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Abstract

This article presents an autobiographical perspective on the changing nature
of Maya archaeology, focusing on the role of settlement pattern studies in
illuminating the lives of commoners as well as on the traditional emphasis on
the ruling elite. Advances in understanding the nature of nonelite peoples in
ancient Maya society are discussed, as are the many current gaps in scholarly
understandings of pre-Columbian Maya civilization, especially with regard
to the diversity of ancient “commoners” and the difficulty in analyzing them
as a single group.
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[C]ommoners have received relatively little attention in spite of frequent suggestions that we should
study Maya economies “from the bottom up,” building from the household to the palace, from the
commoner to the king.

—Joyce Marcus (2004, p. 255)

Far too little is known about the “silent people of prehistory,” the commoners who did the basic, ev-
eryday work to support the elites by supplying them with labor, food, and other goods.We know little
about their daily lives, their houses, their artifacts, their activity areas, and other details. Our knowledge
of the Maya is “top-heavy,” and we need to know more about the vast majority of the populations, the
commoners.

—Payson Sheets (2006, p. xvii)

BACKGROUND

I was exceedingly fortunate to enter the field of Maya archaeology, in particular, and anthropolog-
ical archaeology, in general, in the mid-1960s when these fields were in the midst of theoretical,
methodological, and substantive revolutions. I thus had an opportunity to make contributions to
these changing fields at a relatively young age.How I arrived at that fortuitous point was surprising
to me and certainly was filled with a number of serendipitous moments.

It is probably best to start this story at the beginning of my sophomore year at the University
of Pennsylvania in the fall of 1961. An advisor asked me what I was going to major in, and I re-
sponded, “I don’t know.” He then queried me about what I was interested in, and I replied that
I liked history and maps, among other things. He recommended that I go down to the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology and take some archaeology and
anthropology courses. Wisely, I listened to his advice, and I was smitten by the subject matter.
In particular, an introductory archaeology course, taught by Froehlich Rainey (the director of the
Museum at that time) and Loren Eiseley, captured my imagination.Many of theMuseum curators
gave guest lectures, and from these I learned about archaeology on a global basis from a group of
experts. I was especially intrigued by the intellectual challenge of piecing together understandings
of ancient societies and their adaptations to varied environmental settings from fragmentary and
diverse data. To this day, I remain much more excited about improving and strengthening such
understandings than I am by the artifactual materials that archaeologists uncover.

I had become interested in Pacific archaeology through a course given byWard Goodenough;
thus, I thought that in graduate school I might pursue that field, which in the early 1960s was
emerging as an exciting area of study. During my senior year, I was exceedingly fortunate to have
had Anthony F.C. Wallace as the supervisor of my senior thesis. Wallace recommended that I go
to Harvard University for my PhD (I had already received a multiyear National Science Founda-
tion graduate fellowship), and, after a summer of archaeological fieldwork with BernardWailes in
Cornwall, England (a great learning experience), I headed off to Harvard in the fall of 1964.

Here, again, serendipity struck. That fall, Harvard’s major Pacific scholar, Douglas Oliver, was
on sabbatical, so I took Gordon Willey’s seminar on South American archaeology. He was widely
recognized as the leading American archaeologist of the second half of the twentieth century and
an authoritative but nevertheless approachable scholar. I must have written a good seminar paper
because at the end of the semester, Professor Willey said that he was about to launch a new field
project at the ancient Maya city of Seibal (now spelled Ceibal) in Guatemala and asked if I would
be interested in joining the project. Although I had never taken a course in Maya archaeology and
spoke no Spanish (having previously studied French and German), of course I enthusiastically
said “yes.” And my career-long adventures in Maya studies began (Figure 1). I ended up spending
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Figure 1

At Seibal in 1965 with Jeremy Sabloff (left), Ledyard Smith (center), and E.W. Andrews V (right). Photo
courtesy of the Seibal Archaeological Project.

four field seasons at Seibal, and, a quarter of a million potsherds later, I wrote my doctoral disser-
tation on the ceramics from the site. I subsequently published a monograph on this subject ( J.A.
Sabloff 1975), which I am very pleased to see is still widely cited in the Maya literature. I also
promised myself that I was through with ceramic analyses!

The Peabody Museum at Harvard in the mid- to late 1960s was a great place to study the an-
cientMaya; some of theMayanists who hadworked for themanyCarnegie Institution ofWashing-
ton projects from the 1920s through the 1950s either had offices in the Museum or were frequent
visitors. I was fortunate to have had opportunities to regularly interact with A. Ledyard Smith,
from whom I learned a great deal about excavation at Seibal, as he was the field director of the
project.He also taughtme important life lessons, such as that vodka does not produce hangovers or
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stomachaches like gin does. Robert E. Smith, A. Ledyard Smith’s brother, shared his wide knowl-
edge of Maya ceramics with me.Harry Pollock and Tatiana Proskouriakoff also contributed to my
Maya education. The Maya archaeologist William Bullard was also at the Peabody at this time, as
was Ian Graham, who was a true Renaissance scholar.Moreover, the cultural anthropologist Evon
Vogt was in the Department of Anthropology. The latter was greatly interested in Maya archae-
ology and especially the possible continuities from the ancient to the modern Maya peoples. In
the most important stroke of serendipity in my life, I met my future wife Paula, an undergraduate
at Vassar College, who had a summer job in the Peabody Museum Library. Our partnership has
lasted more than 50 years, and her intellectual stimulation has been a key part of my success over
the years (she was also a huge help in improving my writing style).

I was immensely lucky to have GordonWilley as a mentor and later as a colleague (see Sabloff
2004a, Sabloff & Fash 2007). I received much good advice and learned many lessons from him.
Four of the most consequential lessons were, first, the necessity of good communication with fel-
low archaeologists as well as with broader audiences. Second, he impressed on me the significance
of comparative analysis at a variety of scales. Third, he stressed the importance of looking at cul-
tures holistically. And fourth, he taught me the utility of studying settlement patterns as a key
methodological tool in archaeological examinations of whole cultures.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF SETTLEMENT PATTERN STUDIES
IN THE MAYA AREA

It is the latter lesson on which I concentrate in this article, with particular attention to the pre-
Columbian Maya peoples of the Southern and Northern Maya Lowlands of modern-day Belize,
Guatemala, andMexico. Settlement pattern studies have played amajor role in revolutionizing the
understandings of the complex societies that the Maya built over two millennia before the arrival
of the Spanish in the sixteenth century ce. I briefly discuss how much scholars have learned about
pre-Columbian nonelite or commoner Maya peoples in the past half-century, as well as the many
significant gaps in our knowledge that still exist (for reasons of space, I do not cover the Maya
Highlands of El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras in this review, with one small exception).

I use the popular term “99%” in the title of this article to denote the nonelite population of the
ancient Maya, although the exact percentages of elite and commoner peoples are far from clear
and most certainly changed through time. Marcus (2004, p. 255), for example, has suggested that
the figure for nonelite may have been about 90%. It is quite possible that the ancient Maya also
had slaves (perhaps drawn from war captives), but there is no definitive evidence to date to support
this claim (see Sabloff 2004b).

Up to the mid-twentieth century, the bulk of archaeological research in theMaya area was cen-
tered both on the Classic period (250–800 ce), especially in the tropical rainforest of the Southern
Maya Lowlands at the base of the Yucatan Peninsula, and on the ancientMaya elite and the remains
of their activities: temples, palaces,monuments, great plazas, beautiful polychrome vases, and elab-
orate tombs (see Sharer & Traxler 2006). The underlying reasons for these emphases have been
much discussed (see Sabloff 1990, 2015). The key reasons included the search for museum-quality
artifacts, as well as hieroglyphic inscriptions, and the elite background ofmanyMaya scholars prior
to World War II and sociopolitical trends of the times (see also Patterson 1986).

Over time, the focus on the Classic period and its elite led to the development of a model of
the nature of ancient Maya civilization and how it developed through time. This model, which
some years ago I termed the traditional model, was reflected in many key publications of the first
half of the twentieth century, particularly the important and widely read syntheses by Sylvanus
Morley (1946) and J. Eric S. Thompson (1954). This Classic/elite focus was the basis for the
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popular conception of the pre-Columbian Maya world, including (a) an emphasis on the isolation
of the Classic Maya from neighboring areas, (b) cultural homogeneity across the Lowlands, (c) the
supposed lack of cities, (d) the peaceful coexistence among the centers, (e) populations supported
by slash-and-burn (or swidden) agriculture with a focus onmaize, and ( f ) hieroglyphic writing that
was solely esoteric and nonhistorical. For seemingly mysterious reasons, Classic Maya civilization
was posited to have collapsed in the ninth century ce, and, it was argued, the Postclassic Maya
(1000 ce to the early sixteenth century ce) never again reached their Classic cultural heights (see,
for example, Proskouriakoff 1955, Pollock et al. 1962).

The Postclassic came to an end with the Spanish conquest in the sixteenth century. Rapid de-
population occurred, owing in large part to the introduction of European diseases.On the positive
side, Maya peoples and culture continued after the conquest, and today there are well more than
12 million people in Mexico and Central America who speak Maya languages.

The traditional model came under strong attack in the 1940s by the cultural anthropologist
Clyde Kluckhohn and his student, archaeologist Walter Taylor. Kluckhohn’s (1940) article “The
Conceptual Structure in Middle American Studies” and Taylor’s (1948) highly influential mono-
graph A Study of Archaeology attacked both the emphasis on elite remains in the Maya area and
Mayanists’ lack of broader anthropological and theoretical concerns. As Taylor (1948, p. 57) fa-
mously noted in reference to the work of the Carnegie Institution of Washington, “Carnegie has
sought and found the hierarchical, the grandiose. It has neglected the common, the everyday”
(although see Ricketson & Ricketson 1937 and Wauchope 1934 for two exceptions).

Gordon Willey’s pioneering settlement pattern fieldwork in the Virú Valley of Peru was in-
fluenced by Taylor’s critique (Willey 1953; see also Sabloff 1990; Willey & Sabloff 1993, p. 209;
Sabloff 2004b). When Willey turned his attention to the ancient Maya in the 1950s, he built on
his earlier Peruvian research to answer some of the key questions raised by Kluckhohn and Taylor.
In particular, the innovative research by Willey and his colleagues at the site of Barton Ramie in
Belize (then British Honduras) helped broaden the focus of pre-Columbian Maya studies (Willey
1956a,b; Willey et al. 1965; Ashmore 1981).

Willey’s emphasis on the total settlement of a Maya site—both the elite and nonelite remains,
and the landscape on which they were situated—had a significant, immediate impact on Maya
studies. As Wendy Ashmore and I have noted (Sabloff & Ashmore 2001, p. 14): “If…one were
asked what has been the single most critical theoretical or methodological innovation in archae-
ology sinceWorldWar II, a strong argument could be made for settlement pattern studies” (see also
Billman & Feinman 1999, emphasis in original).

Soon after the field research at Barton Ramie, two large-scale mapping and excavation projects
adopted Willey’s methodology. Shook and Coe directed the Tikal Project in the Southern Low-
lands ofGuatemala (see Jones et al. 1981; see alsoCarr&Hazard 1961;Haviland 1966, 1968, 1985;
Fry 1969; Puleston 1973, among the voluminous publications on the Tikal research; see Sabloff
2003 for a more recent overview); and E.W. Andrews IV directed the Dzibilchaltun Project (see
Andrews & Andrews 1980; Andrews 1981; Kurjack 1974, among others) in the Northern Low-
lands of Mexico (Figure 2). These two projects, along with Willey’s Seibal Project, whose set-
tlement survey was directed by Tourtellot (1988), and a host of other projects in the 1960s and
1970s, helped change scholarly understanding of the ancient Maya (see Haviland 1966, Ashmore
& Willey 1981, Sabloff 1983 for historical perspectives).

The maps of greater Tikal and Dzibilchaltun immediately called into question a key under-
pinning of the traditional model, as they contained a large number of modest mounds that ex-
cavations showed were the remains of wood and thatch houses. These findings clearly indicated
that the sites were not vacant ceremonial centers but were urban centers with significant pop-
ulations in the Classic period, if not earlier. Moreover, surveys between sites also indicated that
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Figure 2

Map showing some of the principal archaeological sites in the Maya Lowlands.

these zones had significant populations (see Bullard 1960). The mapping of the Late Postclassic
(mid-thirteenth to mid-fifteenth centuries ce) site of Mayapan in the Northern Lowlands by the
Carnegie Institution ofWashington also showed the urban nature of this walled city (Pollock et al.
1962; see also Masson & Peraza Lope 2014).

The new evidence for Maya cities produced estimated population numbers that challenged
the traditional model’s assumption that the sites were supported solely by extensive slash-and-
burn agriculture. This challenge led scholars such as Peter Harrison and Billie Lee Turner, among
others, to search for evidence of more intensive forms of agriculture, such as the reclamation of
swamplands at the site of Pulltrouser Swamp in Belize (Harrison & Turner 1978).

In retrospect, until the field research of the 1950s and early 1960s, scholars had, in effect, made
a key sampling error by concentrating on the remains of the elite and, by and large, not paying
much attention to those of commoners. Settlement pattern studies helped rectify this error.

The settlement mapping at Tikal also uncovered earthworks north of the city center. The
earthworks were seen as a possible boundary marker and a defensive construction to protect Tikal
from northern neighbors such as Uaxactun (Puleston & Callender 1967). Although the latter
hypothesis is largely discounted today (see Webster et al. 2007), at the time it helped stimulate
archaeologists to challenge the “peaceful Maya” tenet of the traditional model. With new under-
standings from the decipherment of written texts, it became clear that Maya cities were frequently
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raiding one another. Scholars soon realized that the ancientMaya were a series of complex societies
comparable to other premodern states, such as those in central Mexico, the Andes, Mesopotamia,
Egypt, Southeast Asia, and China.

A major shift in the study of ancient Maya settlement occurred in the 1980s and 1990s (al-
though it certainly had earlier roots) when archaeologists moved beyond mapping mounds that
were presumed to be the remains of houses and excavating relatively small test pits in order to
find domestic remains and place them within chronological periods. In addition to such activities,
they began to undertake horizontal exposures of the remains of perishable houses (see Webster
& Gonlin 1988, Killion et al. 1989). This key change in field methodology was accompanied by
a conceptual change from “houses” to “households” and from description to examination of the
functional nature of residential units and their socioeconomic changes through time. Valuable
discussions of these scholarly advances can be found in the edited volume Ancient Maya Com-
moners (Lohse & Valdez 2004) and key publications such as those by Manzanilla & Barba (1990),
Carmean (1991), Gonlin (1993, 1994), Wilk & Ashmore (1988), Johnston & Gonlin (1998), Rice
et al. (1998), Tourtellot et al. (1993), Hendon (1996), Canuto & Yaeger (2000), Yaeger (2000),
Robin (2001, 2003, 2013), Douglass (2002), Iannone & Connell (2003), Ashmore et al. (2004),
Gonlin & Lohse (2007), Douglass & Gonlin (2012), Foias & Emery (2012), Lucero et al. (2014),
and Hoggarth & Awe (2015). These are just a few examples of the many important settlement pat-
tern reports from the past couple of decades that one could cite (see also Blanton 1994 for a more
general consideration). In addition, an important refinement of this new emphasis on households
was the attention to communities (a social level above that of households) and a concern with the
nature of interactions among households (Canuto & Yeager 2000).

MY FIELD RESEARCH IN THE 1970s AND 1980s

Following research at Seibal,my new fieldwork continued the challenges to traditional views of the
ancientMaya that settlement pattern studies had helped initiate.The research project onCozumel
Island in the early 1970s (pre-Cancun!), which I codirected with William Rathje (see Sabloff &
Rathje 1975a, Sabloff 1977, Freidel & Sabloff 1984, Sabloff 2007, among others), challenged some
of the assumptions at the time about the role and importance of long-distance trade. We argued
that such trade played a significant role in Postclassic times.We also challenged assumptions about
the nature of Postclassic culture just prior to the Spanish conquest. Some scholars had held that
this was a time of “decadence” (see, for example, the chapters in Pollock et al. 1962), in which
many of the achievements of the Classic period disappeared. Rathje and I argued that although
the Late Postclassic Maya did not invest in elaborate ceremonial architecture, carved monuments,
or beautiful painted pottery, it was a time of growing political and economic complexity (Sabloff
& Rathje 1975b, among others).

Although the Cozumel Archaeological Project was not a settlement pattern project per se, the
project investigated a number of sites around the island and undertook settlement work around
several of them. Paula Sabloff (1975) contributed to our understanding of ancient settlement by
analogy through her studies of historic and modern settlement. With regard to the nonelite, we
were able to support the hypothesis that economic conditions for the island’s inhabitants were
just as good, if not better, than for nonelites in the Lowlands during the Classic period and that
nonelites appeared to have had greater access to a wide variety of goods than ever before. We
also were able to trace an extensive system of stone walls on the island, which provided boundary
markers for the inhabitants’ agricultural fields. Doctoral dissertations on the Cozumel research
were completed by Judith Conner, David Friedel, Nancy Hamblin, David Phillips, and Paula
Sabloff.

www.annualreviews.org • How Maya Archaeologists Discovered the 99% 7
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With regard to better understanding commoner life not only in the Preclassic and Classic
periods but also in the Postclassic period, researchers have made important strides in both the
Southern and Northern Lowlands on this topic since the 1970s. Of particular note is the long-
term research of Marilyn Masson, Carlos Peraza Lope, Susan Milbrath, Clifford Brown, and their
colleagues at the site of Mayapan, which has built on the earlier research of the Carnegie Insti-
tution of Washington that was noted above (see Masson & Peraza Lope 2014 for an excellent
overview of some of this research).

I then codirected the Sayil Archaeological Project with Gair Tourtellot in the Puuc region of
theNorthern Lowlands during themid-1980s (seeTourtellot& Sabloff 1989, Sabloff &Tourtellot
1991, Smyth et al. 1995, Sabloff 1996, among others). The focus of that project was the mapping
of this small city with particular attention to nonelite residences. One of the major achievements
of this project was mapping the layouts of nonelite residences through surface survey in much
greater detail than had been previously possible. Most Maya settlement maps depict, as small
black rectangles, low mounds that excavations indicated were the remains of perishable wood
and thatch residences and associated structures. Owing to the excellent preservation of low stone
walls of one or two courses in height that supported the bases of wooden house walls at Sayil,
the project was able to map the rooms of the houses and adjacent activity areas, such as kitchens
and water cistern collection zones. Another key advance was the meticulous horizontal exposure
of surfaces between and around houses and the concomitant study of chemical residues, which
revealed that such areas were probably used as household vegetable gardens, thus supporting the
hypothesis that ancient Maya urban landscapes were really “garden cities” (Killion et al. 1989).
A number of students were involved in the publications of the project, including Kelli Carmean,
Diana Christensen, Christopher Dore, Nicholas Dunning, Berndt Fahmel Beyer, Tom Killion,
Signa Larralde, Patricia McAnany, Michael Smyth, Stanley Walling, LuAnn Wandsnider, L. Val
Whitley, and Susan Wurtzburg, as were a number of Mexican archaeologists, including Sylviane
Boucher, Rafael Cobos, Tomás Gallareta, Sandra Lopez Varela, and Carlos Pérez Alvarez.

WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT ANCIENT MAYA COMMONERS?

So, what have Mayanists learned about pre-Columbian commoners at this point? Since the turn
of the twenty-first century, Mayanists have made great strides in understanding pre-Columbian
commoner life (see Robin 2001 for an excellent baseline discussion of this research). Most of the
new understandings of commoners derive from archaeological field research, including settlement
pattern studies and laboratory analyses. Unfortunately, even though there have been significant
advances in the decipherment of Maya hieroglyphic texts, the contents of the texts rarely refer
to nonelite activities. However, scenes depicted on ancient murals and ceramics do augment our
understanding (see below for a discussion of the Calakmul murals).

Let us look at some of these significant advances, as well as some of the gaps or problems.
Detailed surface surveys and excavations of the remains have begun to reveal a richer picture of
ancient Maya commoners (see Webster & Gonlin 1988). At this point, the picture that has been
formed to date is complicated and still far from complete. Moreover, tracing the evidence for the
timing of the rise of an elite/commoner split is not at all straightforward.

New research, for instance, at the site of Ceibal (Seibal), directed by Takeshi Inomata and
Daniela Triadan has shown that the earliest public architecture at the site, dating to approxi-
mately 1000–900 bce, was ceremonial in nature and was built by Maya peoples who were only
partially sedentary (Inomata et al. 2015a,b). It showed no clear evidence yet of class structure. The
architectural form persisted in the Maya Lowlands for another two millennia. It is not until some
centuries later—during the Late Preclassic period (∼300 bce), at sites in the Mirador Basin and

8 Sabloff
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Tikal, among others—that clear early societal divisions began to appear, although these divisions
may well have occurred earlier (see Estrada-Belli 2011).

Two key, but still unanswered, questions in Maya studies are, How clear are the distinctions
between elite and commoner? and Can scholars break up the class of commoners into analytic
components? Did the Maya have a middle class and a lower class, or multiple classes? As Smith
(2018, p. 320) has insightfully noted, “[W]ritings on Maya nonelites…focus heavily on ‘common-
ers’ as the principal counterbalance to elites, a long continuity of the historical approach to a
two-class system that dates to the early analysis of the Maya by J. Eric S. Thompson in the 1920s.”
She further notes, “Ancient Maya cities…reveal a range of consumption parameters in architec-
ture, material goods, burial practices, and spatial organization that indicate the presence of a dis-
cernable middle-stratum group of producer-consumer individuals and households” (Smith 2018,
p. 313). At Sayil, for instance, Tourtellot et al. (1992) showed that house size and construction
may not be sufficient to distinguish among elite and commoner houses. Thus, growing evidence
certainly indicates the presence of a middle class, but its detailed nature and its possible divisions
have yet to be demonstrated (see also Smith 2010, Kohler & Smith 2018 for examples of more
general considerations).

These basic questions remain difficult to answer because of the growing realization that com-
moner life varied from city to city and was heterogeneous in each city. As Robin (2001, p. 20) has
stated, “Increasing archaeological evidence…clearly illustrates that Maya commoners were far
from an isolated homogeneous peasantry. Maya commoners were a diverse and innovative group,
who actively and variably partook in their society.” Due to the growing understanding of such
variability, it has also become clearer that ancient Maya settlements are not easy to sample and
that it is more difficult to generalize from limited house mound excavations than had previously
been assumed. The question of how many mounds were actually residences and not kitchens,
work areas, or storage areas—or complex combinations of all of these—became a concern, as did
the questions of how many remains of perishable structures were actually visible on the surface
rather than hidden (see Johnston 1994). Such variability also has important implications for pop-
ulation estimates, an important and controversial topic that I do not have space here to explore
(see Culbert & Rice 1990 for an early consideration).

Through the pioneering research of McAnany, Mayanists better understand the importance
of place and continuity of time for Maya commoners (as well as for elites). In her book Living
With Ancestors (1995, 2013), McAnany has shown that the Maya buried their ancestors under the
floors of their houses, and these ancestors were an important and active part of peoples’ lives.
McAnany’s work and that of many other archaeologists show, not surprisingly, that ritual and
associated aspects, such as directionality, played key roles in the daily lives of nonelites.

In recent years,Mayanists have been building a growing body of evidence about the daily mun-
dane activities of the people who lived beyond the palaces and temples. Perhaps the most detailed
new understandings have come from the site of Cerén in El Salvador, which Payson Sheets and
his colleagues have excavated (see Sheets 2006 for a general summary). A volcanic eruption dur-
ing Classic times covered the village with a thick layer of ash and helped preserve the remains
of many activities involving perishable materials that normally would disappear in a hot, humid
environment over time. Moreover, the rapid abandonment of homes at the time of the eruption
provided numerous insights into activities whose remains were left on house floors. The aban-
donment of homes due to other causes, such a warfare, has also provided similar opportunities
to archaeologists [see, for instance, the findings at Aguateca by Inomata and colleagues (2008)],
although without the relatively superb preservation found at Cerén.

Research by Robin and her team at the site of Chan in Belize is another excellent example
of detailed studies of daily nonelite activities (Robin 2002, 2012; see also Hutson 2016, 2017 for
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another very useful example from Chunchucmil near the west coast of northern Yucatan, among
a growing number of such studies). Studies of plant and animal remains from Maya sites are also
providing useful information about both elite and commoner ancientMaya diets (seeWhite 1999;
Emery 2004, 2010; Wright 2006; Emery & Thornton 2008, among many others). Studies of salt
production and distribution (including salted fish) are also enriching our knowledge of the ancient
Maya diet (Andrews 1983,McKillop 2002).The activities of farmers in maintaining and sustaining
agriculture have been an important focus of Ford and her colleagues (see Ford & Nigh 2015), as
has the nature of economic variability in relation to differing landscapes (Ford 1991; see also
Fedick 1989). The consequences of prolonged drought on ancient Maya agriculture have been
another area of interest with a growing literature on this key subject (see Turner & Sabloff 2012,
for one example).

One of the most exciting new insights into daily, nonelite activities has come from the discov-
ery and conservation of very well-preserved murals at the site of Calakmul in southern Campeche,
Mexico, by Carrasco Vargas and his colleagues (see the beautiful illustrations in Carrasco Vargas &
Cordeiro Bacqueiro 2012 and Martin 2012; see also Boucher & Quiñones 2007, Carrasco Vargas
et al. 2009). As Carrasco Vargas et al. (2009, p. 19245) point out, “Many issues that concern schol-
ars…leave little or no physical trace. Cultures with a strong tradition of art and writing fill some
of these gaps, but here data are usually restricted to the social elite, leaving fundamental questions
about societies as a whole unanswered….Missing from these sources are the lower echelons of
society….[O]ur work at the site of Calakmul, Mexico, offers data that address these issues.”Many
of the images on the murals are women, and they depict clothing, face paint, and ornaments, as
well as the preparation, transportation, and display of a variety of different foods and objects. One
hypothesis concerning the Calakmul murals is that the depictions relate to marketplace activities
(see Martin 2012).

Scholars now infer that all theMaya cities had at least one marketplace, if not multiple markets,
as recently detailed inThe AncientMayaMarketplace: The Archaeology of Transient Space (King 2015),
and that the nonelite, especially women, played a key role in market activities, although the details
remain to be discovered (see also Hirth & Pillsbury 2013).

Mayanists have also made major strides in recent years in understanding the roles of women,
both elite and nonelite. Baseline understandings can be found in the volumes edited by Ardren
(2002) and Pyburn (2004; see also Wright 1996; Claassen & Joyce 1997; Gillespie & Joyce 1997;
Joyce 2000, 2008; Marcus 2001; Meskell & Joyce 2003, among many others), detailing the many
key roles played by ancient Maya women in a variety of cultural spheres, including economic
production, ritual, and politics. Recently, the roles of queens have become clearer (see Joyce 1996,
Guenter & Freidel 2009, Guenter 2014, for example); Paula Sabloff (2019) has demonstrated that
elite women had not only significant power and wealth but also real agency amid their powerful
fathers, husbands, and other male kin.

Regarding the agency of nonelites, there are growing indications that the nonelite also had
socioeconomic agency and that the rulers did not have total power over their subjects. How-
ever, as Webster (2018, p. 88) has cautioned, “[W]e have absolutely no idea whether Classic Maya
commoners generally felt oppressed by Maya kings and nobles, whether they negotiated much
of anything, including power relations and access to resources, or whether they unduly fretted
about identity.” Nevertheless, it can be inferred that the ancient Maya had a social contract of
sorts with their rulers, who represented the gods on earth and were responsible for ensuring suffi-
cient and well-timed rain that made for at least an adequate agricultural supply for the population
of the cities. The nonelite, in turn, were responsible for providing the labor that helped build the
temples and palaces and produced the food for all. When the ruling elite failed their end of the
bargain, which appears to have happened during the severe droughts in the late eighth to early
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ninth century ce and the concomitant increase in intercity raiding,many of the nonelite apparently
responded by walking away from the major cities in order to find better circumstances, as a recent
agent-based modeling analysis has indicated (see McAnany et al. 2016; see also Aimers 2012).

I close by pointing to a new technical development that has already made a significant impact
on settlement pattern studies in the Maya area and promises to have an even greater impact in the
coming years: the remote-sensing technique LiDAR. The pioneering research of Arlen, Diane,
and Adrian Chase, for example, at the city of Caracol in Belize (see Chase et al. 2012, Chase &
Chase 2017) has shown how the use of this technique can not only greatly expedite settlement
pattern mapping by completely penetrating dense forest cover to show remains on the ground
(which traditional aerial photography could not do) but also reveal clear patterning of land use—
such as agricultural terracing—in as accurate a manner as total station mapping (see also Yaeger
et al. 2016 for another Belize example). LiDAR has also been used to discover social changes
over time (Inomata et al. 2018). The recent LiDAR study by Canuto and his colleagues in the
northern part of Guatemala has revealed approximately 61,000 apparent structures in a 21-km2

area (Canuto et al. 2018), although careful groundtruthing is still needed to verify the LiDAR
images (see Ford &Horn 2018). This technique is also proving to have revolutionary implications
for the understanding of other tropical rainforest civilizations, such as the great Khmer capital of
Angkor in Cambodia (see Evans et al. 2013).

CONCLUSION

In sum, archaeological studies of pre-Columbian complex societies in the Lowlands of modern-
day Belize, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Mexico have come a long way in the past half-
century in helping us understand the nature of ancient Maya society. Knowledge of both elite and
commoners is much more robust than ever before, although clearly many outstanding questions
remain. But with a suite of stronger techniques, methods, and hypotheses, there is good reason
to be optimistic that these understandings will continue to improve and will help to contribute
to broader considerations of commoner lives in premodern states (see, for example, Smith 2010,
Robin 2013). They will also allow archaeologists to share these stronger, more inclusive findings
with modern Maya peoples (see McAnany 2017).

I have been privileged to have been part of the tremendous changes in the field ofMaya studies.
Moreover, I am delighted to have contributed to the replacement of the traditional model with a
model that is sensitive to the entire range of ancient Maya society and to have seen scholars’ work
exceeding and carrying forward my own research. I feel confident that Gordon Willey would be
quite pleased to see the state of the field today and optimistic, as I am, that the field continues
to rapidly progress and will build newer and stronger understandings of pre-Columbian Maya
peoples.
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