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Economics of Maya Salt

The Classic Maya acquired salt by solar evaporation and by boiling brine in 
pots over fires inside specialized salt kitchens. The brine-boiling method 
was used at the Paynes Creek Salt Works, on the coast of southern Belize 
(Figure 1.1). The salt works were submerged by sea-level rise, preserving 
wooden buildings below the sea floor in red mangrove peat (Rhizophora 
mangle) along with associated artifacts. In addition to briquetage—the 
pottery used in brine boiling—nonlocal pottery at the salt works can be 
used to identify the inland consumers of salt. Analyses of the wooden 
buildings, briquetage, and other artifacts are used to evaluate the scale, 
intensity, and organization of salt production and its role in the Classic 
Maya economy. 
 Other researchers have discovered that Classic Maya householders 
were not as self-sufficient as once thought but instead produced surplus 
goods for marketplace trade. In addition, householders obtained goods 
and resources, including exotics such as obsidian and jadeite, from mar-
ketplaces nearby and at more distance locations (Chase et al. 2015; Hirth 
2009a; Masson et al. 2016; Sheets et al. 2015). At Ceren—a Classic Maya 
village that was dramatically preserved by tephra from a volcanic erup-
tion—householders specialized in agricultural or craft products, taking 
them to markets outside the village where they traded for a variety of 
goods, including exotics (Sheets et al. 2015). Neighborhood marketplaces 
at the end of causeways radiating from central Caracol, Belize, provided a 
location for goods and resources from nearby and more distance locations 
to be traded (Chase et al. 2015). Objects made from exotic material, such 
as obsidian blades and jadeite beads, as well as nonlocal painted serving 
dishes were widely distributed at commoner households throughout the 
city. The highest quality and quantity of highly crafted goods, often of ex-
otic material, were found in dynastic and other elite contexts at Caracol, 



Figure 1.1. The Maya area showing the Paynes Creek Salt Works and other sites mentioned in 
the text. By Mary Lee Eggart.
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but the exotic and other nonlocal materials were still available to most 
people. Was salt distributed through marketplace trade, along with other 
goods? In particular, was salt production for home use or surplus house-
hold production for marketplace trade? How much salt was produced and 
to what degree was production state controlled?

Gifting, Tribute, and Feasting

During the Classic period, the ancient Maya reached the height of their 
civilization. Some 80 city-states were flourishing in the tropical rainfor-
ests and highland areas of Guatemala, Belize, the Yucatán of Mexico, 
western Honduras, and El Salvador (Figure 1.1; Martin and Grube 2000). 
Each city-state was ruled by a dynastic king or queen with an entourage 
of royal family members, artisans, courtiers, and others living at the royal 
court. In addition, the large cities had subsidiary towns and villages in the 
surrounding countryside.
 In contrast to other ancient civilizations that had strong central gov-
ernments—such as Imperial China, the Aztecs, and the Incas—the Classic 
Maya lacked a well-developed bureaucracy, an obsession with tax records, 
or a strong military force. By comparison, they were less centrally orga-
nized.1 Certainly warfare was common, even endemic, according to some 
researchers, escalating during the Late Classic (Demarest 2004). Initially, 
the focus by Classic Maya dynastic leaders was on self-aggrandizing, but 
by the Late Classic there was an interest in control of land and labor.
 Royal gift exchange, tribute, and feasting were important means for the 
dynastic Maya to establish, maintain, and reinforce power relationships 
(Foias 2007). At events held in the royal courts, Maya rulers brokered and 
solidified power hierarchically with dynastic leaders of other city-states 
and asserted their superior status vis-à-vis elite rulers of smaller com-
munities within their polity. The dynastic leaders displayed their power 
through monumental architecture, stone or stucco depictions of rulers on 
building facades, and propaganda texts on stelae recounting, sometimes 
in exaggerated form, their exploits and those of their dynastic forebears. 
Highly crafted goods, often with value added by their nonlocal origin, 
were given as gifts, such as the Buenavista vase from Naranjo (Ball and 
Taschek 2001; Reents-Budet et al. 2000). Some gifts were transported 
great distances, including the Altun Ha vase found at Copan or jadeite 
funeral masks on deceased royalty at Palenque and Calakmul.
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 Classic Maya leaders conquered nearby and distant cities, placing 
their leaders as rulers and exacting tribute. Their palaces functioned as 
administrative offices as well as royal residences (Christie 2003; Inomata 
and Houston 2001). There were court scribes and a hierarchy of elites at 
the royal courts and in subsidiary communities within each polity, who 
served in administrative functions and were accountable to the dynastic 
leaders. Scribes were high-status individuals living in the royal court, as 
described for Aguateca (Inomata 2001). The written records they have left 
behind on stone monuments, pottery vessels, and other objects focus on 
dynastic history with little information on taxation, tribute, or other eco-
nomic matters. Such economic records may have been written in paper 
books that did not preserve.
 The dynastic Maya exercised their political power through tribute from 
conquered city-states and subsidiary populations within their realm, in 
addition to maintaining marketplaces (King 2015). With urban popula-
tions reaching 100,000 at the capital city of Tikal (Harrison 1999) and 
perhaps 110,000 at Caracol (Chase and Chase 2014), agricultural products 
and labor were in high demand for public works such as the rebuilding 
and renovation of stone temples, palaces, and causeways. Representations 
of tribute payment can be seen in painted scenes on pottery vessels and on 
the temple murals at Bonampak (Houston et al. 2006; Miller 1986). Xuen-
kal women specialized in cloth production in the Terminal Classic, at a 
time when the nearby city of Chichén Itzá reached its peak and demanded 
tribute (Ardren et al. 2016). Textile tribute at Tikal, Calakmul, and other 
Late Classic cities in the Southern Maya Lowlands expanded as standard 
sizes of cotton cloth acquired as tribute were used by Maya royalty as 
stored wealth, used for acquiring goods and food later (Baron 2018a:110), 
or as tribute ransom for war captives (McAnany 2010:278–281).
 In addition to high-quality cotton cloth, other common tribute items 
were cacao, jadeite, Spondylus shell, and quetzal feathers (Baron 2018b), 
which “formed an archetypal set of items that royal courts were expected 
to possess in abundance. They are emblematic of successful feasting, luxu-
rious clothing, and symbolically charged personal adornment” (McAnany 
2010:291). A large number of artisans and others living in Classic Maya 
cities had to be fed. Without evidence of extensive storage facilities (in 
contrast to the Inca warehouses), stored tribute wealth by royalty and ur-
ban marketplaces may have served as places where people acquired food 


