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Introduction

M. Kathryn Brown and George J. Bey III

The idea for this volume came about through numerous discussions be-
tween the two editors about the lack of communication between the archae-
ologists working in the northern Maya lowlands and archaeologists work-
ing in the central and southern Maya lowlands. Organized symposiums 
focusing on the Preclassic were oftentimes regionally focused as well, and 
very little “cross-pollination” occurred between archaeologists working in 
Mexico and archaeologists working in Guatemala and Belize. This was the 
impetus for the organization of a symposium entitled “Pathways to Com-
plexity in the Maya Lowlands” at the 2004 American Anthropological As-
sociation. In this symposium, participants presented new and exciting data 
that pushed back the established timelines for the rise of complexity in the 
Maya lowlands. We were both excited and pleased to see the engagement of 
the participants with the subject matter and conversations related to differ-
ent trajectories in different regions. This edited volume slowly evolved from 
this initial interaction as we expanded the list of contributors to include 
researchers from different regions who were actively collecting new data on 
the Preclassic time period. In fact, much of the data included in this volume 
had not been documented at the time of our 2004 symposium. We feel that 
this volume serves as an important step forward in Maya studies as there 
has been only one previous collection of edited papers dedicated solely 
to this subject, R. E. W. Adam’s 1977 Origins of Maya Civilization. Several 
edited volumes have addressed the issues of the origins of complexity in 
Mesoamerica (see Benson 1981; Joyce and Grove 1999; Powis 1995; Sharer 
and Grove 1989), and many peer-reviewed publications have addressed this 
topic over the years, however, the lack of edited volumes focusing wholly 
on the rise of social complexity in the Maya lowlands is striking. We believe 
the strength of this volume is the presentation of new questions, new data, 
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and new interpretations from across the Maya lowlands in a single edited 
contribution. We hope that this will be the first of several volumes address-
ing this important subject matter.
 The origin of complexity in the Maya lowlands has been a topic of study 
and debate since the earliest explorers set foot in the region. Many scholars 
have contributed to our growing knowledge about this topic. We highlight 
several important studies across the Maya lowlands as we briefly outline 
changes in our understanding of the origins of Maya civilization over the 
past 80 years or so.
 The first intensive excavation program focusing on the origins of the an-
cient Maya was conducted at the site of Uaxactun, Guatemala, by the Carn-
egie Institution of Washington, D.C., from 1926 to 1937. Sylvanus G. Morley 
visited the site in 1916 and named it Uaxactun (eight stone) because of the 
Cycle Eight long count date deciphered on Stela 9, which was the earliest 
known monument at the time (Morley 1943). This site was selected as part 
of Morley’s large-scale program of research in the Maya lowlands to better 
understand the origins of Maya civilization. The field program at Uaxactun 
established a Preclassic ceramic sequence (Mamom and Chicanel phases) 
based on stratigraphic excavations (Smith 1955) and uncovered Preclassic 
architecture including the archetype for “E” Groups (Ricketson and Rick-
etson 1937; Smith 1950). This important work conducted by the Carnegie 
Institution of Washington at Uaxactun was an essential milestone in early 
scholarly Preclassic research and provided a much-needed chronological 
framework for future studies to build upon. This and other early studies 
of Maya centers provided empirical contributions to our understanding of 
the ancient Maya. These data, however, were often interpreted within the 
framework of the traditional model of vacant ceremonial centers ruled by 
a peaceful priesthood, a model that was largely associated with J. Eric S. 
Thompson.
 These ideas were replaced, starting in the 1960s by models that recog-
nized Maya centers as densely populated stratified societies ruled by kings 
who clearly practiced warfare. These models to explain the formation of an-
cient Maya civilization were linked to a large extent with “new archaeology” 
or processual archaeology, and evolutionary models, leading to consider-
ation of such factors as population pressure, environmental degradation, 
and conflict in state formation processes. A pioneering volume, Origins of 
Maya Civilizations, edited by R. E. W. Adams, was the first truly compre-
hensive work dedicated to this important topic. This volume was the first 
attempt to synthesize the archaeological data from across the lowlands.
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 Looking back at the 1977 landmark volume The Origins of Maya Civi-
lization provides a benchmark for establishing the progress that has been 
made in addressing questions related to the rise of complexity in the Maya 
area in the past three to four decades. The Origins of Maya Civilization, the 
published results of a seminar held at the School of American Research in 
Santa Fe, was dedicated to producing a model to explain the “appearance of 
Maya civilization” (Adams and Culbert 1977:3). Origins provided a survey 
of the earliest regional expressions of Maya culture while trying to elucidate 
the processes that resulted in Classic Maya civilization. The introduction by 
Adams and Culbert and the synthetic final chapter by Willey provide much 
of the results of the various authors. What stands out is how these Maya-
nists were straddling the cultural history world of their upbringing with the 
arrival of processual archaeology. There was a strong interest in defining 
civilization and when we would know it happened, but at the time, this was 
still primarily a trait list. Civilization was defined by its architecture, art 
style, writing and calendrics, burials, and urban centers. Temples used for 
“kinship unit-ritual centers” and burial sites for “apotheosized ancestors,” 
palaces and ballcourts were primary architectural units thought to mark 
Maya civilization as were dense urban populations (Adams and Culbert 
1977:5). These characteristics were seen to reflect a society that was based 
on a pyramidal social structure headed by hereditary elites who ruled over 
both craft and occupational specialists and a large agricultural population.
 Two other salient points regarding our understanding of the origins of 
Maya civilization in the 1970s were a heavy emphasis on the southern low-
lands and a focus on the Late Preclassic period (300 B.C.–A.D. 300). Only 
one chapter in Origins was focused on the northern lowlands and it was 
clear that the Maya archaeologists at that time thought the origins of social 
complexity in the Maya lowlands were to be found during the Late Preclas-
sic. This geographical bias in the study of the Preclassic in Maya archaeol-
ogy persists until today. In fact, that is one of the major contributions of the 
present volume, an attempt to provide for the first time a balanced view of 
the development of social complexity in the Maya area.
 However, as this volume also attests, the last 15 years has witnessed an 
explosion of new information that pushes back the origins of social com-
plexity into the Middle Preclassic. The same could be said in 1977 for the 
Late Preclassic since at that time most of the evidence for social complexity 
had been published within the last twenty years. Origins offered an ex-
cellent presentation of the data from those discoveries and we can only 
hope our volume does the same 40 years hence. Whereas in 1977 the Late 
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Preclassic was thought to provide the basis by which archaeologists could 
explain the rise and nature of Classic Maya culture, it now appears evident 
to us that any discussion of the development of social complexity must be 
focused on the Middle Preclassic. In terms of theory, despite the interest in 
processual thinking, the participants in the 1977 volume were apparently 
quite comfortable with Adams and Culbert’s (1977:12) statement: “By and 
large . . . present theories are not new but rather variations on the Carnegie 
set of themes.” Mayanists at that time were looking to the 1920s–1950s for 
their primary set of ideas, modifying them with their newly found data 
and approaches. For the most part these early “theories” consisted of deter-
mining where the traits composing Maya civilization came from with the 
underlying assumption that most of them came from somewhere else. In 
1977 this had morphed into several new versions such as the “Protoclassic 
theory” which sought to explain the origins of at least part of Maya civili-
zation as “deriving from non-Maya central America” (Adams and Culbert 
1977:13). Although what traits, their origins, and the timing varied among 
the archaeologists in the new “Multi-institutional Period,” the majority 
still argued that Maya civilization was built upon borrowing versus in situ 
development.
 New processual ideas being considered in 1977 to help explain why so-
cial complexity developed in the forests of the Maya lowlands during the 
Late Preclassic attempted to bring the old ideas and new data in line with 
ecological, demographic, conflict, exchange, and ideological models of cau-
sation. Ideology played a much less central role in 1977 than it does today; 
as Willey noted it was largely considered epiphenomenal in the develop-
ment of social complexity in the Maya lowlands (if for no other reason than 
there was a dearth of ideological data from these early times). External 
stimuli however remained a central idea for the development of lowland 
social complexity. Other issues grappled with by the authors were related 
to social complexity in general and whether the Maya ever made the transi-
tion from chiefdom to state as well as to how to fit the emerging new data 
on Maya settlements into models of urbanism.
 At the end of the introduction of Origins, Adams and Culbert offer what 
the School for Advanced Research (SAR) participants agreed were the most 
significant features and aspects to consider in discussing the rise of Maya 
civilization. It is interesting to note them and see how far we have come—or 
have not come—in both answering/readjusting these questions or devel-
oping alternative ones. We return to several of these questions in the final 
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chapter of this volume and examine them in light of new data presented in 
the following chapters. They include:

a. The source and mechanism for the arrival of people into the Maya 
lowlands

b. What these original populations looked like upon initial arrival
c. How fast these populations grew after their arrival
d. When does social complexity appear and how did growth vary across 

time and space
e. What do we mean by civilization, particularly as regards elite versus 

nonelite culture
f. What was the nature of Maya civilization by the Late Preclassic and 

what was the Protoclassic boundary all about.

Origins essentially set the stage and provided a framework for future stud-
ies. Since 1977, scholars have worked to refine the chronology, fill in the data 
gaps, and address new and in some ways, very different questions about the 
origins of the ancient Maya. Several great discoveries and focused research 
projects followed on the heels of Origins. Below we present several major 
discoveries that advanced our knowledge of the Preclassic time period.
 One of the most significant research projects related to the rise of com-
plexity in the Maya lowlands was focused on the small farming village of 
Cuello, Belize. As Norman Hammond aptly noted, “the development from 
early farming communities into such proto-urban centers needs further 
study” (Hammond 1999:49). Hammond and his team began investigat-
ing the site of Cuello in 1975 as part of the larger Corozal Project in or-
der to examine the antecedents of Classic Maya civilization (Hammond, 
ed. 1991). Hammond’s research at Cuello contributed greatly to this realm 
and documented the establishment and development of a small Preclassic 
farming village that shed light on the process of the rise of complexity in 
the Maya lowlands. Hammond states, “the key to this process lies in the 
Middle Preclassic, in the centuries before 400 B.C. and after the initial vil-
lage settlement of the Maya lowlands zone: Cuello is one of the first, but 
undoubtedly not the last, of the sites of this crucial period to contribute 
to our understanding of the genesis of Maya civilization” (Hammond, ed. 
1991:248). In many respects, the discoveries at Cuello opened the door for 
new questions about the origins of Maya civilization, pushing back the 
established time-line for the earliest settled villages with the discovery of 
the pre-Mamom ceramic phase, Swasey (Kosakowsky 1987; Pring 1979). 


