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Abstract
The archaeological study of craft production investigates the role of household activities in broader social and
political networks. In the Maya area, the production and distribution of ceramics, especially prestige ceramics
including polychrome and fine ware pottery, relate to broader transformations in Maya society from the
Classic to Terminal Classic periods. However, direct evidence for ceramic production in the form of kilns,
workshops, or associated detritus can be elusive. We report the identification, excavation, and preliminary
analysis of a large deposit of fine paste ceramics, including sherds representative of the Fine Orange and
Fine Gray wares in the type-variety system of Maya ceramics, from a household group at the archaeological
site of Benemérito de las Américas Primera Sección, located near the confluence of the Lacantún and
Usumacinta Rivers. Discarded ceramics from this context exhibit several signs of overfiring consistent
with pottery production. This deposit challenges notions of functional versus symbolic activity, as the mem-
bers of this household used this deposit to dedicate a group of three burials accompanied by offerings includ-
ing a figurine ensemble. We discuss the implications for this deposit in the context of economic shifts taking
place across the Maya Lowlands during this period.

Resumen
El estudio arqueológico de la producción artesanal investiga el papel de las actividades domésticas dentro de las
redes sociales y políticas. En el área Maya, la producción y distribución de cerámica, especialmente cerámica de
prestigio que incluye policromía y cerámica fina, se relaciona con transformaciones más amplias en la sociedad
Maya desde el periodo Clásico hasta el periodo Clásico Terminal. Sin embargo, la evidencia directa de la
producción de cerámica en forma de hornos, talleres o desechos asociados puede ser esquiva. En este artículo,
informamos sobre la identificación, excavación y análisis preliminar de un gran depósito de cerámica de pasta
fina, que incluye fragmentos representativos de las cerámicas de las categorías Anaranjado Fino y Gris Fino
en el sistema de tipo-variedad de la cerámica Maya. Estos provienen de un grupo de hogares en el sitio
arqueológico de Benemérito de las Américas Primera Sección, ubicado cerca de la confluencia de los ríos
Lacantún y Usumacinta. La cerámica descartada de este contexto muestra varios signos de sobre-cocción consis-
tentes con la producción de cerámica, lo que sugiere la presencia de un taller y horno de cerámica fina en el sitio
durante el periodo Terminal Clásico. Este depósito desafía las nociones de actividad funcional versus simbólica, ya
que los miembros de este hogar utilizaron este depósito para dedicar tres entierros acompañados de ofrendas que
incluían un conjunto de figurillas. Discutimos las implicaciones de este depósito en el contexto de los cambios
económicos que tuvieron lugar en las tierras bajas Mayas durante este periodo.
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One of the notable transformations in Maya society by the Terminal Classic period (AD 800–1000),
often glossed as a political collapse in the Southern Lowlands, was a dramatic shift in ceramic technol-
ogy, production, and distribution associated with the introduction and adoption of fine paste wares
generally lacking temper (Fine Orange and Fine Gray) over the previously more common polychrome
decorated ceramics of the Classic period (AD 250–800). Often linked to production centers along the
Gulf Coast and “foreign” influence on the Lowland Maya (Martin 2020:285; Thompson 1970), fine
ware pottery in fact describes several ceramic modes that were developed and used across several cen-
turies and produced and distributed over extensive geographies (Smith 1958). Much of the challenge in
interpreting this critical transition in Maya economies is that archaeologists have limited access to
direct evidence from Maya potters and their refuse and instead must rely on indirect forms of analysis
to reconstruct ceramic production. In this article, we report on an opportunity to address the produc-
tion of Maya fine ware ceramics from the excavation of a pottery workshop dump at the site of
Benemérito de las Américas Primera Sección along the Upper Usumacinta River in Chiapas,
Mexico (Macedo et al. 2022). We contextualize the identification of this feature with current under-
standings of how fine ware ceramics were produced and distributed during the Terminal Classic
period.

A cultural biographical approach to the study of material culture highlights the use life of objects
through several phases, including the procurement of raw materials, production, use, reuse, and dis-
card (Kopytoff 1986; Moholy-Nagy 1990; Schiffer 1972:158). The interpretation of archaeological con-
texts and their identification with each of these processes has been a focus of behavioral archaeologists
in the reconstruction of past economic systems. Some researchers have sought to discern the intention-
ality of a deposit of discarded objects and the relative degree of disturbance or formation of such an
archaeological context; whether the objects in said deposit can be considered in primary context (in
direct association with an activity area) or in secondary context (relocated to a place of discard)
(Moholy-Nagy 1990:270; Schiffer 1972, 1981). Others have challenged these rigid claims, proposing
that objects and contexts are continually altered, reused, and reinterpreted through entropic processes
to produce the archaeological record (Ascher 1962; Binford 1981; Schiffer 1972).

This debate manifests in the archaeology of craft production through the study of workshops, either
directly in the identification of a production locus or indirectly in the discarded remains associated
with the processes of procurement or production. In the context of craft production, a workshop
can refer to any production center (Moholy-Nagy 1990:269), or in a more restrictive sense a workshop
can be defined as a place where craftspeople produced a surplus of goods beyond those needed for their
own use (Andrieu 2020:419; Moholy-Nagy 1997:294). Several typologies have been developed to inter-
pret the scale of production in the context of a spectrum or continuum from the individual or house-
hold to more centralized organization, or as Timothy Earle (1981) proposed, “independent” to
“attached,” or for Carla Sinopoli (1988), “independent,” “centralized,” and “administered” (Brumfiel
and Earle 1987; Costin 1991). Other researchers have focused less on the degree of centralization of
production and more on scale (Costin 1991:5; Peacock 1982; Rice 1981, 1984; Santley et al. 1989;
Tosi 1984; van der Leeuw 1977). Cathy Costin (1991), in particular, outlined an eight-part typology
for the organization of specialist production: (1) individual specialization, (2) dispersed workshops,
(3) community specialization, (4) nucleated workshops, (5) dispersed corvée, (6) individual retainers,
(7) nucleated corvée, and (8) retainer workshops, influenced by context (independent to attached),
concentration (dispersed to nucleated), scale (small, kin-based to factory), and intensity (part-time
to full-time).

Archaeologists rarely have access to a workshop location in primary context and instead more com-
monly rely on indirect remains, or discarded waste associated with a production center. Hattula
Moholy-Nagy (1990) distinguished between such contexts as workshops and workshop dumps, or pri-
mary versus secondary workshops (Andrieu 2020:420). Because workshops were actively used and
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sometimes linked to living spaces (Moholy-Nagy 1997:294), workshop detritus (especially potentially
dangerous materials like lithic debitage) would have in most cases been removed periodically and dis-
carded elsewhere; for instance, in trash mounds, middens, construction fill, special deposits, and ran-
dom scatters produced through postdepositional processes. When documented in floors, smaller
fragments of waste (e.g., microdebitage) could indicate a workshop locus as such remains are typically
not entirely removed from primary context (Moholy-Nagy 1990:270–272). Still, “economy of effort”
suggests that even hazardous discarded materials would have been moved a minimal distance from
workshops (Hayden and Cannon 1983; Moholy-Nagy 1990:276). Ethnoarchaeological evidence also
provides examples of artisans depositing workshop refuse in intermediate locations between produc-
tion and final deposit as trash (Moholy-Nagy 1990:274).

Other researchers have challenged Moholy-Nagy’s simplified dichotomy between workshop locus
and workshop dump. Dan Healan (1992), for example, responded that workshop dumps do not nec-
essarily represent the final discard of objects; lithic dumps, in particular, can become sites of continual
reuse of raw materials, essentially becoming production centers themselves after relocation. Thomas
Hester and Harry Shafer (1992) also challenged the rigidity of Moholy-Nagy’s model, suggesting
that waste deposits along the edge of house platforms could be interpreted as primary production
loci. Finally, whether refuse is located at the precise workshop location or some small distance
away, such deposits still provide important context to interpret production alongside regional settle-
ment patterns and economies (Hester and Shafer 1992:243).

An additional consideration when interpreting workshops and their associated waste is that the
practice of discarding trash was not merely a functional byproduct of the production process.
Several researchers have observed that seemingly mundane practices can overlap with symbolic or rit-
ual activity (Bell 1992; Bourdieu 1977; Brück 1999; Halperin and Foias 2016; McNiven 2013;
Monaghan 1998; Needham and Spence 1997; Newman 2015, 2019). In the Maya area, this complica-
tion between understandings of trash deposits and ritual was acknowledged through the adoption of
terms including “terminal” or “problematic” deposits (Coe 1959, 1965, 1990; Gonlin and Fowler 2020;
Moholy-Nagy 2020) that typically involve some combination of whole or fragmented ceramic vessels
alongside burned remains distinct from caches or burials, although the terms have never been applied
consistently (Newman 2019). Some researchers have embraced the vagueness of the term as an advan-
tage in detaching a deposit from its functions or the intentions of a community (Aimers et al. 2020).
Other terms highlighting the ritual significance of certain deposits include “ritual refuse” or “ceremo-
nial trash,” with an emphasis on the intentionality of such waste disposal (Halperin and Foias 2016;
Needham and Spence 1997; Newman 2015:107; Walker 1995). Such interpretations rely on the
presence of whole or terminated objects, intentionally deposited in a specialized context. However,
the practice of leaving trash (even that which is not notable or meaningful to an outside observer)
can in itself be ritualized (Halperin and Foias 2016:129). Archaeological categories must therefore
remain flexible, serving a categorical purpose in the field but acknowledging their overlap in cultural
context.

Keeping these issues in the interpretation of craft production and associated refuse in mind, we
report on the identification of a large deposit of fine ware ceramics from the Maya site of
Benemérito de las Américas Primera Sección, Chiapas, Mexico. This deposit was documented in sur-
face finds during a pedestrian reconnaissance of house groups at the site, previously mapped with the
GatorEye unoccupied aerial system (UAS) equipped with a lidar sensor (Schroder, Murtha, Broadbent,
et al. 2021; Schroder, Murtha, Golden, et al. 2021), followed by excavation and horizontal exposure.
During the course of its excavation, this deposit proved to be evidence of a workshop for the produc-
tion of fine ware ceramics in secondary context, as well as a meaningful ritual deposit, including the
buried human remains of three individuals alongside a ceramic figurine ensemble or scene, accompa-
nied by other offerings, in primary context (Marcus 2009:26). Based on a preliminary analysis of this
context, we discuss the significance of this finding for the reconstruction of the economic importance
of the archaeological site, the production and distribution of emerging ceramic technologies, and the
demographic and political changes taking place in the broader Maya Lowlands during the Terminal
Classic period (AD 800–1000).
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Fine Paste Ceramics

Due to their appearance during the first half of the ninth century (AD 830–950), fine paste ceramics of
the Altar (Fine Orange) and Tres Naciones (Fine Gray) groups have been linked to the larger socio-
political processes surrounding the Terminal Classic period collapse of royal dynasties in the Southern
Lowlands. The perceived introduction of foreign, imported fine ware ceramics, largely replacing poly-
chrome styles, contributed to J. Eric Thompson’s (1970) “Putun hypothesis” that Chontal Maya groups
of the Gulf Coast region invaded the Southern Lowlands during this period (Ball 1977; Ball and
Taschek 1989; Chase 1985; Chase and Chase 1982; Sabloff and Willey 1967). In reality, the production
of fine paste ceramics, including the Chablekal Fine Gray group, Palenque fine black, and other fine
pastes, can be traced to technologies developed in the Palenque and Tabasco regions by the middle of
the eighth century AD, if not earlier in the middle sixth century AD at Comalcalco, Trinidad, and
coastal Campeche and Yucatán (Armijo et al. 2010; Jiménez 2015; Jiménez et al. 2006; Rands
1967a, 1967b, 1974a, 1974b, 1987, 2007).

Research into ceramic production in the Maya area has largely involved indirect evidence through
studies of paste, labor, diversity, standardization, use-wear, and experimental archaeology, among oth-
ers (Halperin and Foias 2012:169; Lopez-Varela et al. 2002). Direct evidence for ceramic production,
including the identification of kilns, wasters and other production debris, tools, and raw clay is gen-
erally elusive (Halperin and Foias 2012:170); however, examples of such direct evidence related to the
production of polychrome ceramics have been identified at Tikal, Buenavista del Cayo, and Motul de
San José (Becker 2003; Halperin and Foias 2012; Reents-Budet et al. 2000). Other direct evidence in the
form of firing features, dense ceramic deposits, and tools have been described at Quirigua, Copan,
K’axob, Uxbenka, and Laguna de On (Ashmore 2007; Freter 1996; Halperin and Foias
2012:170–173; Jordan and Prufer 2017; Lopez-Varela et al. 2001; Masson 2000).

Interpretations of the production of fine wares have relied almost entirely on indirect evidence.
Classification and compositional analyses have focused on Fine Orange ceramics; in fact, Tres
Naciones Fine Gray and Altar Fine Orange ceramics appear to be compositionally identical, as
Fine Gray sherds have been shown to oxidize to orange when refired (Bishop 2003:84). Still, Fine
Orange wares have been divided into a variety of ceramic groups, first assigned the final letters
of the alphabet from earliest chronologically to most recent, Z, Y, X, V, U, corresponding to the
now established groups Balancan, Altar, Silho, Matillas, and Cunduacán, respectively (Berlin 1956).
Some Early Postclassic period (AD 1000–1200) ceramic assemblages include Fine Orange ceramics
alongside, for example, Tohil Plumbate pottery, Zalal Gouged-Incised at Lamanai, and Augustine
Red in the Belize Valley, forming a ceramic system of shared iconography and forms (Aimers 2014;
Rice 2020).

Complementing the separation of Fine Orange ceramics into groups based on physical modes and
attributes, compositional analysis has contributed to an understanding of the production, exchange,
and distribution of these fine wares. The Maya Fine Paste Ceramics Project has investigated the pro-
duction and sources of this pottery through neutron activation analysis of extensive samples across the
Southern and Northern Maya Lowlands (Bishop and Rands 1982; Bishop et al. 1982; Harbottle and
Sayre 1975; Rands et al. 1982; Sabloff 1982). The first analyses identified five clusters, or Chemical
Paste Compositional Reference Units (CPCRU) that were later refined into three Paste
Compositional Reference Units (PCRU; Foias 1996:132). These clusters correlated with production
zones along and slightly outside of the Usumacinta-Pasión River drainage. The clearest distinction
was a separation between “downstream” and “upstream” clusters across this drainage, with samples
along the Pasión River tributary upstream from the confluence with the Usumacinta River lacking
the minute particles of volcanic inclusions that originate from the Usumacinta River, which drains
the volcanic Guatemala Highlands (Bishop 2003:87). The analysis is continually refined, with most
recent modifications including the merging of PCRU 1 and 2 into a single cluster and the addition
of an Aguacatal cluster, named for an archaeological site in the Usumacinta-Grijalva River delta.
Simplified results of the Maya Fine Paste Ceramics Project are shown in Table 1.

Of note, each cluster includes characteristic assemblages of ceramic groups and types within the
overarching Fine Orange ware. For example, Balancan and Silho ceramic groups are generally more
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highly represented along the Lower and Middle Usumacinta River, while the Altar Group, particularly
with surface decoration associated with the Pabellon Modeled-carved type, is more evident along the
Pasión River. These findings link the various ceramic groups to production centers along the
Usumacinta-Pasión River drainage but also suggest restricted distribution, with Silho Fine Orange pre-
sent in higher proportions at and downstream from Piedras Negras and Altar Fine Orange represented
at and upstream from Yaxchilán (Foias 1996:75). Furthermore, recent studies have noted that fine paste
ceramics from the Northern Maya Lowlands cluster into PCRU 2 from downstream sites (Bishop
1994:23). Based on results from the Maya Fine Paste Ceramics Project, fine wares developed during
the Terminal Classic period were not imported from outside the Maya area, were not produced at a
single center due to the chemical variability, and were not due to the movement of invading people
but rather the spread of a technology with roots in the Palenque and Tabasco region during the
Late Classic period (Foias 1996:132; Golden et al. 2020:415).

Setting

The archaeological site of Benemérito de las Américas Primera Sección is located near the modern
town of the same name in southeastern Chiapas, Mexico (Figure 1). The site henceforth referred to
as Benemérito Primera Sección sits on a ridge at the center of a peninsula formed by the Lacantún
River to the west and the Upper Usumacinta River to the east that meet at a confluence 4 km to
the north of the site core. First reported by Alejandro Tovalín and Víctor Ortiz (2005) (see also
Mayer 2006) and further investigated by the present Proyecto Arqueológico Bajo Lacantún (Lower
Lacantún Archaeological Project), Benemérito Primera Sección represents the largest urban center
so far identified along the lower course of the Lacantún River (Schroder, Murtha, Broadbent, et al.
2021), with occupation by the sixth century AD (if not earlier) extending at least to the tenth century.
Due to the presence of abundant carved textual monuments, monumental architecture, and several
ballcourts, the site represents the seat of a poorly understood royal court during the Late and
Terminal Classic periods (Schroder et al. 2019).

Based on preliminary ceramic analysis from surface collections and excavations of household con-
texts, settlement at Benemérito Primera Sección experienced population growth during the Terminal
Classic period while other centers in the Upper Usumacinta and Petexbatún regions experienced sharp
declines (Demarest et al. 1997; Golden and Scherer 2013; Inomata 1997). The most diagnostic indica-
tor of this occupation is the high density of fine ware ceramics in surface, floor, and construction fill

Table 1. Simplified Presentation of Results of the Maya Fine Paste Ceramics Project.

Paste
Compositional
Reference Units

Chemical Paste
Compositional
Reference Units

Fine Orange
(FO)

Core Group Sources

Ceramic Groups
(and Types)
Represented

PCRU 1 CPCRU 2 Downstream,
FO-north

Middle Usumacinta
River

Silho Fine Orange

PCRU 2 CPCRU 2, 4, 5 Downstream,
FO-south

Middle, Upper, Lower
Usumacinta River

Balancan (highest),
Altar, and Silho Fine
Orange

PCRU 3 CPCRU 3 Upstream Pasión River Altar Fine Orange
(Pabellon
Modeled-carved,
Cedro Gadrooned,
Islas Gouged-incised)

CPCRU 1 Downstream Usumacinta-Grijalva
Delta or Laguna de
Términos

Silho Fine Orange

Aguacatal FO-delta Usumacinta-Grijalva
Delta

Silho Fine Orange

Sources: Bishop 1994, 2003; Bishop and Rands 1982; Bishop et al.1982; Foias 1996:130–133.
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contexts. Benemérito Primera Sección therefore offers an opportunity to examine the demographic
changes across the region during the Terminal Classic period collapse of royal dynasties in the
Southern Lowlands.

Mapping of the site revealed that settlement surrounds the elevated urban core and acropolis in all
directions, clustering into Northern, Eastern, Southern, and Western districts (Figure 2). Each district

Figure 1. Map of the archaeological site of Benemérito Primera Sección highlighting the location of the Carrizal Group and
Suboperation 5B, in relation to the palace and main plaza to the southwest (map by Whittaker Schroder).
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is centered on a large household group, based on an analysis of plaza sizes (Schroder, Murtha,
Broadbent, et al. 2021). We identified the largest household group in the Eastern District as the
Carrizal Group, which consists of several low, mixed-fill earthen, limestone, sandstone, and siltstone
house platforms surrounding two patios, each with a central square platform altar, likely representing
a high status, extended household (Figure 3). These structures form a characteristic Terminal Classic
period design seen across the site, with two or more house platforms surrounding a patio with a plat-
form altar at its center, all oriented to magnetic north. Classic period architecture, in contrast, tends to
be oriented slightly west (10°) of north. Central platform altars are known from sites elsewhere in the
Maya Lowlands but are generally rare along the Usumacinta River, with examples known from the site
cores of Palenque and Pomona (Schroder, Murtha, Broadbent, et al. 2021:15). Beginning in 2021, exca-
vations at the northwestern corner of the larger and western patio of the Carrizal Group demonstrated
a single Terminal Classic period construction phase composed of marl or siltstone fill without pre-
served floors. Returning in 2022, with the assistance of the landowner, Domingo Hernández
Guillén, we identified a large surface deposit of fine paste ceramics at the southwestern end of the
same larger patio that had been previously obscured by the presence of giant reed grass (Arundo)
that had inspired the Carrizal Group’s name (Figure 4).

Deposit

Excavations in the southwestern side of the Carrizal Group defined the extent and nature of this
ceramic deposit. A horizontal exposure of 5.25 m2 excavated to a depth of 0.67 m below the surface
recovered 235 kg of ceramics, with most sherds originating from the upper 0.4 m (Figures 5 and 6).
A majority of sherds recovered can be assigned to Fine Orange and Fine Gray wares.

Figure 2. Map of the archaeological site of Benemérito Primera Sección highlighting the location of the Carrizal Group and
Suboperation 5B, in relation to the palace and main plaza to the southwest (map by Whittaker Schroder).
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Sherds from this deposit additionally presented evident defects due to overfiring (Figure 7). The
clearest sign of overfiring was overvitrification of the clay, producing the highly dense paste and char-
acteristic ringing when fine paste sherds are struck together. In addition, the paste color consisted of a
dull gray (7.5YR 5/1) that tends to be on the darker side of Tres Naciones Fine Gray examples,
although such ceramics vary significantly in paste color (Sabloff 1975:210). Fire clouding was also
common, with such sherds showing areas of orange and gray surface finishes. Several ceramicists
have noted that some Fine Gray sherds when refired become Fine Orange (Adams 1971:26; Bishop
2003:84; Sabloff 1975:210). However, the majority of overfired sherds from the Carrizal Group deposit
are gray, suggesting that when refired repeatedly to extreme temperatures, Fine Orange pastes can
revert to a dark gray color. Crazing was also apparent in some sherds due to overfiring.

Overvitrification, fire clouding, and crazing are typical, especially when vessels are subjected to high
temperatures in close proximity to the fuel source; however, these defects accompany other flaws from
overfiring in the deposit from the Carrizal Group. The most dramatic firing defects identified include
blistering (bloating), fracturing (dunting), and warping. Bubbles or blisters (blebbing) can form on the
surface of ceramics when organic materials or carbonates are not properly burned off or when vessels
are overfired or fired too quickly. Smaller blisters, or pinholing, can appear on glazed or slipped sur-
faces due to trapped gases. When large bubbles burst, especially at a vessel’s rim, a form of cratering
can occur where the interior paste is exposed and visible on the surface. Extreme temperatures can
additionally cause the vessel to lose its form through pyroplasticity, distortion, and warping at the
high end of the clay’s firing range, when the ceramic softens to a level near its original plastic clay

Figure 3. Modified Red Relief Image Map (RRIM) (Auld-Thomas 2022; Chiba et al. 2008) of the Carrizal Group based on 2019
UAS lidar (Schroder, Murtha, Broadbent, et al. 2021) showing structures with 50% transparency and excavations in light gray.
The raised area running along the fence line from the center of the Carrizal Group to the southwest is the patch of giant reed
grass that gave the architectural group its name (map by Whittaker Schroder). (Color online)
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Figure 4. Drone aerial photo of the Carrizal Group, taken in 2022 from above the southwest corner of the group looking to the
northeast. Suboperation 5B is located under the tarp, surrounded by low house platforms and a small patch of partially
cleared giant reed grass (photo by Whittaker Schroder). (Color online)

Figure 5. Photo of the southern and eastern excavation profiles showing the pit feature and ceramic deposit. Note the con-
centrations in the eastern profile (top left), southern profile (top center), and western profile (bottom right) (photo by
Whittaker Schroder). (Color online)
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state (Brierly 2014:118). Vessels in close proximity to each other can additionally fuse together under
such conditions; for example, in saggar kilns in which fine vessels were fired inside of larger undeco-
rated pots (Rice 2009). Fracturing, or dunting, in contrast, occurs when vessels are subjected to rapid
fluctuations in temperature as the kiln is heated or cooled (Brierly 2014:113).

Signs of pyroplasticity are common in the assemblage from the Carrizal Group, especially along the
rims of vessels, which are structurally weakest. Bubbling and fracturing are further common. Pinholing
is present in some sherds—in these examples vessels may have been slipped or glazed (the latter cat-
egorized as Tohil plumbate). In the Carrizal Group deposit, a majority of sherds show some form of
defects, signaling that these sherds were wasters, discarded during the production process. Another
possibility is that such wasters were intentionally created as a means to maintain the high kiln temper-
atures necessary to produce fine ware ceramics. The presence of dunting and warping suggests that
these sherds were subjected to sustained high temperatures alongside periods of rapid heating and
cooling consistent with the process of controlling proper kiln temperature. Although no direct evi-
dence of such a kiln has so far been documented in the Carrizal Group, the high density of ceramic
wasters suggests that these sherds were deposited a short distance from the production site. The large
amount of overfired fine ware sherds and the consistent appearance of such defects throughout the
deposit point to their origin as part of the production process, rather than a postdepositional burning
event. No other evidence of consistently burned soil, artifacts, or ecofacts was apparent. Aside from the
signs of overfiring, no other evidence of production—for example, tools, raw materials, clay, or
pigments—was documented. The deposit therefore represents a site of secondary disposal, rather
than a locus of primary production.

Burials

The documentation of human remains below the ceramic deposit indicates that the context was not
merely a deposit of trash associated with production defects from a nearby kiln (Figure 8). Beneath
the center of the deposit, defined by the densest portion of ceramics, excavations revealed remains
associated with three individuals. The remains were highly fragmentary and in poor condition; how-
ever, the two more complete skeletons (northernmost [Burial 3] and southernmost [Burial 5]) were
extended from west (superior) to east (inferior). Between these two individuals, the third individual
was represented only by the cranium (Burial 4). The absence of additional remains associated with
the third individual may have been intentional or due to the poor preservation of the context. A

Figure 6. Profile drawing of the southern walls of excavation units BN-5B-1 and BN-5B-4 (see Figure 8 for a plan view) (drawing
by Whittaker Schroder). (Color online)
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more complete osteological analysis is necessary, but based on their size, the northernmost individual
was likely a juvenile, while the southernmost individual may have been an adolescent or smaller adult.

The northernmost individual and the separate cranium were both placed immediately beneath the
large ceramic deposit, at the transition to a highly compact C horizon. The largest individual, in con-
trast, had been placed in a simple excavated pit, made up of a silty clay loam, slightly deeper than the
other two individuals. No formal burial architecture accompanied the deceased.

Alongside the southernmost Burial 5 (the adolescent or adult), burial offerings included a shell bead
and two faunal cuspids that had likely formed a necklace. A small deposit of a broken Fine Gray jar
and a fragment of a limestone carving were deposited over the individual’s legs. Accompanying the
northernmost ( juvenile) Burial 3, three Fine Orange ceramic figurines were placed, also over the infe-
rior part of the skeleton (Figure 9). A small stone bead had been placed inside the juvenile individual’s
mouth.

In the Maya area, with the exception of Jaina Island and few other sites, figurines were rarely placed
in burial contexts (Halperin 2014:187, 194). The Carrizal Group offering included two figurines mea-
suring approximately 12 cm long, with a third larger figurine measuring approximately 19 cm long. All
figurines portray women, and they functioned as whistles, with the mouthpieces at the rear base acting

Figure 7. Examples of overfired ceramics from the Carrizal Group: (a) jar fragment with crazing and pinholing; (b) sherd with
dunting and blistering; (c) jar fragment with signs of warping, pinholing, and fire clouding, showing a combination of surface
finishes associated with Fine Orange and Fine Gray pottery; (d) sherd with extensive fracturing or dunting, blistering or bloat-
ing, and overvitrification producing a dull surface; (e) jar with signs of blistering and cratering along the rim, as well as fire
clouding; (f) heavily blistered jar with burst bubbles on the interior, with another sherd fused to its surface; (g) fused sherds
showing pyroplasticity and warping, as well as overvitrification of the slipped surface; (h) large fragment of a jar showing
extreme warping and pyroplasticity, dunting, pinholing, and overvitrification, fused either to another sherd or to the base
of the same vessel; and (i) the interior or reverse side of the same sherd labeled “h,” showing fusing with the basal ring
of the same or a similar vessel (photos by Whittaker Schroder). (Color online)
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as a support. The two smaller figurines show women standing upright, and their bodies were produced
from the same mold. The heads were produced separately, with one woman showing center-parted,
shoulder-length hair and the other wearing a cloth head wrap tied at the front, a style of headdress
commonly found in figurines from contexts associated with all social statuses (Halperin 2014:82).
Both women wear large earrings and the same necklace or gorget. Both women hold ceramic jars
or bowls with their left hands at their midsections, with their right hands inside the vessel, as if form-
ing or cleaning the interior. Each figurine wears a dress, or huipil, with additional applied and incised
textile decorations unique to each figurine.

The largest figurine, originally placed at the center of the ensemble, instead shows a seated woman.
This woman wears her hair in the same center-parted, shoulder-length style as one of the smaller fig-
urines; however, the hair of the larger figurine covers the ears. She wears a necklace of large beads and a
long skirt. Unlike the other two women, the larger figurine is bare-breasted, although additional per-
ishable clothing may have existed (Marcus 2009:45), with the left hand lifted to the chest in a trisected,
elite gesture (Bishop and Cartmill 2021). The right hand rests on the right thigh. Some facial scarifi-
cation is also visible, especially on the left cheek. The larger figurine whistle still produces a note when
played, between G4 and A4.

Figure 8. Plan view of the excavations in Suboperation 5B, showing Burials 3, 4, and 5 alongside the figurine ensemble offer-
ing (drawing by Whittaker Schroder). (Color online)

Latin American Antiquity 1029

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/laq.2024.37
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.136.23.114, on 11 Jan 2025 at 01:42:27, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/laq.2024.37
https://www.cambridge.org/core


The style of the larger figurine resembles those from Jaina Island or Jotuta; the latter a likely pro-
duction center for many of the Jaina figurines (Torres et al. 1984). Similar to the Carrizal Group con-
text, burials at Jaina tend to be relatively shallow and lack burial architecture (McVicker 2012:215; Piña
Chan 2001). Figurines accompanying these burials often portray women engaging in domestic work,
including weaving, food preparation, and childcare. Seated female figures, often nude from the waist
up, sometimes accompany male or supernatural figures in an embrace. These figures have been inter-
preted in burial contexts as representing Goddess I, the young moon or earth goddess, or Ixik Kab, a
symbol of death and rebirth in mortuary contexts (Benson 1979:99; Coe 1975:24–25; McVicker
2012:225). An older counterpart—Goddess O, Chak Chel, or Ix Chel—is also commonly portrayed
in figurine media, sometimes with a headdress in the form of a coiled snake or a twisted cloth head
wrap mimicking a serpent form, as well as skeletal imagery decorating the skirt (Halperin
2014:135–137; Taube 1992:64, 99). Of note, the smaller figurine with a head wrap (BN-5B-1-5)
from the Carrizal Group has incised decoration on the skirt that implies skeletonized imagery,
although this design could merely reflect a textile pattern. Without additional indexes, assigning
these deities to the Carrizal Group figurines is not definite; however, the mortuary context would
be appropriate for depictions of Goddesses I and O.

Donald McVicker (2012:229) has observed that figurines accompanying burials had prior social
lives before their final deposit. The prior use of such figurines created meaning and significance
that led to their importance as burial offerings. The two smaller figurines in the Carrizal Group deposit
show women using or producing ceramics as examples of domestic life. These two figurines addition-
ally show evidence of use-wear, each with their right legs broken, possibly intentionally or accidentally

Figure 9. The obverse and reverse sides of the figurines documented with Burial 3 in the Carrizal Group. A 3D model is avail-
able at https://skfb.ly/oHAFT (photos by Whittaker Schroder). (Color online)
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through prolonged use where the objects are structurally weakest (Halperin 2014:201). In contrast, the
larger figurine lacks the same apparent evidence of use-wear prior to its deposition. Perhaps the larger
figurine was intentionally made as a burial object to accompany the deceased alongside the other
smaller figurines that symbolized daily life. This biographical approach to interpreting figurines
emphasizes the production and reproduction of meaning through the relational interactions between
human and nonhuman agents (Joyce 2009:415; Lopiparo and Hendon 2009:67).

Although the presence of three female figurines alongside three burials encourages an interpretation
that each figurine can be assigned in a one-to-one relationship to a particular interred individual, the
evidence is ambiguous. Assuming limited postdepositional disturbance, the orientation of the figurines
differs from the orientation of the individuals in that only one of the smaller figurines was oriented
with its head to the west, while the other two figurines were oriented with their heads to the east.
Furthermore, the largest figurine was placed at the center of the ensemble, while the largest buried
individual was located furthest to the south. The figurines were intentionally placed above the juvenile
burial; at Jaina, Goddess I figurines often accompany infant burials, as a symbol of rebirth (McVicker
2012:226). Jessica MacLellan and Daniela Triadan (2023) have also noted an association between fig-
urines and child burials at Ceibal, Guatemala. In addition, figurines in burials at Jaina rarely determine
the age, sex, and occupation of the deceased (McVicker 2012), despite some suggestions that certain
examples can be considered as portraiture (Coe 1975:24). The figurine scene from the Carrizal Group
therefore seems not to serve as a representation of the deceased individuals’ counterparts nor a
commemoration of a specific event; instead, the general purpose seems to sanctify the location through
the symbolic importance of the whistles, as well as through the musical performance that could
have accompanied the funeral (Marcus 2009:28, 45). Still, the Carrizal Group figurines seem to define
a gendered space, and the presence of two figurines portraying women using or producing pottery in
association with a large ceramic deposit consisting of sherds with production defects is clearly
meaningful.

Conclusion

The identification and documentation of evidence of Terminal Classic period fine ware production
through the discard of overfired ceramics in the household centered on the Carrizal Group at the
archaeological site of Benemérito Primera Sección, Chiapas is significant due to the general paucity
of direct evidence of ceramic production across the Maya Lowlands. Not only will subsequent analyses
of this context and its recovered materials shed light on local practices of ceramic production and craft
specialization at this site, but findings will have consequences for understanding regional economic
shifts during the critical transition from the Classic to Terminal Classic periods. Although interpreting
this economic transition will require multifaceted methods, including modal classification, paste char-
acterization, osteology, and further excavation in the Carrizal Group, we can begin to make several
observations and conclusions about the nature of the deposit and its relationship to contemporaneous
sites.

The Carrizal Group context underscores the complexity of trash deposits as not merely representing
functional practices of discard but as forming relational and enduring experiences between people and
waste (Halperin and Foias 2016; Harrison-Buck and Hendon 2018; Newman 2023; Watts 2013). This
deposit does not neatly fit archaeological definitions; for example, “middens” that typically consist of
rich, formalized refuse deposits caused by deliberate and sequential accumulation of diverse waste
materials (Beck and Hill 2004:305; Needham and Spence 1997:80), nor does it fit the categories of “ter-
mination” or “peri-abandonment” rituals that serve to deanimate or ritually “kill” objects or places
(MacLellan 2019; Tsukamoto 2017). In the typology offered by James Aimers and colleagues
(2020), the Carrizal Group deposit best fits the category of “dedication or consecration deposits,”
including caches associated with architectural construction, complete ritual objects, and burials. The
Carrizal Group deposit consists almost entirely of ceramic discard and likely reflects a relatively short-
term process of excavation of a pit, the burial of three individuals with offerings, and finally backfilling
with earth and ceramics. Members of the household, however, would have continually interacted with
the deposit due to its visibility at surface level, with no evidence of preserved floors plastered over the
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deposit. The location of the deposit inside living, patio space (near the southern end of the patio),
rather than outside of the patio, behind its structures, centers the discarded objects within the house-
hold rather than separating or disposing the waste in a more distant location.

Still, the ceramics from the Carrizal Group deposit must have been stored or dumped elsewhere
prior to their placement above the burial context. The clear evidence of production in the overfired
ceramics suggests they originated in a kiln. The lack of evidence of burning or other indicators of a
production center in the excavation indicates that the ceramics were not discarded at the kiln site.
More likely, the craftspeople would have discarded ceramic debris at a temporary storage location
near the kiln, followed by its relocation at a later date to its deposition in the Carrizal Group
(Moholy-Nagy 1990:270). However, due to the density of the deposit, the ceramic waste was probably
not moved far from the kiln. Thus, additional areas within and surrounding the Carrizal Group will
need to be investigated to confirm any evidence of the workshop location.

The precise location of the workshop is critical to interpreting the nature of craft production at
Benemérito Primera Sección and its relationship to broader regional economic systems (Halperin
and Foias 2012:169). Although simplistic, the two-part or dualistic economic system of the Classic
Maya economy that differentiates between the decentralized manufacture and distribution of utilitarian
goods and a more centralized elite control of prestige and luxury goods serves as a reasonable model to
begin to explore changes in craft production from the Classic to Terminal Classic periods (Halperin
and Foias 2012:168; Scarborough and Valdez 2009). The manufacture of prestige ceramics—for exam-
ple, polychrome-decorated vessels during the Classic period—has typically been attributed to attached
specialists at elite-controlled production centers, or “palace schools” within royal or elite residences at
the site cores of the largest Maya centers (Ball 1993; Halperin and Foias 2012:172). However, unre-
solved questions surround the production of fine ware ceramics during the transition to the
Terminal Classic period alongside the collapse and transformation of political and economic systems
across the Maya area. Some archaeologists have attributed the emergence of new prestige goods in the
form of fine ware ceramics during the Terminal Classic period to mass production and commercial-
ization, especially in the form of molded-carved ceramics (e.g., Pabellón) and molded figurines (Rathje
et al. 1978; Rice 1987; Sabloff 1973; Sabloff and Rathje 1975). Furthermore, patterns of the distribution
of fine ware ceramics during the Terminal Classic period suggest less centralized economic systems and
perhaps a leveling of socioeconomic distinctions that contrast with the more restricted access to
polychrome ceramics during the Classic period (LeMoine and Halperin 2021; LeMoine et al. 2022).
In contrast, standardization studies of ceramics from the Petexbatún region have highlighted continu-
ities in ceramic assemblages from the Classic to Terminal Classic period inconsistent with a shift
toward commercialization (Foias and Bishop 1997; Ting 2018). Rosemary Joyce (2009:419) has also
cautioned against the interpretation of molded figurines as evidence of mass production, instead iden-
tifying their importance in reproducing valued imagery through small-scale production in household
contexts.

Assuming the workshop dump in the Carrizal Group was not far from the workshop itself, we can
interpret the degree of royal control over the production of fine ware ceramics at Benemérito Primera
Sección. Based on excavations, surface finds, and the documentation of looter’s pits within the site’s
palace to the west of the Carrizal Group, a royal presence likely remained at the site with some signifi-
cant construction and changes in architectural orientations of monumental buildings during the
Terminal Classic period (Godos 2022; Schroder, Ramiro Talavera, and Simmons 2021). Although
not far from Benemérito Primera Sección’s main plaza and palace (at approximately a distance of
500 m), the Carrizal Group does not appear to have been necessarily under direct supervision by
the site’s royal elite. The Carrizal Group likely did not represent a palace school of attached specialists
who produced goods solely for and under the control of a royal court (Brumfiel and Earle 1987). Nor
did the ceramic artisans of the Carrizal Group act as independent specialists producing utilitarian
goods for wide demand and consumption (Olausson 1993:2). Some researchers have proposed the
use of the term “embedded” production that lies between completely independent and entirely con-
trolled or attached specialization (Ames 1995; Janusek 1999). In this scenario, specialists are embedded
in typically high status, kin-based households who produce prestige goods for their own use and for
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circulation in a wider political economic network of elites (Costin 2001:300). Considering the spatial
and political context of the Carrizal Group, physically removed from the site’s palace and at a time of
weakening royal dynasties across the Southern Maya Lowlands, we propose that the model of embed-
ded specialists currently best fits the data, with the potters likely operating as a semiautonomous res-
idential corporate group (Hayden and Cannon 1982). The presence of large household groups in
addition to the Carrizal Group surrounding the site core of Benemérito Primera Sección points to sev-
eral areas where production (whether of ceramics or other materials) could have been nucleated in
neighborhoods or districts within the urban center, but further research is required to test this
hypothesis.

A more detailed analysis of the ceramics from the Carrizal Group, especially surface finish and dec-
oration alongside paste characterization, will further highlight the diversity of fine wares and their pro-
duction centers along the Pasión and Usumacinta Rivers. The current study is preliminary, and we
intentionally avoid reporting quantitative data until a larger sample of analyzed ceramics is available.
Still, we anticipate our ongoing analyses will contribute to current understandings of the wider context
of Maya Fine Ware ceramics. Findings from the Maya Fine Paste Ceramics Project have noted that
modes of decoration and paste composition align with zones where fine ware ceramics were produced
and distributed (Bishop 1994, 2003; Bishop and Rands 1982; Bishop et al. 1982; Foias 1996:130–133).
For example, Pabellón Molded-Carved ceramics of the Altar Fine Orange ceramic group have been
characterized as composed of upstream clays lacking volcanic materials from along the Pasión
River. So far, we have only identified Pabellón Molded-Carved ceramics in low densities at
Benemérito Primera Sección, which corresponds with the southern extent of the downstream (relative
to the Pasión River confluence) portion of the Upper Usumacinta River. Instead, other styles of
decoration (for example, Trapiche incised) are more common at Benemérito Primera Sección, suggest-
ing that the production and distribution of certain types of decorated fine orange ceramics were
restricted across the Usumacinta-Pasión watershed, as compositional studies through the Maya Fine
Paste Ceramics Project have shown. We have also noted a relatively high density of plumbate ceramics
at Benemérito Primera Sección, which differs from ceramic assemblages at sites downstream (for
example Yaxchilán and Piedras Negras), which could be due to restricted distribution or the later chro-
nology of Benemerito Primera Sección, which likely extends into the Early Postclassic period if not
later (López Varela 1989; Muñoz 2006).

Finally, additional analyses of the Carrizal Group materials, alongside osteology and analysis of the
burial context, will contribute to interpreting the composition of the household and an opportunity to
“people the past.” Although we resist a literal interpretation of the burial context and its funerary items,
the context appears to define a gendered space with three female figurines and a deposit of ceramic
wasters that represent a form of craft production not necessarily but often attributed to women’s
labor. Furthermore, the presence of two mold-made figurines each showing a woman holding a
ceramic jar uncannily relates to the deposit of overfired sherds placed above them. Evidence from
other burials that are accompanied by figurines, such as those at Jaina, however, do not always repre-
sent direct one-to-one relationships between the genders or occupations depicted in figurines and
those of the interred individuals alongside them (McVicker 2012).

The Carrizal Group deposit at Benemérito Primera Sección offers a rare opportunity to interpret
ceramic production alongside burial practices and macroregional transformations during the
Terminal Classic period. Additional investigation of this context will interpret the dramatic changes
that took place across the Maya Lowlands at this time from the perspective of a resilient household
that navigated the political and economic turmoil of this period.
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