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Preface
In the 17 years since the first edition of Mesoamerican
Archaeology: Method and Theory was published, our goal
of providing theoretically sophisticated and data-rich
explorations of important topics for a nonspecialist reader,
written by the researchers themselves, has proved
successful. When approached by Wiley-Blackwell to edit a
second edition, the original coeditors, Julia A. Hendon and
Rosemary A. Joyce, agreed that the chance to incorporate
new research by an international array of scholars was not
to be missed. The first move was to add Lisa Overholtzer as
editor. The three of us approached some authors from the
first edition who agreed to update or rewrite their
chapters. We then invited new contributors whose work
reflects current research trends in Mesoamerican
archaeology. For this edition we purposefully included a
chapter on bioarchaeology and three chapters that include
the Colonial period in their discussions.
As with the first edition, this book is intended to be useful
for anyone teaching Mesoamerican archaeology, whether
as the sole subject of a course or as one case study among
others in courses dealing with archaeology of the Americas,
complex societies, or other topics. We also expect that it
will be of interest to any reader who wants a sample of
contemporary research on the major time periods and
societies that are the focus of Mesoamerican archaeology.



Because this book is a departure from other models for
introductory texts, it is appropriate for us to briefly explain
what it is and is not and to suggest how we hope it might
be incorporated into the classroom. All three of us teach
material from the field of Mesoamerican archaeology in
basic introductory courses and more advanced offerings. As
active researchers who each have developed and led our
own field projects, we find ourselves struggling to provide
students with a sense of the research process. In particular,
we think it is important for students to see that changes in
archaeological understanding (or differences in opinion, as
illustrated by some of the essays included here) are a
constructive part of the research process. They reflect the
mechanisms through which our discipline debates
explanations, puts them to the test against existing and
new data, and gradually revises them. Too often, we find
that students (and people outside the academy interested
in archaeology) have the impression, especially from media
coverage, that changes in interpretation result from violent
rejection of earlier ideas, represented as poorly conceived,
foolish, or examples of bad work. We do not think that
representing archaeology as a kind of winner-takes-all
contest is very true to the reality of the constant hard work,
only occasionally accompanied by moments of
transformative insight, that we do as field researchers. Nor
does the metaphor of a contest accurately represent the
way that new research builds on and acknowledges older
ideas, even in the process of modifying, extending, or
disagreeing with those ideas.
We have each found that our teaching is most successful
when we base it on a diversity of articles, written by
scholars with different points of view. The juxtaposition of
many different, but credible, arguments helps makes clear
to students that there is not now, and never has been, a
consensus about how to understand Mesoamerica’s



prehispanic history, what the important questions are, and
what the best way to investigate intriguing questions might
be. Using research papers written by practitioners active in
field and laboratory analyses brings the research process to
life. It enables students to engage in critical thinking about
how explanations of the past are produced, verified, and
disputed. This engagement has the potential to promote a
greater mastery of content and principles and a more
enduring understanding of the archaeological process.
But there are also difficulties with this approach. Foremost
among them, articles written for professional audiences
assume a great degree of shared background knowledge.
They begin in the middle of an ongoing research dialogue,
where even everyday words can have very specific
meanings. To use research articles in teaching requires us
to spend substantial effort explaining specialist terms and
assumptions. And even when this is done, there remains
the fact that professional articles are written for particular
contexts, often as part of edited volumes dealing with
specific themes or issues. To make these articles effective
outside their original setting, it is necessary to place them
back in context through lectures, orienting notes, or
annotations. We have been successful teaching from
thematically focused edited volumes, where the context of
all the articles is the same and the repetition of conceptual
vocabulary reinforces our background discussions. But very
few edited volumes cover the full chronological and
geographic breadth of Mesoamerican archaeology.
Thus, in this second edition, we continue to provide a single
volume containing new papers written with a nonspecialist
reader in mind. By selecting contributors who are actively
engaged in research on key time periods and topics in
contemporary Mesoamerican archaeology, this volume
provides what we have been piecing together from existing
resources, but with an important difference. Written self-



consciously as explanations of current issues in specific
archaeological research areas within Mesoamerica and
oriented toward the student or other nonspecialist, these
papers provide the equivalent of a casebook optimally
suited for teaching.
The response to our invitation to participate gratified us
immensely, as extremely dedicated, busy researchers took
the time to prepare new essays for this volume. Where
possible, we sought to provide dual approaches to
important time periods and places, hoping that these
juxtapositions illuminate the way that research problems
framed differently call for different methods of
investigation and interpretation. We balanced contributions
taking macroscale approaches with those examining the
microscale that begins with the individual actor and
extends outward to households, communities, and regions.
The one thing we sought in every contribution was self-
conscious attention to how problems were framed and what
the effects of problem orientation were on research
outcomes.
The resulting volume therefore considers research
employing many different kinds of materials, highly diverse
methods, and many strands of theory. Many of the
contributors share with the editors an interest in questions
of individual and group identity and agency and are
exploring the implications of practice theory for
Mesoamerican archaeology. Contributors who do not
explicitly use concepts from practice theory nonetheless
take seriously the same kinds of questions about how
individual people who are raised in a specific cultural,
social, and natural environment continue the traditions in
which they were raised while also subtly modifying them so
that, to modern observers, they can be seen as participants
in sequences of social change. All the contributors examine
particular practices, perceptible to modern researchers



because they left material traces, and consider the
significance these practices had in the formation and
reformation of Mesoamerican societies over a long
historical trajectory that did not end with Spanish
colonization.
We have included sufficient orienting material in this
volume to ensure that students and other interested
readers will understand the chronological and geographic
frameworks of the Mesoamerican tradition and will
recognize key issues in its history. Because this volume
includes an introduction explicitly sketching out the
contexts necessary to understand Mesoamerican
archaeology as a subject, it can also serve to contextualize
other research articles that might be used to complement
the contents of this volume. As a casebook of theoretically
explicit studies, it should serve as a resource for
comparison with archaeologies from other world areas. Our
goal was to be selective, not exhaustive. We attempt not to
replace comprehensive syntheses of Mesoamerican
prehistory but instead to complement them with a volume
that takes understanding how we know as central to
understanding what we know. Finally, we hope that this
volume gives all of its readers a sense of the exciting
developments in the contemporary theory and practice of
Mesoamerican archaeology and encourages them to delve
further into the original research cited by all the
contributors.

Julia A. Hendon
Lisa Overholtzer

Rosemary A. Joyce



List of Figures
1.1 Map of Mesoamerica
1.2 Distribution of languages within Mesoamerica at
the time of the Spanish conquest
2.1 Maps of Olman. Top: locations of sites mentioned in
the text and coverage of archaeological surveys.
Dashed line indicates the approximate extent of Olman.
Bottom: geological map with physiographic provinces
labeled. Base maps downloaded from the Mapa Digital
de México V 6.3.0, INEGI
2.2 Physical landscapes of Olman. (a) Western Tabasco
swamps viewed from La Venta. (b) Alluvial plain
northeast of the San Lorenzo plateau (slight rise in the
background). (c) View across Tuxtlas piedmont to the
extinct Tuxtlas Mountains volcano of Cerro el Vigía. (d)
Cinder cones in the central Tuxtlas Mountains, looking
northward across Lake Catemaco. (e) Cerro Manatí
viewed from Macayal. (f) Ancient sand dunes near the
coast to the west of the Tuxtla Mountains
2.3 Early Formative settlement patterns in three
regions of Olman
2.4 Map of Mesoamerica, showing exchange of
products to and from Gulf Olmec sites



2.5 LiDAR imagery of Tres Zapotes in high (dark gray)
and low (light gray) resolution. Gray line indicates
extent of Tres Zapotes Archaeological Survey (Spanish
acronym RATZ)
2.6 Middle Formative settlement patterns in three
regions of Olman
2.7 Macayal phase offering at El Manatí
2.8 Some examples of Olmec monumental sculpture. (a)
Colossal head (Tres Zapotes Monument A). (b) Tabletop
altar–throne (La Venta Monument 4). (c) Full-round
sculpture (El Azuzul) “twins.” (d) Stela (La Venta Stela
2)
2.9 Plans of civic–ceremonial precincts of Formative
urban centers. Clockwise from upper left: San Lorenzo,
La Venta, Tres Zapotes
2.10 Clockwise from left: San Martín Pajapan
Monument, La Venta Monument 44, Lerdo Monument
2.11 Tres Zapotes Stela A
3.1 An Olmec object with image: a jade earspool
excavated at La Venta with incised lines suggesting a
human profile face flanked by two profile zoomorphic
heads
3.2 Figurine fragment, Playa de los Muertos style, Ulua
Valley
3.3 Figurine fragment depicting a monkey, Playa de los
Muertos style, Ulua Valley
3.4 Fragments of incised vessels from Puerto
Escondido, Honduras. Upper left: St. Andrews cross.
Upper right: Star and hand–paw–wing motif. Bottom:
Anthropomorphic profile faces



3.5 An axe blade excavated at La Venta with incised
lines suggesting a human face and hands
3.6 Polished stone figurine excavated at La Venta with
incised lines on the body interpreted as maize cobs
3.7 Drawing of images on front and sides of La Venta
altar or throne
3.8 Image of crocodilian creature with rain clouds,
Chalcatzingo, Morelos
3.9 Image of woman laying hands on standing object,
Chalcatzingo, Morelos
4.1 Teotihuacan map by the Teotihuacan Mapping
Project
4.2 Teotihuacan chronology table
4.3 View from the central axis of the Avenue of the
Dead toward the Moon Pyramid (north), the summit of
which exactly coincides with the top of Cerro Gordo
4.4 Plan of the central zone of ancient Teotihuacan with
measurements in meters and TMU. The distance
between the Sun Pyramid and the Citadel apparently
reflects a large cycle combined with 8 years of solar
calendar and five cycles of Venus almanac (365 × 8 =
584 × 5 = 2920 days). Double of the distances between
two monuments coincide with 8 years if one year is
calculated as 20 × 18 (360) without 5 extra days that
was Mesoamerican standard counting system, (20 × 18
× 4) × 2 = 2880
4.5 Reconstructed seven building stages (Edificio in
Spanish) disclosed by tunnel excavations at the Moon
Pyramid
4.6 Plan of Burial 6 found in the Moon Pyramid. Bodies
of sacrificed people were reconstructed based on



human bones
4.7 Plan and Profile of ancient tunnel created under the
Sun Pyramid
4.8 Plan of Offering 2 found in a shallow pit excavated
on subsoil in the Sun Pyramid
4.9 Plan of the Citadel and the Great Compound made
from LiDAR imagery
4.10 General plan of reconstructed body positions of
the FSP burials. The size of graves enlarged out of
proportion to the pyramid First category: male elite
group (with greenstone ornaments). Second category:
male subelites (with shell ornaments). Third category:
male military group. Fourth category: female (except 1
in Burial 14) with shell ornaments
4.11 Drawing of the facade of the Feathered Serpent
Pyramid in the Citadel
5.1 The location of different compounds cited in the
text in the map drawn by René Millon and Manzanilla’s
hypothesis of the four districts of Teotihuacan from
where the four possible co-rulers came from
5.2 The Tlamimilolpa compound
5.3 The Xolalpan compound
5.4 The Tetitla compound
5.5 The Yayahuala compound
5.6 The Oztoyahualco 15B:N6W3 compound, excavated
by Linda R. Manzanilla
5.7 The Oztoyahualco 15B theater-type censer related
to burial 8
5.8 The Teopancazco neighborhood center with its
functional sectors



5.9 The Xalla palatial compound excavated by Linda R.
Manzanilla
5.10 The Xalla palace with its functional sectors
6.1 The Copán Main Group in the Copán Valley,
Honduras
6.2 Map of the Cerén village, El Salvador
6.3 The distribution of houses in the urban zone around
the Main Group and in the rural hinterlands in the
Copán Valley
6.4 Jade workshop in the patio of Strucutre M10-4 at
Cancuen, Guatemala
6.5 A Copán urban courtyard
7.1 Map of the Maya area, showing places mentioned in
the text
7.2 Paired views of (a) raised fields and (b) Annie
Hunter’s drawing of splayed crocodile body on Copan
Altar T. (a) From Turner and Harrison (1981) and used
with permission. (b) From Maudslay (1889–1902: vol. 1,
plate 95)
7.3 A restoration drawing of Copan in Honduras by
Tatiana Proskouriakoff
7.4 Reconstructed view of Twin Pyramid Complex (4E-
4), Tikal, Guatemala. The complex is oriented to the
cardinal directions with the twin pyramids oriented to
the east and west
7.5 Map of eastern part of Copan Valley pocket,
highlighting groups 8L-10, 8L-12, the Principal Group
7.6 Three of seven paired groups across the Copan
valley. (a) Ostuman neighborhood. (b) Mesa de Petapilla
neighborhood. (c) Salamar neighborhood showing a



closer view of 8L-10, to the north, and 8L-12, to the
south
7.7 Schematic plans of Maya civic–ceremonial centers
of (a) Xunantunich, (b) Naranjo, and (c) Calakmul,
illustrating a pronounced north–south axis
7.8 Idealized reconstruction drawing of farmsteads set
in agricultural terraces at Chan
7.9 Schematic plan of Chan’s Central Group. The
eastern and western buildings (Strs. 5 and 7) in this
group are pyramidal structures forming a paired east–
west temple complexThe southern building (Str. 6) is a
corbel vaulted administrative building. The northern
building (Str. 2) is the residence of leading families and
is flanked to the west by two small buildings (Strs. 3
and 4) that are ancillary structures
8.1 Map of the Valley of Oaxaca showing sites
mentioned in the text
8.2 Mound 1 at San José Mogote. (a) Photograph of
Mound 1. (b) View of Mound 1 with Monte Albán in the
background
8.3 Photograph of Monument 3 from San José Mogote
showing a victim of human sacrifice
8.4 Panorama of the Main Plaza of Monte Albán
8.5 Plan of the Main Plaza at Monte Albán showing
architectural features mention in the text
8.6 Photograph of in situ orthostats from Building L-
sub with horizontal figures depicting ancestors and
vertical ones depicting young adults performing
autosacrifice
8.7 Hypothetical reconstruction by Javier Urcid of
Building L-sub at Monte Albán representing an age-



graded organization shown performing autosacrifice
8.8 Carved slabs reset in Building J. (a) Example of a
slab depicting a revered ancestor. (b) Monument J-41
9.1 Map of Oaxaca showing the locations of
archaeological sites, towns, and regions mentioned in
the text
9.2 Map of the Nejapa region showing the rivers,
surveyed area, and archaeological sites mentioned in
the text
9.3 Multiple layers of red-painted stucco floor visible in
the excavations of a Postclassic period house in Colonia
San Martín
9.4 Rooms built into one of two cliff face rock shelters
at Cerro del Convento
9.5 Defensive wall constructed at the narrowest point
of the ridgeline at Los Picachos
9.6 The ball court at El Sitial
10.1 Typical codex scenes, Codex Añute (Selden) page
8
10.2 The visit of Lord 8 Deer and Lady 6 Monkey to the
temple of Lady 9 Grass, Codex Tonindeye (Nuttall) page
44
10.3 Schematic overview of the reconstruction process
of Codex Yoho Yuchi. Hyperspectral imaging collects a
stack of images, in which for each pixel a full spectrum
is known. These images are processed and compared to
allow the reconstruction of the outlines of figures
11.1 Location of Mayapan and other places mentioned
in the text. Dark gray-shaded zones reflect Roys’s
estimate of polity boundaries of the Mayapan


