Catholic ritual involving bodily movements 
framed in a quadrilateral space comparable to those of pre-Columbian rites 
were appropriated by the Yucatec Maya as an arena in which shared experience 
shaped communal memory and identity. The chapters by Urcid and Joyce, by 
Ringle, and by Solari draw our attention to the tension between the singularity 
of events set in their own contexts and persistent practices of citation that refer 
back to what went before.

New Directions

In compiling this volume, we decided not to follow the customary organization 
of chapters by time periods or geographic regions. Instead, we grouped them by 
important themes that emerged from those contributions: (1) plaza construc-
tions and public events; (2) plazas in broader spatial contexts; and (3) plazas 
and images. All chapters obviously crosscut those themes to a certain degree, 
but this organization helps highlight the central focus of each chapter and il-
lustrate directions for future studies.

The study of plazas is still challenging, and as Moore (chapter 12) notes, 
developing effective methods of study is of particular importance. In addition 
to theoretical discussion presented above, it is probably useful to recapitulate 
important methodological directions elucidated by the contributors. The main 
point is simple: we need more studies specifically focused on plazas. While 
earlier investigations focused largely on buildings surrounding plazas, chap-
ters by Inomata and by Tsukamoto show that excavation programs specifically 
targeting plazas are highly illuminating. Detailed information on construction 
history of plazas, along with that of ritual deposits in some cases, is critical in 
understanding the social roles of these spaces. Large sizes of plazas and build-
ups of later constructions may make their understanding difficult, but as Cy-
phers and Murtha show, systematic augering and other methods may present 
critical data. We expect that geophysical inspections will also be increasingly 
important.

For the reconstruction of activities in those empty spaces, the analysis of soil 
chemistry as applied by Rothenberg presents a promising approach. Similarly, 
the analysis of microdebitage and soil micromorphology should be effective. 
Another approach is to set plazas on multiple analytical scales, including the 
comparison of diverse types of plaza throughout the site as done by Tsukamoto 
and by Murakami, and the examination of plazas in broader regional contexts 
as developed by Stoll, by Liendo Stuardo, López Mejía, and Campiani, and by 
Ossa. The analysis of texts and images has a long tradition in Mesoamerican 
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studies, but when we place them in the historical contexts of plazas, paying 
close attention to continuity and disjunction in the use of space and related 
practices, we may gain new insights as demonstrated by Urcid and Joyce, by 
Ringle, and by Solari.

As Moore points out, we need to frame the study of Mesoamerican plazas 
in a broader cross-cultural comparison. From the perspective of an Andean 
specialist, Moore comments that Mesoamerican plazas exhibit remarkable 
commonality across space and time. Following Moore’s suggestion, we need 
to explore what kind of social processes underlie this continuity while paying 
attention to regional and temporal variations. The chapters in this volume in-
dicate that in a general term Mesoamerican plazas were foci of substantially 
more intense engagements of people than, for example, the modern parks in 
the United States as described by Moore. People’s engagements ranged from 
substantial investment of labor in their construction and repeated deposits of 
valued items seen in the archaeological record to periodical gatherings of nu-
merous individuals recorded in historical documents and possibly applicable 
to prehispanic contexts. Despite the important variations and exceptions noted 
in various chapters, social interaction centered on plazas appears to have been 
a common mode of political negotiation adopted and perpetuated by various 
Mesoamerican groups. While we think that the study of plazas and other pub-
lic spaces can be productively applied to various parts of the world, the remark-
able intensity of people’s engagements in such spaces commonly observed in 
Mesoamerica makes Mesoamerican plazas a particularly fertile ground for the 
development of new theoretical and analytical approaches.
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C h a p t e r  O n e

Plaza Builders of the Preclassic 
Maya Lowlands

The Construction of a Public Space and a 
Community at Ceibal, Guatemala

Ta k e s h i  In o m ata

The spacious plaza was the focus of communal life at virtually all Maya settle-
ments during the Classic and Postclassic periods. The results of recent inves-
tigations at the Preclassic center of Ceibal (also spelled Seibal) have shown 
that a prototype of this form of social interaction and spatial practice emerged 
at the very beginning of a sedentary community during the Middle Preclassic 
period. The construction of a public space and the celebration of commu-
nal rituals there constituted a central process through which new forms of 
social relations were formed and negotiated. Although discussions and stud-
ies by archaeologists tend to focus on the role of pyramidal temples that are 
conspicuously visible in the landscape, at the early community of Ceibal the 
construction of a plaza was at least as important as those of pyramids; the con-
struction volumes of the former likely surpassed those of the latter. When we 
initiated our research at Ceibal, our working assumptions were that the plaza 
was the focal point of communal activities and values, and that it deserved to 
be a central subject of archaeological investigations.

The early Middle Preclassic period was a time of major social change in 
the Maya lowlands when some groups began to adopt a fully sedentary way 
of life. We tend to assume that such transitions were gradual ones in which 
the first settlers began to live in small villages and then slowly formed larger 
settlements with formal ceremonial complexes. At Ceibal, however, there was 
a drastic transformation. A formal ceremonial center with a public plaza was 
founded at the very beginning of this settlement (Inomata et al. 2013). This 
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transition probably involved the development of social inequality, new ritual 
practices, and reorganization of domestic activities. As the residents built a 
new form of community, public events held in the plaza probably provided a 
crucial field for fostering collective identities and negotiating social relations. 
Thus, the construction of a formal plaza meant not only the appearance of a 
new architectural form but also the emergence of new ways of social interac-
tions and new senses of attachment to a place.

The lowland Maya were among the last Mesoamerican groups to adopt a 
fully sedentary way of life with the use of ceramics and substantial architecture 
(Clark and Cheetham 2002). Surrounded by sedentary agriculturalists, groups 
occupying the Maya lowlands during the Early Preclassic period appear to have 
maintained mobile life ways relying on a mixed economy of horticulture, hunt-
ing, and gathering (Lohse 2010). Their presence is indicated by evidence of 
maize pollen and forest disturbance dating to 2,000–1,000 bc, found in cores 
taken from Laguna Tamarindito, Lake Petenxil, Lake Quexil, and other lakes 
(Anselmetti et al. 2007; Brenner et al. 2003; Dunning et al. 1997; Islebe et al. 
1996; Pohl et al. 1996; Rosenmeier et al. 2002; Tsukada 1966; Vaughan et al. 
1985; Wahl et al. 2006). Archaeological remains of these groups, however, 
have not been confirmed in the Pasión region, indicating that their population 
density was low and that they did not use, or rarely used, ceramics and sub-
stantial architecture.

Ceibal is located atop an escarpment overlooking the Pasión River in the 
southwestern Maya lowlands. Researchers from Harvard University first ex-
plored this center extensively from 1964 through 1968. This research, led by 
Gordon Willey, included mapping, extensive excavations of monumental build-
ings, epigraphic studies, and survey and excavations in the peripheries, mark-
ing a milestone in the history of Maya archaeology (Graham 1990; Sabloff 
1975; Smith 1982; Tourtellot 1988; Willey 1978, 1990). The results of their 
investigations showed that within the site of Ceibal the area named Group 
A was the focus of its earliest occupation dating to the Real-Xe phase of the 
early Middle Preclassic period (1,000–700 bc) (figure 1.1). A cruciform cache 
with greenstone axes (Cache 7) found in the Central Plaza indicated that this 
open space was an important stage of ritual activities (Smith 1982:118, 243). 
Except for deep plaza pits, however, the Harvard University investigations fo-
cused primarily on upper layers of buildings dating to the Classic period (ad 
250–950), and much of the substantial Preclassic construction remained un-
explored (Tourtellot and Hammond 2007; Willey 1990).

In 2006, nearly forty years after the Harvard University research, I initiated 
the Ceibal-Petexbatun Archaeological Project with Daniela Triadan, Kazuo 
Aoyama, and Erick Ponciano to re-examine this important site in light of recent 
developments in Maya archaeology. One of our main objectives was to examine 
the Preclassic origins of this center through deep stratigraphic excavations. 
Our excavations demonstrated that Ceibal was established around 1,000 bc 
as a formal ceremonial center with a spatial arrangement similar to contempo-
raneous centers in Chiapas and on the Gulf Coast, including La Libertad, Chi-
apa de Corzo, San Isidro, and La Venta (see Clark and Hansen 2001; Inomata 
et al. 2010, 2013). The residents of Ceibal deposited a series of greenstone 
axe caches (Inomata et al. 2010). These deposits closely resemble those found 



Figure 1.1. M ap of Group A (modified from Willey et al. 1975; digitized by Jessica Munson).
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at Chiapa de Corzo (Bachand et al. 2008), San Isidro (Lowe 1981), and La 
Venta (Drucker 1952; Drucker et al. 1959; Stirling 1943), suggesting that the 
residents of these centers closely shared ritual practices, and possibly religious 
ideas, through direct contacts.

The Construction and Use of the Plaza at Ceibal

In our investigations at Ceibal, we concentrated considerable effort in a series 
of excavations in the Central Plaza of Group A. The plaza is delimited by Struc-
tures 12, 10, and 9 on the east and Structure 20 on the west, which formed a 
so-called E Group assemblage. This complex was probably the focal point of 
the site plan that closely resembled the highly standardized spatial configura-
tion of contemporaneous centers in the Grijalva drainage in Chiapas, which 
Clark called the Middle Formative Chiapas pattern (Clark and Hansen 2001). 
Through these excavations it became clear that at the beginning of the settle-
ment at Ceibal the residents scraped the natural soil to create a leveled space 
and used the exposed whitish-yellow marl as the first plaza floor. Along the 
central axis of the probable E-Group assemblage, the early residents dug a 40 
cm deep hole into the marl to place the first cache (or one of the first caches) 
with twelve greenstone axes (Cache 118) arranged in a form similar to Offer-
ings No. 9 and No. 11 of La Venta (Drucker et al. 1959: Figures 47 and 48). 
Excavations by Otto Román demonstrated that, during the following twelve 
hundred years of the Preclassic period, the occupants of Ceibal constructed 
at least fourteen more plaza floors with fills measuring 2 m in total thickness 
at the location of Cache 118 (figure 1.2). Of these constructions, 1.5 m thick 
fills date to the Middle Preclassic period. Along with these plaza construc-
tions, the Middle Preclassic residents of Ceibal deposited a series of caches. 
Excavations along the central axis of the E-Group assemblage by Román, Flory 
Pinzón, and Raúl Ortiz revealed twelve Middle Preclassic caches containing 
elaborately made objects with nine of them including greenstone axes. Other 
probable caches contained animal remains. The discovery of Cache 7 by the 
Harvard University team in the southern part of the Central Plaza indicates 
that there are more ritual deposits off the central axis. Toward the end of the 
Middle Preclassic period, common forms of ritual deposits in the plaza shifted 
from greenstone axe caches to those of ceramic vessels and sacrificial human 
remains (Inomata 2013). Excavations of the eastern part of the plaza by Pinzón 
showed that in the latter part of the Late Preclassic period a series of caches 
with numerous ceramic vessels were placed. Despite these changes in ritual 
deposits, the central axis of the E-Group assemblage continued to be the pri-
mary focus of public ritual throughout the Preclassic period.

The volume of Preclassic constructions is particularly impressive when we 
consider that plaza constructions during the Classic period measure merely 
20 cm in thickness in the central part of the plaza. In the northern part of the 
Central Plaza, the Preclassic fills are even thicker because the residents tried 
to create roughly leveled surfaces over the sloping natural terrain. Excavations 
by Geraldine Fondevilla revealed 3.1 m thick Preclassic plaza fills with the 
Middle Preclassic layers measuring 2.2 m (figure 1.3). Patterns are similar in 
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Figure 1.3. S tratigraphy of the northern part of the Central Plaza.



Plaza Builders of the Preclassic Maya Lowlands 25

the adjacent South Plaza. According to the excavations by the Harvard Univer-
sity team, the Preclassic fills in this area measured 2.4 to 3 m in thickness with 
nearly all layers dating to the Middle Preclassic (Smith 1982:108–114).

Table 1.1 shows estimates of plaza construction volumes of Group A for each 
period based on those excavation data from the Harvard University project and 
our investigations. These are compared to the total construction volumes of 
Group A pyramids. Since the process of plaza expansions, particularly that of 
the northern part of the Central Plaza and the eastern part of the Southern 
Plaza, is poorly understood, these figures may contain substantial errors. We 
have even less data for period-by-period estimates of pyramid constructions, 
and thus table 1.1 only lists the total volumes of each pyramid resulting from 
the building sequence through all periods. Despite these difficulties and un-
certainties, table 1.1 demonstrates the most important point: Ceibal residents 
invested substantial labor in the construction of plazas. In particular, a com-
parison with the construction volumes of pyramids illustrates the importance 
of plaza constructions. The volume of plaza constructions during the Late Pre-
classic Cantutse-Chicanel phase alone surpasses the total volume of pyramids; 

Table 1.1. Estimates of Construction Volumes of Group A Plazas 
and Pyramids

Construction
Period/Structure

Volume  
(m3) Years

Volume 
(m3)

per year

Plazas

 R eal-Xe  
(early Middle Preclassic: 1,000–700 bc)

38,400 300 128

  Escoba-Mamom  
(late Middle Preclassic: 700–400 bc)

52,800 300 176

 C antutse-Chicanel  
(Late Preclassic: 400 bc–ad 250)

86,100 650 132

  Tepejilote/Bayal-Tepeu  
(Late-Terminal Classic: ad 600–950)

34,000 350 97

Pyramids (all periods combined)

 S tructure A-3 1,400

 S tructure A-5 900

 S tructure A-6 3,900

 S tructure A-10 19,600

 S tructure A-20 9,900

 S tructure A-24 38,200

  Pyramids total 73,900 1,600 46

The Early Classic period (ad 250–600) with weak occupation is excluded 
from the calculation.
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when we compare construction volumes for each period, the volume of plazas 
appears to be substantially larger than that of pyramids.

Another central point that table 1.1 shows is that plaza constructions were 
particularly important during the Preclassic period. The scale of Preclassic 
plaza constructions substantially surpasses those of the Late and Terminal 
Classic periods. In terms of the total volume, the Late Preclassic Cantutse-
Chicanel phase may have witnessed the largest plaza construction, and as to 
per-year average, the late Middle Preclassic Escoba-Mamom phase may repre-
sent the most active period in plaza construction. However, to evaluate the so-
cial significance of plaza construction, we need to take the population levels of 
each period into account. Population estimates for the Preclassic period are ex-
tremely difficult, particularly for its early phases. Harvard University research-
ers assumed that Ceibal during the early Middle Preclassic Real-Xe phase was 
merely a small hamlet or village, although they did not dismiss the possibil-
ity that public buildings already existed (Willey 1990:193). Our investigations 
have demonstrated that Ceibal was already a formal ceremonial center from its 
inception, but its population level during the Real-Xe phase was certainly sub-
stantially lower than those of the subsequent Escoba-Mamom and Cantutse-
Chicanel phases (Tourtellot 1988). Then, the per-capita plaza construction 
volume during the Real-Xe phase was most likely the highest in the history of 
Ceibal. The labor investment in plaza construction during the Real-Xe phase 
is even larger than what table 1.1 implies because the work of scraping off the 
humus for the creation of the first plaza floor is not reflected in the volume 
calculations. The first settlers of Ceibal were the most avid plaza-builders.

Plaza as a Monument and as a Stage

The precise process of the Middle Preclassic beginning of Ceibal is still under 
investigation. It remains to be determined whether there were migrations from 
the Gulf Coast and Chiapas or whether the local inhabitants adopted new 
cultural practices. Either way, the local lowland Maya probably constituted 
the majority of its population, and they maintained direct contacts with those 
regions to the west. As this society went through a major transformation from 
a mobile life way to full sedentism, the construction of a plaza provided oppor-
tunities on which people with different expectations and agendas gathered and 
worked toward common goals. Participants experienced collective work involv-
ing planning, coordination, and division of labor on a scale and in a manner 
unprecedented in the area. The resulting plaza was a monument of communal 
work, indexical of labor invested by many individuals. Plaza constructions were 
accompanied and followed by public ceremonies. Some precious and symbolic 
items buried during these rituals, including greenstone axes that came from dis-
tant places, give us glimpses of these events. The configuration of the E-Group 
plaza was highly open; it allowed, and probably was intended to encourage, the 
participation of all community members in events held there. Public gather-
ings likely involved music, dance, and feastings as well, in a manner similar to 
those from the Classic and Colonial periods and from ethnographically known 
cases (Ciudad Real 1976; Inomata 2006b; Miller 1986; Tozzer 1941). The 
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plaza was a stage for public performance. Through these constructions and 
public events, the residents created and experienced social relations with other 
community members, shared common experiences and narratives, and negoti-
ated individual and collective identities. The construction of plazas and public 
gatherings that took place there offered a central mechanism through which 
a new community was constituted. In other words, these activities were not 
simply outcomes of, or reflective of, an established sedentary community but 
an arena of the on-going process of creation, reproduction, and transformation 
of a community (see Inomata 2006a).

The plaza most likely served to tie the past, present, and future of the com-
munity in the mind and discourse of people. As a monument and a stage, the 
plaza constantly reminded people of their collective labor and communal gath-
erings that took place in the past, and it shaped people’s imagination, plan-
ning, and narratives on future constructions and gatherings. This process was 
doubtless conditioned by the unique physical property of the plaza. Unlike the 
ever visible pyramids, the scale and significance of plaza constructions were 
not so evident once the building activities were completed. The same is true 
for caches of greenstone axes and other items; unlike stelae that continued to 
command people’s attention through their perpetual visibility and tangibility, 
caches became sealed and invisible as soon as they were created. The continu-
ous investments of substantial labor in plaza building and repeated depositions 
of precious items in these spaces indicate that, despite their invisibility, plaza 
constructions and caches were foci of community interests, most likely vested 
with significant symbolic and social values. Their importance primarily lived 
in people’s shared memories, narratives, and understandings, as well as in the 
planning of replicated events in the future (see Connerton 1989). The physical 
acts of plaza constructions and public ceremonies, as well as their memories 
and narratives, probably served to tether the formerly mobile population to a 
fixed location.

We should not assume that the process of community-making at Ceibal was 
all harmonious. The invisibility of plaza fills and caches may have facilitated 
acts of forgetting meshed with those of remembering, leading to possibilities 
for reinterpretations of repeated acts and for the invention of new traditions, 
as hinted by changes in caching practices from those depositing greenstone 
axes, to dismembered human remains and to numerous ceramic vessels (see 
Gillespie 2008; Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983; Mills and Walker 2008a). These 
changes most likely involved negotiations and contestations among commu-
nity members. A particularly important aspect of social setting in this regard 
was the relation between the Ceibal residents and the surrounding popula-
tion. As the earliest sedentary center, Ceibal in its early history was most likely 
surrounded by mobile groups. According to our refined ceramic chronology, 
Ceibal is the only confirmed settlement in the Pasión region dating to the 
Real 1 and 2 phases (1000–800 bc), whereas other sedentary communities, 
including Altar de Sacrificios (Adams 1971), Itzan (Johnston 2006), El Caobal 
(Munson 2012), and Punta de Chimino (Bachand 2007) emerged during the 
Real 3 phase (800–700 bc) (Inomata 2013; Inomata et al. 2013). We suspect 
that this pattern reflects the coexistence of sedentary and mobile populations 
during the Real 1 and 2 phases and the transition of most mobile groups to 
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sedentism during the Real 3 phases. Comparable coexistence of sedentary and 
mobile populations is suggested for other parts of the Maya lowlands and the 
southern Pacific Coast (Lohse 2010; Rosenswig 2011). The estimated two-
hundred-year period required for the full transition to sedentism implies that 
many individuals in the region resisted the transition to the new way of seden-
tary life at the beginning of Ceibal. Even for the Ceibal residents who once had 
made this transition, return to mobile life ways continued to be an easy, viable 
option. It is conceivable that the boundary between the sedentary community 
and mobile groups was porous, which may have allowed some individuals from 
mobile groups to participate in public events held at Ceibal and some Ceibal 
residents to leave the sedentary community when internal animosity worsened. 
Still, the constant growth of the Ceibal population throughout the Preclas-
sic period, as well as the increase in the number of sedentary settlements in 
the Pasión region and in other parts of the Maya lowlands, indicate that the 
sedentary, aggregated way of life was ultimately successful in attracting the 
lowland Maya. Incentives for the transition to sedentary communities may 
have derived in part from the functional or economic rationales of protection 
against enemy raids, the efficiency in agricultural work, and the better access 
to exchanged goods. Nonetheless, equally important was the attraction of com-
munal activities tied to plaza construction and public ceremonies that cannot 
be fully explained through functional rationality. In addition, shared narratives 
and memories, mediated by these physical activities and by the material pres-
ence of objects and places, gave meanings and values to the new way of life.

Another important dimension of social context is the degree of social in-
equality. At Middle Preclassic Ceibal social inequality was present, but dif-
ferences in prestige and power do not appear to have been strongly marked. 
To the southwest of the E-Group plaza under the A-24 Platform, our excava-
tions revealed a substantial platform, which we named Sulul, dating to the 
onset of Ceibal settlement around 1,000 bc (Inomata et al. 2013). During 
the Real 2 phase (850–800 bc) a series of renovations transformed Platform 
Sulul into a monumental construction, which we call Ch’och’, measuring 6 m 
in the maximum fill thickness and more than 34 m in width (Inomata et al. 
2013). We are inclined to think that Platform Sulul/Ch’och’ served as a resi-
dential complex although we still need to consider the possibility that it was 
a communal building. If our interpretation is correct, it would imply that its 
residents, who probably formed a corporate group at least partially based on 
kinship, lived in a building complex considerably larger than others. This was 
the most prominent group in this community and likely played leading roles 
in communal affairs, including the planning and organization of plaza con-
structions and public events. Our excavation of Platform Ch’och’ revealed two 
caches containing greenstone axes and an axe preform, which point to the 
unique status of the group associated with this building. During the Real 2 or 3 
phases another large platform, named K’at, was built to the northeast of the E-
Group plaza. This platform supported multiple rectangular or L-shaped build-
ings that appear to have surrounded a patio. Its location and configuration are 
similar to contemporaneous platforms at central Chiapas, where excavations 
revealed possible evidence of their use as residential complexes (Agrinier 2000; 
Clark and Hansen 2001). It is not clear whether Platform K’at was built by the 
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residents of Platform Sulul/Ch’och’ or by a rival group, but this new platform 
was most likely used as a residential complex of the emerging elite. Besides the 
two greenstone axe caches, however, only a limited quantity of prestige goods 
has been found in those large platforms, and the ceramics recovered there are 
indistinguishable from those excavated from other parts of the site. If the lead-
ing groups of Ceibal lived on these platforms, their unique status was marked 
by the large size and the central location of their residences, but inequality in 
terms of other material possessions was suppressed. In this regard, we should 
note an important difference from Chiapas centers. At Chiapa de Corzo, the 
excavation of the western pyramid of the E-Group assemblage, Mound 11, by 
Bruce Bachand, Lynneth Lowe, and Emiliano Gallaga, revealed rich tombs 
containing numerous jade ornaments dating to around 700–500 bc (Lowe 
2012). Our tunnel excavation of the western pyramid of the E-Group complex, 
Structure A-20, however, did not find any burials or caches along the central 
axis of its Real 1 and 2 constructions. At the Middle Preclassic community of 
Ceibal, its emerging elite could live in large residences, but they did not have 
power to claim pyramids or other buildings associated with the central plaza as 
their own monuments as their Classic-period descendants did.

In this social context, the residents of Ceibal invested substantial labor in 
the construction of the communal plaza although potential elite residential 
complexes located on large platforms were an additional foci of construction 
effort. Rituals held in the Middle Preclassic plaza of Ceibal probably had a 
strong character as communal events although the emergent elite possibly 
played a central role in those gatherings. The importance of the plaza is also 
reflected in the distribution of caches. Most Middle Preclassic caches were de-
posited in the plaza rather than in surrounding buildings. These patterns con-
trast to those of the Classic period in which pyramids tied to the royal family 
of each center commanded a substantial part of communal construction effort 
and were preferred locations for the placement of elite burials and caches (see 
Chase and Chase 1995).

In analyzing the process of community-making, we need to pay attention 
to the coexistence of different social implications presented by plazas and by 
practices associated with them. On one hand, plazas as formal spaces confined 
patterns of actions and interactions that contrasted to the less physically re-
stricting spaces that mobile populations were accustomed to. The formalized 
spaces could have helped shape a certain type of political subject that con-
formed to norms of action expected in aggregated communities (Love 1999). 
They contributed to the emergence of a new kind of power relation (see Fou-
cault 1977). On the other hand, Preclassic plazas afforded substantial flex-
ibility in terms of its interpretation. Unlike the Classic-period settings where 
images and texts carved on temples and stelae narrowed down the range of as-
sociated narratives, the invisibility of previous constructions and cache depos-
its in Middle Preclassic plazas allowed individuals to create diverse meanings 
and values of the places and of events held there. As noted above, this flexibil-
ity could have caused tensions among the residents in relation to changes in 
practices and narratives, but it also meant that individuals with diverse back-
grounds and expectations could internalize the values of the plaza and public 
events in various ways and could develop their own senses of attachment to the 
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place. These complex implications of the plaza are comparable to the process 
of power relations shaped by ritual that Catherine Bell discusses (1992:221). 
She argues that ritual, or ritualization in her term, serves as a form of social 
control because it demands external conformance from the participants forc-
ing them to act in expected manners. Ritual, however, allows a substantial de-
gree of flexibility in terms of internal interpretations, making ritual effective in 
grounding a sense of community without overriding the autonomy of individu-
als. An analogous view applies not only to public events but also to the plaza 
in the Middle Preclassic community of Ceibal where an increasing number of 
individuals accepted and internalized new forms of power relations.

Comparison with Other Areas

Plazas appear to have been central elements from the beginning or in an early 
stage of many sedentary communities in Preclassic Mesoamerica. For example, 
Ann Cyphers and Timothy Murtha (chapter 4, this volume) and Javier Urcid 
and Arthur Joyce (chapter 9, this volume) show that public plazas were estab-
lished at the inception of new communities at San Lorenzo and Monte Albán. 
In an even earlier period, excavations by John Clark and his colleagues demon-
strate that a spacious plaza was already present in the Early Preclassic village of 
Paso de la Amada (Clark 2004). A few centuries after the foundation of Ceibal, 
the ceremonial center of Cival emerged in the eastern Peten, where the initial 
construction effort of public spaces was even more prominent than in the case 
of Ceibal. According to an estimate made by Francisco Estrada-Belli (2011), 
the initial leveling fills of the area including an E-Group plaza dwarfed any 
later construction efforts of monumental buildings.

In terms of labor investment in plaza construction, however, there exist di-
verse patterns. Significant investment in the early construction of plazas sur-
passing that of Ceibal may be found on the southern Gulf Coast as described 
for the Early Preclassic center of San Lorenzo by Cyphers and Murtha (chap-
ter 4, this volume). A particularly impressive case is found at the Middle Pre-
classic center of La Venta (Drucker 1952; Drucker et al. 1959). In addition to 
the artificial fills measuring 1.5 to 2.5 m in thickness placed in the Ceremonial 
Court of Complex A, the invisibility of products resulting from substantial labor 
is epitomized by the five Massive Offerings excavated there, in which an enor-
mous amount of serpentine blocks were placed only to be buried under thick 
construction fills. For the completely excavated Massive Offering 1, excavators 
estimated that serpentine blocks were arranged in twenty-eight layers in a 7 m 
deep pit weighed over 1,000 tons (Drucker et al. 1959:97). Similar emphasis on 
plaza construction and ritual deposits is found in Chiapas. At San Isidro, Early 
and Middle Preclassic fills of the E-Group plaza measured roughly 2 m thick, 
and excavations by Gareth Lowe along its central axis revealed numerous caches 
containing axes, pseudo-axes, and ceramic vessels (Lowe 1981). At Chiapa de 
Corzo, plaza construction in its E-Group assemblage was less impressive with 
Preclassic plaza fills measuring 1 m or less in thickness, but three large caches 
in front of the western mound contained roughly 340 axes and pseudo-axes in 
pits measuring up to 2.7 m in depth (Bachand 2011; Bachand et al. 2008).
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The level of investment in plaza construction and ritual deposits in plazas 
is more varied in other parts of the Maya lowlands. At the centers of Tikal 
and Uaxactún, E-Group assemblages were foci of communal life in their early 
history, but extensive excavations of these groups revealed relatively thin ac-
cumulations of plaza constructions; much of the construction efforts were 
directed to pyramids and other above-ground buildings (Laporte and Fialko 
1995; Laporte and Valdés 1993; Ricketson and Ricketson 1937). Extensive 
excavations of these groups failed to reveal axe caches comparable to those of 
Ceibal, Chiapas, and La Venta. The site of Cival mentioned above, however, 
reminds us that certain centers in the central and eastern lowlands emphasized 
the construction of plazas or plateaus over pyramidal structures. To build the 
ceremonial complex, the residents of Cival created a leveled surface by placing 
fills measuring up to 7 m in thickness on hill slopes (Estrada-Belli 2011:74). 
Excavations at Cival also unearthed the only known cruciform cache with 
greenstone axes in the Maya lowlands outside of Ceibal (Estrada-Belli 2006). 
It is not clear whether these similarities between Ceibal and Cival resulted 
from some contacts bypassing other settlements or whether our understanding 
is skewed because of limited excavations of Middle Preclassic remains. The 
process at Cahal Pech is somewhat similar to that of Cival (Cheetham 1995; 
Healy et al. 2004). The longest construction sequence was found in Plaza B, 
which was occupied by a small number of residential structures during the 
early Middle Preclassic Cunil phase contemporaneous with the Real phase. 
At the end of the Cunil phase, roughly contemporaneous with the beginning 
of Cival, this hilltop area appears to have been transformed into a ceremonial 
complex. At this time a level surface across Plaza B was created with construc-
tion fills over the slope in the southern part of the plaza measuring 0.9 to 1.9 m 
in total thickness. By the end of the Late Preclassic period, the total fill thick-
ness reached 2.6 m in the southern part and 0.7 m in the northern portion 
where the bedrock was highest (Cheetham 1995). Unlike the one-time con-
struction of Cival, the plaza buildup at Cahal Pech during the Cunil phase was 
achieved through a series of floor constructions. Still, the construction effort 
invested during the Cunil phase compared to those during the later phases is 
remarkable particularly when we consider the three hundred-year duration of 
the Cunil phase (within the 1200- to 1300-year total duration of the Preclassic 
period) and the lower population level in this early phase.

Different kinds of sequence have been identified at the Belizean sites of 
Cuello and K’axob. At Cuello, excavations focused on Platform 34. During the 
Middle Preclassic period when this part was a residential complex, the con-
struction of its patio was modest, measuring 0.5 to 1 m in fill thickness. At the 
beginning of the Late Preclassic period, it was transformed into an open plat-
form complex with a temple; the patio was filled with a 1 m thick layer of rub-
ble in a single construction episode. By the end of the Late Preclassic period, 
the total fill thickness of the platform reached 2.6 m (Hammond et al. 1991). 
At K’axob, Plaza B was originally a residential complex, where the patio surface 
was gradually raised throughout the Middle and Late Preclassic periods. The 
fill thickness reached 1.2 m by the end of the Late Preclassic period when it 
was transformed to a temple-platform complex (McAnany 2004; McAnany and 
López Varela 1999). These sequences found at Cuello and K’axob are more 
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comparable to that of the A-24 Platform than that of the E-Group plaza of 
Ceibal. The A-24 Platform also appears to have started as a residential complex 
(Platforms Sulul and Ch’och’) and was transformed to an open platform at the 
end of the Middle Preclassic period. Structure A-24, the largest temple pyra-
mid at Ceibal, may have been constructed after this transformation. Despite 
these similarities, the construction volume of A-24 Platform was substantially 
larger than those at Cuello and K’axob.

The results of excavations of E-Group assemblages and other public plazas 
in the El Mirador region have not been fully published. Regarding the con-
struction sequence of Nakbé, a major center in this region during the Middle 
Preclassic period, Richard Hansen (1998) suggests that the late Middle Pre-
classic period witnessed major construction effort, in which substantial con-
struction fills buried earlier residential remains and laid a basis for ceremonial 
complexes. Large platforms supporting residential structures have been found 
in the northern Maya lowlands as well. At Komchén, substantial platforms, 
23F1 and 24G1, were built during the Ek’ phase, possibly contemporaneous 
with the Real 2 or 3 phases (Andrews et al. 2008). Komchén continued to 
grow to become a densely occupied center during the Late Preclassic period 
with the addition of multiple platforms. Large platforms, 21F1 and 21J1, along 
with 23F1 and 24G1, defined a public plaza, but the buildup of plaza floors 
remained minimum throughout the Preclassic period (Ringle 1985; Ringle and 
Andrews 1988).

Different kinds of motivation and social circumstance appear to have af-
fected these diverse ways in which plazas were built. In the case of Cival and 
Cahal Pech, substantial construction effort focused on the creation of a leveled 
surface for ceremonial cores in an early stage of occupation. At Cuello and 
K’axob, a major turning point was the burying of earlier residential remains for 
the creation of new temple complexes. At other settlements, including Tikal, 
Uaxactún, and Komchén, much of the construction effort was directed to vis-
ible structures above the ground level rather than to plazas. Even at these 
settlements, public plazas, particularly E-Group assemblages, were central foci 
of communal activities (Aimers and Rice 2006; Chase and Chase 1995). Like 
that of Ceibal, most E-Group assemblages, including those of Tikal and Uaxac-
tún, exhibited open configurations that were probably geared toward commu-
nitywide participation. In terms of the labor investment in plaza construction 
and the emphasis on deposits of valuable objects there, the closest parallels to 
Ceibal are found on the southern Gulf Coast and in central Chiapas. Ceibal’s 
sustained emphasis on plaza constructions and cache deposits as communal 
endeavors throughout the Middle Preclassic period was probably shaped sig-
nificantly by the ideas and practices shared with these western groups.

Conclusions

Archaeologists have long directed their attention to pyramids and other promi-
nent buildings, but the finds at Ceibal and related sites compel researchers to 
examine the importance of plazas more closely. Plazas were not simply empty 
spaces surrounded by more important buildings; they were vested with symbolic 
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and historical values that shaped the constitution and identities of the commu-
nity (Love 1999; Ringle and Bey 2001). At Ceibal, as well as at closely related 
settlements in central Chiapas and on the southern Gulf Coast, plazas were 
at once stages for communal gatherings, places where precious objects were 
deposited, and monuments that community members built in collaboration. 
Thus, plazas served as hubs and primary media of collective actions, of shared 
memories and narratives, and of negotiations of communal identities and val-
ues. The importance of plaza use and construction at Preclassic Ceibal may 
have been partly due to the relatively undeveloped social inequality, but similar 
emphases are also found in more hierarchically organized Chiapas and Gulf 
Coast groups. In other parts of the Maya lowlands, diverse patterns of plaza 
construction and cache deposit are found. While plazas are foci of communal 
life at many Preclassic Maya settlements, the ways people attached symbolic 
values to these plazas and invested physical work and material wealth in these 
spaces were shaped by different historical traditions and political situations. 
Although Classic and Postclassic descendants of the Maya lowlands and other 
Mesoamerican areas with institutionalized rulership tended to give greater em-
phasis to pyramids and other prominently visible buildings tied to the elite, 
plazas continued to be central elements of most settlements and stages for 
communal gatherings. In this sense, the early cultural practices seen at Pre-
classic Ceibal and other centers strongly shaped subsequent configurations of 
sociality in the Maya lowlands and other areas.
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Social Identities, Power Relations, 
and Urban Transformations

Politics of Plaza Construction 
at Teotihuacan

Tat s u ya Mu r a k a m i

The built environment, including monumental buildings, public spaces, and 
urban forms, is an important locus where social identities and power relations 
are represented and enhanced, and is actively manipulated by central authori-
ties and other sociopolitical and economic forces (e.g., DeMarrais et al. 1996; 
Low 2000; Rabinow 1989). However, the built environment is not a static 
representation of preexisting ideas (Hirsch 1995), but the meanings inscribed 
in it are continuously enacted and negotiated through both active and passive 
participation of people in public events, such as state rituals (Inomata 2006a). 
This is, in part, because these meanings are not necessarily shared by, or appar-
ent to, all members of the society (Mack 2004) and may be contested (Bender 
1992); but also because events are transitory by nature and enacted meanings 
and shared experience may fade through time after the events (DeMarrais et 
al. 1996:17). Thus, the durability of the built environment and the transitory 
nature of public events complement each other, perpetuating or transforming 
people’s perceptions of social identities and power relations. Moreover, the 
physical settings are an integral part of activities taking place in the space (Gid-
dens 1984), and thus the analysis of these settings, especially plazas and their 
associated features, provides a tangible means to make an inference about ar-
chaeologically intangible activities. This chapter explores how the creation and 
use of plazas and courtyards and their associated features served as an integral 
mechanism for the production and transformation of social relations at Teo-
tihuacan, the capital of a regional state in Central Mexico (ca. ad 150–650).
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Teotihuacan’s history is highly dynamic (e.g., Cowgill 2000; Millon 1981; 
Murakami 2010) and there are several points at which the urban landscape 
underwent significant changes, including the initial urban growth during the 
Patlachique phase (ca. 150 bc–ad 1); the construction of monumental struc-
tures within the civic-ceremonial core along the Street of the Dead (the cen-
tral precinct, hereafter) toward the end of the Tzacualli phase (ca. ad 1–150) 
to the Miccaotli phase (ca. ad 150–250); and the construction of apartment 
compounds around the central precinct (called an “urban renewal” by Millon 
1981) from the Tlamimilolpa phase (ca. ad 250–350) onward (figure 2.1). 
Since the urban construction is often a cumulative process, the meanings in-
scribed in the final form of the city are not always apparent without referring 
to its historical antecedents (Duncan 1985). In this chapter, I examine dia-
chronic changes in the use of plazas and courtyards from the initial period of 
state consolidation to the urban renewal project and discuss how bodily expe-
rience in plazas and courtyards was constructed to forge social identities and 
power relations at multiple scales of social interaction, ranging from domestic 
to neighborhoods to the city as a whole.

Technologies of Power and the Politics of Plaza Construction

Our understanding of the mutually constitutive nature of the built environ-
ment and social relations owes much to Foucault (1977, 2007), who dem-
onstrated that the spatial control of bodily experience provides an important 
means to produce and reproduce power relations, which broadened our per-
spectives on the interface between experiential and spatial dimensions of po-
litical dynamics. Foucault (1977) identified two contrasting mechanisms of 
power in Europe: premodern, spectacle-based or sovereign power and modern, 
disciplinary power. Sovereign power is centered on the mortal body of the sov-
ereign, be it an individual or collective sovereign, and is experienced in public 
spectacles, which, along with law and juridical systems, serve as an impor-
tant means to define and enhance binary understanding of power relations, 
such as the sovereign and the subordinates, the permitted and the forbidden 
(Foucault 1977). The disciplinary technology of power is concerned with “the 
control and distribution of bodies and individuals in a spatial ordering” (Rabi-
now 2003:357, italics original). It is usually predicated on enclosure and its 
internal partitioning as seen in hospitals and prisons (Foucault 1977; see also 
Giddens 1984:145–147) and may also be devised in urban planning (Foucault 
2007:15–17; Rabinow 2003). These technologies of power are an intrinsic part 
of social relations and are both effect and cause of social relations across the 
society (Foucault 2007:2). Such a conception of power allows us to explore 
“the notion of politics that includes everyday life” (Alonso 2005:28) and how 
technologies of power operate on the body of not only subject populations but 
also the dominant group (Foucault 2007; Giddens 1984:151–154; Rabinow 
2003:358).

While the opposition of sovereign and disciplinary power has been critiqued 
by several researchers (e.g., Agamben 1998; Alonso 2005), who reevaluate 
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the presence of sovereign power in modern contexts, Foucault (2007:7–8) 
acknowledges that disciplinary mechanisms are present within the regime of 
sovereign power and that some elements of premodern political technologies 
persist in the modern era. This leads to the question regarding what he calls 
“the system of correlation” between different technologies of power (Foucault 
2007:8; see Tsukamoto 2009 for an archaeological case study). One of the 
major goals of this chapter is to explore how spectacle-based and disciplinary 
technologies of power were intertwined in activities that took place in plazas 
and courtyards to reinforce or transform social identities and power relations 

Figure 2.1.  Location of architectural complexes mentioned in the text (redrawn 
from Millon 1973). Tlachinolpan is located outside the mapped area in the northwest 
periphery. See figure 2.2 for the location of architectural complexes in the central 
precinct.
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at Teotihuacan. As an integral part of public spectacles, physical settings such 
as plazas become an indispensable apparatus for the creation and maintenance 
of shared identity and power relations (e.g., Inomata 2006a, this volume; Tsu-
kamoto, this volume). It is generally assumed that the size of open spaces has 
direct implications for the scale of social interaction and thus the nature of 
social identities and power relations negotiated during the events that took 
place in those plazas (Inomata 2006a). At the same time, standardized mor-
phology of open spaces along with controlled access may indicate the control 
of bodily movement and experience in these events and the disciplinarization 
of apparatuses (e.g., Tsukamoto 2009). Building on Foucault’s and other re-
searchers’ insight, I assess the size, morphology, and access patterns of plazas 
and courtyards at Teotihuacan. The size of plazas and courtyards will be used 
to make a rough estimate of their capacity and are not meant to represent the 
exact number of people these open spaces held.

Foucault’s focus was on the operation of different mechanisms of power and 
not on their formation process. However, the development of different technol-
ogies of power is historically contingent and is both a cause and a consequence 
(both intended and unintended) of strategic actions of, and negotiations of 
power among, individuals and groups (e.g., Foucault 1982; Giddens 1984). 
Thus, technologies of power operating in open spaces can be conceptualized 
as both power strategies and elements of the spatial constitution of power rela-
tions. The second goal of this chapter is to examine how different technologies 
of power were implemented in plazas and courtyards as a consequence of stra-
tegic actions of individuals and groups. To this end, I present a summary of my 
study on the organization of urban construction, which examined the degree of 
state intervention in the urban renewal project (Murakami 2010).

State Formation, Public Plazas, and the 
Unified Architectural Style

The Teotihuacan state was comprised of multiple ethnic, linguistic, and/or re-
gional groups (e.g., Rattray 1987; Spence 1992), and the creation of a shared 
identity along with a shared understanding of power relations was critical for 
the integration and operation of the state. Considering the explosive growth 
in construction activities in the central precinct during the Miccaotli phase, a 
strong central authority was likely established by this time. Conspicuous con-
sumption of labor and material recourses for monumental construction rep-
resented the centralized power of the Teotihuacan state (Murakami 2010). 
The Sun Pyramid was built probably at the end of the Tzacualli phase or at 
the beginning of the Miccaotli phase (Millon et al. 1965; Murakami 2010; cf. 
Millon 1981). Shortly after the Sun Pyramid, Building 4 of the Moon Pyramid 
was built during the Miccaotli phase, which represents a substantial enlarge-
ment of previous structures (Sugiyama 2004; Sugiyama and Cabrera 2007). 
The canonical orientation of the city (15.5 degrees east of north) was likely 
established by this time as seen in the orientation of Building 4 (Sugiyama 
2004). The Feathered Serpent Pyramid along with the Ciudadela was con-
structed in the Miccaotli-Tlamimilolpa transition (Sugiyama 2004). It is likely 
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that these major pyramids were closely associated with the creation myth, the 
beginning of time, militarism, and/or rulership (Cowgill 2000; Headrick 2001; 
Millon 1993; Sugiyama 2004, 2005), and the construction process itself was 
an important means to legitimate the power of the state.

Along with these major pyramids, large plazas such as the Moon Plaza and 
the Great Plaza of the Ciudadela were constructed, which could have accom-
modated most city residents (table 2.1). The Street of the Dead, at least its 
northern half, was also in existence by the Miccaotli phase (Millon 1981). 
This suggests that the state ideology inscribed in monumental structures was 
actively and continuously disseminated through public events in these open 
spaces. Rituals, such as political rites (e.g., rulers’ accession), state funerals, 
and temple dedications, would have been carried out in the plazas. The Moon 
Plaza in its final form could have accommodated up to approximately 35,000 
people (table 2.1), but including the Street of the Dead, most city residents 
should have been able to attend public events in the plaza. The size of the 
Moon Plaza remained more or less the same throughout Teotihuacan’s history 
because the Moon Pyramid was enlarged subsequently toward the north, never 
to the south (Sugiyama and Cabrera 2007). This may suggest that the size of 
the Moon Plaza was a major concern for planning spatial configuration of the 
central precinct. The Great Plaza of the Ciudadela is the second largest plaza 
within the central precinct,1 and Cowgill (1983) estimates that the majority of 
city residents (i.e., ca. 100,000 people) could have been accommodated in the 
plaza (table 2.1). The Sun Plaza is considerably smaller than other major pla-
zas, and it could have accommodated around 6,000 people (table 2.1). Possibly 
only high status people were allowed to enter the plaza or perhaps the audience 
was continuously circulated.

While both construction activities and public events in large plazas served 
to disseminate state authority, the control of subject population was further en-
hanced in these events through the control of individual bodies. The physical 
form of the Street of the Dead and its access pattern imply that the regulated 
and predefined movement of people and some degree of order was imposed 
on individual bodies. The lateral sides of the street were almost completely 
blocked by architectural complexes (at least in its final form), and there were 
likely three main entrances (figure 2.2). The absence of a formal entrance 
north of the Sun Pyramid implies the movement of people from the south 
to the north, suggesting that the Moon Plaza was the final destination. It is 
possible that ceremonies such as processions were carried out on the street. 
Access patterns of major plazas also indicate that the movement of people was 
highly regulated and/or predefined: the Sun Plaza and the Great Plaza of the 
Ciudadela have only one major entrance.

State buildings and large plazas also set a stage for the creation of a shared 
identity through bodily experience and sensory perception of the physical pres-
ence of other residents (Inomata 2006a). A shared identity was also enhanced 
by the creation of state symbols (Kertzer 1988). During the Miccaotli phase, 
talud-tablero style (a combination of a sloping wall and a vertical panel) was 
adopted from the Puebla-Tlaxcala region and was applied to almost all the plat-
forms within the central precinct by the beginning of the Early Tlamimilolpa 
phase. This adoption of talud-tablero style might attest to the creation of a state 



Figure 2.2. A rchitectural complexes in the central precinct (redrawn from Millon 1993). Arrows show the 
main entrances to the Street of the Dead. The shaded area is the Street of the Dead Complex.
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identity, which was actively promoted through public events in major plazas. 
Current evidence suggests that there were multiple architectural traditions in 
the city before the Miccaotli phase, as seen in a public architectural complex in 
Tlachinolpan (Blucher 1971), a small circular pyramid in Plaza One (Cook de 
Leonard 1957), and small stepped pyramids (Buildings 1–3) at the Moon Pyra-
mid (Sugiyama 2004; Sugiyama and Cabrera 2007). These different traditions 
might be associated with different ethnic and/or regional affiliations, suggest-
ing that early Teotihuacan may have been an aggregate or a confederation of 
multiple communities, not necessarily under a single central authority (Angulo 
2007; Murakami 2010). Thus, the use of talud-tablero style for nearly all the 
platforms can be interpreted as an intentional act to unify architectural styles. 
Talud-tablero style likely became a state symbol or a materialized identity (De-
Marrais et al. 1996), which was re-created throughout the city (with some vari-
ants) as well as in other regions of Mesoamerica during the subsequent phases.

In sum, through the process of state formation, power relations (especially 
between state elites and subjects) and a shared identity were embodied in the 
size, form, and spatial organization of the central precinct and were continu-
ously negotiated and reaffirmed or transformed in public events in large open 
spaces. Unfortunately, there is little evidence for residential architecture out-
side the central precinct in this period, and it is not clear how state rituals 
articulated with rituals in domestic contexts. The creation and maintenance of 
a shared identity and power relations are, however, continuous processes and 
the Teotihuacan state developed a new mechanism of forging a shared identity 
and power relations through the urban renewal project from the Tlamimilolpa 
phase (ca. ad 250–350) onward.

Urban Renewal and the Socio-Spatial Organization

The construction of apartment compounds marks the start of urban renewal 
(Millon 1981): over 100,000 people lived in approximately 2,300 apartment 
compounds (figures 2.1 and 2.2). Apartment compounds are walled enclosures 
and contain multiple residential units or apartments that consist of one or 
more courtyard units (figure 2.3). All the compounds were built following more 
or less the canonical orientation of the city. The concept of urban renewal can 
be applied not only to residential areas around the central precinct but also 
to the central precinct itself. A new spatial configuration of the central pre-
cinct was likely established in the Early Tlamimilolpa phase. Urban renewal 
throughout the city allows us to examine the use of open spaces at different 
scales of social interaction.2

It is generally assumed that there is a direct association between the size of 
open spaces and the type of activities (e.g., public vs. domestic), and the func-
tion and socioeconomic status of architectural complexes have been inferred 
based on the size of open spaces along with their location, associated build-
ings, access pattern, and other kinds of evidence (e.g., Manzanilla 2009; Millon 
1976). Three broad socioeconomic urban strata have been defined at Teoti-
huacan: state elites, intermediate elites, and commoners (e.g., Millon 1976). 



Figure 2.3.  Layout and access pattern of some apartment compounds. (a) Modified 
after Gómez Chávez 2000; (b) modified after Manzanilla 2004:fig. 5.6; (c) modified 
after Manzanilla 2004:fig. 5.3; (d) modified after Gómez Chávez 2000. Arrows 
indicate entrances.
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Below I describe plazas and courtyards associated with these socioeconomic 
strata and address the organization of the urban renewal project. Then I discuss 
how social identities and power relations were embodied in the reformed city.

The Central Precinct and State Elites

While state elites were probably responsible for the successful enactment of 
state rituals in large plazas, a number of different activities associated with 
state affairs were likely carried out within the central precinct. Besides major 
pyramids, other architectural complexes within the central precinct contain 
small plazas and/or large courtyards, and considering their size and restricted 
access pattern, it is likely that these plazas/courtyards served only a limited 
number of state elites, not the general public (table 2.1). Administrative du-
ties were probably among the main activities carried out in these open spaces. 
Among a few excavated complexes, the Street of the Dead Complex (SDC) is 
thought to have been one of the central administrative facilities and/or royal 
palace (Cowgill 1983; Morelos 1993). The near absence of burials in the resi-
dential quarters suggests that the SDC housed institutionally affiliated groups, 
such as government officials, their retainers, and servants, not lineages. There 
were likely functional differentiations among plazas and courtyards at the SDC 
depending on their size (table 2.1). Probably during the Early Xolalpan phase 
(ca. ad 350–450) or earlier (Morelos 1993), the Street of the Dead between 
the Sun Pyramid and the Ciudadela was segmented by five transverse plat-
forms, four of which are part of the SDC. It is not clear whether people could 
freely walk through the segmented street, but the presence of a stairway at 
each transverse platform implies the movement of people and it is possible 
that the general audience was allowed to walk through on special occasions 
(e.g., following the processions). In any case, the construction of transverse 
platforms implies a restricted access to the SDC, and the movement of people 
in this area was highly regulated.

Neighborhoods and Intermediate Elite Compounds

Apartment compounds defined as intermediate elite residences have a larger 
central courtyard and temple structures than those of other compounds and 
their internal rooms are profusely decorated with murals (Manzanilla 2006). 
The highly integrated spatial arrangement is also associated with some of these 
intermediate elite compounds. For example, at Zacuala Palace and La Ven-
tilla I, there is only one entrance and all the courtyard units are connected 
through the central courtyard (figure 2.3). It is generally thought that higher 
ranked intermediate elite compounds were barrio centers (Manzanilla 2006, 
2009:24–25; Millon 1976, 1981) or barrio temples (Cabrera and Gómez 
Chávez 2008:49; Gómez Chávez 2000:596–598), whose functions would in-
clude communal rituals and the administration of the production and distribu-
tion of various resources and political affairs.

The existence of neighborhoods (and, by extension, neighborhood leaders) 
is corroborated by data from the Teotihuacan Mapping Project (Cowgill 2008; 



Table 2.1.  Estimated Capacity of Plazas and Main Courtyards at Teotihuacan

Estimated Capacity*

Area (m2) (higher est.) (lower est.)

Central Precinct (civic-ceremonial)

The Great Plaza, the Ciudadela 45,590 99,109 12,664

The Moon Plaza 15,600 33,913 4,333

The Sun Plaza 6,474 14,074 1,798

N Sunken Plaza, SDC** 5,472 11,896 1,520

C Sunken Plaza, SDC 3,128 6,800 869

S Sunken Plaza, SDC 6,496 14,122 1,804

Central Precinct (administrative/residential)

S Palace, the Ciudadela 896 1,948 249

N Palace, the Ciudadela 900 1,957 250

West Plaza Complex, SDC 630 1,370 175

Quetzalpapalotl Palace Complex 529 1,150 147

Quetzalpapalotl Palace 85 185 24

Intermediate Elite Apartment Compounds

La Ventilla I 456 991 127

Zacuala Palace 285 620 79

Teopancazco*** 275 598 76

Yayahuala 188 409 52

Tepantitla*** 182 396 51

Atetelco 125 272 35

Tetitla 120 261 33

La Ventilla II 119 259 33

Xolalpan 108 235 30

Commoners’ Apartment Compounds

La Ventilla III 35 76 10

Tlamimilolpa 35 76 10

Oztoyahualco 15B*** 25 54 7

* Higher estimated capacity is based on 0.46 m2/person and lower estimate is based on 3.6 m2/
person (Inomata 2006a). A middle estimate would be based on 1 m2/person and thus will be the 
same value as the area in m2.
** SDC represents the Street of the Dead Complex.
*** The area was taken from Manzanilla 2009.
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Millon 1981; Robertson 2001). Although the boundaries are not always clear, 
this does not imply that barrio-like spatial clustering did not exist. The pres-
ence of large main courtyards with temples at several apartment compounds 
attests that ritual practices and other kinds of social gatherings were carried 
out at a level larger than a single compound. These courtyards could have 
accommodated around a hundred to several hundreds of people (table 2.1), 
which suggests that members of multiple compounds participated in rituals 
and other activities. Moreover, Robertson’s (2001) multivariate spatial sta-
tistical studies of surface-collected sherds suggest that social integration was 
enhanced by the reorganization of neighborhood composition during the Tla-
mimilolpa phase. Robertson has shown that the neighborhoods in the Mic-
caotli phase were relatively heterogeneous in socioeconomic terms and that 
this heterogeneity decreased with increased socioeconomic segregation in the 
subsequent Tlamimilolpa phase when apartment compounds were adopted. 
These observations imply that the intermediate-level spatial segments were 
probably important not only for social integration of a group of compounds 
but also for the internal administration of the city (Millon 1981:212; see also 
Gómez Chávez 2000).

Given the relatively large size of the main courtyard (table 2.1), La Ven-
tilla I, Zacuala Palace, and Teopancazco might have served as barrio centers 
or temples. As for the other intermediate elite compounds, there were likely 
functional variations, ranging from public or institutional compounds to purely 
residential compounds with multiple entrances such as Tetitla (figure 2.3) (Ca-
brera and Gómez Chávez 2008; Gómez Chávez 2000:593–613).

Commoners’ Apartment Compounds

Lower status compounds or commoners’ compounds are characterized by their 
smaller size of rooms, temples, and courtyards along with inferior construc-
tion materials, such as adobe walls and earthen floors. Murals are present in 
those compounds, but are often limited to red paint and lack complex motifs 
that are common in intermediate elite compounds. A poorly integrated internal 
spatial arrangement also seems associated with commoners’ compounds (figure 
2.3). For example, at La Ventilla III, each residential unit or apartment has its 
own entrance and there is no internal connection among those units (Gómez 
Chávez 2000). Clayton’s (2009) analysis of mortuary practice at commoners’ 
compounds suggests that they were organized into houses, and members of 
each compound or house shared distinctive sets of artifacts and practices that 
can be distinguished from those of other compounds. It is likely that social 
and ideological integration of a house was enhanced through ritual and other 
activities carried out in courtyards (see also Manzanilla 2002, 2004). The main 
courtyards at commoners’ compounds are very small (table 2.1) and could ac-
commodate only a limited number of people at once (around several tens), 
which suggests that activities were carried out only by compound residents, 
probably with a limited number of participants from other compounds (e.g., 
some close kins). It is interesting to note that some objects that were symbols 
of militarism, such as portrait figurines and theater-type censers, have been 
recovered along with an altar in the form of a talud-tablero platform (possibly 
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a representation of pyramids within the central precinct) at some compounds 
(Sugiyama 2004). This suggests that rituals in domestic contexts reinforced the 
participants’ connection with state deities, rulers, or factions of ruling elites 
(see Ringle, this volume).

Standardized Architecture and the Organization  
of the Urban Renewal Project

It is clear that plazas and courtyards were used in diverse ways and often for 
multiple purposes at Teotihuacan, but I suggest that they served as integrative 
facilities at multiple scales, at a compound level, neighborhood level, institu-
tional level, and city level. In view of the diversity in the nature of activities and 
scale, it is striking that the morphology of these plaza and courtyard units are 
highly homogeneous: a main temple (usually placed to the east) and an open 
space (usually plastered) with or without an altar at the center. The diverse ar-
chitectural traditions at early Teotihuacan strongly suggest that the city’s resi-
dents did not just happen to share architectural repertoire during the urban 
renewal project, especially if diverse architectural traditions during the Tzacu-
alli phase served to perpetuate group identities of residents’ place of origin. 
Rather, it is likely that standardized architecture was intentionally selected as 
a state strategy to create a new identity throughout the city. In this regard, 
considering the conformity of the orientation of the apartment compounds, 
Millon (1993) and Cowgill (2000) think that the decision to build such com-
pounds derived from a strong and effective centralized authority. Furthermore, 
Millon (1993:29) postulates that the state must have sponsored the building of 
apartment compounds by organizing the supply of building materials. My study 
of construction labor and resources (Murakami 2010) partially supports Mil-
lon’s interpretation and suggests that the state actively intervened in the actual 
construction processes of apartment compounds, and that the homogeneity of 
architectural traits was not derived from superficial imitation.

Analysis of labor investment suggests that a labor force necessary to build a 
single apartment compound (65,000 to 127,000 person-days) was beyond the 
ability of the compound’s residents, who must have relied on external labor 
resources. I have suggested the possibility that barrio leaders and/or the state 
regulated labor mobilization for apartment compound construction. The distri-
butional analysis of andesitic cut stone blocks has revealed that the majority of 
them were used for selected buildings within the central precinct, thus suggest-
ing that the procurement was organized by the state. But some andesitic cut 
stone blocks were also used sporadically at apartment compounds, including 
commoner’s compounds such as La Ventilla III. Geochemical analysis of these 
cut stone blocks (n = 176) indicates that their provenance was nearly identical 
between the central precinct and surrounding apartment compounds, which 
suggests that the same cut stone blocks procured by the state were distributed 
to apartment compounds. Compositional analysis of lime plaster (n = 123) 
demonstrates that its quality and recipe were homogeneous between the cen-
tral precinct and apartment compounds. This suggests that the procurement of 
lime and the production of lime plaster were centrally organized by the state, 
although the possibility of open market exchange cannot be excluded. Lime 
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and the majority of andesitic rocks are non-local resources, and the consump-
tion of these resources on a substantially large scale implies a huge amount 
of state investment in securing their supply. In addition to these non-local 
resources, other construction materials and techniques were also highly homo-
geneous throughout the city (e.g., Morelos 1993; see Murakami 2010). Thus, 
the homogeneity of architectural traits was derived not from superficial imita-
tion, but likely from an active control of construction processes (at least the 
procurement of some resources) by the state.3

All these observations strongly suggest that the repertoire of architectural 
traits, construction materials and techniques, and possibly construction labor 
along with the orientation of compounds were regulated to a great extent by the 
state. Such an active state intervention in urban construction suggests the exer-
cise of a strong infrastructural power (see Mann 1984) and probably facilitated 
the administration of city residents. However, it is misleading to think that the 
reformed city was created only through the decisions of state elites. The size 
and internal layout of apartment compounds vary greatly, which likely reflected 
the decisions of each compound’s residents (Millon 1976). Furthermore, Rob-
ertson’s study (2001), as mentioned above, suggests that the decisions at the 
neighborhood level also played a role in reorganizing the urban communities. 
The size of apartment compounds may have been decided based on a mix of 
state regulation, negotiation among neighborhoods, and needs of individual 
compounds. Moreover, the presence of some variants of talud-tablero (Gómez 
Chávez 2000), Zapotec-style temples (Croissier 2007) and circular rooms (Rat-
tray 1987) suggests that some architectural traits were more freely selected by 
some of the residents. Thus, not only the top-down and bottom-up processes, 
but decisions at multiple scales of social interaction were entangled in a com-
plex way resulting in the reorganization of the city.

Bodily Experience, Group Identities, and Power Relations

As mentioned earlier, plazas and courtyards at Teotihuacan likely served as 
social integrative facilities at multiple scales. All these facilities consisted of 
the standardized architectural traits and standardized construction materials 
and techniques. The standardized architecture would have enhanced an un-
derstanding of the “sameness” not only in terms of visual form and sensory 
feeling of the material, but also through the experience of the identical spatial 
orientation, probably rooted in the religious meaning of cardinal directions 
(Millon 1993), as well as through predefined movements of the body implied 
by the standardized orientation. I suggest that the standardized architecture 
was an important medium for the creation of an imagined community (An-
derson 2006) and its repeated experience may have fostered a shared identity. 
Architecture and urban planning are often an integral part of domination and 
social control (e.g., Foucault 2007; Rabinow 1989), and the active state in-
tervention in the actual construction processes at Teotihuacan suggests that 
urban renewal was a state strategy to promote a shared identity and probably 
disseminate a corporate ideology (e.g., Blanton et al. 1996; Manzanilla 2006), 
which would have served to conceal from the daily practice of residents the 
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contradictions inherent in the relationship among diverse groups of people in 
the city.

Nevertheless, while standardized architecture indicates a common setting 
for activities, these activities were diverse not only in scale, but also in nature 
as suggested by a wide range of activities and the functional diversity of apart-
ment compounds. I argue that the standardized architecture can be concep-
tualized as a frame for diverse activities and experiences, a frame that moves 
between the foreground and the background depending on the nature of activi-
ties, but is always an integral part of these diverse activities (cf. Hirsch 1995). 
In a sense, the standardized architecture can be thought of as a structure in 
Giddensian terms (e.g., Giddens 1984) in that it both enables and constrains 
practices, which, in turn, reproduce or transform the structure. Within this 
frame or structure, multiple group identities, as a house member, a member of 
an ethnic group, a member of a neighborhood, a member of other institutions, 
and a member of the polity, were negotiated and were reaffirmed or trans-
formed, thereby creating overlapping and often contradicting urban communi-
ties. Furthermore, there were people who did not follow or have access to the 
standardized architecture, especially those living in insubstantial structures 
(Robertson 2008), and they would have viewed and experienced the standard-
ized architecture in different ways. In this sense, public rituals also provided 
moments in which social distinctions were pronounced to various degrees, pro-
viding a basis for forging conflicting identities within the city.

In the main courtyard of residential compounds, domestic rituals would 
serve to reaffirm or transform kinship relations. There were likely some occa-
sions where the frame comes to the foreground and residents’ connection with 
the polity was reinforced as seen in ritual objects associated with state ideol-
ogy. At higher-ranked intermediate elite compounds, rituals of public nature 
likely took place (Manzanilla 2009). In addition, administrative activities and/
or activities associated with specific institutions (e.g., military, priests) were 
likely carried out at some intermediate elite compounds. Those participants 
from commoners’ compounds would have perceived both the shared identity 
through the bodily experience of standardized ritual settings and the reality 
of power relations through the differential scale and embellishment of ritual 
performances and settings. At both residential and higher-ranked intermediate 
elite compounds, rituals entailed face-to-face interactions among participants 
and served to reaffirm and transform group identities associated with houses, 
neighborhoods, and local institutions.

Within the central precinct, large-scale public events were continuously car-
ried out in major plazas from the pre-urban renewal period and would have 
engendered an identity as a member of the polity. These public events would 
have had different implications after urban renewal. Participants would have 
realized the same architectural canons and spatial orientation used for the 
settings of these events. This is where the frame comes to the foreground and 
would have enhanced participants’ identity as part of the polity. At the same 
time, public events and settings at an overwhelmingly larger scale and with ac-
centuated sophistication would have fostered an understanding of the reality 
of power relations. Along with public events, smaller-scale activities carried out 
in a number of small plazas and courtyards would have entailed face-to-face 
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interactions and provided arenas for the negotiation of power and identity 
among state officials.

Conclusion

As Inomata (2006a) emphasizes, public events would have been an indispens-
able means of social integration in preindustrial polities and would have pro-
vided critical moments in which central authorities and the unity of the polity 
could be perceived and experienced by subject populations. This seems to have 
been the case for Teotihuacan especially during the Miccaotli and Tlamimilolpa 
phases when monumental structures were actively built and rebuilt and a num-
ber of sacrificial burials were interred (e.g., Sugiyama 2004). Thus, spectacle-
based power was likely the principal mode of power, which was reinforced by 
some aspects of disciplinary power as seen in the control of bodily movement 
within the central precinct. But the Teotihuacan state further enhanced social 
integration through the use of standardized architecture during the urban re-
newal project. A number of the same architectural traits, some of which were 
very likely associated with state ideology (e.g., talud-tablero style, canonical 
orientation), were re-created throughout the city, and plazas and courtyards be-
came highly disciplinarized. Repeated bodily experience of standardized archi-
tectural canons with varying scales and embellishment would have engendered 
both a shared identity and the reality of power relations. At the same time, the 
presence of the polity deeply penetrated into the daily lives of city residents 
by enframing their diverse activities and experiences, which was likely a state 
strategy to integrate an array of people with different ethnic, linguistic, re-
gional, and socioeconomic affiliations. Penetration of the state into the daily 
lives of the city residents represents a strong infrastructural power and a highly 
centralized and efficient state bureaucracy. However, this overarching pattern 
by no means implies that the standardized urban buildings were achieved solely 
through decisions of ruling elites. As Cowgill (2003) called for attention to dif-
ferential costs and benefits of living in the city, residents might have voluntarily 
adopted or even emulated the standardized architecture.

An orderly laid-out city such as Teotihuacan seems to be exceptional and 
unique in the context of Mesoamerica, but some parallels can be drawn from 
cities in medieval Europe, specifically those described as “a disciplinary order-
ing of space” (Rabinow 2003:357–359), through which the spatial control of 
bodily experience operated on the middle and upper classes (Foucault 2007). 
Certainly, as I suggested above, the standardized architecture was a state strat-
egy of social control, but at the same time the same disciplinary technology of 
power governed the activities of state elites, who would have been bound to a 
great extent to moral values and a social order reproduced continuously in ritu-
als. Thus, it is likely that disciplinary power formed an important component 
of organizational principles at Teotihuacan. I suggest that the creation of the 
symbol of group solidarity, public spectacles associated with that symbol, and 
multiple levels of social integrative facilities with a disciplinary ordering of 
space provided an important basis for the successful operation and administra-
tion of highly nucleated and large urban settlements.
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Notes

	 1. 	A large open space at the Great Compounds, located to the west of the Ciud-
adela, is the largest plaza within the central precinct, but it is generally thought to be 
the central marketplace (Millon 1981) and is not considered here (but see Ringle, this 
volume).
	 2. 	Open spaces at Teotihuacan vary greatly in size (table 2.1) and are conventionally 
divided into four categories: plaza; courtyard (or patio); espejo de agua (water mirror 
or impluvium); and asoleadero or backyard floors (Angulo 1987:280–285; see also Mo-
relos 1993:86, 88). Angulo (1987) and Gómez Chávez (2000) distinguish plazas from 
courtyards (or patios) based on the presence of an altar in plazas. Other terms are not 
always defined clearly and are sometimes used interchangeably. I limit the use of “plaza” 
to large open spaces within the central precinct. I group other open spaces directly as-
sociated with temples or rooms into the category of courtyard.
	 3. 	It should be noted that there are some apartment compounds in peripheral areas, 
which seem to have emulated apartment compounds in the dense urban zone, e.g., 
Tlajinga 33 (Widmer 1987). There were also insubstantial structures around the city 
(Robertson 2008). Thus, the state intervention in construction did not reach all the 
population in the city.
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C h a p t e r  T h r e e

Multiple Identities on the Plazas
The Classic Maya Center of El Palmar, 

Mexico

Ke n i c h i r o Ts u k a m o t o

In Classic Maya society (ad 250–900), many centers had a wide variety of 
plazas in and around their civic core. A representative case in this regard is the 
Classic Maya center of El Palmar, where plazas of different sizes and means of 
access were constructed at both the civic-ceremonial core or the Main Group 
and at its outlying groups. How did these many plazas play roles in constituting 
social relations, more specifically, identities, in the wake of power negotiations 
among El Palmar’s inhabitants? This chapter explores the relationship between 
the multiplicity of plazas and the formation of different identities in a com-
munity by examining both the scope of plaza construction and of ceremonial 
events on the plazas. In this regard, I will examine El Palmar’s plazas from 
three perspectives: (1) how collective identities were formed and transformed 
by power negotiations in the process of constructing large-scale plazas and the 
spectacles conducted in these plazas; (2) how El Palmar’s ruling elites accentu-
ated social distinctions by means of physically and visually excluding the rest 
of the population from their ritual activities in a restricted plaza; and finally 
(3) how second-tier elites or intermediate elites claimed their group identity 
at an outlying plaza. A plaza can be an arena for producing and reproduc-
ing various identities, but in this chapter I will consciously focus on the most 
prominent identity perceived in the material remains of each plaza at El Palmar 
because this approach allows us to explicitly illuminate the different roles pla-
zas played in Classic Maya society. While El Palmar consists of several discrete 
groups surrounding the Main Group, I will focus on the eight plazas at the 
Main Group and a small plaza located to the north in an outlying group, which 
we call the Guzmán Group (figure 3.1).



Figure 3.1.  Topographic map showing the location of the Main Group, Justo Group, and 
Guzmán Group, created by Kenichiro Tsukamoto and Javier López Camacho.
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Constituting Multiple Identities on the Plaza

Identity is the pivotal media through which social interdependence is culti-
vated. Holland et al. (2001 [1998]:57) argue that an identity is formed by prac-
tices of a social group in a figured world or field (see also Bourdieu 1977). An 
individual belongs to several fields in a society through being incorporated into 
the structural properties of rules or schema that regulate gender, family, race, 
ethnicity, occupation, ancestry, social status, and so on. As Giddens (1979), 
Bourdieu (1977), and other practice theorists argue, these structural proper-
ties are not determinative but reflexive mediations, which recursively guide and 
constrain human practices, perspectives, and emotions. Members in each field 
share similar bodily experiences and perceptions that evoke a group identity. 
Through being incorporated into various fields in one’s life, an individual ac-
quires multiple identities in daily practice, which often contradict one another. 
The multiple identities associated with an individual are never fixed, but are 
inherently a continuous flow of experiences and thoughts interwoven in several 
fields (Butler 1993). These identities perceived in daily life are emphasized or 
repressed in public life through social interactions.

The construction of public architecture and spectacles in a large plaza pro-
vide a critical opportunity for human interactions that create shared experi-
ences among a large number of social members. In a small group, members 
constantly encounter face-to-face interactions in everyday life, sharing bodily 
experiences, structural properties, moral constraints, and emotions, all of 
which render a group identity. In contrast, once a population exceeds the ca-
pacity for its members to conduct regular face-to-face interactions in everyday 
life, public ceremonies endow participants with emotionally charged experi-
ences that highlight their understanding of the community and themselves 
in the community (Geertz 1980; Inomata 2006a; Kertzer 1988). Similarly, a 
large construction program physically brings people together for a significant 
period of time beyond the daily circle of interactions (Inomata 2006a). The 
substantial labor investment in public buildings and the process of coordinat-
ing monumental practice create a new scale of social relations in a community 
(Pauketat 2001).

Nevertheless, physical gatherings in the plaza and in the building project 
are far from creating a coherent identity recognized among the entire com-
munity because such a sense of affiliation with a collectivity “embodies a dis-
tinct network of power relations” (Janusek 2004:17). Analyzing social space 
as a crucial module to reveal any exercise of power, Foucault (1977:80–88) 
stressed the transformable mechanism of power over time and space in the 
network of social relations. In premodern societies, he argued that spectacles 
were a vehicle of constituting power relations between sovereign and subject. 
Dramatic events in an open space were displayed for a large audience to see 
sovereign power in action. To institutionalize sovereign power, public events 
like public torture or human sacrificies were codified as a regulated practice, 
following well-defined procedures from instruments to duration of the exe-
cution. Meanwhile, Foucault argues that the rise of states in modern Euro-
pean society induced disciplinary power that produced docile bodies through 
controlling individual perceptions and physical movements in a given space. 
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However, even in premodern societies, disciplinary power emerges through a 
specific spatial setting that places participants in different roles or categories 
by which people learn how to treat one another and their own images (Inomata 
and Lawrence 2006; Inomata and Tsukamoto, this volume; Leve 2011; Love 
1999; Murakami, this volume; Rabinow 2003; Tsukamoto 2009).

In early complex societies, rulers often enact theatrical performances in 
spectacles for publicly displaying the centralized authority to a large audience. 
During theatrical events, symbolic action and adornment are employed to 
make it easy for an audience to perceive ruling ideology as a community-wide 
identity. Kertzer (1988:52–53) argues that political reality cannot be estab-
lished without public rituals and symbolic representations (see also Connerton 
1989). Similarly, Turner (1969) and Geertz (1980) emphasize the dramatic 
nature of political rituals as entailed in symbolic representations and theatrical 
performances. In so doing, a substantial plaza in the Maya centers becomes 
a ritual field where the rulers legitimize and naturalize the hierarchical social 
distinctions embedded in ideology (Kertzer 1988:52–53; Moore 1996b, 2003; 
Yaeger 2003), though the audience was not simply a passive recipient of their 
political rituals, but they always evaluated and negotiated political realities 
(Inomata 2006a; Joyce 2010).

Moreover, as Foucault argues in the mechanism of disciplinary power, ac-
cessibility and exclusiveness of different plazas shape individual perceptions 
and bodily movements that lead individuals to perceive social hierarchy and 
different identities. While open plazas play a significant role in facilitating 
physical gatherings among a large number of community members who per-
ceive and transform a shared identity, restricted plazas may promote elite iden-
tities among selected members of a community, distinguishing those groups 
from the rest of the population. For example, natural or artificial elevation and 
massive walls served not only to control visual and/or physical access to pri-
vate plazas, but also to create exclusiveness in contrast to more public spaces. 
Ritual practices among rulers and nobles generated a different sense of self 
and different bodily experiences while the limiting of access to and participa-
tion in such rituals created a sense of social distinction visible to the rest of the 
society (Joyce 2004). Thus, the building programs of public architecture and 
spectacles create and re-create the political reality of a community, distributing 
values among its members (Inomata 2006a:808).

Shared practices and experiences in communal activities foster group inter-
dependences, but emotions embedded in them may be only momentary and 
soon forgotten (Leach 1954:281; Lucero 2003:525). To perpetuate such emo-
tional experiences as a hierarchically ordered identity, rulers commissioned the 
building of monumental architecture and commemorative monuments. Carved 
monuments on a plaza serve to exhibit social hierarchies in the community 
(Urcid and Joyce, this volume) and to publicly manifest the central authority of 
successive rulers over generations.

In Classic Maya society, many in the audience for the plaza rituals of the 
urban core probably were those who lived in surrounding areas. To integrate 
dispersed architectural groups into an overarching identity, Maya rulers could 
have commissioned the building of public architecture or commemorative 
monuments in the outlying areas as a political strategy (Yaeger 2003:137). 
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Nevertheless, outlying inhabitants must not have passively accepted a given so-
cial condition, but were actors who actively created and modified their political 
situations. One of the ways to accept or contest ruling ideological power is to 
conduct group rituals in their living spaces. In fact, many dispersed residences 
were grouped around small plazas in Classic Maya civic cores’ outlying areas. 
I consider that these ceremonial plazas were not always sponsored by ruling 
elites, but local groups were capable of establishing their ceremonial spaces. 
Ritual practices conducted in this plaza would have been designed for foster-
ing a group identity by consenting to and also contesting a politywide identity 
promoted by their rulers. For the member of a community, therefore, his or her 
multiple identities are continuously transformed and occasionally enhanced 
through various ritual practices and the modification of spaces situated in his-
torically contingent ideological as well as power relations, present discourses, 
and symbolic materials (Holland et al. 2001 [1998]; Joyce 2010). Among dif-
ferent identities, people embrace mixed thoughts and feelings of subjective 
affiliation, often regardless of their potential incompatibility.

How can we articulate multiple identities and power relations embedded 
in ceremonial events with archaeological data? In Classic Maya society plazas 
were constructed in a variety of types and dimensions at both the urban core 
and in its outlying areas. Such various plazas were not constructed contem-
poraneously, but at certain historical moments as the outcome of social prac-
tices, historical contingencies, asymmetrical power relations, and negotiations 
of identities among social groups. I argue that the study of the different plazas 
at an archaeological site can lead to uncovering the different scale of negotia-
tions. While identities are formed by a great array of social activities, this study 
focuses on the building program of plazas and associated ceremonial events 
including the erection of carved monuments at El Palmar.

The Classic Maya Center of El Palmar

El Palmar is located in southeastern Campeche, Mexico. Surface survey and 
topographic mapping conducted during fieldwork from 2007 to 2011 has 
shown that El Palmar extends over 10 km2 and consists of at least eight outly-
ing groups which are scattered at varying distances from the Main Group (Tsu-
kamoto and López Camacho 2010). An aguada or reservoir (Central Aguada) 
lies at the center of the Main Group as a landmark of El Palmar’s polity and 
around the Central Aguada there are substantial spaces (28,163 m2) that were 
most likely used for some ceremonies such as procession rituals (figure 3.2). In 
fact, four commemorative monuments are erected in and around the aguada. 
To the north of the Central Aguada is Temple I, the largest pyramidal temple 
at the site, measuring 80 m by 70 m at its base and 30 m high. To the south 
of the plaza is Temple II, the second largest pyramidal temple with a height of 
29 m. Other spatial features at the Main Group are eight ceremonial plazas: 
the Great Plaza, Central Plaza, K’awiil Plaza, López Plaza, and Plazas E, F, G, 
and H. Excavations show that El Palmar had a long construction sequence of 
plazas beginning from the Late Preclassic period (ca. 300 bc) until the Termi-
nal Classic period (ca. ad 1000). We reported detailed construction sequences 
of these plazas elsewhere (Tsukamoto et al. 2012).



Figure 3.2. M ap of the Main Group showing the location of eight plazas and carved 
monuments, created by Kenichiro Tsukamoto and Javier López Camacho.
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The Rise of Ceremonial Spaces at the Main Group of El Palmar

During the Late Preclassic period, the Main Group was formed by only two of 
the eight plazas as ceremonial spaces: the Central Plaza and Plaza H (figure 
3.2). The Central Plaza of 6,674 m2 is located to the northeast of the Central 
Aguada. The Central Plaza possesses three entrances located at the north-
east, northwest, and southwest corners, indicating that this was a public space. 
Particularly, the southwest corner was likely the main entrance because of its 
greater width. In addition to these entrances, the south end of the Central 
Plaza has a narrow staircase that ascends to the Great Platform. Temple I de-
limits the west side of the plaza, while the east side is defined by Architectural 
Complex PM19, consisting of six temples on a large platform. The excavation 
exposed a platform built with large rocks below the Central Plaza and one 
radiocarbon sample recovered from its fill dates to 361–93 cal bc, according 
well with Chicanel ceramic remains.

In contrast to the public space of the Central Plaza, a small square called 
Plaza H (2,455 m2) might have been built as a private space, judging from 
the relatively confined access to the elevated Great Platform. Two radiocarbon 
samples recovered from the construction fill of the second earliest floor of 
Plaza H date to 206–41 cal bc, suggesting that the first floor of this plaza was 
paved at nearly the same time as the first construction of the Central Plaza. 
The main access to Plaza H is located at its south end where an internal cause-
way connects it to the south area of the Main Group. As I mentioned above, 
another access to Plaza H is at the north end of the Great Platform. Because 
these two entrances are narrow, I suggest that ceremonial organizers could 
control the flow of people entering Plaza H.

However, Plaza H may not have been designed as an exclusive space. The 
elevation of the Great Platform, about 5 m high without surrounding walls was 
unlikely to conceal ceremonial events from the areas surrounding the Great 
Platform. Furthermore, a stratigraphic excavation shows that the surface level 
of Plaza H during this period was 1.6 m lower than the latest floor level (Tsuka-
moto et al. 2012; Tsukamoto and López Camacho 2010:36–43). Thus, during 
the Late Preclassic period El Palmar’s builders subtly set the visibility distinc-
tion between the Central Plaza and Plaza H.

The excavations of other plazas revealed unpaved areas, which originally 
exposed vertisol soils during the Late Preclassic to Early Classic (300 bc–
ad 400). During rainy seasons such soils became muddy and unstable and, 
without a plaster floor, the areas would have been inadequate for conducting 
ceremonial events. Therefore, I suggest that the areas now occupying the Great 
Plaza and Plazas E and F were not ceremonial spaces before the Middle Clas-
sic period (ad 400–600).

During the Late Preclassic period (300 bc–ad 300) the size of public plazas 
presumably remained small. Analyzing the size of open plazas may not provide 
a straightforward answer about shared identities and power relations because 
these spaces probably were used in multiple ways and changed through time 
(Inomata 2006a; Moore 1996b). Yet calculating the size of the plazas provides 
a quantitative measure of capacity, which together with the location, visibility, 
and access of each plaza can elicit the magnitude of ceremonial spectacles 
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in relation to participant members (Moore 1996b). Moore (1996b:151–153) 
estimated the capacity of open spaces for ceremonial participants in Andean 
archaeological sites. With some modifications in the percentage of space allot-
ted per person, Inomata (2006a:811–812) estimated the capacity of plazas in 
lowland Maya societies. Since El Palmar is located in the central Maya low-
lands, I use Inomata’s formula, which allows me to compare my results to those 
of other Maya centers. Table 3.1 shows the estimated number of people that 
can be accommodated in plazas at El Palmar. Taking into consideration the 
possible variation of the area occupied by one person (0.46 to 3.6 m2/person), 
the number of people that could have been accommodated in the Central Plaza 
ranges from 1,854 to 14,509 persons while Plaza H has a capacity of from 682 
to 5,337 persons. The highest range of participant density could have occurred 
when important ceremonial spectacles were conducted.

The ratio between the open and private plazas sheds light on the propor-
tion of selected participants. Through analyzing colonial documents, Restall 

Table 3.1. S ize and Estimated Capacities of Plazas at El Palmar 

Size
Area (m2)

Estimated Capacity 

Plaza (Main Group) 0.46 m²/person 1 m²/person 3.6 m²/person

Great Plaza 14,135 30,728 14,135 3,926

Central Plaza 6,674 14,509 6,674 1,854

K’awiil Plaza 3,161 6,872 3,161 878

Plaza E 9,096 19,774 9,096 2,527

Plaza F 6,134 13,335 6,134 1,704

Plaza G 1,050 2,283 1,050 292

Plaza H 2,455 5,337 2,455 682

López Plaza 890 1,935 890 247

Plaza A of the Guzmán 
Group

968 2,104 968 269

Size
Area (m2)

Total Estimated Capacity of Plazas per Period

Period 0.46 m²/person 1 m²/person 3.6 m²/person

Late Preclassic  
(ca. 300 bc–ad 250) 

9,129 19,846 9,129 2,536

Early Classic  
(ca. ad 250–400)

9,129 19,846 9,129 2,536

Middle Classic  
(ca. ad 400–600)

36,571 79,502 36,571 10,159

Late Classic  
(ca. ad 600–800)

43,595 94,772 43,595 12,110

Terminal Classic  
(ca. ad 800–1000)

43,595 94,772 43,595 12,110
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(2001:353–358) argues that a dynastic elite comprised about 5 percent of the 
population. The maximum estimated capacity of Plaza H (5,337 persons) is 
36.8 percent of the Central Plaza’s maximum estimated capacity (14,509 per-
sons). This result may indicate that the audience of Plaza H was not exclusively 
ruling elites.

Table 3.2 represents preliminary volumetric estimates for constructing pla-
zas over time, based on the volume of construction fill between successive 
floors as derived from excavations. The calculation consists of the sum of the 
areas of the Central Plaza and Plaza H multiplied by the depth of each plaza’s 
construction fill. Despite limited data and a lack of experimental analysis to 
estimate how many persons per square meter were required for building plazas, 
I believe that this preliminary result is suggestive of the amount of labor mobi-
lization required for constructing ceremonial spaces. The results show that El 
Palmar’s builders moved 6,777.65 m3 of fill to construct these two plazas by the 
Late Preclassic period, although more excavation data are needed to generate 
more accurate estimates.

Building a Ritual Landscape at the Main Group of El Palmar

After the repavement of the Central Plaza and Plaza H in the Early Classic 
period (ad 250–400), the ritual landscape of El Palmar dramatically changed 
during the Middle Classic period (ad 400–600). The excavation at the Great 
Plaza revealed a brief occupation with a modest platform during the early phase 
of this period, and subsequently surrounding areas with vertisol soils were paved 
with plaster floors on which several commemorative monuments were erected. 
Table 3.1 shows how the estimated capacity of plazas changed throughout El 
Palmar’s history. During the Late Preclassic and Early Classic periods, the sum 
of the maximum estimated capacity was 19,846 persons calculated at 0.46m2 
per person. In contrast, during the Middle Classic period this increased to 
79,502 persons, about four times more than during the previous periods.

This spatial change may indicate that El Palmar became a regional center, 
with an increase in population and material flows, and alteration in the politi-
cal organization, calling for ever larger ceremonial events. Above all, four large 
plazas had become essential elements in El Palmar’s urban landscape by the 
end of the Middle Classic period: the Great Plaza, Plazas E and G, and K’awiil 

Table 3.2.  Preliminary Results Showing Volumetric Estimates of Plazas at 
the Main Group over Time

Period Volume of construction fill (m3)

Late Preclassic (ca. 300 bc–ad 250) 6,777.65

Early Classic (ca. ad 250–400) 2,316.80

Middle Classic (ca. ad 400–600) 22,015.98

Late Classic (ca. ad 600–800) 16,133.50

Terminal Classic (ca. ad 800–1000) 2,685.05
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Plaza. To the north of Temple I is the Great Plaza, the largest plaza at the site, 
measuring about 140 m by 100 m (14,135 m2). This large open space has ac-
cess from its northeastern corner where a causeway connects it to the northern 
outlying group, the Guzmán Group. The western and northern perimeter of the 
Great Plaza is defined by monumental architecture, which consists of several 
vaulted structures and a platform. Particularly, Structure PM5, a pyramidal 
temple with wide staircases at the west side of the plaza was presumably a main 
stage for ritual spectacles. The east side of the plaza is formed by five structures 
with eleven stelae and two altars, and beyond them farther to the east is a ball-
court. The stratigraphy of test excavations and ceramic analyses suggest that 
the Great Plaza was constructed during the Middle Classic period (ad 400–
600) and used intensively with the erection of stone monuments during the 
Late Classic period (ad 600–800) (Tsukamoto et al. 2012). In fact, four of 
eleven stelae erected at the Great Plaza dated to ad 721, 731, 746, and 800, 
served to exhibit royal authority as well as to materialize the social memory of 
public rituals. The inscriptions of Stela 16, located at the northwest corner of 
the plaza, depict a period-ending ritual where a ruler of El Palmar conducted “a 
scattering incense ceremony” on August 16, ad 800 (9.18.10.0.0.0) (Esparza 
Olguín and Tsukamoto 2011). During this spectacle the number of people 
that could have been accommodated at the Great Plaza ranged from 3,926 to 
30,728 persons, which is twice the capacity of the Central Plaza.

Other than the Great Plaza, Plaza E likely served for mass spectacles. It is 
located to the southwest of the Great Plaza and is irregular in shape, measuring 
about 140 m by 75 m (9,096 m2). It is surrounded by monumental structures 
(PM3, PM5, PM6, and PM45–47) and similar to the Great Plaza, Plaza E 
could accommodate a large audience of nearly 20,000 persons if each person 
occupied 0.46 m2 of the plaza. The main access opens to the east side while 
other areas are closed by monumental architecture. A test excavation suggests 
that Plaza E was constructed during the Middle Classic period and abandoned 
around ad 1000. There are four stelae and five altars erected on the plaza 
during the Late Classic period. A monument is Stela 12, which records a royal 
dance under the witness of Yuknoom Ch’e’n II, the most powerful ruler of the 
Kaan dynasty seated in Calakmul during this period (Esparza Olguín and Tsu-
kamoto 2011). Despite the date’s erosion, the iconographic style and the pres-
ence of Yuknoom Ch’e’n II, who reigned over the Kaan dynasty from ad 636 
to 686 (Martin and Grube 2008), suggest that the stela was erected between 
ad 636 and 692 (see also Proskouriakoff 1950). Similar to Stela 16 on the 
Great Plaza, Stela 14 at Plaza E commemorates the half period ending with a 
scattering incense ceremony on May 3, ad 820 (9.19.10.0.0) (Esparza Olguín 
and Tsukamoto 2011). Moreover, the location of the stelae suggests that these 
royal rituals took place at Plaza E where a platform stage leads to the entrance 
of the immense structure PM3, whose upper part encompasses a flat space 
called Plaza G.

In contrast to the Great Plaza and Plaza E, visibility of and access to Plaza G 
would have been rigorously controlled by vaulted rectangular structures and 
Plaza G’s elevation from the ground. Plaza G defines the west side of Plaza E 
and is elevated 10 m from the ground level of Plaza E. The inside area of Plaza G 
measures 20 m by 45 m (1050 m2). The high elevation of the base along with 
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the rectangular structures embracing the plaza make invisible any activities in 
Plaza G from the surrounding areas. When compared with Plaza H which was 
built during the Late Preclassic period, the access to and visibility of Plaza G 
of this period is much more restricted. The construction of this highly private 
space was contemporaneous with the construction of the largest public space 
at El Palmar, the Great Plaza. Two of three radiocarbon samples derived from 
the construction fill of the earliest floor of Plaza G date to 392–551 cal ad.

Besides the restricted access to and invisibility of Plaza G, the ratio of the 
maximum estimated capacity of Plaza G to that of the Great Plaza sheds light 
on social distinctions that emerged at the El Palmar dynasty during this period. 
The quantitative capacity analysis of Plaza G results in a much lower capac-
ity range of 292 to 2,283 persons when compared to the Great Plaza. This 
maximum estimated capacity of Plaza G (2,283) is 7.4 percent of the estimated 
capacity of the Great Plaza (30,728 persons), which is close to Restall’s data 
(2001:353–358) that 5 percent of the entire population comprised a dynastic 
elite in colonial Maya society. Thus, I suggest that the performers and audi-
ence for private ceremonies that took place at Plaza G were exclusively ruling 
elites, insomuch that asymmetrical interactions became more pronounced at 
El Palmar during this period.

In addition to the north part, a test excavation suggests that the south part 
of the Main Group was paved with a plaster floor at the end of the Middle 
Classic period. To the south of the Central Aguada is the K’awiil Plaza, which 
stands on a natural rise 7 m high, making the plaza broadly visible from the 
surrounding areas. The main access is by three internal causeways or sacbeob 
connecting to the Central Aguada, Plaza H, and López Plaza. K’awiil Plaza is 
a rectangular space embracing 3,161m2 and Temple II stands at the east side 
of the plaza. While excavations in the plaza did not yield radiocarbon samples, 
the construction period of K’awiil Plaza can be dated from the inscription of a 
round altar (Altar 10) located in front of Temple II. Project epigrapher Esparza 
Olguín reads Altar 10 inscriptions as a record of the celebration of the sixth 
k’atun ending (9.6.0.0.0, March 20, ad 554) with deities and a ruler K’ahk’ . . . 
laj Ch’an Yopaat who holds El Palmar’s royal title of SAK-o-ka 6-PIIT AJAW 
[White valley?, the lord of Six litters]. This royal title was continuously used 
among successive rulers of El Palmar as a royal identity during the Late Classic 
period. We excavated a test pit in front of Altar 10 and recovered a cache be-
neath the plaza floor. The absence of intrusion into the cache suggests that the 
deposition of the cache and the construction of the plaza floor were contempo-
raneous, which means that the plaza was completed around ad 554, although 
the irregular surface marked by a large square pit cutting into bedrock suggests 
that this space was most likely inhabited in an earlier period. K’awiil Plaza was 
continuously used by maintaining the plaster floor until ad 884, a date carved 
into one of five stelae erected on the plaza.

The specific function of K’awiil Plaza remains unknown, but its limited ca-
pacity and three internal causeways may signal ritual processions, comparable 
to the use of a pair of causeways that connect to Temple IV at Tikal suggested 
by Reese-Taylor (2002:157–159) (see also Solari, this volume). The estimated 
capacity in the range of 878 to 3,161 persons for K’awiil Plaza is not enough 
to accommodate an entire population for full participation in large spectacles 
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(table 3.1). Rather, with the causeways it was presumably designed for the 
continuous flow of people, such as in a procession ritual.

Labor mobilization that moved a fill volume totaling 22,015.98 m3 during 
the Middle Classic period was about three times greater than that of the Late 
Preclassic (6,777.65 m3). Despite the fact that I do not yet have population 
estimate data, this result shows that different social groups at El Palmar, in-
cluding neighboring inhabitants, may have become more intensively involved 
in communal activities, such as large construction projects during the Middle 
Classic period.

During the Late Classic period (ca. ad 600–800), ritual spaces were fur-
ther amplified at the Main Group. In addition to the remodeling of previous 
plazas, Plaza F (6,134 m2) and López Plaza (890 m2) were constructed. The 
new plazas and remodeling of previous plazas resulted in high labor mobiliza-
tion (16,133.50 m3). As mentioned above, theatrical performances were carved 
on stelae and altars at the Great Plaza, Plaza E, and K’awiil Plaza during this 
period. At this moment, most of the public plazas such as the Great Plaza, Cen-
tral Plaza, and Plaza E became exhibition galleries for stelae and altars, which 
manifested the hierarchical nature of the El Palmar dynasty (see also Urcid and 
Joyce, this volume).

In the peripheral areas, excavation data show that some plazas were paved 
around ad 600 (Tsukamoto and López Camacho 2011). Two relatively large 
public plazas were constructed at a western group, which we denominate the 
Justo Group, while in a northern group known as the Guzmán Group one small 
plaza was built along with a hieroglyphic stairway. We extensively excavated 
this small plaza and surrounding structures to assess the negotiation of power 
relations between the royal elite and intermediate elites through ritual perfor-
mances conducted on the plaza.

Extensive Excavations of Plaza A at the Guzmán Group

During fieldwork from 2010 to 2012, we conducted extensive excavations at 
the Guzmán Group, located 1.3 km to the north of the Main Group. The pres-
ence of a causeway or sacbe between the Main Group and the Guzmán Group 
suggests that people in these two groups had intimate political interactions. 
In the Maya area, ethnographic and ethnohistoric data show that the spatial 
organization of the core and its outlying groups is frequently associated with 
ritual circuits (Gossen 1974; Reese-Taylor 2002; Vogt 1976:42–44), and the 
placement of outlying settlements in cardinal directions reflects the legitimiza-
tion of royal authority (Ashmore 1991; Ashmore and Sabloff 2002; Estrada-
Belli and Tourtellot 2005). During the Colonial period, Bishop Diego de Landa 
documented that in the Yucatan Peninsula processional rituals were conducted 
from the outlying settlements at the cardinal directions toward the urban core 
(Tozzer 1941; Solari, this volume). The diachronic analysis of a plaza at the 
Guzmán Group helps us to assess whether the plaza formation of the Guzmán 
Group was intervened by El Palmar’s central authority as a dynastic strategy 
of enhancing a politywide identity, as suggested for Teotihuacan (Murakami, 
this volume).
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While monumental structures form the Main Group , the Guzmán Group 
consists of a small temple adorned by a hieroglyphic stairway (Structure GZ1) 
and six other structures (Structures GZ2–GZ7) surrounding a small plaza 
(Plaza A). The plaza is rectangular, measuring 40 m by 25 m (968 m2). Struc-
ture GZ1 is located on the east side of the plaza and measures 15 m by 14 m 
at its base and is 3 m high. The stairway is attached to the west façade of GZ1 
and leads to a large platform in front of a vaulted shrine.

Despite the presence of the hieroglyphic stairway, Plaza A was unlikely to 
have been established by El Palmar’s central authority. Extensive excavations of 
three structures—GZ1, GZ5, GZ6—and Plaza A show that the Guzmán Group 
was founded in ca. ad 600. At the bottom of Structure GZ5-Sub 5, the exca-
vation exposed linearly cut bedrock, which served as a platform. This modest 
building may indicate that minimal investment in labor was used to create 
this structure. Likewise, the north half of the plaza was occupied by a square 
platform (Platform A) built with uncut and roughly cut stones, which limited 
the already small plaza’s ability to accommodate an audience for plaza rituals. 
Platform A measures 5.8 m by 5.8 m at its base and is 0.4 m high. Before build-
ing the hieroglyphic stairway attached to Structure GZ1, a modest stairway of 
roughly cut stones was first built with narrow steps measuring 23 cm in depth. 
All these data likely reflect the local foundation of the Guzmán Group rather 
than the intervention of El Palmar’s royal authority.

Through the building of the hieroglyphic stairway in ad 726, the spatial 
configuration of the Guzmán plaza was transformed. The depth of the steps 
of the stairway at GZ1 was significantly enlarged to 77 cm with the adding of 
the hieroglyphic face blocks, suggesting that the stairway was designed not 
only for the stair function but also as a theatrical stage for ritual performances 
in front of an audience (figure 3.3). Apparently to better display the theatrical 
performances at GZ1 and to increase the plaza capacity, Platform A was buried 
contemporaneously to the building of the hieroglyphic stairway. Did the central 
authority transform this place as a political arena?

No epigraphic and archaeological data reflect the legitimization of the royal 
authority. Instead, the inscriptions record the identity claim and power nego-
tiation of intermediate elites who would have occupied the Guzmán Group. 
Our epigraphic studies suggest that the main protagonist of the inscriptions 
is Ajpach’ Waal who does not possess the El Palmar royal title, but is a de-
scendant from second-tier elites called lakam. We will publish detailed epi-
graphic studies of the stairway soon (Tsukamoto and Esparza Olgúin 2014), 
and in the following I will describe its important parts associated with my ar-
guments. The glyphic narrative begins with a journey to Copán on June 24, 
ad 726 (9.14.14.13.19), recording: T’AB[-yi] 3-wi-ti-ki CHAN-na CH’E’N ti-
BAT-ku-pi? a-AJAW ti-18-u-BAAH-K’AWIL [An individual (most likely, Ajpach’ 
Waal) went up to Copán (to see the thirteenth ruler of the Copán dynasty), 
Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil]. Subsequently, Ajpach’ Waal emphasizes his ge-
nealogical ties, listing the name of lakam ancestors beginning with his father 
and the serving rulers of El Palmar. The texts at R1-W1 of Step II and B1 
of Step III record: yu-ne AJ-lu-#-chi-hi AJ-ti-xa-ha u-LAKAM u-pa-ka-la # ?? 
SAK-o-ka [the son of Ajlu . . . Chih, he of Tixah, he is a lakam of Upakal . . . 
White valley(?)]. In glyphic narratives, Ajpach’ Waal repeatedly emphasizes that 
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the stairway is carved by him on Step IV and it is his carving, BAT-lu-li AJ-pa-
ch’a *wa-li, on Step V, representing his claims that the stairway is neither the 
possession of the El Palmar’s ruler nor given by the ruler. After his possessive 
claim, the glyphic blocks record: *u-CH’AN-nu 18-u-BAH K’AWIL BAT-ku-pi? 
a-AJAW [he (Ajpach’ Waal) is a guardian? of Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil who 
is the lord of Copán]. Moreover, a Calakmul lord Yuknoom Took’ K’awiil ap-
pears with the emblem glyph of the Kaan dynasty. Finally, the El Palmar ruler 
is recorded at the end of Step V, yi-ta-ji yu-ne . . . SAK-o-ka 6-PIIT? AJAW . . . 
BAT-ku-pi? AJAW [in the company of Yunen . . . , White Valley(?), the lord of 
Six litters . . . the lord of Copán]. This last statement indicates that El Palmar’s 
ruler is referred to only once and almost at the end of the inscriptions. In addi-
tion, it is important to note that the glyphic text ends with the Copán’s emblem 
glyph. Thus, the textual discourse makes an audience aware of an unusual re-
lationship not only between the foreign ruler and Ajpach’ Waal as a descendant 
of lakam elites, but also between El Palmar’s ruler and a lakam group.

After the construction of the hieroglyphic stairway, there was a final resurfac-
ing of the plaza’s plaster floor. Then, about a hundred years later, ca. ad 850, 
lakam elites abandoned the Guzmán Group, conducting a termination ritual 
in and around Structures GZ1 and GZ6. As we recovered it from the earliest 
floor dating to ca. ad 660 at Structure GZ5-Sub 5, we found another top half 

Figure 3.3.  Different depths of the stairways at the Structure GZ1 of Guzmán 
Group; the left side is the substructure and the right side the hieroglyphic stairway.
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of a broken jar on the latest floor of the inside room at GZ6. This continuity of 
ritual practices over time may indicate that the same lakam elites resided here 
for over two hundred years. Furthermore, such ritual practices reinforced the 
ideology of the social members, which, in turn, configured a group identity.

Plazas and Multiple Identities in the El Palmar Polity

The physical characteristics and construction sequences of different plazas at 
El Palmar open a window into illuminating the multiple identities and power 
negotiations embraced by Classic Maya society. From the Late Preclassic to 
Early Classic periods (300 bc–ad 400), the ambiguous spatial distinction 
between the Central Plaza and Plaza H suggests that group affiliations did not 
clearly distinguish ruling elites from the rest of the population even though 
the political symbolism of rulers would have played a crucial role in consti-
tuting a community identity. In contrast, during the Middle Classic period 
(ad 400–600), ritual knowledge exhibited on the plazas would have become 
a resource for royal elites to create ideological power for defining the relation-
ship between people and deities, elites and nonelites, and among elites. The 
established power relations were likely reinforced by unequal access to ritual 
practices conducted in the elevated and restricted space of Plaza G, in which 
a privileged identity was fostered among ruling elites spatially differentiated 
from the rest of the population. The spatial restriction creates social distances 
between the rulling elites and other groups, and such control of social interac-
tions is an important catalyst for the maintenance of dominance (Love 1999).

The project of building large plazas and associated mass spectacles may 
have served to articulate the affiliation of different social groups with collective 
identities during a period of political turbulence. Epigraphic studies suggest 
that the competitive political expansion of agents possibly from Teotihuacan, 
and subsequently the Tikal and Kaan dynasties provoked the redrawing of 
political landscapes in the central Maya lowlands during the Middle Classic 
period (Freidel et al. 2007; Martin and Grube 2008; Stuart 2000). Around 
ad 400 an enigmatic lord called Sihyaj K’ahk’, who wears militaristic attire 
likely associated with Teotihuacan, arrived to establish a new political order 
at Tikal and other centers including Bejucal, El Perú-Waka’, La Sufricaya, 
Río Azul, and Uaxactún (Martin and Grube 2008). Among these centers, Río 
Azul is located 34 km to the south of El Palmar. Under the tallest structure 
at Río Azul, Adams (1971) found three altars depicting five stripped captives. 
He suggests that these captives represent Río Azul’s former rulers who were 
conquered and humiliated by Tikal. There is another influential agent known 
as Spearthrower Owl whose name is directly tied to Teotihuacan. His son is 
Yax Nuun Ahiin I, the first ruler of the Tikal dynasty after the establishment of 
the new political order (Martin and Grube 2008:30–31). The degree of Teoti-
huacan’s sociopolitical involvement in the Maya polities is controversial, but 
archaeological and epigraphic data demonstrate that since Yax Nuun Ahiin I 
was seated, Tikal became a major player in the Maya lowlands. Likewise, the 
Kaan dynasty, an adversary of the Tikal kingdom, incorporated several centers 
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into its political sphere. Grube (2008) identifies that Sky Witness, one of the 
most powerful kings of the Kaan dynasty, oversaw the enthronement of a Los 
Alacranes’s ruler on April 30, ad 561. The archaeological site of Los Alacranes 
is located just 18 km to the southeast of El Palmar. Thus, two large Maya poli-
ties extended their hegemonic campaigns toward the El Palmar region during 
the Middle Classic period.

Changes in ritual performances in societies often occurred during periods 
of social and/or ecological disruption (Aldenderfer 1993, 2012; Schachner 
2001). As mentioned before, the volume of material to construct plazas signifi-
cantly increased from the Late Preclassic (6,778 m3) and Early Classic periods 
(2,317 m3) to the Middle Classic period (22,015 m3). The consequent abrupt 
increase in plaza area may indicate that much of El Palmar’s population was 
involved in experiencing construction projects and associated mass spectacles. 
These practices could have provided crucial opportunities for people who lived 
in dispersed settlements to experience moments of interactions and for rulers 
to create docile bodies of other social segments through dedicating long-term 
constructions. Likewise, the different accesses to and different forms of the 
plazas at the Main Group would have distributed both elite and nonelite bodies 
in an order, controlling their movements and perceptions as social norms that 
made them political subjects.

In addition to the ideological power of the rulers, I speculate that social 
anxieties, which resulted from the hegemonic extension of the Tikal and Kaan 
dynasties, motivated people to engage in cooperative activities, in turn pro-
viding critical opportunities for negotiating and claiming power relations and 
group identities in the process of creating a politywide identity. As Moore 
points out in this volume, we have not yet acquired robust data to support this 
interpretation. Nevertheless, the sacrifices of local elites depicted on the altars 
at Río Azul (Adams 1971) and the accession of Los Alacranes’s ruler overseen 
by Kaan’s ruler (Grube 2008) may signal that the El Palmar polity was not 
isolated from hegemonic pressures of the Tikal and Kaan dynasties. Simulta-
neously, mass spectacles at the Great Plaza and Plaza E might have served to 
release such social anxieties. Through ethnohistorical and ethnographic evi-
dence, Taube (1989) pointed out that ritual humor and clowns played impor-
tant roles in Classic Maya society during unstable moments of period-endings. 
There is no direct evidence of ritual humor at El Palmar, but ritual ceremonies 
recorded in many stelae and altars at the Main Group corresponded to period-
endings. These ceremonies might have included humor and clowns, suggest-
ing that spectacles served to release tensions among social groups. Such ritual 
relaxation of social status in festivals suggests the leading of participants in 
sharing a ritually figured identity. Thus, the Great Plaza, Plazas E and G, and 
K’awiil Plaza are the physical index of social interdependencies. Symbolic per-
formances and the panoply of rulers’ dress may have helped people visualize 
El Palmar’s identity. Theatrical spectacles at the Great Plaza and Plaza E were 
witnessed by a large audience that collectively experienced emotional practices 
as a medium of understanding the community and themselves in the commu-
nity. The visual impression of the king’s costumes and theatrical performances 
were perpetuated by stelae of the plazas at the Main Group, which shaped 
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and reshaped social memories of belonging to the community, though such 
dominant versions of memories were reinterpreted, modified, and erased by the 
same and next generations.

People rarely possess a coherent identity. We always live with multiple iden-
tities, some of which are occasionally emphasized, shared, contested, or even 
contradicted through human interactions (Janusek 2004; Joyce 2010:24). In 
the case of Ajpach’ Waal, he consciously or unconsciously expressed multiple 
identities in the glyphic discourse of the hieroglyphic stairway and ritual prac-
tices conducted at the Guzmán Group. In the glyphic narrative, Ajpach’ Waal 
emphasizes his intimate relationship with a Copán’s ruler, Waxaklajuun Ubaah 
K’awiil. This Copán’s ruler appears twice in the inscriptions from the beginning 
of the text while the name of the current ruler of El Palmar was carved almost 
at the end of the inscriptions. This text clearly represents that Ajpach’ Waal 
bound his identity to Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil rather than to El Palmar’s 
ruler. By claiming the intimate relationship with the foreign king as well as the 
placement of the hieroglyphic stairway at his residence, Ajpach’ Waal may have 
differentiated lakam elites from other El Palmar elites. On the other hand, El 
Palmar’s ruler, who should have had governing status over the lakam elites, 
appears with a relational glyph block S1, yi-ta-ji, [in the company of], without 
any expression of specific esteem. This phrase could indicate that although El 
Palmar’s ruler was perhaps physically present at the unveiling ceremony of the 
hieroglyphic stairway, he exerted less authority over second-tier elites at their 
outlying plaza. Nevertheless, to claim his genealogical ties to lakam ancestors, 
Ajpach’ Waal needed to list the successive rulers of El Palmar, implying that 
his identity was derived from the El Palmar dynasty that was established and 
inherited by rulers. His identity as a lakam elite in part was derived from his 
ancestors’ practices at Plaza A of the Guzmán Group over generations. Finally, 
as a member of the El Palmar dynasty Ajpach’ Waal likely participated in and 
organized mass spectacles in the Great Plaza and Plaza E of the Main Group, 
where he must have perceived and reinterpreted the community-wide identity 
manipulated by rulers through interactions with other community members.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I examined multiple identities generated by the physical char-
acteristics of plazas and ritual activities conducted at the different plazas of El 
Palmar. While a politywide identity emerged as a result of power negotiations 
among different social groups in the spacious Great Plaza, Central Plaza, and 
Plazas E and F, a privileged identity was fostered under the limited space and 
restricted access of Plaza G. These various plazas with formalized ritual ac-
tivities at the Main Group could have normalized individual movements and 
perceptions in a particular order of materiality. Simultaneously, spectacles at 
the Great Plaza and other public plazas might have served to release social ten-
sions among social groups through repudiation or jesting of current authority 
(Bakhtin 1984; Turner 1969). We should note that the politywide identity never 
became uniform, but was perceived and re-created differently by members of 
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the El Palmar dynasty. In the outlying areas, where many of the participants 
who shared in the mass spectacles conducted at the plazas of the Main Group 
lived, second-tier elites could establish a plaza where they claimed their local 
identity. These three identities were not mutually exclusive but coexisted and 
overlapped in human bodies through social practices. To highlight different 
roles of plazas, I have stressed the creation of a specific identity in each plaza. 
However, multiple identities are always interwoven and three identities shown 
could easily emerge in any kind of these plazas.

The relative dimensions and volume data over time for the plazas of the 
Main Group at El Palmar are preliminary and more excavations are needed. 
Furthermore, I did not scrutinize the role of ritual processions utilizing cause-
ways in this chapter, but they are arguably critical elements in understanding 
the formation of identities. I believe that future archaeological research could 
reveal further complex identities among the inhabitants of El Palmar who ne-
gotiated power and ideological relations on the plazas.
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C h a p t e r  F o u r

Early Olmec Open Spaces at 
San Lorenzo, Veracruz

An n Cy p h e r s a n d Ti m o t h y Mu rt h a

Plazas are important elements of the prehispanic built environment in Meso-
america. The human interaction that takes place in plazas varies from infor-
mal public gatherings to specialized activities carried out in carefully designed 
spaces (Low 2000). They are considered “recognizable elements in the built 
environment” (Moore 1996a:789, emphasis added). Understanding the myriad 
of interpersonal relations that may be played out within plazas is contingent 
upon the accurate identification of these spaces, their shapes, built form, and 
compositional elements. In many archaeological sites, their recognition is a 
straightforward process because they are observable components of the archi-
tectural layout.

The purpose of this exploratory essay is to investigate whether plazas can be 
identified for the Olmec capital of San Lorenzo using a creative approach for 
identifying buried open spaces. Identifying plazas at the Early Preclassic capi-
tal provides unusual challenges since these features cannot be identified using 
visible architectural cues, as is the case of the later capital of La Venta, Ta-
basco, often considered a model for the Olmec. At La Venta, a central zone of 
monumental architecture surrounds a great plaza covering 42,000 m2, which 
is described as a public space where messages about the gods, the power of 
the rulers, and divine legitimacy were communicated to large congregations of 
people attending special events and ceremonies (González Lauck 1996).

Those familiar with San Lorenzo may point to the standing architecture 
(figure 4.1, inset), which, at quick inspection, appears similar to the design 
of La Venta. This similarity motivated Matthew Stirling to cut into the center 
line, across the conical mound and plazas, in a search for spectacular offerings 
comparable to those he had located at the aforementioned Middle Preclassic 
capital (1947; see also Coe and Diehl 1980:I:33–37). Decades later, Michael 
Coe and Richard Diehl (1980) similarly explored this Classic period earthen 



Figure 4.1.  Topographic map of the San Lorenzo plateau superimposed on the 
preliminary relief map of the underlying natural landform with an inset map showing 
features mentioned in the text.
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architecture in another equally unrewarding search for the early Olmec ar-
chitectural template expected to precede the layout of the great Tabascan site 
(I:50–70).

This search continues to the present day. We attempt to assess a basic fact: 
whether open spaces for collective activities were present during the Early Pre-
classic period in the San Lorenzo plateau. The “invisibility” of these features as 
buried elements necessitates an evaluation of the archaeological evidence ob-
tained in excavations and borehole samples. Consequently, in this chapter, we 
peel away the layers of overburden and successive occupations of the plateau 
summit of the early capital, as an essential step to ascertain if centrally located 
Olmec open spaces once existed in the heart of San Lorenzo.

The Changing Shape of San Lorenzo

San Lorenzo’s great plateau has been shaped by human action and agency over 
the past four millennia. The form and shape of the present plateau, while in-
fluenced by the past, do not reflect the Olmec-period configuration of the site. 
In order to interpret this period, it is first necessary to identify and strip back 
the layers of post-Olmec modifications. The identification of these alterations 
is essential to understanding the Olmec layout of the site from its earliest oc-
cupation in the Ojochi phase, 1800–1600 cal bc, to the apogee San Lorenzo 
B phase, 1200–1000 cal bc. What follows is a brief description of the changes 
that have occurred on the plateau beginning with the most recent and working 
back to the Olmec period.

The most recent events that have caused alterations likely date to times 
prior to the Mexican Revolution, when oil exploration began in southern Ve-
racruz, spearheaded by the famous English oilman Weetman Pearson. Once 
part of the communal lands of Potrero Nuevo (also called “San Lorenzo”), the 
archaeological site of San Lorenzo then was acquired by the Compañía Mexi-
cana de Bienes Inmuebles (CMBI), as shown on a map dated to 1917 from 
the Archivo de la Nación. It is during the period of CMBI ownership that it is 
likely that the company rented the land to third parties, a custom we have seen 
in rental contracts in the historical archives of Petróleos Mexicanos PEMEX. 
Since the site has no evidence of modern constructions, the third parties using 
the San Lorenzo site likely were ranchers who constructed numerous ponds as 
seasonal water sources for their livestock. One such pond (laguna 8) was dug 
into Group E to take advantage of a sunken spot, now known to be the patio 
of an ancient Olmec architectural precinct (Cyphers et al. 2006). Not only did 
they create ponds but they also dug drainages to siphon off excess water due to 
pond overflow, such as the one draining laguna 8 to the northwest. Laguna 7, 
separating Groups C and D, may be another such drainage feature. Fill re-
moved during these earth-moving operations was deposited next to the ponds 
and drains so that ponds are ringed by piles of earth and the drains are lined 
by what look like linear mounds. Stratigraphic and artifactual evidence from 
excavations by the San Lorenzo Tenochtitlán Archaeological Project (PASLT) 
uphold the late date for these rings and piles of earth, the latter sometimes 
interpreted as Olmec habitation mounds by Coe and Diehl (1980).
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The Terminal Classic period, the Villa Alta phase, contributed to perhaps 
the most misunderstood and misinterpreted constructions at the site. Termi-
nal Classic residents erected standard monumental architecture in the center 
of what was once the great Olmec artificial plateau. They built two plazas in 
Group A, each delimited on the east and west by elongated earthen mounds 
and separated by a central conical mound (figure 4.1, inset). The formal simi-
larity of San Lorenzo’s Group A architecture with La Venta’s Complex A, fur-
ther highlighted by the alphabetical designations, stimulated fruitless quests 
for comparable center-line offerings in the plazas (Coe and Diehl 1980:I:50–
70; Stirling 1947).

Testing in the mounds and plazas by the Río Chiquito Project was the basis 
for Coe and Diehl’s (1980:I:29) suggestion that certain components of Group 
A, specifically the Central Court and Palangana, dated to the Middle Preclas-
sic despite the presence of Villa Alta material in mound fill.1 Following from 
the assumption that pre–La Venta mound and plaza groups at San Lorenzo 
should bear a formal similarity to those at the Middle Preclassic Olmec capital 
(1980:I:24), they tendered the proposition that the site’s early layout was simi-
lar to the architectural arrangement visible today.

Importantly, these researchers provide evidence that Villa Alta phase con-
struction activities predominated in Group A. First, they certify that ceramics 
from Early and Middle Preclassic phases were found in the mound fill, thus 
indicating the removal of fill from preexisting strata for these constructions. 
Second, a clear stratigraphic unconformity documented in their report is rep-
resented by the direct superposition of Villa Alta strata upon San Lorenzo B 
phase strata (see Coe and Diehl 1980:I:55) with the absence of temporally 
intermediate Nacaste and Palangana phase deposits.

Recently, we completed a program of manual coring of the site of San Lo-
renzo conducted at 20 m intervals. These data, while complex and resulting in 
over 2600 soil cores, also referred to as boreholes,2 can provide an interpretive 
window into the built environment of the past constructions at San Lorenzo 
(Cyphers et a1. 2007–2008; Cyphers et al. n.d.). The stratigraphic sequence 
obtained in 279 soil cores from the plateau confirms the aforesaid stratigraphic 
unconformity, indicating that, in the process of constructing the small ceremo-
nial layout, Villa Alta people razed part of the plateau heights in order to obtain 
clay fill for these buildings. This process eliminated evidence of the final mo-
ments of the apogee occupation in the plateau center, but left intact the deeper 
floors dating to the early part of the San Lorenzo B phase, 1200–1100 cal bc.

Even during the Early Preclassic period the site underwent transformation 
as a result of the massive modifications of the terrain involved in the continual 
shaping of the plateau. Coe and Diehl (1980) accurately assessed that the 
plateau was an artificial construction and, in addition, proposed that it was an 
unfinished cosmogram, an effigy of a giant headless bird flying eastward. Their 
proposition that Group A was an early Olmec ceremonial center set atop an ar-
tificial effigy plateau is best summarized in their own words: “Group A . . . can 
be thought of as borne on the back of a great bird flying east” (I:388).

Recent evidence suggests that the hypothesized bird cosmogram is un-
likely. The results of the systematic coring program indicate that the underly-
ing natural landform was irregularly shaped until the Olmec modified it over 
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the centuries by adding clay fill to produce a relatively flat plateau ringed by 
stacked residential terraces. Planes of weakness occur where the earthen ter-
races abut the natural landform. Along these planes, the great ravines formed 
due to the related natural processes of erosion and uplift of the deep under-
lying salt structure, an effect exacerbated in some places by the presence of 
weighty stone monuments.

The coring program combined with what we know about recent history 
clearly demonstrates that the present-day topography of the plateau heights 
is the consequence of multiple factors unrelated to Olmec use. These obser-
vations, including information from the stratigraphic deposition also indicate 
that the proposed “bilateral symmetry” of the plateau and the related iden-
tification of the wings and tail feathers of the alleged bird cosmogram (Coe 
and Diehl 1980:I:27–28, II:387) are, in fact, mostly the result of erosion and 
post-Olmec activities. Group A is built on top of Olmec strata but the buildings 
themselves date to the Villa Alta phase. The fact that the Classic period people 
placed their small ceremonial center in the geographic center of the plateau, 
which coincides with the center and highest portion of the underlying natural 
landform, simply could be the result of accurate calculations even as it might 
be possible that, upon their arrival at the site, they may have observed a note-
worthy Olmec landmark at this location.

Open Spaces at San Lorenzo

The coring program provides an opportunity to reconstruct the general shape 
of the natural landform and investigate, through the samples, the continuous 
design and construction changes that occurred at the site. While the 20 m sam-
ple doesn’t necessarily provide architectural details, it is perfectly adequate to 
define use areas through time. It also allows us to reconstruct in a preliminary 
fashion the early leveling operations, the construction and continual modifica
tion of the stacked terraces, and the final massive clay cap applied to the pla-
teau during the site’s apogee (Cyphers et al. 2007–2008). These data also are 
the basis for evaluating the presence of early Olmec open spaces through time. 
We can trace open spaces by the process of elimination, in other words, by plot-
ting the distribution of floors that are typical of building interiors. Figure 4.1 
shows the location of the borehole sample in relation to the present-day topog
raphy and to that of our reconstruction of the underlying natural landform.

The study universe consists of the top of the San Lorenzo plateau, specifi-
cally the relatively flat 43-hectare area above the 60 m contour interval, which 
is the area with the highest concentration of stone monuments and prestigious 
constructions. Within this area, we define the “core” as that space centered on 
the Group A architecture, which is found at the geographic hub of the plateau 
and is coincident with the highest part of the underlying natural landform.

We selected the following three periods for the present study: (1) ca. 1600 
cal bc, the date corresponding to the end of the Ojochi phase and beginning 
of the Bajío phase; (2) ca. 1400 cal bc, which falls at the transition from 
Chicharras to the San Lorenzo A phase; and (3) ca. 1200–1100 cal bc, cor-
responding to the early San Lorenzo B phase, which appears to be unaffected 
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by Villa Alta phase razing. These general time frames provide initial parameters 
for tracing changes in open spaces on the San Lorenzo plateau heights.

Based on the ongoing comprehensive study of excavation and the stratigra-
phy of 279 cores from the plateau heights, we offer a preliminary assessment of 
diachronic floor distributions enabling us to define open spaces. Previous work 
at the site indicates that the surfaces of external spaces are compacted earth 
and lack the formal preparation of structure interiors. Unfortunately, tamped 
surfaces are virtually impossible to define in borehole samples, meaning that 
the recognition of open spaces in the data set is contingent on the absence of 
well-defined structure floors. Therefore, we examine the diachronic distribu-
tion of all structure floors, defined as those composed of sand and gravel, com-
pacted colored clays, as well as red (hematite stained) sand and floors paved 
with bentonite stone. Red and bentonite floors may be considered “prestigious” 
because their peak frequency is found in structure interiors on the plateau 
rather than the periphery, and their creation with uncommon materials re-
quired a higher labor investment in procurement than the floors made of sand, 
gravel, and packed colored clays.

It is important to note that the boreholes that are plotted in figures 4.2, 
4.3, and 4.4 merely mark the location of structure floors, and each floor is not 
necessarily indicative of a separate construction. Their simple distribution does 
not reflect structure density, above all, during the apogee period, when the 
length of domestic structures are known to surpass the 20 m borehole spacing 
interval, at times covering 800 m2 or more. Clusters of boreholes with floors, 
on the other hand, may reflect multiple structures pertaining to residential 
groups and other kinds of architecture.

The 1600 cal bc floors are found in fifty-two boreholes in the 43-hectare 
space above the 60 m contour interval (figure 4.2). The highest frequency 
of floors is concentrated in the southern and eastern sectors of the plateau 
heights. Of these, twenty-six boreholes contain prestige flooring consisting 
of red or bentonite surfaces, the majority positioned near the plateau center. 
Six red floors are present in the southern and eastern sectors of the plateau 
heights. The trail of floors extending along the Southeast Ridge may mark one 
of the time-honored natural accesses to the site center insofar as it is superim-
posed on a prolonged crest of the geologic landform.

The absence of floors on the Southwest Ridge and in the southern part of 
the South-Central Ridge is due to the fact that this area was not completely 
built at this time. These two peninsulas of terrain, called “ridges” by Coe and 
Diehl (1980), once were stacked terraces abutting the natural landform that 
were leveled to their maximum height during the San Lorenzo B phase. Their 
present-day form is largely the outcome of the great ravines cutting through 
the original Olmec built landscape.

There is a considerable amount of open space on the plateau heights at 
this time since structure density is low. The key area is the centrally focused 
open space, which is amorphous in shape and measures more or less 275 by 
250 m (roughly 68,750 m2), and may have been used for community activi-
ties. It contains two boreholes with floors that are separated from each other 
by 85 m but lacks clear boundaries defined by the remaining floors. Its core 



Figure 4.2. M ap showing the distribution of boreholes containing floors dating to 
1600 cal bc. The dotted line marks the open area.
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position is coincident with the highest section of the underlying natural land-
form. The floor found below mound C3–2 of Group A may mark the site center 
at this time.

Following the initial colonization of the site ca. 1800 cal bc, construction 
on the plateau was focused on filling in low areas in the irregularly shaped 
natural landform to create unbroken horizontal space for domestic and cer-
emonial activities. During this period, settlement was dispersed, and the lack 
of construction in the central area of the plateau suggests that it was used as 
open space for collective activities. Due to its great size, this space could easily 
accommodate the whole population of the site and that of the near hinter-
land. The prestigious red and bentonite floors are positioned so their occupants 
could have ready access to this area.

At 1400 cal bc, floors are registered in seventy-four boreholes. Their distri-
bution illustrates a more tightly clustered set of constructions and a filling in of 
earlier open spaces in the central, northern, and western sectors of the plateau 
heights (figure 4.3). Of these boreholes, thirty-nine with red and bentonite 
floors are centrally located. Red floors continue to be present in the eastern 
and southern sectors, and there is intensified occupation of the western sector, 
later to become the locus of ostentatious residences in Groups C and D. The 
previously existing amorphous open space now measures only 200 by 90 m 
(18,000 m2), 25 percent of its previous size. It lacks internal floors but is quite 
clearly surrounded by red and bentonite ones. The simultaneous occurrence of 
size reduction and circumscription by high status floors suggests possible elite 
appropriation of this key space, which would have been an essential element 
underwriting their sponsorship of public events.

A total of 212 boreholes show floors for the 1200–1100 cal bc time frame 
(figure 4.4). Of these, 138, or 65 percent, have red or bentonite floors. Most 
red floors occur in the western sector, and, notably, there is a red floor under 
the long west mound, C3–2, of Group A. During this period, there clearly 
was a greater variety of open spaces, some very clearly defined as traditional 
plazas, whose diversity probably reflects broader societal patterns. A central 
but sparsely occupied zone measures 250 by 250 m (62,500 m2). For the first 
time, the central open space may merit the term “plaza” based on the crite-
rion of well-defined boundaries. Nested within this zone, there is a smaller 
empty space measuring 200 by 50 m (10,000 m2) that is found directly below 
Group A; again, its boundaries are fairly clear as it is delimited by thirteen 
floors, ten on the west and three on the east, all under Group A architecture. 
Of these floors, the only red one is located under the Palangana. Although the 
eastern sector shows a lighter density of floors than the rest of the plateau 
heights, there is a nearly continuous pattern of floors around the perimeter of 
the large plaza. Overall, the circumscription of the nested plazas by high status 
floors may indicate reduced access to this district. In similar fashion, it may be 
observed that the habitation on the stacked terraces surrounding the heights 
also may have served to regulate access to the center.

In addition, another floorless space measuring 100 by 100 m is found on 
the midsection of the South-Central Ridge and sits at an elevation at least 
1 m below the core. As we will discuss below, this space may be the best can-
didate for a civic-ceremonial plaza due to its capacity to accommodate many 



Figure 4.3. M ap showing the distribution of boreholes containing floors dating to 
1400 cal bc. The dotted line marks the open area.



Figure 4.4. M ap showing the location of boreholes containing floors dating to the 
1200–1100 cal bc period. The dotted lines mark the open areas.
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individuals, its outline defined by a stone monument display centered on the 
theme of rulers, and its accessibility and relative visibility from the south.

The data presented above indicate several possible temporal tendencies in 
the diachronic organization and reorganization of open space in the central 
plateau (see figure 4.5). The first trend is formal in nature, starting with a large 
central open space without defined architectural boundaries. It is followed by 
a clearer delimitation of boundaries by 1200–1100 cal bc and the nesting 
of a rectangular plaza within it. The second trend is the reestablishment of a 
large open space, now with an adjacent delimited space. Beginning with an 
irregularly shaped 68,750 m2 open area that was present at 1600 cal bc, sub-
sequent encroachment by prestigious structures reduced it to 18,000 m2 by 
1400 cal bc, possibly indicating the elite appropriation of the open space and 
the addition of some formality to the design and the behaviors carried out there. 
By 1200–1100 cal bc, it increased in size to 62,500 m2, a formal area, which 
includes the smaller nested, and perhaps exclusive, plaza covering 10,000 m2. 
At this time, the southern open space on the South-Central Ridge functioned 
as another, perhaps public, plaza. The low density of floors in specific portions 
of the terrain, such as in the northeastern sector and along the South-Central 
Ridge, may signal the points of entry into the heart of the plateau and a focus 
away from the centralized area for specialized public gatherings.

The shift in the location of high status floors, from the eastern sector of the 
plateau heights to the western one in the San Lorenzo B phase correlates well 
with information from excavations. The Group E precinct, built since 1400–
1200 cal bc, dominated the southwest sector of the plateau heights, and the 
ostentatious structure, GD-1, also known as the Red Palace, also built since 
the 1400–1200 cal bc period, stands out in the western sector where the 
greatest number of red floors occur.

On the whole, the start of the San Lorenzo B phase is characterized by a 
period of intensified construction in the plateau, a process that defined the 
boundaries of a central plaza. Preexisting open space was reshaped and resized 
as central nested plazas with reduced access for outsiders. The nesting, which 
restricts access to space, bespeaks ritual exclusivity in the inner plaza. For the 
first time, a plaza with stone monuments is created just outside the plateau 
core, perhaps to provide space for civic-ceremonial spectacles while reserving 
the core, notably lacking in stone monuments, for restricted and specialized 
pursuits.

Stone Monuments, Structures, and the Central Plaza

In Mesoamerica, large plazas tend to be areas for congregation and interaction 
and often contain displays of stone monuments carrying cosmological mes-
sages. As open spaces forming part of a complex layout of special buildings 
and monuments, they are necessarily defined in terms of the surrounding ar-
chitecture and stone monuments, which are related to the kinds of activities 
conducted in them. In the case of the plazas at San Lorenzo, we lack specific 
information on the behavior and actions of the people that congregated in 
these spaces due to the absence of extensive excavations and the nature of the 



Figure 4.5.  Location of colossal heads on the San Lorenzo plateau. The dotted line marks 
the open area on the South Central Ridge.
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borehole data. Nevertheless, we can glean some understanding from the distri-
bution of stone monuments and the known structures around them.

With regard to stone monuments, there is a virtual absence of in situ sculp-
tures of all sizes in the core. The sector located east of the core curiously lacks 
any, while their distribution in the north, south, southwest, and western sec-
tors appears to surround, but not closely border, the nested central plazas on 
three sides.

However, we should ask if Olmec monuments were moved out of the core by 
the Villa Alta people since these later occupants actively modified the central 
plateau surface in preparation for the construction of their architectural group. 
It is possible, even likely, that relatively small pieces, such as monuments 12, 
13, and 54, which were found on the surface of Group A (see Coe and Diehl 
1980), were relocated in the Villa Alta phase or later. On the other hand, the 
large stone monuments are a different case. If large sculpture once had been 
set in and around an early Olmec central plaza, it is highly improbable that the 
Classic period inhabitants could have mustered the labor force to move them 
out of their way since their total population was, at most, 1,000 strong (see 
Symonds et al. 2002). Consequently, it is to be expected that such monuments 
should rest in their original locations unless none were erected there or they 
were moved out by the Olmec themselves. Thus far, the most parsimonious 
explanation for the absence of voluminous weighty pieces in and around the 
central plaza is that the Olmec never placed them in this context.

Thus, the spatial distribution of stone sculpture seems to indicate that the 
central core was not the key space used for the display of large monuments 
(see also Grove 1997) whose mobilization even over short distances required 
considerable labor.3 This leads us to propose that the central plaza was a space 
largely reserved for the occupants of the plateau heights but also could have 
been used for public congregation on specific occasions.

At the same time, in situ sculpture of lesser size also is absent in the core, 
but this is not surprising since relatively portable pieces may be moved and 
reset with greater ease. It is conceivable that small- and medium-sized sculp-
tures may have been temporarily displayed in the core area since the majority 
of known sculptures in these size categories are located relatively nearby, at a 
short distance of about 100 m on the west rise. These monuments are con-
centrated in and around the monument recycling workshop and storage area 
pertaining to the palatial structure GD-1. The ritualistic decapitation and mu-
tilation of many of these sculptures clearly occurred prior to their deposition 
in GD-1. One possibility is that such rituals could have been conducted in the 
core, and afterward the damaged monuments were channeled to the recycling 
workshop under the direct control of the palace residents. Even as such expedi-
ency may have been exercised, other possibilities also exist, including their use 
and destruction in other site areas and off-site.

As at La Venta, where numerous monument fragments were found associ-
ated with central structures (González Lauck 1996), there is evidence for other 
recycling spots on the plateau summit. In the northern plateau sector, three co-
lossal heads (monuments 2, 4, and 53) and one large monolithic throne (mon-
ument 20) were in the process of recycling, each at a different crafting locus 
(see Coe and Diehl 1980; Cyphers n.d.; Grove 1997; Porter 1989). Monument 
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SL-109, the largest, but highly mutilated, stone monument from San Lorenzo, 
was tumbled into a large pit located about 40 m west of the Palangana. The 
presence of these large pieces in the central plateau strongly suggests that their 
recycling was conducted under the aegis of the ruling establishment and may 
have involved ritual activities.

With regard to structures located around the central nested plaza, there is 
far more information available about ones on the western rise than those on 
the eastern rise. One important special function structure is located just 150 m 
west of the Group A core and 60 m north of GD-1. Monument SL-112 was 
deliberately deposited in its interior in such a way that most of the monument 
is hidden under the floor, leaving visible only a small section with hundreds of 
“cut marks,”possibly sharpening scars made by tools or weapons. The buried or 
hidden side of the five-ton monument bears the relief image of a possible fallen 
warrior (Cyphers 2012; Zurita and Cyphers 2008).

Further south, the area known as Group E is found some 80 m southeast 
of GD-1 and 80 m west of the southern tip of the Group A core. This admin-
istrative and ceremonial precinct, containing rulership symbols and lacking 
evidence of domestic occupation, covers an estimated 10,000 m2 and is com-
posed of four low earthen platforms oriented to the cardinal directions, which 
delimit a 2,500 m2 interior patio (Cyphers et al. 2006). The theme of rulership 
predominates in the precinct, as illustrated by the interment of a colossal head 
ruler portrait (monument SL-61) in the eastern platform and the placement 
of the great monolithic throne (monument SL-14) in the patio at the foot of 
the northern platform. Entrance to the patio from the south was controlled by 
at least one narrow access. The size of the patio suggests that extremely large 
congregations of people did not enter this space, which was likely reserved for 
the ruler and his attendants. Group E’s patio could hold a relatively limited 
number of people for a given event, so that its exclusive nature and the close 
interactions held within it were important in shaping elite behaviors. Although 
the experience of commoners in this space would have been limited, their re-
stricted access was counterbalanced by their knowledge of its existence—and 
that the structure of the cosmos was replicated, reinforced, and maintained in 
the sacred precinct on the artificially tiered hill.

Interestingly, another throne, monument SL-60 (Brüggeman and Hers 
1970), was found 80 m southeast of Group A, but its overall context and its 
relationship to a nearby colossal head (monument SL-1) and a massive stone 
column (SL-55) remains unknown. Consequently, it may be premature to spec-
ulate on the possible presence of paired opposites, that is, another precinct 
located 200 m east of Group E.

In sum, during the apogee period, the plateau core contained a formal plaza 
delimited by prestigious structures, which was nested within a broader central 
plaza surrounded on three sides by exclusive buildings with stone monuments. 
Even though much information still is lacking about intra-site patterning, we 
know that the central plaza is bounded on the west by the major residence, 
GD-1, and associated structures in the same residential cluster, as well as 
the nearby special structure housing monument SL-112. The administrative-
ceremonial area of Group E with its restricted-access patio is located on the 
southwest fringe of the core while the northern plateau heights were reserved 
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for special craft activities consisting of the recycling of large monuments into 
new forms, such as thrones or colossal heads. The structures on the top of the 
plateau and terraces would have created an effective impediment to casual 
intrusion into this space, which was not visible to observers positioned below 
the heights.

Overall, the apogee phase witnessed a reduction in generalized access to the 
plateau heights. The construction of terraces for elite dwellings was involved 
in the spatial segregation of the population into summit, terrace, and periphery 
dwellers. In this roughly concentric pattern, altitude and distance from the 
center tend to roughly correlate with social status, such that the hilltop became 
the locus of the most prestigious residents and activities. If these trends had 
been related to the creation of public space in the central plateau, then it is ex-
pected that carved monuments, which are generally displayed in such contexts, 
should be found there. Since this is not the case, it may follow that plateau 
remodeling was intended to reserve the highest portion of the site for the most 
important people and their activities, which may have included specially spon-
sored sizeable events. Taken in conjunction with the appearance of the nested 
and split-level plazas, this likely is a reflection of increasing sociopolitical dif-
ferentiation within San Lorenzo.

Stone Monuments and the Southern Public Plaza

The 10,000 m2 plaza located on the midsection of the South-Central Ridge 
likely was a public space that was framed by imposing stone monuments (table 
4.1). The existence of two parallel lines of colossal heads in this sector of the 
plateau was first noted by Francisco Beverido Pereau (1970), who included 
all the then-known heads in these rows. His proposal illustrates the problem 
of using simple monument distributions without taking into consideration 
their context. Today we know that head #8 (monument SL-61) forms part of 
Group E and that heads #2, 4, and 7 (monuments SL-2, 4, and 53) were in the 
process of recycling in the northern plateau sector (see Cyphers 2004a, n.d.; 
Grove 1997; Porter 1989).

The distribution of the remaining colossal heads is as follows: four heads, 
aligned north to south along the eastern Barranca del Ojochi; and two heads, 
one at each end of the western Barranca del Jobo (figure 4.6). The asymmetry 
in the number of heads on the eastern and western sides of the South-Central 
Ridge, taken in conjunction with the evidence of others in process, is the basis 
for proposal that they constituted an unfinished commemorative macro-scene 
of ancestral ruler portraits (Cyphers 2004a), which is akin to Grove’s (1997) 
concept of a “processional” arrangement designed to be viewed sequentially in 
public rituals.

The southern plaza rests between the lines of colossal heads and at a slightly 
lower elevation than the core. The multiple functions of this plaza likely in-
cluded its role as the principal plaza for public congregation, a place where 
spectators could observe the grandeur of the stone portraits of powerful ances-
tral rulers. Additionally, on certain occasions when access to the central plaza 
was permitted, it may have been a kind of esplanade, an entrance or reception 
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area for spectators en route to the core. Not only did the visual impact of the 
combined tonnage of these monuments signal a huge concentration of wealth, 
but also their placement on the plateau heights was a cosmological message 
relating the rulers to the artificial sacred mountain.

Since the southern tip of the South-Central Ridge was not covered in the 
systematic coring program due to dense plant cover, we cannot evaluate if 
there is another plaza there; however, its configuration as another step 2 m 
below the aforementioned one, as well as its position within the colossal head 
scenic display, suggests that the possibility should be investigated.

Observations on Exclusion and Inclusion

Throughout the development of the San Lorenzo Olmec, there clearly were 
social mechanisms of exclusion and inclusion at work. The former acted to 
increase social distances and the latter for sociopolitical integration. Plazas 
were key instruments of both forces; for example, Takeshi Inomata (2006a) 
has shown that Classic period Maya theatrical spectacles held in plazas served 
to counteract inherent centrifugal tendencies caused by high population dis-
persion and mobility. On the other hand, the trend discussed by Arthur Joyce 
(2004) for Monte Albán during the Late Classic period included the elite ap-
propriation of the great Oaxacan capital’s Main Plaza, which shifted ritual ac-
tivity from public spectacles to privileged audiences, perhaps as a result of 
competition among the nobility.

Below, we consider facets of early Olmec life that contributed to social in-
clusion and exclusion. The public plaza, the “layers of reciprocal metaphors” 
and the “traveling theaters” appear to have acted as mechanisms of social in-
clusion that worked simultaneously with those promoting increased social ex-
clusion, such as the privileged central plazas at San Lorenzo.

Since privileged pre-apogee spaces are known to have existed at San Lo-
renzo (through excavations), the initial conformation of a public space must 
have been important for cohesion and unification rather than as a social exclu-
sionary strategy. However, with time, social exclusion became associated with 
the core. The edification of the largest sacred artificial hill in the Olmec region 
had profound impacts on intra-site organization.4 Population was relocated on 

Table 4.1. S ummary of the Characteristics of Open Spaces at San Lorenzo 
through Time

Timeframe Location Shape Size (m2)

1600 cal bc central plateau amorphous 68,750

1400 cal bc central plateau amorphous 18,000

1100 cal bc central plateau quadrangular 62,500

1100 cal bc central plateau rectangular (nested) 10,000

1100 cal bc southern plateau quadrangular 10,000
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newly created residential terraces while prior open space on the summit even-
tually became reserved for elite activities, and a new public plaza bordered 
by colossal heads was created at a slightly lower level south of the core. The 
reshaping and relocation of open spaces reduced the frequency of large public 
events in the heart of the site and displaced them to the southern plaza locus 
bordered by colossal heads, a trend that propitiated greater internal social dis-
tances at the capital. The exclusive central plazas and the lower elevation of 
the southern public plaza bespeak the use of horizontal and vertical scale to 
illustrate and accentuate sociopolitical distinctions.

On the whole, metaphors embedded in the constantly changing built land-
scape gave sensory and spiritual qualities to early Olmec life, and the thorough 
saturation of quotidian life with all-embracing theatrical meanings suffused 
with grandiose significance widened perceptual thresholds. The sacred moun-
tain paradigm stands out in this regard insofar as it was solidly imbedded in the 
Olmec built landscape in the form of material replicas. The interplay of the built 
landscape with the cosmological concept was essential to reinforcing beliefs, 
behaviors, and values. The design and symbolism of ostentatious constructions 
and plazas on the plateau summit participated in the paradigm, whose replica-
tion contributed to the reinforcement of identity and social cohesion.

These constitute “layers of reciprocal metaphors,” as defined by Stephen 
Houston (1998:348–349), and may be identified on multiple scales. On the 
grand scale, the island location of San Lorenzo constitutes a sacred artificial 
hill surrounded by water that contains monumental evidence supporting the 
associations of hills, power, legitimacy, founding ancestors, and the monster 
deity. The scale of this built metaphor made it visible from afar. At the next 
level, the plateau, the artificial version of the sacred mountain, was constantly 
remodeled to accommodate a roughly concentric pattern of population distri-
bution in the San Lorenzo plateau and its periphery. As well, ceremonial and 
residential architecture replicates the cosmological messages in several ways, 
such as in the placement of the plazas in the center summit and the cosmic 
symbolism of the Group E architectural precinct and the Red Palace (Struc-
ture GD-1).

Also at the regional level, population integration was an important political 
issue for the early Olmec of San Lorenzo due to the dispersed settlement pat-
tern conditioned by the isolated locations of appropriate terrain for permanent 
human habitation, in other words, the “islands” of high ground set within the 
soggy coastal plains (Symonds et a1. 2002). The dynamic way of life in the 
wetlands posed significant problems for early Olmec sociopolitical integration, 
which were approached with equally dynamic strategies.

One regional strategy is reflected in the distribution of stone monuments 
in key hinterland communities (Cyphers and Zurita 2006). These monuments 
were in a sense “milestones” that symbolized the relationship of lesser sites and 
the position and identity of the local rulers to the centers. They were intended 
to encourage regional interdependence and resource flows and, in turn, the 
development of economic interaction spheres, regional specialization, admin-
istration, and disaster relief.

Another strategy was the creation of multicomponent sculptural scenes 
that involved the setting and resetting of pieces in a variety of contexts with 
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potentially variable meanings (Cyphers 1993, 1994, 1997a, 1999). Because 
this activity afforded the opportunity for associated public events to be held in 
different places at different times, it was instrumental in efforts toward the for-
mation and maintenance of certain identities. It ideally would have favored the 
creation and maintenance of social identities as well as political and religious 
integration by promoting the lateral unification of a poorly developed distant 
hinterland in the belief system.In the case of the vast coastal plains inhabited 
by the San Lorenzo Olmec where centrifugal tendencies prevail, the public 
spectacles involving scenic sculptural displays perhaps could be likened to trav-
eling theaters that entailed conspicuous displays of prestige and manpower. 
They would have reinforced regional integration by broadening the spatial oc-
currence of icons and rituals related to the prevailing ideology. Notwithstand-
ing, this broad information exchange may have had both positive and negative 
consequences for the constant early Olmec struggle with economic and politi-
cal integration since the concepts and associated icons of the ideology of power 
became widely accessible in the landscape.

Final Comments

The analysis of open spaces at San Lorenzo is challenged by the lack of visibil-
ity of both architecture and plazas. Borehole stratigraphy obtained in a system-
atic manual coring program provides a creative data set for identifying areas of 
construction and open spaces and tracing their physical transformation over 
time. Observations of their shape, size, and location, along with the consider-
ation of structure and monument distributions, allow insights into the chang-
ing central layout of the site in terms of function, status, and accessibility. Even 
though we cannot yet provide specific information on the quotidian and ritual 
human behaviors conducted within these spaces, nonetheless, their recogni-
tion lays the initial groundwork for further investigation. At San Lorenzo, there 
appears to be not only an increase in the formal design of open spaces, but also 
an enhanced complexity in their forms and distributions. This likely reflects 
the complex interplay between ideas and/or agency and the political theaters in 
which they were performed.
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Notes

	 1. 	Coe and Diehl (1980:I:62) argue that, despite the presence of Villa Alta material 
in Strata B, B1, and B2 of the Palangana excavations, it dates to the Middle Preclassic 
Palangana phase. As well, their dating of Stratum F in the Central Court excavations 
does not jibe with the stratigraphic correlation between these excavations and the C3–1 
trench (see 1980:I:52–62). In this latter case, Stratum H of C3–1 clearly coincides 
with Stratum F in the Central Court in color, consistency, and stratigraphic depth, and 
both are overlain by a gravel lens or floor (e.g., stratum E in the Central Court and an 
unnamed lens atop Stratum N in C3–1). Insofar as these authors cite the presence of 
Villa Alta material in Stratum N of C3–1, it holds that its counterpart, Stratum F in the 
Central Court, dates to the same phase. Consequently, it appears that both the Palan-
gana and mound C3–1 were built atop a gravel lens and/or floor dating to the Villa Alta 
phase.
	 2. 	The borehole study of San Lorenzo is facilitated by the earthen construction and 
absence of hard-stone masonry.
	 3. 	The study of monument distributions at San Lorenzo is a challenging endeavor, 
and spatial location cannot always be taken at face value due to the possibility that post-
Olmec forces have intervened in their positioning. Small- and medium-sized monu-
ments are more likely affected by later human activities than the large monuments, and 
monuments of all sizes have fallen into ravines due to the forces of erosion and gravity. 
At the same time, the bottom line is that the most reliable data regarding monument 
distributions derives from the contexts of in situ pieces, which have a greater potential 
for accurate interpretation. However, the locations of large redeposited pieces, such as 
the colossal heads found in ravines, also may be used as general parameters for interpre-
tation since they are unlikely to have been moved great distances by non-Olmec forces.
	 4. 	The plateau contains seven million cubic meters of artificial fill (Cyphers et al. 
2007–2008).
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C h a p t e r  F iv  e

Empty Space, Active Place
The Sociopolitical Role of Plazas 

in the Mixteca Alta

Ma r i j k e St o l l

There is no question that plazas were important for many prehispanic Me-
soamerican communities. Serving multiple purposes, plazas were made most 
meaningful through human interaction and social bonding where community 
members could gather to participate in and witness ceremonial events. Public 
architecture such as plazas surely affected the spatial arena in which social 
agents interacted and related to each other.

The Mixteca Alta is a ruggedly mountainous area in the northwest part of 
Oaxaca State with a long history of occupation and complex settlement. In 
comparison to many Zapotec Valley of Oaxaca sites, monumental architecture 
in the Mixteca Alta arguably emphasized terraces, platforms, and plazas over 
pyramidal mounds. Because prehispanic occupation focused on the hills and 
piedmont areas, plaza construction by necessity involved the transformation 
of rugged ridgetops into artificial flat, open spaces. The naturally restrictive 
topography meant that, with a few exceptions, most plazas in the Mixteca Alta 
were small. Building on the ridgetops would also have influenced how acces-
sible plazas were. How did size and access affect the use of plazas in the Mix-
teca Alta as public, communal spaces?

In the preliminary analysis presented here, I take a quantitative and qualita-
tive look at plazas in the region, drawing on data from the 1999 Central Mix-
teca Alta Survey project (Kowalewski et al. 2009) as well as Pluckhahn’s (2009) 
analysis of Mixtec plazas as marketplaces.1 I approach this analysis following 
Setha Low’s (2000) argument that analyzing the social production and signifi-
cance of plazas require that we also understand their historical context, that is, 
those economic, ideological, social, and technological factors that resulted in 
the physical creation of a material setting (Low 2000:127–128).
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In the first section, I consider the overall historical and cultural context 
of the Mixteca Alta, looking at the evidence on settlement patterns, political 
organization, and the religious and ritual system. How was the architecture of 
civic-ceremonial spaces influenced by, and how did it influence, the particu-
lar political systems of Mixtec communities? The second section presents the 
statistical analysis on plazas, including plaza measurements and the number of 
plazas per phase. Following Inomata’s (2006a) study of Maya plazas, I calculate 
the capacities of Mixtec plazas. These plaza capacity figures serve as heuristic 
tools only. While useful for understanding the possible patterns of interaction 
in plaza spaces, how we determine actual use still requires multiple lines of 
evidence. To do this, I examine the data according to chronological period, 
linking changes and continuities in plaza characteristics to transformations in 
the social and political organization of settlements during the Preclassic, Clas-
sic, and Postclassic periods.

Finally, given the plaza statistics and our knowledge of Mixtec politics and 
religion, I attempt to define who the intended users of these plazas were and 
how they may have used them. I use Hall’s (1972) theory on communication 
and social distance known as “proxemics” to consider what kinds of ritual ac-
tivity would have been possible in the spatial dimensions of Mixtec plazas, 
given specific types of practices and the size of the audience witnessing the 
performance. By breaking down the statistics of plazas in the Mixteca Alta and 
looking at the data by chronological periods, I aim to place Mixteca plazas in 
their sociopolitical and historical context.

Plazas as Social and Ritual Spaces

Plazas are more than simply empty spaces. They are also physical and social 
spaces where both the everyday and the extraordinary occur (Inomata and 
Tsukamoto, this volume). In their everyday use, plazas would have served as 
locations for marketplaces, for informal socializing, or for moving pedestrian 
traffic through a site (Inomata 2006a:811). One of their most socially signifi-
cant functions lies in their use as stages or gathering areas for large ceremonial 
events. Through shared experiences, communal bonds and a common identity 
are forged, turning individuals into community members (Inomata 2006a:805; 
Inomata and Coben 2006:11; Swenson 2008). We perceive and experience our 
cultural worlds through our bodies most often within the context of ritual and 
religious practice. Rituals are believed to open or allow communication with 
the sacred, and power is often predicated on controlling access to ritual prac-
tice (Dornan 2004:29).

The purported purpose of public performances is to communicate culturally 
salient ideas or meanings (Bloch 1989; Bradley 1991) to a receptive audience 
in promotion or reinforcement of an ideology. A performance is only consid-
ered to be effective if these ideas or meanings are communicated successfully, 
and the aims of the rituals (whatever they may be) are achieved or the expec-
tations of the audience and participants have been met. This is the ideal of 
course—a performance may successfully communicate the intended message 
according to the performers, but the audience may be unaffected. Nor are 
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ideas or meanings ever unambiguous. The audience may understand the com-
municated message in a different way than intended.

Research shows that the spatial properties of the built environment and 
the thresholds of human perception affect the modes of communication pos-
sible within those spaces (Hall 1972; Moore 1996a:798–790; 2004:791; Robin 
2002:54). Different types of ritual will therefore be conducted in different 
kinds of spaces (Moore 1996b:164). The design of a performance space could 
thus be considered critical to successful performances, although it would be 
difficult to argue that the designers and sponsors of performance spaces were 
always concerned with or conscious of maximizing the successful communica-
tion of their (intended) meanings.

In developing proxemics theory, Hall (1972) recognized four distance sets at 
which particular social behaviors are carried out: the intimate, casual-personal, 
social-consultative, and public. Each has a close and a far phase. The first two, 
casual-personal distance and intimate distance, involve both parties being within 
arm’s length of each other and touching is possible (Hall 1972:144–146).

At the social-consultative distance, the intimate visual details in the face are 
not perceived, voice level is normal, and special effort must be made if one is to 
touch another individual. The entire body can be seen at a distance of 2.13 m 
(seven feet). At the close phase of public distance, between 3.66 to 7.62 m (12 
and 25 feet), a speaker’s voice is loud but not at full volume. Importantly, there 
are notable grammatical or syntactic shifts in speech as the choice of words 
and phrasing of sentences are more carefully and distinctly pronounced (Hall 
1972:147). The far range of the public distance phase begins around 9.14 m 
(30 feet) or so, and it is notable that this is the preferred distance to set be-
tween important public figures and their audiences. Body stance and gestures 
as well as facial expression are much more exaggerated, and the voice is louder 
though tempo drops (Hall 1972:148–149).

A Note of Caution regarding Proxemics

While certainly useful for inferring the level of interactions possible within a 
given space, it is not clear how archaeologists can actually investigate meaning, 
intention, experience, or even a combination of these three using the social 
distances outlined by Hall. As a theory, proxemics cannot answer exactly how a 
physical setting shapes human interaction, only what is possible. It is unlikely, 
for example, that public Mixtec ceremonialism involved casual and intimate 
distances between a larger audience and the participants. Rather, it was more 
probable that only elites, priests, other ruling officials, and visiting elite guests 
directly participating in a ceremony would have been interacting at these levels 
of personal distances.

The chapters in this volume certainly show that the different sizes of Me-
soamerican plazas relate in some way to how they were used in ceremonial 
contexts. Many Maya plazas, for example, were fairly large and accessible, with 
substantial capacity for holding large audiences (Inomata, this volume; Stu-
ardo, Mejia, and Campiani, this volume; Tsukamoto, this volume). Smaller 
plazas, on the other hand, would probably have been used for performances in-
tended for elites or restricted audiences only (Inomata 2006a:814). Murakami 
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(this volume) argues that the plazas and patios at Teotihuacan in fact served 
different types of audiences where different rituals were performed, based 
on size and location. Small-scale public rituals and ceremonies, for example, 
would likely have taken place in the higher-ranked intermediate-elite com-
pounds, whereas more intimate rituals related to ancestor worship and familial 
concerns would have occurred within the main courtyard of residential com-
pounds. The Street of the Dead and the plazas in front of major architectural 
features were stages for much larger-scale public rituals.

Even though a plaza may have the potential to hold a sizable number of 
people, we cannot assume that it necessarily did at all times. The nature of 
the ceremony, whether it was intended for the community at large or for a re-
stricted audience, and the rituals involved would have influenced the size and 
composition of the audience, and vice versa. Significant crowding in a plaza, 
for example, would have reduced the effectiveness of large-scale performances 
and ceremonial events (Inomata 2006a:814) as ample room would have been 
required for staging. This is particularly true for smaller plazas, where the lim-
ited space would have constrained the movement of relatively large numbers of 
people. A small plaza would thus imply different types of ritual performances 
than those that would occur in much larger spaces. Additionally, the location 
of the plaza within the site and the arrangement of buildings associated with 
or near the plaza would also have influenced the audience and performances 
staged there. While other buildings surrounding the plaza could have acted as 
theatrical stages for setting performers apart from the audience, they could 
have also effectively obstructed sight lines, rendering some plazas ineffective 
for large audiences.

Finally, though it may not have always been desirable to fill a plaza to capac-
ity, it is also possible that at certain particular times large numbers may have 
gathered in plazas for other, nonceremonial purposes. Plazas that also served 
as market spaces would certainly have seen large volumes of people moving 
through on market days. Other economic factors may have influenced plaza 
dimensions and size as well. It is therefore important to keep in mind that 
plaza spaces are inherently flexible, and that they may have been used in ways 
distinct from the designers’ original intentions, adapted to the needs of the 
community that used them.

The analysis of the data will show that Mixtec plazas contrast in many ways 
with plazas from other regions of Mesoamerica as demonstrated by several au-
thors in this volume. The surprisingly small sizes of the majority of the plazas 
and the small number of sites that actually feature plazas, suggests that in the 
Mixteca case there may be something different going on here than what is oc-
curring in, for example, the Maya region. I will explore the social implications 
of the Mixtec plaza data later in this chapter.

The Geography and History of the Mixteca Alta

The Mixteca Alta region is located in the northern and central part of the state 
of Oaxaca. It is a highly fragmented zone both geographically and socially. The 
rugged topography greatly restricted the size of population clusters and the 
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availability of arable land, creating the need for a high level of economic ex-
change and intercultural communication between communities for even basic 
subsistence needs (Kowalewski et al. 2009:5; Spores 1974:300)

Beginning early in the Late Formative and continuing throughout much of 
the prehispanic era, the dominant settlement pattern was based on a city-town-
ranchería scheme (Balkansky 1998b:38)—that is, a subregional capital and its 
allied small towns and isolated households. By the Postclassic, most subregions 
had a large urban center or cacicazgo that heavily influenced intraregional poli-
tics (Kowalewski et al. 2009:315–317). Boundary maintenance between caci-
cazgo territories appears to have always been a great concern (Kowalewski et 
al. 2009:310, 324; Pohl et al. 1997:207, 218–225).

Most of our knowledge about ancient Mixteca society pertains primarily to 
the Postclassic or Natividad phase (ad 1000–1500). During this time, Mixtec 
political relationships were characterized by a deep factionalism and constant 
competition (Pohl et al. 1997:224). The political system was dominated by 
multiple ruling families where the legitimacy to rule was determined by a de-
scendant’s proximity to the deified ancestors of royal lineages (Bellas 1997:42; 
Joyce and Winter 1996:45; Monaghan 1990:133; Pohl 1984:20, 1994:69–70). 
The competition and cooperation of multiple small kingdoms via the means 
of kinship networks, martial alliances, and warfare meant that there was a 
constant flux in the political structure (Balkansky et al. 2000:379–380; Kow-
alewski et al. 2009:315; Pohl 1984:137).

Of course, how far back we can project these characterizations is a question 
that all archaeologists must wrestle with, especially for a political system that 
went through several periods of reorganization and collapse. However, similari-
ties in settlement organization, ritual paraphernalia, and formal architectural 
style (Balkansky 1998a) reveal strong continuities between periods, despite 
drastic changes in social complexity and settlement patterns.

Ritual and religion were significantly important means of accessing power in 
Mesoamerica (Clark 2004; Elson 2006; Finsten et al. 1996; Flannery and Mar-
cus 1976; Hamann 2002; Joyce and Weller 2007; Marcus and Flannery 1994; 
Masson and Orr 1999). Affairs of the supernatural were also highly political in 
the Mixteca Alta and, arguably, part of the power and authority of Mixtec elites 
was rooted in their roles as ritual specialists (Joyce 2010; Joyce and Winter 
1996). Nonroyal religious authorities, however, also wielded a great deal of in-
fluence over Mixtec political affairs and were often consulted by Mixtec rulers, 
particularly during power conflicts (Pohl 1984:76).

Our primary sources for much of what we know about prehispanic Mix-
tec religious worldview and ceremonial practices are the prehispanic codices. 
Aside from genealogical and historical information, they also depict deities 
and elites engaged in various ceremonies and rituals as well as the interactions 
between and among historical elite personages and deities (Jansen 1990:104; 
Pohl 1984:25). According to the literature, Mixtec religion placed emphasis 
on maintaining balance in the universe through “deliberate acts of ritual and 
through maintaining respect for nature and the spirit world” (Bellas 1997:30), 
rather than on the creation of the world as was emphasized in Aztec beliefs. 
Aside from this, ancient Mixtec beliefs had much in common with other con-
temporaneous groups throughout Mesoamerica (Bellas 1997:57–58; Lejarazu 
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2007:93; Marcus et al. 1983:38). Spores (1967:82) characterized Mixtec reli-
gion as being based around agriculture, fertility, and curing, but certainly other 
underlying themes were sacrifice and rain (Bellas 1997:3; Forde 2002:103; 
King 1990:141; Monaghan 1995).

Mixtecs of all social levels, like other Mesoamerican groups such as the Za-
potecs, Teotihuacanos, and the Maya, practiced ancestor veneration. Deceased 
royal elites were wrapped in bundles and placed in caves, and their descen-
dants’ right to rule centered on their preservation and care (Pohl 1984:48–49). 
The bundles were “consulted,” with oracular priests acting as mediums, by 
their descendants for guidance on political questions and everyday matters 
(Bellas 1997:7; Pohl 1984:48). This way of directly interacting with the de-
ceased ancestral bundles (Bellas 1997:24; Williams 2009:91), however, is par-
ticularly similar to Inkan practices where ancestral mummies were treated as 
animate beings (Gose 1996; Moore 2004; Wernke 2006).

Many ceremonies were performed in front of temples, on top of platforms, 
and inside plazas. What was civic-ceremonial architecture like in the Mixteca 
Alta? Some scholars argue that the degree of diversity in the form and func-
tion of civic-ceremonial architecture may reflect diversity in ceremonies and 
ritual practices at the regional level. However, there is not much description 
of how exactly ceremonial architecture in the Mixteca varied. On the other 
hand, the dispersed distribution of small mounds and plazas across the Mixteca 
Alta would seem to indicate that neither the political nor the religious systems 
were particularly centralized. Certain ceremonial and political activities may 
have been primarily concentrated in the subregional capitals, given the limited 
monumentality of the second-tier centers (Kowalewski et al. 2009:310, 321). 
With a few exceptions, most Mixtec mounds were rather small. Instead, sites 
were dominated by monumental terraces, some stretching around the entire 
length of a hillside slope. These terraces were primarily dwelling space and 
therefore were probably not public space (Pérez Rodríguez 2006).

Plazas in the Mixteca Alta by the Numbers

Some 999 sites were registered by the Central Mixteca Alta Survey project in 
the Central Mixteca Alta, dating from the Late Archaic to the Spanish Con-
quest period. The majority of these sites are low-level rural settlements lacking 
ceremonial architecture (Pérez Rodríguez 2003:41). Out of the sites registered, 
only 166, or 16.6 percent of the total, featured plazas across all phases (table 
5.1). Because some sites were occupied over the course of several different 
phases, the true count is only 98 unique sites with plazas, or about 10 percent 
of total sites registered. The relatively low presence of plazas—in comparison 
to the settlements of other Mesoamerican groups such as the Maya and even 
the neighboring Zapotecs—may of course be partly due to the destruction of 
plaza surfaces in later times from natural and cultural factors, making their 
identification in the field incredibly difficult. However, other factors both so-
cial and geographical may explain this phenomenon as well, and will be ex-
plored later in this chapter. Overall, 232 plazas were recorded by survey crews. 
Because some of the plazas were reused from one period to the next, and thus 
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were more than likely counted several times, the true plaza count is probably 
much lower (given some inconsistences between the data sets used in this 
chapter). The majority of the identified plazas were dated by survey crews to 
the Classic and Postclassic eras, based on associated surface collections. Most 
sites only have one plaza (n = 64).

Plazas in the Mixteca Alta are more or less standardized in their length and 
width measurements, ranging between 15 and 30 m (figure 5.1). Though there 
are some relatively large plazas (n = 5), such as those at the Cerro Volado in 
Huamelulpan Valley, Yucundaa in Teposcolula Valley, and Ñunducha in the 
Lagunas subregion, when we look at the plaza area measurements we see that, 
with the exception of these few, most plazas are small-to-medium sized. In fact, 
75 percent of Mixtec plazas fall within the range of 300–1500 m2. As figure 5.2 
demonstrates, these proportions do not change much over time—that is, pla-
zas do not increase or decrease considerably in dimension from the Preclassic 
to the Postclassic (i.e. Postclassic plazas are not much larger than Classic-era 
plazas). It is entirely possible that plazas built in earlier phases could have been 
expanded later on; due to a lack of excavation data we do not have information 
on plaza construction phases. The restrictive topography would suggest that if 
plazas did expand it would not have been by very much, as would be possible 
on flatter terrain.

In comparison, plazas in the Maya region were on a whole much larger and 
seem to expand in size from the Preclassic to the Classic period. The West 
Plaza of Tikal alone measures over 22,000 m² in area, while the smallest plaza 
at the lower-tier site of Aguateca measures over 7,000 m² in area (Inomata 
2006a:816). Many other plazas discussed by the authors in this volume are 
also fairly large. Plaza H at El Palmar, described by Tsukamoto (this volume) 
as the smallest plaza at the site, measures 2455 m2, while the sunken patio of 
Group E at San Lorenzo is only a few meters larger (Cyphers and Murtha, this 
volume). Both are much bigger than most plazas in the Mixteca Alta.

In contrast to claims that public buildings and spaces were relatively open 
in the Mixteca Alta, the analysis reveals that plaza access appears to have been 
fairly restricted—around 59 percent (n = 137) of plazas could be considered 
closed access (table 5.2). Open and closed access refers to how accessible 

Table 5.1.  Plazas in the Mixteca Alta, Formative to Postclassic Periods

Phases
Total 
sites

Sites 
with 

plazas

Sites 
without 
plazas

Sites  
with 

plazas % 

Sites 
without 
plazas % 

Number of 
plazas  

per phase

% of 
total 

plazas 

% of 
total 
sites

Early/Middle Cruz 51 1 50 1.96 98.04 1 0.43 0.10

Late Cruz 237 7 230 2.95 97.05 7 3.02 0.70

Ramos 169 38 131 22.49 77.51 61 26.29 3.80

Las Flores 341 62 279 18.18 81.82 85.5 36.85 6.21

Natividad 843 51 792 6.05 93.95 77 33.19 5.11



Figure 5.1.  Length and width measurements of plazas in the Mixteca Alta.

Figure 5.2.  Plaza areas by phase.
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a plaza is to people of different social statuses. A plaza with multiple entry 
points where pedestrians could easily move through the space can be consid-
ered open, while a plaza with tightly controlled access points where the move-
ment of people was greatly restricted would be described as closed. Restriction 
in access was achieved either by the design of the plaza itself, the construction 
of other architectural elements (other mounds or platforms), or its location 
within the site. The common linear arrangement (figure 5.3) of monumen-
tal architecture found at many sites in the Mixteca Alta, where the plaza was 
often located behind a mound on a narrow ridgetop, could have made access 
difficult.

Breaking these figures down by chronological phase, we see an interesting 
pattern emerge. Referring to table 5.2, it appears that access to plazas was more 
restricted in the Late Cruz (700 bc–ad 300) and Ramos phases (300 bc–
ad 250)—nearly two-thirds of sites with plazas can be classified as closed 
access. We see the opposite pattern for the Las Flores (ad 250–900/1100) 
and Natividad (ad 900/1100–1521) phases—the Classic and Postclassic re-
spectively—when nearly half of the plazas were more accessible. While the 
increasing access to plazas in later periods could suggest changes in ritual and 
performance acts, it may also reflect political and economic motives on behalf 
of the ruling nobility.

Previous research has shown that there is no consistent correlation between 
plaza sizes and the estimated populations of settlements, probably due to the 
various ways plazas were used for performances (Inomata 2006a:812). The 
Mixteca plaza data bears out this observation. Although most Mixtec settle-
ments tended to be smaller and more dispersed, there is only a weak, though 
significant, correlation (Pearson’s r = 0.537, p = 0.0005) between the total area 
of a site and the presence and number of plazas. Thus, even sites that would 
not be classified as headtowns or regional centers have plazas. Some sites, such 
as TLA-TLA-TLA-1, even have multiple plazas though their populations were 
quite low.

As stated previously, ritual practices will vary not only according to the num-
ber of performers but also the composition and size of the audience. The ca-
pacity of a plaza can affect not only how large or small an audience will be, 
but also the types of interactions that will occur there. Taking the average 

Table 5.2  Plaza Accessibility by Phase

Open Closed

Phase

Sites 
with 

plazas

Number of 
plazas per 

period

Number 
of  

plazas

%  
of total 
plazas

Number 
of  

plazas

%  
of total 
plazas

Late Cruz 7 7 2 28.57 5 71.43

Ramos 38 61 12 19.67 49 80.33

Las Flores 62 85.5 42 49.12 43.5 50.88

Natividad 51 77 37 48.05 40 51.95
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population of Mixtec sites as determined by the 1999 survey team in combina-
tion with the areas of individual plazas and the total areas of all plazas provided 
by Pluckhahn, I calculated the occupancy capacity of plazas (data was available 
for 86 out of 232 plazas or 38 percent). I used the figures of 0.46 m2/person, 
1 m2/person, and 3.6 m2/person, following Inomata (2006a).2 As explained pre-
viously, these figures are heuristic tools only and simply represent possibilities 
of plaza space based on their dimensions.

If the average population is accurate, at a tight squeeze of only 0.46 m2 per 
person, about 79 percent of the plazas had enough capacity to fit the entire 
estimated population of the settlement. In fact, nearly three-quarters of those 
plazas may have even been large enough to accommodate neighboring settle-
ments, as Moore correctly observes (this volume). On the other hand, at a gen-
erous 3.6 m2 per person, only 29 percent of plazas could have held the entire 
population of the settlement. However, if Mixtec plazas were packed to capac-
ity, would large-scale staged events like that of the Maya have been possible 
in the available plaza space? Furthermore, would these plazas have necessarily 
been packed to capacity with people standing shoulder to shoulder?

Another possibility that should be considered here is that the majority of 
Mixteca Alta plazas were not actually constructed for holding the entire com-
munity, but instead were designed for specific events to which only certain 
community members would have been invited to participate. Unfortunately, 
the plaza capacity figures cannot tell us directly how Mixtec plaza space was 
actually used. One could imagine that more people would have occupied the 
space if the plaza was also used as a marketplace; however, the analysis of plaza 
access demonstrates that most plazas were probably not used for economic 
activities. We therefore cannot assume a simple correlation between plaza size, 
its total calculated capacity, and the actual audience size. As flexible spaces, 
the plaza would have accommodated audiences of different sizes depending on 
how it was to be used on a given day.

Figure 5.3. A  typical linear arrangement of civic-ceremonial architecture found in 
the Mixteca Alta.
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Plazas in the Mixteca Alta through Time

Formative period—Cruz (1500–300 bc) and  
Ramos (300 bc–ad 300) Phases

Throughout the Early and Middle Formative period (the Cruz phase in the 
Mixteca Alta, 1500–300 bc), the dominant settlement pattern consisted of 
small sites clustered around a centrally located headtown (Kowalewski et al. 
2009:290), indicating a high level of interaction and integration. Beyond the 
regional level, evidence also suggests links with foreign ideational and symbolic 
systems, pointing to an emergent social complexity.

In the Early Cruz to Middle Cruz phases (1500–700 bc), a suite of shared 
symbols and new artifact types begin to appear at different archaeological 
sites throughout Mesoamerica (Blomster 1998:309; Joyce 2010:88), including 
Oaxaca and the Mixteca Alta. Some of the new ritual paraphernalia included 
items such as prismatic blades, sting-ray spines, spouted trays, magnetite and 
illmenite mirrors, shell and mica objects, and other ceramic objects (Blom-
ster 1998:323; Flannery 1976:341–344; Joyce 2010:88–89). We also see more 
evidence of feasting and ceremonial gatherings during the Middle Formative 
phase (Blomster 1998:309, 319–320). Other major changes included the en-
nobling or deification of ancestors by groups vying for leadership positions, and 
the increasing restriction in access to powerful symbols of authority (Blomster 
1998:323–324; Joyce 2010:111–114).

Only one plaza, located at the site designated SPP-SPP-TEC-4 in the sub-
regional valley of Teposcolula, was securely identified for the Early and Middle 
Cruz phases. By the Late Cruz (700–300 bc) or the Middle Formative phase, 
plaza construction had increased. Survey crews registered seven sites with pla-
zas, representing about 3 percent of the total sites recorded for that phase 
(n = 237), or 0.70 percent of total sites. Only two Cruz plazas, or 28 percent 
of the total recorded for that time period, could be described as open-access. 
This suggests that formal architecture was more restrictive in comparison to 
later periods; however, the population size is so small that it is difficult to draw 
any real conclusions. Instead, given that Pluckhahn’s criteria is more market-
focused, fewer open-access plazas could be due to there being less market-
oriented activity this early on.

By the Ramos (300 bc–ad 300) phase or Late to Terminal Formative, so-
ciety had become even more complex with the transition to urbanism and the 
establishment of early cities in the Mixteca Alta. Many of the villages of previ-
ous phases were abandoned and populations coalesced into fortified hilltop 
towns (Balkansky et al. 2004:36–37; Joyce 2010:160–164; Kowalewski et al. 
2009:297). These early urban centers had much larger populations and fea-
tured shared architectural styles, clearer class and social divisions with more 
elaborate elite housing and segregated residential zones, and hieroglyphic writ-
ing (Balkansky 1998b:38; Balkansky et al. 2004:37).

There is a clear increase in plaza construction compared to the previous 
phases. The architecturally unique city of Monte Negro had two plazas, while 
Huamelulpan—one of the earliest urban centers in the Mixteca Alta—had 
seven! Still, sites with plazas represent only 22.5 percent of the total sites for 
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this phase (n = 169), or 3.80 percent of all sites registered. Interestingly, the 
accessibility of plazas slightly decreases from the previous phase, with 80 per-
cent of plazas considered to be fairly restrictive in access. The decrease could 
be explained in part by the larger sample size of plazas, but the shift to a new 
form of sociopolitical organization, urbanism, with its attendant increases 
in social stratification may also explain why plazas are less accessible in the 
Ramos phase.

Only a few centuries after they first appeared, the urban centers of the Ramos 
phase were abandoned (Joyce 2010:195; Kowalewski et al. 2009:303). Though 
they existed only briefly—Monte Negro lasted only a century (Balkansky et al. 
2000:374)—the social patterns that emerged in this time period would charac-
terize Mixtec social systems and political hierarchies for millennia.

Classic Period–Las Flores (ad 300–900/1100) Phase

The political upheaval during the Terminal Formative was followed by the set-
tlement reorganization and population expansion of the Classic or Las Flores 
(ad 250–900) phase. The dozens of small polities that existed at this time were 
organized in a manner resembling later Postclassic sites (Joyce 2010:226–227). 
Subregions within the Mixteca Alta all had substantial but fairly dispersed oc-
cupation during the Early Classic (Kowalewski et al. 2009:306–307).

Settlement and civic-ceremonial hierarchies were more complex and dif-
ferentiated in the Las Flores period (Kowalewski et al. 2009:308). Status 
distinctions between rulers and commoners were more formalized (Joyce 
2010:197). The scale of mounded architecture was also greater: mounds were 
taller, platforms were much more massive, and even the areal extent of civic-
ceremonial complexes was larger during this time period (Kowalewski et al. 
2009:308–309). However, there is much continuity from previous periods as 
well, particularly in the political and religious systems (Joyce 2010:197). For-
mal architectural style, for example, remains much the same from the Ramos 
to Las Flores phase.

Evidence confirms that there were indeed more plazas—a 61 percent in-
crease over the Ramos phase. This represents both the reuse of Ramos-era pla-
zas and new construction as well. However, the relative number of sites with 
plazas (n = 62) in comparison to the total number of sites for this phase (n = 
341) is still very low. Only 18 percent of Las Flores sites had plazas. Some of 
these sites included Cerro Jázmin in the Nochixtlan Valley, which alone featured 
five different plazas, several sites within the Greater Teposcolula area, such as 
Ñunducha and Yucunee, and Cerro Encantado in the Greater Tlaxiaco region.

Again, it has been argued that access to public space was increasingly re-
stricted in the Las Flores period (Joyce 2010:234; Kowalewski et al. 2009:310). 
Data, on the other hand, suggest that in actuality there are more open-access 
plazas (49 percent of the total, n = 42) during this time than in previous phases. 
How might we interpret this increase in accessible plazas? While it is entirely 
possible that this increase is linked to ritual practice, we must also consider 
economic factors as well. The need for marketplaces would have become in-
creasingly critical as Mixtec Classic societies began extending their social and 
economic influence.
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Occupation and population contract during the Late Las Flores (Kowalewski 
et al. 2009:313). Where Late Las Flores occupation is found, archaeologists 
also find evidence of a violent reorganization of settlement patterns that results 
in the abandonment of Classic-era urban centers and the establishment of the 
new Postclassic cacicazgos.

Postclassic Period–Natividad (ad 900/1100–1521)

The end of the Late Classic (ad 500–900) through the Early Postclassic period 
(ad 900–1200) was a time of severe conflict in the Mixteca Alta (Byland and 
Pohl 1994:13; Hamann 2002:358–363; Joyce 2010:259–260; Pohl 1984:70) 
that lead to great changes in the political landscape. A major Terminal Clas-
sic to Early Postclassic conflict described in the prehispanic codices (Bellas 
1997:82; Pohl 1984:71; Williams 2009:99) has been documented archaeologi-
cally by Byland and Pohl (1994). They believe that the conflict, known as the 
War of Heaven, is related to a shift in power between two different groups of 
elites during the Classic to Postclassic transition.

While the collapse of urban centers occurred throughout Mesoamerica (al-
beit at different rates), how much of this conflict was localized only to the No-
chixtlan Valley (Williams 2009:44, 99), or had spread throughout the Mixteca 
Alta, remains to be seen. Settlement shifts from the piedmont region in the 
Early Postclassic to the valley floors during the Late Postclassic may indicate 
that the political environment was more militaristic during the former (Pohl 
1984:70–71).

Throughout much of the Natividad phase then, the Mixteca Alta was pop-
ulated by numerous autonomous states (Balkansky et al. 2000:368; Furst 
1990:123; Pohl and Byland 1990:126; Pohl et al. 1997:224; Terraciano 
2001:1) that considered themselves distinct from one another yet recognized 
their shared histories and culture (Byland and Pohl 1994:123; Pohl et al. 
1997; Terraciano 2001:1). These small states had attained high levels of artis-
tic expression, as seen in the widespread iconographic tradition known as the 
“Mixteca-Puebla” style (Forde 2002:9) and the expansion of cacicazgo political 
influence into other territories. Mixtec rulers maintained influence and politi-
cal control by forging strong marital alliances with the Zapotecs as well as the 
various kingdoms of Puebla and Tlaxcala (Joyce 2010; Kowalewski et al. 2009; 
Pohl 2003a, 2003b, 2003c; Pohl and Byland 1990; Spores 1974; Terraciano 
2004).

There appears to have been less investment in infrastructure for pub-
lic religious events and communal gatherings during the Postclassic than in 
previous periods. Forde claims that there is a clear decrease in the scale and 
frequency of civic-ceremonial architecture and monuments (2002:148); Kow-
alewski et al., however, argue that there was plenty of new construction of 
civic-ceremonial mounds (2009:321). The evidence from the plaza data reveals 
that the number of sites with plazas does decrease in comparison to the Classic 
era, although Natividad plazas do represent 33 percent of total plazas recorded. 
Out of 843 sites dating to this time period, only 51, or 6.05 percent of the total, 
featured plazas (5.11 percent of all sites recorded). Most of these are located 
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in the Greater Teposcolula and Inner Basin regions. Indeed, the site with the 
most plazas (n = 7) is Yucundaa in the Teposcolula Valley subregion, which 
was a powerful cacicazgo in the Late Postclassic with a highly elaborate civic-
ceremonial complex.

Access to plazas is still less restrictive in the Postclassic, with 48 percent 
classified as open. While this represents a small decrease from the Classic, 
the difference is not great enough to conclude that this change is socially sig-
nificant. However, given the fluorescence of Mixteca Alta states and their in-
creasing role in the supraregional politics of Mesoamerica during this time, 
the opening up of plazas again could be related more to economic activity, as 
it may have been in the Classic. While the increasing access to plazas in later 
periods may suggest changes in ceremonial types and ritual practices, it could 
also reflect political and economic motives on behalf of the ruling nobility.

Discussion

Given these statistics and historical background, how do we interpret the role 
of plazas in the social lives of Mixtec communities? We know that plazas prob-
ably acted as important boundary markers (Pohl et al. 1997), and that some 
were more than likely used as marketplaces (Joyce 2010; Kowalewski et al. 
2009; Pluckhahn 2009). Most were certainly used for ceremonial and ritual 
activity. But what kind of ceremonies took place there? Were the plazas host 
to mass spectacles on the scale of ceremonies in the Maya region, or were the 
performances restricted to more specialized audiences? An exploration of Mix-
tec ceremonialism is in order if we are to investigate the social roles of plazas 
further.

From the codices, we know that a range of ceremonies were performed by 
Mixtec royals, priests, and other elites. Major ceremonies included the ritual 
sacrifice of captives (Bellas 1997:153; Dahlgren 1966:154–155; Pohl 1984:25); 
marriage rites; rites related to the birth and death of royal elites; peregrinations 
to sacred sites (Pohl 1984:25); and the ascension of lords to rulership, and 
the confirmation of their associated rights and prerogatives (Furst 1990:123; 
Lejarazu 2007:95, 102; 2008:126; Pohl 1984:25). Some of these ceremonies 
may have been performed, particularly those rituals related to birth, death, and 
marriage, and more likely on a much smaller scale, by commoners and lower-
status individuals.

Elite (and maybe even commoner) ceremonies included various ritual prac-
tices and elements. Ritual practitioners burned copal; used powdered tobacco 
(piciete); performed auto-sacrifice using maguey spines or obsidian blades 
(Forde 2002:100; Lejarazu 2008:125, 127); and made offerings of quail blood, 
bound stick bundles, and grass mats (Bellas 1997:124, 125). Batons and scep-
ters were also used in many rituals. As objects of power linked to rulership, they 
were often placed inside or at the foot of temples (Lejarazu 2007:88, 91–92).

Some ritual practices were linked to specific ceremonies. The fire-drilling 
ritual is often associated in the codices with the establishment of new dynasties 
(Bellas 1997:76; Byland and Pohl 1994:155; Jansen 1982:206–217; Lejarazu 
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2007:102). Bloodletting was supposedly performed before the sacred bundles 
(Pohl 1984:68–69), though this practice may have also been included in other 
ceremonies, as bloodletting was a common practice throughout Mesoamerica. 
The offering of pulque to drink was viewed as a demonstration of power (Le-
jarazu 2008:126, 133), while the scattering of piciete usually occurred at cer-
emonies related to change and metamorphosis, such as marriage and death 
(Bellas 1997:102). It is believed that the myths and histories portrayed in the 
codices themselves were also performed, most likely sung or chanted by trained 
priests and storytellers (Monaghan 1990:133).

Both oracular priests and the Mixtec elite spoke in a ritualized language 
(Bellas 1997:151) that would have probably worked very well in performances, 
given that speech becomes highly performative starting at a distance of 3.66 m 
(12 feet). Performances of the codices, for example, would have been con-
ducted in this ritualized language and would probably have been most audible 
and visible to those positioned between 3 and 15 m from the staging area 
(depending also on the acoustic characteristics of the performance space). De-
pending on how tightly packed audience members were, it is possible that a siz-
able percentage of the community witnessed these performances. How much 
these narratives resonated with nonelite members of the community who did 
not speak this ritualized language, on the other hand, is still a subject of debate 
(Ford 2002:155; see Monaghan 1990 and Pohl 1984 for contrasting opinion).

Based on the evidence from the codices, it appears that most ceremonies 
involved a series of ritual practices that were rather personal and intimate in 
nature. Such activities would have been difficult to see at distances greater 
than 9 m (30 feet) (Hall 1972:148), wherein the human figure begins to dimin-
ish in view. In a crowded plaza, those audience members standing at 10 m or 
more away from the performance stage would have had difficulty discerning 
the performers’ movements, although in the case of the fire-drilling ritual they 
would have been able to see and smell the smoke. Of course, as is the case with 
the Maya, surrounding temples and platforms may have been used as staging 
areas, which would have elevated performers and allowed more audience mem-
bers to view the ritual performances. The codices do show many ceremonies 
being staged on and around temples; however, the small sizes of many Mixtec 
mounds could indicate that ritual activities would have been somewhat ob-
scured as well.

If Mixtec ceremonialism was indeed so intimate and restricted in nature—
and again, our knowledge of these ceremonies is limited to the activities of 
Terminal Classic and Postclassic elites as depicted in the codices—then what 
role did plazas play as performance and ritual spaces? The evidence seems to 
argue against plazas as community integrating spaces in the Mixteca region, a 
contrast with other areas of Mesoamerica as described by the authors in this 
volume. The low numbers of plazas suggest that they were not highly critical 
architectural elements for the entire community in comparison to platforms 
and terraces, which in the Mixteca Alta are quite numerous and fairly monu-
mental (Kowalewski et al. 2009:303).

Referring back to table 5.1, only 16.6 percent of sites registered by the Cen-
tral Mixteca Alta survey project had plazas. Additionally, as figures 5.1 and 5.2 
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demonstrate, most of these were small-to-medium sized—measurements that 
remain surprisingly stable throughout the prehispanic era. Those sites that 
did feature plazas typically only had one; rarely did a site have more than two. 
Furthermore, excepting those few that have been identified as potential mar-
ketplaces, most plazas were highly restricted in access. The linear arrangement 
of civic-ceremonial architecture, as seen in figure 5.3, at many sites in the Mix-
teca Alta, and the location of these architectural groups on the ridgetops near 
elite residential space, would have precluded a large majority of the community 
from using the plaza space. The nature of Mixtec (primarily elite) ceremonies 
and ritual practices meant that, with a possible few exceptions, most audience 
members would have been unable to clearly see or hear the activities taking 
place if the plaza were packed to capacity. Thus, while Moore (this volume) is 
correct in arguing that the low population estimates meant that a large portion 
of the community could have fit in a plaza, we cannot assume that they neces-
sarily did at all times for all occasions.

I would argue that most plazas, depending on location and accessibility, 
would have been used for those ceremonies directly related to elite concerns 
and involving select members of the community whose presence would have 
been considered critical for validation of the rituals’ results. These select mem-
bers would have included the ruling lineage, other members of the nobility, 
noble and nonnoble ritual specialists, and most likely important leaders and 
community representatives from the allied towns and smaller villages. Except-
ing perhaps special occasions, commoners would have been excluded from 
these ceremonies and from the use of the plazas, particularly those plazas lo-
cated within the civic-ceremonial sectors of the sites, as most were. Nonelite 
ritual practices would have most likely occurred within the household or the 
barrio, rather than in the headtowns. Previous research has shown that com-
moner households often acted and organized themselves independently of 
nearby elites, such as in the case of lama-bordo terrace (agricultural terraces 
built in mountain drainages) construction (Pérez Rodríguez 2003).

As always, however, there are exceptions to this rule. As Moore (this volume) 
points out, there are specific sites in the Mixteca Alta that feature dispropor-
tionately large plazas for the given population estimates. TLA-TLA-TLA-1 was 
specifically cited as one site that could have easily fit its estimated popula-
tion in any one of the three plazas registered there by the 1999 survey crews. 
The seven plazas of Huamelulpan surely could have hosted quite a number 
of people and were probably the location for some spectacular ceremonies. 
However, the lack of excavation data means that we can only speculate on the 
significance of these exceptional sites, and I agree with Moore that more inves-
tigation into the unusual cases is certainly warranted.

One final observation worth mentioning here is the seeming stability in the 
plaza measurements over time. What does this stability imply given the evident 
changes in political and social organization? Could we connect this stability to 
continuity in ritual practice, or perhaps to continuity in the size of the social 
unit? The explosive increase in population growth during the Las Flores and 
Natividad phases would argue against continuity in the size of the social unit. 
On the other hand, the organization of sites into the headtown-village-ranchería 
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scheme was established early, and remained the predominant way of organiz-
ing socially on the landscape despite several systemic political collapses and 
reorganizations, which may have affected elites more than commoners. The 
stability in plaza measurements could be related to continuity in ritual practice, 
though once again it should be repeated that our time-depth for knowledge on 
Mixtec rituals and ceremonies only extends so far into the past.

Our inability to answer these questions is due entirely to the lack of ex-
cavation at many of the sites registered by the Central Mixteca Alta project. 
Without this data, we can never know if individual plazas did indeed expand 
from one phase to another—the stability therefore may be an artifact of the 
data being primarily derived from survey. Finally, the simplest explanation may 
be found in topography. Ridgetops in the Mixteca Alta, where civic-ceremonial 
architecture is typically found, are often narrow and highly restrictive in spa-
tial terms. Even if an individual plaza was built up over time, it would not 
have much room for expansion given the nature of the topography where these 
structures were built.

Conclusion

If plaza design constrains the communicative potential of rituals, then the 
small sizes of many Mixtec plazas may indicate that most of the ceremonies 
and other ritual practices were perhaps intimate affairs involving only select 
groups or members of the community. The low numbers of plazas and their 
location near elite residential sectors possibly indicate that the majority of non-
elite religious ceremonies occurred on the local level within barrios by kin 
groups, and that elite ceremonies were exclusively held in the civic-ceremonial 
districts of headtowns. The decentralized distribution of civic-ceremonial ar-
chitecture and the location of some small mound groups on the barrio level 
support this conclusion.

Unlike many of the plazas spaces discussed in this volume, plazas in Mix-
tec communities may not have been used to integrate the entire community 
together across social hierarchies. Rather, those plazas that did not also serve 
as marketplaces were used to promulgate the dominant political ideology to 
the nobility and other community leaders alone. Elites and commoner house-
holds may have been loosely linked together more through their participation 
in a pan-regional ideology and use of similar ritual practices (bloodletting and 
feasting, for example), than through participation in performances together 
within the same space.

The data presented in this chapter challenge our assumptions about how 
public architecture such as plazas was utilized and viewed by different Me-
soamerican communities with distinct traditions. The analysis suggests that 
social integration may have taken a different form in the Mixteca Alta, distinct 
from those traditions and practices we find in other areas. Further investigation 
is necessary to explore fully the range of material expression that community 
integration took not only in the Mixteca Alta, but elsewhere in Mesoamerica 
as well.
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Notes

	 1. 	Unfortunately, there are some inconsistencies between the two data sets. I have 
tried to accommodate and account for these inconsistencies as much as possible.
	 2. 	Although Moore cites a much larger range of space of 0.46 m2 to 21.6 m2 avail-
able to participants and audience members (1996b:147), I agree with Inomata that this 
higher figure would not have been possible given the geography and site layout of most 
Mixtec sites (2006a:812).
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In this chapter, we reflect on the mechanisms through which political activity 
becomes incorporated into communal social and cultural life by the creation 
of spaces for permanent collective action. Our impression is that routine as-
pects of communitarian life are usually framed by cyclical events capable of 
attracting a sizable number of individuals leading to a collective experience 
with political connotations. Hence, our goal is to highlight the potential of the 
study of public spaces for the understanding of the political phenomena from 
an archaeological point of view.

We start from the position that there is no clear boundary between the “po-
litical” and the “social”; we firmly believe that the political component should 
be looked for in those acts or events that constitute a fundamental part in 
the daily life of ancient communities like the Maya: for example, festivities, 
carnivals, public ceremonies, markets, games, and processions. In such societ-
ies, daily community life was commonly shaped by cyclical events with clear 
symbolic meaning, renewing and reinforcing the sense of community through 
important representations of social order repeated each year in certain mo-
ments and places. Our premise, following Takeshi Inomata (2006a), is that 
within Classic Maya political regime, the feeling of belonging to a particular 
community and the obedience to a particular political leader was manifested 
and intensified only in certain spatial and temporal contexts (cyclic communal 
events or within specially built environments) and hence generally absent from 
the everyday experience of ordinary citizens. We will use information recovered 
by our settlement pattern project in the Palenque region, Chiapas, Mexico, 
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to underscore that the study of public architectural space provides significant 
insights into understanding ancient Maya political organization.

The Palenque Settlement Project

During the last fifteen years, our research in the Northwestern Lowlands has 
tried to elicit the nature of political integration in the area with the special 
aim of identifying significant material signatures in the archaeological record 
(Sabloff and Henderson 1993:455). These might lead to a better appraisal of 
the political regime characterizing the region in prehispanic times. According 
to our site typology, the single most important element distinguishing the rel-
evance of any of them is the existence of civic-ceremonial architecture. All sites 
show, at least for Late Classic times, a clear architectonic pattern composed of 
plazas surrounded by buildings with a limited range of functions (temples, ball-
courts, and palaces). This architectural program bespeaks the political impor-
tance of creating a significant built environment capable of bringing together a 
dispersed population on certain important occasions.

In this regard, some authors have suggested that regal-ritual Maya centers 
were practically “grandiose palace complexes,” “great concentrations of tombs, 
temples, ballcourts, plazas, causeways and monuments” (Webster 2001:132). 
In sum, the built environment is the setting where paramount leaders, sur-
rounded by stunning and ever-growing architecture, administered the affairs of 
the state in a personal and nonspecialized manner. We believe that two aspects 
of this proposal have particular relevance in our discussion of the archaeologi-
cal data recovered from our research area. The first deals with the nature of 
ancient Maya urbanism under the premise that ancient Maya politics basically 
meant the administration of a royal household compound writ large. The sec-
ond proposal is that the ancient Maya royal court was an institution centered 
on individuals and not clearly defined institutions, with an observable hierar-
chy. Both premises will be further discussed in detail.

Palenque and Its Built Environment

Palenque’s palace complex sits at the center of its urban landscape (figure 
6.1). It is composed of temples, a ballcourt, buildings, and plazas with civic-
ceremonial functions. The built space within the complex is divided into three 
sectors encompassing a vast area of approximately 8.5 hectare without major 
architectonic barriers, with the exception of plazas at different levels and stairs 
encouraging circulation. It is also highly significant that the overall architec-
tural complex scheme corresponds very clearly to what several authors (Ash-
more 1981; Coggins 1967; Hammond 1991) have identified as a repetitive 
pattern of architectural associations with a highly symbolic content that “ma-
terialized” a worldview in which the ruler is located at the center of their com-
munity and the cosmos.

The archaeological evidence indicating the multifunctional character of 
the Palace Complex at Palenque is another interesting aspect of its spatial 



Figure 6.1.  The Palenque Palace Complex and plazas limits.
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configuration. In a previous analysis of the Palenque Palace compound (Liendo 
Stuardo 2003:196–198) using graphical methods available for architectural 
analysis we were able to detect several areas within the compound showing 
differences in patterns of accessibility and privacy. In this analysis, the south-
eastern section of the palace represents an unusually segregated space within 
the compound. This evidence added to other archaeological indicators (the 
existence of a complex sewer system framing the area, the abundant utilitar-
ian wares found in the corridors and floors of several structures forming the 
compound, and the existence of a sizable midden containing several thou-
sand sherds of serving vessels, jars, figurines, needles, bone awls, obsidian 
blades, jade beads, and faunal and macrobotanical remains) (Liendo Stuardo 
2003:198–199) attests, we believe, to the residential function of this sector of 
the palace. Nevertheless, we suggest that the group composed by the Otulúm, 
the Cruz, and the South Acropolis complexes is the most likely candidate for 
the residential area of the ruling lineage of Palenque, judging from the vol-
ume, size, area of plazas, quality of its monuments, and the importance of 
texts and images represented in its buildings, which surpass the magnitude 
and relevance of all the evidence found in any other city groups. In the case of 
Palenque it is interesting to note that, contrary to what happens in other Maya 
centers, the residence of the ruling family was not confined to the palace.

Palenque’s Main Plaza (Plaza 1 in figure 6.1) is connected to the rest of the 
city by a circulation axis from west to east, directing the flow of people from 
the margins of the city where the Main Plaza is located. Although the actual 
architectonic scheme observable today belongs to Palenque’s latest occupation 
phase (Balunté ad 730–830), it is certain that the first buildings of the Main 
Plaza belong to the Early Classic Motiepa ceramic phase, a date correspond-
ing to the founding of the Palenque dynasty (ad 431). The results of a recent 
test-pitting program carried out in the city (López Bravo et al. 2003, 2004) sug-
gest that the construction of the Main Plaza at Palenque was done as a major 
architectonic effort aiming to join in a single urban plan two independent sec-
tors of an earlier settlement configuration. The building program surrounding 
the Main Plaza has an evident public orientation. Contrary to other cases, it 
has no architectonic elements segregating it from the rest of the city indicating 
perhaps, the communal nature of this urban space.

The Palace Complex at Chinikihá

The magnitude of the civic-ceremonial core of Chinikihá, the density of its 
total population, and the characteristics of the regional settlement pattern in-
dicate the possibility that this center was the head of an autonomous political 
entity, like Palenque, PiedrasNegras, or Pomoná. Chinikihá has an extension of 
1.08 km2, a total of 362 structures with a maximum population figure of 1,014 
to 1,520 inhabitants and a density of 335 structures per km2. When comparing 
Chinikihá to Palenque we notice that the latter has an extension and density of 
structures that is slightly more than double that of Chinikihá, and a population 
index four times greater (Campiani et al. 2011).
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Furthermore, the Chinikihá palace complex is located at the center of the 
urban settlement, side by side the city´s main circulation axis. This complex, 
where most of the major civic-ceremonial buildings are located, has an area of 
7.5 hectare (figure 6.2). In order to build it, ancient masons and designers took 
advantage of a wide plain area framed by hills on three of its four sides, a condi-
tion that provides privacy to the Main Plaza (Plaza Norte rather than Plaza Sur 
in figure 6.2): it has only one access, which is located to the west, marked only 
by a moderate slope in the terrain. All the buildings framing the main square 
correspond to an array of emblematic constructions for the whole community: 
to the north, a pair of temples located 8.5 m above the Main Plaza level and to 
the south a four-tiered building (named “La Gran Pirámide” in 1901 by Teo-
bert Maler). This building rises on top of a series of terraces having principal 
importance over the site. The palace uproots from the plaza level and occupies 
its northeast corner; it is built around two squared patios bounded by vaulted 
corridors two levels high on its eastern side, both leaning toward the hill slope. 
Simultaneously, the palace and the ballcourt create a private courtyard on the 
east. The Main Plaza is divided into two sectors (North Plaza and South Plaza) 
of approximately the same size (about 6,000 m2) by a central building, the A-1 
Structure. The placement of A-1 divided a spatially continuous space creating 
two plazas characterized by a different frame of buildings: the northern sector 
surrounded by the paired temples and the palace, whereas the southern sector 
is delimited on the east by the ballcourt and to the south by the monumental 
access to the Gran Pirámide.

The palace complex with its central position and restricted access contrib-
utes to the spatial separation and identification of residential groups: the east 
group stands clearly for its size, for the privileged entrance that links it to the 
Main Plaza, and for the characteristics of its households. Here we find the 
biggest and most formally elaborated architectonic compound of the site. As 
it happens with the palace of Palenque, we cannot confidently infer a resi-
dential function for Chinikihá’s palace, but it is plausible that this compound 
functioned as the residence of the ruling family at least in its first moment 
of occupation. These two occupational stages have been detected in ceramic 
assemblage variation found in several of the palace’s deposits as well as in 
the evident changes in building technique present over the site during Chini-
kihá’s last occupation phase. These changes coincide with a strong presence 
of Palencano material markers (both stylistic, in ceramics; and technological, 
in construction materials), which signals the clear Palenque influence in the 
eighth century. This moment corresponds to a period of major construction 
effort at Chinikihá, despite the fact that the architectonic constructions and 
enlargement of several buildings might suggest a less elaborate quality in the 
carving of the stone façades and in the structural composition of the build-
ings, leading to diffused collapse of the constructions. These elements show 
the short-lived nature of Palenque presence at Chinikihá and emphasize the 
haste of those works. Looking at the architectonic composition of Chinikihá, 
it is easy to appreciate the emblematic position of its urban core, which stands 
literally at the center of the site, reaffirming its political and social significance. 
This area functioned as a physical node but also as the heart of the communi-
tarian dynamics. Its monumental buildings are markers inside the settlement, 



Figure 6.2.  The Chinikihá’s Palace Complex and plaza limit.
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constantly indicating where the center of political power is located and where 
public events were going to be carried out.

The Expansion of Palenque Influence in Its Hinterland

Recently, our research in the region has allowed a clearer understanding of 
Palenque settlement patterns. Needless to say, our current knowledge is heav-
ily skewed toward the last moments of regional occupation (Murciélagos-
Balunté ceramic phases: ad 730–830). Nevertheless, we consider that these 
one hundred years of regional occupation constitute a moment of great inno-
vation and development from several points of view, especially as indicated by 
the filling-in of unoccupied territory by new settlements. On the other hand, 
textual evidence indicates the existence of important individuals who lived in 
centers that were capable of amassing a sizable population surrounding its 
civic-ceremonial complexes. Approximately 28,000 individuals inhabited the 
study region during Balunté times (ad 730–830) and were distributed over 
609 discrete settlement units ranging from isolated platforms to complex civic-
ceremonial centers. Nine civic-ceremonial centers are regularly spaced in this 
region (see figure 6.3). They are surrounded by minor settlements forming dis-
crete areas of settlement nucleation, each one of them reproducing the format 
of a palace compound.

As we will try to argue, the settlement data show a similar phenomenon 
of population concentration (as shown by the Palenque and Chinikihá cases) 
within the political microcosm formed by rural palace complexes and the com-
munities in their respective regions of influence. It is very clear from a glance 
at distributional maps that settlements in the region tend to congregate around 
minor centers showing civic-ceremonial architectural features.

To further analyze this capacity of attraction we use a digital elevation model 
(DEM) and digital image shading (DIS). With a resolution of 20 m by 20 m, we 
were able to carry out a geographic information system (GIS) analysis aimed to 
characterize the ground in terms of numerical values, depending on the differ-
ent angles of slope, expressed in degrees (0°–90°) or percentage (where 0° = 0 
percent and 90° = 100 percent) (Wheatley and Gillings 2002:120). The slope 
map generated in this manner shows graphically the places where the slope is 
more pronounced and therefore, more difficult to move. From the slope cal-
culation, several maps were created (Wheatley and Gillings 2002) with a main 
focus on accessibility and degree of resistance of the ground (friction).

Armando Anaya, in his work on the upper Usumacinta, carried out empirical 
observations over time and distance in which a person could walk with or with-
out a load on a given slope. He expressed this relation in the following formula: 
Y = [0.031 X²] + [–0.025 X +1] where Y = Friction, X = slope, and 0.031 and 
–0.025 (Anaya 2001; Anaya et al. 2011). Closely related to this formula is the 
effort involved in navigating through the environment or anisotropic cost cal-
culation (Conolly and Lake 2006; DeMers 2009; Wheatley and Gillings 2002). 
This calculation involves not only the proximity between points but also the 
roads and restrictions provided in the field, from a source to different destina-
tions. For the area of Palenque, the first- and second-order sites were used as 
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points of origin and destination for spatial analysis in GIS (Flores 2011; Liendo 
Stuardo 2011).1

The result creates a map with hues of black, from dark to white emanating 
from each of the sites of rank 1 and 2 (figure 6.3). This variation is determined 
by the combination of two parameters: the distance and the effort needed to 
arrive from one place to another. Thinking in archaeological terms, the area 
showing the same tone of black could be seen as the primary area of access 
from secondary centers. All the sites located within each one of these sectors 
have the same potential to be influenced or directly controlled by the nearest 
secondary center (in terms of distance and easy access). The GIS analysis car-
ried out in this way helps a logical interpretation that goes beyond the tradi-
tional maps and spatial analysis, adding an element of reality.

We think that the areas formed this way show a clear pattern of frequent and 
regular relationships among populations living close together. There are several 
reasons for the conformation of a pattern like this: coordination of productive 
activities or the regular participation in public ceremonies. Hypothetically, we 
could define these territories as places where a broad array of social relation 
was concentrated through the daily interaction among individuals (figure 6.3). 
We propose that main plazas spread across minor ceremonial centers played 
a central role in the integration and reproduction of the settlement system 
at large. Within each minor ceremonial center, the civic-ceremonial architec-
tonic elements associated with the Main Plaza replicate the format of a pal-
ace complex. In a similar manner each one of these minor ceremonial centers 
reproduces the same process of population congregation around Palenque or 
Chinikihá’s palace complexes in their own areas of influence.

To advance the idea that main plazas at major sites in our study region might 
have served as places for communal periodic events, we followed Inomata’s 
suggestion that those places served as potential theatrical spaces, and we in-
vestigated the capacity of those areas to accommodate a number of specta-
tors (Inomata 2006a). Based on a study of the Andean world by Jerry Moore 
(1996b:146–152), Inomata approached the capacity of Tikal, Copán, and 
Aguateca plazas according to three different values of square meters per per-
son: 0.46, 1, and 3.6 (Moore 1996b:811–816). We decided to apply those same 
values to first- and second-rank sites surveyed by the Proyecto Integración-
Política en el Señorío de Palenque and Proyecto Arqueológico Chinikihá (table 
6.1) as a heuristic tool in order to search for meaningful patterns of possible 
plaza uses. We then proceeded to extend this analysis to their own sectors of 
influence, considering the probable population size of each settlement (table 
6.2). The 3.6 m2/person result turned out to be the best representative value 
of our analysis, because it provides the most useful correlation between the 
area of public space at secondary sites and their local population (areas of in-
fluence). As we see in table 6.1, in the majority of cases the plaza’s capacities 
exceeded the resident population. Nevertheless, the result of the regression 
analysis presented in figure 6.4 shows a very strong and significant correlation 
between the capacity of the plaza and its local and surrounding population 
(R = 0.914, Rsqr = 0.835, t = –2.864, p > 0.005).

This result strengthens our hypothesis that residents living in discrete settle-
ments in their respective regional sectors might have attended regularly their 
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Table 6.2. Estimated Capacity of Plazas at the First and Second Rank Sites 
in Relation to the Population of Each Area of Influence

        3.6 m2/person

Site
Plaza  

Area (m2)
Sites/ 

Region
Population/

Region
Plaza 

Capacity
% 

Population

Palenque 40,840   71 9,402.4 11,344.4 121

Chinikihá 12,965   97 2,419.2 3,601.0 149

Xupá 5,577   25 470.4 1,549.0 329

El Lacandón 3,004   94 1,702.4 834.0   49

La Cascada 10,188   29 548.8 2,830.0 516

La Providencia 3,639   13 246.4 1,011.0 410

Nututún 4,208   33 560.0 1,169.0 209

Santa Isabel 5,375   18 347.2 1,493.0 430

Sulusum 1,773   21 744.8 492.0   66

Boca Chinikihá 17,499 109 868.0 4,860.0 560

El Retiro 3,682   23 543.2 1,023.0 188

*Note that after receiving Jerry Moore’s commentary chapter, we realize that some of 
the centers listed above lack exhaustive maps that express their real extension, for ex-
ample, Xupá and La Providencia, both show huge plaza capacity in comparison to their 
actual population.

immediate major sites during significant gatherings. Main centers are not the 
only focal points of political, economic, or religious superstructure (material-
ized in the public buildings of their core) but places where their public plazas 
and the cyclical events that took place in them brought together the majority of 
the population and offered people the occasion to meet, exchange, negotiate, 
and strengthen their sense of community.

Final Thoughts

We can argue that the political importance of plazas in our study region might 
stem from the fact of their being culturally defined and of having, at least, 
three common features:

Plazas functioned as social markers that allowed the sharing of a common 
social identity.

Plazas were relational spaces where more extended social contact was pos-
sible, and where the differences between class, gender, or age could be 
suspended by the participation in collective activities that created a com-
mon identity.

Plazas served as historic mediators connecting generations and moments 
within a shared history.



Figure 6.4.  The correlation can be considered very high with a correlation 
coefficient of 0.914 Pearson’s r close to 1. The correlation is directly proportional, 
in which a larger plaza capacity corresponds to more population. Furthermore, the 
correlation coefficient Rsqr suggests that 83.5 percent of the variation in population 
size is explained or represented by the capacity of the plaza. In other words, the 
independent variable (capacity of people in plazas) explains up to 83.45 percent of the 
observed variability in the dependent variable (population number). The model has a 
confidence between 99 percent and 99.5 percent (99–995) and a significance between 
1 percent and 0.5 percent (.01 > p > .005), with 22 degrees of freedom.
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As mentioned above, 609 discrete units ranging from isolated platforms to 
complex civic-ceremonial centers forming a continuous string of settlements 
stretching in an east-west direction along the first hills of the Sierra de Chiapas 
held a population figure of about 28,000 individuals. The archaeological evi-
dence gathered so far (chronological, settlement structure, and architectural 
patterns) attests to the existence of a fractured political landscape. Popula-
tions within the Palenque area might not have constituted a homogeneous 
sociopolitical unit responding in similar ways to strictly top-down mechanisms 
impinging upon them. The evidence also indicates a high level of redundancy 
among the components of Palenque’s and Chinikihá’s urban and rural land-
scapes, although the size, density, and architectural complexity present at para-
mount centers (Palenque and Chinikihá) exceed in several orders of magnitude 
all other archaeological remains in the region. This alone reveals the dispro-
portionate importance that major centers might have held in practically every 
single aspect of daily life for the rural population in the region, regardless of 
social status or settlement residence type. Nevertheless, it would be a mistake 
to deny the existence of strong local networks of social obligations that inte-
grated rural populations into socially discrete units. In this last regard, the im-
portance of plazas as social mediators allowing the creation of a shared social 
identity through the participation of people in collective gatherings of a sacred 
character (processions, rituals, sacrifices, offerings, etc.) or of a more mundane 
nature (commercial enterprises, feastings, sports, scenic representations, etc.) 
holds important clues for future research.
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Note

	 1. 	It is interesting to observe another use of the GIS analysis that Alanna Ossa (this 
volume) proposes with a Monte Carlo simulation to test the existence of and the scale 
(if it existed) of settlement associations with monumental architectural groups.
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C h a p t e r  S e v e n

Interpreting Plaza Spaces 
Using Soil Chemistry

The View from Honduras

Ka r a A.  Ro t h e n b e r g

Archaeological research is often based on material remains, such as architec-
ture, lithics, and pottery. However, much of ancient material culture was made 
from biodegradable material and has thus not survived in the archaeological 
record (Cavanagh et al. 1988). This is especially true in humid tropic and 
subtropic areas of Mesoamerica. Additionally, analysis of the use of space can 
be difficult at archaeological sites that were abandoned gradually. In gradual 
abandonment, important objects for interpretation are often carried away, and 
their context, distribution, and presence are significantly affected and modified 
(Fernández et al. 2002). To further complicate archaeological interpretation, 
many spaces, particularly plazas, were often kept clean of material debris thus 
leaving even less material remains for archaeologists to examine. Nevertheless, 
chemical signatures of human activities remain, even in tropical areas. Such 
soils modified by human activity, called anthrosols, provide important clues to 
past activities and space use. The integration of soil chemical residue analy-
sis with excavation data in archaeological research can be used as a power-
ful method to help researchers understand spatial usage patterns and activity 
loci. Previous geoarchaeological studies of anthropogenic soils and sediments 
have shown that specific activities leave characteristic chemical signatures on 
prepared earthen surfaces (e.g., Fernández et al. 2002; Middleton and Price 
1996; Wells 2003, 2004). By analyzing the spatial distributions of a variety 
of elements within soils, coupled with excavation data, researchers can infer 
spatial use. Through spatial use, we can further attempt to understand societal 
relationships. The purpose of this chapter is to show how soil chemical residue 
analysis can enhance the interpretation of activities within plazas. I will focus 
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on three Late Classic plaza spaces at the prehispanic settlement of Palmarejo, 
Honduras.

Soil Chemical Residue Analysis and Interpreting Plaza Spaces

The underlying premise of soil chemical residue analysis is that specific chemi-
cal compounds are generated as a result of particular repeated human activi-
ties (e.g., cooking or tool making). The elements are deposited into the soil, 
then adsorbed and rapidly fixed to soil particles (Wells and Terry 2007b). This 
occurs because soil particles hold anions that act like magnets to attract ions 
of an opposite charge, cations, which create a very strong bond (Wells 2006). 
Due to this bond, the deposited elements tend to be very stable and resistant 
to horizontal and vertical movement over time (Wells 2006; Wells and Terry 
2007b). By comparing relative concentrations and combinations of elements in 
the soils, researchers can examine patterns of repeated activities. Relative con-
centrations rather than absolute concentrations are recorded as many variables 
affect elemental levels in soils (Wells et al. 2000; Wells et al. 2007). Much of 
what we know about the relationship between elements and human activities 
comes from various ethnographic studies on contemporary floors. Most nota-
bly, Luis Barba and his colleagues at the Laboratory of Archaeological Prospec-
tion, part of the Institute of Anthropological Investigations at the National 
Autonomous University of Mexico, have worked with indigenous people in 
their households in rural villages throughout Mexico (see Barba 1986, 1990; 
Barba and Bello 1978; Barba and Denis 1984; Barba and Ortiz Butrón 1992; 
Barba et al. 1995). Other ethnoarchaeological studies have focused in different 
parts of Mesoamerica including Oaxaca, Mexico (Middleton and Price 1996), 
Guatemala (Ferdández et al. 2002; Terry et al. 2004), and Honduras (Wells and 
Urban 2002). Studies such as these have found connections between specific 
domestic activities, such as cooking and craft manufacture, and certain chemi-
cal elements, compounds, and soil properties (Wells et al. 2007). Specifically, 
areas near ovens, fireplaces, and hearths tend to have high pH values and low 
phosphorus (P) concentrations while also maintaining high levels of calcium 
(Ca) and carbonates (Wells et al. 2007:213–214). The presence of wood ash, 
possibly from a hearth or kiln, is associated with high levels of potassium (K), 
sodium (Na), and magnesium (Mg) (Holliday 2004:302; Wells 2004:71; Wells 
et al. 2007:217). The deposition of extremely high levels of P can be associated 
with food and beverage consumption and preparation, with low pH indicating 
food consumption (Wells and Terry 2007b:385; Wells et al. 2007:213–214). 
Additionally, Ca and strontium (Sr) have been shown to be associated with the 
preparation of corn-based food and beverages whereas the presence of iron (Fe) 
with P has been shown to be associated with areas used for processing agave; 
these same elements are low in areas where the food was consumed (Wells et 
al. 2007:214). The elements barium (Ba), manganese (Mn), and phosphorous  
(P) have been shown to indicate organic refuse disposal, and mercury (Hg) 
and lead (Pb) have been demonstrated to be associated with craft production 
(Holliday 2004:303). Finally, the deposition of iron oxide and mercuric sulfide 
suggest the use of certain pigments, such as hematite and cinnabar, which 
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were often used in ceremonial settings including burials and caches (Wells and 
Terry 2007b:387). The interpretations of activity loci based on chemical con-
centrations can aid in further evaluating hypotheses surrounding structures 
and functions of archaeological sites. Further, soil chemistry has recently been 
introduced in the investigation of proposed marketplaces. For example, Dahlin 
et al. (2007) used soil chemistry to support their contention that a plaza space 
at Chunchucmil, Mexico, housed activities associated with a utilitarian mar-
ket. This interpretation presents larger organizational implications including 
the possibility that Chunchucmil operated under a market economy.

Case Study: Palmarejo, Honduras

Turning to the prehispanic settlement of Palmarejo, this section will discuss 
the use of soil chemistry in the interpretation of human activity patterns at 
three Late Classic (ca. ad 600–900) spaces. Palmarejo, located in northwest-
ern Honduras, is located in a region referred to as the Palmarejo Valley, which 
is a part of the larger Naco Valley.

The Palmarejo Valley and Palmarejo

The Palmarejo Valley is a geographically isolated side pocket of the Naco Valley 
in northwestern Honduras located approximately 20 km southwest of modern-
day San Pedro Sula. The Palmarejo Valley is characterized by mountains to the 
east and west with at least three passageways that lead to the rest of the Naco 
Valley (Urban 1986). The 15 km2 valley lies at approximately 100–200 m above 
sea level and experiences about 1,300 mm of precipitation per year (Schortman 
and Urban 1994; Schortman et al. 2001; Urban 1986). Alluvial and colluvial 
fans and fluvial valley fills represent the predominant geomorphic landforms 
in the valley and the area lies on top of carbonate rock, most of which is schist 
and limestone (Wells et al. 2013). In prehispanic times, maize and cacao were 
intensely cultivated in the fertile soils characteristic of these landforms (Urban 
1986). The region is home to a large variety of plant and animal species, in-
cluding deer, peccary, birds, and rabbits, another factor that likely drew people 
to settle in the region (Urban 1986). The soil record at Palmarejo includes a 
dark brown to black over-thickened Mollisol epipedon with an argillic subsur-
face illuvial horizon overlying a limestone substrate. Soils are moderately acidic 
to neutral, where pH ranges from 6.5 to 7.5, and include clays—varying from 5 
to 25 percent—and organics—varying from 5 to 15 percent (Wells et al. 2013).

A total of ninety-six prehispanic sites of various sizes with 665 visible sur-
face structures have been recorded within the Palmarejo Valley (Davis-Salazar 
et al. 2007). Though Palmarejo Valley occupation stretches back to the Early 
Classic period, ceramic data suggest that occupation within the valley primarily 
dates to the Late Classic period (ad 600–900). During this time, Palmarejo 
emerged as a major political and economic center within the Palmarejo Valley 
(Davis-Salazar et al. 2007).

With ninety-three structures visible on the surface, Palmarejo is the largest 
site in the Palmarejo Valley (Davis-Salazar et al. 2007). The settlement dates 



kara a. rothenberg124

to the Classic Period (ca. ad 400–1000) and appears to have been the politi-
cally dominant center in the valley, due to its large size and location as well as 
its site layout and architecture (Wells et al. 2007). Excavations have shown a 
two-stage construction history representing the Early and Late Classic periods. 
Twenty-eight of the buildings represent monumental platforms with dressed-
stone architecture that may have had administrative or religious functions. The 
placement of Palmarejo seems to be strategic, as it rests near water sources as 
well as sources for building materials, perlite, and clay (Hawken 2007). Fur-
ther, it is located near alluvial fans and floodplains containing the most pro-
ductive and fertile soil in the valley, which would have been ideal for intensive 
maize agriculture (Wells et al. 2013).

The discussion in the remainder of this chapter surrounds a 1,600 m2 open 
space within the heart of Palmarejo that has been designated the North Plaza 
in addition to two nearby plaza spaces: the South Plaza and East Plaza. The 
South Plaza measures approximately 1,000 m2 while the East Plaza covers an 
area of approximately 2,500 m2 (Wells et al. 2007). These two spaces were in-
vestigated and compared chemically by Wells et al. (2007). This chapter pres-
ents additional data collected from the North Plaza.

Figure 7.1.  Plan view of Palmarejo with the North Plaza, South Plaza, and East 
Plaza identified.
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Artifact Assemblages

Excavations at all three plazas provided few artifacts on their central surfaces, 
but a wide variety of materials were in abundance on the edges, indicating that 
objects were swept to keep the plaza spaces clean. Materials uncovered from 
the edges of the South Plaza included “large grinding stones, presumably used 
to prepare foods and beverages, large polychrome serving plates, and large ef-
figy censers (for burning incense) in anthropomorphic and zoomorphic forms” 
whereas the East Plaza produced “smaller examples of groundstone, small 
dishes including bowls and cups, and small figurines depicting humans” (Wells 
et al. 2007:218–219). These patterns suggested to the investigators that those 
utilizing these two spaces used similar materials, but in different ways. For ex-
ample, the considerable size of certain ceramic vessels in the South Plaza (such 
as large cooking and serving implements) indicate that this space was used by 
larger groups of people than the East Plaza for feasting and other collective 
activities. Wells and colleagues suggest that the South Plaza may have been 
primarily a ceremonial space, whereas the East Plaza may have functioned 
largely as a residential space. Turning to the North Plaza, a large proportion 
of the material uncovered from excavations were objects primarily associated 
with ritual use, including candelero and censer fragments along with Spondylus 
shells. Though ceramics were uncovered, the small sizes of sherds and the low 
quantity of recovered materials did not allow a reconstruction of vessel sizes.

Chemical Patterning

Though the soil chemistry studies of the East Plaza and South Plaza (Wells 
et al. 2007) and that of the North Plaza (Rothenberg 2010) were conducted 
at different times, they were performed in similar manners and therefore can 
be compared and discussed. We collected soil samples from the ancient pre-
pared surfaces using a lattice grid matrix, at regular 2 m intervals in the South 
Plaza and the North Plaza and at 5 m intervals in the East Plaza. A mild acid 
extraction procedure was used in the extraction of anthropogenic inputs from 
the soils, then the solutions were chemically characterized with inductively 
coupled plasma-optical emission spectroscopy (ICP-OES) for the samples 
from the South Plaza and East Plaza and with inductively coupled plasma-
mass spectrometry (ICP-MS) for the samples from the North Plaza. Statisti-
cal analyses, including principal components analysis (PCA) and discriminant 
function analysis, were conducted on the data sets to investigate which ele-
ments most contributed to the variation within each space. Spatial pattern-
ing throughout each space was examined through Kriging, an empirical model 
used for interpolating unknown values based on known values, in the computer 
program Surfer, which visualizes the spatial distributions of the elements. Grid 
intervals were set to equal sample intervals.

Several patterns emerged from the chemical comparison of the South Plaza 
and East Plaza by Wells et al. (2007). In the South Plaza, activities appear 
to be differentiated by the north versus south portions of the space. In other 
words, the northern part of the South Plaza was used for different activities, 
or combinations of activities, than the southern part. This north-south separa-
tion was also present at the North Plaza. In contrast, in the East Plaza, use 
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of the space is differentiated by the west and east areas. In regard to specific 
elements, concentrations of P, K, Ca, and Mg are patterned across the South 
Plaza and East Plaza suggesting that some combination of food preparation 
and consumption, particularly of corn-based food and beverages, may have oc-
curred in these spaces. Groundstone was uncovered from the periphery of both 
plazas that may have been used to grind corn used in food preparation. The 
combination of Mg and K may represent the deposition of wood ash from fires 
used in food preparation. Wells and his colleagues suggest that food prepara-
tion and consumption may have taken place across the entire area of the East 
Plaza, whereas only in certain places within the South Plaza. As mentioned 
previously, this may have been due to the South Plaza being used by larger 
groups of people than the East Plaza.

In the North Plaza, concentrations of Ca, Fe, and Sr appear to be patterned; 
the central and south portions of the space show an enrichment of all three 
elements in comparison to the northern portion. Other elements, including Ba, 

Figure 7.2.  Kriged image maps overlaid by contour maps showing the distribution of 
extractable P in ppm (kriging type = point; variogram model = quadratic). Darker hues 
correspond to higher concentrations.
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Mg, and Mn were distributed rather homogenously. The consistent distribu-
tion of Ba and Mn likely indicates that refuse was disposed of outside the plaza 
space. In contrast to the South Plaza and East Plaza, there does not immedi-
ately appear to be evidence of wood ash in specific areas since the dispersion of 
Mg is homogenous through the space. Interestingly, an enrichment of P occurs 
across the very center of the plaza (figure 7.2). This pattern is also present, 
though to a lesser extent, for the distribution of K. These areas overlap with the 
enrichments of Ca, Fe, and Sr. The combination of P, Fe, Sr, and Ca may indi-
cate that the central portion of the North Plaza was used for the preparation of 
food and drink that included the processing of corn and agave. This region also 
corresponds to the middle of both the west and east buildings surrounding the 
plaza perhaps indicating a connection between these structures.

PCA was conducted separately for each space and showed differences in 
which elements contributed most to the variation within each space. In the 
South Plaza, the variance in the results is primarily explained by Mg and Ba 

Figure 7.3.  Kriged image maps overlaid by contour maps showing the distribution 
of PCA Factor 1 scores (kriging type = point; variogram model = linear). Darker hues 
correspond to higher concentrations.
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(Factor 1, 60 percent: Mg = 0.95, Ba = 0.63), whereas the variance in the East 
Plaza is mostly Al, Ba, Mn, and Fe (Factor 1, 77 percent: Al = 0.99, Ba = 0.71, 
Mn = 0.69, Fe = 0.68) (Wells et al. 2007). In the North Plaza, variation was 
primarily explained by Ca, Fe, and Sr (Factor 1, 43 percent: Ca = 0.95, Fe = 
0.95, Sr = 0.77) (figure 7.3). These results, in conjunction with the spatial dis-
tributions and artifact assemblages, suggest that either distinct activities were 
conducted within each space or a similar range of activities were conducted 
but in a different capacity.

Discussion

Data suggest that the East Plaza and South Plaza were utilized for similar activ-
ities but in a different capacity. The South Plaza was likely used to house large 
group activities, such as feasting, that occupied the entire area. The data from 
the East Plaza, on the other hand, suggest that although the space is physi-
cally larger, it was utilized by smaller groups. The artifact assemblage from the 
North Plaza suggests ritual activities were conducted in this space. The same 
is true of the South Plaza where large effigy censers and large serving vessels 
were recovered. However, the differences in specific chemical signatures indi-
cated by PCA suggest that there was some degree of functional differentiation 
between the two plazas. In other words, the activities conducted within each 
space differed from one another (or the capacity in which similar activities 
were conducted) in addition to differing from the East Plaza. Does this mean 
that perhaps Palmarejo had two active ceremonial plazas in use at the same 
time? Both the North Plaza and the South Plaza appear to be ceremonial, but 
the exact content of ceremonies and their patterning within the spaces seem 
to have differed. The North Plaza material is almost exclusively Late Classic, 
whereas the South Plaza contains artifacts dating to the Late Classic period, 
but also to earlier time periods, thus supporting that the South Plaza was used 
before the creation of the North Plaza. However, it is unclear whether there 
was overlap in the use of these two plazas. It is possible that the use of the 
South Plaza was abandoned in favor of the North Plaza or that both plazas 
were used at the same time, perhaps serving as spaces for different types of cer-
emonies or rituals. Further research may indicate which scenario is more likely.

Conclusion

Overall, this chapter has aimed to show that soil chemistry is an important and 
valuable tool in the archaeologist’s toolkit. In conjunction with information 
recovered from excavations, soil chemical residue analysis can help researchers 
better understand activity patterns and loci that may further help us interpret 
social practices. The combination of excavation and chemical data allows for 
interpretations about the spaces that would not necessarily have been possible 
strictly using one line of evidence. This manner of investigation is particularly 
beneficial when exploring plaza spaces where surfaces were often swept clean 
after use leaving little material evidence of past activities.
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C h a p t e r  Eig   h t

Plazas in Comparative Perspective 
in South-Central Veracruz from 

the Classic to the Postclassic 
Period (ad 300–1350)

Al a n n a Os s a

Plazas are recognized as important public spaces in Mesoamerica from the 
Formative period to the present day (Clark 2004; Low 2000). Despite this 
recognition, they have not often been directly analyzed archaeologically for 
political and social information. For ancient Veracruz, the studies of plazas 
have typically been embedded within the study of public space, monumental 
architecture, and settlement that used mostly architecture as measures of po-
litical and social landscapes (Cyphers 1997b; Lunagómez Reyes 2011; Stark 
and Arnold 1997). Recently, the investigation of plaza space in Mesoamerica 
has gone beyond the study of architectural plans to space-use focused studies 
that use plaza dimensions and access points to hypothesize plaza-based activi-
ties with political, social, and economic ramifications (Inomata 2006a; Joyce 
2004; Moore 1996a). Recent studies, such as Stark’s (2011) assessment of 
ballcourts and their potential use-space and audience in south-central Vera-
cruz, take an experiential approach to public spaces that inspire the current 
study undertaken here.

Plaza space in Mesoamerica is diverse, varying greatly in size and complex-
ity (Clark 2004), indicating that the data being used to examine these public 
spaces and its usage requires many different scales of analyses and a firm un-
derstanding of local architectural traditions. To evaluate plaza use and purpose 
in south-central Veracruz, Mexico, I compare the formal construction, aver-
age and individual plaza size, access, and settlement context from the Classic 
(ad 300–900) to the Postclassic (ad 1200–1521) period. My approach also 
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considers a similar scale of analysis by evaluating the relative attraction of 
plazas and their associated complexes to the proximate residential settlement.

In this study, I begin with a brief overview of the regional comparative back-
ground on plazas and plaza-related construction. Next, I introduce the plaza 
data set from south-central Veracruz using the regional survey and extensive 
mapping undertaken by the Proyecto Arqueológico La Mixtequilla (PALM) 
(Stark 1999). For the main analysis, I describe three separate but interrelated 
measures including area, access, and settlement context. I analyze digitized 
contour maps and GIS to identify individual plaza size and access points. For 
the settlement context, I build a Monte Carlo simulation to evaluate both the 
scale and level of residential associations with monumental complexes that 
have plazas. I summarize and compare the results of these analyses, identify-
ing significant changes from Classic to Postclassic period plazas in their size, 
restriction, and settlement context. I argue that these differences are the result 
of changes in the social, political, and economic use of public space over time. 
Finally, I discuss the broader implications of evaluating and identifying public 
spaces within south-central Veracruz and identify future avenues of research.

Concepts and Measures for Evaluating Plaza Space

For the purposes of this study, I define plazas as public space, usually recog-
nized in part by an open space with surrounding monumental architecture 
(sometimes in formal uniform configurations), and often centrally located 
within centers. As with Stark’s (2011) discussion of ballcourts and their uses, 
plazas could have served multiple populations. Practice-based approaches to 
public space stress the experiential aspects of plazas as they relate to relation-
ships among the users. In some interpretations, plazas are used as centralizing 
mechanisms (Inomata 2006a), where public entrainment and performance 
supporting political legitimacy is a significant focus. In other interpretations, 
plazas play a role in social identity with lineages, or other groups of elites, with 
plaza access identifying the primacy of certain privileged groups over others 
(Joyce 2004). Pool (2007) examined the differences and similarities among 
Proto-Classic and Classic complexes at Tres Zapotes (ad 1–600) complexes to 
identify changing aspects of both top-down and bottom-up political strategiz-
ing in construction over time, an approach that can also be applied to evaluate 
open spaces within south-central Veracruz.

Recent approaches to public spaces in Veracruz have eschewed a solely elite 
and political organizational approach to consider the competing strategies and 
overlapping narratives of commoners and elites in understanding the use and 
creation of public spaces (Inomata 2006a; Pool 2007). I examine three vari-
ables to consider these questions, including plaza area, accessibility, and the 
settlement context. Plaza area can be used to infer how many participants 
could fit into the area for public events, while the accessibility of plaza space 
and its configuration can offer insight into ritual narratives and/or social privi-
lege (in the case of restriction) or inclusiveness (if open).

Finally, a major methodological challenge is how one can identify the partic-
ipation of commoners in the delineation of public space as active agents rather 
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than as a passive audience. I do not have enough contextual domestic assem-
blages to evaluate the association of monumental architecture and monuments 
such as stelae with commoner residences, but I can use the settlement context 
as a line of evidence. Previous research identified that everyone, from elites to 
commoners, privileged green space (vegetation) and water features within their 
residence grounds (Stark and Ossa 2007). Every level of Classic period society 
shared and helped create domestic and public practices involving waterworks 
and green space. I examine plazas within their settlement context to exam-
ine how plaza space was articulated with both residences and monumental 
architecture.

Regional Background on Plazas

Veracruz is known for its dispersed formal architectural complexes across land-
scapes, typically interspersed among residential settlements for several square 
kilometer stretches identified by archaeological survey and reconnaissance 
(Borstein 2001; Daneels 1997, 2002; Pool 2007; Stark 1999). Previous re-
search has examined the great complexity and variation among formal architec-
tural complexes for many different time periods (Borstein 2001; Covarrubias 
2001; Daneels 2002; Inomata 2006a; Stark 1999). For the study region, there 
are several issues that impact plaza interpretations: multiple period occupa-
tions, regionally specific plaza size and layout differences, and varying preser-
vation of monumental constructions within plazas.

Multiple Period Occupations and Construction  
Phases of Open Space

All of the monumental complexes in south-central Veracruz have antecedent 
occupation and multiple construction phases. For the Classic period archi-
tecture, prior excavations undertaken during the 1940s in Cerro de las Mesas 
found multiple levels of construction in plazas attached to the “Monument” 
plaza and the “Stirling” plaza (Drucker 1943:6–11). It is likely that multiple 
construction phases occurred for all of the plazas analyzed in this study. How-
ever, detailed excavation information is not available for most of the monumen-
tal complexes within the region. Future plaza-focused research is required in 
order to evaluate construction records for individual plazas over time. For now, 
the available evidence allows general comparisons of plazas on a broad chrono-
logical time scale, encompassing Classic (including the Late Classic, ad 300–
900) and Postclassic (including Middle and Late Postclassic, ad 1200–1521) 
periods. For this study, I focus on the plan data obtained from the contour 
maps and GPS footprints to establish a rough “area” measure with which to 
compare Classic and Postclassic period plazas with the recognition that these 
could have changed during their use within their respective time periods of 
several hundred years. Plaza construction over time is not the only factor to 
consider in assessing public space in Veracruz; analyses of regional variations 
in plaza areas also offer important insights into how size and access should be 
assessed.
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Relative versus Absolute Plaza Size

Any study of plaza size must also take into account regional patterns of pub-
lic construction to understand how to interpret the variation among the pla-
zas. Previous research that used settlement pattern data from both south and 
south-central Veracruz identified regional differences in plaza dimensions be-
tween the two areas (Berney 2003). Berney (2003) describes regional differ-
ences in plaza dimensions based on measurements taken from the contour 
maps of architectural complexes produced by major survey projects including 
the Jamapa-Cotaxtla Basin project (Covarrubias 2001), PALM (Stark 1999), 
Proyecto Arqueológico Hueyapan (Berney 2003), and Borstein’s (2001) survey 
in the San Juan and lower Coatzacoalcos drainages. Plazas in south-central Ve-
racruz were larger and squarer in shape, possibly reflecting variations in build-
ing and using space in plaza activities compared to southern Veracruz (Berney 
2003). These differences indicate that there are regional traditions in relative 
plaza size and shape identified by field measurements, even given differences 
in field methods and survey techniques.

These data suggest that absolute plaza size may not be the most meaningful 
measure upon which to base analysis. In other words, the absolute size of a 
plaza within the PALM survey may not be directly proportional to the amount 
of people who could fit within the space. Instead, local regional traditions for 
building these public spaces and their surrounding architecture could be a 
major determining factor. In my analyses, I use plaza sizes as a relative local 
measure for assessing the potential for public events in plazas for each time 
period rather than as an absolute measure directly linked to the population that 
may have used it. A relative measure is generated by comparing plaza areas for 
each time period separately within the regional data set.

Temple Platforms and Stone and Clay Monument  
Associations with Plazas

A related issue concerns the monumental stelae, clay altars, and clay tableau 
(life-size idols) associations with the major plazas of the large centers of Cerro 
de las Mesas and Azuzules. Based on the remains from all of the major local 
centers, including Cerro de las Mesas, Zapotal, Azuzules, and Nopiloa, stone 
and/or clay monuments were recovered from plazas and various large build-
ings in most cases. Some stelae may be from public areas, some may be from 
private areas. In some cases the stone monuments had scripts, in others, the 
surfaces were too eroded to identify any designs, but we may suspect that they 
were similarly inscribed. In an area like south-central Veracruz, which has no 
natural source of stone, these monuments represented significant investment 
in both procuring and processing. Therefore, their association with some of the 
larger plazas could indicate the relative importance associated with different 
kinds of public or elite space within the region. For example, in Azuzules, one 
stela was recovered in the mostly enclosed patio of a monumental structure 
that may have been an elite residential unit. For this study I do not attempt to 
evaluate stone monument associations because modern disturbance makes the 
associations challenging to evaluate.
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In addition to stone stelae and sculptures, it is likely that clay or ceramic 
monuments may have also played an important role in the creation of public 
and ritual spaces, as indicated by both the Mictlantecuhtli and associated clay 
idols found within a structure at the Classic period site of Zapotal (primarily 
Late Classic), located directly north (and adjacent) to the survey area. Another 
likely clay decorated altar was found by Drucker (1943:7) in Mound 1, lo-
cated along one side of the Monument Plaza in Cerro de las Mesas. It was too 
crushed to be properly identified but is probably similar in nature to the one 
found at Zapotal (Torres Guzmán 1972; Torres Guzmán et al. 1975). There is 
an association of the large clay idols with public buildings for the Classic period 
occupation according to PALM data, although a larger regional study has not 
yet been attempted. Unfortunately, current evidence does not allow the evalu-
ation of stone stelae, sculptures, clay altars, and their associations with plazas.

Regional Factors and Interpretations of Plaza Dimensions

In my interpretation of plaza dimensions, I recognize that current coarse-
grained chronological control of plazas could be obscuring changes in plaza 
size, access, and even usage over time. Plazas were dynamic spaces so the 
construction and reconstruction of various buildings and monuments both 
around and within them could make a difference in how one can interpret 
how public space was being used, and by whom. Evaluating these complex and 
diachronic processes using only contour maps and residential associations has 
unique challenges. Although I cannot assess the potential changes and monu-
ment constructions of plazas that could be impacting use, I can apply multiple 
scales of analyses to consider how different groups may have been using them. 
In the following analyses, I compare plazas at three different scales: individual, 
aggregate (by time period), and settlement context to capture different social 
perspectives of this complexity.

South-Central Veracruz Plazas

Intensive settlement pattern research undertaken by the Proyecto Arque-
ológico La Mixtequilla (PALM) I and II, undertaken by Barbara Stark, form the 
basis for the following study of plazas and associated monumental complexes 
(gray space) in the western Papaloapan basin of south-central Veracruz. The 
topic was inspired by research undertaken by Stark (1999) to assess formal 
architectural complexes and their role in settlement functions from the in-
tensive survey and contour maps constructed during the PALM projects. The 
plaza information that I evaluate was mostly obtained from the centers and 
monumental complexes in a contiguous block of survey, or “main block” of the 
PALM projects; the main survey block is located in the Blanco delta in south-
central Veracruz, just southwest of the modern port city of Veracruz, Mexico 
(figure 8.1).

These data include the centers and related complexes of Cerro de las 
Mesas, Azuzules, and Sauce, in addition to minor monumental complexes 
and potential centers of Mixtequilla, Moral, and so forth. The identification 
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of centers and their related complexes in the Mixtequilla can be challenging 
(Stark 1999:221–222) given the dispersed nature of both the settlement and 
the formal architectural complexes across the survey area. Centers serve as 
civic-ceremonial loci and likely include some amount of centralized social and 
economic activities. The densest portions of the formal complexes of Cerro de 
las Mesas, for example, are easy to identify. Less clear are the roles of associ-
ated and spatially more distant formal complexes. In some cases, survey and 
mapping were limited only to the main block of formal constructions, and did 
not include outlier formal complexes or settlements. For example, the center of 
Nopiloa in the Guerengo drainage to the southwest of the main block is used 
in the plaza size and access analysis; however, Nopiloa is excluded from the 
settlement attraction analyses as I cannot examine its settlement context fully 
because the survey did not extend much farther than the immediate environs 
of the center. I also include the small Late Postclassic center of Callejón del 
Horno, located in a survey block upriver along the Blanco River, in the size and 

Figure 8.1.  M ap showing major Classic and Postclassic centers within PALM survey 
blocks in the western lower Papaloapan basin in south-central Veracruz, Mexico.
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access analysis because it is the only representative center of that time period 
found in the region. As with Nopiloa, I do not consider Callejón del Horno in 
the settlement attraction analysis because the survey did not extend much be-
yond the immediate environs of the Blanco River (figure 8.1).

In evaluating public space within the PALM study area, I focused on pla-
zas and did not attempt to identify other likely areas of public space because 
of methodological issues with identifying cultural features in zones that were 
mapped only using GPS. To evaluate and compare area, access, and settle-
ment context, I used the contour maps created during the PALM project for 
each of the monumental complexes and centers in combination with the settle-
ment pattern survey data. Contour mapping of the majority of these centers 
were undertaken by Barbara Stark and Lynette Heller, who kindly allowed me 
permission to use them in my study. For the Early Classic to the Late Classic 
period (ad 300–900), this meant identifying plazas by their surrounding suite 
of buildings that were typically a highly formal arrangement, first identified by 
Daneels (1997). For the Postclassic period, I used the contour maps to locate 
the open areas associated with the major public buildings to identify likely 
plazas and public space. In the following sections, I compare the Classic and 
Postclassic plazas at the individual, aggregate, and regional settlement scale.

Classic and Postclassic Comparisons

The area of a plaza has been used elsewhere in Mesoamerica to evaluate the 
potential audience for political and ritual performances (Inomata 2006a:816). 
When I use the term plaza size, I refer to the plaza area as a proxy for overall 
use space, or the number of people who could fit simultaneously into each 
plaza space. I recognize that plaza area may not always indicate the amount of 
people who participated in using this likely public space. Additionally, as stated 
earlier, there are regional issues in using absolute size as a measure. Therefore, 
for my study, I compare plaza spaces relative to the study region and for each 
time period when I discuss potential meanings and uses.

Plaza access, in addition to area, is another measurable way in which one 
can consider political and social interactions in plaza space. Plazas can serve 
diverse purposes simultaneously, both as sites for political theater, communal 
consumption, to settle elite scores, and to create and delineate social divisions. 
For example, in Joyce’s (2004) analysis of changing public space of Monte 
Albán, he interprets increasing restrictions over time as examples of elite prom-
inence in marking off previously public space for elite use. Admittedly, the elite 
aspect of restricted access in public space may be difficult to interpret in a case 
such as south-central Veracruz, where there is virtually no ethnohistoric or art 
historical representational information to suggest elite annexation of public 
space. Instead, access restriction may simply be an external side effect of for-
mal layouts of waterworks such as ponds and artificial bajos and ritual space 
for most Classic period centers (see Daneels 1997; Stark 1999). Additionally, 
restricted ritual space need not always be interpreted as elite usage; it could 
also be part of publically accessible ritual space that is restricted to practitio-
ners via stages in a ritual cycle. One can imagine a similar space in a modern 
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Christian church, where the baptismal font or area is restricted in that most 
people do not pass through the area unless they are undergoing baptism or 
participating in this ritual with family members, but baptismal fonts are not 
restricted to a certain group, per se. Based on these observations, one might 
distinguish between these kinds of restricted access to public spaces, if one 
includes settlement context.

In examining the settlement context in relation to plaza space, I evaluate the 
association of residential settlement and plazas; in this case, the earthen do-
mestic mounds that were mapped in the regional settlement survey. Although 
it is an indirect measure, I argue that plazas and monumental complexes that 
attract more residential settlement are more likely to be spaces that were pub-
lically used. This allows me to evaluate whether plazas with restricted access 
were associated with residential settlement. If they are associated, it seems 
more likely that the restricted access of plaza space was not elite or any other 
group-based in nature, but may represent increasingly formalized ritual space 
as one might expect to develop over time.

Plaza Area and Access Comparisons

Classic Period

Many Classic period Veracruz plazas were created with a distinctive selection 
of buildings in a highly formal arrangement. This pattern was identified by 
Daneels (1997) as a “standard plan” for south-central Veracruz; these arrange-
ments included a conical mound, typically two elongated mounds, and a ball-
court that enclose a space that is a formal plaza (see example in figure 8.2). 
There are variations on this theme elsewhere in southern Veracruz, where Pool 
(2007) identifies a Tres Zapotes variant that is similar to the standard plan ex-
cept they lack a closing mound on one end. These formal plazas are relatively 
easy to identify based upon their formal design, and although their sizes varied 
according to the sizes of the surrounding buildings, there are basic similarities 
among the variants of the standard plan for the study region.

In comparing the plaza area among the standard plan plazas, most of the 
Classic period plazas are located within greater Cerro de las Mesas for a total 
of five identified plaza groups. For the most part, Classic period plazas in Vera-
cruz, with the median value for most of the Classic period plazas at 4,475 sq m, 
are modest in comparison to the large sizes identified for other parts of Meso
america such as the Classic Maya centers (Inomata 2006a) and the great pla-
zas of central Mexico such as Tenochtitlan in the Postclassic period (Berdan 
1985) (see figure 8.2). There is some variation in size among the standard 
plan plazas. Two of the central plazas are not particularly large, including both 
the Stirling Plaza located on a built-up platform and the so-called Monument 
Plaza, which had many stone monuments and is directly adjacent to a temple 
complex mound with a clay altar construction similar to the Mictlantecuhtli 
complex in Zapotal (Drucker 1943; Stark 2011). The two largest plazas at 
about 6,000 to 7,000 sq m are found at Azuzules, which has a Late Classic 
period (ad 600–900) occupation and the complex of Zapotal Sur less than 
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1.5 km away from Cerro de las Mesas, and which also has a Late Classic period 
occupation, although its construction period is likely Preclassic (Stark 1999). 
The relatively modest size of most of the Classic period plazas could indicate 
that their construction was related to the expression of the political claims of 
different powerful lineages in addition to their potential role in community 
integration. No single plaza from earlier in the Classic period (not Late Clas-
sic) could probably fit the number of people contemporaneously living in the 
surrounding settlements. The size of these plazas, and their replicative form, 
with no single plaza really dominating the center of Cerro de las Mesas, sug-
gest that these plazas were used primarily by elite and potentially commoner 
membership who belonged to units that are smaller than the size of the polity 
overall, although it is difficult to say for certain. These smaller units of elites 
and associated commoners could be using many of the plaza groups separately 
from the whole set of complexes. When one compares total plaza area for each 
center, the Classic period of Cerro de las Mesas is comparable only to the Late 

Figure 8.2. C hart showing individual plaza areas, an example of a Classic period 
“standard plan” plaza, and a Postclassic period plaza.
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Classic center plaza spaces of Azuzules and Nopiloa (figure 8.3). This may in-
dicate a shift by the Late Classic toward larger public spaces.

I investigate the role of these spaces at the level of individual plazas by 
evaluating accessibility to potential audience members whose dwellings were 
not in the palatial structures close to but not surrounding many of the plaza 
constructions. Plaza access restriction takes two forms in the Mixtequilla, the 
accessibility of the surrounding public buildings and the use of waterworks 
and water features as boundaries encircling plazas. For Cerro de las Mesas, 
several of the main plaza groups are set apart by waterworks and water features 
such as formal ponds and bajos that, judging from the ancient river flows, were 
probably filled with water all year round (and in some cases continue to be so) 
(Drucker 1943). Stark (1999:211) suggests that chronological shifts may have 
occurred in artificial pond construction, where they may have changed from 
being within the center of formal complexes and plazas during the Preclassic 
to being constructed around the periphery of plazas and formal groups, where 
they restrict access during the Classic period. Azuzules, dating to the Late 
Classic, lacks Preclassic pottery and is the most restricted in access (see table 
8.1). This pattern is matched by Nopiloa (the other Late Classic center nearby) 
where most of the public space is surrounded by water (although this may be 

Figure 8.3. C hart showing total plaza areas by center and time period.



Table 8.1.  Plaza Size Summary, Individual Plaza Access, and Attraction Data for Centers with and 
without Plazas

Center Plaza #
Time  

period
Area 

(sq m) Restriction Water Buildings
Settlement 
attraction

Cerro de las Mesas 1 Classic 4,327 Yes 3 sides   750 and greater

Cerro de las Mesas 2 Classic 4,475 Yes 1 side   750 and greater

Cerro de las Mesas
3 Classic 1,668 Yes  

Platform 
access only

750 and greater

Cerro de las Mesas 4 Classic 4,925 Yes 1 side   750 and greater

Cerro de las Mesas 5 Classic 3,352 None 750 and greater

  Total Cerro de las 
Mesas

#1–5 18,747 750 and greater

La Compana 1 Classic 1,616 None 500 m

Palmas Cuatas 1 Classic 1,491 Yes 2 sides NONE

Palmas Cuatas 2 Classic 2,911 None NONE

  Total Palmas 
Cuatas

#1–2 4,402 NONE

Tio Primo 1 Classic 4,157 Yes 1 side   500 m

Sabaneta 1 Classic 4,518 None NONE

Zacate Colorado 0 Classic N/A NONE

Zapotal Sur 1 Classic 6,342 None 500 m

El Tiesto 0 Classic N/A NONE

Moral 1 Classic 4,690 None 500 m

Villa Nueva 0 Classic N/A NONE

Mixtequilla 1 Classic 6,360 Yes 1 side   500 m

La Fraternidad 1 Classic 3,817 Yes 2 sides   500 m

Azuzules
1

Late 
Classic

7,380 Yes 3 sides   500 m

Nopiloa
1

Late 
Classic

19,250 Yes
whole 
area

3 sides N/A

Nopiloa
2

Late 
Classic

6,339 Yes
whole 
area

Platform 
access only

N/A

  Total Nopiloa #1–2 25,589 N/A

Sauce 1 Postclassic 9,556 None NONE

Callejon del Horno 1 Postclassic 4,960 None N/A
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the result of modern irrigation, in the past it could simply have been green 
space filled with vegetation) and the plaza entryways themselves are limited 
to just two. This finding may indicate that there are temporal changes that 
supported increasingly elite functions associated with plazas rather than the 
inclusive public participation of most of the population. Furthermore, a previ-
ous study undertaken by Stark and Ossa (2007) indicated that water features 
and potential green space were associated with all residences within the lower 
Blanco delta, not just the palatial and public structures. Therefore, the replica-
tion of waterworks and green space at monumental and residential scales may 
indicate communitywide emulation of the social and political functions taking 
place in plazas, especially by the Late Classic period.

Postclassic

For the Postclassic period, there is a clear break in settlement traditions. The 
formal planning of the plazas, with recognizable formal groups, and the stan-
dard plan and its variants are missing from the corpus. Both of the Postclassic 
centers considered here, Sauce and Callejon del Horno, have plazas with less 
obvious boundaries ringing them (such as public buildings). Instead, they are 
bounded on only one or two sides by large public structures. It is unclear, based 
on the current evidence, what the administrative function of these structures 
may be, but they could have held elite residences in addition to public and 
religious functions. Until they are excavated, it is impossible to know. Besides 
lacking a formal plan, the ways in which space is controlled and reproduced is 
also not the same between the two Postclassic centers.

Drucker (1943:7–11) did not find any evidence for the traditional “plaza” 
group in Middle Postclassic period Sauce (ad 1200–1350), although he iden-
tified buildings that he thought were public in character based on their size 
and construction investments. For Sauce, the Yarborough mound is one of the 
largest public buildings and has a very flat space along its north side that may 
be a plaza (Heller 2000:142). The potential Sauce plaza is quite large, at about 
9,000 sq m in area, and is one of the largest plazas located in the area (see fig-
ure 8.3). Additionally, Sauce’s potential plaza, although surrounded by minor 
buildings, has no obvious restrictions to access (see table 8.1). Another plaza 
within the Sauce center may have existed around a group of sizeable mounds 
found within the ejido of Sauce proper; the largest and most promising mound 
for public architecture has the community’s largest church located on top of it 
(Heller 2000:142, 144). Unfortunately, the heavy disturbance of the modern 
eijdo settlement makes it impossible to reliably identify this area for dimen-
sions and characteristics.

Callejón del Horno, the only other Postclassic period center identified 
within PALM, dates to the Late Postclassic period (ad 1350–1521) and is 
found along the Blanco River, to the northwest of the Sauce center, which 
it apparently replaces as a primary location during this time period based on 
pottery evidence (Garraty and Stark 2002). Callejón del Horno, like Sauce, 
does not have any identifiable plaza group similar to the standard plan model 
of the prior period. This small center has two conical mounds and a platform 
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that make up an area of likely public space (to the south) that is similar in size 
to the Classic period plazas. There are no obvious restrictions in access to the 
open space associated with this center (see table 8.1).

Generally, Postclassic period plaza areas are much harder to ascertain for 
the two Postclassic period centers, Sauce and Callejón del Horno; they have 
less formal construction plans. For Sauce, the potential public space is con-
siderably larger than its associated settlement might indicate (see figures 8.3 
and 8.4). For both Postclassic centers, plaza area was identified adjacent to and 
partly created by the monumental architecture in their core zones. The plaza 
area in Sauce may be unsurprising given the results of the Sauce Archaeologi-
cal Project (Ossa 2011) and previous work undertaken by Garraty and Stark 
(2002) and Heller (2000) suggesting that a marketplace was located some-
where in the center or nearby. This type of economic activity would be consis-
tent with relatively open access that is also observed for Sauce’s potential plaza. 

Figure 8.4. S imulation results showing the survey area with centers, features, and 
radii with significant settlement associations identified.
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However, the activities that may have taken place in this public space remain 
speculative because no excavation data are available from the plaza except the 
trenches placed by Drucker (1943) into some of the adjacent public buildings.

Plaza Dimension Discussion

In sum, the plaza dimensional analyses show clear differences between Clas-
sic and Postclassic plaza use and conceptualization. Classic period plazas, in 
many examples, with only one possible entry, exhibit elements of elite expres-
sions of restriction and ritually delineated space that dictated how people had 
to proceed through these spaces; in many examples, there is only one possible 
entry. However, these plazas also show a regional scale consistency in terms of 
water feature association at residential and monumental scales that indicate 
that a top-down narrative of elite control may be overly simplistic to explain the 
replication. Classic period public and ritual activities may have become more 
rigidly formalized over time, with their associated plaza spaces and public areas 
matching this formalization in their construction and associated waterworks. 
For the Postclassic period, the few plazas that have been tentatively identified 
do not have administrative or political functions replicated within their archi-
tectural plans in ways that are currently identifiable using the survey data. This 
lack of replication, combined with their relatively open access and no strong 
association with water features (although there is an artificial bajo in Sauce), 
indicates that their use as a form of public entrainment and political expres-
sion is not evident using settlement pattern data. At this point, it seems likely 
that they were a focus of economic activity on the basis of artifact distributions 
(Garraty and Stark 2002; Heller 2000; Ossa 2011). The size of these two cen-
ters, much smaller than the Cerro de las Mesas or Azuzules, is probably also a 
significant factor. Whatever ritual or economic importance Postclassic public 
spaces likely had remains relatively obscure in the absence of excavation data 
for these small centers.

Evaluating Plazas as Settlement Attractors

I undertook a study of the relative attractiveness of monumental architectural 
groups to residential settlement using a computer program written to assess 
whether residential features are clustered near complexes. Using a Monte 
Carlo simulation, I tested the existence of and the scale (if it existed) of settle-
ment associations with monumental architectural groups. Using the empirical 
residential feature (in this case, earthen mounds) density as a given, I gener-
ated random coordinates for these residential features in the same amounts as 
found in the PALM survey within the main survey block for ten thousand itera-
tions. These simulated results could then be compared to the known empirical 
spatial patterns of residential features from the survey. My assumption was 
that a significant departure from random in feature concentrations could be 
used as a guide to indicate the strength and scale of the attraction of features 
to formal complexes.
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In the simulation, formal complexes remained fixed polygons on the land-
scape; they were not part of the randomly generated features. Also, all formal 
complex architecture and its related mound features were not included as part 
of the “given” feature density of the simulation. I built center polygons in the 
exact proportions of each center’s footprint into the simulation so that the ran-
dom generation of features would not populate those areas. Raw distances of 
features to centers were used to measure feature concentration within a range 
of different radii from each center. Thus, average feature densities around each 
center were generated for the known empirical data for several different radii 
and compared to the results of the randomly generated features of the simula-
tion. By comparing the concentrations of features in the empirical data to the 
simulated data, I was able to evaluate whether the observed settlement attrac-
tion was denser around complexes than one might expect due to chance.

The probabilities were calculated as follows: the percentage of runs in which 
random features around a center reached a density greater than or equal to the 
empirical densities were the probability that each complex’s associated resi-
dential features was no greater than the overall feature density for the region. 
However, the generated probabilities have some flexibility in their interpreta-
tion. For example, due to the occurrence of complexes and centers with sizable 
monumental construction areas, the radii at which large centers are likely to 
have higher feature densities than random will be the larger radii. In addi-
tion, significant departures from random (such as random densities matching 
empirical densities only about 5 percent of the time), might not adequately 
account for those complexes whose close proximity to the survey border con-
flated similarities between empirical and random data due to the boundary 
effect. In summarizing the results of the simulation, I recognize that there are 
some boundary problems that may mask patterns of aggregation or segregation 
of features around centers, for example, Azuzules. Despite these issues, differ-
ences were uncovered among the monumental groups. Some were attractive 
to residences while others were actively disassociated with it, in other words, 
some monumental complexes had far fewer residences around them than one 
would expect if the residences were randomly located (figure 8.4). Although 
I built the simulation specifically to identify which complexes acted as settle-
ment attractors, the simulation framework also allowed me to identify certain 
complexes as settlement repellants.

Simulation Results

The results of the settlement and plaza association simulation are striking. For 
the Classic period, some monumental complexes act as settlement attractors 
while others do not. The associations were deemed to be significant if the em-
pirical densities occurred less than 5 percent of the time (see figure 8.4). Note 
that for the smaller complexes, the scale at which they are significant decreases 
after a certain distance. From the results, two interesting patterns emerge for 
plazas. The monumental complexes that acted as residence attractors also had 
a formal plaza group in most (but not all) cases (table 8.1). Additionally, com-
plexes that have plazas with restricted access appeared to show stronger resi-
dence attraction (table 8.1) for the Classic and Late Classic centers. What do 
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these results mean for our interpretation of general plaza use? It is possible 
that the more formal plaza groups may have acted as community integrators 
drawing in associated populations for the Classic period centers. Those Clas-
sic period complexes that acted as residence repellents did not have as much 
obvious public spaces, although they had monumental architecture. Given the 
stronger association of residential settlement with plazas that had restricted ac-
cess, it also seems likely that we need not see the restricted access as the result 
of elite privilege, but that they also offer clues to how plazas created formal and 
public ritual space that was attractive to all.

Postclassic plazas (and the monumental complexes) showed no attraction 
to associated residential settlement at any scale. They did not act as repellents 
either; they were simply not associated with residences in a way that departed 
from the empirical residence densities. The results of the simulation could 
show that the scale at which the Postclassic centers acted as integrators is not 
measurable by closely associated residential mounds.

Conclusions and Future Avenues of Research

The results of the size, accessibility, and settlement context analyses for pla-
zas in south-central Veracruz indicate a clear break in the construction and 
meaning of public space between the Classic and Postclassic periods. These 
differences are linked to practices and political differences in the public space 
represented by most of the plazas. Classic period formal plaza groups have 
similar areas individually, but large total areas were associated with major cen-
ters. There is a shift toward larger plazas in the Late Classic with one main 
plaza dominating the center (such as Azuzules and Nopiloa) rather than many. 
There is also support for a shift in waterworks-based restriction to plaza access, 
supporting increasingly formalized access to ritual space probably beginning in 
the Classic and reaching full expression in the Late Classic period. However, 
the settlement context analysis indicates wider participation and emulative 
processes at work than restricted plaza accessibility alone might suggest. For-
mal plazas and their monumental complexes acted as attractors to associated 
residential mounds, even for smaller monumental complexes, and including 
the Late Classic center of Azuzules. Also, the simulation results indicated that 
complexes with plazas that had more restrictions on access acted as residen-
tial attractors. The key role of plazas in attracting settlement is highlighted 
by the unexpected findings of complexes that acted as residence repellents. 
These complexes showed disassociation with residences despite also having 
water features and monumental architecture, indicating that their lack of for-
mal public spaces is the distinguishing feature. One potential future avenue 
of research could investigate whether these complexes could have represented 
elite buildings whose immediate surrounding landholdings were restricted 
from residences.

Postclassic individual plazas are harder to generalize about since there are so 
few, but they were large in comparison to their associated settlement. Also, the 
apparent disappearance of prior plaza groups by the Middle Postclassic period 
(ad 1200–1350) and the Late Postclassic (ad 1350–1521) could indicate a 
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shift in political use of public spaces linked to new populations and a different 
political landscape. Plaza access was open, perhaps indicating different uses of 
public space than in previous periods and is consistent with new populations 
lacking older local social traditions associated with the formal plaza group. 
Plazas (and the monumental complexes) showed no attraction to associated 
residential settlement at any scale, indicating that public community integra-
tion took other forms than the formal plaza groups of the prior period.

In summary, the survey and settlement data on plazas for south-central Ve-
racruz indicate their central role in performing integrating and potentially vital 
functions for the Classic period centers. Postclassic period plazas are much 
more difficult to interpret politically based on current information, although 
their economic importance is likely, based on regional economic patterns. Fu-
ture research targeting plazas that included plaza-based excavations can do 
much to clarify construction sequences and changes over time, as well as pro-
vide more details about how monuments and other architectural features, such 
as altars, guided the use of public space. Finally, the multiple-scaled approach 
and Monte Carlo methods used in this study to evaluate individual plazas, ag-
gregate public space, and residential associations with plaza space, offer some 
new ways of using settlement survey data to infer plaza use and meaning at a 
regional scale.
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C h a p t e r  Ni  n e

Early Transformations of 
Monte Albán’s Main Plaza and 

Their Political Implications, 
500 bc–ad 200

Jav i e r Ur c i d a n d Art h u r Jo y c e

In the field of Mesoamerican studies, the archaeological investigation of po-
litical institutions and processes based on the analysis of material culture has 
been approached from a number of perspectives (Inomata and Tsukamoto, this 
volume). These include, but are not limited to, the form of architectural units 
and their distributional patterns (Hirth 1995), performativity (Inomata 2006a), 
textuality (Sugiyama 1993), and the cultural biographical approach (Ashmore 
and Sabloff 2002). In this chapter we attempt to combine simultaneously some 
of these approaches, bearing in mind the ever-present problem of evidentiary 
scarcity. The nature of our data calls for the detection of patterns, but these 
are in turn based on deductions that stem from clues (Ginzburg 1980, 1989). 
We do have relevant data to assume, albeit indirectly, both performative and 
textuality approaches, but the bulk of the evidence is in the form of actual writ-
ten texts and visual narratives set in architectural contexts associated with a 
plaza. As espoused by the cultural biographical approach, we take the inscribed 
evidence not as invariant signs with an essentialized and universal reading, but 
as ever-changing symbols whose interpretation was and continues to be contin-
gent on a contextualized semiosis.

Inherent in the architectural design of most Mesoamerican plazas is their 
dual role as both enabling landscapes (open space) and bounding stages (en-
closed space). The first quality bespeaks their multifunctionality and thus 
their simultaneous and sequential polysemy even within the same life-history; 
the second quality leads to regimented, controlled, and even restricted access 
(Tsukamoto, this volume). Given the Mesoamerican quadripartite conception 
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of the cosmos, plazas and their associated buildings materialized the center of 
such a worldview, and more often than not have evidence of ritual enactments 
and other performances conducted so as to “center” the world at those para-
mount axes. Either empty or full, Mesoamerican plazas created novel visual 
and auditory fields for human perception and must have provided a sense of 
awe and monumentality, even if the surrounding buildings were not necessarily 
majestic.1

Monte Albán’s Main Plaza, which was one of the most formidable plazas 
of the Mesoamerican world, has been a fertile ground for interpreting how 
social institutions and ideas were architecturally embodied, and how modifica-
tions of the plaza in turn transformed those ideas and institutions (Blanton 
1978; Hutson 2002; Joyce 2004, 2009; Winter 2001). More than a century of 
archaeological research has shown that the urban core of Monte Albán con-
tains complex accretions of building activity; construction sequences are well 
understood for several buildings within the Main Plaza (Caso et al. 1967; Fah-
mel 1991; Winter 1994). A major challenge to modeling the dynamic history 
of the Main Plaza, however, is the difficulty in relating stratigraphically the 
localized architectural sequences of particular structures. Arguments that the 
Main Plaza reached a unified scheme as early as the Nisa phase (100 bc to 
ad 200) are based on the orientation and chronology of the structures now 
visible around the plaza (Blanton 1978:45; Paddock 1966:111). There is tan-
talizing evidence, however, of several features beneath the plaza, suggesting a 
different spatial configuration prior to the beginning of the Common Era.

The constant building and rebuilding episodes that can be attested in the ar-
chaeological record create as well the problem of understanding forms of visual 
communication that were inextricably related to the buildings that faced the 
plaza or were built within it (also see Cyphers and Murtha, this volume). Or-
thostats carved with semantic and phonetic writing covered the veneer façades 
of platforms and buildings so as to render veritable narratives. The jambs and 
lintels in the entryways to precincts or the columns and inner walls of enclo-
sures were also inscribed so as to convey varied messages. Yet, only a handful 
of those contexts with writing remained in primary setting by the time modern 
investigations began. While the constituent elements of numerous dismantled 
architectural narratives have been found reused in structures built at a later 
time, certain clues have at times enabled their “virtual” reconstitution (Urcid 
2001, 2005, 2011a, 2011b).

In this chapter, we use these clues to develop a preliminary assessment of 
the early architecture and associated narratives on the Main Plaza and how 
these architectural, semasiographic, and epigraphic programs were trans-
formed through the first 700 years of urban life, from the settlement’s founding 
circa 500 bc to circa ad 200. Our central question is: what can be inferred in 
terms of the political life of the city when viewing the history of the Main Plaza 
as a continuous transformative process (also see Tsukamoto, this volume)? We 
pay particular attention to key areas of the southern end of the Main Plaza 
where buildings with grandiose visual displays added to their monumental-
ity. We argue that the creation of such novel landscapes was enmeshed in the 
political dynamism of the time (also see Inomata, this volume). As part of our 
argument, we summarize new interpretations that challenge long-held views of 



Early Transformations of Monte Albán’s Main Plaza 151

Monte Albán’s early architecture and imagery, particularly the meaning of the 
two major scriptural programs: the so-called “danzantes” of Building L-sub and 
the “conquest slabs” of Building J (Urcid 1994, 2011a, 2011b).

The Early Configuration of the Main Plaza

Monte Albán was founded circa 500 bc on a previously unoccupied hilltop 
in the center of the Valley of Oaxaca (Blanton 1978). Archaeological evidence 
from throughout the Oaxaca Valley indicates that this was a time of political 
crisis and conflict as well as the development of novel political and religious 
ideas and practices (Blanton et al. 1999:105–107; Joyce 2000, 2010:128–
155; Marcus and Flannery 1996; Spencer and Redmond 2001; Urcid 2011a, 
2011b; Winter 2001). One of the first activities carried out at Monte Albán 
was the construction of the Main Plaza complex, although its early configura-
tion differed significantly from its final layout, which did not become appar-
ent until circa ad 200. Based on indirect evidence, it now seems evident that 
during the first century of Monte Albán’s occupation at least one structure of 
unknown size and configuration had been built displaying small carved stones 
with graphic conventions widely deployed at the time in several media through-
out Mesoamerica (figure 9.1). One of these blocks (D-18b) was eventually 
recarved and placed in the façade of Building L-sub so that its earlier imagery 
was hidden from view.

By the Danibaan phase (550–300 bc), the Main Plaza consisted of an open 
space delimited by the western row of buildings and much of the eastern half of 
the massive North Platform (Winter 2001:284–286, fig. 5.4a). The plaza was 
created by leveling bedrock outcrops and filling in areas to create a flat surface, 
endeavors that involved considerable resources and labor. Public buildings 
constructed by circa 400 bc included Building L-sub along the southwestern 
end of the plaza, whose walls consisted of huge, multiton monoliths many of 
which displayed carved imagery (Batres 1902:28, Plate V; Caso 1935; Scott 
1978a, 1978b). Building IV-sub along the northwestern end of the plaza was a 
massive platform that included a six-meter-high sloping wall (Acosta 1965:820, 
fig. 6a–6b). The Danibaan phase version of the North Platform consisted of an 
enormous architectural complex that encompassed much of the eastern half 
of the platform’s final area and included structures that reached heights of 15 
m above the Main Plaza. On top of the North Platform excavations recovered 
the remains of a temple that included an offering of dozens of fancy grayware 
serving vessels (Winter 2004:37) that may reference ritual feasting associated 
with building dedication ceremonies. The structures facing the Main Plaza 
were constructed of rubble fill quarried locally from the hills around Monte 
Albán (Winter 1989:42–43). By the Pe phase (300–100 bc), the Main Plaza 
had seemingly undergone further changes, but these later modifications were 
still significantly different than the layout of the plaza as we know it today. 
Some indirect clues suggest the existence at the time of another monumental 
building whose façade was decorated with finely incised orthostats. Eventually 
this structure was completely demolished and its inscribed orthostats reused to 
build three successive versions of Building J. It is this long-dismantled edifice 
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and Building L-sub that formed an important focus of monumental narratives 
during the earlier life-history of the Main Plaza, and they constitute the core 
of our analysis.

The Visual Program of Building L-Sub

Of the early buildings around the Main Plaza, Building L-sub constitutes the 
most daring architectural endeavor of the early inhabitants of the city. Rising 
6 m above the Main Plaza, and probably supporting a triad of edifices at the 
top, Building L-sub made a bold visual statement of community effort and thus 
identity (figure 9.2). Although previous interpretations view these monuments 

Figure 9.1.  The earliest known carved blocks from Monte Albán and their 
comparison with Middle Formative carved and painted materials from other regions of 
Mesoamerica. Drawing by Elbis Domínguez Covarrubias.
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as victims of human sacrifice (Coe 1962; Flannery and Marcus 1983; Joyce 
2000; Marcus 1976; Marcus and Flannery 1996; Winter 1989), we interpret 
the program as a series of human figures that constituted a sodality organized 
around age-grades (see Urcid 2011a, 2011b). The young personages repre-
sented in the basal façade of Building L-sub were displayed in alternating rows, 
changing their facing direction so as to render their procession in a boustro-
phedon sequence that mimicked the ascent through the staircase leading to 
the upper structures. The presumed upper edifices, in turn, appear to have had 
their façades covered with depictions of three higher-ranking echelons of the 
sodality, including individuals wearing cut-shell necklaces, masked personages 
personifying the rain deity, and a paramount tier of senior adults who seemingly 
formed a council of elders. All the members of this age-grade organization are 
shown bleeding from their groins. Parallel to the allusion of self-sacrifice runs 
another visual trope: that of invoking ancestral spirits for oracular purposes 
related to warfare. This theme resorts to the pan-Mesoamerican convention 
of representing ancestors as horizontal figures shown above the living humans 
that are standing or squatting (figure 9.3). The varied postures of vertical and 

Figure 9.2. H ypothetical reconstruction of the grand narrative depicting an age-
grade sodality in Building L-sub. Drawing by Elbis Domínguez Covarrubias.
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horizontal representations imbue the entire narrative with a sense of perfor-
mance.2 Some of the rendered figures have brief glyphic captions that convey 
their names phonetically. This monumental narrative, comprised thus far of 
nearly 250 carved orthostats, was complemented in the southeast angle of the 
basal platform with cornerstones carved with texts. These inscriptions, which 
also read in a boustrophedon sequence from bottom to top, appear to record 
the enthronement of two, perhaps three rulers throughout a span of forty-eight 
years, a chronological span rendered by means of Calendar Round dates.

There is a third theme, in addition to veiled references to bleeding of the 
genitals and ancestral invocation that was seemingly associated with the grand 
narrative in Building L-sub. Yet, its specific architectural setting within the 
building remains unknown (figure 9.4a). Four smaller and incomplete ortho-
stats make reference to sacrifice by decapitation. At least three of these (D-78, 
D-123, and J-112) are accompanied by hieroglyphic captions. The fact that 

Figure 9.3.  The texts inscribed in the cornerstones and the theme of living 
personages (left) and ancestral beings (right) in the alternating rows of the basal 
facade of Building L-sub. Drawing by Elbis Domínguez Covarrubias.
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one of the constituent signs in these inscriptions (a budding seed) is repeated 
suggests that, if the glyph has a nominative value, the stones would only name 
a single sacrificial victim. A reference to human sacrifice is also found in one 
of the cornerstones of Building L-sub where—following the statement of en-
thronement—is a seeming allusion to the defeat and decapitation of an enemy 
(Figure 9.4b).

By circa 100 bc, the architectural history of Building L-sub became en-
tangled with the life-histories of other buildings. A third modification to the 
structure involved the construction of a broad staircase that abutted the earlier 
one (Villagra 1939). The new staircase incorporated several carved stones as 
steps, which by the time of their incorporation in Building L-sub were battered 

Figure 9.4.  (a) Monoliths carved with a head and a “blood” glyph; (b) possible 
logograms in the text carved on stone D-140 that seemingly refer to the conquest and 
decapitation of a lord named 2 Jaguar. Drawing by Elbis Domínguez Covarrubias.



Figure 9.5. C arved monoliths from two dismantled architectural programs, some 
of which (in gray) were reused to build the steps of the broad staircase in front of 
Building L-sub. Drawing by Elbis Domínguez Covarrubias.
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and incomplete, indicating that they came from the dismantling of narratives 
from other buildings (figure 9.5). While only a few of these carved blocks were 
reused in the construction of the staircase abutted to Building L-sub, oth-
ers ended up as construction material in other coeval or later architectural 
projects. The dismantled narratives originally had similar themes to those in 
Building L-sub, showing personages engaged in bloodletting or as prone, an-
cestral figures. There is also some evidence indicating that, in tandem with this 
modification to Building L-sub, the presumed three structures atop the basal 
platform were rebuilt and their visual narratives replaced with others bearing 
almost identical themes as the previous ones.

The life-history of Building L-sub effectively came to an end circa AD 100. 
Although the structure was still standing at this time, the still extant carved 
orthostats in the basal facade may have been covered with stucco, just like 
the carvings re-used as steps in the staircase that was added during the ear-
lier third modification. Much later, probably the middle of the third century 
AD, the southern half of Building L-sub was dismantled and its northern half 
covered by a new building (Building L). Thus, many of the carved orthostats 
in the façade of the basal platform of the building were reused in other coeval 
architectural projects, including the second of three major modifications to 
Building J located within the plaza to the east of Building L-sub. In addition 
to reused monuments from Building L-sub, Building J incorporated dozens of 
finely carved orthostats that must originally have been part of an earlier graphic 
program located within a building that was at least partially coeval with Build-
ing L-sub.

A Second Visual Program

Building J is unique not only because of its shape and function, but because 
throughout its three major building episodes, dating respectively to the Tani 
phase (ad 200–350), the Pitao phase (ad 350–550), and early in the Xoo phase 
(ad 600–700), the structure—more than any other building at Monte Albán— 
eventually amassed the largest number of reused inscribed stones (figure 9.6). 
In terms of spatial configuration and “affective power” accrued by the reuse of by 
then already ancient stones, the different versions of Building J appear to have 
acted as ancestor memorials analogous to a series of Classic period quadripartite 
architectural complexes found at Monte Albán and other sites in the Oaxaca 
Valley (Lind and Urcid 2010:308–309; Urcid 1995, 2011b:117, fig. 6.5).

But the construction of even the earliest version of Building J benefited in 
part from the dismantling of what must have been the second grandest of the 
early architectural narratives from Monte Albán. This narrative, comprised of 
many finely incised multiton orthostats would have been associated with a 
building that probably dated to the Pe phase (300–100 bc). The traditional in-
terpretations that the finely incised stones record conquests by the ruling elite 
of Monte Albán (Caso 1938, 1947), name vanquished towns in the Central 
Valleys of Oaxaca (Whittaker 1992:12–13), or outline the subjugated territorial 
limits of the early Zapotec state (Marcus 1976, 1983, 1992) have assumed that 
the inscribed orthostats were originally related to Building J, and in the case of 
the last two authors, that Building J had a single construction phase. Again, we 
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suggest an alternative to these interpretations, positing instead that this sec-
ond monumental narrative references revered individuals from Monte Albán.3 
We argue that the inscriptions differentially adhered to a glyphic formula that 
includes, in the center of the composition, a reference to a sector of Monte 
Albán, graphically rendered as “Hill-diagonal bands-noseplugs” (figure 9.7).4 
Inscribed above this toponymic reference are personal names. Below it appear 
calendrical names and inverted heads, some with their eyes closed, of those 
personages whose names bracket the sign “Hill-diagonal bands-noseplugs.”

Most “hill” signs in the Zapotec corpus share the diagonal bands, but not the 
depiction of noseplugs. The latter, together with the sign “hill-diagonal bands” 
may be a synecdochical recourse meant to be read as “Hill-Lord(s).” The twen-
tieth glyphic day name in the ancient Zapotec calendar (Lord) renders the face 

Figure 9.6.  The three main construction phases of Building J. The finely incised 
orthostats, many of them already fragmented and eroded, were reused beginning with 
the first version of the building. Drawing by Elbis Domínguez Covarrubias.
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of a personage often wearing a noseplug, and these sumptuary goods were of 
exclusive use by nobles and rulers (cf. Urcid 2001:211–213, 225, 245) (figure 
9.8a). In the 1619 and the 1771 versions of the Mapa de Xoxocotlan (Ruiz Cer-
vantes and Sánchez Silva 1997:25; Smith 1973:338, figure 162), the hill with 
the Main Plaza of Monte Albán is glyphically identified by a tomb door-slab, or 
a throne, and a feathered oval framing the depiction of a personage with a bird’s 
helmet seated on a throne. The accompanying nahuatl (teuhtli tepeque) and 
mixtec (yucu ani yya dzoco ñaña) glosses literally translate, respectively, as “Hill 
of the Lord” and “Hill of the lords’ palaces and tombs” (Jansen 1998:70–72).

The fragment of a monument with a “hill” sign (J-44), carved early in the 
Pitao phase (circa ad 400) and reused in the second construction phase of 
Building J, combines as infixes the signs “noseplug” and “heart.” Other ex-
amples of the hill-heart place name occur in epigraphic contexts that undoubt-
edly refer to actual rulers from Monte Albán. Given the fact that the imagery 
of Jaguar-Lords depict them at times devouring hearts (a visual metaphor for 
sacrifice), the Zapotec name of the fourteenth day (lache) in the calendar docu-
mented by Córdova (1987 [1578]), a term that literally translates as “heart,” 
could be a metonymy for “jaguar” (figure 9.8b). Thus, the carved monument 
J-44 seems to conflate the names of the two neighboring hills that in the two 
versions of the Mapa de Xoxocotlan are identified as “Hill of the Lords” (where 
the Main Plaza is located) and “Hill of the Jaguar” (the South Platform).5

In support of our view that the glyphs carved in the finely incised slabs above 
the “Hill of the Lords” are anthroponyms rather than toponyms is the fact that 
some of their constituent signs and combinations (one, two, or three signs at 
the most) resemble the captions that accompany the depiction of personages 

Figure 9.7.  The central glyphic layout of the finely incised orthostats as rendered in 
monolith J-7. Drawing by Elbis Domínguez Covarrubias.



Figure 9.8.  Epigraphic evidence used to propose the reading of two toponyms 
from Monte Albán. (a) The iconicity of noseplugs; (b) the iconicity of the heart sign 
and other examples of its infixing to the hill glyph. Drawing by Elbis Domínguez 
Covarrubias.



Figure 9.9.  The glyphic compounds above the hill sign on the finely incised 
orthostats resemble in kind and combination the nominative captions that identify the 
personages in the narrative from Building L-sub (the glyphic compounds shown here 
share the sign “rattle” and have one more glyphs that vary among the inscriptions). 
Drawing by Elbis Domínguez Covarrubias.
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in the orthostats from Building L-sub (figure 9.9). Given this syntagmatic rela-
tion, and as Alfonso Caso argued long ago (1965:940), there is no doubt that 
the glyphic captions on the carved orthostats from Building L-sub render the 
personal names of the depicted individuals.

The interpretative work of Caso (1938, 1947) for the remaining portions of 
the textual format inscribed in the finely incised stones posited that they made 
reference to dead lords and thus to acts of conquest. Yet, even if one concedes 
that the semantic value of inverted heads and closed eyes marks the ontological 
status of being dead, an equally plausible reading that takes into account our 
previous discussion of anthroponyms and toponyms, could denote “deceased,” 
“fallen hero,” or simply “revered ancestor.” Categories of inverted heads, which 
can be made based on their elaborate headdresses (Caso 1947:21–24, 85–90, 
figs. 51–56), may signal some kind of ranked group identity.

There are good reasons to assume that the narrative comprised of finely in-
cised orthostats formed the façade of a basal platform similar to that of Build-
ing L-sub. Such a façade alternated rows of vertically and horizontally placed 
megaliths, with the size of the former decreasing toward the top of the façade 
(figure 9.10). Thus, we suggest that this other decorated basal platform and 
Building L-sub were envisioned as complementary. For instance, the façade of 
Building L-sub was decorated so that human figures covered the main surface, 
and texts covered the cornerstones. Our reconstruction reverses this relation-
ship in the hypothesized narrative with finely incised orthostats, namely the 
cornerstones had figural representations of rulers enacting sacrifice by decapi-
tation, although only one, Monument J-41, is currently known (Urcid and Win-
ter 2003:127) (figure 9.11). The rest of the façade’s surface was covered with 
megaliths carved with texts. Chronologically, the complementarity between the 
two narratives also implies that they were at least partially coeval, unless the 
platform with the finely incised orthostats resulted from social memory “in ab-
sence” (Connerton 1989, Rowlands 1993:145–146). That is, the building with 
the finely incised orthostats could have been constructed based on recollec-
tions of Building L-sub and its associated narrative after the latter’s had been 
substantially modified by the beginning of the Common Era.

When looking at the pattern of dispersal of carved orthostats in both narra-
tives, there is another binary opposition. Once dismantled, the carved stones 
from Building L-sub were widely dispersed and reused through time in many 
construction projects, some of them even outside the Main Plaza (see Urcid 
2011a:180, fig. 12). In contrast, the great majority of the known orthostats 
from the second program were reused in the various rebuildings of Structure J. 
Only three finely incised slabs or fragments have been found elsewhere, all in 
nearby buildings such as the South Platform and System M. Such a comple-
mentarity between both narratives could imply that one may have been built 
directly in front of the other, either at the spot where Building J was eventually 
erected or farther east, under what eventually became Building Q. In fact, lim-
ited excavations in the mid-1980s revealed evidence of a structure beneath the 
plaza and adjacent to the earliest version of Building J, although the architec-
tural configuration and size of that earlier structure was not obtained (Marcus 
Winter, personal communication 1989).
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The Political Significance of the Early Visual Programs  
on the Main Plaza

The architecturally contextualized reading of the two largest early narratives 
from Monte Albán, presented here, points to a tension between exclusionary 
and communal forms of authority (Blanton et al. 1996) during the early his-
tory of the city. Each narrative includes references to powerful rulers in their 
cornerstones, which reflects a more exclusionary form of authority. However, 
the majority of carvings in each narrative represents a more communal vision 
of authority with an age-grade sodality shown in Building L-sub and ranked 
groups of possible fallen heroes in the narrative with the finely incised ortho-
stats. Ultimately, both narratives can be thought of as memorials with a focus 

Figure 9.11. R eversed complementarity between image and text in the cornerstones 
of both architectural narratives. Drawing by Elbis Domínguez Covarrubias.
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on the sacred aspects of warfare, including divining the outcome of battles via 
contact with ancestors, autosacrifice, human sacrifice, and the commemora-
tion of heroes. We disagree with arguments that these monuments make refer-
ence to large-scale warfare and territorial conquest, however (see Joyce 2003; 
Workinger and Joyce 2009).

The Building L-sub program was probably polysemic with different com-
ponents aimed at different audiences with variable degrees of phonetic and 
semantic literacy (Urcid 2011a). Sculptures in the east face of Building L-sub 
would have been visible to large groups of people on the plaza and stressed the 
ritual and military actions of lower-ranking people. Images of higher-ranking 
members of the military sodality, including elders and rain god impersonators, 
were located on buildings on top of the platform, which were probably re-
stricted to higher-status audiences of both prominent commoners and nobles. 
Archaeological, architectural, semasiographic, and epigraphic data indicate 
that the early rulers of Monte Albán gained power via the elaboration of an ide-
ology centered on human sacrifice and a primordial covenant between humans 
and the divine (Joyce 2000, 2004, 2010; Joyce and Winter 1996).

The decision by rulers to commission architectural monuments to bolster 
community well-being through sacrifice, instead of the self-aggrandizement 
of paramount and charismatic leaders, suggests that some of the societal 
uses of early architecture and writing in Oaxaca served the purpose of inter-
nal power-building strategies stemming from the potential factionalism of di-
verse constituencies (Urcid 2011a). These ideological representations would 
have misrepresented inequalities by promoting group solidarity and identity, 
the latter being crucial in the context of inter-community conflict and a new 
way of urban living. The evidence suggests that nobles shared politicoreligious 
power with communal organizations, which probably included high-ranking 
commoners as leaders (Joyce 2010:131–146). These two potentially compet-
ing forms of authority—communal and noble—carried inherent contradictions 
and potential points of tension. Evidence from Early and Middle Formative 
sites suggest that earlier forms of political authority in the Valley of Oaxaca 
were largely communal with little evidence for powerful rulers until the end 
of the Middle Formative (Blanton et al. 1999; Joyce 2010). Therefore, during 
the Late Formative, powerful nobles at Monte Albán could have threatened 
the traditional authority of communal institutions. In turn, communal author-
ity would have constrained the power of the nobility. The representation of 
a relatively large council of elders, warriors, and religious specialists on the 
Building L-sub program includes rain deity impersonators and references to 
human and autosacrifice. Likewise, hieroglyphic inscriptions and early images 
of rulers (Monument J-41) also reference rain god impersonation, warfare, and 
sacrifice. These data suggest that the settings in which hereditary nobles and 
communal organizations negotiated and contested political authority probably 
included public rituals and access to special ceremonial roles like diviners, 
rainmakers, and scribes as well as activities related to the preparation for and 
conduct of warfare.

The possibility that the two largest earlier narratives from Monte Albán could 
have been coeval during the Pe phase (300–100 bc) opens the possibility of 
them being simultaneously the target of a major internal iconoclastic upheaval 
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during the Nisa phase (100 bc–ad 200). This event may have been related 
to what Blanton (1978:54–56) characterized as a mini-collapse, when Monte 
Albán saw a reduction in its extent and population, and when major defensive 
and/or control walls were built. At this time the Building L-sub monumental 
program was modified by tearing apart some of all of the narrative programs 
atop the basal platform. The building that originally displayed the finely incised 
orthostats was also dismantled, and the monuments were later reused in the 
three major construction phases of Building J. Apparently, other poorly under-
stood narrative programs were also dismantled and a temple on the north end 
of the North Platform was burned (Winter 1994:15).

Other indications of internal turmoil include the construction of a defensive 
or monitoring wall around the most vulnerable slopes at Monte Albán as well as 
the relocation of people behind the wall from outlying parts of the site (O’Brien 
et al. 1982:207). It has usually been assumed that the wall was constructed 
to defend against external enemies, but it is also possible that it offered de-
fense against internal factions and was a means of controlling movement into 
the city. Another indication of conflict comes from an architectural complex 
termed the Conjunto PNLP on the northwestern end of the Main Plaza. By the 
Nisa phase (100 bc–ad 200), the Conjunto PNLP acted as a control point for 
entry onto the Main Plaza (Martínez López and Markens 2004). The recovery 
of twenty-seven projectile points in the Conjunto PNLP suggests that coercive 
force was used to monitor access to the plaza.6

The destruction of the narrative programs at Monte Albán by dismantling 
structures, covering up carved stones, and breaking others to use as construc-
tion fill points to a major societal upheaval. Monte Albán eventually recovered 
from this upheaval, although inter-community conflict continued to play an 
important role in the social dynamics of the Central Valleys during the Classic 
period (Joyce 2010; Lind and Urcid 2010). Yet, from then on, more exclusion-
ary forms of government prevailed, as attested by subsequent architectural nar-
ratives that memorialize the identity and deeds of singular historical figures.

Notes

	 1. 	We take the position that plazas and their surrounding buildings are a profitable 
unit of analysis. By focusing only on the open, flat spaces within larger architectural 
aggregates, one runs the risk of decontextualizing the way such bounded spaces were 
construed and used.
	 2. 	The features that commonly have been mustered in support of interpreting the 
human figures as depictions of sacrificial victims, such as the (1) closed eyes, (2) open 
mouths, (3) contorted body positions, (4) nakedness of the figures, and (5) signs indica-
tive of mutilation, and specifically castration, are alternatively explained in this reinter-
pretation by assuming that (1) Mesoamerican modes of representation were capable of 
rendering varied states of being (e.g., closed eyes and open mouths as indexing pain or 
trance from self-bleeding penitence); (2) the representations of the human body were 
not meant to be realistic (i.e., if the figures were intended to be shown naked, why the 
omission of nipples and navels? [although the state of being mostly naked could be ac-
counted for in terms of allowing the self-sacrificial blood to spill onto the floor and not 
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on the garments]); and (3) a comparative assessment of Mesoamerican semasiography 
indicates that usually when mutilation of body parts is referenced, both severed parts 
are shown (e.g., torso/decapitated head). Furthermore, we are unaware, either in pre-
hispanic indigenous sources or in native/European colonial documents, of explicit refer-
ences to castration as a treatment of prisoners of war. The perception that the human 
figures were rendered “contorted” stems to a large extent from viewing the carved stones 
in their nonprimary contexts. The heuristic and partial reconstruction of the façade 
of Building L-sub based on available evidence strongly suggests that the intent was to 
imbue the human figure with a sense of movement (see Urcid 2011a:182–183, figs. 13, 
14). Ultimately, construing the bodily positions of the figures as contorted derives from 
an etic, even ethnocentric, perception of representational modes different from ours.
	 3. 	Other challengers to the traditional interpretation of “conquest slabs” include 
Buigues (1993:83, 108), who views the slabs as depicting “the earth monster [the hill 
glyph] swallowing dead rulers [the inverted heads],” and Carter (2006:78, 96–98) who 
posits that the textual format in the slabs “reads as so-and-so (a named individual) was 
at the mountain (Monte Albán) on such-and-such a date.” Buigues and Carter, however, 
take for granted that the primary context of the finely incised orthostats was Building J.
	 4. 	Whittaker (1980:150–151) originally suggested the reading of this sign as “Ta-
niquiecache” (Hill of the Precious Stone), a proposal that involves creating a linguistic 
term based on the direct, iconic interpretation of the signs. It also assumes—contrary 
to seventeenth- and eighteenth-century cartographic evidence—that Monte Albán was 
designated in ancient times by a single, all-encompassing name.
	 5. 	The naming of the southern sector of Monte Albán as “Hill-Jaguar” in the Mapa 
of Xoxocotlan may have originated from decoupling metonymically a single ancient 
name (Hill-Lords) for the Main Plaza. Another possibility is that by the early seven-
teenth century, the probable exposure of Monument SP-1, which depicts a jaguar-lord 
and was embedded in the northeast corner of the South Platform (see Urcid 2001:319, 
fig. 5.30), motivated the naming of the southern sector of Monte Albán as “Hill-Jaguar.”
	 6. 	Although there has been much debate involving whether the open space of the 
Main Plaza could have been used for staging marketplace exchanges on a rotational 
basis, we agree with Blanton (1978:63–64) that throughout its history the Main Plaza 
was mostly secluded for the high-ranking elites and probably only accessible to the 
general public during important ceremonies. Blanton’s (1978:85–87) survey of Monte 
Albán detected a large open space (area 16) on the northeast slope of the main hill 
bounded by major mounded groups on terraces 278, 1306, and 938 (N5E8 and N5E7) 
that could have better served as the stage for a daily marketplace in the city.
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C h a p t e r  T e n

Plazas and Patios of the 
Feathered Serpent

Wi l l i a m M. Ri n g l e

Rites of investiture are critical opportunities for demonstrating, or at least 
simulating, the orderly and legitimate transfer of power. Sanctioned by prece-
dent and often by a state religion, and incorporating symbols and ritual objects 
of the highest importance, they are moments of peak political drama for which 
a substantial audience is required. Although such rituals often have a hidden, 
esoteric component, as classic rites of passage it is almost inconceivable that 
they might dispense with revealed stages during which the newly invested lord 
emerges to the acclaim of his or her subjects. For while such ceremonies mark 
the assumption of a new and often divine social persona by the ruler himself, 
they also reflect the reincorporation of the entire body politic into the new po-
litical order, who are thus necessary participants in the drama.

Plazas and patios must therefore be central to the search for arenas of in-
vestiture among the cityscapes of ancient Mesoamerica. In the search for such 
spaces, crowd capacity, restrictions of entry and visibility, and associated ar-
chitecture are all important considerations (e.g., Inomata 2006a; Inomata and 
Tsukamoto, this volume), but without associated iconographic or textual evi-
dence, definitive identification is often difficult. This chapter suggests that in 
several of the cities that can be plausibly identified as Tollans,1 architecture, 
iconography, and the largest plaza spaces were consistently associated in ways 
that suggest they were places of investiture. Given the ravages of time, the 
evolution of ceremonial practices, and their incorporation of local ideologies, 
it is not to be expected that Toltec investiture ceremonies were everywhere 
identical. Nevertheless, I argue that these ceremonies find plausible parallels 
among the investiture rituals for which we have textual information, primarily 
from the Basin of Mexico, Tlaxcala, and Puebla. Enough evidence survives to 
suggest an evolving complex of investiture practices that began in the Early 
Classic period and persisted until the Conquest.
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Of course, such spaces were not reserved solely for rites of investiture. We 
know from historical accounts, for instance, that the Temple of Huitzilopochtli 
of the Templo Mayor was a station in Mexica rites of accession, but also played 
a role in numerous other state and calendrical rituals. The plaza connecting 
the many temples of the Sacred Precinct undoubtedly served an even broader 
set of ceremonies. Thus, this account makes no claim to exclusivity, but is 
rather an attempt to provide some specificity to the often rather broad interpre-
tations we are forced to make concerning the functions of ancient architectural 
spaces. It is an overview of a longer study being prepared on Toltec investiture, 
which will provide fuller contexts for these rites.

Linguistic Evidence

Among Nahuatl speakers, two roots refer to formal open spaces. Tianquiztli/
tianquizco is defined as both “plaza” and “market” in the dictionaries, reflect-
ing a broader Mesoamerican calque since k’iuik in Yucatec Maya and Mixtec 
yahui also share both meanings. The more relevant root, defined most often 
as “patio,” is ithualli, with orthographic or dialect variants such as ytvalli or 
itoali. This root seems to refer specifically to enclosed open spaces and so 
was incorporated into references to courtyards, atriums, and household patios 
(as will be seen, investiture rites seem to pointedly connect these semantic 
domains). Teuitoalco/teoithualco, for example, referred to the patio or court-
yard of a temple where dances or festivities might be held. Sahagún (1979:61) 
refers to the area in front of the Templo Mayor as in jitoalco vitzilopuchtli, 
probably the front patio surrounded by serpents, the true coatepantli accord-
ing to López Luján and López Austin (2011). But it also seems to have been 
used for spaces we might consider plazas, since in the Primeros Memoriales, 
Sahagún lists ytvalli as one of the components of a ceremonial center (Sa-
hagún 1979:119–120). Since ytvalli is not there attached to a specific temple 
and is followed by general precinct features (covatenamitl, “wall of snakes” 
and teuquiyaoatl, “sacred portals”), the term here seems to refer to the entire 
ceremonial precinct. Such precincts were of course frequently enclosed, as for 
example the broad platforms defining Tenochtitlan’s Sacred Precinct and the 
Ciudadela of Teotihuacan, whose similarity was recently remarked upon by 
López Luján and López Austin (2011:67).

As the term designating the patios of house compounds, ithualli was ex-
tended metaphorically to include kinship relations. Thus, cemithualtin, liter-
ally “those of a single patio,” is defined as “family” by Siméon (1988:78). It is 
interesting that this, rather than the house, was the architectural metaphor of 
choice, suggesting that the open common space between houses, the locus of 
daily socializing, visual contact, and task performance, was thought to better 
reflect the social bonds holding a household together. We can therefore per-
haps see why it was also applied to public plaza spaces, as the locus of those 
activities binding the altepetl together through spectacle. It is also worth noting 
in this respect that ithualli is derived from italli, the verb “to see” (Karttunen 
1983:107), suggesting the fundamental importance of visual communication 
in such places.
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Interestingly, a Mixtec account from the 1560s relates that the first act of 
a new royal pair on taking possession of the palace of Yucundaa (Teposcolula) 
was to seat themselves on a mat in the main patio before the assembled nobles 
(Terraciano 2000:17). They then proceeded to repeat this act in each of the 
main buildings of the compound, but the patio seating was first and most sig-
nificant. This supports the notion that the patio was viewed as the axis about 
which the household revolved, but also connects that space with rituals of 
political appropriation.

Investiture among the Nahuas of Central Mexico

To return to the connection between plazas and investiture, three sets of 
descriptions describe the coronations of the tlahtoque of Tenochtitlan. One 
group, derived from the so-called Crónica X and represented by the works of 
Durán and Tezozomoc, provides accounts of the successive coronations of 
Tenochtitlan monarchs from the reign of Axayacatl onward. Another group in-
stead offers a generalized description of these ceremonies. These texts parallel, 
and may be derived from, a chapter in Motolinia’s Memoriales (1970:chap. 10); 
other authors of this group include Torquemada, Zorita, las Casas, and Muñoz 
Camargo. Finally, Sahagún’s (1979:chap. 18) account is also generalized, but 
includes details not available in the others (see Townsend 1987 for a useful 
overview).

Motolinia’s account, and those that are cognate to it, are then followed by 
a description of rites involving the investiture of the teteuctin, the members of 
the highest rank of the nobility, except that these describe ceremonies prac-
ticed by the Nahua groups of the tramontane kingdoms, especially Tlaxcala, 
Cholula, and Huexotzinco. These rites are also described independently by 
Mendoza in an early-sixteenth-century text (Carrasco 1966). Finally, another 
very important account of similar events in Cholula can be found in the Rel-
ación de Cholula (de Rojas 1927 [1579]). Comparison of these accounts re-
veals broad similarities among the Nahua nations of Central Mexico, as well as 
strong parallels between the rites for tlahtoque and teteuctin, the latter prob-
ably explicable by the fact that the tlatoani was selected from the ranks of the 
teteuctin. With regard to the former, I concur with Carrasco (1966) that re-
gional parallels reflect the fact that these were “Toltec” rituals, at least as they 
were construed by the leaders of the late prehispanic horizon.

Sahagún tells us (1979:61–62) that following the secret selection of the tlah-
toani by a council of elders, all the princes assembled in the courtyard (jitoalco) 
of the Temple of Huitzilopochtli to learn who among them had been chosen. 
The initiate was then grabbed from the assembled candidates by priests and 
“before them, all the people beheld him,” underscoring the importance of pub-
lic visual proclamation from the very outset of these rites (Sahagún 1979:62). 
After clothing him in simple garments, the initiate was then whisked up the 
stairs of the pyramid to offer incense to the image of Huitzilopochtli (see also 
Durán 1994:296). According to Sahagún, four lords newly selected as his inner 
council accompanied him to the temple, similarly clad. “And all the common 
folk stood looking up at him. Trumpets were sounded; the shell trumpets were 
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blown” (296). It was at this point, according to Durán and Motolinia, that his 
nose was pierced for insertion of a jade jewel, a trait of Toltec origin.

This account finds archaeological support in that the only true feathered 
serpents around the base of the Templo Mayor terminate the balustrades of 
the stairway leading to the temple of Huitzilopochtli, unlike the balustrade ser-
pents leading to the Tlaloc temple (López Luján and López Austin 2011:66). 
As will be seen, feathered serpent balustrades characterize a number of the 
temples where rites of investiture were conducted, demonstrating that what-
ever other attributes it had, the feathered serpent was fundamentally associ-
ated with rulership. Here that is symbolized by the mat motifs embedded above 
the serpents’ eyes (figure 10.1a).2 This is actually a very old motif; vessels from 
Teotihuacan make explicit the connection between feathered serpents, mat 
signs, and headdresses of office (figure 10.1b). This association of the feath-
ered serpent and headdresses of office provides another key to identifying the 
location of investitures.

Then followed a hidden phase in the rites, during which the initiate and his 
companions were cloistered in a place called the tlacochcalco or tlacatecco for 
four days to do penance, pray, and perform autosacrifice. The four days hav-
ing elapsed, the new ruler and his councilors emerged and left for home. At 
the palace a sumptuous feast was prepared to which rulers from near and far 
were invited. Much dancing and eating took place, as well as the presentation 
of costly gifts to the attendees. This, however, was but a prelude to a military 
campaign whose purpose was to demonstrate the mettle of the new ruler. On 
its successful outcome, imperial largesse was further demonstrated by the dis-
tribution of capes, breech clouts, and other marks of royal favor.

Sahagún’s account only briefly mentions the postwar events, but Durán’s 
(1994) account of the coronations of Tizoc, Ahuitzotl, and Moctecuhzoma II 
indicates that the actual enthronement only occurred at this point, on Cipactli, 
the first day of the ritual cycle.3 On his return from war, the king was received at 
the chief temple. In the case of Moctecuhzoma, his coronation was performed 
by the kings of Texcoco and Tacuba, and by the high priest (Durán 1994:406). 
Pitch was applied to his body, and he was presented with the diadem and gar-
ments of office. He then seated himself on the Divine Seat, and captives were 
brought out for sacrifice. Afterward, he repaired to his palace, and it was at this 
point that the major feast was held, four days of feasting, dancing, and sacri-
fices to which friend and foe alike were invited. Thus, two plaza or patio spaces 
were involved in such ceremonies: the plaza in front of the Templo Mayor, 
where the ruler was first made known to his peers and probably the citizenry 
as well, and then the courtyard or patio of his palace, where he hosted feasts 
for his fellow nobles. Sahagún (1979:64) tells us specifically that following his 
descent from his four-day fast, the tlahtoani was conveyed in tecpan itoalco, “to 
the courtyard of the palace,” perhaps again a reflection of the central symbolic 
importance of such spaces to residences at all levels of the social spectrum.

A final description of coronation, in this case of Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl him-
self, is given in a brief fragment by Alva Ixtlilxóchitl (1985:I:387): “They seated 
him on a throne (icpal) and placed a blue mantle on him, and he fasted for four 
days, during which he was shut off and could not communicate with anyone, 
and his vassals awaited him and there they received him as lord.” The clear 



Figure 10.1.  (a) Serpent head at the base of the balustrade of the Huitizilopochtli 
temple, Templo Mayor. Note mat (petate) element over eye. Courtesy of the Proyecto 
Templo Mayor; (b) tripod vessel scene, Teotihuacan (von Winning 1987: Capítulo 
X:fig. 3b). Note conjunction of a headdress of office, feathered serpent, and petate.

a

b
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parallels with the imperial coronations described by Sahagún and Motolinia 
support the contention that such rituals consciously emulated Toltec prec-
edents, at least as they were then understood.

Such ceremonies not only celebrated the tlahtoani of Tenochtitlan, for as 
Motolinia states:

The lords of the provinces or towns who were the immediate subjects of 
Mexico, went there [to the Temple of Huitzilopochtli] to be confirmed in 
their titles, after the first men of the provinces had chosen them; and with 
some nobles they made the same ceremonies like those described herein at 
the top of temple, and with others at the base at the foot of the stairs. (Mo-
tolinia 1970:chap. 10)

The base of the stairs probably refers either to the open itoalco there or to the 
two buildings that delimited it and contained benches with processional friezes 
on their interior (Beyer 1955; López Austin and López Luján 2009:310–313). 
Similarly, de Rojas (1927 [1579]) states that “all the priests and governors of 
this New Spain” were confirmed in office at Cholula and that officials would 
accompany the new lord home to authenticate his new position.4

As mentioned, such ceremonies also involved the tramontane teteuctin 
(Carrasco 1966; Motolinia 1970:chap. 11). These rites shared several features 
with tlahtoque rites, but also incorporated the added dimension of the initiate’s 
home barrio. The initial step for the prospective tecutli was to accumulate suf-
ficient goods for payment to the priests of the main temple. This could take 
months or more, and required the combined efforts of all his supporters, since 
the tecutli was the head of a substantial “house” with dependent commoners 
and lesser nobles (Carrasco 1966; Lockhart 1992). Thus, the payment was not 
simply personal, but came from the entire lordly estate and marked its fealty to 
the center. Once this was amassed, the prospective tecutli, like the tlahtoani, 
ascended the main pyramid where he was ritually stripped and his nose per-
forated with eagle or jaguar bones for the insertion of a nose plug. Like the 
tlahtoani, he and some of his supporters were sequestered for four days, during 
which they performed penance and kindled a new fire. Completing this, he was 
given the name Nacxitl, an epithet of Quetzalcoatl.

The initiate then returned home to begin gathering another large payment, 
part of which went again to the priesthood but part of which was to finance the 
feast culminating his initiation. Ritually, the initiate performed a series of acts 
mirroring those conducted on the principal pyramid, but now in his home bar-
rio. He kindled another new fire and again sequestered himself, after which he 
carried the “idol” associated with the barrio to its local temple. The future lord 
and his kinsmen went to this altar or temple, danced, and made offerings to 
this deity. Once these preparations were completed, he hosted a great feast for 
the high priests and important nobles, in which many presents were given out. 
After bathing and committing autosacrifice, he returned for a second time to 
the main temple, he had the red and white headband of lordship placed upon 
his head, as well as the two-feather ornament and other new garments. This 
headband was the Tlaxcalan equivalent of the xiuhuitzolli, the crown worn by 
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teteuctin (Nicholson 1967). He then descended and returned home to great 
fanfare as a fully invested tecutli.

In addition to drawing parallels between the tlahtoani and the tecutli, both 
invested by “Toltec” rites through the agency of the feathered serpent, these 
ceremonies seem designed to call attention to the hidden affinities between 
the plazas of the center and those of the home, between the teoithualli and the 
ithualli of the tecpan or teccalli. The noble was first selected and proclaimed 
in the central plaza, but it was at his residence that he performed his first 
paradigmatic acts of rulership, those of providing food, clothing, and finery for 
his subjects in the culminating feast. These rites are thus as much about the 
burdens and obligations of rulership as they are about the prerogatives of rank, 
as is clear from some of the orations to which the initiate was subjected. In-
vestiture involves not only the assumption of power, but also self-mortification, 
the loss of previous identify, and, in the case of the tecutli, actual payments in 
acknowledgment of the primacy of the center.

A few archaeological expectations can therefore be framed for analogues 
to such rites elsewhere and earlier in time. First, the plazas involved should 
be focused on the structures associated with accession and sufficiently ample 
to accommodate large crowds. The feathered serpent should be prominent 
on the specific buildings and in those open spaces associated with accession, 
often to the exclusion of other areas. The pyramids, in particular, should show 
specific iconographic similarities, although as will be seen, pyramids were in 
some cases of lesser importance. Houses and plazas might be expected to figure 
prominently in both the iconography and archaeology of investiture, as might 
connections between the main and barrio temples in the case of the teteuctin 
confirmation. Evidence for processions of nobles, feasting, sequestration of the 
initiate, often with several other individuals, and associated rites of penitence 
and autosacrifice are also important clues.

Finally, pairing or duality might be expected among some of these traits. 
Lockhart (1992:25–26) has remarked upon the “tendency toward dualism” of 
the prehispanic Nahua groups of Central Mexico. The dual temples surmount-
ing the principal pyramids of Tenayuca, Tlatilolco, and Tenochtitlan are fre-
quently interpreted as expressions of ideological or economic duality (Broda 
1987; Hirth 2000:220; Matos Moctezuma 1987:194; Smith 2008) or unity in 
duality (López Austin and López Luján 2009:475–479), but ethnohistorical 
sources point to duality of office as another possible dimension (Ringle 2004). 
Space does not permit a full treatment of this point, but certainly this was the 
case with the dual rulership of the tlaquiach and aquiach in Cholula, both of 
whom were members of the Quetzalcoatl priesthood.

Teotihuacan

In their influential study of the iconography of the Feathered Serpent Pyra-
mid (FSP) (see figure 10.2), López Austin, López Luján, and Sugiyama (1991) 
identified the second head on the façade of the FSP as a headdress of Cipactli, 
the monster from whom the earth was born and the first day of the Sacred 
Calendar, and concluded that the pyramid was essentially “a temple dedicated 
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to the passage of time” (103). With the identification of the second head on 
the façade as a headdress, coupled with the unearthing of hundreds of sacri-
ficial burials around and under the FSP, interpretation increasingly favored 
militarism and rulership (e.g., Sugiyama 1989, 2004, 2005; Taube 1992). Yet 
discussion has been largely confined to the pyramid; the complex as a whole 
continues to be identified as either a palace or a temple (see, however, Mu-
rakami, this volume).

That themes of rulership and militarism are central to the FSP can hardly be 
doubted, but I suggest they must be understood within the larger function of 
the Ciudadela (figure 10.3). Both internal and comparative evidence indicates 
that the Ciudadela was the arena where the nobility of Teotihuacan and its trib-
utaries were confirmed in office, at least for several centuries. The Ciudadela 
is one of the largest public spaces along the Street of the Dead, the area within 
the Great Compound directly across the way being its only rival. As Cowgill 
(1983) recognized, the plaza within the enclosure could have held almost the 
entire adult population of Teotihuacan. In considering whether the Ciudadela 
could have been the royal palace of Teotihuacan’s paramount, he grappled with 

Figure 10.2.  Detail, façade of the Feathered Serpent Pyramid (Temple of 
Quetzalcoatl), Ciudadela, Teotihuacan (photograph by author).
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the problem of why there were so few rooms in the two compounds flanking 
the FSP and why their floor plans had remained virtually unmodified for sev-
eral hundred years, whereas palaces are usually subject to continual remodel-
ing and expansion, or even abandonment. The question of why a palace would 
require such a vast open plaza was left unasked, however. Although Cowgill 
came to no firm conclusion regarding function, one possibility he favored was 
that the Ciudadela began as a palace and then became a “frozen” symbol of 
state power, while the actual palaces migrated around the city according to the 
particular dynasty in power. Yet clearly the Ciudadela could have provided the 
stage for the great state ceremonies of investiture, emphasizing precisely those 
themes that were the duties of the nobility: militarism, rulership, and ritual 
leadership.

Figure 10.3.  Detail map of Teotihuacan showing the relative positions of the 
Ciudadela and the Great Platform (redrawn from Map 1: Archaeological and 
Topographical, 1:10,000, Millon et al. 1973 and Cabrera Castro 1993).
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The Ciudadela and the FSP were both built at about the same time, and so 
were likely the result of a single unified vision. Rattray (2001:371) dates con-
struction of the Great Platform surrounding the compound to the Miccaotli 
and Early Tlamimilolpa phases,5 while Sugiyama (2004, 2005) favors a date of 
around ad 150–200 for the FSP dedicatory burials and the commencement 
of construction of the pyramid. About ad 350, the Adosada pyramid was built 
against the front of the FSP, an act that Sugiyama (1998b) interprets as a ter-
mination ritual. However, the Ciudadela as a whole continued to be utilized 
and modified until Metepec times (Rattray 2001:387, 393, 401), suggesting its 
continued relevance to the city. Certainly the feathered serpent continued to 
be a popular theme of Teotihuacan murals until its collapse.

The Ciudadela is also one of the most formally organized public spaces, 
and the fact that the FSP faces along the central axis of the Great Compound 
across the Street of the Dead is surely significant. This formality extends to 
the fifteen symmetrically placed temples along the Great Platform and to the 
virtually identical “palaces” on either side of the FSP (figure 10.3). Although 
these compounds appear to be somewhat later constructions, during the Early 
and Late Tlamimilolpa phases, they are nevertheless early in the history of 
apartment compound construction at Teotihuacan. Yet excavations revealed 
that their floor plans remained invariant for centuries (Jarquín Pacheco and 
Martínez Vargas 1982:123), leading to Cowgill’s questions regarding function.

The strongest reason for considering the Ciudadela as the locus of inves-
titure is of course the sculpture of the FSP. This platform is unique at Teoti-
huacan in being completely covered with stone sculpture.6 Like the principal 
pyramids of Tenochtitlan, Xochicalco, Tenayuca, and Chichén Itzá, feathered 
serpents adorn the balustrades of the FSP (figure 10.2), and like many other 
feathered serpent pyramids, it faced west. Interpretation of the FSP as the 
point of investiture also permits a fuller understanding of why headdresses 
occur on the bodies of feathered serpents. Although they could simply be gen-
eral allusions to themes of militarism and warfare, in keeping with the pyramid 
as a “frozen symbol,” in my view they refer specifically to the placing of such 
headdresses through the agency of the feathered serpent. As noted by Sugi-
yama (1989), the feathered serpent is paired with a number of headdress types 
elsewhere at the site. These varied pairings are a strong argument against in-
terpretation of the FSP as a “temple to time” or to specific deities; a more par-
simonious explanation is to see such headdress-feathered serpent pairings as 
references to specific offices and ranks within Teotihuacan. Feathered serpents 
here and elsewhere provide a path; as balustrades, by framing the passages 
between rooms, or along the edges of benches or walls. They also transform, 
as the many examples of warriors issuing from the maws of feathered serpents 
attest. Thus, the feathered serpent forms the common denominator behind the 
investiture of a number of noble ranks or offices within the network of ancient 
Tollans.

Feathered serpents also bind and enclose, most famously on the coatepantli 
of Tenochtitlan, and the border around the Gran Nivelación of Chichén Itzá 
(Pérez de Heredia Puente 2010:194). Although no iconography has survived, 
the Great Platform surrounding the plaza of the Ciudadela performs simi-
larly, creating an interior “sunken” space. Kristan-Graham (2007) has noted 
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the significance of sunken patios in the ceremonial spaces of northern Me-
soamerica and suggested that the Ciudadela might be one source for this tra-
dition. Symbolically, the enclosed patio may represent the watery world, as 
the secondary imagery of the FSP frieze might suggest, from which rises the 
primordial Coatepetl. This does little to explain the fifteen temple platforms 
symmetrically arrayed along the Great Platform, though, which seemingly have 
little to do with either cosmogonic symbolism or any function the Ciudadela 
may have had as a palace. Instead there may again be a political dimension to 
its symbolism. By analogy with the Codex Mendoza, in which temples repre-
sent altepetls, and the Mapa Quinatzin, where glyphs representing Texcoco’s 
subject polities are arranged in a rectangle around the palace, these temples 
may represent Teotihuacan’s tributaries, enclosing and defining the plaza. The 
plaza, in turn, may thus symbolize the common space of the polity as a whole. 
The symmetrical arrangement of the temples suggests that they represent an 
abstract conception of the state, rather than particular subject polities. As for 
the “palaces” flanking the pyramid, the “majority of the architectonic elements 
combined with the severe rigidity of its floor plan, fortify the hypothesis that it 
was a center of basically religious functions, whose occupants possibly received 
as tribute sumptuary items and sustenance” (Jarquín Pacheco and Martínez 
Vargas 1982:123). Modifying Millon’s (1976:237) argument that these housed 
twin rulers, they may instead have lodged a dual priesthood ancestral to the 
Quetzalcoatl priests who oversaw investitures at Cholula and perhaps at other 
Tollans in subsequent times. Perhaps some of the rooms also served as places 
of penitence and fasting, similar to the tlacochcalco of the Nahuas.

As mentioned earlier, Nahua investiture rites seemed to establish a comple-
mentary affinity between the teoithualli and the ithualli of the tecpan or tec-
calli, a correspondence that I believe can also be seen at Teotihuacan. In the 
search for the royal patio at the time of the Ciudadela, Millon’s (1973:20, 
1976:236) suggestion that the Great Compound (figure 10.3, G) may have 
housed the administrative apparatus of the city merits reconsideration. This 
compound supported a number of apartment complexes on its two halves, 
bounding an enormous central patio larger than that of the Ciudadela. As men-
tioned, the midline of this compound continues directly east to the FSP and 
notably, when walls were constructed between the temples of the Ciudadela 
in the Late Xolalpan period, the western wing was kept free of such obstruc-
tions (Rattray 2001:393), suggesting the sight line was important. The Great 
Compound has also been interpreted as the main market of the city, probably 
because of heavy Xolalpan-Metepec deposits (Rattray 2001:401) and its large 
open patio, but perhaps by this time the royal residence had moved northward 
to other complexes along the Street of the Dead, as Cowgill (1983) suggested.

With regard to the peripheries and the lesser nobility, descriptions of Toltec 
investiture among the later highland Guatemalan groups describe a variety of 
objects and emblems presented to the initiates following their confirmation 
(e.g., the Popol Vuh, Tedlock 1985:204). I suggest that insignias and presta-
tions may also reflect the involvement of the nobility resident in Teotihuacan’s 
apartment compounds in Toltec investiture rites. Sugiyama’s (1998a) sugges-
tive discussion of theater censers outlines one line of evidence. During exca-
vations of the Ciudadela, a large workshop dedicated to the manufacture of 
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mold-made theater censer components was discovered in an enclosure along 
its north side. Significant quantities were also discovered within the North 
Palace. Although hand-built theater censers are an Early Tlamimilolpa innova-
tion, mold-made theater censers appear during the Late Tlamimilolpa phase 
(Rattray 2001:373, 377). Although thus postdating construction of the FSP, 
Sugiyama believes theater censers were products of a state-run manufactory.

As Berlo (1980) and Sugiyama (1998a) note, the iconography of theater 
censers concern warriors, and each censer could be individualized by the addi-
tion of selected adornos. Berlo also makes the point that the frames that often 
surround the head or body of the warrior are architectural. This is particularly 
clear with some of the Esquintla censers, where the frames are clearly houses 
or temples. In my view this point is central to their symbolism, for at Teo-
tihuacan theater censers of known provenience overwhelmingly derive from 
apartment compounds, sometimes from beneath house floors but often from 
the main patios of apartment compounds. When they accompany burials, it is 
almost always of high-status males. Although typically identified as founders or 
lineage heads, at least in a number of cases they may have been the Teotihua-
can equivalents of Toltec teteuctin, the theater censers being either heirlooms 
from their investiture or produced at the Ciudadela on the occasion of their 
burial. Burial 8 from Oztoyahualco is an example of such a mortuary context: 
a young adult male, he was by far the richest of the compound and had been 
buried in a pit in Patio 2 with a dismantled theater censer depicting a standing 
warrior (Manzanilla 2004:137). The fact that he was young makes it unlikely 
he was a lineage head or a founder, but he may well have been a young tecutli. 
Burials 1 and 10 of Zacuala (Séjourné 1959:fig. 35; Sempowski and Spence 
1994:60, 64) both contained theater censers, and Burial 10 seems to have 
been placed in a patio, judging from Séjourné’s profile.

Theater censers not accompanying burials may instead have been used to 
dedicate a compound as a lordly one by marking its most important commu-
nal space. An example of the latter would be fragments of at least two censers 
Linné (1934:48, 112–113) found beneath the central altar of the main patio of 
Xolalpan. These fragments, which include a butterfly nosepiece, clearly indi-
cate a warrior was at its center. An interesting example combining both aspects 
was Burial 4 from Tlamimilolpa, a Late Xolalpan adult male burial placed in a 
courtyard (Room 1). The floor under the burial, the first of the series, sealed 
four fragmentary theater censers that had been ritually arranged when the patio 
floor was laid down (Linné 1942:172). Burial 4 was sealed by the subsequent 
floor. His grave contained two obsidian human effigies (the only examples from 
Tlamimilolpa) and laurel leaf obsidian points, objects perhaps distinctive to his 
rank. Perhaps it was he who was responsible for the initial designation of the 
courtyard group as a Toltec house and then, upon his death, he was placed at 
the center of the patio with further marks of his rank.

Other objects might signal similar connections. From the pretheater censer 
period, Burial 57 of the Tlajinga compound was buried in a patio beneath an 
altar and was one of the richest and earliest excavated (Storey 1992:97, table 
4.4). Among other objects, excavation indicated he “was wrapped or clothed 
in a garment that had approximately 4,000 olivella shells sewn on it. On the 
skull was an elaborate headdress consisting of four shell disks, two carved in 
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the form of coiled rattlesnakes and two shell filigree disks” (Storey 1992:97). 
The olivella-covered garment recalls the later xicolli tunic of Tula Toltecs, 
Itza, and Mexica investitures, while the serpent “goggles” recall the gold disks 
pulled from the Great Cenote of Chichén Itzá and those worn by the “effigy” 
of the Lower Temple of the Jaguars (who also had a pair of plain rings in 
his forehead). These and other objects suggest that the equivalent of tecutli 
investitures were also practiced in Early Classic Teotihuacan. In fact, their 
multiplicity may have been a contributing factor to the repetitive and “face-
less” aspect of its iconography, leading some to doubt the existence of a central 
leadership (e.g., Pasztory 1997).

Xochicalco

The Plaza Ceremonial (or Principal) of Xochicalco very likely provided the 
corresponding arena for investitures at Xochicalco (figure 10.4). The Cerro 
Xochicalco is by far the most densely settled of the hilltops comprising the 
urban zone, and the Plaza Ceremonial was the largest and most elevated of the 
several plazas along its slopes (Hirth 2000:227–228). The plaza is further set 
off from surrounding construction by high terrace façades, restricting access 
to the zone of highest ritual and residential importance. Hirth also notes that 
it was the only plaza not connected to other districts by paved causeways, and 
that access was confined to two stairways. He further suggests that the Plaza 
Central to the south probably provided for public ritual on a regular basis, 
leaving the summit dedicated to elite ceremonies. Ballcourts, which seem to 
be intimately involved with Epiclassic accession rites, were located a relatively 
short distance away to the north and east.

The tendency toward dualism is evident in the bilaterally symmetric floor 
plans of many of the principal structures, such as the Pirámide de las Estelas 
and the Acrópolis, but less well appreciated is that this included the Pirámide 
de las Serpientes Emplumadas (PSE) as well, for just to its north is the poorly 
preserved Pirámide Gemela (PG). The Proyecto Xochicalco trenched both 
structures, revealing that the PG had a virtually identical orientation and 
dimensions to its neighbor, though it was apparently decorated with murals 
rather than stone friezes (González Crespo et al. 2008:132). The two faced 
west, as do the FSP and many of the serpent temples at Chichén Itzá. Both 
structures also had substructures, though these differed in form. Radiocarbon 
samples taken from the infill of these earlier buildings just prior to construc-
tion of the PSE and PG indicate they were some of the earliest buildings built 
in the ceremonial core, the PSE date being the oldest and the PG the third 
oldest at cal ad 635–669 and ad 664–723 respectively (González Crespo et 
al. 2008:fig. 9). Although physically separate, the two pyramids indicate the 
antiquity of the twin-temple group; another slightly later example can be found 
at Tula Chico (Mastache et al. 2002:71–76).

Like the FSP of Teotihuacan, the PSE was the only structure at Xochicalco 
to have been covered by sculptural friezes, and like it, was entered via a feath-
ered serpent stairway. The friezes of both prominently feature the feathered 
serpent and symbols of rulership (figure 10.5). Smith (2000), in her stimulating 



Figure 10.4. M ap of the Plaza Principal/Ceremonial, Xochicalco (González Crespo 
et al. 2008: fig. 7).
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study of the PSE sculptures, argues that they display political and military 
themes, rather than religious or nature symbolism. Although not hazarding a 
precise function, she seems to suggest that the building served as a memorial. 
In her view, the basal taluds (figure 10.5c) represent the watery underworld, 
with the figures on its back being “royal predecessors who have assumed the 
identity of, or who have been equated with, the Feathered Serpent” (Smith 
2000:79). These are in essence ancestors, members of the “spiritual realm” 
floating around the feathered serpents. The tablero frieze (figure 10.5b), she 
argues, is a record of tribute and military conquest, with the seated warriors 
offering submission and tribute to Xochicalco’s rulers. Following Hirth (1989), 
a repeated motif of a circle divided in quarters next to an open mouth with 
teeth exposed is interpreted as the “consumption of tribute or something pre-
cious” (Smith 2000:71). Finally, she argues that the talud of the superstructure 
(figure 10.5a), consisting of a series of seated (and some standing) warriors, 
perhaps represents members of Xochicalco’s eagle and coyote military orders 
(Smith 2000:78), though she does not speculate further as to their precise 
purpose.

While agreeing with her general points regarding militarism and political 
authority, I believe that, like the FSP, these should be subsumed within the 
larger theme of investiture. First, the tablero frieze depicts several seated fig-
ures clad identically, even with regard to their headdresses, the usual place 
where individuality was marked in Mesoamerica. These headdresses have an 
embedded A-O trapeze-ray motif above a band with small circles, and each of 
the figures wears circular goggles. Both are markers usually associated with 
Teotihuacan’s legacy, and I believe mark them as local or regional nobles of a 
particular rank or caste. But most telling to the conquest interpretation is that 
none of these figures are armed or in a posture of submission; instead each 
proffers an incense bag, or in the case of the four at the center of the rear fa-
çade, pots of some sort.

As for the glyph preceding each figure, it is unlikely they represent verbs 
since Central Mexican texts chiefly represent toponyms, dates, and names, 
while actions are represented pictorially. Also, the order of the texts is prob-
ably [variable glyph]:[quartered circle]:[mouth with teeth]. Following Berlo 
(1989:28, 33), the first is probably a specific toponym, but the two following 
glyphs probably indicate the type of place, much as the burning temples do for 
the toponyms in the first section of the Codex Mendoza. If Nahuatl was spoken 
at Xochicalco, a possible interpretation of the final sign is -tlan, which means 
“teeth” but is also a common grammatical suffix to indicate “place.” It would 
therefore be a typical example of Nahuatl rebus sign formation. The quartered 
circle is less clear, but possibly refers to the four quadrants of the ideal commu-
nity, the circle itself representing the community or perhaps the central plaza 
as a metaphor for that community.7

In my view, the incense bags indicate the seated figures belong to a priestly 
caste, or perhaps underscore the ritual duties of the nobility. (Those with pots 
may refer to the festivities associated with investiture.) They are not foreigners, 
but instead represent the communities or noble estates forming the Xochicalco 
polity. This group contrasts with the seated “procession” of warriors above 
them on the talud of the superstructure. They too are costumed identically 



Figure 10.5.  Details of the sculptural friezes of the Pirámide de la Serpiente Emplumada, 
Xochicalco. (a) Portion of the frieze of seated warriors from the upper northern talud; 
(b) portion of the frieze of seated priests or nobles on the northern tablero; (c) portion of 
the frieze of the lower southern talud (all from Smith 1988:fig. 1).
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and carry darts, shields, and (probably) atlatls, but instead of toponyms, most 
seem to be associated with a large day-sign cartouche. Here I believe Smith to 
be correct in seeing them as representatives of the Xochicalco warrior sodality, 
with the caveat that their posture is one of attendance, not aggression. The 
important point to note is the contrast between this procession and that of 
the seated “priests” on the tablero below, both of whom encircle and bind the 
building. This same contrast of processional groups appears on two benches of 
the Temple of the Chac Mool, on the accession scene from the North Temple 
of the Great Ballcourt at Chichén Itzá (Ringle 2004; Wren 1994), and on the 
contrasting façades of the Nunnery at Uxmal (Ringle 2012), where I believe 
they depict two of the constituent “estates” of most Toltec polities. Thus, like 
the Ciudadela, the PSE is also a three-dimensional model of Xochicalco’s po-
litical structure.

With regard to the talud along the base of the building, to my mind the fig-
ures are less ancestors than they are images of initiates: they are in essence full-
figure forms of the headdress-on-feathered serpent so common at Teotihuacan 
(Ringle 2004). As Smith (2000) notes, the seated figures are very plainly clad 
in a loincloth, simple anklets and wristlets, and a necklace. All wear identical 
headdresses, not what one would expect of a series of portraits of past rulers. 
It makes more sense to see these as initiates stripped of their finery and poised 
to be conveyed by the feathered serpent to their new offices, represented in 
part by the mat signs that delimit each feathered serpent. Their helmets are 
not images of the feathered serpent, as Smith argued, but are instead akin to 
the war serpent headdress at Teotihuacan and to the similar headdress of the 
“hombre-pajaro-serpiente” complex (Taube 1992).

Although the residences of Xochicalco are at present insufficiently known to 
trace ties to individual teteuctin equivalents, the affinity between the plaza of 
investiture and the palace patio seems clear from the layout of the hilltop. The 
second oldest radiocarbon date came from the Acrópolis, a large palace struc-
ture forming the west side of this plaza (González Crespo et al. 2008:fig. 9). As 
mentioned, the palace has a highly symmetric floor plan,8 and the PSE faces 
directly along the midline of this building from across the plaza, much as the 
FSP is oriented along the midline of the Great Compound. Palace and pyramid 
may well have been part of the same early construction event as Xochicalco 
established itself as a regional Tollan, providing strong spatial and temporal 
connections between the residence of the ruler(s) and the temples where they 
received their power. In addition to Teotihuacan, this pattern can also be seen 
later at Uxmal with the simultaneous construction of the Palace of the Gover-
nors and the Nunnery Quadrangle (Kowalski 1987; Ringle 2012).

Chichén Itzá

The dynamic between the central plaza of investiture and the patios of res-
idential compounds is also reflected at Chichén Itzá, indicating that Toltec 
influence there extended beyond those resident in the site center. I will not 
rehearse previous arguments (Ringle 2004, 2009; Ringle and Bey 2009; Wren 
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1994) that several of the structures of the Gran Nivelación (Great Terrace) 
served as stations in rites of investiture, probably culminating in the ascent of 
the Castillo, but here I would like to briefly discuss the Lower Temple of the 
Jaguars. This small structure at the back of the Great Ballcourt faced east onto 
the Gran Nivelación. Indeed, it may be one of the earliest buildings still vis-
ible on this vast plaza. The central motif of the rear wall (figure 10.6), directly 
behind the jaguar throne, is the famous image of a feathered serpent rearing 
behind a strangely costumed figure. This figure, who has rings around his eyes 
and on his forehead and was clearly of central importance to the ritual life of 
the city, stands behind a hamper, facing two figures carrying large multicolor 
woven bags.

This is thus yet another example of a serpent bearing the headdress of high 
office, in this case the xiuhuitzolli, the peaked diadem worn by Mexica emper-
ors. The xiuhuitzolli had a much broader distribution, however, as can be seen 
in the Codex Mendoza, where it is worn by a number of high officials and where 
it also serves as a glyph for tecutli (Berdan and Anawalt 1997:187, ff.17v, 18r). 
Mexica processional scenes also depict multiple instances of individuals wear-
ing the crown (Beyer 1955). This is abundantly confirmed by recent excava-
tions in the Casa de las Aguilas, where over 40 percent of the 201 bench figures 
wear the xiuhuitzolli (López Luján 2006:114). Processional scenes from Chi-
chén Itzá also demonstrate that the peaked diadem could be worn by subroyal 
nobles: on the back wall of the Lower Temple of the Jaguars, two prominent 
individuals wear the crown (D9, C11), as do about 25 percent of the figures on 
the benches of the Temple of the Warriors and the Mercado.

The scene depicted in the Lower Temple of the Jaguars recalls the presenta-
tion of gifts and offerings by teteuctin candidates to the central leadership, as 
mentioned by Motolinia and de Rojas. A jaguar throne at its entrance, one of 
only a few at Chichén Itzá, may mark the spot where the paramount or high 
priest sat to receive these payments. The initiate, possibly the figure behind 
the strangely clad figure, is accompanied by figures in a variety of costumes, 
though few bear typical Toltec insignias. These may be his dependents from his 
home barrio or community. A further piece of support is that the rear frieze of 
this temple shows strong compositional parallels to the rear wall of the North 
Temple of the Great Ballcourt. The top registers of both center on figures with 
sun attributes seated on a jaguar throne placed within either a sun disk or a 
circular frame of feathered serpents and flanked by rows of Toltec warriors. 
Below are rows of nobles, many with Toltec insignia, followed at the bottom by 
processions of warriors in a variety of costumes. These scenes contrast at their 
centers, however: in the Lower Temple of the Jaguars, the subject is tribute 
presentation, but in the North Temple, the subject seems to be donning a xi-
colli tunic (Wren 1994),9 one of the garments also presented to Nahua initiates 
in the Late Postclassic. Thus, the presence of the xiuhuitzolli on the feathered 
serpent, the presentation of offerings or tribute, and the deliberate compo-
sitional contrast with the donning of the xicolli all suggest that the Lower 
Temple of the Jaguars was an early station in the rites of investiture carried out 
on the Gran Nivelación and that such rites involved the local equivalents of 
teteuctin, as well as paramounts.
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Some sense of how this played out beyond the Gran Nivelación can be seen 
in the changes that outlying plaza groups experienced during the transition to 
the full Toltec manifestation (figure 10.7). We now have excavation informa-
tion on one such group, the Grupo de la Serie Inicial, thanks to the work of 
Peter Schmidt (2005, 2007; see also Pérez de Heredia Puente 2010), and a 
much fuller picture of the organization of the sacbe system and the outlying 
groups they connect, owing to a survey conducted by Rafael Cobos (2003a, 
2003b; Cobos and Winemiller 2001) and by Francisco Pérez Ruiz of Schmidt’s 
project. It is clear that the progressive development of the Toltec arrangement 
was marked by the greater prominence and significant reorganization of outly-
ing elite residential groups (Cobos 2003a; Ringle and Bey 2009). Most evident 
are the changes during the Modified Florescent stage of the city, when exist-
ing elite residential groups, set on large terraces usually connected to the site 
center by sacbes, were modified by the addition of an architectural complex 
consisting of a temple, an altar, and a gallery-patio or patio building, some-
times with the addition of a ballcourt. At the same time, new groups consisting 
of only these new forms were constructed around the peripheries of the city 
(Cobos 2003a, 2003b). Insofar as architecture is any guide, the introduction of 
temples, ballcourts, and gallery-patio structures, as well as the expansion of the 
sacbe system, reflect a new strategy of binding groups to the site core.

The regularity and comprehensiveness of such modifications indicate they 
were almost certainly the result of central directives regarding the reorganiza-
tion of the nobility according to the new political ideology. Although we have 
little detailed architectural information outside of the Carnegie survey area, 
virtually all the reported group temples have warrior imagery, some sort of 
feathered serpent decoration (either balustrades, columns, or moldings), and a 
similar floor plan. They were in effect miniatures of the temples on the Great 
Terrace, a similarity that suggests they were part of an integrated network of 
tecutli rituals similar to those connecting the teccalli temples of Tlaxcala with 
the central temples. Similarly, the ballcourt and gallery-patio structures were 
miniatures of those ringing the Gran Nivelación.

Although information is again limited, it is intriguing that certain basal ter-
races (plazas) also share this pattern. The platforms of the Grupo de la Serie 
Inicial (figure 10.7a), the Grupo de las Bóvedas, the Grupo del Extremo Este 
(figure 10.7b), and the Grupo del Chultun (partially) are edged by low walls, 
which suggest a parallelism with those surrounding the Gran Nivelación and 
more broadly with the concept of the ithualli as an enclosed space. At Chichén 
Itzá, this parallelism is made literal by the physical linking of the two by means 
of sacbes. The latter may even have been conceptualized as extensions of plaza 
space, since the enclosure walls around the Gran Nivelación also extended up 
the edges of Sacbe 1.

Some iconographic support for this argument can be found in the proces-
sion scenes at Chichén Itzá. Some, such as the reliefs of the Lower Temple of 
the Jaguars, the North Temple, and the Temple of the Wall Panels, are large 
tableaux involving multiple registers, but another genre decorates the lower 
portions of benches in both serpent temples and gallery-patio structures, with 
close counterparts at Tula and Tenochtitlan. Where preserved, two lines of 
nobles usually converge on a sacrificial vessel or a zacatapayolli, almost always 
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placed beneath the midpoint of a throne-like extension to the benches, equat-
ing the event depicted with whoever sat above. In the site center, these have 
been found associated with the Temple of the Warriors and the Mercado,10 the 
largest of the gallery-patio structures, but the central portion of one such relief 
was found associated with Structure 5C11, the gallery-patio of the Grupo de 
la Serie Inicial (Schmidt 2005). What is interesting is that very similar con-
ventions apply to all of them, including costume. In each a figure in a cap is 
one of the pair facing the central sacrificial object; often the opposing figure 
wears the xiuhuitzolli. This cap, blue where color is recorded, also has the 
two-feather aztaxelli ornament affixed. These may have had something to do 
with the founding of outlying compounds, as I favor, but whatever ceremony 
was being recorded, it was carried out in similar ways with similar ranks and in 
similar places in both the center and in the outlying noble compounds. That 

Figure 10.7. O utlying elite compounds, Chichén Itzá. (a) The Grupo de la Serie 
Inicial (redrawn from Schmidt 2005); (b) the Grupo del Extremo Este (redrawn from 
Cobos 2003a:fig. 5).

b
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these processions were Toltec rituals is indicated by Mexica reliefs, such as the 
Centro Mercantil stone, as well as benches from the Casa de las Aguilas and 
the Templo Mayor. These show individuals in very similar costumes, including 
caps and xiuhuitzollis, while other costume details make it clear that these are 
archaized portraits of Tula Toltecs (López Luján and López Austin 2009:403–
411). Presumably warriors seated on these benches were thus undergoing rites 
strongly influenced by this historical tradition.

Concluding Remarks

Much as humble architectural symbols such as the house could be telescoped 
to ever-broader levels of social integration, the above discussion argues for 
a similar metaphorical affinity between household patios and the civic pla-
zas of the altepetl (or its equivalent). Were we able to elicit how the ancient 
residents of the cities discussed above regarded these open paved architectural 
spaces, I suspect that their answers would reflect the semantic domain associ-
ated with ithualli rather than tianquiztli. That is, I suspect their perceptions 
would emphasize the common bounded nature of such spaces, rather than the 
divisions between sacred and secular, or public and private, that contribute to 
our distinction between patio and plaza. At the highest level, this affinity was 
manifested in the link between the ceremonial precinct and the palace patio, 
but investiture rituals indicate these were also seen as like-in-kind to the patios 
of certain nonroyal nobles.

What, then, was being enclosed? A number of ethnohistorians (Chance 
2000; Hicks 2009; Lockhart 1992; Terraciano 2000) concur that the house, in 
Levi-Strauss’s (1987) sense of the term,11 provides a useful means of character-
izing social organization among a variety of highland communities at the time 
of the Conquest. The enclosed or raised residential patio may therefore have 
served to define the noble “house” in this extended sense, that is, not simply 
the lordly residence, but additional structures involved with the administration 
of the noble house as well, including places of gathering, temples, shrines, 
and so forth. Historically, I would argue, this commonality had its roots in the 
Toltec tradition forming the basis of their political organization, a key aspect 
of which was the empowerment of a broad spectrum of the nobility.12 In addi-
tion to being warriors, such nobles directed large landed estates, or, as I argue, 
apartment compounds in the case of Teotihuacan. As the leaders of the fun-
damental residential divisions below the level of the polity itself, it was natural 
to symbolically equate the teoithualli with the ithualli, the teocalli with the 
teccalli, and the investiture of the tlahtoani and the tecutli. Abundant evidence 
indicates the symbolic use of the physical house in a similar fashion, but that is 
another project. But in any event, it suggests a somewhat different response to 
the question of who the Toltecs were. While variously understood as a people, a 
nation, or an ideology, they were also a noble stratum; Toltecs from the time of 
Teotihuacan onward were in some fundamental way the teteuctin of their time, 
as is made clear by the feathered serpent rearing above the assembled nobility 
in the frieze of the Lower Temple of the Jaguars.
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Notes

	 1. 	By this is meant cities following a political ideology first defined at Teotihuacan 
and then widely disseminated after its fall. Tula Xicocotitlan was only one of these cen-
ters, thus Toltec as used here refers to a broader and longer lasting tradition.
	 2. 	Several FS sculptures in the Aztec gallery of the Museo Nacional de Antropología 
also have mat panels. The serpent balustrades on the side of the Tlaloc temple have 
neither feathers nor mat motifs, but are marked with two circles, references either to 
Tlaloc’s goggles or to the two circles worn in the headdresses of gods and warriors as-
sociated with Toltec themes.
	 3. 	This perhaps suggests that the Cipactli head on the façade of the Feathered Ser-
pent Pyramid at Teotihuacan refers not to time in the abstract (“a temple dedicated to 
the passage of time,” López Austin, López Luján, and Sugiyama 1991:103), but to time 
as mediated through the ruler and his office.
	 4. 	Somewhat similar claims were made for Chichén Itzá in the Relación de Tekanto y 
Tipikan and the Relación de Izamal y Santa María (Garza 1983:I), though there framed 
in terms of tribute.
	 5. 	The approximate spans of the Miccaoltli and succeeding Tlamimilolpa phases are 
ad 150–200 and ad 200–350. Estimates of the final two phases differ slightly, with 
Sugiyama (2005) favoring ad 350–500 for the Xolalpan and ad 500–600 for the Me-
tepec phases, while Rattray (2001:fig. 1b) dates the end of the Xolalpan to ad 550 and 
the Metepec phase from ad 550–650.
	 6. 	Other structures have façade sculptures, but none apparently to the extent of 
the FSP. A considerable quantity of sculpture lies along the base of the Pyramid of the 
Sun, for instance, but given the depredations to its exterior, it is impossible to know how 
much of it was originally covered by sculpture.
	 7. 	Berlo (1989:33) identifies the mouth glyph as the Mixtec locative prefix a-, rather 
surprisingly in that she quotes (1989:28) a previous suggested reading of -tlan. In my 
view, the ordering of the signs makes it more likely that the mouth served as a suffix. 
Her figures 5 and 10 show several examples in which a mouth with a full set of teeth 
was used to represent -tlan, even though other cases use just a tooth or two.

Berlo (1989:28) notes the use of the quartered circle and mouth compound at Ca-
caxtla to represent what is probably another toponym. Here there is only a single “vari-
able” element, a bleeding heart, and since it is repeated five times, it most likely refers 
to Cacaxtla itself. This casts further doubt on the “consumption/tribute” argument, as 
it is unlikely that Cacaxtla would refer to itself in that fashion.

The quartered circle serves as the fifth day name on Zapotec monuments and also 
forms part of the Zapotec year sign, represented graphically as a headdress (Caso 
1932:figs. 7, 8). It also ornaments (twice) the staff of office held by the ruler on Monte 
Alban Stela 1. A quartered circle forms the toponym for Pochtlan, where it seems to 
serve as a variant for tianquiztli (López Luján and Olmedo 2009:fig. 6f). It can also be 
seen on the façade of the Temple of the Warriors, Chichén Itzá, where it seems to be a 
back mirror, though these have a small central circle.
	 8. 	Excavations completed after González Crespo et al. (2008) revealed that a build-
ing very similar in floor plan to the palace was constructed just to its north, further re-
inforcing this “tendency toward dualism.” This structure can be seen in the most recent 
Google Earth images.
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	 9. 	Wren (1994:28) suggests the Lower Temple of the Jaguars served as the equiva-
lent of the Mexica tlacochcalco or “house of fasting,” but in my view (Ringle 2009), the 
Upper Temple of the Jaguars had that function.
	 10. 	The central figure of the Mercado procession is a single triumphant eagle warrior.
	 11. 	Lévi-Strauss (1982:174) defined the house as a “corporate body holding an estate 
made up of both material and immaterial wealth, which perpetuates itself through the 
transmission of its name, its goods, and its titles down a real or imaginary line, consid-
ered legitimate as long as this continuity can express itself in the language of kinship 
[descent] or of affinity [alliance] and, most often, of both.”
	 12. 	I do not argue that this notion of the house was applicable solely to Toltec so-
cieties (see, for example, Joyce and Gillespie 2000, for other applications). I am also 
aware of Watanabe’s (2004) critique of the concept. However, the house seems to be of 
fundamental importance for several of the societies who adopted Toltec ideology.
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Plaza, Atrium, and Maya Social Memory in Itzmal

After the high mass he brought a cross, newly made and for this 
purpose, and brought it in procession in all of the church’s patio 
and he carried it, singing the litany, to the site and . . . he put by 
his own hands three rocks at the base of the cross as a symbol of 
the possession that he has taken. 

—Friar Tomé de Aragon to the crown,  
1573, Archivo General de Indias 

In August 1573 two Franciscan friars, Gregorio de Fuente Ovejuna and Her-
nando Sopuerta slowly made their way across the eastern expanse of the Yu-
catan Peninsula. Despite nearly four decades of colonization effort, this region 
of the province remained marginally Christianized, in Spanish eyes a wholly 
uncivilized corner of their expanding territory in New Spain. Beyond sustaining 
traditional Maya settlement patterns, in this region the indigenous population 
continued to venerate ancient deities, using ritual structures and associated 
plazas that did not adhere to Spanish notions of architecture appropriate for 
Christian worship. The Franciscans set out to change this, to recongregate the 
Maya population in Spanish-style towns organized around a central church 
and plaza. Selecting the peninsula’s more eastern territory, the island of Co-
zumel, which had functioned as a pilgrimage destination for centuries, the 
friars began their ill-fated mission (Roys et al. 1940:7–8).1 On October 3, the 
missionaries entered a sleepy island village of under two hundred souls, appar-
ently with little ado. Six days later, on October 9, the friars performed the first 
mass for the Maya villagers, the account of which is quoted in the epigraph. 
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They then recount performing a possession ceremony, a procession, occurring 
in what they refer to as the “patio” of the “church,” carrying a wooden cross 
to “all [its] parts.” The friar then planted the cross in the middle of the plaza, 
signifying the colonization of pagan space for that of the Spanish Dios and by 
extension, the Spanish Crown as God’s earthly representative.

This short anecdote, which surely echoes hundreds of evangelical experi-
ences, highlights the ways in which open civic spaces of the built urban en-
vironment, plazas, or “patios,” to use the Hispanized term, were the primary 
stages of the initial and then sustained Spanish-Indian colonial interaction.2 
In this chapter, I analyze plaza-like spaces and their associated ritual, argu-
ing that in an ironic twist, introduced Catholic rites that were preformed in 
quadrilateral spaces can actually be understood as providing Maya populations 
with opportunities for resistance to the colonial regime. While archaeologi-
cal excavations have yet to reveal how Maya populations conceived of these 
spaces, colonial archival sources, such as that quoted above, can be mined to 
show how the Maya population of the northern lowlands associated plaza ritu-
als with transformation, the marking of temporal and social shifts.

In the following pages, I closely analyze detailed ethnographic accounts re-
corded by the now infamous Friar Diego de Landa in a manuscript known 
today as the Relación de las cosas de Yucatán (Restall and Chuchiak 2002).3 In 
his rendering of two quadrilateral rites, it becomes clear that the Maya under-
stood that during ritualized activation, plaza spaces became linked with past 
events, such as primordial cosmogenesis. In the Colonial period, friars such 
as Landa invented new forms of plaza rites, performed primarily in church 
atriums. To analyze this shift I look to the monastic complex of San Antonio 
de Padua in Itzmal (now called Izamal), designed by Landa himself, to offer a 
reading of Maya conceptions of Catholic rites. As the best-preserved mission 
church of the early Colonial period, this structure houses material evidence 
of the choreographed use of its atrium space, primarily in the form of painted 
walls and embedded Pre-Columbian finished stones. This evidence reveals a 
continuity of religious function of public quadrilateral spaces. Via the simi-
larity of structured choreography, during ceremonies such as the Franciscan 
Ritual of the Five Wounds, Maya social memory was activated and built upon, 
allowing performance in plazas to function as a way of maintaining indigenous 
agency, even when clouded or concealed by the veil of Catholicism.

To do so it is first necessary to expand our traditional understanding of plaza 
spaces to include all open quadrilateral spaces surrounded by a built environ-
ment, either of domestic or ceremonial architecture. This allows for the con-
sideration of nonelite civic spaces, such as village plazas and even domestic 
areas, spaces typically ignored due to their lack of material remains. In the 
northern Maya lowlands, at the time of Spanish contact, ceremonial cores 
were defined by a few low lying platforms, the summits of which hosted rather 
humble small chapels or corbel vaulted domestic structures. Given that there 
was no masonry church in Cozumel in 1573, the “church” to which the friars 
refer was undoubtedly a humble pole and thatch structure, erected on top of 
one of the village’s diminutive mounds. The “patio” then, by extension, was the 
Maya village’s central plaza, a space that for centuries surely hosted a veritable 
suite of ritualized public events.
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I argue below that the semantics associated with Pre-Columbian plazas 
were transferred in the early Colonial period to a newly introduced quadri-
lateral space that was similarly monumental in scale: the church atrium. Like 
their Pre-Columbian predecessors, atriums fronted the most sacred religious 
structure in a colonial town, the Catholic church, abutted the actual plazas of 
colonial urban plans, and functioned as the primary stage for community re-
ligious events. Moreover, the designed choreography of Catholic processional 
rites appears to have fortuitously replicated those of the precontact ritual tra-
dition, opening up the possibility of Catholic rites as spaces of indigenous ap-
propriation in the early colonial world.4

Landa’s Ethnohistorical Accounts of 
Quadrilateral Ritual Spaces

Friar Diego de Landa arrived in the Yucatan in 1549, as one of four new re-
cruits delivered to aid in the drastically understaffed evangelical effort of his 
Franciscan order. He was assigned to the more experienced Friar Lorenzo de 
Bienvenida, and the two were charged with establishing a mission center in 
the area ruled by the Ah Kin Chel patriline. They selected the site of Itzmal 
as a base due to its impressive Pre-Columbian ruins (figure 11.1), which Friar 
Bienvenida recognized as an expedient aspect of building the new monastery.5 
While Itzmal had been inhabited from the Late Preclassic period, its mate-
rial remains largely dated to the Early Classic, during which it was one of the 
largest urban centers in the northern Maya lowlands. The ceremonial core 
consisted of four immense mounds, clustered around the negative space of a 
monumental plaza. Extant sculpture, such as the monumental stucco masks 
that adorned the southern side of the Kabul pyramid, was also visible with its 
iconography linking this center to those of the southern Maya lowlands (figure 
11.2). This resemblence of similar forms from lowland sites such as Cerros, 
Uaxactún, and Tikal suggests Itzmal’s participation in a similar and mutually 
informing aesthetic system. By the mid-sixteenth century, however, Itzmal’s 
political and economic glory had faded, but the site’s religious importance re-
mained intact; the site functioned as a pilgrimage center to Itzamnaaj, the 
Maya deity of healing and sacred knowledge. When the Franciscans estab-
lished their mission, the mostly ruined city was still inhabited by a handful 
of religious specialists attending to pilgrims who wished to come into contact 
with the site’s numinous powers.

On August 6, the Franciscans mounted the largest of Itzmal’s monumental 
structures, what today is known as the Kinich Kak Moo, constructed a tempo-
rary church out of perishable materials, and recited the first mass. In a seeming 
supernatural moment, a large gust of wind swept through the Yucatec plain, 
crashing the humble church to the plaza below. The friars then moved their 
operational base to the summit of the mound that graced the southern side of 
the plaza, the Ppap Hol Chac. This mound featured architectural spaces that 
lent to the friars’ missionary project and thus remained relatively unworked 
for the next four years. During this time, Landa left Itzmal, venturing into 
the primarily uncontacted zone of central Yucatan. It was during these years 



Figure 11.1.  Plan of the Pre-Columbian city of Itzmal. Drawn by Mark Van Stone.
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that Landa must have had firsthand contact with many of the region’s ruling 
families, perhaps most significantly with the Cocoms of the kingdom based 
at Sotuta. After being summoned back to Spain, following the now infamous 
events of 1562, Landa recorded a plethora of ethnographic data, presumably 
garnered during this time period, but never with the initial intent of preserving 
accounts of Maya lifeways. Regardless, in the absence of a Florentine codex-
like commissioned project, Landa’s writings remain the most detailed colonial 
account of Yucatec Maya cultural practices in existence today.

As a religious man, Landa found particular relevance in Maya ceremonial 
life, although like his contemporary Friar Bernardino de Sahagún in central 
Mexico, his motives were probably aligned with his missionary goals of first 
identifying and then eliminating practices he deemed idolatrous. Regardless of 
his motivations, Landa recounted various forms of Maya ritual in sumptuous 
detail, allowing for a unique vision into the now lost world of ephemeral ritual 
moments. Without drawing definitive differences, Landa described two pri-
mary forms of Maya ritual life, those of personal endeavor associated with long 
distance pilgrimage, and those enacted at the community level within civic 
space. This chapter is concerned with the latter class of ritual, for they featured 
village-level, quadrilateral spaces that replicated the more monumental plaza 
spaces of Maya lowland sites.

While scholars of the Classic Maya have attempted to correlate architectural 
remains with probable ritual circuits, the modern restructuring of many Post-
classic Yucatec towns makes such a methodology difficult (Reese-Taylor 2002; 

Figure 11.2.  Photograph of a monumental sculpture (now destroyed) that 
adorned the upper terrace of the Kabul pyramid. Photograph by Désiré Charnay.



amara solari 198

Newsome 2001).6 As such, the words of sixteenth-century chroniclers have to 
be relied upon to illuminate Pre-Columbian practices. In Postclassic Yucatan, 
the singularly predominant ritual format, that of quadrilateral circumambula-
tion in a counterclockwise course, appears to have defined localized public rit-
ual. During these ritual performances participants either physically delineated 
or kinetically mapped a square-shaped ritual stage through counterclockwise 
circumambulation around the four cardinal directions (Gossen 1974; Restall 
1997; Vogt 1976).7 Landa’s Relación recounts many examples of this form, pre-
sumably witnessed firsthand during his time in Sotuta, but I discuss only two. 
Matthew Restall has also observed a similar pattern in his discussion of early 
colonial Maya land titles. For a further discussion on the graphic implications 
of this tradition on colonial Maya cartography, see Solari (2010).

I begin with a ritual that Friar Landa mistakenly terms “baptism,” which 
is more appropriately understood as a coming of age ritual. The Franciscan 
relates that when parents of children between the ages of three and twelve 
determined their offspring ready to undergo this social transformation, they 
informed the community’s ah-kin of their intentions. After a period of three 
days of bodily ritual preparation, which including fasting from food and sexual 
relations, the rite was directed by the ah-kin, the sponsoring fathers, and four 
community elders whom Landa refers to as “chaces.” Transpiring in the town’s 
central communal area, the plaza, the ritual space was prepared by further 
physically and thus spiritually demarcating it from that of the mundane com-
munity. According to the Franciscan:

they placed four little stools in the four corners of the patio, on which sat the 
four chacs with a large cord strung one to the other, in this way they kept the 
children inside or outside of the cord, the fathers who had fasted then passed 
over the cord to enter the circuit. Later, or before, they had placed in the 
middle of the circuit another little stool where the priest sat with a brazier, a 
little bit of ground maize and a little bit of incense, and they placed these in 
the brazier. (Landa 1996:93)

To Landa’s Eurocentric eyes, this process ensured that the “demonio” was 
removed from the ritual stage, but to the Maya participants, this series of ac-
tions clearly had larger cosmological significance. Once delineated, the chil-
dren went through a series of ritual prescriptions, including the removal of 
accoutrements they had donned since birth, the anointing of their bodies, and 
finally their first act of sacrifice, offering corn kernels to the flames of the 
central brazier. While these pithy ethnographical details deserve more atten-
tion than space allows here, what is intriguing for the purpose of this study is 
that in the Yucatec example the rectilinear ritual stage is clearly intended to 
map a cosmogram. In Maya conceptions of the universe, there were actually 
five world directions, the cardinal directions and also the center, defined by 
the central point of the square-shaped terrestrial realm (Mathews and Garber 
2004). The four deity impersonators sitting in the world directions defined the 
shape of the cosmos, visually delineating the microcosm of the ritual stage by 
holding the dividing cord between them. The presence of the ah-kin in the 
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center of the square further emphasized the cosmogram. Conceptually, it was 
at this center point where a connection between the levels of the universe was 
established, and thus it was the most appropriate point for the ah-kin, as the 
community’s mediator between the mundane and the divine.

Due to the fact that chac impersonators embodied the anchoring points 
of the cosmogram, they also granted a myth-historical aspect to the spatial 
scheme. Each of chac’s four aspects was linked to a specific direction of the 
cosmos and a particular color. As such, the chacs were directly associated with 
the Bakabob of the Postclassic. According to Landa:

They were four brothers, those put by God when he created the world, at the 
four parts of it, supporting the sky so that it wouldn’t fall down. . . . They as-
signed each one of these names and signaled with them the part of the world 
where God had put them, holding the sky, and they applied to them one of 
the four cardinal directions and the area where they are. And they pointed 
out the miserable or happy events that they said had happened during the 
year of each of them. (Landa 1996:115)

With the presence of the four chacob/Bakabob, the coming of age ritual’s 
stage provided a spatial and temporal context mirroring that described in cre-
ation accounts. The ritual’s actors established and further reified the ideal form 
of the world, as dictated by the deities, due to the physical presence of primor-
dial actors responsible for the cosmos’s maintenance.

Coming of age rituals traditionally function as public acknowledgment of a 
vast change in the composition of the corporate body as the society’s disparate 
age grades are augmented. Within this Maya ritual form, the sacred acts of 
the deities are replicated, providing divine validation for the social alteration 
completed by the ritual act. Thus, the reenactment of the primordial event of 
creation is a stabilizing act. It fuses cosmic space and time with that of the liv-
ing community and, in the process, restructures and solidifies the composition 
of the corporate body.

An additional ritual description furnished by Landa also evinces this ritual-
ized commensurability of cosmic and historical time, the annual Maya New 
Year ceremonies. Landa’s description of this ceremony’s four variants is so de-
tailed that, like the coming of age ritual, he most likely witnessed these events 
firsthand.8 Traditionally, it has been assumed that Landa’s descriptions detailed 
the New Year rituals as commencing on the preceding year’s first day of Uayeb, 
but Taube has convincingly argued that Landa’s accounts actually correspond 
to the Uayeb period of each named yearbearer (Taube 1988:277). The New 
Year’s rites commenced during the tolk’in’s terminal and portentous “month,” 
Uayeb, which lasted only five days. Due to the mathematical principles par-
ticular to the haab’s divisional form (the contributing values of eighteen and 
twenty) the solar year could only begin on one of four days from the tzolk’in 
calendar, Cauac, Kan, Muluc, or Ix.9 The Maya imbued these days, like all days 
of the tzolk’in, with particular characteristics, associated with specific colors, 
trees, deities, and cardinal directions. Specifically, the day Kan registered the 
south and yellow, Muluc the east and red, Ix the north and white, and finally 
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Cauac, the west and black. Termed the “yearbearers,” the personality of the day 
that inaugurated the New Year foreshadowed the events that were destined to 
transpire in the next 365 days (Vail 2009:60–61).

In the interest of space and due to structural variances between all four 
yearbearer rites, I will describe in detail only that which commemorated the 
ending of Kan years and began at the beginning of Uayeb.10 On the first day 
of Uayeb, a hollow ceramic vessel representing the year’s patron deity, Kan u 
Uayeyab, was produced. Community leaders carried this image to the town 
entrance located nearest to the yearbearer’s directional association, the south. 
Here, Kan u Uayeyab inhabited one of two facing altars, confronting the year-
bearer statue positioned at its post since the onset of the previous year, the 
Chac u Uayeyab of the preceding Cauac year. After sweeping and adorning the 
road leading to the town’s southern entrance, priests incensed the Kan u Uay-
eyab with forty-nine grains of ground corn and copal and sacrificed a turkey 
as an offering. Meanwhile, religious leaders transported an additional statue, 
Bolon Dzacab, to the home of the festivity’s sponsor, located in the town’s 
center, where the deity was placed on an altar. The Kan u Uayeyab was then 
processed to the sponsor’s house where it was positioned next to Bolon Dzacab. 
Once inside, townspeople offered food and drink to the two deities and elite 
men performed autosacrifice, smearing their drawn blood on a stone called 
kanal acantun. When the five days of Uayeb terminated, these men carried 
Bolon Dzacab to the town’s most important religious temple. Simultaneously, 
others transported the Kan u Uayeyab to the town’s eastern entrance, the di-
rection associated with the impending Muluc year. The New Year ceremonies 
ended with an animal sacrifice (Landa 1996:117).

Three hundred and sixty days later, with the onset of the Muluc year Uayeb 
month, the New Year celebrations for the following year, Ix, commenced. Art-
ists created another hollow clay image of the new yearbearer, Chac u Uayeyab, 
and carried it to the eastern entrance of town, on the altar facing Kan u Uay-
eyab. Like the Kan year, Muluc years had an additional patron deity, Kinich 
Ahau, whom participants transported to the house of the Muluc sponsor. At 
the eastern entrance, religious leaders again incensed Chac u Uayeyab, but for 
Muluc years, the prescription was slightly altered; fifty-three grains of ground 
corn and incense were burned and they again offered a headless turkey. There-
after, the priests placed Chac u Uayeyab on a standard and carried it to the 
patron’s home to be reunited with Kinich Ahau. This New Year ritual called 
for dances that community members performed on the town’s eastern road 
en route to the sponsor’s house. Again, men and some boys engaged in auto-
sacrifice, applying the blood to a stone called chac acantun. On the last day 
of Uayeb, townspeople carried Kinich Ahau to the temple, like Bolon Dzacab 
of the previous year, and Chac u Uayeyab took up his appropriate residence at 
the northern entrance of town, the direction associated with the Ix yearbearer.

The Chac u Uayeyab remained at the northern entrance for the 360 days 
of the Ix year and on the first day of Uayeb it was joined by the yearbearer of 
Cauac years, Sac u Uayeyab. The Ix New Year ceremonies approximate those 
of the Kan and Muluc years, the only difference being that the patron deity 
was Itzamnaaj. After community members completed the incensing and blood 
sacrifices in the patron’s home, they carried Itzamnaaj to the temple and Sac u 
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Uayeyab inhabited one of the two altars erected at the city’s western entrance. 
After 360 days passed and the Ix year’s Uayeb began, the Cauac yearbearer, 
Ek u Uayeyab, joined Sac u Uayeyab. Repeating the ritual prescription, the 
ah-kinob carried this yearbearer to the house of the ceremony’s sponsor where 
they reunited it with the year’s additional patron, Uac Mitun Ahau. After the 
five days passed, Uac Mitun Ahau was carried to the town’s temple and Ek u 
Uayeyab took its place at the western entrance. When 360 days transpired, the 
cycle began again.

When the ritual circuit is charted, as evidenced in Landa’s account, two pat-
terns emerge. The first is that a counterclockwise course was adopted, taking 
four years to complete a single rotation around the four world directions of the 
microcosmic town plan.11 In the Uayeb rite, time was solidly anchored to spe-
cific loci in the local urban landscape. Thus, history and space were conflated; 
the passage of time dramatically inscribed the cityscape, functioning as the 
organizing principle of the human landscape.12 Second, in its directional asso-
ciations and ceremonial processional pattern, the New Year ritual corresponds 
to Maya perceptions of the cosmos’ creation. This notion of time as a spatial 
model of urban planning mirrors, on a local level (the microcosm), conceptions 
of the shape of the macrocosm. The zenith path of the sun determined the 
shape of the universe’s terrestrial plane. The arches the sun creates on summer 
and winter solstice determines the universe’s northern and southern edges. 
Within the microcosm of the city, human actors and individual yearbearer stat-
ues performed the same organizing function as the sun for the entirety of the 
cosmos. In the course of its enactment, this highly choreographed ceremony 
creates the idealized Maya urban plan, described during foundation rituals, 
and in the process weds community identity with the origin and continuation 
of the universe.13 Therefore, the circumambulation of the yearbearers around 
the political boundaries of the community served to reenact the shape of the 
cosmos and its creation, and thus the subsequent production of the social body 
during an annual rite of renewal and its four-year completed cycle.

In accordance with this primordial mapping for civic ritual, Paul Connerton 
(1989) notes that the rhetoric of rituals that reenact (or merely substantiate) 
moments of creation uses the metaphorical present, not the past, creating the 
illusion that mundane time is suspended (43). He goes on to argue that since 
reenactments of past events depend on prescribed bodily behavior (such as a 
defined and repeated quadrilateral and counterclockwise structure) to be rhe-
torically persuasive, the past becomes effective and meaningful because the 
present population is still capable of performing it. In the Maya world, when 
a community delineated the shape of their cosmos in the context of a coming 
of age ritual or during the Uayeb rites, the local population reenacted the dei-
ties’ creative acts. The square-sided space of plazas activated primordial events, 
placing the community within the moment of creation and reifying the cor-
porate body and associated community identity. They effectively restructured 
the corporate body during times of social and temporal change, defining local 
communities as a distinct “self” and thereby cementing community cohesion 
via divine validation. In the following section, we will see how this spatial ideol-
ogy of rectilinear ritual stages continued in the Colonial period, albeit put to a 
drastically divergent sacred function.
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Itzmal’s San Antonio de Padua Monastery

After his wanderings in the Yucatec monte, Landa was recalled to Itzmal to 
take residence as the mission’s primary friar. In the intervening years his pre-
decessor, Friar Bienvenida, had done little to establish a permanent monastery. 
With the assistance of architect turned Franciscan friar, Friar Juan de Mérida, 
Landa designed and then constructed the monastic complex that would be 
cited as a mark against the Franciscan order due to its opulence (figure 11.3).14 
Construction began in 1552 and, using forced indigenous labor, lasted nearly 
ten years.

Unlike most of the religious structures in Yucatan, San Antonio de Padua 
was conceived of in its final form, its architects always intending it to con-
sist of a masonry nave, double-storied cloister, open chapel, and, of course, a 
monumental atrium (figure 11.3).15 The sixteenth-century monastery remains 
remarkably intact, with only the later colonial additions of a camarín at the 
eastern side of the nave, an additional cloister, atrium arcades, and a clock 
tower to alter Landa and Mérida’s original vision. Due to shifting aesthetic 
values in the eighteenth century, the monastery’s original murals of the mid-
sixteenth and early seventeenth century were covered with whitewash. During 
a recent reconstruction project, this extensive visual culture was revealed, al-
lowing it to be interpreted within the context of early colonial ritual.

Like all monasteries of the sixteenth century, the open space of Itzmal’s 
atrium functioned as the colonial town’s center, hosting the primary activities 
associated with ideological colonization including catechism, baptism, and a 
suite of Catholic rites. Like their Pre-Columbian precedents, little evidence ex-
ists for the exact ritualized use of this space; Spanish friars are strangely silent 
on the topic. However, the material evidence does allow for the elucidation of 
particular routes, and iconographic details suggest when particular Catholic 
rites were enacted.

The four-sided space of the atrium was used as a processional route, with 
a counterclockwise course being the common pathway for orchestrated move-
ments. While numerous rites that used this choreography surely existed, I will 
focus on just one, the Ritual of the Five Wounds. Although European in origin, 
the mendicants of the New World adapted its kinetic format in the first years 
of the American evangelical program in Mexico City, transforming it into a 
quadrilateral circumambulation. The New World Ritual of the Five Wounds so 
perfectly adheres to the physical limitations of colonial atriums that the archi-
tectural design and the ritual performance are in a dialectical relationship—
the rite appears as an organic outgrowth of the ritual space. It seems that the 
adaptation of the rite was not accidental, the Franciscan order augmented this 
ritual as a means to replicate indigenous understandings of the sacred by cre-
ating a ceremonial procession that mirrored ideologies of place-making and 
cosmogenesis.

On Good Friday, congregations gathered in monastic cemeteries and per-
formed the Crucifixion, nailing an articulated Christ statue crucified to a cross. 
On the following day, participants performed the Descent and removed the 
Christ statue under the observation of Joseph, Nicodemus, Mary, and John the 
Baptist, in accordance with biblical doctrine. Directly following the Descent, 
the Ritual of the Five Wounds began by the transporting of the Christ statue 



Figure 11.3.  Drawing of San Antonio de Padua, as it would have appeared in 1562 upon completion. 
Drawn by Matthew Restall. Plan of the San Antonio de Padua Monastery, Itzmal, Yucatan. Photograph 
from the Hal Box and Logan Wagner Collection of Mexican Architecture and Urban Design. Courtesy 
of the School of Architecture Visual Resources Collection, The University of Texas at Austin.
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into the nave of the church and ambulating toward the eastern altarpiece. 
Here, participants deposited Christ’s body directly on the altar and the priest 
orated a sermon honoring the first of Christ’s five wounds. With the sermon 
complete, the procession then recommenced and participants lifted Christ’s 
body, processing along the south side of the nave, toward the church’s main en-
trance in the western façade. Once outside, the procession immediately turned 
right, walked along the mission’s façade, and paused at the first of the atrium’s 
four posa chapels, located in the northeast corner of the patio. Participants de-
posited Christ’s body on a small altar situated against the posa’s northern wall 
and the priest gave another sermon honoring Christ’s second wound.

Evidence for this route is provided at Itzmal by the extant murals located 
on the northern wall of this northeastern posa chapel.16 Included in this later 
mural cycle is a diminutive image painted on the north wall of the northeast 
posa chapel. Like the façade murals, this painting likely covers a nearly identi-
cal sixteenth-century version. Following the structure provided by the chapel’s 
testera, the painting represents an arched form, completed in shades of blue 
and red, outlined with a heavy black line (figure 11.4). The arch is divided 
into square-shaped registers by parallel lines that are placed perpendicular to 
the framing lines of the arch. Within each square frame a single image is reg-
istered. Only the left half of the arch has been amply preserved to allow for 
analysis, but it is clear that the mural represents a stylized arma christi, detail-
ing the instruments used against Christ during the Passion. Moving up from 
the bottom left jamb of the arch, the nails, cloak, die, rooster, and ladder are all 
clearly visible. The presence of the arma christi in this grid-like architectural 
context suggests its didactic purpose in Passion rituals, such as the Ritual of 
the Five Wounds.17

The procession then walked the length of the atrium’s northern wall, pausing 
in the northwest posa for the sermon. Next, the southwest and then southeast 
posas were visited completing the last two wounds.18 Having appropriately ven-
erated the Five Wounds, the participants turned left and processed the western 
façade of the monastery until they reached the portería, the antechamber lead-
ing from the atrium to the cloister. Once inside, the congregation began the 
next rite, the Deposition, by interring Christ in a sepulcher located in one of 
the cloister’s deep testera niches.19

The formal similarity between this Catholic rite and Pre-Columbian quad-
rilateral rituals, such as those discussed above, would have clearly resonated 
with the indigenous population. Catholic rituals enacted within the Itzmal 
atrium actually referenced, capitalized on, and directly responded to the Pre-
Columbian function of similarly shaped spaces. As such, the Ritual of the Five 
Wounds, and others that utilized this ritual design, stands as an example of 
what Eleanor Wake (2010), in reference to Pre-Columbian religious traditions, 
has recently termed “framing rituals,” rites that create “a ritual arena to which 
the sacred could be called or enticed, in which its presence could be indulged, 
albeit for only a fleeting moment” (46). The Ritual of the Five Wounds was per-
formed during the moment of the Passion that was inherently conceived of in 
liminal terms. Between the time of the crucifixion and burial, the death of Jesus 
and his Resurrection on the third day, the course of Christian history was in-
evitably in question. Liturgical reenactment of these events during Holy Week 



Figure 11.4.  Detail of the arma christi mural located in the northern wall of the 
northeastern posa chapel. Photograph by author.



Figure 11.5.  Embedded stone in the western entry to the monumental plaza, looking 
into the atrium at the façade of the church. Photograph by Emily Burns.
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produced similar conceptions as the body of the dead Messiah who had yet to 
be spiritually transfigured was physically processed along a prescribed circuit.

To the Maya participant, during this moment of crisis, to ensure the con-
tinuance of cosmic time, the deity was processed to the sides of the world, 
re-enacting moments of community foundation and cosmogenesis. The Ritual 
of the Five Wounds fused Christian biography with architectural design as the 
narrative of Christ’s Passion is formulaically grafted onto monastic architec-
ture. Pre-Columbian history was continually referenced as well, since finished 
stones—which certainly came from the Ppal Hol Chac’s Postclassic renova-
tions—were embedded within this processional pathway (figure 11.5). This 
animated the landscape of the atrium, and as the quadrilateral microcosm of 
the universe, the entirety of the cosmos as well. As such, the narrative of the 
Ritual of the Five Wounds parallels the Uayeb ritual in both form and function: 
both are performed during calendrical moments of transition. Moreover, both 
the Pre-Columbian and Catholic examples illustrated above strove to emit the 
same emotive response that was surely prompted by so many Pre-Columbian 
rituals: the collective focus of feeling and experience that defined community 
memory, and therefore identity.20

Conclusion

This chapter has attempted to show that for the colonial Maya (and presum-
ably the generations who preceded them), public ceremonial spaces were pro-
duced via their repeated ritual activation, orchestrated movements that served 
to wed contemporary lived reality with that of primordial cosmogenesis. The 
detailed ethnographic accounts left by Friar Landa, among others, give voice 
to the often silent material remains of ancient Maya four-sided spaces. The 
Franciscan’s description alludes to the full symbolism of the supposed nega-
tive space of plaza spaces; rather than being vacant vessels that merely hosted 
ephemeral public rites, these embedded spaces were, in fact, repositories for 
memories of the past, both on the cosmic and communal level. In their reso-
nation of Maya modes of place-making, colonial atria appropriated this civic 
function in the early years of the evangelical project, allowing seemingly fully 
indoctrinated Maya neophytes to define their emerging colonial identity via the 
continual reification of social memory.

Notes

	 1. 	The island had been inhabited for centuries and, since the midcentury conquest 
of western Yucatan, had technically been granted as an encomienda and its population 
had suffered under excessive tribute payment. In fact, it was the encomendero’s abusive 
treatment of the Maya population that prompted the governor in Yucatan to launch a 
more systematic conversion effort and send the two friars (Roys et al. 1940:7–8).
	 2. 	One only has to recall the two meetings of the Conquest, that of the Mexica ruler, 
Moctecuhzoma II, and Hernando Cortes in 1519, and that of the Inca ruler, Atahualpa, 
and Francisco Pizarro in 1532 to be reminded of the primacy of plazas during moments 
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of initial cultural interaction. In addition to textual accounts of these historical events, 
later colonial art work, primarily in the form of panel paintings and large-scale biombos, 
served to reify the social memory of conquest by depicting these pivotal moments within 
plaza spaces.
	 3. 	Although scholars have tended to treat Landa’s Relación as a completed narra-
tive text, Restall and Chuchiak have shown that the manuscript is actually a collection 
of documents, excerpted from a long-lost larger work, that lacks a central narrative or 
overall cohesion.
	 4. 	In a similar vein, Setha Low (1995) has argued that colonial plazas, as deeply 
contested spaces derived from a multitude of cultural factors, cannot be merely deemed 
an “instrument of colonial domination and control.” Rather, they “retain architectural, 
spatial, and physical elements from both traditions, such that the issues of conquest 
and resistance are symbolically encoded in its architecture” (759). More recently, Logan 
Wagner, Hal Box, and Susan Kline Morehead (2013) have followed a similar line of 
argmuentation, drawing a cultural parallel between ancient Mesoamerican plaza spaces 
and the town plazas and atria of the colonial period.
	 5. 	Writing to the Crown in 1548, Friar Bienvenida explained that in 1541 the Span-
ish conquerors of the province had selected the Maya town of Tiho as the site of their 
colonial capital, Mérida, because “of the superb buildings that were already there” (Car-
tas de Indias 1877:71).
	 6. 	Although we can never assume a direct correlation between the spatialized be-
havioral intentions of urban designers and the eventual use of architectural spaces, 
Kathryn Reese Taylor has convincingly argued that Preclassic and Classic period (250 
bce–ce 1000) Maya city planners designed monumental civic centers according to 
their use as ritual sites. From this material evidence she has created a typology of three 
rituals that defined urban Classic Maya religious life: circumambulatory rituals, where 
architectural markers are processed in a counterclockwise direction; banner proces-
sions, performed to link the periphery of cities to the civic center; and processions from 
the base to the summit of a mountain, either real or symbolically constructed. Elizabeth 
Newsome’s investigations of the Classic Maya city of Copán have also shed light on 
ancient urban ritual practices, here in direct correlation to the life of a Copán ruler, 
Waxaklahuun U Baah K’awiil, and his monumental stelae that he erected in the city’s 
Great Plaza. Due to the high level of archaeological preservation, it may also be possible 
to ascertain probable ritual circuits for Yucatec cities of the early Postclassic period, 
such as Chichén Itzá, Uxmal, and Mayapán, among others.
	 7. 	Intriguingly, this ritual route is still widely utilized among modern Maya groups. 
For the Maya of Zinacanteco, Evon Z. Vogt (1976) explains, “if the ritual is enclosing a 
sacred space, as occurs in completing a ceremonial circuit, the direction taken is almost 
always counterclockwise” (42).
	 8. 	It is also possible, but not provable, that Landa may have been working from a 
Maya codex (Taube 1988:274). In addition to Landa’s account, archaeological evidence 
at Santa Rita Corozal in Belize also elucidates Uayeb practices. Chase’s (1985) investi-
gations have revealed cache patterns aligned to directional associations that appear to 
represent Uayeb ritual events. In particular, Chase has found figurative clay effigies that 
are iconographically related to the deities of the various yearbearers.
	 9. 	Interestingly, Classic period inscriptions relay that during this earlier moment of 
Maya history different days commenced the New Year, suggesting a systematic shift in 
calendrical calculations in the Postclassic (Chase 1985:224).
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	 10. 	Other scholars have summarized these complicated ritual events and analyzed 
Landa’s description in comparison to indigenous textual and pictorial sources. (See Bill 
et al. 2000; Chase 1985; Taube1988.) These ritual events are also known from their 
visual and textual description in the Madrid Codex (pp. 34–37) and the Dresden Codex 
(pp. 25–28) and a variant may also be referenced in the colonial “Ritual of the Bacabs” 
(Coe 1965; Vail 2009).
	 11. 	Michael Coe (1965) has argued that Uayeb rites fulfilled a purely political func-
tion of office rotation whereby the selected principal was chosen to preside over the 
coming year (105–106).
	 12. 	This spatial/temporal ideology is also graphically depicted on pages 75 and 76 of 
the Madrid Codex (Vail 2009:76–77).
	 13. 	Gary H. Gossen (1974), working with contemporary Chamula communities, has 
witnessed a similar ritual pathway, observing that this particular kinetic pattern is actu-
ally “the horizontal equivalent of the sun’s daily vertical path across the heavens from 
east to west . . . this horizontal transformation allows [ritual participants] to ‘move as 
the sun moves,’ thereby restating symbolically both the temporal and spatial cycles for 
which the sun is responsible” (32–33).
	 14. 	Bishop Francisco de Toral, in a letter to the Spanish crown, remarked that the 
monastery “is a fine thing to see and it’s scandal to permit it, for surely St. Francis con-
demns it in his Rule” (Scholes and Adams 1938:71).
	 15. 	Craig A. Hanson (1995) has established a developmental sequence for Yucatec 
mission churches.
	 16. 	Susan Verdi Webster (1997) has done a close iconographic analysis of the extant 
architectural sculpture and murals in the monastery of Huejotzingo in central Mexico 
to determine the most common pathway of this Franciscan rite. For discussion of the 
Izamal murals in the context of Maya concepts of space and the Franciscan missionary 
project, see Solari 2013, chap. 6, and in the broader context of the history of the apoca-
lypse, see Restall and Solari 2011:95–98.
	 17. 	Depictions of the arma christi were among the most common visual didactic tools 
utilized in the New World evangelical campaign. In addition to being a subject of mural 
cycles, this iconography appeared on atrium crosses of central Mexico and small-scale 
prints representing the Mass of St. Gregory (Edgerton 2001:67).
	 18. 	This processional circuit composed of a quadrilateral form interrupted by scripted 
pauses at defined loci emphasized by structural or sculptural artworks has many prec-
edents in the Pre-Columbian world. The most clearly articulated case has been made 
for stelae rituals in the ceremonial plazas of Preclassic and Classic Maya cities, where 
large-scale sculptural reliefs provided ritual pauses for processional routes. It is believed 
that these sculptures functioned as altars for the deposition of offerings, as ritual stages, 
or as backdrops for narrative performances referenced in the sculptures’ visual imagery 
(Guernsey Kappleman 2001).
	 19. 	Jeanette Favrot Peterson has also found ample evidence that mendicants and 
indigenous neophytes alike utilized the interior spaces of cloisters for counterclockwise 
processional and liturgical activities (Peterson, 1993).
	 20. 	Inga Clendinnen (1990) has argued that the ability to structure identical emotive 
responses was the defining characteristic of Pre-Columbian ritual events and was often 
produced during formulaic ritual actions such as fasting and ritualized intoxication that 
ensured participants had similar responses.
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Ancient Plazas
Spaces of Inquiry in Mesoamerica 

and Beyond

Je r ry D.  Mo o r e

The city where I live—Long Beach, California—was incorporated in the late 
nineteenth century, when an orthogonal grid was surveyed and superimposed 
on the beachside bluffs and low hills, the floodplains and wetlands of this 
portion of southern California. This region’s prehistory dates to before circa 
9000 bp, and at contact the area was occupied by the Garbrileño-Tongva who 
had established dozens of villages across the coastal plain. Founded in the 
late eighteenth century, Spanish missions flanked the area, to the north at 
San Gabriel (established ad 1771) and to the south at San Juan Capistrano 
(1776). The south-facing, wave-protected coast at the mouth of the Los An-
geles River became the major port for the Pueblo de los Angeles, established 
in 1781 about 40 km to the north, which in turn was the western terminus of 
the Santa Fe Trail. Under Spanish rule the well-watered grasslands between 
the Pueblo de Los Angeles and its port were divided into land grants of large 
ranchos with vast herds of livestock, a process that continued in the Mexican 
period and resulting in a landscape vividly described in Richard Henry Dana’s 
(1840) Two Years Before the Mast, as “a fine plane country, filled with herds of 
cattle.” After California’s statehood in 1850, these ranchos increasingly were 
held by Anglo-American landowners and development companies, who began 
to establish new towns and cities. After several less-than-successful efforts at 
city-building, the City of Long Beach was established in 1897.1

And when the city was laid out, a plaza was at its core.
The founders of Long Beach were uninspired urban planners. Apparently 

unaware and certainly uninfluenced by the innovations of Fredrick Law Olm-
stead and Calvert Vaux, who planned New York’s Central Park and the intrigu-
ingly linear “Emerald Necklace,” which linked Boston’s various open spaces 
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into a sinuous chain of parks. Long Beach’s founding fathers simply plotted an 
open city block at the corner of Pacific Avenue and Broadway Street and named 
it Pacific Park.

Bounded by major thoroughfares, the plaza’s perimeter has remained stable, 
although its names, uses, and meanings have not. In 1915, the local chapter 
of the Veterans of the Civil War installed a cannon and a statue of Abraham 
Lincoln to commemorate the end of America’s bloodiest conflict, and the plaza 
was renamed Lincoln Park. A Carnegie Library opened in 1909, was destroyed 
by fire in 1970, and was demolished in 1973. The core of the park was land-
scaped with palms, flower beds, sidewalks, and benches, a tranquil center in a 
normally tranquil city.

In March 1933 a massive earthquake of magnitude 6.5 hit Long Beach and 
adjacent regions, the most destructive earthquake ever recorded in Southern 
California. Lincoln Park and all of the other parks in the city were converted 
into emergency centers where makeshift kitchens fed the survivors and home-
less residents were sheltered under large military tents. Today, decades later, 
Lincoln Park is again occupied by the homeless, but by permanent street peo-
ple not temporary refugees. Lincoln Park was the center of public protests in 
2011, as the Occupy Movement established an encampment, inevitably lead-
ing to arrests and controversy. In 2012, as I write this, the homeless rest on the 

Figure 12.1.  Lincoln Park, Long Beach, California, postcard circa 1930–37. 
Photograph by author.
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green in the mild winter sun, dogs and their owners scamper in the dog park 
(built in 2009), and Long Beach citizens debate renovations of the plaza.

When Long Beach was first laid out and Pacific Park was planted in the 
heart of this urban space, no one could have imagined the variations in forms, 
functions, and human activities that would occur in this open space. Yet, these 
are exactly the classes of variations we attempt to understand when we pre-
sume to explore the archaeology of plazas.

* * *

As Inomata and Tsukamoto state in the opening lines of the introduction to 
this volume, “Plazas are focal points of Mesoamerican public life. Throughout 
Mesoamerican history, plazas have been essential components of the site lay-
outs of cities, towns, and even small villages.” More broadly, plazas and other 
constructed open spaces are among the most commonly encountered elements 
in the built environment in the ancient world and pose significant challenges 
for archaeological analysis.

It is a privilege to comment on the chapters in this very intriguing volume, 
and I do so as an Andean archaeologist who has tried to develop more explicit 
methods for understanding ancient architecture, including plazas (Moore 

Figure 12.2. O utdoor kitchen and food lines, Lincoln Park, in aftermath of 1933 
earthquake. Photograph reproduced by permission, Historical Society of Long Beach. 
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1992, 1996a, 1996b, 2005a). First, as an Andeanist, I have been struck by the 
differences in the degrees of variation in monumental architecture in Meso-
america and the Andes. It has seemed to me that, speaking in very broad terms, 
Mesoamerica exhibits greater continuities in monumental architecture than 
are seen in the Andes, where there are marked discontinuities in form, scale, 
and presumed social functions in monumental architecture, including in pla-
zas (e.g., Moore 1996a, 2004). In the following comments, I will emphasize 
the evidence for continuities and discontinuities in Mesoamerican plazas as 
discussed by specific authors. Second, I have argued that archaeological ap-
proaches to architecture are underdeveloped, and I contend that we need to 
apply testable methods in analyses of the built environment; therefore, I will 
discuss selected chapters in this collection in terms of their methodological 
strengths and applications. I conclude with some observations about differ-
ences between Mesoamerican and Andean plazas and with a call for a broader 
comparative inquiry into these important places in human settlements.

Continuities and Variations in Mesoamerican Plazas

The chapters in this volume explore varying aspects of plazas as recurrent spaces 
in Mesoamerican sites. Inomata (chapter 1) describes an intriguing case of an-
chored variations expressed by plaza rebuilding at Ceibal, events that spanned 
twelve centuries of the Preclassic period. Beginning in the early Middle Pre-
classic, Ceibal’s plaza was a significant focus of social effort, as the inhabit-
ants scraped the soils to carve a flat surface in the natural marl, excavations 
punctuated by votive offerings of greenstone celts. This was followed by more 
than fourteen layers of plaza reconstruction with additional offerings—shifting 
from greenstone celts to ceramic vessels and sacrificed humans—covered by 
layers of fill and capped by finished floors. Two points in Inomata’s article are 
particularly noteworthy. First, the volume of plaza construction was significant 
from the earliest part of the sequence, peaking in the late Middle Preclassic 
(as measured by estimates of annual volume of construction), and tapering off 
during the Late–Terminal Classic. Inomata writes that “the construction of 
plazas and public gatherings that took place there offered a central mechanism 
through which a new community was constituted.” Second, significantly more 
earth was moved to construct Ceibal’s central plaza than to erect the surround-
ing pyramids. Inomata’s analysis underscores the fundamental importance of 
plazas in Mesoamerica, a recurrent point in this volume.

For example, Cyphers and Murtha (chapter 4) summarize data from exten-
sive coring program that documented the changing modifications enacted by 
the Olmec and post-Olmec occupants at San Lorenzo and by natural erosion 
at the site. In addition, Cyphers and Murtha observe that open space on San 
Lorenzo’s central plateau was transformed from a very large (68,750 m2) and 
amorphous space at 1600 cal bc into a large (62,500 m2) quadrangular space 
in 1100 cal bc that included a more restricted 10,000 m2 plaza flanked by 
prestigious structures and colossal stone heads. Arguing that these changing 
configurations of open space reflect “mechanisms of exclusion and inclusion” 
in which “the former acted to increase social distance and the latter for social 
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integration,” Cyphers and Murtha tentatively conclude that these variations 
in San Lorenzo’s plazas express “the complex interplay between ideas and/or 
agency and the political theaters in which they were performed.”

A fascinating example of continuities in plaza as ritual spaces is found in 
Amara Solari’s rich discussion of plaza, ritual, and cosmology in sixteenth-
century Yucatan (chapter 11). Drawing on ethnohistoric sources and architec-
tural analyses, Solari discusses the formal similarities of Pre-Columbian and 
Catholic rites that occurred in four-sided spaces, such as plazas and atria. She 
writes, “In the Maya world, when a community delineated the shape of their 
cosmos in the context of a coming of age ritual or during the Uayeb rites, the 
local population reenacted the deities’ creative acts. The square-sided space 
of plazas activated primordial events, placing the community within the mo-
ment of creation and reifying the corporate body and associated community 
identity. They effectively restructured the corporate body during times of social 
upheaval, defining local communities as a ‘self ’ distinct and thereby cementing 
community cohesion via divine validation.” After the conquest, the Franciscan 
order modified the Ritual of the Five Wounds, which commemorates the Cru-
cifixion, converting it into a circumambulatory rite that “so perfectly adheres 
to the physical limitations of colonial atriums that the architectural design and 
the ritual performance are in a dialectical relationship—the rite appears as an 
organic outgrowth of the ritual space.” Solari suggests that “the Franciscan 
order augmented this ritual as a means to replicate indigenous understand-
ings of the sacred by creating a ceremonial procession that mirrored native 
ideologies of place-making and cosmogenesis,” yet another example of the sig-
nificance of plazas in the Mesoamerican world—which all the chapters in this 
volume clearly document.

Another exploration of variation is provided by Marijke Stoll (chapter 5), who 
discusses the role of plazas in various phases in the Mixteca Alta. She notes 
that the small size of most plazas, in part reflects the mountainous terrain and 
hillside and piedmont locations of settlements, but also the possibility “that 
ceremonies and other ritual practices were perhaps intimate affairs involving 
only select groups or members of the communities.” While this seems quite 
possible—and none of the Mixteca Alta plazas approach Ceibal or San Lorenzo 
in size—there are specific sites in her data set that seem disproportionately 
large given the population estimates for the associated settlements. While the 
sites with the largest estimated populations have plazas that could not accom-
modate all the residents, there are several sites—often with estimated popula-
tions of fewer than one hundred residents—that have plazas which could have 
held twice to ten times that number of people. More interesting, one site, TLA-
TLA-TLA-1, with an estimated population of seventy-five residents had three 
plazas, any one of which could hold the entire community. While Stoll may be 
correct in her emphasis on the use of small spaces for nuanced and intimate 
rituals, these exceptional cases from the Mixteca Alta would profit from further 
discussion and analysis.

A similar issue is glossed over in the chapter by Liendo Saturado, López 
Mejía, and Campiani (chapter 6) in their examination of Classic Maya centers 
in Chiapas, Mexico. Analyzing the regional roles of Palenque and Chinikihá, 
the authors suggest that these settlements—along with Piedras Negras—were 
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the principal centers of autonomous political entities, an indisputable con-
clusion given the concentration of monumental architecture at these sites. 
They propose “that residents living in discrete settlements in their respective 
regional sector might have attended regularly their immediate major site dur-
ing significant gatherings.” Turning to the problem of plazas and the resident 
population of a site, all the sites in their samples have plazas that could easily 
contain the entire community and the authors cite a strong positive correlation 
between estimated population and plaza size (table 6.1). But interestingly, the 
most populated sites with the largest plazas—Palenque and Chinikihá—actu-
ally have a proportionately lower plaza capacity than some of the smaller settle-
ments, 135 percent and 184 percent respectively. For example, the smallest 
sites—Xupá and La Providencia, with estimated populations of seventy-eight 
and eighty-four people respectively—have plazas large enough to hold more 
than 1,200 percent—1,905 percent of their populations. This would seem the 
inverse of what the authors suggest: if the centers of Palenque and Chinikihá 
were drawing subjects from satellite communities to major gatherings, then 
why do the smaller sites have such disproportionately large plazas? This issue 
warrants further investigation.

Kara Rothenberg (chapter 7) reports on the analysis of soil chemistry of 
three open spaces at the Late Classic site of Palmarejo, Honduras. This is 
an intriguing and detailed study unfortunately marred by a simple dichotomy 
between “residential” and “ceremonial” activities. Rothenberg analyzed 297 
soil samples systematically collected from the North Plaza at Palmarejo and 
compared these samples to two other spaces: “South Plaza identified as a civic-
ceremonial plaza” and “East Plaza as an elite residential patio.” South Plaza 
and East Plaza at Palmarejo initially were characterized based on artifactual 
assemblages (e.g., incensarios and serving vessels vs. utilitarian wares), and 
subsequent analyses by E. Christian Wells et al. provided comparative data 
regarding the chemical elements from these areas. Rothenberg contrasts her 
results from the North Plaza against these two comparative sets. Essentially, 
the chemical analyses indicate high concentrations of calcium and strontium 
across all three spaces, although there are variations in other chemical ele-
ments and in the spatial concentrations within the three spaces. None of these 
variations, however, neatly fits the dichotomy between residential and ceremo-
nial activities, which should not be a surprise given the significance of maize 
in Mesoamerican subsistence, social life, and religion. Further, it seems pos-
sible that the presence of these chemical elements were the result of repeated 
short-term practices—such as drying maize cobs on the hard-packed surface of 
plazas and patios—that were secondary to the “purpose” of these open spaces 
as viewed from this dichotomy.

In a delightfully cautious study, Alanna Ossa (chapter 8) examines three 
dimensions of plazas—area, accessibility, and settlement context—at Classic 
and Postclassic sites in south-central Veracruz. In contrast to the vast plazas 
of Lowland Maya sites, the Classic period plazas were relatively modest, for-
malized settings for public ceremonies and ritual that probably served social 
groupings smaller than the overall polity. Further, access to these plazas was 
restricted by the construction water features or encircled by public buildings. 
In the Postclassic this changed: plazas became larger, open, and somewhat 
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ill-defined, and were perhaps used as marketplaces. Moving to a second ana-
lytical plane, Ossa compares the settlement contexts of plazas, observing that 
Classic period sites that served as regional centers were also those with more 
formal plazas. Attracting people from surrounding communities, these Classic 
period centers served to integrate broader sociopolitical networks.

As demonstrated in these chapters, the Mesoamerican plaza, which might 
seem a straightforward and inert plane, simply a space where buildings did not 
occur, in fact turns out to be highly variable and profoundly constructed. The 
case studies document the varying emphases on construction efforts, scale, 
boundedness, functions, formality, and inclusiveness. In light of such clear 
cases of variation in Mesoamerican plazas, there is some reason to consider 
additional methods that we could apply to our analyses.

Methodological Issues in the Study of Mesoamerican Plaza

Obviously, all the chapters in this book apply “methods” to the study of Me-
soamerican plazas, but several give special emphasis to methodological issues. 
For example, Murakami (chapter 2) provided a valuable analysis of the chang-
ing configurations of plazas and courtyards at Teotihuacan. From its diverse 
initial architectural traditions, Teotihuacan underwent major urban renewal 
at ca. ad 250–300 and thereafter as it became a city of 100,000. A simple 
analysis of size variations (table 2.1) indicate four classes of open spaces: civic-
ceremonial plazas, administrative/residential plazas, courtyards in elite apart-
ment compounds, and courtyards in commoner apartment compounds. In turn 
these different spaces, Murakami argues, “can be conceptualized as a frame for 
diverse activities and experiences . . . [within which] multiple group identities, 
as a house member, a member of an ethnic group, a member of a neighbor-
hood, a member of other institutions, and a member of the polity, were nego-
tiated and were reaffirmed or transformed, thereby creating overlapping and 
sometimes contradicting urban communities.” This strikes me as a plausible 
hypothesis awaiting other lines of evidence. For example, what is the evidence 
for continuity in houses? Did these residential units contain evidence of a cor-
porate existence?

Drawing on his research at El Palmar, a Classic Maya center in southeast-
ern Campeche, Tsukamoto (chapter 3) discusses the multiplictity of plazas 
in Mayan sites, including the large plazas in the core of settlements and the 
smaller spaces found throughout settlements. At El Palmar, the initial plazas—
the Central Plaza and Plaza H—were constructed in the course of a century 
during the Late Preclassic (300 bc–ad 250). In the Middle Classic period 
(ad 400–600), four large plazas were established in El Palmar’s urban land-
scape, roughly quadrupling the amount of open space at the site. Not all these 
plazas were equivalent in access and visibility: during the Middle Classic, two 
plazas (the Great Plaza and Plaza E) were accessible and visible spaces perhaps 
used for mass spectacles, one plaza (Plaza G) was restricted in access and vis-
ibility, and the fourth plaza (the K’awiil Plaza) may have served as a node for 
ritual processions. This all seems relatively straightforward, reasonably inferred 
from the architecture of these plazas. Less obvious are some of the inferences 
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that Tsukamoto derives from these spaces, such as his contention that during 
the Middle Classic, “ritual knowledge exhibited on the plazas would have be-
come a resource for ruling elites to create ideological power for defining the re-
lationship between people and deities, elites and nonelites, and among elites” 
or that the dramatic increase in plaza space reflected “social anxieties that 
resulted from the hegemonic extension of the Tikal and Kaan dynasties, moti-
vated people to engage in cooperative activities, in turn providing critical op-
portunities for negotiating and claiming power relations and group identities in 
the process of creating a politywide identity. Simultaneously, mass spectacles at 
the Great Plaza and Plaza E might have served to release such social anxieties.” 
Either of these are plausible hypotheses; neither of these are proven.

Issues of interpretation are acknowledged and addressed in Urcid and Joyce’s 
(chapter 9) examination of the Main Plaza at Monte Albán, which, as “one 
of the most formidable plazas of the Mesoamerican world, has been a fertile 
ground for interpreting how social institutions and ideas were architecturally 
embodied, and how modifications of the plaza in turn transformed those ideas 
and institutions.” These scholars shift our analytical focus from the “plaza as 
space” to “plaza as exhibit gallery” surrounded by narratives sculpted in stone. 
In their analysis of the visual program at Building L-sub, Urcid and Joyce in-
vestigate “the most daring architectural endeavor of the early inhabitants” of 
Monte Albán: a six-meter-tall façade in which alternating rows of orthostats 
depict a progression of personages that the authors interpret as reflecting a 
sodality based on age-grades. Beginning at the lowest row, the reliefs progress 
from youngest members to elders, alternating rows in a procession that signal 
an ascent to the highest levels occupied by elites and individuals depicting rain 
deities. Marking the ascension of two or possibly three rulers, the visual pro-
gram connected the present and the ancestral, alluded to human sacrifice, and 
denoted the divine requisite of blood that flows from each of the participants’ 
genitals. Urcid and Joyce provide an equally nuanced analysis of the visual 
program at Monte Albán’s Building J, where the carved orthostats “render the 
personal names of the depicted individuals” showing “early images of rulers 
[and] also reference rain god impersonation, warfare, and sacrifice.” Arguing 
from these different motifs, the authors suggest that different messages were 
conveyed to different audiences, for example noting:

The Building L-sub program was probably polysemic with different compo-
nents aimed at different audiences. . . . Sculptures in the east face of Build-
ing L-sub would have been visible to large groups of people on the plaza and 
stressed the ritual and military actions of lower-ranking people. Images of 
higher-ranking members of the military sodality, including elders and rain 
god impersonators, were located on buildings on top of the platform, which 
were probably restricted to higher-status audiences of both prominent com-
moners and nobles. (Urcid and Joyce, chapter 9)

This would seem to be a perfect situation for the application of ideas about 
proxemics and communication as articulated by Edward T. Hall and others, 
and as applied by Stoll in this volume. The issue of visibility of these visual 



Ancient Plazas 221

programs at Monte Albán could be complemented by an analysis of legibility 
of the iconography. Were these complex symbols designed to be read or simply 
seen and noted? To deploy Sherry Ortner’s (1973) still-useful distinctions, did 
the different programs incorporate “key symbols” and if so did these fulfill 
“summarizing” or “elaborating” functions when gazed upon by the ancient oc-
cupants of Monte Albán?

Eschewing methodological approaches concerning the spatial and expe-
riential properties of plazas, which he claims are flawed “without associated 
iconographic or textual evidence,” William Ringle (chapter 10) engages in a 
wide-ranging search for parallels and analogies between sites in the Basin of 
Mexico, Tlaxcala, Puebla, and the Yucatan and concludes that plazas were 
spaces for investiture from the Early Classic period until the Spanish Con-
quest. A very important hypothesis emerges from Ringle’s paper, that is, that 
plazas were imbued with the value of being a common, bounded space shared 
by a recognized social group. As reflected in the Nahuatl cemithuatlin or “those 
of a single patio,” Ringle notes, “It is interesting that this, rather than the 
house, was the architectural metaphor of choice, suggesting the open common 
space between houses, the locus of daily socializing, visual contact, and task 
performance, was thought to better reflect the social bonds holding a house-
hold together.” In rituals of investiture, the residential plaza became ideologi-
cally transformed into a model of the entire polity. Ringle observes that “glyphs 
representing Texcoco’s subject polities are arranged as a rectangle about the 
palace, these temples may represent Teotihuacan’s tributaries, enclosing and 
defining the plaza. The plaza, in turn, may thus symbolize the common space 
of the polity as a whole. The symmetrical arrangement of the temples suggests 
that they represent an abstract conception of the state, rather than particular 
subject polities.” While I would argue that Ringle’s methods pose epistemologi-
cal problems of their own, his hypothesis is intriguing on two levels. First, it 
bolsters Inomata’s discussion of plaza creation and group identity at Ceibal as 
well as Murakami’s observations about plazas and varying social memberships 
at Teotihuacan. Second, the notion of public plazas as residential plazas “writ 
large” would seem to diverge from the exclusionary spaces discussed by Cy-
phers and Murtha at San Lorenzo, by Urcid and Joyce at Monte Albán, and by 
Ossa for the Classic Period in south-central Veracruz. If this difference is true, 
what might it imply? This could be a very useful line for future investigations, 
as other scholars examine the varied implications of such variations.

Plazas as Spaces for Comparative Inquiry

Often lacking the formal properties, features, and artifactual assemblages that 
allow us to determine the functions and valences of other architectural spaces, 
plazas may be something of an archaeological Rorschach test in which we per-
ceive patterns in the past that may or may not actually be there. This is not to 
suggest that the archaeology of plazas is impossible, but rather that it requires 
careful and explicit approaches, which are exemplified by many of the chapters 
in this volume.
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I hope that this volume is the first in a series of wide-ranging archaeological 
investigations into plazas, as there are cross-cultural variations in the social 
functions of these unroofed but constructed spaces that a regional focus may 
overlook. Although the studies in this volume document specific variations in 
plazas, as an Andeanist I am struck by the continuities exhibited by these com-
ponents of Mesoamerican built environments. Based on my study of changes 
in Andean urban patterns, I think that a much broader array of open/unroofed 
architectural spaces were used by different cultural traditions in the prehis-
panic Andes than seen in ancient Mesoamerica. A thorough review is beyond 
the scope of this discussion, but a few examples illustrate my point. Along the 
coast of Peru in the Initial Period (ca. 3000–1000 bc) large plazas were con-
structed whose principal axes intersect with the staircases and peaks of large 
mounds at sites like Salinas de Chao, Pampa de las Llamas-Moxeke, Sechin 
Alto, Las Aldas, Garagay, and Huaca de los Reyes (see Moore 1996a:34–47; 
2005a); this plaza form was abandoned after ca. 1000–500 bc. Open sunken 
circular courts were a prominent architectural form between ca. 3000–500 bc 
in the Peruvian coast and highlands, but not thereafter. In the Titicaca basin, 
a rectangular sunken courtyard form appeared during the Middle Formative, 
ca. 800–200 bc (Cohen 2010a, 2010b), was incorporated into Tiwanaku reli-
gious architecture (Goldstein 1993; Stanish 2003), but disappeared from view. 
The walled plazas within Chimú royal compounds (ca. ad 900–1470) were 
fundamentally different from the large open plazas at the core of many Inca 
settlements (ca. ad 1300–1550), varying in size, visibility, and social meanings 
(Moore 2003, 2004).

I raise this difference between plazas in Mesoamerica and in the Andes in 
order to ask, What do these variations imply about plazas and power in Meso-
america and the Andes? If we recognize, following Eric Wolf, that structural 
power refers to “the power manifest in relationships that not only operates 
within settings and domains but also organizes and orchestrates the settings 
themselves, and that specifies the direction and distribution of energy flows” 
(Wolf 1999:5), it seems obvious that at some fundamental level, plazas are 
reflections of structural power (Moore 2005b). Whether we consider the in-
tensive reconstructions of plazas at Ceibal, the multiplicity of open spaces at 
El Palmar, the reconfigurations of open areas at San Lorenzo, or the iconog-
raphies of investiture across Mesoamerica, these and every other plaza dis-
cussed in every chapter of this volume are reflections of structural power. As 
Wolf argued, structural power is deployed in two directions; it has empirical 
effects in the real world—mobilizing social labor, controlling resources—and 
it is engaged in the world of symbols and ideas. Allocation and connotation are 
intertwined, and that is clearly evident in plazas and the built environment.

Informed by Wolf ’s notion of structural power, a comparative study of plazas 
in Mesoamerica and the Andes could lead to a provocative suite of inquiries: 
Why were there apparently more sustained continuities in Mesoamerican pla-
zas and the built environment and what does this imply about the ideologies of 
power? Were there marked differences in the potential audiences and political 
messages conveyed in open spaces at different times? Do variations in acces-
sibility and exclusion correlate with other media that express power relations, 
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such as monumental sculpture, ceramic styles, or esoteric objects? A compara-
tive study could explore these and many other fruitful lines of inquiry.

Moving beyond these two regions, it would be very useful to incorporate 
comparative examples of plazas from prehistoric North America and else-
where. For example, Pauketat and Alt (2005:228) have discussed the creation 
of marker posts and woodhenges at Cahokia, where the practice of placing 
large upright posts in the middle of open courtyards surrounded by dwellings 
was elaborated into a large public event in which “cavernous post pits were 
dug by hand in order to set monumentally large posts” exemplifying the “ways 
in which quotidian construction practices were scaled up at Cahokia.” Turn-
ing to a very different region and cultural tradition, Fleisher and Wynne-Jones 
(2010, 2012) have explored the creation of and social meanings of open spaces 
in ancient Swahili towns, investigations that explicitly address constructions 
and open spaces. A broader, more inclusive perspective could contribute new 
insights into the archaeology of plazas and ancient built environments in Me-
soamerica and beyond. Additional case studies and inquiries could readily com-
plement the studies presented in the chapters of this present volume, leading 
to a broader archaeological perspective of plazas—these important, but often 
overlooked spaces that sit at the core of so many cultural traditions and human 
settlements, including in the city where I live.

Note

	 1. 	Mesoamericanists might be interested to learn that Long Beach was the boyhood 
home of the American archaeologist, Gordon Willey (1913–2002) who had such an 
impact on Mesoamerican archaeology.
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