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THE MAYA

Geographically, the prehistoric Maya occupied the
modern-day area of southern Mexico (espectally Chia-
pas and the Yucatan Peninsula), all of Guatemala and
Belize, and parts of Honduras and El Salvador. The
descendants of these prehistoric Maya still exist today
and, in fact, make up almost half of the modern popula-
tion in Guatemala. There are villages where Mayan lan-
guages are spoken in most of the districts of Belize;
however, the majority of Belize’s population is a true
mixture which includes Maya, Creole, Spanish, Kast
Indian, Chinese, and Arab backgrounds.

Chronologically, the Maya preside over approximately
4000 years in the archaeological record of Central Amer-
ica. The Maya can be recognized archaeologically as a
distinct people at about 2000 B.C.; these carly finds have
allbeenunecovered in northern Belize, specifically at the
sites of Santa Rita Corozal, Cuello, and Colha. Maya
development from these early beginnings until the Clas-
sic Period is referred to as the Preclassic Period and
dates from 2000 B.C. until A.D. 300. The prehistoric Maya
civilization is known primarily for its tall temples,
carved monuments, and hieroglyphic writing system
that date to the Classic Period, or from A.D. 300 to A.D.
900. Following the Classic Period, Maya society

changed. No longer was there an emphasis on tall pyra-
mids and elaborate sculptures of rulers; instead, the
Maya built more ground level buildings and concen-
trated their art in painted, and perishable, stucco. This
later span of time is referred to as the Postclassic Period
and dates from the end of the Classic Period to the
advent of the Spanish conquistadores, or from A.D. 900
until approximately A.D. 1530.

SANTA RITA COROZAL

The site of Santa Rita Corozal, located in the northern
part of Belize, Central America, was occupied through-
out Maya prehistory; in fact, the site continued into the
Historic era and is occupied today by the inhabitants of
Corozal Town, the third largest urban center in Belize.

Santa Rita Corozal was first excavated by Thomas
Gann, a British medical doctor who resided in Corozal
Town at the turn of the century. Even in 1900 Santa Rita
Corozal was an endangered site, for its many mounds
were a convenient source of both roadfill material and
easily collectable stone for house foundations. Because
of this constant exploitation of the site by an ever-
expanding Corozal Town, the exact settlement pattern
of the site can never be known. There is a long history of
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excavation at the site, and these investigations largely
fill this gap. Dr. Gann employed local townspeople to dig
i more than half of the mounds known from the site at
the turn of the century, examining some 42 structures.
Fortunately, Gann made a partial record of many of
these structures. Unfortunately, Gann was not a trained
archaeologist; thus, his finds are generally only curso-
rily reported and not scientifically recorded. Through
the simple descriptive publication of what he found,
however, Gann did establish the fact that Santa Rita
Corozal was an extremely important site during the
Late Postclassic Period of Maya prehistory (A.D. 1300 -
A.D. 1530). The elaborately painted Late Postclassic pot-
tery cache figures that Gann unearthed were unparal-
leled in the Maya area until similar objects were found
during the 1950s in excavations by the Carnegie Institu-
tion of Washington at the site of Mayapan, Yucatan, Mex-
ico. Even these artifacts, however, pale beside those
reported by Gann for Santa Rita Corozal.

Based upon native Maya chronicles, Mayapan was the
primary Late Posteclassic city in the northern lowlands
prior to A.D. 145(); during its apogee, Mayapan must have
been interested in Santa Rita Corozal as an important
locale for establishing a port-ofirade or point of
embarkation for places to the south. Investigations at
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Dr. Thomas Gann, avocational archaeologist who first investigated
the site of SAnta Rita Corozal; from Gann.,

Santa Rita Corozal bespeak a close relationship
between these two sites, at least in terms of the pottery.
Both the ethnohistory and the archaeology also point to
the florescence of Santa Rita Corozal after the recorded
destruction of Mayapan circa A.D. 1450. In fact, Santa
Rita Corozal rose to prominence as an independent
polity only following the dissolution of Mayapan hege-
mony. From the recovered archaeology, it is clear that
the site had few peers in the Protohistoric Period in the
realms of trade and religion.

One of the cachies recovered by Thomas Gann from Santa Rita Corozal,
Length = ca. 39.6 ¢em; from Gann,

An illustration of one of the mural recovered by Thomas Gann from
Structure 1 at Santa Rita Corozal. Height of figures = ca. 85 cin,; after
Gann.



COROZAL POSTCLASSIC PROJECT

In order to place the spectacular finds made by Gann
into an archaeological context, the Corozal Postclassic
Project began investigation at Santa Rita Corozal in
1979. The purpose of the Corozal Postclassic project
was threefold: first, to define and outline the archaeo-
logical history of Santa Rita Corozal; second, to attempt
an understanding of what the Maya Postelassic Period
was when it started, when it ended, and what it repre-
sented in terms of overall Maya history; and third, to
attempt to understand the social, political, and religious
organization of the Late Postclassic capital city of Sania
Rita Corozal.

Iixcavation took place in two phases; with full sea-
sons in 1979 and 1980 and, again, in 1984 and 1985 after
the initial investigations had been preliminarily ana-
lyzed. During the first phase of the Corozal Postclassic
Project, excavations were also undertaken at the site of
Nohmul at a complex previously recognized as span-
ning the Classic to Postclassic transition. Investigations
undertaken during Phase I at Santa Rita Corozal demon-
strated that the site was much larger than had been pre-
viously supposed and that there was much more left to
be discovered in spite of the disastrous effects of mod-
ernization. Mapping of the site was done during all exca-
vation seasons as well as in 1982 and revealed that the

site extended from the modern town of Paraiso to the
. 4
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A Late Postclassie modeled and painted cache vessel from Santa Rita
Corozal Structure 81, found during the 1980 season; it portrays a
human head within the mouth of a jaguar-like creature and contained
Jadeite and spondiylus shell beads, as well as a small piece of gold foil.
Length = 15 cm.

Blackware stirrup-spouted vessel, representing a harpy eagle, found
cached beneath the rear wall of Santa Rita Corozal Structure 81; the
vessel dates to the Late Postclassic Period and likely .comes [rom
Ecuador Height = ca. 19 ¢m.

A Late Postclassic modeled and painted cache vessel from Santa Rita
Corozal Structure 37, found during the 1984 season; it portrays a com-
posite human diving figure and earth-monster, and contained jadeite
and spondylus beads as well as seeds and partial copper rings. Height
= ca. LT em.



north of Corozal Town to Tony’s Motel on the bay in the
extreme southern part of Corozal Town. Almost 250 vis-
ible structures have been plotted onto the existing map;
others have been removed in almost 100 years of mod-
ernization. It is also clear from excavation that many
additional “invisible” structures exist at the site in areas
of flat ground which provide no surface indications of
having ever been occupied.

In the south-central part of the site, near the modern
village of San Andres, archaeological remains were
recovered that dated back to the dawn of Maya civiliza-
tion. Other Preclassic Period remains were recovered
from the whole of the site, often just below the surface,
During the Early Classic Period, the archacological evi-
dence suggested that Santa Rita Corozal was a very
active and booming center. Late Classic and Terminal
Classic/Early Postelassic occupation was also uncov-
ered in most areas of the site. More importantly, at least
in terms of the overall research design, Fostclassic
materials were extremely copious and found in aimost
every cxcavation. Recovered caches revealed similar
objects to those recovered by Gann and also hinted at
the existence of patterns in the way in which these spe-
cial deposits were placed at the site. T'he extent of Santa
Rita’s long-distance trade was hinted at by the recovery
of a double-spouted blackware vessel, presumably com-
ing from Ecuador in South America.

Whereas the majority of the Phase I archacological
work had concentrated in the northeastern portion of
the site, Phase II archaeological work concentrated in
the central and northwest portions of Santa Rita

Copper rings recovered from a Late Postelassic burial in Santa Rita
Corozal Structure 58 during the 1979 field season. Height of face = ca.
3.4 em; height of other ring = 2.2 cm.

Corozal. Both Phase [ and Phase Il research was specifi-
cally designed to find remains dating to the Late Post-
classic Period and was very successful in doing this. A
Late Postelassic urban barrio had been defined for the
northeastern portion of Santa Rita Corozal; it was
hoped that intensive excavation in other parts of the site
would allow for complementary barrio definitions.
Although the material from Phase II is only now in the
process of being analyzed, it is apparent that such defi-
nitions will emerge and that the recovered data will also
allow for many new insights on the Maya of the Late
Postclassic Period.

THE 1985 SEASON AT SANTA RITA COROZAL

The final season of the Corozal Postclassic Project at
Santa Rita Corozal witnessed excavation in 16 locales.
The excavation strategy that was used primarily con-
centrated on large-scale areal clearing to expose build-
ing plans and any associated trash. These horizontal
investigations were integrated with trenching opera-
tions designed to reveal construction history and asso-
ciated buried deposits. The research design was
oriented toward the recovery of Late Postclassic ocou-
pation, and such data were recovered from 15 of the
excavated locales. The vertical probes, or trenches, also
yielded a host of materials and deposits that dated to
time periods earlier than the Late Postclassic Period.
Both the earlicr and later materials recovered during
1985 can be related to data excavated during 1979, 1980,
and 1984. Together, these data may be utilized to pro-
duce a coherent archaecological interpretation of the
prehistory of Santa Rita Corozal,

THE PRECLASSIC PERIOD AT
SANTA RITA COROZAL

The Preclassic Period of northern Belize dates from
roughly 2000 B.C. until A.D. 300; it may be subdivided
into three facets: Barly, Middle, and Late. The Early Pre-
classic material that is found at Santa Rita comes from
the south-central or San Andres portion of the site; the
pottery from this era, referred to in a genecral sense as
“Swasey,” was uncovered both by Thomas Gann and the
Corozal Postclassic Project. The Corozal Postclassic
Project uncovered several burials relating to the Early
Preclassic Period in excavations undertaken into Santa



An Early Preclassic burial from Santa Rita Corozal Structure 134; it
was excavated in 1980 and contained a single shallow redware dish as
well as two shell bracelets and a shell necklace.

Rita Corozal Structure 134. These deposits can be bro-
ken into two distinct phases, both in association with
construction sequences. The earliest phase is repre-
sented by two burials, each accompanied with single
low-walled, shallow dishes; these interments were
placed directly on bedrock prior to the first construc-
tion in the area. The slightly later “Swasey” phase mate-
rials exhibit some characteristics of Middle Preclassic
“Mamom” forms found in the Ceniral Peten, but are very
much a part of the early, regionalized ceramic tradition
found in northern Belize and referred to, in general
terms, as “Swasey.” Besides being uncovered in Struc-
ture 134, deposits relating to the later part of the Middle
Preclassic Period were also uncovered in Structure 92,
located in the north-central portion of the site.

The Late Preclassic Period, roughly dating from 300
B.C. until A.D. 300, witnessed a minor population explo-
gion at the site. Remains dating to the Late Preclassic
Period appear to have become almost continuously scat-
tered over the site and approached the limits of the site

A small Late Preclassic redware florero with an incised chevron
design around its neck; it was recovered from a burial beneath Santa
Rita Corozal Structure 189 during the 1985 field season. Height = 1.8
cm.

A carved shell head in the form of a monkey's head; it dates to the Pro-
toclassic Period and was recovered from a burial just outside of Santa
Rita Structure 182 during the 1985 field season. Height = ca. 2.5 cm.



inall directions. Late Preclassic deposits and construc-
tions have been recovered within: Santa Rita Structures
134, 159, 182, and 189in the south-central part of the site;
Structures 35, 37, and 92 in the north-central part of the
site; Santa Rita Structure 7 in the central part of the site;
and Structure 58 in the northeast portion of the site. In
general, the population of this era appears to have been
resident agriculturalists and there is no recovered evi-
dence for major ceremonial constructions, such as
those found across the bay at the massive site of Cerros.
During this span of time, Protoclassic influences also
appear at Santa Rita; in pottery, this is seen in the pres-
ence of polychromy and tetrapods. The Protoclassic
diagnostics that have been recovered from Santa Rita
are all concentrated in the south-central and central
portions of the site, having been recovered in or near
Structures 23, 159, 182, and Chultun 13. Gann also
uncovered Protoclassic remains in this portion of the
site.

Santa Rita Corozal Structure 135-2nd, a semi-circular building with a
rectangular antechamber dating to the I‘ally Classic Period and exca- :
vated duving the 1980 season. Santa Rita Corozal Structure 7 near the end of the 1985 field season.



THE EARLY CLASSIC PERIOD AT
SANTA RITA COROZAL

Santa Rita Corozal came into its own during the Early
Classic Period. Perhaps the appearance of the Proto-
classic diagnostics at Santa Rita signal its participation
in different spheres of influence than thosc participated
inby the site of Cerros across the bay. Whatever the case,
as Cerros waned during the Late Preclassic Period,
Santa Rita blossomed forth, becoming a major site dur-
ing the Early Classic Perlocl. Early Classic Period
remains have been recovered from the south-central
(Structures 134 and 136), central (Structures 7 and 35),
and northeast (Structures 58 and 80) sectors of the site.
Theseremains consist ofboth burial and constructional
activities. Most importantly, however, the Early Classic
Period heralded the appearance of truly monumental
architecture at Santa Rita, particularly as represented
by Structure 7.

Santa Rita Corozal Structure 7 was and is the tallest
Precolurbian construction at the site. The structure

l"labol ate burial associated with Santa Rita Corozal Structure 7- lst 1t
dates to the end of the Early Classic Period and was excavated duri ing
the 1979 field season.

Architectural mask associated with the roof comb of Structure 7-rd,
recovered during excavations in 1979. Original height = ca. 110 e
height of visible portion = 55 cin.

Black-and-White cylinder tripod with Fe from the 1979 Structure 7
interment. Height = 13.5 cm. without lid.



The remains of an architectural mask associated with the building
platform of Structure 7-2nd, recovered during excavations in 1985,
Height = ca. 115 cm.
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Plan of Santa Rita Corozal Structure 7-3rd.
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Dhring the 1984 season, an Barly Classic tomb containing the remains
of an elderly female was found intruded through the floor of the cen-
tral room of Structure 7-3rd.
was lirstinvestigated by Thomas Gann, whorecovercd a
cache and burial in its summit, but decided not to dig
further into the construction because of the hard nature
of its core; Gann's investigations removed what was left
of the latest building phase (-1st) of Structure 7.
Because he did not penetrate the core, however, his
investigations missed a very elaborate interment, pre-
sumably of an adult female, that had been placed in the
hearting of Structure 7-1st; this burial allows the latest
construction of Structure 7 to be dated to the latest part
of the Early Classic Period. Excavation by the Corozal
Postclassic Project into Structure 7 in 1979 revealed not
only the impressive burial, but also what was left of the
building plan of Structure 7-2nd (an earlier building
buried in the core of -1st), a roof mask relating to an even
earlier building (-3rd), and a large quantity of Late Post-
classic incense-burner fragments smashed on the
remaining front steps of Structure 7-1st. All of this infor-
mation served to demonstrate the long occupation and
associated ceremonial activities accorded this very
important location.



Bichrome tripod cylinder with lic, painted with a swirl design in red

and yetlow and with a modeled human head serving as the handle for One of two earflares associated with the woman from the 1984 Struc-
the lid, from the 1985 Structure 7 tomb. Height = 16 cm. without lid. ture 7 tomb. Diameter = ca. 8 cm.



During the 1984 and 1985 field seasons of the Corozal
Posteclassic Project, excavation was again undertaken at
the Structure 7 vicinity These investigations resulted in
the total excavation and exposurce of Structure 7-3rd,
which was then consolidated for public viewing. The
building plan of Structure 7-3rd reveals a very compli-
cated scries of interconnecting doorways and rooms,
the most important of which was the central room con-
taining an interior wall niche. Ceremonial burning was
found on the floor of both the front and central roons;
the central room also had pottery smashed on its floor
and a cache of five vessels placed into the wall niche
prior to the encasement of Structure 7-3rd in the fills for
Structure 7-2nd. A close examination of the floors inthe
central room in 1984 revealed a patched floor area
which led to the discovery of the small tomb of a very
important female accompanied by 5 ceramic vessels,
some very impressive mosaic earflares, and a whole
carved spondylus shell. Excavation of the southernmost
room in 1985 revealed a simiar floor patch. Within the
cut in the front room, however, the roof of a huge tomb
was found some two meters below the floor of the room.

Gold and turquoise mosaie earflares, associated with the primary
individual in the Late Postelassic burial in Santa Rita Corozal Struc-
ture 216; finely-worked gold bells dangled from each of the earflares.
Height = c¢a. 6.2 cm without bells.

Two of the four blood-letters or bacabs, from the Late Postelassic
cache under Santa Rita Corozal Structure 213. Height = 19.4 em.



LETg 353 eris

The three hieroglyphs associated with an Early Classic cache of six
vessels located above the 1985 tomb of an adult male in the core of
Structure 7-3rd; the six vessels were paired to form three lip-to-lip
pairs, each of which was painted with a single glyph and each set of

which contained shells and stingray spines. Width of each glyph = ca.
6 cm.

An Early Classic ceramic pitcher, reminiscent of those found in the
Guatemalan hightand site of Kaminaljuyu, from within the 1985 Stiuc-
ture 7 tomb. Height = 8.4 cm.

This tomb measured 425 m in length, 1.5 meters in
width, and slightly over 2 meters inheight. Benches par-
tially lined its southern and western walls. A single
adult male was laid out in this tomb accompanied by
symbols of hisimportance (including a flint ceremonial
bar, a corplete spondylus shell, and a stingray spine)
and by a host of artifacts that included 8 pottery vessels
and I stone vessel as well as the remains of a-jadeite
mask and a very eroded codex. Certain objects within
this tomb reveal a close affinity to objects and styles

The two glyphic panels from the limestone bowl, recovered from the
1085 Structure 7 torb. Width of panels = 3.6 to 3.9 cm,

A carved jadeith head, recovered from the 1985 Structure 7 tomb.
Height = 2.7 em.

known from the sites of Kaminaljuyu in the highlands of
Guatemala and the huge urban site of Teotihuacan in the
basin of Mexico. Above the tomb at its southern end, but
still within the same cut, a cache of six paired vessels,
each set associated with a painted glyph and each set
containing stingray spines and other small ohjects, was
recovered immediately behind the steps that led into
Structure 7-3rd. All of these deposits attest to the impoi-
tance of the site of Santa Rita Corozal in northern Belize
during the Early Classic Period.



THE LATE CLASSIC PERIOD AT
SANTA RITA COROZAL

Extensive artifactual remains, but little architecture,
dating to the Late Classic Period, or A.D. 600-900, have
been recovered from Santa Rita Corozal. It is suspected
that many of the taliler, mounded buildings that have

been removed from the site through years of

“modernization” dated to this erva. Late Classic deposits
have been encountered in all parts of the site: Structures
134,135,154, 158, 179, 183,212, and 216 in the south-cen-
tral portion of the site; Structures 7, 35, 37, 39, and 91 in
the north-central and central portions of the site; and,
Structure 69 in the northeast sector of the site. The
majority of these finds are froinm burials. What is known
about Late Classic building techniques indicates that
finely finished stone was utilized. The ceramics from
Santa Rita Corozal that may be dated to the Late Classic
Period indicate that this part of northern Belize was
using one or more regionalized pottery tradition(s).
Whereas the pottery of the Early Classic Period demon-
strated that Santa Rita Corozal had close ties to the

A line drawing of a Late Classic ceramic plate, excavated during the
1985 season from the plaza area in front of Santa Rita Structure 183,
Diameter of drawn intertor cdesign = ca, 23 cm.

Maya heartland in the central Peten of Guatemala, by
the Late Classic Period these ties had decreased sub-
stantially and the pottery from Santa Rita Corozal repre-
sents an independent development. Subsequently, the
site’s ceramic tradition became more closely aligned
with ceramic traditions found in the northern Low-
lands.

The pottery that links the Classic Peried to the Post-
classic Period at Santa Rita Corozal indicates that the
area of Chetumal Bay was clearly within the cultural
sphere of the northern Lowlands. Because of the diffi-
culty in separating the end of the Classic Period from
the beginning of the Postclassic Period in northern
Belize, this era is referred to as the Terminal Classic/
Early Postclassic Period. Remains dating from this era
have been encountered in all segments of the site, espe-
cially in the fills of Postclassic buildings (such as Struc-
ture 81 in the northeast sector of Santa Rita Corozal). It
is clear that Late Postclassic peoples were mining these
deposits for core material for their constructions. Struc-
tures 6, 38, 83, 91, 1566, 179, 200, and 212 all provide
remains datable to this temporal era.

While regional horizon markers of the Terminal Clas-
sic/Early Postelassic Period, such as double-mouth
water jars, abound in northern Belize, other northern
lowland ceramic markers, such as slateware and trickle-
ware, made their appearance in domestic contexts by
the end of the Late Classic Period. Excavations under-
taken by ourselves at the site of Nohmul, 20 kilometers
to the south of Santa Rita Corozal, have led us to postu-
late the actual presence of a Yucatec group at this site.
Santa Rita Corozal does not have the architectural
remains that Nohmul does, but its Terminal Classic/
Early Postclassic pottery tradition indicates that it
shared in the events that were happening there. The
archaeology of northern Belize indicates that there was
a continuous oceupation in this region out of the Classic
Period into the Postclassic Period. The “collapse” that is
reported from the central Peten of Guatemala did not
occur here, but it is important to note that the tall pyra-
mids and the stelae and altar cult of the central Peten
never made much of an impact in northern Belize. It may
be that the differences that can be seen in the archaeol-
ogy of these two regions hint at the reasons for northern
Belize's florescence during the Postclassic Period.



THE POSTCLASSIC PERIOD AT
SANTA RITA COROZAL

Without a doubt, Santa Rita Corozal was a very impor-
tant locale during the Postclassic Period. By the Late
Postciassic Period, it had become the capital of the Maya
polity known as Chetumal and was in control of an area
approximating 6000 square kilometers. As mentioned,
Thomas Gann first brought the site of Santa Rita
Corozal to the attention of the world with his publica-
tion of the spectacular remains he uncovered in the late
19th and early 20th centuries, The murals encountered
by Gann in Structure 1 have heen labeled as “Mixteca-
Puebla” style by art historians and have also led some to
attribute the florescence of this region, and the east
coast of the Yucatan Peninsula, to the dirvect influence
of pcoples from central Mexico in the Maya area during
the Postelassic Period. This style, however, character-
izes the Maya Postclassic from its inception and may
alternatively be viewed as the result of an indigenous
tradition with extensive exterior trade and communica-
tion networks. In fact, the coliesion in patterning
between Classic and Postelassic Period caches and buri-
als at Santa Rita Corozal is suggestive of continuities in
religious beliefs that would not be duplicated in the case
of foreign domination or intrusion.

The excavations undertaken by the Corozal Postclas-
sic Project at Santa Rita Corozal not only encountered
the kind of remains found by Thomas Gann but also
recovered other patterns and types of data not recorded
from his earlier excavations. The southernmost portion
of Santa Rita Corozal was apparently unoccupied dui-
ing the Postclassic Period, but the rest of the site wit-
nessed a denser occupation than in any previous period
of time. Late Postclassic remains were recovered from
Structures 6,7, 35, 36, 37, 38, 58, 70, 73, 74, 77, 78, 79, 80,
81,92, 166, 159, 180, 162, 166, 167, 179, 181, 182, 183, 189,
212,213,214, 215, 216, 218, and Chultun 12. The excava-
tion into the majority of these structures recovered
building plans, construction history, and associated
deposits. The majority of these buildings are exceed-
ingly low and barely visible from the surface of the
ground, leading us to characterize the Posiclassic Maya
asthe “invisible people.” An early facet for the Late Post-
classic period has been stratigraphically recognized in

A Late Postclassic cache from Santa Rita Structure 218, recovered dur-
ing the 1985 field season. Length = 12 cm.

S

A Late Postelassic multiple burial from Santa Rita Corozal Structure
218, excavated during the 1985 field season.



Santa Rita Corozal Structure 183, a Late Postclassic building exca-
vated during the 1985 field season.

excavations into Structures 77 and 212. The materials
recovered in these excavations indicate that the late
facet Santa Rita Corozal ceramic materials, which show
a close affinity to the ceramics of Mayapan, post-date
the initial appearance of the Tulum Red style ceramics
which characterize the East Coast of Yucatan. David
Pendergast has previously suggested, based on his exca-
vations at Lamanai some 45 kilometers south of Santa
Rita Corozal, that the redware traditions of the northern
lowlands ultimately originated in northern Belize.
Based on the diversity of pottery traditions evident in
northern Belize, on the earlier datings for certain of the
Postclassic northern Belize redware traditions, and on
the Santa Rita Corozal data, this may well be the case,

The figurines from the Late Postelassic cache within the core of Struc-
ture 183. Length of shark = ca. 16.5 cm.



The 1985 excavations into Postclassic locales focused
primarily on the south-central portion of Santa Rita
Corozal. Structures 167, 182, 183, 189,212, 213, 214, 215,
216, and 218 all yielded complete Late Postclassic build-
ing plans. The majority of these remains were single
phase constructions, but, in several cases, these build-
ings were constructed over earlier remains. Seven Late
Postclassic caches were recovered from Structures 182,
183,213, 215, and 218. Some of these caches consisted of
individual effigy vessels, masquettes, or lidded urns
containing animal remains. In general, the caches are
similar to others found in previous seasons and accord
well with the proposed ritual partitioning of the site into
various cyclical patterns. The most spectacular of the
1985 caches came from Structures 183 and 213, each of
which produced a “figurine” cache. Twenty-five figures
occurred in the cache placed directly in the ground
prior to the construction of Strueture 213 and its associ-
ated platform; nine of these figures (the central one
being a figure seated on throne either blowing a conch
shell or, less likely, smoking a huge cigar) were carefully
placed inside a lidded urn; the remaining sixteen fig-
ures were placed directly in the soil surrounding this
urn, Four individuals standing on turtles performing
blood sacrifice were placed about the urn; these figures
probably represent the four bacabs, Maya deities who
held up the sky and had escaped from a mythical flood
which destroyed the world (probably on. turtles).
Twenty-eight figures were placed within a large urn in
the core of Structure 183 in front of an altar; seven dif-

The four jaguar figurines from the Structure 183 Late Postclassic fig-
urine cache. Height of each = ca. 9.5 em.

Late Postelassic figurine cache in situ from Santa Rita Corozal Struc-
ture 213, excavated during the 1985 season.

The figurines from the Late Postelassic cache beneath Structure 213,
arranged as found. Height of bacab = 19.4 ero.



'The central figurine, portraying a seated figure on a throne with a
conch shell or possibly a cigar, from the Late Postclassic cache under
Structure 213. Height = 14.2 cm.

lerent sets, consisting of four representations of similar

figures, were carefully placed in this urn: women with

mantles and warriors with spears and shields made up

the central component; situated around them were
-birds, snakes, sharks, jaguars, and crocodiles.

Apart from caches, the 1985 season also yielded
nutmerous PPostclassic Period burials. The majority of
the recovered Postclassic Period burials contained mul-
tiple individuals. Within the front stoop of Structure
213, aninterment containing five individuals was found;
with this muitiple burial were found the remains of two
effigy incensarios, representing a female deity and a
male deity (who may be identified as ftzamna), as well
as five jadeite beads. Excavations in the vicinity of
Structure 216, however, yielded a most important Post-

- classic burial consisting of two bundled individuals.
The secondary individual in this interment was appar-

One of the Late Postclassic incensarios from the multiple burial
within the front stoop of Structure 213, Height = 33 cm.

Two stingray spines and the copper needle associated with the sec-
ondary individual from the Late Postelassic burtal in Structure 216.
Length of copper needie = 13.8 em.



ently a blood-sacrifice for the primary individual, as he
was associated with a multitude of stingray spinesand a
long copper needle. The primary individual in the inter-
ment was accompanied by a jadeite and spondylus shell
necklace, a spondylus shell bracelet, and a pair of
turquoise mosaic earflares set on an obsidian backing
in an elaborate gold frame. These gold and mosaic
carflares were of non-focal origin and of a kind referred
to in the ethnohistory of central Mexico as restricted in
use to the highest of Aztec society; it is likely, therefore,

that the interred primary individual was a kalach uinic .

and of such importance that he was able to wear the
highest symbois of Aztec society some 750 miles away
from the Basin of Mexico. The Azlecs were poised to
conquer the Maya Lowlands before they were rudely
interrupted by Hernando Cortez in A.D. 1519; these
earflares may be indicative of both their influence and
interest in the trade that passed through Late Postclas-
sic Santa Rita Corozal.

All of the Late Postclassic deposits recovered from
Santa Rita Corozal by the Corozal Postclassic Project

The Late Postclassic double burial of the presumed halach uinie from
Santa Rita Corozal Structure 216, in situ.

since 1979 indicate that the site was extremely impor-
tant. The kinds of remains that have been excavated are
unknown from most other Postclassic sites with the
exception of Lamanai and Mayapan. The contextual
information from Santa Rita Corozal is just beginning to
be analyzed and interpreted, but has already gone a long
way towards revising past misconceptions about the
Maya Postclassic Period. The Maya of Santa Rita Corozal
clearly represent a vibrant culture with long-distance
trade contacts and a highly structured society orga-
nized about a common religion which focused on the
passage of cyclical time. The advent of the Old World in
the New World affocted, altered, and destroyed the rich
Maya culture that flourished throughout the southern
lowlands during the Postclassic Period. The Santa Rita
excavations have done much to revive distant mernories
of this past grandeur.

THE HISTORIC PERIOD AT
SANTA RITA COROZAL

The Spanish, under Davila, briefly occupicd Santa
Rita for 18 months in A.D. 1531-15632, which caused the
final abandonment of the site by the Maya. Ironically, a
Spanish sailor named Gonzalo Guerro, who had been
shipwrecked in A.I). 1517 and had eventually become a
Maya warchief in Chetumal, was responsible for this
disruption of Spanish plans. Few Spanish artitacts have
been excavated at Santa Rita Corozal, probably because
of the brevity of the actual Spanish occupation and
because of the apparent disdain of European trade
itemns by the contact Maya. The beginnings of modern-
day Corozal Town date back to the eighteenth century
when northern Belize was settled by tinglish legwood
cutters. Artifactual remains dateable to the nineteenth
century occupation of Corezal Town, when it began to
thrive within the midst of an incipient sugar industry,
have been recovered in excavations into Structures 58
and 156. Maya revolts against the Mexican government
again caused the abandonment of Corozal/Santa Rita at
the end of the nineteenth century when the city was
overrun and physically occupied by the independent
Maya. TFollowing this briel interruption, however,
Corozal Town thrived and has since become the third
largest community in the country of Belize.



A Spanish ofive jar from the vicinity of Santa Rita Corozal Structure 7.
Height = 52 cm.

MAYA PREHISTORY AND THE IMPORTANCE
OF SANTA RITA COROZAL

The site of Santa Rita Corozal has a rich and varied
history beyond its important role in the Postclassic
Period. Archaeology has shown that the site was the
locus of occupation in northern Belize for more than
3500 years. Santa Rita Corozal may also be identified as
the most important locus in the northernmost portion
of Belize at least twice in its history. During the Early

Classic Period, Santa Rita Corozal dominated Chetumal -

Bay and probably controlled river trade up both the
Hondo and New Rivers. During this time, the site was
integrated into trade and political networks that
extended deep into the Peten of Guatemala. Santa Rita
Corozal had replaced Cerros, an important Late Pre-
classic center located directly across the bay, by the
onset of the Early Classic Period and may have been
directly responsible for its reported abandonment at
this time. During the ensuing regionalized Late Classic
Period, Santa Rita Corozal was occupied but had seem-
ingly lost its prestigious role in northern Belize. The
Postelassic Period, however, witnessed a reversal of the

site’s fortune, With the decline of Mayapan in the north-
ern Yucatan Peninsula, Santa Rita Corozal became the
capital of one of the 19 protohistoric polities noted by
the Spanish and was called “Chactemal” or “Chefumal.

F'rom a purely methodological standpoint, the archae-
ology undertaken at Santa Rita Corozal vividly demon-
strates the importance of excavating in low mounds and
so-called “vacant terrain.” Many of the investigations
undertaken by the Corozal Postclassic Project were in
areas that would not normally be tested by archaeologi-
cal projects in the Maya area. Had a traditional focus on
mounds and test-pits been followed at Santa Rita
Corozal, it is doubtful that bountiful interpretations
about the structure of Postelassic Maya society would
be possible, for much of the necessary data would not
have been recovered. From a theoretical standpoint, the
Santa Rita Covozal data are invaluable. Traditionally,
Maya archaeologists dealing with the Classic Period
have interpreted their data by analogy to either ethno-
graphic sources or to ethnohistoric information pro-
vided by the Spaniards. But, over 500 years separate
these two bodies of data. The Santa Rita Corozal dala
date primarily to a period of time directly preceding
Spanish contact. The Maya of the Historic Period had
new religious strictures and organizational structures
imposed upon them by the Spanish; much of what com-
posed their traditional society cither disappeared or
was transformed. The data onthe Late Postclassic Maya
frotn Santa Rita Corozal allow the archaeological mate-
rial to be compared and contrasted with that recorded
in the ethnohistory. Already, numerous discrepancies
and differences between the two have been noted; in
fact, the archaeology in many instances directly contra-
dicts the ethnohistory or even corrects this data. Obvi-
ously, models for Classic Period social organization
derived solely from cthnography and ethnohistory are
in need of modification. As a protohistoric capital city,
the data from Santa Rita Corozal will provide many new
models and interpretations that can be better applied
through analogy to the city-states of the Classic Period.
The promise of the applicability of a direct historic
approach to Maya society is perhaps the most impor-
tant result to have emerged from excavations at Santa
Rita Corozal.
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