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Now I am quietly waiting for

the catastrophe of my personality
to seem beautiful again,

and interesting, and modern.

The country is grey and

brown and white in trees,
snows and skies of laughter
always diminishing, less funny
not just darker, not just grey.

It may be the coldest day of

the year, what does he think of
that? | mean, what do 1? And if | do,
perhaps | am myself again.

Frank O’Hara,
from “Mayakovsky”
Meditations in an Emergency, 1957
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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION

Statement of the Problem

How individuals and groups utilize ritual and performance to craft identity, assert their
position in the social structure, maintain authority, and contest the identity and authority of
others has a profound impact on the shape of material culture, technology, and innovation
(DeMarrais et. al. 1996; Inomata 2006; Joyce and Winter 1996). Because identity formation
never ceases, individual and group ritual strategies are perpetually changing and so is the
material culture they influence. The present research investigates changing ritual strategies of
ancient Maya elites in the Holmul Region, Guatemala during the second half of the Terminal
Preclassic period (AD 150 — 250). Using ceramic analysis, | study how Holmul Region elites
negotiated identity and maintained authority within the social context of exclusionary feasting
through the creation of a new ceramic ritual economy characterized by orange slipped pottery
during a time of political unrest in the Terminal Preclassic period.

Because of its unique physical characteristics, Terminal Preclassic period orange gloss
ware has long been the subject of intense investigation (see Pring 2000). Orange gloss ware of
the Terminal Preclassic period was first discovered in 1911 at the site of Holmul, Guatemala by
Raymond Merwin (Merwin and Vaillant 1932) (Figure 1.1). Terminal Preclassic orange gloss
ware exhibits a combination of Preclassic and Classic period ceramic traits along with its own
unique characteristics (Smith 1955:22) (Figure 1.2). Classic period characteristics include glossy

surface finish, red-and-black-on-orange polychrome painting, and some aspects of vessel forms.



Preclassic characteristics include thick vessel walls and the presence of four supports or
“tetrapods”. Traits unique to orange gloss ware include fashioning the tetrapod supports into
“mammiform” shapes, and vessel forms such as the tetrapod cylinder vase or plate with swollen
cylindrical supports.

Maya archaeologists have tested many models aimed at understanding the function and
meaning of Terminal Preclassic orange gloss ware. Because vessels appeared to be evolutionary
links between Preclassic and Classic period ceramic styles, archaeologists first believed they
represented a transitional cultural phase between the Preclassic and Classic periods (Willey,
Culbert, and Adams 1967). However, after years of excavations at other Maya sites yielded
relatively few examples of Terminal Preclassic orange gloss ware (see Pring 2000), it became
clear that the vessels could not have represented a general phase of cultural evolution. Because
the majority of Terminal Preclassic orange gloss ware and orange matte ware (similar in form
but lacking glossy surface finish) was found in the eastern portion of the Maya lowlands, and
because of their similarity to vessels found at sites in EI Salvador dating to the same time period
(Sharer 1978), scholars next hypothesized that this type of pottery was brought to the Maya
lowlands by invaders or refugees from the southeastern periphery (Sharer and Gifford 1970).
Volcanism and climatic activity were thought to be the cause for migration of southeastern
populations into the lowlands (Sheets 1979a, 1979b). However, further comparison between the
ceramic material found at sites in El Salvador and the eastern lowlands area revealed that
seemingly similar Terminal Preclassic pottery in the eastern lowlands was made locally and only
certain style modes traveled from El Salvador into the Maya heartland (Hammond 1974a, 1984;
1977; Pring 1977a). Further excavation and tighter ceramic and radio-carbon chronologies at

sites in El Salvador also revealed that the potential cause of population movements out of El



Salvador, the eruption of volcano llopango, occurred much later than the introduction of orange
gloss ware to the Maya lowlands (Dull et. al. 2000; Sharer and Traxler 2006: 281). After
rejection of the “invasion hypothesis”, no single model has been exclusively proposed and tested
until very recently.

Scholars are currently applying models derivative of more traditional political economy
approaches to understand the introduction of orange gloss ware during the Terminal Preclassic
period. In these models, orange gloss pottery constituted part of a new political economy and
served as a form of social currency that materialized political or trade relations (Brady et. al.
1998:33; Fields and Reents-Budet 2005:214-217; Pring 2000:42; Reese-Taylor and Walker
2002:104-105; Walker et. al. 2006:665). In this type of model orange slipped pottery would
have been considered a type of prestige good with its production and/or distribution controlled
by groups of elites seeking to gain or maintain social status and political authority.

It was my original intention to test the hypothesis that orange slipped pottery was a type
of prestige good and functioned as a kind of social currency. Taking into account the limitations
of my current sample from the Holmul Region, correlates for prestige good production and
exchange would have been 1) the identification of restricted technologies used in the production
of orange slipped pottery, 2) a restricted number of producers manufacturing orange slipped
pottery, 3) restricted distribution of orange slipped pottery to elite contexts both within the
Holmul Region and elsewhere in the Maya lowlands, and 4) evidence of production and
exchange reaching outside the Holmul Region.

However, prior to my analysis and especially after it was completed, | became aware of a
number of significant problems with this approach. These problems range from the

archaeological to the theoretical and will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter, but



briefly include 1) complicated distribution patterns that point to ritual not political or socio-
economic status as a determining factor in use and final deposition, 2) variation in type and
quality of orange slipped pottery leading to the assumption that many production units with
different levels of skill were involved in production, 3) a lack of restricted technologies used to
produce orange slipped ceramics, 4) great variation in paste recipes leading to the assumption
that not only were paste recipes unrestricted, but again that many units were involved in the
production process, 5) signs of continuity in production patterns between red and orange slipped
material, 6) a lack of evidence for major interregional or external trade and exchange, and finally
7) inherent theoretical biases and faults of the prestige goods model that fail to account for
patterns produced by the study.

Therefore, in this research | study the creation and use of orange slipped vessels in the
Terminal Preclassic period using the theoretical lens of ritual economy (Wells 2006; Wells and
Salazar 2007). Ritual economy combines aspects of political economy and agency based
theories to focus on how groups and individuals reproduce or alter social structure through their
utilization of economic resources for the purpose of ritual and performance. As | will
demonstrate in the next chapter, this theoretical framework focuses attention away from
hierarchy and Weberian (1947) concepts of power onto social structure and how material objects
can mediate social relations. Ritual economy does not separate or isolate the value of material
objects. Instead, the social context in which objects were used played an integral role in
determining both their value and even physical composition. In this research certain types of
orange slipped ceramics are considered social valuables (Helms 1993; Speilmann 2002), not

prestige goods, which were produced for and used in ritual feasting events where elites were able



to reaffirm their identity and position relative to others in the existing social structure during the

Terminal Preclassic period.

A Genealogy of the Terminal Preclassic Period

The chronological placement, culture-material correlates, and economic and socio-
political changes that took place during the Terminal Preclassic period have long been the
subject of intense debate in Maya archaeology (Adams 1971; Brady et. al. 1998; Hammond
1974a, 1977, 1984; Pring 1977a, 1977b, 2000; Sharer and Gifford 1970; Sharer and Traxler
2006; Sheets 1979a, 1979b; Willey, Culbert, and Adams 1967; Willey and Gifford 1961). This
debate is deserving of clarification and discussion before | continue with the thesis of the present
research. What is referred to above as the Terminal Preclassic period was previously referred to
as the Protoclassic period. The Protoclassic period was first conceived of in the 1930s with the
publication of the first synthesis of ceramic datasets in the Maya lowlands (Anderson and Cook
1944; Lothrop 1927; Merwin and Vaillant 1932; Thompson 1931). The period was considered
to be a short phase of cultural evolution positioned at the close of Vaillant’s (1927:378-380)
“Neo-Archaic” period (roughly equivalent to the Late Preclassic period 300 BC — 300AD) and
before his “Old Empire” period (ibid:380-385) (roughly equivalent to the Early Classic period
AD 300 - 600). The cultural phase was identified at sites exclusively by the presence of pottery
with specific ceramic attributes: namely, hollow bulbous (often mammiform supports), groove-
hook rims, and incipient polychrome decoration. This group of ceramic traits was often referred
to as the “Q Complex” in older literature (Merwin and Vaillant 1932:64). While these ceramics
were not associated with stratigraphic excavations of great integrity (the largest collections came

from unsealed or disturbed contexts such as chultunes or re-entered tombs), two factors



contributed to archaeologists’ assumptions that these ceramics bore great significance on the rise
of Classic Maya civilization: namely, 1) their relative position in archaeological contexts above
Neo-Archaic deposits and below Old Empire deposits and 2) their mixture of Neo-Archaic and
Old Empire attributes, specifically incipient use of polychrome painting which heralded the
painted ceramic masterpieces of Classic civilization. The case for the existence of the
Protoclassic period was strengthened in the 1960s with the first large-scale stratigraphic
excavations of sites in the Barton Ramie area of Belize by Harvard University. Here,
archaeologists discovered ceramic material with Q Complex traits in well stratified deposits
(among them burials 30 and 31) post-dating the Preclassic period and predating the Early Classic
period (Willey and Gifford 1961). Gifford dated these ceramics to his Floral Park complex (~
AD 0 - 300). Excavations at the site of Altar de Sacrificios in the Pasion River Region of
Guatemala were yielding similar results (Adams 1971). There, Adams placed these kinds of
ceramics in his Salinas complex (~ AD 150 — 450). Based on this seeming abundance of
information from controlled excavations of large-scale projects, Willey, Culbert, and Adams
(1967) saw enough of a pattern emerging to propose the existence of a Floral Park ceramic
sphere (defined as, “when two or more complexes share a majority of their most common
types”’[Willey, Culbert, and Adams 1967:306]) and horizon within the Maya lowlands (a horizon
is best defined as a brief period of time when certain ceramic modes appear to spread across a
wide region of geographical territory[see Gifford 1976:14]). Modal markers specific to the
Floral Park horizon included those previously grouped as Q Complex traits: for example,
incipient polychrome painting, black-on-orange painting, groove-hook rims, and mammiform
supports. Typological markers consisted of Aguacate Orange, Ixcanrio Orange Polychrome,

Gavilan Black-on-Orange, and even Guacamallo Red-on-Orange types.



Because archaeologists and ceramicists found these traits to be significantly different
from those displayed on Preclassic period ceramics, they hypothesized an external origin for
either their actual production or the technology related to their production (Willey and Gifford
1961:165, 167; Willey, Culbert, and Adams 1967:309). Previous scholars based their
assumption mostly upon differences in gross surface and form characteristics between the
Protoclassic and Preclassic ceramic material: in general, Protoclassic material displayed
mammiform supports, orange slip, and polychrome painting, while Preclassic material displayed
monochrome red, black, or cream slip on flat based forms. Subsequent excavations at the site of
Chalchuapa, El Salvador provided a potential origin for the types and modes of the Floral Park
ceramic sphere in the Maya lowlands (Sharer and Gifford 1970). Here, archaeologists believed
form and surface characteristics of the base orange type, Aguacate Orange, were “virtually
indistinguishable” (ibid:454-455) from Aguacate Orange found in the Barton Ramie area.
Reasons for movement of this kind of pottery and/or pottery technology into the lowlands were
thought to have occurred from either invasion or refugee migration into the lowlands from the
southeastern Maya area. This position was further supported by the work of Sheets (1979a,
1979b) who studied the archaeological datasets in relation to volcanic activity in the southeastern
Maya area, specifically the timing and potential social impact of the eruption of volcano
llopango in El Salvador. In the aftermath of this eruption, which is subsequently evident in the
archaeological record as a deep layer of ash in much of the stratigraphy of sites in El Salvador,
archaeologists believed that soils became impossible to farm and large groups of people were
forced to move out of the area and into the adjacent northeastern lowlands (e.g., Belize and

eventually the central Peten) (Sharer and Gifford 1970; Sheets 1979a, 1979b).



However, problems with the potential migration model developed quickly and were
associated with revisions in chronology and ceramic analysis. Hammond (1974a, 1977, 1984),
Pring (1977a, 1977b), and later Case (1982) looked closer at the ceramics between sites in the
northeastern lowlands and the southeastern area. They recognized that form and surface modes
were not as similar between the regions as once thought and could be the result of localized
innovation as opposed to outside influence. Specifically, there was a great deal of variation in
assumed Protoclassic attributes such as mammiform support modes, as well as the type of
surface finish (e.g., orange matte versus glossy orange) between and even within sites containing
Protoclassic material. Brady’s (1989) discovery and publication of large Protoclassic deposits in
the cave site of Naj Tunich, Guatemala provided the best context of Protoclassic ceramic
markers to date and further supported the conclusions of Hammond (1974a, 1977, 1984), Pring
(1977a, 1977b), and Case (1982). Brady’s analysis revealed two types of ceramic wares
produced at the same time during the Protoclassic period — the dull matte finished Holmul
Orange Ware and a glossy finished ware he subsumed under Peten Gloss Ware. Because of the
excellent preservation of the collection, Brady was able to correlate differences in form, surface
finish, and decoration between the two wares. He found smaller mammiform support modes,
less complex painting, and dull surface finish to be associated with Holmul Orange Ware (e.g.,
Aguacate Orange, Gavilan Black-on-Orange, and Guacamallo Red-on-Orange types) whereas
large bulbous mammiform supports, complex or well executed painting, and glossy surface
treatment were associated with ceramics of the Peten Gloss Ware (namely the types Aguila
Orange: La Compuerta Variety, Sabaneta Black-on-Orange, and Ixcanrio Orange Polychrome

which he placed in Peten gloss ware).



Finally, problems with the chronological patterns in support of the migration model arose
when scholars began finding evidence of large-scale complex societies at previously existing and
more recently discovered sites in the Maya lowlands such as Tikal (Laporte and Fialko 1995),
Cerros (Freidel 1978), and sites in the Mirador Basin (Graham 1967; Hansen 1998) that greatly
predated the existence of the Protoclassic period. These dates were supported with more recent
revision of the dating of the eruption of Ilopango to AD 421, much later than the introduction of
Protoclassic horizon markers into the Maya lowlands (Dull et. al. 2001).

In the most recent syntheses of the archaeology of the Protoclassic period (Brady et. al.
1998; Pring 2000) scholars 1) further refine the chronology of the period, 2) emphasize focusing
on differences between Protoclassic ceramic material using methods aimed at studying ceramic
technology, 3) emphasize the importance of recognizing the types of archaeological contexts in
which Protoclassic ceramic material are found, and 4) urge future researchers to limit use of the
term Protoclassic. Brady and colleagues (1998) divide the Protoclassic of the Maya lowlands
into two phases: an early phase (75 BC — AD 150) and a late phase (AD 150 — 400) both based
upon significant changes in ceramic modes. In brief, the first phase witnessed the introduction of
matte or waxy finish orange-brown wares (e.g., Iberia Orange and Ixobel Orange) as well as
production and exchange of pottery displaying the Usulutan mode of drip-like decoration
(through application of true-resist technology or positive painting). The second phase saw the
introduction of orange ware and polychrome painting (e.g., ceramics of the Holmul Orange Ware
and Peten Gloss Ware discussed above).

Brady and colleagues (1998) and Pring (2000) refine the Protoclassic ceramic dataset,
and therefore potential markers of the horizon and sphere, by focusing on the study of ceramic

modes on sherds and vessels within their respective sites in association with changes in ceramic



technology. This has led to the redefinition, and decrease, of previously existing Protoclassic
ceramic assemblages. Surface treatment and decoration have long been important criteria for
classifying Protoclassic ceramic material — specifically the presence of orange slip and dull finish
— both characteristics of the Aguacate Orange Group material of Holmul Orange Ware.
However, based upon these recent re-analyses (Brady et. al. 1998; Pring 2000) and even previous
analyses (Brady 1989; Case 1982; Meskill 1992; Pring 1977b), scholars have found that
archaeologists have been consistently misidentifying orange gloss ceramics of the Early Classic
period as orange matte ceramics of the Protoclassic period, thus inflating Protoclassic
assemblages.

This misclassification is not necessarily due to negligence or ineptitude on behalf of
Maya archaeologists. One problem with basing classification solely on surface treatment and
color is that these variables are often very subjective measurements. What one archaeologist
may classify as “waxy” or “greasy” another may classify as “glossy”. These terms are difficult
to quantify. Similarly, while the Munsell soil color chart is useful for quantifying color surfaces
and pastes in general, archaeologists often classify colors under different laboratory conditions:
for example, some work outdoors with direct sunlight while others work indoors under florescent
lighting — both of which can have an impact on Munsell color classifications. Adding to this
problem is the extremely wet sub-tropical climate and basic limestone rich soils of the Maya
lowlands — both of which result in the high erosion rate of vessels and sherd surfaces. Further
contributing to the problem is that Gifford was not able to complete his description of Holmul
Orange Ware ceramics before his unfortunate and untimely death. Therefore, archaeologists
have little concrete descriptive information to use when trying to classify ceramics potentially

belonging to the Protoclassic period.
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In order to remedy this problem, the scholars above urge ceramicists and archaeologists
to focus on technological differences, other than surface characteristics, within and between Late
Preclassic, Protoclassic, and Early Classic material. One suggestion as put forth by Brady and
colleagues (1998), and explained in more detail later, is classification of glossy orange
Protoclassic types by the identification of a cream underslip using either a simple stereo
microscope or petrographic microscope. This is one of the aspects of technology that I use in the
present study along with an intensive paste analysis described briefly below and in more detail in
chapter 5.

As a result of these re-analyses that focused on ceramic technology and production, the
sample of Protoclassic material in the Maya lowlands has decreased significantly. Whole vessels
of this type of material appear to be found in greatest quantity at sites in the northeastern
lowlands and restricted to ritual contexts within the sites in which it is found: for example,
chultunes at Tzimin Kax (Thompson 1931:284-288), a tomb at Cahal Cunil (Thompson
1931:291), a burial mound at Nohmul (Anderson and Cook 1944:84; Gann and Gann 1939),
burials at Barton Ramie (Pring 2000:106; Willey and Gifford 1961), a chultun at EI Mirador
(Forsyth 1989:10; Pring 2000:117), “ritual contexts” (Lopez Varela 1996:302) at K’axob,
contexts of an “elite element of society” (Pring 2000:122) at Kichpanha (Meskill 1992), a tomb
and cave at La Lagunita (Ichon and Arnauld 1985), a cave at Naj Tunich (Brady 1989), and
tombs or caches at Tikal (Culbert 1993; n.d.). Sherds of Terminal Preclassic orange gloss
pottery have also been found in construction fill of the potential “port mound” at Nohmul, Belize
(Pring and Hammond 1985), in construction fill of a large mound in the epicenter of El Pozito

(Case 1982), in a large midden deposit at Salinas de los Nueve Cerros, Guatemala (Dillon 1977),
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in construction fill of Building B, Group Il at Holmul, and in construction fill of Structure 1 at La
Sufricaya also in the Holmul Region.

Because of the new smaller sample size and restricted ritual contexts of Protoclassic
material Brady and colleagues (1998) believe that what has long been considered Protoclassic
ceramic horizon and sphere markers comprise a sub-complex of special purpose serving ware at
the majority of the few lowland Maya sites in which it is found. Therefore, they argue that
scholars abandon the use of the term “Protoclassic” as an established time period and phase of
Maya cultural evolution and urge archaeologists only to use the term when discussing ceramics
with specific modes (discussed above and related to the first and second phases of the
Protoclassic) and found in contexts dating within the years BC 75 — AD 400. When the term is
used, Brady and colleagues (1998) urge archaeologists to spell it “protoclassic” with a lower case
“p” to avoid any confusion with previous uses and definitions.

In the present research | abandon the use of the term Protoclassic in all its manifestations,
even those related to ceramic assemblages. | replace the term with Terminal Preclassic. Unlike
Brady and colleagues (1998), | suggest the Terminal Preclassic can be considered a distinct
period of Maya culture-history. | agree with Brady et. al. (1998) that the dates which are based
upon specific ceramic markers correlate to important socio-political and material-culture changes
taking place at many lowland Maya sites during the years 75 BC — AD 250. Additionally, like
Brady and colleagues (1998) and Pring (2000), the data suggest to me that the Terminal
Preclassic ceramics described earlier most often appear as special purpose sub-complexes at the
sites in which they are found and more than often do not form part of a site-wide ceramic
complex. Current data from the Holmul Region certainly fit this pattern. Ixcanrio Orange

Polychrome and what | have designated as Aguila Orange: Variety Unspecified (potentially
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Brady’s [1989] La Compuerta Variety) are severely restricted in distribution and number to ritual
contexts in site epicenters (discussed later in Chapters 4, 6, and 7). These new types may appear
in conjunction with changes in form modes of well established types of serving and utilitarian
ware during the Terminal Preclassic period in the Holmul Region (as they do at Tikal in the Cimi
complex [Culbert n.d., 1993]), but only future analysis can determine this. Furthermore, much of
this pottery is restricted to certain sites in the lowlands during the Terminal Preclassic period —
namely the northeastern and central Peten, with minute quantities in the northern Peten (Forsyth
1989), Pasion Region (Adams 1971), and northern Highlands of Guatemala (Ichon and Arnauld
1985) (for an excellent interregional synthesis see Pring 2000) (Figure 1.1). Therefore, ceramic
markers are not and cannot be the only material correlates for the Terminal Preclassic period in
the Maya lowlands.

I argue that the Terminal Preclassic period is marked by an amalgam of material
correlates that indicate larger changes in the socio-political history of the ancient Maya. While |
will generally describe these correlates here, it is up to archaeologists to identify and define the
Terminal Preclassic locally within their own regions by utilizing these and other correlates they
may recognize in their study of this difficult to define period. The first and most often used
correlate is the presence of orange slipped ceramics of either the first or second phase. These
include ceramics with the Usulutan painting mode and waxy orange-brown ceramics for the first
half of the Terminal Preclassic period, and the presence of true orange slipped, glossy or matte
finished, polychrome ceramics for the second half of the Terminal Preclassic period. However,
because these vessels belong to a serving ware sub-complex within each phase, | urge
archaeologists to identify changes in the paste, form, firing, and surface modes of other well

established Preclassic serving and utilitarian ware such as Sierra Red and Achiotes or Paila
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Unslipped. The lack of ceramic markers at a site only means that it did not participate in the
political economy associated with the Terminal Preclassic period ceramic sub-complex. It does
not necessarily mean the period did not exist and cannot be defined.

A second correlate is evidence of increased warfare and possible abandonment of well
established Late Preclassic centers. Specific correlates come in the form of defensive
fortifications encircling epicenters at the sites of Becan (Webster 1976), EI Mirador (Hansen
1990), El Tintal (Hansen et. al. 2006), and Cival (Estrada-Belli 2006b) — as well as temporary or
permanent abandonment at the same sites. Dating of initial construction of the wall at Muralla
de Leon could be problematic, but I concur with Rice and Rice (1981) that it was also built
during this period. While the majority of wall excavations at the site produced no evidence of
cultural material, two excavations of sub-operation B located at the base of the wall into what the
Rices interpret as a collapse-talus produced a majority of sherds dating to the Terminal Preclassic
period, but also five sherds characteristic of the Postclassic period (Rice and Rice 1981:280-
281). The Rices present three possible conclusions based upon this evidence: the first is that the
wall was built in the Postclassic period by people using Terminal Preclassic midden deposits
excavated from somewhere else in the site, the second is that the wall was built in the Terminal
Preclassic period and later added to in the Postclassic period, and the third possibility is that the
wall was constructed in the Terminal Preclassic period and included no sherd material, but was
later added to in the Postclassic period by people who mined Terminal Preclassic fill deposits for
the addition. The Rices present this last possibility as the most likely conclusion, citing the
presence of Late Preclassic and Terminal Preclassic ceramics in the majority of structures
located within the wall structure at the site (Rice and Rice 1981:281). | tend to accept this

interpretation and believe initial construction of the wall dates to the Terminal Preclassic period.
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Similar problems exist with dating of the earthworks at Tikal. While Puleston and Calendar
(1967) originally dated the earthworks at Tikal to the Late Preclassic period, Webster and
colleagues (2004) have subsequently determined they were more than likely initially conceived
of in the mid sixth century AD and amplified greatly over the course of the Late Classic period.
Furthermore, Webster and colleagues believe the earthworks may not have been defensive
fortifications, but some kind of political boundary marker. Despite this new evidence from
Tikal, Preclassic epicenters at many sites mentioned above, as well as Cerros (Friedel 1978),
Nohmul (Hammond 1985), and Seibal (Sabloff 1975), suffered a crippling population decline,
and never fully recovered after the Terminal Preclassic period.

Another correlate of the Terminal Preclassic period is a change in burial practices
associated with the internment of elite individuals. During the Terminal Preclassic period, elites
began to have themselves buried near (and sometimes in) previously public monumental
architecture. This practice is seen in the discovery of potential tombs of the first local kings at
the sites of Tikal (Coe 1990; Laporte and Fialko 1995), Caracol (Chase and Chase 1999),
Nohmul (Hammond 1984), Holmul (Merwin and Vaillant 1932), and an elite individual buried in
a plaza tomb at Chan Chich (Houk 1998, 1999).

Finally, the Terminal Preclassic period also witnessed a change in iconography and
potentially ideology as evidenced in monumental art and architecture. Frequently cited examples
include a shift away from stucco masks molded into the shape of supernatural beings on the
facades of public architecture and toward an emphasis on individual rulers and royal dynasties,
also in the medium of stucco masks, as seen at Cerros, Belize (Freidel 1986b). While not all
sites display the continuity of Cerros, there still remains a relatively widespread shift away from

the large stucco masks of the Preclassic period toward other media, such as mural painting and
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stone carving (although these mediums also existed, albeit in less quantity, during the Preclassic
periods).

For the purpose of the present research, Terminal Preclassic refers to what Brady and
colleagues (1998) distinguish as the second half of their Protoclassic time span, but slightly
shorter than their original phase (AD 150 — 250). These dates are based upon ceramic evidence
from the Holmul Region, Gautemala. In the Holmul region, the time span begins with the
radiocarbon date associated with vessel SF# HOL.T.41.10.02.01 found in Burial 10 of Building
B, Group Il at Holmul. It returned a calibrated date of AD 120 — 230 (1c), AD 80-260 (20) (see
Estrada-Belli 2006c). The (1c) date range places the interment of the vessel somewhere around
AD 150 - at the beginning of the second half of the Terminal Preclassic period. While there is
no radiocarbon date for the end of the phase, | suggest the phases ends around AD 250 based on
the presence of clear early facet Early Classic (Tzakol 1 Sphere) ceramic markers (e.g., Actuncan
Orange Polychrome and Boleto Black-on-Orange types) associated in stratigraphically superior
contexts to Terminal Preclassic material in Building B, Group Il, Room 8 at Holmul, and also
discovered in burial contexts at Hamontun and fill contexts at La Sufricaya and K’0. These
markers date to approximately AD 250 within complexes at neighboring lowland Maya sites
with firmly established ceramic sequences (Smith 1955).

In summary, the Terminal Preclassic period is as complex to identify and describe
archaeologically as it was culture-historically. It is not nearly as materially consistent as the
Preclassic and Classic periods because it is a time of localized political, economic, religious, and
social change. These changes did not occur all at once or at every single site. Instead they
occurred slowly and rather locally. Despite the lack of material cohesion, | believe it is useful to

create a larger time-frame in which to discuss these localized changes, therefore | recognize the
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Terminal Preclassic as a legitimate chronological marker in the Maya lowlands that demarcates
these social, political, and economic changes. Specifically, in the context of this thesis, when |
refer to the Terminal Preclassic period from this point forward | am referring to the second half
of the ceramic period defined by Brady and colleagues (1998) as it pertains to the Holmul
Region. Now that I have established a chronological definition of the Terminal Preclassic
period, I can continue discussion of the potential function and meaning of orange slipped
ceramics produced and used during the second half of that period, and how they relate to or

reflect larger changes in socio-political organization leading up to the Classic period.

Cause for the Emergence of a New Terminal Preclassic Ceramic Economy

Archaeological evidence shows that the Terminal Preclassic period was a time of great
political turmoil. Correlates of political unrest include signs of warfare such as earthworks,
moats, or palisade walls encircling ceremonial site cores at the sites of Becan (Webster 1976), El
Mirador (Hansen 1990), El Tintal (Hansen et. al. 2006), Muralla de Leon (Rice and Rice 1981),
and Cival (Estrada-Belli 2006b, 2004) all dating from AD 150 — 250. The geo-political
landscape was also becoming increasingly regionalized during the close of the Terminal
Preclassic period as evidenced in potential tombs of the first local kings at the sites of Tikal (Coe
1990; Laporte and Fialko 1995), Caracol (Chase and Chase 1999), Nohmul (Hammond 1984)
and Holmul (Merwin and Vaillant 1932). The last and most significant evidence of potential
political unrest was the collapse and complete abandonment of Late Preclassic period centers
such as the massive ceremonial and administrative capitals of the Mirador Basin (Hansen 2001;

Hansen et. al. 2006) such as El Mirador, Wakna, El Tintal, Nakbe, and La Florida, and the
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northeastern lowlands such as Cival (Estrada-Belli 2006b, 2004), Cerros (Freidel 1978), Nohmul
(Hammond 1985), and Seibal (Sabloff 1975).

The decline of multiple established Late Preclassic polities and their respective groups of
political elites may have been hastened by the competition and increased communication
between political elites in what Mann (1986) calls “interstitial spaces”, or those areas and
inhabitants on the physical and figurative fringe of existing polities and political networks. This
increased competition and communication between less established elites can be seen in the
potential increase in inter-elite feasting events as evidenced in the increased number and types of
feasting vessels, especially pitchers (e.g., “chocolate spouts™), found in burials and caches dating
to the Terminal Preclassic period (Berry et. al. 2004; Houk 1998, 1999; Powis et. al. 2002; Pring
2000). While this form of vessel and chocolate consumption has roots spanning back to the
Middle Preclassic period in Mesoamerica (Henderson and Joyce 2006; Joyce and Henderson
2007), it is found in greatest quantity at sites in the northeastern lowlands during the Terminal
Preclassic period (Powis et. al. 2002). Archaeological (Joyce and Henderson 2007; LeCount
2001; Reents-Budet 1994, 2000, 2006; Rosenswig 2006), ethnohistoric (Tozzer 1941), and
ethnographic (Bunzel 1952; McNeil 2006; Redfield and Rojas 1934; Vogt 1993; Wisdom 1940)
evidence have shown how important feasting events are to the maintenance of group and
individual identity and authority of the Classic, Postclassic, and modern Maya. As it was for the
Classic period, Postclassic period and contemporary Maya, feasting would have been a means
for groups and individuals to perform, reaffirm, or perhaps even redefine identities among the
Preclassic Maya as well. Among elites, it may have served as a means both to communicate and

compete using special foods and vessels created for this specific purpose.
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In the present research, | argue that these are the roots, or the reason, for the creation of
orange slipped pottery during the Terminal Preclassic period. These vessels served as containers
for special purpose foods used in elite identity and authority confirming feasts. The value in
these vessels was inextricably linked to their association with these feasting events, the food they
contained, the messages they conveyed on their surfaces and through their form, and perhaps
even the specific groups or individuals who created and owned them, ultimately transforming
these pots into inalienable possessions (Weiner 1985, 1992) that were taken out of circulation
and permanently stored in burials or caches. The key here is that these vessels were valuable
within a certain context (i.e., ritual feasting) because they were used to hold sacred foods
(chocolate and corn products). They were painted polychrome to both show this value and
convey messages related to individual or group identities. In essence, these vessels were not
valuable because they were slipped orange and painted in polychrome; they were slipped orange
and painted in polychrome because they were valuable. Of course, this value may have
eventually transcended the specific social context of feasting allowing these vessels to become
somewhat festishized, and in some cases mimicking restricted distribution patterns resembling
that of prestige goods. However, in this research the value of these vessels is based upon the
social context in which they were potentially intended and used most frequently — the consuming

of sacred food at important ritual occasions.

Research Domain: The Holmul Region, Guatemala
The Holmul Region is located in the northeastern Department of Peten near the present
day Belizean border (Figure 1.1). The actual site of Holmul was initially investigated in 1911 by

Raymond Merwin of Harvard University (Merwin and Vaillant 1932) (Figure 1.4). In 2000
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Francisco Estrada-Belli, then of Boston University and later of VVanderbilt University, returned to
the site and began a long-term regional scale research project of the Holmul area (Estrada-Belli
2002). In a7 km radius from the site of Holmul are approximately seven major archaeological
sites: two large ceremonial and administrative centers, Holmul and Cival (Figure 1.6), separated
by approximately seven kilometers and six minor centers (T’ot, K’o [Figure 1.7], Hahakab,
Hamontun, La Sufricaya [Figure 1.5], and La Riverona) varying in size by number of temples
and plaza groups (Figure 1.3).

Due to the limited number of monuments in the Holmul Region, few historical data are
available. The earliest inscribed monument in the Holmul Region, Stela 2, comes from the site
of Cival and has been dated stylistically to the Preclassic period (Estrada-Belli 2006b; Estrada-
Belli, Grube, Wolf, Gardella, and Guerra-Librero 2003). At La Sufricaya several inscribed
monuments and painted murals were found (all from Structure 1) to date to the Early Classic
period (Estrada-Belli 2002; Estrada-Belli and Foley 2004; Grube 2003; Tokovinine 2006;
Tomasic and Estrada-Belli 2003). In separate instances these texts link the site of La Sufricaya
with the nearby site of Tikal as well as the “Teotihuacan Entrada” (Stuart 2000) associated with
the AD 378 date at Tikal which spawned use of Teotihuacan-style iconography at several Peten
sites. Tokovinine (2006) was also able to piece together fragments of the Late and Terminal
Classic political history of the Holmul Region from portable artifacts discovered in Merwin and
Vaillant’s 1911 excavations, Holmul Project excavations sponsored by Boston University in
2000 and Vanderbilt University in 2001-2005, and various museum and private collections. The
record is extremely scarce, but Tokovinine (2006) identifies potential links between the site of

Naranjo and Holmul in the Late and Terminal Classic periods. He also identifies the presence of
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a local title, Chak-Tok-Wayab, extending back to the Early Classic period at Holmul and forward
through time to the Terminal Classic.

At the time | began my research current data suggested to me that the Holmul Region was
an excellent area to study the emergence of the Terminal Preclassic orange ceramic economy
because of 1) the potentially large quantity of Terminal Preclassic ceramic material available for
analysis, 2) the potential quality of Terminal Preclassic contexts, and 3) archaeological evidence
of regional political unrest during the Terminal Preclassic period. Previous (Merwin and
Vaillant 1932) and recent (Estrada-Belli 2002, 2004) excavations at sites in the area have shown
evidence of a potential abundance of Terminal Preclassic period ceramic material. Furthermore,
the archaeological contexts where Terminal Preclassic ceramics have been discovered were well-
stratified and usually sealed. Contexts include burial vaults in Building B, Group 11 at Holmul
(Merwin and Vaillant 1932), burial vaults at Hamontun (Estrada-Belli 2000), and potentially
redeposited sealed midden deposits in construction fill of monumental architecture at the site of
Holmul (Estrada-Belli 2003, 2006¢). Finally, there is evidence of political unrest in the Holmul
Region dating to the Terminal Preclassic period. The Preclassic period capital of Cival contains
a hastily built wall encircling the ceremonial site core which has been dated to the Terminal
Preclassic period (Estrada-Belli 2004). The epicenter of Cival is abandoned shortly after the
construction of the wall and monumental construction ceases. Only a small number of
residential buildings show signs of occupation post-dating the Terminal Preclassic period.
Meanwhile, it is during this time that orange gloss ware is placed in Burial Vault 9 of Building
B, Group Il at Holmul. The site of Holmul continued to grow after the Terminal Preclassic

period and shows signs of an apogee during the Late Classic period.
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In 2005 and 2006 | performed a pilot study essential for the success of the current
research on the ceramics of the Holmul Region (Callaghan 2006). | refined the regional
chronology which was originally established by Raymond Merwin and George Vaillant in the
early nineteen hundreds and later revised by Laura Kosakowsky (2001). As concerns the present
study, one of my goals was to identify sealed contexts that specifically dated to the Terminal
Preclassic period. | would then isolate chronologically sensitive ceramic types and vessel forms,
other than orange gloss ware, to identify accurately archaeological contexts of the Terminal
Preclassic period in other areas of the region. This approach has been used on Preclassic
material by Culbert at Tikal (n.d.), Demarest at EI Mirador (1984), Kosakowsky at Cuello
(1987), and Angelini at K’axob (1998). Unfortunately, my preliminary analysis did not produce
the results | expected. Despite the sealed contexts dating to the Terminal Preclassic period
discovered by Merwin in 1911 (Merwin and Vaillant 1932) and an additional Terminal
Preclassic period burial discovered by Neivens (2004) in Building B, Group Il at Holmul, no
other sealed contexts definitively dating to the Terminal Preclassic period were identified in the
existing ceramic sample. Furthermore, the orange slipped pottery of the Terminal Preclassic
period was found to be extremely rare both in the current regional sample and, surprisingly, the
new site sample from Holmul.

As | explain later in the theoretical and methodological chapters, the limitations of the
present sample prohibited me from performing a traditional study of ceramic craft specialization
for the Terminal Preclassic period in the Holmul Region. Instead, I chose to focus on identifying
and guantifying production technologies of chronologically isolated type-forms of monochrome
red, monochrome orange, and painted orange traditions of the Late Preclassic, Terminal

Preclassic, and early facet Early Classic periods. Using these data, | tested the hypothesis that
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the first orange slipped vessels were produced using restricted technologies and circulated in a

prestige goods system.

Outline of Methodology

The units of study are whole vessels and diagnostic rim sherds from Sierra Red, Aguila
Orange, Ixcanrio Orange Polychrome, Boleto Black-on-Orange, and Actuncan Orange
Polychrome ceramics. Recently, this method has been used with great success at the sites of
Copan Honduras (Bill 1997), the Petexbatun Region, Guatemala (Foias 1996), Piedras Negras,
Guatemala (Mufioz 2006) and Xunantunich, Belize (LeCount 1996). The sample consists of rim
sherds from the medium sized (25-30cm rim diameter) flaring bow! shape-class of Sierra Red
and Aguila Orange types, and medium sized (25 — 30cm rim diameter) composite bowl shape-
class of Sierra Red, Aguila Orange, Ixcanrio Orange Polychrome, Boleto Black-on-Orange, and
Actuncan Orange Polychrome ceramics.

Rim sherds of Sierra, Aguila, Ixcanrio, Boleto, and Actuncan ceramics were selected
from five types of contexts at the sites of Holmul, Cival, La Sufricaya, K’o, and Hamontun
dating to the Late Preclassic through early facet Early Classic periods. The five types of contexts
include: 1) burials, 2) caches, 3) primary deposition middens, 4) redeposited middens in
construction fill and 5) mixed construction fill.

In accordance with my hypothesis stated above, in order for orange slipped pottery to
have been produced and circulated within a prestige goods system, it must have been produced
by a small group of artisans who possessed knowledge of restricted ceramic technologies (e.g.,
paste recipes, firing technology, and surface finish), and possibly controlled by elites. In

contrast, pre-existing, contemporaneous, and seemingly unlimited in distribution, red ceramics of
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the Sierra Red group would have been produced by a potentially larger group of production units
using unrestricted technologies. Beginning with aspects of type-variety classification and
continuing with modal analysis, diversity studies, and petrography | examined the difference
between paste, firing, forming, and surface finish between the red and orange slipped ceramics.
My study identified four variables statistically related to paste, firing, and surface finish
technologies associated with the production of Aguila, Ixcanrio, Boleto, and Actuncan flaring
and composite bowl type-forms. However, these technologies were not restricted to orange
ceramics alone. My analysis also revealed signs of continuity in production techniques between
red and orange ceramics. Furthermore, diversity studies revealed greater amounts of variation in
paste modes of polychrome material than any other type-form in the study, including Sierra Red
ceramics. Therefore, it appears that the production and distribution of orange slipped ceramics in
the Holmul Region during the Terminal Preclassic period does not fit the traditional patterns of a

prestige goods system and may be better understood within the contexts of ritual economy.

Outline of the Current Work

The following chapter contextualizes the current study of production technologies within
the theoretical framework of ritual economy and also provides a discussion of feasting and its
importance in the maintenance of ancient Maya identity formation and political power. Chapter
three discusses my methodology including the definition, operationalization, and potential
critiques of methods used in the current study. In chapter four | present a revised ceramic
sequence for the Holmul Region as well as a reinterpretation of Merwin and Vaillant’s original
classification of vessels found in tombs from Building B, Group IlI; Building F, Group I; and

Ruin X at the site of Holmul. In chapter five, | present the results of a type-variety classification
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of pottery excavated in the 2000 Boston University sponsored field season and the 2001-2005
seasons of the VVanderbilt Holmul Archaeological Project, both projects under the direction of
Dr. Francisco Estrada-Belli. Chapter six provides the results of modal and diversity analyses of
monochrome red, monochrome orange, and painted orange ceramics. In chapter seven I discuss
the results of petrographic analysis of these same samples of ceramics. Chapter eight discusses
the results of Instrumental Neutron Activation Analysis performed by researches at the
Archaeometry Lab at the University of Missouri. Finally, chapter nine provides a general

summary and conclusions of the present research.

Significance of the Current Work

The results of this research cause us to rethink how we conceive of the integration of
ancient Maya ceramic economy and political organization. Orange slip ceramics of the Terminal
Preclassic period are here considered the strategic materialization of changes in ritual
performance related to the crafting of identity and transmission of ideologies used by elites in
exclusive feasting events during a turbulent political period. The research shows that production
and distribution patterns defy traditional patterns of prestige goods systems and require us to
apply a different theoretical framework to understand them. Ritual economy with its emphasis
on how ritual influences the economy and its greater focus on the reproduction of social structure
as opposed to individual or group gain helps us understand these patterns better. It is through
this framework that orange slipped ceramics never become divorced from their social context —
isolated simply as “prestige goods” — but are studied in reference to their use in sacred and
secular elite feasting events. These vessels were not merely social currency used by elites to

maintain a historically specific mode of political organization. They are better framed as
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material objects with individual biographies that result from unique combinations of economic,
political, religious, and social choices and/or constraints deployed by actors within specific
contexts, ultimately aimed at reaffirming identity, and only subsequently garnering prestige.

One of the other objectives of this study was to make a preliminary contribution to the
culture-history of the region by identifying characteristics of the Late Preclassic, Terminal
Preclassic, and early facet Early Classic ceramic economies of the Holmul Region. In order to
undertake this study it was necessary to revise the ceramic chronology for the Holmul Region
and accompanying type-variety classification. Consequently, this analysis is responsible for the
creation of the first monograph length piece of work focusing on the definition and description of
the ceramic inventory of the previously little known Holmul Region, Guatemala as well as a
preliminary characterization of the organization of ceramic production from a largely populated
Terminal Preclassic period region.

Finally, and as | will explain in chapter 3, this study makes a methodological contribution
by proposing a valuable three-tiered analysis of paste composition. Through the use of stereo
microscope analysis, petrographic analysis, and Instrumental Neutron Activation Analysis I have
designed a supplemental approach to the study of paste composition aimed at gaining a better
understanding of the material and potentially social aspects of ceramic paste preparation and the

larger ceramic production process.
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Figure 1.2

Comparison of Late Preclassic, Terminal Preclassic, and Early Classic serving
ware (a, Late Preclassic period Sierra Red: Sierra Variety bowl; b, Terminal
Preclassic period Ixcanrio Orange Polychrome bowl; ¢, Early Classic period
Caldero Buff Polychrome bowl) (photos by author)
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Figure 1.3 Map of the Holmul Region showing major archaeological sites (map by Francisco
Estrada-Belli)
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Figure 1.4
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Figure 1.5
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Figure 1.7 Map of K’0 epicenter (map by John Tomasic)
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CHAPTER I

THEORETICAL AND CULTURE-HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES

Introduction

The purpose of this dissertation was to test the hypothesis that Terminal Preclassic period
orange slipped pottery was produced and circulated in a prestige goods system. The concept of
prestige goods production and exchange is encompassed under the larger theoretical framework
of archaeological political economy. However, after completion of the analysis the data failed to
strongly support the hypothesis. Furthermore, the theoretical framework of political economy
failed to fully explain the complicated production patterns defined by the study. The failure of
the prestige goods concept and political economy in the present research exposed these models to
further scrutiny, leading me in the direction that other scholars have recently taken, away from
political economy toward more socially centered approaches such as the framework of ritual
economy. In this chapter I will define the concept of political economy and prestige goods
systems as well as provide some examples of how these models have been applied to the
archaeological record in the past. | will then critique political economy and prestige goods
theory based on their theoretical shortcomings, saving the particular data oriented problems that
arose when | tried to apply these concepts to the current study for chapters 6-9. The remainder
of the chapter will focus on the definition of ritual economy and how I apply it to the study of

orange slipped ceramics of the Terminal Preclassic period.
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A Review of Political Economy and Prestige Goods Theory

Archaeological approaches to political economy are broad and each study employs
somewhat of a unique, albeit relatively consistent, definition of the theoretical framework. A
number of recent reviews of the application of political economy to the archaeological record are
helpful in tracing the common threads between the myriad different approaches used by
archaeologists today (Cobb 1993; Preucel and Hodder 1996; Wells 2006), and | will employ
some definitions and heuristic devices from those syntheses in the present discussion. Wells
(2006:3) perhaps provides the best definition for recent applications of political economy in
archaeology stating, “political economy is a broad theoretical framework that attempts to account
for the processes by which surplus goods and labor are channeled through social systems to
create material wealth and finance political institutions”. Furthermore, within Mesoamerican
archaeology, “political economy is often invoked to explain the role of elites in expropriating
resources (material and nonmaterial) from the broader population through manipulation of the
social and demographic environments” (Wells 2006:3). It is fairly obvious from these
definitions of political economy, and the case studies discussed below, that this theoretical
framework rests on what O’Donovan (2002) defines as an “individualist” perspective of power.
Social power here is conceived of almost as an entity to be possessed in a zero-sum game.
Individuals and institutions can have “more” or “less” power than other individuals or
institutions, and those with more have the ability to alter social situations and the lives of others
for their own betterment. This definition of power rests upon Weber’s (1947:152) original
assertion that, “power is the probability that one actor within a social relationship will be in the
position to carry out his own will despite resistance, regardless of the basis on which this

probability rests”. The concept of agency is represented within political economy, but as Wells
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(2006:14) points out, “the agents in political economy approaches are intrinsically competitive
and strive toward efficiency: ‘since more is better (more resources = more power), the political
economy is inherently growth oriented’ [Earle, 2002, p. 9]. Thus, political economy
approaches...allow for the concept of agency, but only to the point of examining how people
manipulate economic processes for personal gain”.

Preucel and Hodder (1996:99) suggest that approaches to understanding the
archaeological record using the theoretical framework of political economy have traditionally
been divided into three areas of study: namely, 1) approaches focusing on pre-capitalist modes of
production and their historical dimensions, 2) approaches focusing on the maintenance of
political power and how prehistoric regimes were financed, and 3) approaches studying
commodity production and the notion of value. While | agree with Preucel and Hodder (1996)
on the first two areas, | believe the third area of study is more recently influenced by agency
centered theory where value is ultimately tied to social context and how the object may be used
in specific instances to recapitulate social structure with less of an emphasis on personal gain or
optimization.

Preucel and Hodder (1996:99) describe three approaches to the study of pre-capitalist
modes of production. The first group of studies, and most salient to this research, involves the
control of a prestige goods system by elites. Archaeological prestige goods models
(Frankenstein and Rowlands 1978; Freidman and Rowlands 1977) were founded on the core-
periphery dynamics of Immanuel Wallerstein’s (1974) World Systems Theory, and the research
of late twentieth century anthropologists focusing on how individuals or groups gain status
through the manipulation of external exchange (Dupre 1972; Dupre and Rey 1968; Ekholm

1972; Meillasoux 1960; Sahlins 1972; Strathern 1971). The main tenets of the theory hold that
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local leaders and their descent groups compete among one another for social influence by
reaching outside of their locality to secure exchange relations with other groups. The goods
exchanged in these relations are not items that can be secured or produced locally — rather, they
are rare items that become forms of wealth which play important roles in life-affirming rituals
and social obligations. Control and manipulation of the exchange of these important, socially
charged goods, brings leaders and their descent groups higher status and greater influence among
competing descent groups. Increased competition between groups brings about an increase in
the quantity of circulating prestige items and in some cases standardization. Peripheral areas are
forced into alliances with core territories as they too become culturally reliant on socially
charged prestige items. Societies in which social power relies on the control of prestige goods
networks are inherently unstable, as monopolies on external trade relations are difficult to secure
and subject to rapid and unexpected change. Subsequent applications of the prestige goods
model have allowed archaeologists to gain insights into social evolution and political economy in
Mesoamerica and South America (see for example Blanton et. al. 1996; Clark and Blake 1994;
Earle 1987).

Another group of studies invokes the tenets of Peer Polity Interaction (Renfrew 1986). In
these models, competition, “symbolic entrainment” (the elite co-opting of symbols and customs
from neighboring areas), and trade among elites in closely bound areas causes increased and
continuous political and economic intensification. Renfrew shows how this process works in
early Greek city-states. Using warfare as an example of peer-polity interaction, Freidel (1986a)
applied the model to Classic period Maya polities. However, a decade earlier Price and
colleagues (1977) presented a similar application in their “cluster-interaction” model for the rise

of the state in Mesoamerica. The most important contribution of these models when they first
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appeared was that they used archaeological data to show that there is hardly ever evidence for
unidirectional diffusion among neighboring polities and many sites are constantly
communicating with each other through varied cycles and means of cultural interaction (e.g.,
warfare, symbol emulation, or even prestige goods systems).

World systems theory with its focus on core-periphery dynamics is another approach to
the study of prehistoric modes of production. This model is based upon the perceived post-war
impact of capitalism on “third world” nations as set forth by Wallerstein (1974). In this model a
politically, economically, and culturally sophisticated core extracts and distributes resources to
less sophisticated and resource deficient neighboring peripheries. The relationship makes these
peripheral areas dependent on the core for economic and cultural products, ultimately placing
peripheral areas in inferior political and socio-economic positions to core areas. The most
influential application of this concept in Mesoamerica was conducted by Rathje (1971, 1972,
1973; Rathje and Gregory 1978) where he hypothesized political elites in core areas of the
Classic period rose to power through the control of distribution of utilitarian items such as
groundstone, obsidian, and salt, to resource poor peripheral zones. While Rathje’s original
application has long since been refuted by archaeological evidence (Hammond 1974b:329;
Nations and Nigh 1980; Price et. al. 1977; Puleston 1976; Sanders 1973), scholars continue to
apply modified world systems models (e.g., recognizing the existence of multiple cores and
peripheries as well as diminishing the role of peripheral dependency) to the archaeology of
Mesoamerica producing some valuable insights (see for example Smith and Berdan 2003; Urban
and Schortman 1999).

Finally, another area of studies focusing on characterizing the prehistoric mode of

production involves what Wells (2006:8) classifies as debt models. In these models individual
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aggrandizers or groups utilize prestige goods systems and competitive displays of giving to
create debt among followers. Wells (2006:8) explains, “often, the target of elite interests is
prestige goods, which, as Mauss (1990 [1925]) demonstrated, have social meaning such that their
exchange materializes social relations. These items are displayed and distributed in the context
of elaborate feasts and other public rituals that provide ostentatious showcases for pomp and
pageantry, demonstrating one’s social status and prestige (see Gosden, 1989).” One of the most
influential debt models recently applied to the archaeology of Mesoamerica was conceptualized
by Clark and Blake (1994) at the site of Paso de la Amada, Mexico. Here, they believe
archaeological evidence supports the theory for elite aggrandizement through feasting which
created social bonds of obligation and debt among Barra phase inhabits of the site. Noted above,
while this model and its specific application has been modified to take into account the agency of
individuals and groups, as well as the specific social context in which the material objects being
studied were previously used and gained their value, what makes this more of a political
economy approach is the emphasis on personal gain or optimization and how social power rests
in the hands of a few aggrandizing elites.

The second general trend in the application of political economy to the archaeological
record is the study of how political elites finance their respective regimes. One of the most
influential studies of state finance through political economy was conducted by D’ Altroy
(D’Altroy and Earle 1985) and Earle (1987). D’Altroy and Earle (1985) define the terms of
staple and wealth finance in their study of Inka political economy. Staple finance occurs when
the state receives agricultural goods through taxation and/or tribute and later redistributes them
to the populace. Wealth finance occurs when staple products are no longer given as payment,

but some kind of good imbued with social value is used instead. These items may have social
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value and prestige only, or retain some kind of exchange value and are able to be traded for
staple products in a market (Brumfiel 1980). Wealth economies are often more efficient forms
of payment for political elites in that small symbolically imbued goods are often easier to
transport over large distances. Additionally, their production can be controlled within state run
facilities. Earle (1987) applies the theory to contact-period Hawaiian chiefdoms and the Inka.
In Hawaii, prestigious meticulously constructed cloaks of rare materials were used as wealth in
payment to individuals for services to the state, whereas textiles, special ceramics, and metal
supplied the need for wealth in the Inka Empire.

In summary, what the preceding approaches share is the idea that political elites will
harness economic and cultural resources in an effort to gain or maintain social control and
authority. One of the advantages of this approach is its attention to the big picture, or its ability
to trace macro-scale patterns in the economies of ancient cultures. Another advantage is how it
allows for multi-directional interaction among and between groups of elites.

However, many archaeologists have begun to deconstruct political economy, and more
specifically, prestige goods models, questioning their underlying assumptions and how well they
really apply to specific datasets (Cobb 1993; Kohl 1987; Mills 2004; Robb 1999; Saitta 1999).
Recent critiques direct us toward the following problems. Prestige goods models often over-
emphasize World Systems or dependency theory, which stress core-periphery dynamics. They
similarly inflate the role of elites in prestige goods production, exchange, and consumption.
They assume that external relations are sought for primarily conflictive rather than integrationist
purposes. They create what some have called a tautology in that, “prestige is what is gained
through use of prestigious goods, and prestigious goods are those whose use gives one prestige”

(Robb 1999:6; see also Wells 2006:21; Cobb 1993:64-65; Peregrine, 1992:69-70). Prestige
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goods models can also lack a focus on the creation and notions of changing value of the prestige
goods themselves. And finally, they may lack emphasis on the context of exchange for prestige
goods or the social situations in which these goods are used.

As | will demonstrate in chapters 6-8, the data reflect a number of these problems:
namely, 1) inflation or false assumptions about the role of elites in potential orange slipped
pottery production, 2) the assumption that external relations are sought only for conflictive
purposes, 3) a lack of acknowledgement for the changing value of the vessels throughout their
use-life, and finally 4) a lack of emphasis or placement of importance on the social context in
which these vessels were exchanged. These theoretical and archaeological shortcomings led me

toward a more socially informed model of production and exchange, ritual economy.

Theoretical Framework of Ritual Economy
Ritual economy builds upon political economy as well as agency-centered theories to

create a theoretical framework in which ritual drives the economic system. Like political
economy, ritual economy does not encompass a fixed set of definitions or methodology. Wells
(2006:20) states that ritual economy is best viewed, “as a burgeoning theoretical and explanatory
framework for generating research questions and corresponding test implications for
archaeological study”. At its heart is a theory of social power which combines aspects of the
individualist and situational perspectives (O’Donovan 2002) giving somewhat equal emphasis to
the will of actors and groups, as well as the restrictions/opportunities afforded them by social
structure. Wells (2006:22) explains that in ritual economy social power is seen,

not as a property or attribute of a person that allows one to impose one’s will on

others but more broadly as the management of meanings and the shaping of

interpretations...Individuals and groups, differently positioned in social relations
and processes of domination, use economic resources available to them to try to
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fix their interpretations of meanings, to prevent others’ interpretations from being
heard, and to garner the material outcome of these efforts.

The principal means and medium by which actors engage in the materialization and
legitimization of specific meanings is through ritual action. Within ritual economy, “ritual” does
not singly refer to religious ritual, but as Rappaport (1999:24) states, “the performance of more
or less invariant sequences of formal acts and utterances not entirely encoded by the performers”.
Ritualized action here is similar to practice, in that it encompasses actions within the sacred and
secular realms of society that ultimately serve to reproduce or alter existing interpretations of
symbols. However, the term “ritual” is devoid of the baggage of “prestige” or “capital
acquisition” that follows closely with Bourdieuian concepts of practice. Here also performance,
whether on a large or small scale, becomes a key component in the creation, transmission, and
competition of symbolic interpretation. It is both the source for formation of cultural meaning
and the site where those meanings, encoded in material symbols, is deployed and often
contested.

Within ritual economy, orange slipped pottery of the Terminal Preclassic period is
considered a “social valuable” (Helms 1993). As Wells (2006:21) discusses, this distinction
shifts, “the emphasis from hierarchical relations of prestige structures to consideration of the
diverse ways in which goods condense and encode social principles, cultural or economic values,
and sacred tenets”. Monochrome orange and painted orange vessels of the Terminal Preclassic
period did more than enhance the prestige of their owners. They played myriad different roles in
the culture of the time from the most simple and tangible function as food service containers at
important events, to serving as symbols of identity and authority, to representing the physical
embodiment of actual individuals or groups eventually becoming inalienable possessions

themselves. All of these functions and different levels of meaning and value would eventually
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contribute to the prestigious status of these types of ceramics and their owners. Furthermore,
these functions and values were predicated closely upon the specific social context for which
these vessels were produced, namely elite “diacritical” (Dietler 2001; LeCount 2001) feasting
events.

To summarize, motivation of actors in ritual economy is not based on economic
maximization as it is in political economy, nor is it based upon a desire for “cultural”
optimization as in the Bourdieuian (1984) notion of cultural, social, and symbolic capital.
Instead, motivation is existential. Within the framework of ritual economy individuals are driven
to act out of a desire to know — to know where one stands in society, and to know where others
stand in relation to oneself. Material objects and economic resources are deployed by actors with
this motivation in mind, not only to serve basic physical needs, but as carriers of symbols or as
symbols themselves used to mediate relations with those around them, thereby reproducing or
revising the existing structure. But it is not the type or quantity of symbols that aid actors in
determining who they are and where they stand in society, but how these symbols are
interpreted. Therefore, it is ultimately through the act of ritual and performance that actors or
groups of actors are able to establish, promote, or restrict interpretation of the symbols they and
others have made. In relation to this idea Wells (2006:22) states, “individuals can derive a
significant degree of power and authority by organizing and managing ritual situations or “social
dramas” in which symbols critical to legitimizing authority (and their material correlates) are
manipulated in public settings. Thus, creating and expressing social power through
ceremonialism in the context of controlling sacred knowledge, as well as the organization of
rituals that materialize it, characterizes one pathway to power for cultural agents.” As Wells

notes above, actors not only serve to legitimate their position or authority through controlling

43



and conducting ritual, but they can actually derive authority or social standing from it. The basis
of ancient Maya political authority is best understood in these terms, as is the ways in which

ancient Maya political actors utilized aspects of their prehistoric economy.

The Ancient Maya Ritual Economy

Recent studies have shown how important ritual and performance were to the ancient
Maya for maintaining political authority as well as establishing, reaffirming, or contesting group
and individual identity for elites and non-elites alike (Demarest 1992; Fox and Cook 1996;
Freidel 1992; Hammond 1999; Harrison-Buck 2004; Hill and Clark 2001; Inomata 2001, 2006;
Joyce 1996; Lesure and Blake 2002; Masson 1999; McAnany 1995; Pohl 2003; Sharer and
Golden 2003; Stuart 1998; Taube 1998). If ritual and performance played such a significant role
in establishing and defeating political structures and identities, it also stands to reason that it
played a significant role in the structure of ancient Maya economy. What is important to keep in
mind when addressing ritual and performance as a means to materialize meanings and influence
interpretations, is that there was no one dominant interpretation, group of meanings, or ideology
held and materialized by all Maya elites or non-elites. Lohse (2007) warns us to be wary of
approaching the study of ancient Maya ideology and ritual through the lens of one “Dominant
Ideology Thesis”. Instead, we must study ancient Maya ritual and performance as the
materialization of many competing ideologies, meanings, and interpretations with some common
threads shared between them. Those being frequent practices of ancestor worship and reference
to mythological stories contained in the Popul Vuh (McAnany 1995; Tedlock 1996). How, why,
and who utilized these common threads was in no way standardized and varied from site to site.

For example, while it was common for divine kingship or polity-custodianship to pass from
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father to son (Martin and Grube 2000), in extenuating circumstances women took hold of
positions of power, such as the Late Classic period figure of Lady Six Sky from Naranjo (ibid).
Similarly, in the absence of a divine male predecessor, men might trace divine lineage from their
mother, as in the famous example of Lord Pacal at Palenque (ibid). Rulers could invoke a
number of symbols to legitimate kingly authority varying from local to foreign, as in the case of
Tikal and Copan at the opening of the Early Classic period (ibid, Stuart 2000). Finally, the
system of divine kingship may have been altered altogether and supplemented by a council of
lineage heads such as that found in the multepal government of Late to Terminal Classic period
Copan (Fash 1991; Martin and Grube 2000) and Chichen Itza (Lincoln 1986; Sharer and Traxler
2006:581).

This variation in materialization of ideologies, making of meanings, or shaping of
interpretations is reflected in how the ancient Maya utilized their economic resources on a site to
site basis and often according to economic resources. There was no one model of ancient Maya
production, distribution, and exchange of material resources. Similarly, it is not helpful to
discuss the structure of ancient Maya economy, much less political structure, using bipolar
definitions of “centralized”, “decentralized” (see Chase and Chase 1996; Fox and Cook 1996),
“controlled” or “uncontrolled”. The past thirty years of economic studies suggests myriad ways
in which elites and non-elites exploited and employed their natural resources varying by site and
material. Researchers have argued that some resources such as water or agricultural land may
have been relatively tightly managed by elites at certain sites (Adams 1975, 1981; Chase and
Chase 1987; Harrison 1990; Harrison and Turner 1978; Matheny 1987; Matheny et al. 1985;
Scarborough 1993; Turner 1974) while others see management of agricultural land, specifically

through terracing, as practiced on a much smaller scale (Turner 1983) and also not necessarily
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dependent on elite control (Davis-Salazar 2003). Utilitarian commodities such as high quality
chert may have been accessible by all levels of the population at some sites (Kovacevich 2006),
while at others they were so rare as to become symbolic fetishized objects deserving of ritual
caching (Hruby 2007). A similar case occurs in the importation, production, and distribution of
obsidian. While scholars see evidence for the control of production and distribution at some sites
such as Copan, Honduras (Aoyama 1996, 2007), others see relatively no control such as at the
site of Cancuen, Guatemala (Kovacevich 2006, 2007). Similarly, degree of control of obsidian
may have changed over time at certain sites (Rice 1987a), suggesting changing demands,
consumption patterns, or even uses for this material through time.

Ceramic production and exchange during the Late Classic period was equally as
complicated as the economic industries listed above. Some scholars argue for a two tiered (Foias
1996, 2004, 2007) or even three tiered (Ball 1993) model of ceramic production. The lowest tier
is comprised of utilitarian pottery such as unslipped or monochrome cooking and storage jars.
Ceramic data from major lowland Late Classic period sites such as Palengue (Rands 1967; Rands
and Bishop 1980), Tikal (Fry 1979), Lubaantun (Hammond 1975) and the Petexbatun Region
(Foias 1996; Foias and Bishop 1997) suggest this type of pottery was produced by independent
producers at the household level outside of major centers, but possibly exchanged through
complicated market distribution or simple direct exchange within site centers. The second and
third tiers of the ceramic economy consisted of prestige or luxury ceramics — in the case of the
Late Classic period, these were polychrome vessels. These polychromes have been found to
differ in quality and style from site to site, causing some scholars to believe they were produced
for consumers of varying socio-economic statuses (Reents-Budet 1994). The lower quality

polychromes may have been produced by artisans located outside of site centers on the

46



household level, community level (Ball 1993), or even in potentially elite controlled workshops
within sites centers (Reents-Budet et. al. 2000; Foias 2001). The highest tier of ceramic
economy involved the production of what some scholars have named “palace-school”
polychromes that were potentially produced and consumed only within the most elite sector of
society. Palace-school polychromes were exquisite one-of-a-kind vessels that showed signs of
restricted technologies such as fine-line and calligraphic painting, pyrotechnic skills, writing, and
knowledge of elite iconography. These vessels materialized elite ideologies through
hieroglyphic inscriptions and visually stimulating scenes in which kings sat in court, received
tribute, and impersonated gods. Palace-school polychromes were used in elite gift-giving and
redistribution networks. Ball (1993:263) notes that painting style on palace-school pottery can
be linked to specific site centers and that by tracing distribution of palace-school ceramics
archaeologists can identify networks of political dependence and alliance. Ball identifies three
such palace-school style-groups and their networks of dependence and alliance during the Late
Classic period centered in Altun Ha, Belize; Naranjo, Guatemala; and Campeche and Yucatan,
Mexico (1993:260-261). Building on Ball’s concept, Dorie Reents-Budet and colleagues
(Reents-Budet et. al. 1994) use palace-school style and chemical paste composition to pinpoint
seven centers of palace-school pottery manufacture and political power during the Late Classic
period: these centers include Motul de San Jose, Tikal, Naranjo, Holmul, Altun Ha, Nakbe, and
unidentified sites in the Chama region, Guatemala. | will revisit the concept of palace-school
ceramic production and how it relates to orange slipped pottery of the Terminal Preclassic
pottery in my concluding chapter.

What these studies show is that the key to understanding the degree of management over

production and exchange of an artifact class, as well as its constitution of value, may depend
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more closely on its intended use in social contexts at each individual site, specifically those
contexts related to ritual. Returning to the focus of the present research, | believe the initial
function and value of Terminal Preclassic period orange slipped pottery of the Holmul Region
arose out of its use in exclusionary elite feasting events — more specifically, its association with
symbolically charged ritual food. The data suggests to me that during the Terminal Preclassic
period elite actors realized they had the ability to inscribe these vessels with their own messages
and subsequently materialize new ideologies. The new technologies (e.g., orange slip, black-on-
orange painting, and polychrome painting) developed to inscribe these messages upon the
vessels may have eventually served to further increase their value.

It is important to remember that while these vessels may have eventually been used as a
means to compete for prestige in elite feasting events, they were first and foremost created to
hold and serve symbolically charged food associated with ritual feasting. Second, they were
fabricated and exchanged to materialize and spread a certain set of meanings, interpretations, or
ideologies. The key is that their intended use in ritual was responsible for their
conceptualization, initial creation, and function. Orange slip, polychrome painting, and black-
on-orange painting were simply a new means, or technologies, with which to materialize
meanings. Also important is that these technologies were not created in a vacuum. They were
the product of potters experimenting with existing technologies and employed for use in existing
ritual ceremonies. Therefore, they were the product of prehistoric potters using both the
constraints and opportunities afforded them by the existing norms/values/structure of their
society. The specific context in which these new technologies or strategies of materialization

arose was ritualized elite feasting events.
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Ancient Maya Feasting

The study of feasting and how it may have been utilized by prehistoric actors to maintain
political authority and reaffirm individual or group identity has recently become the focus of
many scholars working in Mesoamerica and beyond (Blitz 1993; Bray 2003; Clark and Blake
1994; Dietler 1990, 1996, 2001; Dietler and Hayden 2001; Hayden 1990, 1995, 2001; LeCount
2001; Reent-Budet 1994, 2000, 2006; Rosenswig 2006; Spielmann 2002; Turkon 2004; Wright
2004). Feasts need not encompass large groups of participants who gather only on communal
occasions, but as Hayden (2001:38) states feasts can, “vary enormously in size from a minimum
of a two person (dyadic) solicitation or friendship (solidarity) dinner to an inter-community event
involving hundreds or thousands of people.” The types of feasts that | will be addressing fall
within the smaller end of the spectrum and were potentially attended exclusively by elites.

The term “elites” is not meant to define a monolithic category of individuals in ancient
Maya society, all sharing the same rank, social customs, and specific ideology. | recognize the
great deal of variation that may have existed in the sub-set of the elite population during the Late
Preclassic, Terminal Preclassic, and Early Classic periods. Unfortunately, the archaeological
record in the Holmul Region does not afford me an opportunity to distinguish the different ranks
or groups, much less the specific identities of elite individuals that may have circulated in ancient
Maya society during this time. Therefore, | am forced to speak about elites and elite
habits/customs in a more general manner. Here, elites are simply defined as those individuals or
groups that 1) had greater access to surplus goods and labor than the majority of the population,
2) were able to organize large-scale events such as labor projects and ritual performance, and 3)
possessed a knowledge and ability to understand and transmit shared ideologies that individuals

outside of their circles could not. Correlates of these criteria may include residential and
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ceremonial complexes requiring the organization of large groups of laborers, burials within these
structures equating deceased individuals with the ability to amass labor or organize public
performance/ritual, and evidence for the knowledge of restricted symbol sets or ideologies
through the presence of “tagged” artifacts in burials, caches, and middens associated with the
architecture that required organized labor to construct it.

Dietler (1996, pp. 92-99, 2001, pp. 75-88) creates a useful typology of feasts based upon
the socio-economic status of the individuals who may have had attended them, and to what
purpose these feasts may have served their hosts and participants. The underlying theory of this
typology is derived from political economy, specifically the premise that all actors are motivated
to optimize economic, social, and cultural capital in an effort to increase or maintain overall
symbolic capital or “prestige”. Despite this underlying framework and its over-emphasis on
aggrandizing behavior, the typology can be a useful heuristic device to identify the socio-
economic status of those who attended feasts, the relative number of participants (reflecting
inclusiveness or exclusiveness), and the types of food and objects that may be employed at
different feasting occasions.

Empowering feasts (previously “entrepreneurial” feasts) are held by individuals or groups
in an effort to gain prestige or social standing. These types of feasts are usually inclusive (open
to groups of varying socio-economic status) and conducted on a great scale. Large quantities of
commonly used food are consumed during these feasts. Reciprocal feasts are often expected by
other members of society and most participants have the ability to host a feast and gain prestige
in return. While these feasts are definitely competitive affairs, Dietler (2001:75-82) does
acknowledge that although gaining prestige is the motivating factor, this does not preclude the

feast from taking on many other meanings or functions to its participants. The key here is that
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these types of feasts are inclusive occasions where great quantities of commonly consumed food
are served to all participants with an expectation that the favor will eventually be returned.
These types of feasts may occur on days of family celebration such as marriages and births as
well as days of mourning such as deaths.

Patron-role feasts are different from empowering feasts in that they invoke, “the
formalized use of commensal hospitality to symbolically reiterate and legitimize institutionalized
relations of asymmetrical social power” (Dietler 2001:82-83). Like empowering feasts, patron-
role feasts are also inclusive affairs where large amounts of commonly consumed food are
supplied. The difference here is that there is no expectation, or even possibility, of reciprocation
on the part of any participant. These feasts are essentially meant to maintain the status-quo, to
legitimate the existing social structure where groups have unequal access to material resources
and cultural knowledge. The idea is similar to the debt mode of prehistoric economy discussed
above within the section on political economy. Redistribution of staple or wealth resources is a
key component to these types of feasts, as is the materialization of ideologies that legitimate the
perpetuation of debt and unequal social standing. What is important to remember is that each
party — the one holding the feast and the one attending the feast — acknowledge and accept its
role in a relationship of unequal access to social, cultural, and economic resources. Therefore,
elite patrons are obligated to hold feasting events of redistribution and non-elite clients are
required to attend, thereby accepting their lower position in society as well as the debt they incur
by the feast. A debt which can never be paid off in full, only worked off partially through
allegiance and labor to the host of the feast.

Diacritical feasts differ from empowering and patron-role feasts in that they are primarily

exclusive to elites. Furthermore, the function of these feasts is not to legitimate social
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inequalities between host and participant, but essentially to legitimate social inequalities between
exclusive elite participants and those non-elites (and even other elites) that are not in attendance.
It is not the quantity of commonly consumed food that is important in these feasts, but the quality
of the food and the performance or ritual surrounding its serving. Preparing, ceremoniously
serving, and appreciating rare foods of exceptional quality serves as a marker of cultural
“distinction” and simultaneously demonstrates and boosts one’s level of cultural capital
(Bourdieu 1984). Diacritical feasts are certainly competitive affairs. Not only between members
of the same elevated social class, but those of the lower classes as well. Dietler (2001:86) notes
that diacritical feasting fosters emulation by groups desiring to gain social standing through
acquiring tastes appreciated by the elite. Emulation can be accomplished through use of the
same foods, preparation styles, or even performance. The only way for elites to stop emulation
is through the application of sumptuary laws which either prohibit specified groups from
consuming certain foods or are applied in conjunction with actual restrictions in the distribution
of certain foods. In the absence of sumptuary laws, elite tastes or performance surrounding
diacritical feasting is required to change in an effort to counteract the process of imitation by
non-elites who can eventually gain access to distinctive foods and emulate performances related
to their serving.

LeCount (2001) and others (Reents-Budet 1994, 2000, 2006; Foias 2007) have used
ceramic remains and ethnohistoric documents to suggest that Classic period Maya elites
practiced exclusive, potentially diacritical, feasting rituals. The following excerpt from Landa’s
sixteenth century Relacién is often used to show evidence of two types of feasting events of the
contact-period Yucatec Maya, the first of which may have been an elite diacritical feast and the

second what Dietler considers an “empowering” feast:
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The first, which is that of the nobles and of the principal people, obliges each one
of the invited guests to give another similar feast. And to each guest they give a
roasted fowl, bread and drink of cacao in abundance; and at the end of the repast,
they were accustomed to give a manta to each to wear, and a little stand and
vessel, as beautiful as possible. And if one of the guests should die, his household
or his relations are obliged to repay the invitation. The second way of giving
feasts was used among kinsfolk when they marry their children or celebrate the
memory of the deeds of their ancestors, and this does not oblige the guests to give
a feast in return, except if a hundred persons have invited an Indian to a feast, he
also invites them all when he gives a banquet or marries his children. They have
strong friendship and they remember for a long time these invitations, although
they are far apart from one another (Tozzer 1941:92)

Painted scenes on Late Classic polychrome vases support Landa’s observations and allow
us to project the practice of diacritical feasting back into the Classic period. Pictorial scenes
often portray a king sitting on a throne eating or speaking as he receives visitors (sometimes
carrying tribute), and is attended by servants or ritual persons such as dwarves or hunchbacks
(Reents-Budet 1994, 2000, 2006). These scenes are often considered snap-shots of palace life,
sometimes of actual historical occasions (ibid).

Inscriptions on these vases also support Landa’s observations and further allow us to
decipher vessel contents and even the owner’s identity. One of the most fruitful forms of
evidence for understanding aspects of ancient Maya feasting is the Primary Standard Sequence
(PSS), a group of glyphs encircling the rim of many polychrome vessels of the Late Classic
period. The PSS was discovered by Michael Coe (1973, 1978) during his study of polychrome
pottery of Tikal and the central Peten. Coe realized that a band of painted glyphs often wrapped
around the top of vessel exteriors (or interiors on plates) and contained similar elements from
vessel to vessel. Houston and others (Houston and Taube 1987; Houston et. al. 1989; Reents-

Budet 1994) later discovered that this band of glyphs could be broken into five segments that

invariably related to 1) the presentation or divine creation of the vessel, 2) the inscribing of the
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vessel by the painter, 3) the form of the vessel, 4) the contents of the vessel, and 5) the owner of
the vessel. In conjunction with the PSS, scholars have used archaeological evidence to show that
the polychrome vases themselves may have been commissioned by hosts for use during feasts
and later given to the attendees as gifts. Returning to the example of palace-school polychromes
that | discussed above, these region-specific polychromes have been found in elite burials at sites
far from their native lands. One example is the discovery of a Holmul style palace-school
polychrome vase named “The Buenavista Vase”. The PSS on this vessel says it was the
chocolate pot for an eighth century Naranjo King, Kak Tiliw Chan Chak. However, it was found
in the tomb of a young ruler at the smaller site of Buenavista del Cayo, Belize (Reents-Budet
1994). Similarly, the “Quetzal VVase”, a Petkanche Orange polychrome from the northern Maya
lowlands, was discovered in the Late Classic tomb of a ruler at Copan, Honduras (ibid). Finally,
the discovery of the Ik style vessel from the Peten Lakes area and fashioned by the “Master of
the Pink Glyphs” portraying the image of the ruler known as the “Fat Cacique” was found in the
tomb of Chan Balam at Tamarandito in the Petexbatun Region, Guatemala (ibid). It is more
than likely that these vessels were gifted from one elite to another and that their discovery at
distant sites represents long-distance interaction through ritual feasting.

Scholars have used the PSS and painted images on the vessels themselves to determine
what kinds of foods were consumed at these exclusive feasts and how they were served.
Houston and colleagues (Houston et. al. 1989) deciphered a folk classification of vessel forms
and the substances they contained based upon the PSS. They discovered that bowls and cylinder
vases held liquid substances and were often paired with the glyphs for chocolate (kakaw) or
maize gruel (sakha or ul). Flat plates or platters would have contained solid foods, as these

forms often displayed pictograms of tamales (what Landa has referred to as “corn bread”) or
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symbols such as the head of the maize god. Painted scenes of palace life also support these
conclusions. The pictorial element representative of tamales (Taube 1989) is often seen
contained in platters positioned near the throne of the king just within arms reach. Similarly,
liquid chocolate is often seen pouring or frothing over the rim of cylinder vessels or depicted
being prepared by individuals associated within palace scenes.

Ethnographic (Bunzel 1952; Redfield and Rojas 1934; Vogt 1993; Wisdom 1940), ethno-
historic (Tozzer 1941), and archaeological (Taube 1989; LeCount 2001) evidence has
consistently shown that tamales and chocolate were two of the most preferred foods used by the
Maya in rituals spanning the Classic period all the way up to the present day. The symbolic
significance of these two types of foods stems from their reference in the Maya creation myth of
the Popul Vuh (Tedlock 1996). The Popul Vuh is essentially divided into three parts: a section
focusing on the events associated with the two previous creations of human-like beings by the
gods, a section detailing the adventures of the mythical “hero twins” and how they were
responsible for the creation of humans in the current time, and the final section discussing the
origin myths and dynastic sequence of the highland K’iche Maya through the time of the
sixteenth century. The stories in the Popol Vuh were most likely an oral history with roots that
stretch back as far as the Late Preclassic period. This is supported by the recently discovered
painted murals at the site of San Bartolo, Guatemala (Saturno et. al. 2006) depicting the birth of
the corn god, as well as a multitude of references to the hero-twins and their mythical exploits
depicted on architecture (Fash 1991) and painted ceramics (Reents-Budet 1994) found at many
other sites. Corn is significant in that it was the sacrifice of one of the hero twins, and his
subsequent resurrection as the corn god, that the current cycle of creation and the birth of

humans came to pass. After his resurrection, the gods created humans from chocolate and corn
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found in the Mountain of Sustenance (Tedlock 1996:145-146). Corn holds both ritual and
material significance as it was both an agricultural staple for the Classic Maya and also a
powerful symbol of life and rebirth. Corn tamales, maize gruel, and even maize alcohol were
often used in Classic Maya rituals and still play a prominent role in rituals of the Maya in the
present day (Faust and Lopez 2006; McNeil 2006; Vogt 1993). Liquid chocolate also played an
important role in the feasts of the ancient and modern Maya. However, LeCount (2001) and
McAnany and Murata (2006) note that due to the difficulties in growing, harvesting, and
preparing cacao beans, chocolate may not have been as widely available to all socio-economic
groups as it is today. Chocolate may have been more scarce than corn, making it more easily
controlled and distributed by elites with the ability to organize labor networks. The symbolic
and material value of cacao seeds is often cited in reference to their inclusion in ceramic funerary
offerings as “food for the gods” (Martin 2006; Prufer et. al. 1999) and as tribute to rulers
(Houston 1997; McAnany et. al. 2002; Miller 1997).

The evidence I cite above suggests that Classic period Maya elites practiced some kind of
exclusive feasting rituals which involved the use of special-purpose, decorated, highly-valued
vessels which held corn and chocolate products. These vessels served a number of material and
social functions. The first of which was to hold and serve symbolically charged food during the
feasting ritual. The second was to transmit elite-specific ideologies meant to legitimate and
celebrate the present position of the hosts and participants at the feasts. In many cases these
vessels may have been given to participants to take back to their respective realms. The vessels
might have served not only as a memento of the feasting occasion, but also as a reminder to the
participant to pay some social, political, economic, or military obligation owed to the host.

These vessels may have been a form of inalienable possession, which were literally imbued with
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the life of the host who had commissioned them. The participant who received the vessel, then
the custodian of a piece of the host’s being, may have used the vessel as a means to increase his
own symbolic capital or prestige within his realm through using the vessel in subsequent feasting
events and eventually carrying it to the grave. Likewise, the host who commissioned the vessel,
and even the potters who produced and painted it, may have experienced an increase in the level
of their own prestige because of their association with the vessel and its new custodians.

These polychrome vessels gained value for a number of different reasons. First, they
gained value through being associated with symbolically charged foods (e.g., corn and
chocolate). Second, they gained value through their use on a historic occasion which may be
painted onto their actual surfaces. Third, they gained value because they were encoded with
esoteric cultural knowledge that only a restricted part of the population could create and
decipher. Fourth, they gained value for being commissioned by an individual in a high position
of social standing. Finally, they may have gained value for being produced by a well-known
skilled artisan who happened to sign his name on the vessel. The most important aspect to
remember is that the value of these serving vessels was inextricably linked to the functions they
performed within the specific social context of exclusive elite feasting. Because of this, | argue
that orange slipped pottery of the Terminal Preclassic period may have been used in a similar
manner to that of the Late Classic period polychrome platters, bowls, and vases. That is, they
were employed within the social context of diacritical elite feasting events to serve symbolically
charged food, transmit polity-specific ideologies, and often ended up as inalienable possessions
symbolizing important bonds between polity leaders.

Before turning to orange slipped pottery of the Terminal Preclassic period, | have to

address a potential problem with the diacritical feasting model of ancient Maya elites. LeCount

57



(2001) used ceramics from elite and non-elite households at the site of Xunantunich, Belize to
test the model for diacritical feasting among the Late and Terminal Classic period Maya. She
conducted a study aimed at identifying consumption patterns of elites and non-elites by
analyzing the distribution of vessel forms throughout the site. Using the lines of evidence for
identifying ancient Maya ritual food discussed above, she wanted to compare quantity and
quality of food consumption patterns between elites and non-elites. Her analysis suggests that
the Late and Terminal Classic Maya of Xunantunich did not practice an advanced form of
diacritical feasting. She found that vessel forms associated with the serving of liquid chocolate
(vases) and tamales (platters and dishes) were found distributed across every socio-economic
group at the site. However, vases did appear in much greater quantity in restricted parts of civic-
ceremonial centers suggesting that chocolate drinking was practiced on a larger scale and
possibly more often by political elites. LeCount also uses ethno-historic and ethnographic data
to suggest that “festival fare” has changed little from the Classic period to the present day.
Among many modern Maya, chocolate drink and tamales are still the primary components of a
ritual meal. This does not suggest a highly specialized, elaborate menu of haute cuisine typical
of diacritical feasts in other cultures (Dietler 1996, 2001). | suggest that these findings may be
linked to the symbolic nature of this type of food — that is, they may be necessary components of
any scared or secular feast because of their importance in the Maya creation myths and cannot be
substituted or even altered in any great way. This is an excellent example of how structure can
confine social action.

However, while this pattern may hold for the Late and Terminal Classic periods, it was
not the same for the Terminal Preclassic period. Orange slipped pottery was not only different

from preceding pottery because of its surface decoration and its ability to carry symbolic
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messages through polychrome and black-on-orange painting, but it was also different in terms of
vessel form. New or more frequently occurring additions to serving ware forms included the
high platter (e.g., plate with mammiform or swollen cylindrical supports) (Figure 2.1), the high
bowl (e.g., bowl with pedestal base) (Figure 2.2), and the vase (also “high” with swollen
supports) (Figure 2.3). These new forms may have been used in conjunction with a time-
honored Late Preclassic form also found in Terminal Preclassic feasting assemblages, the
spouted pitcher (Figure 2.4). What | argue is that while the festival fare of elite feasts may have
remained the same, performance surrounding the serving of these foods may have been altered.
Political elites and craftspeople may have found a way to circumscribe the structure of the feast
through changing aspects of serving, as opposed to changing aspects of the fare. Therefore,
Terminal Preclassic period orange slipped pottery may have represented a change in feasting that

more closely resembled a diacritical feast from that of the Late Preclassic period.

Orange Slipped Pottery and the Diacritical Feast

Increased diacritical feasting may have arisen out of response, and subsequently
contributed, to the tumultuous political climate of the Terminal Preclassic period.
Archaeological evidence shows that the Terminal Preclassic period was a time of great political
turmoil. Correlates of political unrest include signs of warfare such as earthworks, moats, or
palisade walls encircling ceremonial site cores at the sites of Becan (Webster 1976), Tikal
(Puleston and Callender 1967), EI Mirador (Hansen 1990), El Tintal (Hansen et. al. 2006),
Muralla de Leon (Rice and Rice 1981), and Cival (Estrada-Belli 2006b, 2004) all dating from
AD 0-250. The geo-political landscape was also becoming increasingly regionalized during the

close of the Terminal Preclassic period as evidenced in potential tombs of the first local kings at
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the sites of Tikal (Coe 1990; Laporte and Fialko 1995), Caracol (Chase and Chase 1999),
Nohmul (Hammond 1984) and Holmul (Merwin and Vaillant 1932). The last and most
significant correlate of potential political unrest was the collapse and abandonment of Late
Preclassic period centers such as the massive ceremonial and administrative capitals of El
Mirador (Hansen 2001) and Cival (Estrada-Belli 2006b, 2004), and the smaller trade city of
Cerros (Freidel 1978) (see Figure 1.1 for location of these sites). Diacritical feasting may have
become an exclusive means for rising elites at sites positioned along traditional routes of trade
and communication, to come together and re-constitute their position in the social structure, form
new networks of alliance, and thereby survive the events that caused many sites to collapse at the
close of the Late Preclassic period.

Evidence for feasting comes in the form of offertory assemblages from burials and caches
at sites with occupations dating from AD150 — 250. This is the time period that Brady and
colleagues (1998) consider the second half of the Terminal Preclassic period and is the focus of
the present analysis. It was in this second half of the Terminal Preclassic period that orange
slipped pottery was adopted by some elites in the lowlands. While | cannot account for pottery
at many other sites, pottery from Terminal Preclassic contexts within the Holmul Region show
signs of use-wear and were probably used before they were cached in the ground. This pattern is
identical to the majority of offertory vessels found within ritual deposits of the Late Classic
period (see Reents-Budet 1994) and | believe it is safe to assume the vessels found in offertory
contexts of the Terminal Preclassic period were used — possibly on many occasions — before they
were cached. Furthermore, assemblages usually contain varying quantities of different forms of
vessels: namely, small bowls, vases, and platters. Discussed above in the section on vessel form

and function, each of these vessel forms would be used to hold a different type of food and
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possibly represented a type of “table-setting” (see Marcus and Flannery 1996:214; Redfield and
Villa Rojas 1934: n. 14) interred with the dead, but used in life.

A review of sites with large quantities of Terminal Preclassic ceramics dating to this time
period reveals that many of these vessels come from unreliable contexts (e.g., mixed contexts
like chultunes, re-entered burials, or tombs with collapsed walls and roofs) (see Pring 2000 for
an excellent summary of sites and contexts). However, by studying the contexts that contain
whole vessel with greater integrity (e.g., Holmul Room 9 Building B, Group II[Merwin and
Vaillant 1932]; Tikal PD87[Culbert 1993]; Chan Chich Tomb 2[Houk 1998]; La Lagunita C-
48[Ichon and Arnauld 1985]; Barton Ramie burials 30, 31, 19[Gifford 1976]) in conjunction
with those containing whole vessels with less integrity (for example, Nohmul[Hammond 1984;
Pring 2000; Thompson 1931] and Mountain Cow[Pring 2000; Thompson 1931]), a pattern
emerges in reference to vessel form. Three forms are frequently found in association with these
assemblages: namely, the elevated platter (e.g., mammiform plate or plate with swollen
cylindrical legs), the elevated bowl (e.g., bowl with pedestal base or bowl on pot-stand), and the
vase (also usually elevated with swollen supports). These general forms are not new to the
ceramic inventory of the Late Preclassic period (Brady et. al. 1998), but they do become more
frequent and stylistically unique in these Terminal Preclassic assemblages.

Based on this difference in forms from Late Preclassic material, as well as the obvious
difference in surface finishing and decoration (e.g., orange slip and painting), | argue that these
vessels indicate changes in the performance surrounding the serving of ritual food in elite
feasting events of the Terminal Preclassic period. The vessel forms are generally similar to Late
Classic forms: namely, the platter with three hollow supports and cylinder vase. The platter may

have been used to serve tamales or other solid foods and the vase for drinking, and possibly
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frothing, chocolate. The emphasis appears to be on height — that is, food would be elevated if
served in these types of vessels. This could be a function of elites more frequently hosting feasts
while seated on thrones, as seen so often in Late Classic period painted ceramics. Or it could be
a function of performance we cannot see from the archaeological record. Whatever the reason, it
is a shift from the Late Preclassic period where ceramic serving vessels are generally low with
flat bases.

Another potentially significant shift in performance may have concerned the preparation
and serving of chocolate during the Terminal Preclassic period. Using archaeological and ethno-
historic evidence, scholars argue that an integral part of the preparation process for chocolate
drink is the frothing of the liquid to create rich foam on the surface (Dakin and Wichmann 2000;
Henderson and Joyce 2006; Joyce and Henderson 2007; Reents-Budet 2006). Over the course
of Maya civilization, the method of preparing liquid chocolate has changed. Henderson and
Joyce (2006; Joyce and Henderson 2007) use archaeological, chemical, and ethnographic data to
argue that the restricted-neck jar form found in many Early and Middle Preclassic contexts
indicates that the Maya of these periods prepared an alcoholic form of chocolate drink. Frothing
was not performed on this type of liquid. However, recipes and performance changed during the
Middle Preclassic period. Henderson and Joyce (ibid) believe that chocolate drink moved from
an alcoholic substance to a non-alcoholic one. It was subsequently served in pitchers with wider
orifices to allow for frothing, possibly with some kind of whisk or beating stick. An alternative
method is suggested by McAnany and colleagues (1999) in which the Maya would blow air into
the vessel via the spout producing froth and foam this way, and possibly serving the liquid
through the wide top orifice. Whichever the method, the use of pitchers (possibly in association

with serving chocolate) persisted until the Terminal Preclassic period when the presence of
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pitchers in ritual assemblages spiked and then dropped-off dramatically (Powis et al 2002).
Simultaneously, vases began to appear in Terminal Preclassic assemblages. | believe this is
because elites began serving chocolate, and performing the frothing ritual, in a manner more
similar to the Classic period. That is, by pouring the mixture back and forth between vases or
whipping the surface of the chocolate into foam within the vase using a whisk-like tool (Dakin
and Wichmann 2000).

Finally, the shift in surface decoration of these elevated vessels is radical when
comparing them to Late Preclassic vessels. Orange slip and painting may have been used to
inscribe polity-specific, or even larger elite-specific, ideologies. An excellent example comes in
the form of Holmul vessel SF# HOL.T.41.10.02.01 found in the recently discovered Burial 10 of
Building B, Group Il at Holmul (Neivens 2004) (Figure 2.1). The vessel is an elevated dish with
mammiform supports. It is slipped orange with a painted design in the form of a mat or weave
pattern called the “pop”. In the Classic period, this symbol is frequently paired with other
symbols associated with rulership or kingship. The inscribing of this symbol on this vessel
found at Holmul was a means by which elite individuals or groups materialized the ideology of
rulership and transmitted it through the diacritical feast. This is not to say that Late Preclassic
elites did not materialize ideology using ceramic vessels, it simply suggests that the manner in
which they did so may have been different. Reents-Budet (2006) suggests that symbolic
information may have been transmitted through the form of Preclassic vessels and not their
surface decoration. This is certainly an interesting hypothesis, as form was an incredibly
variable aspect of Late Preclassic pottery. Meanwhile, surface decoration remained amazingly

consistent and could usually be classified within the red, black, or cream categories. It is
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possible that surface decoration of these vessels was left relatively unaltered in order for

individuals to focus their attention on vessel form.

Conclusions

I employ the theoretical framework of ritual economy to understand the production,
exchange, and social functions of orange slipped pottery of the Terminal Preclassic period from
sites within the Holmul Region, Guatemala. Within ritual economy, actors mobilize and seek to
acquire economic resources in an effort to materialize cultural meanings to affirm their position
in society and their relationship to others. The primary means through which materialization
takes place and interpretations are transmitted is ritual and performance — on both large and
small scales and within the sacred and secular domains. Within this framework, orange slipped
pottery is considered a social valuable — an example of the materialized ideologies of elites
during the Terminal Preclassic period — and not primarily a prestige good. Qualifying this type
of pottery simply as a prestige good would be to neglect how this pottery gained its value as well
as the varying functions it served inside and outside of the rituals for which it was created.

The orange slipped tradition of pottery gained its value from being associated with elite
diacritical feasting events of the Terminal Preclassic period. These events, and the paraphernalia
associated with them, were created in response to the great political, economic, religious, and
social turmoil of the Terminal Preclassic period. Elite actors may have felt a need to re-affirm,
or in some cases, re-create their own political identities, thereby altering ancient Maya political
structure, maintaining or changing their own position within the social spectrum, and
subsequently enhancing their level of prestige. An integral component of the potential diacritical

feasts of the Terminal Preclassic period was to change the way feasts had been conducted in the
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past. However, it was also necessary to maintain certain traditions associated with the widely
held basis of political and religious authority — namely, myths of Maya creation contained in the
Popl Vuh. Therefore, what changed in feasts of the Terminal Preclassic period were not
necessarily the sacred food that was consumed, but the way in which it was prepared and the
performance surrounding its serving. This is evidenced in the elaborate forms of Terminal
Preclassic orange pottery as well its new surface finish and decoration. These vessels primarily
gained value from being associated with symbolically charged foods (ritual fare based upon
maize and chocolate), and subsequently gained value from their physical properties which
potentially transmitted new messages associated with elite authority and legitimacy.

The goal of this research was to test the hypothesis that the technologies used in the
production of Terminal Preclassic orange pottery represented an amalgam of restricted or
prestige technologies (Hayden 1998). In the chapters that follow | will demonstrate that while
craftspeople making orange slipped pottery preferred certain paste recipes, forming standards,
firing, and finishing techniques, these technologies cannot be considered truly restricted.
Furthermore, signs of continuity exist in paste preparation, forming, firing, and surface finishing
procedures between red and orange slipped pottery. It appears the only truly restricted part of
the production process, and therefore “prestige technology”, would have been the polychrome
painting of vessel surfaces. But even this aspect of production varied in type and quality of

design.
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Figure 2.1 Terminal Preclassic period mammiform bowl form (SF# HOL.T.41.10.02.01)
(photo by author)

Figure 2.2 Annular base bowl form (Vessel 1, Room 1, Building B, Group I, Holmul,
Ixcanrio Orange Polychrome: Turnbull Variety) (photo by author)
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Figure 2.3 Vase with swollen supports (Vessel 6, Room 9, Building B, Group I, Holmul)
(photo by author)

Figure 2.4 Spouted pitcher (Vessel 9, Room 8 Vault, Building B, Group Il, Holmul) (photo
by author)
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CHAPTER |11

METHODOLOGY

Introduction and Objectives

The objective of this research was to test the hypothesis that Terminal Preclassic and
early facet Early Classic orange slipped pottery of the Holmul Region was produced and
circulated in a prestige goods system. Correlates of prestige goods production would include
the use of “prestige technologies” (Hayden 1998) or restricted technologies in the
manufacture of orange slipped ceramics. Correlates of these techniques would include
restricted, quantifiably different, technologies of ceramic production (e.qg., restricted
attributes or modes of the five components of the pottery production process: paste
composition, form, firing, surface, and decoration) found in pottery displaying orange gloss
surface treatment vs. that of the traditional Late Preclassic red monochrome material.

In order to test this hypothesis ceramic material of specific type-forms from three
separate “ceramic traditions” (discussed below, also see Gifford 1976:14-15) dating to the
Late Preclassic, Terminal Preclassic, and Early Classic periods in the Holmul Region were
subject to specially designed production studies. The traditions include 1) the Late Preclassic
monochrome red tradition or Sierra Red type ceramics, 2) the early facet Early Classic
monochrome orange tradition or Aguila Orange type, and 3) the Terminal Preclassic and
early facet Early Classic orange painted traditions or Ixcanrio Orange Polychrome, Actuncan
Orange Polychrome, and Boleto Black-on-Orange types respectively. Differences in

production technologies for each type-form within these three traditions were quantified and
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compared in order to identify potential technologies associated only with orange gloss
material.

Corollary objectives arose out of the study of these three traditions and stem from the
primary objective of this research. These questions include:

e What is the degree of restriction of these technologies within the three traditions? In
other words, do they occur only in orange gloss ceramics, or can they occur in
isolation in monochrome red ceramics?

e Where might these technologies have originated from? That is, do they have origins
as experimental techniques in earlier monochrome red ceramics in the Holmul Region
or did they appear abruptly, or from seemingly outside the Holmul Region, during the
Terminal Preclassic period and only in orange gloss ceramics?

e Finally, although the sample is small and potentially not fully representative of each
site within the region, can some attempt be made to quantify differences in overall
production systems (e.g., mode of production and level of specialization) between the
three traditions, and if so, what are those differences and what might they infer about
the nature of ceramic production in the Late Preclassic vs. Early Classic periods?

In this chapter I will explicitly describe the ceramic sample that was used for the
current study as well as its limitations. | will then discuss and operationalize the methods
that I utilized to extract data from the sample to address the primary and corollary objectives
of this study. These methods include type-variety analysis, modal or attribute analysis,
petrographic analysis, metric and non-metric measurements of diversity, and Instrum