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kingship and varying political programs. The Classic Maya presents a
tandem model of societies bound by moral covenants and convulsed
by unavoidable tensions between groups, all aftected by demographic
trends and changing environments. Focusing on the Classic heartland
but referring to other zones, it will serve as the basic source for all
readers interested in the civilization of the Maya.
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Takeshi Inomata is Professor of Anthropology at the University of Ari-
zona. He has conducted archaeological investigations at the Maya Cen-
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PREFACE

The Classic Maya are a fiction from which deeper realities emerge. In all
probability, indigenous groups of the Yucatan Peninsula and adjacent zones
never perceived themselves as a single “people” during the first millennium.
Yet, they can be treated as such for a very simple reason: the Classic Maya
lived in ways more alike than unlike. Most spoke related languages, including
a prestigious form, now extinct, termed “Classic Ch’olti’an.” Some of their
thoughts found expression in an elaborate hieroglyphic script, easily the most
complex developed in the New World. This script recorded ideas and prac-
tices found consistently across the Maya region. Codified symbols, including
images freighted with meaning and narrative, reflected much of the same,
with conventions and concepts that could be understood from the Isthmus
of Tehuantepec to the valleys of western Honduras. Regardless of area, the
Classic Maya lived in civic communities of semidivine kings, nobles, farmers,
and craftspeople, in daily converse with spirits of sundry origin, location, and
influence. Their settlements had similar layouts, their crafts and agriculture
related technologies. Scholars can be forgiven, then, for treating the Classic
Maya as a single phenomenon, albeit one of a diverse and complex nature.

In part, this book is a new story of the Classic Maya. Over the last two
decades, with more generous funding and greater numbers of Mayanists, evi-
dence of who the Classic Maya were and what they did has increased. Large
sums of money and other resources — although never enough — have been
invested into archaeological digs, but not all of the results have been fully
published, nor are there signs of their being published in a timely fashion. The
decipherment of glyphic texts and more refined studies of iconography dis-
close new views on the Maya. Other disciplines, from soil science to biological
anthropology, reveal tandem information. The Mayanist can now poach valu-
able and stimulating ideas from gender or cultural studies, geography, political
science, psychology, linguistics, art history, and comparative anthropology. The
belief that studies of the Classic Maya should be reduced to any one interpre-
tive approach, be it “processual,” “ecological,” or “humanistic” archaeology,

X1il
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xiv Preface

restricts rather than enhances understanding. This book attests to the futil-
ity of maintaining rigid disciplinary boundaries or defending the sanctity of
“-isms.” The Classic Maya will remain elusive without an eclectic and flex-
ible approach from which scholars can paint a portrait in color rather than
monochrome.

A work of synthesis cannot, without becoming a tedious encyclopedia,
cover all advances or touch on every theme and archaeological site. Nor can
it be a chronicle of historical developments, an approach essayed successfully
by others (Martin and Grube 2008). But it can and must chart the most
important topics, in fair evaluation of the current state of Classic Maya studies.
Progress in research has seldom been uniform. Most archaeological projects
take place primarily in the lowland areas, from which the richest epigraphic
and iconographic data emerge. As a result, our discussions deal mainly with
the lowland Maya at the expense of their highland neighbors and target the
southern lowlands more than the northern reaches of the Yucatan Peninsula.
This is a weakness we attempt to remedy in part, but the uneven emphasis is
unavoidable given the range and availability of present knowledge and authorial
expertise.

Synthesis walks in steady pace with analysis. The first combines and balances
information, the other dissects and scrutinizes it. A useful line of study is to con-
sider opposed themes, since the conflict and friction between these polarities
produce insights into the Classic Maya. This book highlights two such themes.
The first is the divide between inside and outside perspectives, what the Classic
Maya said about their world and what we, from a vastly different vantage,
perceive in their actions and artifacts. The second concerns two overlapping
domains of the Classic Maya. One domain involves royal courts as forces for cul-
tural conservatism and innovation. In some respects, the courts and the appa-
ratus of ancestor veneration and god cults housed in temples were the Classic
Maya city. As collections of palaces, pyramids, plazas, reservoirs, and courtyard
residences, the cities served as centers of pilgrimage, worship, and defense;
places of patronage for difficult skills; nodes of tribute and redistribution;
repositories of the dead; schools for the courtly arts — all features that exerted
a powerful attraction to settlement, as part of a continuing spectacle that must
have entertained and enthralled Maya communities. In ancient perspective,
such activities not only meant spiritual fulfillment but led to material and
social consequences. On these hinged the successful continuation of society
and the smooth cycling of individual lives. The other domain held the farmers,
fishers, hunters, gatherers, and traders who made up the mass of society. Their
labor materialized food, shelter, and other substances and objects that made
possible the activities of royal courts, as well as the maintenance of society as
a whole. These individuals did not merely follow cultural schemes devised by
the royal court but actively assisted in the creation of Classic Maya society and
worldview. Their value systems assimilated and were assimilated by those of
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Preface XV

royal courts. In other ways they diverged, if in a manner that remains difficult
to decode.

The story of the Classic Maya concerns the convergence and interplay of
the two domains, one courtly, the other not. Loosely speaking, the former
contained “elites,” the second “nonelites.” We use these terms with reserva-
tions. Our disquiet with a simplistic, two-layered model of Maya society is
offset by the need to develop a convincing picture of power relations, one that
nonetheless recognizes diverse social roles, statuses, and identities that over-
lapped and crosscut. The same is true for our categorization of “farmers,”
“craftspeople,” and “traders.” Evidence tells us that in most cases these people
did not form distinct social groups. A craftsperson who produced exquisite art
objects could also engage in royal ceremonies and court intrigue. An artisan
who fired large storage vessels might just as easily hold a digging stick in his
milpa. Our understanding of courtiers, farmers, and craftspeople is directed
more toward activities, formalized as “practices,” that contributed to survival,
political achievement, and social fulfillment.

This book came into existence for several reasons. First, we wished to focus
on the Classic Maya per se. Many excellent volumes, including those by Coe
(1999b) and Sharer and Traxler (2005), give a rich and satisfying account of the
Maya as a whole, from archaic lifeways to the agonies of the Guatemalan civil war
(other such volumes include Demarest [2004] and McKillop [2006]). But we
felt the Classic Maya deserved their own treatment. Why are there no good
volumes on the Greeks, from Mycenae to Perikles and from Lord Byron,
promulgator of Greek independence, to King Constantine of Greece and the
Colonels who overthrew him? Because too much has changed in that small part
of the world, and no scholar would willingly write such an expansive work.
So too for the Maya. The only other book on the subject, now translated into

5 <

English, presents the Classic Maya in discrete slices (“art,” “Mayan writing”)
that do not, for us, meaningfully describe the civilization (Arellano et al. 1999).

Second, we wished to write a book around kinds of people and, where possi-
ble, about specific people, without, however, getting mired in the controversial
minutiae of Classic history. Donadoni’s The Egyptians (1997) was a direct inspi-
ration, with its delightful and instructive chapters on “The Dead,” “Women,”
and “The Pharaoh.” The congruence of this treatment with “agency theory”
or “practice theory” is deliberate and even provocative. In the last decade, it has
become perilous to avoid citation of Pierre Bourdieu and Anthony Giddens —
although their sway is diminishing somewhat — just as an earlier generation
found it necessary to reference Maurice Godelier and Louis Althusser. To
what extent does this literature recycle theological concerns with free will
(Herzfeld 2001: 149)? How is our interest in the changing pattern of Maya
kingship specifically elucidated by the feedback loops of practice and agency
theory? The search for compromise is laudable. Theories of human behavior
that emphasize individual action must find a balance against those stressing
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xvi Preface

social hedges of the same, just as the physical facts of the human body require
conditioning and appraisal by the human mind. This dynamism forms part of
the human experience, and no amount of abstract modeling will account for
all of'its capricious motions.

A third reason stemmed from our wish to present this information in an
academic manner. For us, “academic” does not equate to snobbish or showy
erudition. Rather, the text is designed for undergraduates, professional col-
leagues, and other readers who wish to engage the nuances of difficult material,
openly acknowledged to be demanding and subject to shifts of interpretation.
In our judgment, the undoubted popularity of Maya studies is its own blessing
and curse. Mayanists benefit from popular attention that garners jobs, TV spots,
and fame, leading even to the recent and, by some lights, lamentable movie
Apocalypto. That same public distinction can be the scourge of our field. There
is an inevitable risk (and temptation) to distort, oversimplify, and sensationalize
in a subtle form of marketing that curries yet more attention. At the writing
of this book, we are in another such cycle, this one relating to apocalyptic
prophecy and the year 2012.

A final motivation for the volume is to allow readers to eavesdrop on a
conversation that is only partly resolved. The Classic Maya records a dialogue
between two very different people who, somehow, have made their way to
the Classic Maya. One comes out of art history, epigraphy, and the archae-
ology of meaning (Houston), the other from settlement analyses, household
archaeology, and the study of power relations (Inomata). Both are interested
in social science and in deeper stories about people reacting creatively to a
stressed but malleable environment. Thus, the book can be said to represent
a fusion of two perspectives joined into a whole that is designed not to be
seamless but to be sensitive to the contradictions of the Classic Maya. Again,
our particular expertise, the southern Maya lowlands, colors the presentation,
in part because, with some exceptions, textual data from the northern Yucatan
are relatively scarce and problematic.

The narrative we devise also relates to the present, and to the connection
between the past and the modern world. In this volume, the explicit focus on
people comes from our self-reflection as practitioners of Maya archaeology —a
field that, at some points in the past, devoted far more attention to objects than
to the individuals and groups who created them. This ought to change. The
Classic Maya left cultural and biological heirs who have suffered much over
the past few centuries. Writing an account that focuses on people reminds
us of the respect due to their descendants. However, this does not imply a
blurring of Classic and modern Maya. Classic Maya do not walk on the streets
of Santiago Atitlan, in Guatemala, or through the markets of Mérida, Yucatan.
They deserve to be seen in context, as beings of their time and place; evidence
from them and about them everywhere and always trumps information from
later Maya.
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To put this another way, the difference between a sacred king of the Classic
Maya and a Yucatec hmen is surely greater than their similarity. A delicate
and challenging antinomy for the students of the Maya is the strain between
the ancient legacy of the modern Maya and the plain fact that they, like any
other ethnic group, have recreated and modified their culture and society in
response to changing natural and human environments. Nor should compas-
sion and respect for the Maya lead to a utopian view of their society. The
Classic Maya had their share of social problems and contradictions. For all our
admiration of Classic Maya culture, we, as scientists and humanists, necessarily
confront the negative aspects of their world. The purpose of this book is not
to provide a final word on the Classic Maya and their culture. That will never
be possible, nor can all mysteries be clarified from current data. We need
many other perspectives, including those prompted by reactions to The Classic
Maya.

Readers will want a roadmap through this book. The first section, “Setting,”
begins with Chapter 1, which introduces the Classic Maya and their academic
study. Chapter 2 sketches a view of social convergences and dissonances among
the Maya; Chapter 3 examines the beginnings of the Classic Maya in the Pre-
classic, when many themes of the Classic period first appear, if obscurely.
Chapter 4 presents the arc of Classic Maya development within its environ-
mental setting, as currently understood and as those milieux changed through
time. The second section, “Social Actors,” opens with Chapter s, which turns
to the royal courts that served as stages of their interaction, along with their
denizens and other features of court-centered settlements. Chapter 6 focuses
on the nobles that undergirded and populated the court, and Chapter 7
considers “beings” that the Maya saw as important members of their civic
community — deities, supernaturals, and ancestors. Chapter 8 explores the
farmers on whom all others depended, and Chapter 9 presents the craftsmen
and women who shaped objects of value and utility, trading them on far-flung
networks. These people are the most shadowy but crucial to understanding
the majority of Classic Maya. The final chapter examines the ruptures within
Classic Maya society and, especially, the tumult of the Maya collapse, which
sent the Classic Maya into oblivion. Houston was principally responsible for
Chapters 2, 5, 6, and 7, along with the Preface, whereas Inomata took the lead
for Chapters 3, 4, 8, 9, and 10; they split work on Chapter 1. The spelling
of royal names follows Houston’s reading of the relevant glyphs, with input
from a magisterial book by Martin and Grube (2008); most dates, where exact,
derive from historical texts and from the dominant correlation of the Christian
and Maya calendar (Lounsbury 1983). The transcription of day, month, and
language names tends also to accord with common practice, with the proviso
that alternatives exist, some equally valid.

A book comes from the authors’ minds and fingers but draws on the hidden
encouragement and help of many people. Norman Yoffee commissioned the
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book for the World Archaeology series and has been most patient with its
slow production. His editorial board commented usefully on earlier outlines
and drafts, although our idiosyncratic approach may seem out-of-step to some.
Kazuo Aoyama, Alfonso Lacadena, Payson Sheets, and David Webster kindly
commented on drafts of certain chapters, and Don Rice provided a thoughtful
review of our first submitted manuscript. Other input came from Traci Ardren,
David Stuart, and Karl Taube; Wyllys Andrews, Kazuo Aoyama, Tim Beach,
Michael Coe, Bruce Dahlin, Francisco Estrada-Belli, Barbara Fash, Thomas
Garrison, Sue Giles, Charles Golden, Nikolai Grube, Zachary Hruby, Scott
Hutson, Sarah Jackson, Justin Kerr, Alfonso Lacadena, Juan Pedro Laporte,
Simon Martin, Carlos Pallan, Jorge Pérez de Lara, Werner Rutishauser, Payson
Sheets, Joel Skidmore, David Stuart, George Stuart, Karl Taube, Richard Terry,
and Mark Zender helped with figures. Bradley Sekedat of Brown University
did heroic labors in preparing the manuscript, and at the University of Arizona,
Jessica Munson with her superb computer skills improved various illustrations.
Our spouses, Nancy Dayton Houston and Daniela Triadan, provided lov-
ing homes and partnerships, without which . . . nothing. Financial support for
Houston came from the College of Family, Home, and Social Sciences at
Brigham Young University, and especially from former dean Clayne Pope and
the two chairs of his department, formerly John Hawkins and Joel Janetski,
who provided collegial support of the kind available in few other institutions.
Dean Pope and Professor. Hawkins were instrumental in awarding Houston a
University Professorship named after Jesse Knight, an intrepid miner of Utah’s
hills and mountains who found gold and gave it to others, especially a strug-
gling university in backwater Provo. More recently, he has benefitted from
leaves at Brown University and as the recipient of funds from the Dupee Fam-
ily Professorship in Social Sciences and fellowships from Dumbarton Oaks,
the National Endowment for the Humanities, and the American Philosophi-
cal Society, all in the 2007—2008 academic year. At Dumbarton Oaks, Joanne
Pillsbury, Emily Gulick, and Bridget Gazzo showed the greatest kindness to
Houston, as did the other Pre-Columbian Fellows. For his part, Inomata is
grateful for generous leaves from the Department of Anthropology at the
University of Arizona during the academic years 2001—2002 and 2006—2007,
with thanks particularly to chair John Olsen, the Junior Faculty Professional
Development Leave of the College of Social and Behavioral Sciences, and the
National Endowment for the Humanities.
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