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    CHAPTER NINETEEN 

 THE MAYA CITY OF   
CARACOL, BELIZE 

 The integration of an anthropogenic  
landscape    

   Arlen F. Chase, Diane Z. Chase, and  
Adrian S. Z. Chase     

  Our understanding of ancient Maya cities in the southern Lowlands has changed 
rapidly since 2009, when the fi rst aerial LiDARrecord was gained for the site of 
Caracol, Belize and its surrounding landscape (see chapter by Garrison on LiDAR 
and other survey techniques). Before these LiDAR data, most Maya sites had been 
generally conceptualized in terms of models that contrasted an undefi ned agricul-
tural “sustaining area” with a non- agricultural Maya core monumental architecture 
characterized by large central plazas, temples, and palaces. Archaeologists were often 
unsure of both the boundaries and the sizes of ancient settlements that were obscured 
within deep jungle or sometimes destroyed by modern settlement. 

 For almost two centuries, researchers have debated the complexity of ancient 
Maya society. Much of this conversation focused on whether the ancient Maya were 
actually urban (see Chase, Chase, and, Haviland  1990  and Hutson  2016 : 30– 41 for 
background). Early works in the 1800s generally tended to portray the Maya as 
living in cities, but this changed in the early 1900s with the introduction of a model 
of rural Maya living around vacant ceremonial centers that were used predomin-
antly for ritual gatherings (see Becker  1979  for a history of shifting views). In spite 
of a signifi cant amount of archaeological data to the contrary, this model caught the 
popular imagination through works like those of J. Eric S. Thompson ( 1954 ,  1970 ) 
and the Maya became characterized as a peaceful agricultural people ruled by priests. 
More recent archaeological research has been able to dispel this characterization of 
the past, but many current researchers, either knowingly or unknowingly, still retain 
portions of this earlier world view in their writings. 

 Apart from LiDAR, other signifi cant advances in Maya archaeology within the 
last 50 years have been achieved by the breakthroughs in Maya epigraphy that have 
enabled us to talk about ancient individuals and dynasties and to understand some of 
the political relationships during the Maya Classic Period from 550 through 900 CE 
(Martin and Grube  2000 ). Yet, epigraphic interpretation also restricted our views of 
the ancient Maya because the majority of the hieroglyphic texts came from a limited 
number of sites, recorded mainly the lives of the elite and their personal histories, and 
placed these histories within religious and ritual cosmologies. 
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 The realm of economics was largely absent from these texts and researchers tended 
to refl ect this by noting that the ancient Maya did not have complex economies. 
Ethnohistorians noted that marketing was generally absent in the Maya Lowlands 
(e.g., Farriss  1984 : 156). In the absence of markets, archaeologists viewed palaces 
as comprising the backbone for redistributive Maya economies (Foias  2013 : 139; 
Inomata and Houston  2001 :  10; McAnany  1993 :  81; Webster  2001 :  144– 148). 
Epigraphers and some archaeologists focused on a tribute- tax institution in the absence 
of venues for physical exchange (Foias  2013 : 139– 144; McAnany  2010 : 269– 304; 
Stuart  2006 : 127– 128). Residential households were viewed as being self- sustaining, 
and elite interaction and exchange were believed to have taken place within ever 
increasing realms of political patronage and fi efdoms. Yet, continued archaeological 
work is contradicting this view, indicating that the Maya were economically complex 
and that all segments of their society used markets extensively (e.g., A. Chase and 
D. Chase  2015 ; D. Chase and A. Chase  2014a ; Hutson  2017 ; King  2015 ; Masson 
and Freidel  2012 ). 

 We began formal archaeological research at Caracol, Belize in 1985. Our original 
research goal was to explore the relationships that existed between archaeology and 
history, following up on our work at the Postclassic capital of Santa Rita Corozal 
in northern Belize (D. Chase and A. Chase  1988 ). In order to accomplish this, we 
attempted to fi nd new texts and to discover dated archaeological deposits that could 
be compared with the hieroglyphic and dynastic records from the site (Beetz and 
Satterthwaite  1981 ; Houston  1987 ). In this endeavor, we have been quite successful, 
discovering new monuments, correlating dated tombs with ceramic sequences, and 
discovering that residential caches were deposited according to a temporal, 20- year 
cycle and can be stylistically dated. We have been able to demonstrate how the city of 
Caracol both developed over time and functioned as an urban system (D. Chase and 
A. Chase  2017 ). Here, we summarize what we generally know about Caracol “the 
city” ( Figure 19.1 ) and its urban landscape after 35 years of excavation and research.    

  CARACOL THE CITY: ENVIRONMENT 

 The Maya city of Caracol is located in the Vaca Plateau of Belize some 50 kilometers 
south of the modern urban center of San Ignacio Cayo. The site is situated in the 
foothills of the Maya Mountains at an elevation of 450 to 600 m above sea level and 
receives 2000 to 2400 mm of rain annually (A. Chase et al.  2014a ). Heavy periods of 
rain occur from May through July and again from November through January. The 
climate of the Vaca Plateau ranges from 6 to 39 degrees Centigrade with generally 
cooler nights because of the elevation. The Vaca Plateau is characterized by a karst 
landscape covered with hills and valleys that is somewhat less severe in terms of topo-
graphic changes –  largely because of the anthropogenic terracing that covers every-
thing –  than areas to its north, south, and east (across the Chiquibul River). More 
level terrain that mimics a river valley drainage area extends from east to west across 
the northern part of the Vaca Plateau; however, except for monsoon- like downpours 
in which water fl ows westward towards the Macal River, most rain water disappears 
into vertical sinks in the underlying limestone that feed deep underground water 
levels. The only standing water that occurs in the Vaca Plateau is found in ancient 
human- made reservoirs or human- modifi ed  aguadas  (natural depression that hold 
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water). Yet, major rivers exist 15 kilometers both to the west (Chiquibul River) and 
to the east (Macal River) of the site epicenter; ancient Caracol appears to have occu-
pied an area of favorable topography between these two rivers. 

 The Macal River east of Caracol runs along a natural north- south fault line 
between sedimentary limestone rock to the west and metamorphic rock, characterized 
by granite and shale, to the east. Thus, while the Vaca Plateau with its limestone 
underpinnings supported an over 30- meter- high broad- leaf canopy and fairly deep 
black soils, the metamorphic land to the east of the Macal River was generally 
characterized by a pine forest and poorer soils. We suspect that the ancient site of 
Caracol developed in the Vaca Plateau for two primary reasons: (1) the area had good 
soils and extensive rainfall; and, (2) the Vaca Plateau formed a natural overland cor-
ridor from east to west across this part of the southern Lowlands that permitted easy 
access to the metamorphic (granite and slate) and arboreal resources (pine and copal) 
found in the Maya Mountains. These resources were desired by other peoples in the 
limestone- dominated Lowlands of the Guatemalan Peten. 

 The initial settlers in the Caracol area, who appeared around 600 BCE, were 
technologically knowledgeable. Because of the lack of standing or running water 
in the area, they had to have known how to construct reservoirs that would hold 
drinking water year- round. Initially, large reservoirs were primarily associated with 
concentrations of monumental architecture within the Vaca Plateau. But, by the Late 

 Figure 19.1      The Maya city of Caracol, Belize showing the limits of the metropolitan area, 
the distribution of its public architecture, and its internal causeway system.  
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Classic Period, smaller constructed reservoirs (over 1600 examples) provided water 
for the city and were widely distributed over the landscape in association with resi-
dential groups (ASZ Chase 2016). No Caracol resident needed to go more than 200 
meters to obtain potable water. 

 The original inhabitants of Caracol also appeared to have possessed the know-
ledge of how to modify their landscape to prevent soil erosion and increase infi ltra-
tion of rainwater into the soil. As the population increased to its peak of more than 
100,000 people by 650– 700 CE, natural forest cover was surely decreased because 
of the increased construction related to settlement and agricultural terraces. They 
built residential plazuela groups on the landscape, while utilizing extensive agricul-
tural practices; this should have led to soil erosion. However, at an early date, the 
site’s inhabitants also began to construct agricultural terracing –  fi rst in the valleys 
of Caracol and then on the hillsides  –  to mitigate the effects of erosion and to 
increase retention of water for agriculture. This ultimately led to the expansion of 
intensive agricultural practices and to a vested interest in “landesque capital” by the 
site’s residents, as represented in the labor investment in the terraces (see A. Chase 
and D. Chase  1998 ; D. Chase and A. Chase  2014b ; Chase and Wesihampel  2016 ; 
Coultas, Collins, and Chase  1994 ; Healy et al.  1983 ). By the Late Classic Period, 
large amounts of soil were actively moved within the urban limits of Caracol as the 
entire landscape came to be covered in agricultural terracing and residential groups 
became fi xed within these fi elds. This anthropogenic landscape also controlled the 
fl ow of water through the environment so that the terraces were not washed away 
during monsoonal downpours (Chase and Weishampel  2016 ).  

  OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH AT CARACOL, BELIZE 

 The site of Caracol was surely known to loggers prior to its being offi cially reported 
to the Government of Belize in 1937. Thus, it does not appear in much of the early 
literature about the ancient Maya. The site was deemed to be important by early 
investigators because of the presence of numerous ancient carved stone monuments, 
and early research at the site during the 1950s focused on the stelae and texts 
with the incidental discovery of several tombs by Linton Satterthwaite (Beetz and 
Satterthwaite  1981 ) of the University of Pennsylvania and A. Hamilton Anderson 
( 1958 ) of the Belize Department of Archaeology. In the late 1970s, terraces and some 
residential groups approximately two kilometers distant from the site epicenter were 
investigated, leading to the realization that the outlying settlement was incredibly 
dense and that agricultural terracing covered the landscape (Healy et al.  1983 ), but 
there was not yet a sense of how this outlying settlement and agricultural terracing 
were articulated into an urban landscape. 

 After preliminary reconnaissance to the site in 1983 and 1984, the Caracol 
Archaeological Project began an annual program of formal excavation at the city 
in 1985 (A. Chase and D. Chase  1987 ; D. Chase and A. Chase  1994 ,  2017 ). These 
investigations took place under a series of different research designs that were always 
formulated to provide a better understanding of a Maya city. The Maya dates and 
events that were recorded on Caracol’s stone monuments were used as a timeline 
to evaluate the alignment of historical data with the archaeological record. The dis-
covery of an altar text in 1986 that recorded a star- war (a signifi cant warfare event in 
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which one center eliminated the other center politically for a lengthy period of time; 
the “star” is the Venus- sign in the associated hieroglyph) against Tikal, Guatemala –  
combined with an already known star- war by Caracol against Naranjo, Guatemala –  
led to an investigation of the results of successful warfare on the city’s population in 
1988 and 1989. This research focused on settlement in the southeastern portion of 
Caracol and excavation of a series of outlying residential groups (e.g., Jaeger  1991 ), 
demonstrating that the effects of successful warfare permeated the broader society 
(A. Chase and D. Chase  1989 ,  2020a ). 

 A second settlement pattern program in the northeastern part of the city revealed 
similar timing for the widespread appearance of shrines, tombs, caches, and pres-
tige items accessible to all the city’s residents (D. Chase and A. Chase  2003 ,  2004 ). 
This research led to the defi nition of a site identity promulgated by a management 
strategy termed symbolic egalitarianism and identifi ed through shared, but unequal, 
material culture (A. Chase and D. Chase  2009 ; D. Chase and A. Chase  2004 ,  2017 ). 
Excavation of epicentral palaces at Caracol in the early 1990s led to the discovery 
of widespread on- fl oor deposits that resulted in a long- term secondary focus by the 
project on the nature of the Classic Maya collapse at the city (A. Chase and D. Chase 
 2004a ,  2005a ,  2007 ,  2020b ; D. Chase and A. Chase  2000 ). This research has been 
able to show that the widespread symbolic egalitarianism found at Caracol during 
the Late Classic Period disappeared during the Terminal Classic Period (post AD 
800) when the city’s elite had restricted access to material culture that would have 
previously been available to the rest of the populace. 

 The settlement pattern work led in two different, but inter- related, research 
directions, one focused on economics and a second focused on city structure. The 
existence of imported, ritual, and prestige items, like polychrome ceramics (D. Chase 
 1998 ), cache vessels (D. Chase and A. Chase  1998 ), and obsidian (Johnson  2016 ) 
in most of the outlying residential groups led to a desire to know how they had 
ended up in so many living areas. Additionally, intensive research on the site’s agri-
cultural terraces (A. Chase and D. Chase  1998 ; Murtha  2009 ) showed that most of 
the landscape had been completely rebuilt and covered with these features in order to 
sustain the population. The interspersed residential groups and agricultural terraces 
( Figure 19.2 ) made it diffi cult to move throughout the city; however, an extensive road 
system facilitated movement from the outlying areas either to the city center or to the 
public architecture at the end of each causeway. Intermediate roads to households 
or neighborhoods are lacking. The causeway termini were investigated and found 
to have centered around large plazas that functioned both as markets and as out-
lying administrative units for the city (A. Chase  1998 ). Their embeddedness in the 
city landscape helps explain the distribution of goods to the city’s residential groups 
during the Late Classic Period; each causeway terminus housed a market that con-
trolled the distribution of quotidian, ritual, and prestige items to the city’s inhabitants 
(A. Chase and D. Chase  2004b ; A. Chase et al.  2015 ; D. Chase and A. Chase  2014a ).    

 The extensive dendritic causeway system identifi ed at the site amid continuous 
settlement and agricultural terraces also to postulate that a huge urban agglomer-
ation existed in the Vaca Plateau (A. Chase and D. Chase  1994 ,  2001 ), but it was 
only after the acquisition of LiDAR data in 2009 and 2013 that the full structure of 
the site could be defi ned (A. Chase et al.  2011 ,  2014 ). The LiDAR data strengthened 
the conclusion that Caracol’s urban districts functioned through urban service 
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provisioning at the markets and administrative nodes associated with the causeways 
(A. S.  Z. Chase  2016b ). And, while the top- down structure could be investigated 
and defi ned based on the extensive settlement pattern work that had been carried 
out, the bottom- up structure was also further researched through the investiga-
tion of a multitude of residential groups (e.g., A. Chase and D. Chase  2004b ,  2014 ; 
D.  Chase  1998 ) that was able to examine how they articulated with the broader 
system in terms of commerce (A. Chase and D. Chase  2015 ), agriculture (A. Chase 
and D. Chase  1998 ; A. S. Z. Chase and Weishampel  2016 ), water sources (A. S. Z. 
Chase  2016a ), and neighborhoods (D. Chase and A. Chase  2017 ). What all of these 
data have revealed is a largely anthropogenic landscape and a Classic Maya city that 
was highly integrated, covering some 200 square kilometers (A. Chase and D. Chase 

 Figure 19.2      Square kilometer of mapped residential groups and agricultural terraces at 
Caracol, Belize, showing the location of the Veracruz residential group and a reconstruction 

drawing of it (drawing by Joseph Ballay for Caracol Archaeological Project; see A. Chase and 
D. Chase  1998  for more information on the mapped square kilometer).  

03_9781138492837Part3_p223-384.indd   34903_9781138492837Part3_p223-384.indd   349 12-Mar-20   18:48:1212-Mar-20   18:48:12



—   C h a s e ,  C h a s e ,  a n d  C h a s e  — 

350

 2016a ). It has simultaneously demonstrated that urban differences existed within the 
Maya Lowlands, specifi cally related to the integration of agriculture into the Maya 
urban environment (A. Chase and D. Chase  2016b ). 

 As a result of the concentrated research program spanning four decades, Caracol 
has emerged as a key city in our understanding of the Classic Period Maya southern 
Lowlands. The city’s development was closely tied to the taming of its environment 
(D. Chase and A. Chase  2014b ), which included the creation of an anthropogenic 
landscape with an integrative road and market system to support a massive metro-
politan area. The city’s impact on its neighbors also can be seen in the archaeological 
and hieroglyphic records. Caracol had close interactions with Teotihuacan in central 
Mexico during the Early Classic, resulting in the interment of an individual according 
to Teotihuacan burial patterns in a high status residential plaza within the epicenter 
(A. Chase and D. Chase  2011 ). Copan’s founding ruler appears to have come from 
Caracol, based both on stable isotope data and on epigraphic texts (Helmke et al. 
 2018 ). Closer to home, stone monuments that contain texts relating to Caracol rulers 
appear both at Naranjo and Ucanal in Guatemala and at Xunantunich in the upper 
Belize Valley, appearing in all three places presumably as a result of warfare (A. Chase 
and D. Chase  2020a ; Helmke and Awe  2016a ,  b ). Finally, a close and unusual rela-
tionship existed between Caracol and Tikal that resulted in Caracol’s most important 
rulers being buried in Tikal’s North Acropolis, presumably resulting from the AD 562 
Tikal star- war (A. Chase and D. Chase  2020a ). Thus, the city impacted both its local 
landscape and the Classic Maya political order. Future research will continue to fl esh 
out these relationships.  

  CARACOL THE CITY: PHYSICAL COMPOSITION 

 We are used to thinking about Maya cities as being focal concentrations of monu-
mental architecture that integrate larger stone- built structures –  usually characterized 
as temples, palaces, and ballcourts  –  with spacious plazas. If a Maya city had its 
start during the Late Preclassic era (or earlier), one of these plazas usually conforms 
to what is called an “E Group” pattern, characterized by a western pyramid and a 
long eastern platform usually topped with three constructed buildings (A. Chase and 
D. Chase  2017a ; see Brown and Stanton, Chapter 3). Constructed causeways or roads 
also are often associated with these centers. In the Late Preclassic era, causeways 
connected concentrations of architecture together over signifi cant distances in the 
northeastern Peten, binding several sites into the fi rst peer- polity system of Maya 
states (A. Chase and D. Chase  2020c ). In the Late Classic, causeways were used to 
join monumental nodes of architecture together within a single site; these causeway 
systems could be either inward- focused, as at Tikal, Guatemala, or outward- focused, 
as at Coba, Mexico (A. Chase and D. Chase  2003 ). 

 Caracol has an outward- focused, dendritic causeway system yet everything 
converged on the monumental architecture in the site epicenter and particularly on 
a unique architectural complex, called “Caana,” which likely functioned as the resi-
dential compound for the site’s rulers ( Figure 19.3 ; A. Chase and D. Chase  2017b ). 
Caracol’s causeway system was expansive, linking public architectural nodes up to 14 
kilometers east of the site epicenter and 10 kilometers to the west. The Late Classic 
city of Caracol incorporated intensive terrace agriculture within the urban center; 
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elsewhere this tropical form of urbanism has been referred to as “low- density agri-
cultural urbanism” (Fletcher  2009 ). At this time, Caracol conservatively supported 
a population of over 100,000 people (A. Chase and D. Chase  1994 ; A. Chase et al. 
 2011 ; D. Chase and Z. Chase  2017 ). The highest density metropolitan settlement was 
distributed around this causeway system but the overall settlement was in the shape 

 Figure 19.3      Plan of the central architectural complex called “Caana” or “Sky Place” with 
inset photo of the pyramidal substructure and its associated buildings.  
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of a football whose long axis runs east/ west with a maximum north- south span of 
10 kilometers in the middle and narrowing as one got farther away to the east and 
west from the epicenter. The causeway system effectively linked the vast residential 
and terraced agricultural system together by providing embedded monumental nodes 
that were used for administrative and economic purposes (as noted above). The 
density of residential settlement was higher around the epicenter (e.g., A. Chase et al. 
 2011 : Figure 11) with approximately 70 residential groups per square kilometer; at a 
distance of 5 kilometers from the epicenter, there were still over 50 residential groups 
per square kilometer (A. Chase and D. Chase  1998 : Figure 7). The average settlement 
density for Caracol during the Late Classic Period was on the order of 600 people 
per square kilometer. This estimate presumes that most groups were occupied during 
the Late Classic (as archaeological research appears to show) and that all residential 
settlement was comprised of mounded structures (which is unlikely, implying more 
population; see D. Chase  1990  for issues of “vacant terrain”).    

 The archaeological excavations that have been undertaken over the last 35 year 
have provided us with an understanding of how Caracol developed as a city over 
time. In the Late Preclassic Period, there were many separate communities located 
within the Vaca Plateau, each centered around their own E Group complexes (La 
Rejolla, Ceiba, Cohune, Cahal Pichik, Hatzcap Ceel, San Juan, and Caracol proper); 
all were later engulfed within the boundaries of urban Caracol. By the end of the Late 
Preclassic, we suspect that a political arrangement had been made between Cahal 
Pichik, Hatzcap Ceel, and Caracol proper, especially as these three centers were 
joined together by 12- meter- wide causeways into what was probably the fi rst version 
of the broader city. By the end of the Early Classic era, this causeway system had 
expanded to include Retiro, Ceiba, New Maria Camp, and probably La Rejolla and 
San Juan –  and residential settlement and agricultural terracing had begun to infi ll 
the landscape. At the beginning of the Late Classic Period, monumental plazas were 
constructed at Conchita, Ramonal, and Puchituk, forming an inner ring of nodes 
at a distance of just over 3 kilometers from the epicenter. All three nodes were dir-
ectly linked by causeways to the site epicenter and were probably built to serve the 
needs of a burgeoning population (A. Chase and D. Chase  1989 ). Later causeways, 
dating to the Late Classic Period, were laid out mostly in the eastern part of the city 
and reached into the foothills both north and south of Cahal Pichik; they were also 
constructed outward towards the Macal River, running 3 kilometers east from the 
Maria Camp terminus and some seven kilometers east from Hatzcap Ceel. The exact 
order in which these roadways and termini were built has not been determined, but 
their construction appears to have been a continuing activity throughout Caracol’s 
history (D. Chase and A. Chase  2014b ,  2017 ). The city’s causeway system would 
have made it easier to transport potable water from the Macal and Chiquibul Rivers 
if there were conditions of extreme drought. 

 The larger plazas that formed the ends of most of the city’s causeways served 
as economic and administrative nodes for Caracol proper. They were part of a 
multicentric marketing system at Caracol that helped deliver needed goods to the 
city’s population. All of the city’s residential groups appear to have had access to 
these materials. During the Late Classic Period, the causeways facilitated the fl ow of 
pottery, obsidian, chert, seashell, jadeite, and perishable items to Caracol’s residen-
tial groups. These items would have been available in accessible markets that were 
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monitored and taxed by Caracol’s epicentral elite (A. Chase et al.  2015 ; D. Chase 
and A. Chase  2014 ). The causeway system also facilitated the fl ow of fi nished goods 
that were manufactured in the various residential groups to consumers elsewhere (A. 
Chase and D. Chase  2015 ) and further permitted fi nished and unfi nished resources 
from the Maya Mountains to fl ow westward into the Peten of Guatemala, presum-
ably in return for other quotidian and prestige objects manufactured throughout the 
Maya area. 

 Each residential group at Caracol likely produced a specifi c item or set of items 
that could be used to participate in the site’s economic system (A. Chase and D. Chase 
 1994 ; D. Chase and A. Chase  2004 ); some groups specialized in embroidery and 
cloth (A. Chase et  al.  2008 ), others in lithic tools (Johnson  2013 ; Johnson et  al. 
 2015 ), and still others in items made of seashell, bone, wood, and other perish-
able materials (A. Chase and D. Chase  2015 ). However, by the Late Classic Period, 
Caracol’s inhabitants were largely dependent on exterior suppliers for their pottery, 
obsidian, fi ne lithic tools, and other needed household goods. Many of the available 
goods that would have appeared in the city’s markets were produced beyond the 
city. Based on the sandy tempers and clays and lack of any evidence for pottery pro-
duction, much of the unslipped utilitarian pottery used by Caracol’s inhabitants was 
manufactured beyond the city’s boundaries, possibly along either the Chiquibul or 
Macal Rivers. The fi newares that are found in residential groups also derived from 
outside suppliers. Belize Red pottery was imported from the Belize Valley (A. Chase 
and D. Chase  2012 ; A. S. Z. Chase and A. M. Chase  2015 ) and other pottery would 
have come from the Peten and also from points to the south of the site. 

 While dependent on the city’s economic system during the Late Classic Period for 
most of their goods, each household would have been self- suffi cient in terms of their 
agricultural produce with about 2.2 ha of land per household. The extensive agricul-
ture terracing was also suffi cient to support the Late Classic population estimated 
to have lived at the site and would have continued to be productive for several cen-
turies (Murtha  2009 ). The settlement and the agricultural terracing are integrated, 
continuous, and comprise most of the urban imprint of Caracol. For the agricultural 
terraces to work, the inhabitants in the site’s residential groups must have been vested 
in their upkeep and fertility; it is likely that nightsoil was carried to the fi elds to fer-
tilize them, that there was multi- cropping on the terraces, and that different crops 
were likely grown on the terraces in different years. The agricultural terracing also 
meant that Caracol’s inhabitants were strongly tied to and dependent on this form of 
landesque capital (D. Chase and A. Chase  2014b ).  

  CARACOL THE CITY: SOCIAL COMPOSITION 

 How ancient Maya cities were socially organized has been a topic of debate for some 
time. In the late 1500s, Bishop Diego de Landa described Maya centers as being 
concentrically organized around a central plaza and its public architecture; higher 
status individuals lived closer to the community center and lower status individuals 
lived further afi eld (Tozzer  1941 : 62). Even the earliest reconnaissance to analyze 
ancient Maya settlement patterns in the southern Lowlands disputed this model (see 
Bullard  1960 : 369), but it was and is still actively debated by researchers (see the 
debate engaged in by Arnold and Ford  1980 ,  1982 ; Folan et al.  1982 ; and Haviland 
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 1982 ; see also Folan et al.  2009  for a recent restatement of the concentric nature 
of Maya settlement). Our research at both Caracol and Santa Rita Corozal has not 
supported the simple concentric model espoused by Landa (A. Chase and D. Chase 
 2001 ; A. Chase et al.  2011 : Figure 11; D. Chase and A. Chase  1988 : 69, 75– 76). 
Rather, this research has demonstrated that both the physical and social organization 
of Maya cities changed over time (e.g., A. Chase  1992 ). 

 What can be said about the social composition of Caracol is that people of 
different statuses and wealth were intermixed over the entire landscape. The royal 
family, as represented on the site’s stone monuments, occupied the massive epi-
central complex of Caana, but other high status families occupied other palace 
compounds in both the epicenter and at many of the site’s market nodes. The indi-
viduals associated with mortuary buildings affi liated with these palace compounds 
all had better diets –  higher in both maize and protein –  than the bulk of Caracol’s 
population (A. Chase, Chase, and White  2001 ). Because the majority of Caracol’s 
inhabitants were self- suffi cient agriculturally, they also enjoyed good diets (just 
not as good as the highest elite). However, there were residential pockets near 
the site epicenter, and presumably near the site’s termini, whose inhabitants did 
not have the best diets; they ate little maize and variable amounts of meat. These 
individuals may not have been local, perhaps even slaves or prisoners, many of 
whom were likely engaged in the constant building renovation that was going 
within the city; they had only limited access to maize, presumably because they 
were not farming. Other downtown palace workers were locals who were buried 
in their outlying residential groups at the time of their death; we know this because 
they ate a different diet (the one associated with palace occupants) during their 
lifetimes and their stable isotope profi le does not match the inhabitants of their 
family residential groups (A. Chase, Chase, and White  2001 ). 

 During the Early Classic Period, a signifi cant gap appears to have existed among 
Caracol’s social groups. Early Classic interments in the epicenter of the site usually 
contain more funerary items than those found outside the epicenter and there appears 
to have been a more pronounced wealth dichotomy than was subsequently seen 
(see A. Chase and D. Chase  2018 ). Most caches of Preclassic and Early Classic date 
also are associated with epicentral public architecture, generally occurring in lidded 
barrels or in large lip- to- lip fl aring- walled bowls (A. Chase and D.  Chase  2005b , 
 2006 ); caches of this early date rarely appear in residential groups and, when they 
do appear, it seems that they were deposited within a public construction that had 
been subsumed within a later higher status residential group (e.g., Monterey and Alta 
Vista residential groups; see A. Chase and D. Chase  2006 : 44 for Monterey). What 
this implies is that the Preclassic and Early Classic social order at Caracol was more 
hierarchically ordered than during the subsequent Late Classic Period. 

 The archaeological data from Caracol indicates that social inequality lessened 
throughout the Classic Period, as can be seen in the sizes of the city’s residential 
households (A. S.  Z. Chase  2017 ). While there were differences among individ-
uals that can probably be ascribed to wealth and status, during the Late Classic 
Period most Caracol residential groups had access to the same trade goods and 
ritual practices that were utilized by the site’s elite (see A. Chase and D. Chase  2009 ; 
D. Chase and A. Chase  2004 ,  2017 ). Additionally, the overall inequality refl ected in 
residential group construction volume is lower than expected (A. S. Z. Chase  2017 ). 
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 During the Late Classic Period, residential groups throughout Caracol had access to 
the same caching and mortuary practices. While higher status residential groups may 
have been able to build vaulted structures and larger tombs, lower status residential 
groups also utilized tombs. Some 70% of Caracol’s residential groups evince eastern 
constructions that were used for mortuary purposes (see D. Chase and A. Chase  2011 , 
  2017  ). And, even when tombs were not found within the eastern ritual construction, 
the pottery and jewelry found with non- tomb interments indicates that there was 
ready access to the site’s market system for imported polychrome serving wares and 
other prestige items among non- elites. 

 Late Classic caching practices were also similar and widespread among 
Caracol’s residential groups (see D. Chase and A. Chase  1998 ). During the Late 
Classic Period, the inhabitants of the city utilized two types of ceramic containers 
for caches: lip- to- lip small fl aring- walled bowls or cups and small lidded urns that 
often exhibited a modeled face on their exterior wall ( Figure 19.4 ). The smaller 
lip- to- lip caches are referred to as “fi nger caches” because they often contain one 
or more human digits within their enclosed space; occasionally, an obsidian lancet 
or obsidian blade accompanied the digit(s). The larger urn caches are referred to 
as “face caches” because of the modeled features; these features minimally consist 
of two eyes and a nose, but are often supplemented with a mouth, chin, eyebrows, 
and earrings; sometimes barbels appear at the sides of the mouth, crullers near the 
eyes, and a edged frame surrounds the face; on earlier examples, this edged frame 
resembles a fl ange, while later examples do not exhibit a frame and, indeed, the 
faces become very rudimentary. Most of the over 120 excavated residential groups 
at Caracol have yielded one or both kinds of caches in association with the eastern 
structure. The deposition of fi nger caches has been associated with a grieving pro-
cess for individuals interred within the eastern structure. However, the deposition 
of face caches appears to be associated with broader rituals tied to the celebra-
tion of katuns –  20- year periods of time –  by the Maya of Caracol (A. Chase and 
D. Chase  2014 ). This focus on katun celebrations is also seen in the carved altars 
of Caracol during the early part of the Late Classic Period (D. Chase and A. Chase 
under review).    

 The widespread distribution of shared ritual practices in Caracol’s residential 
groups –  especially the focus on eastern shrines and the common use of tombs and 
formal caches –  integrated the broader community (D. Chase and A. Chase  2004 ). 
As of the end of the 2018 fi eld season at Caracol, 124 tombs (in 77 different resi-
dential groups) and 249 other interments (in 96 residential groups, 47 of which have 
no tombs) that contained 742 individuals have been investigated. Concerning these 
742 individuals recovered at Caracol, 111 of them were associated with teeth inlaid 
with jadeite and hematite (the actual number of individuals with inlaid teeth would 
have been larger, given the inclusion  ‒ in the sample of 742  ‒  of partial bodies and the 
presence of older individuals who had lost their teeth). The individuals with inlaid 
teeth have been recovered in 55 different residential groups and derive from tombs, 
cists, crypts, and bodies placed directly into the fi ll of structures. Deciduous teeth 
had inlays in at least two contexts at Caracol (D. Chase and A. Chase  2017 : 221 
and  2017  fi eld report (SD C211B- 2) at  www.caracol.org ), so this practice was not 
restricted to adults. In some cases, the inlays appear to have been ritually removed 
after death (something also noted at Tikal; Coe 1990: 567). Filed teeth also occur in 
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101 individuals from Caracol in 56 different residential groups (35 residential groups 
have individuals with both fi led and inlaid teeth). While inlaid teeth do occur with 
some elite individuals from Caracol (A. Chase and D. Chase  2020b ), a direct equation 
between inlays and high status cannot be made. The extensive variability seen in the 
patterning of decorated teeth at Caracol also was not a direct result of “beautifi ca-
tion”; instead, the patterning suggests a complex interrelationship between statuses, 
roles, and possibly occupations. 

 Figure 19.4      Ceramic containers for ritual deposits made at Caracol, Belize: a. ‒ e. “fi nger” 
caches (contain human digits); f. ‒ i. “face” caches (some contain obsidian eccentrics).  
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 Caracol was likely at one end of the spectrum in terms of providing its citizens 
access to items that were socially restricted within other Maya communities. This 
strategy of access probably fostered fi erce loyalty by the city’s inhabitants to the 
ruling elite and its administration during the Late Classic Period; this is echoed in 
the relatively low inequality in residential groups found at Caracol compared to other 
Maya cities (A. S.  Z. Chase  2017 ). Its open policies do not appear to have been 
applied in other Maya cities, even ones that the Caracol polity directly controlled for 
approximately 50 years (such as Tikal beginning in 562 CE and Naranjo beginning in 
631 CE) as the result of successful warfare in the early part of the Late Classic Period 
(see A. Chase and D. Chase under review; though see Martin, Chapter 25). Caracol’s 
population continued to enjoy ownership and access to ritual items and quotidian 
and prestige goods (e.g., symbolic egalitarianism) throughout the Late Classic Period, 
even after Caracol lost much of its political impact within the broader region because 
of a successful star- war by Naranjo against the city in AD 680 (D. Chase and A. Chase 
 2017 : 215– 216).  

  CONCLUSION 

 Without decades of archaeological research, Caracol would not be nearly as well 
understood as it now is; however, each new fi eld season still holds surprises. Long- 
term research carried out by the same archaeological project like those at Caracol 
(D. Chase and A. Chase  2017 ), Tikal (Sabloff  2003 ), and Copan (Andrews and Fash 
 2005 ) have provided much information for understanding the nature of ancient Maya 
societies. While LiDAR has ushered in a new era of survey and landscape analysis, it is 
not a substitute for excavation (e.g., A. Chase et al.  2014c : 218; A. S. Z. Chase, Chase, 
and Case  2017 : 97). Caracol’s dendritic causeway system and markets infl uenced the 
ancient policy enactment of symbolic egalitarianism. The dispersed urban layout of 
Caracol enabled the city to thrive on the basis of its internal agricultural production. 
The city spans such a large area that it offsets rainfall scarcity; because of the topog-
raphy, at least some areas get rain even when others don’t. Finally, Caracol seems to 
challenge endlessly different narratives and models of Maya civilization. This is likely 
because many of the previous models about the ancient Maya social order were derived 
from limited databases. Continuous long- term archaeological research at Caracol over 
35 years has amassed a vast quantity of archaeological information that permits more 
detailed consideration of questions about the nature of ancient Maya society. Future 
archaeological work in the city will continue to refi ne our interpretations.   
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