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One of the most important developments in the last several decades in 
Maya studies has been the appreciation for how thoroughly and compre-
hensively interconnected was the ancient world of the lowland Maya. Even 
a few decades ago, the overriding vision of the lowland Maya landscape was 
one peppered with scores of autonomous small kingdoms crafting separate 
political histories (de Montmollin 1989; Demarest 1992; Fash 1994; Freidel 
1986; Grube 2000; Hammond 1991; Marcus 1993; Sabloff 1986; Sanders 1981; 
Webster 1997). Such a view did not fully embrace the notion of a heavily 
constructed, regionally integrated, or continuously curated landscape.
 Previous research on landscapes in the Maya area tended to focus on 
the complex interactions between the natural environment and notions of 
sacred geography, social memory, and economic organization (Ashmore 
2004, 2015; Brady and Ashmore 1999; Dunning et al. 1999; Freidel and 
Schele 1988a; Hendon 2010; Koontz et al. 2001; Puleston 1977; Schele 2000; 
Taube 2003, 2004, 2013). These approaches were especially focused on the 
humanistic phenomenological quest to understand how the ancient Maya 
understood their own landscape, to reconstruct the nature of ancient cos-
movision (Ashmore 2015:310) based on both emic ideology (native notions 
of cosmology) as well as etic pragmatism (least-cost paths, viewsheds, and 
ecological viability). Importantly, however, these approaches contributed 
to the demise of the structuralist paradigm claiming an inherent distinc-
tion between pristine and built landscapes (Ashmore 2015:307). That is, 
no landscape was devoid of social meaning: all were “already constructed” 
spaces even if not literally built.
 These nuances allowed research to see landscapes as fields of inequality, 
complexity, integration. In fact, this collection of chapters approaches the 
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idea of landscape not just as the sum total of how a settlement’s local envi-
rons were plied and manipulated to conform to their deep-seated and nor-
mative notions of sacred geography but also takes note of how the lowland 
Maya actively constructed landscapes of power, meaning, and exchange 
that rendered their social worlds imbricated, interdependent, and complex.

Approaches to Monumental Landscapes

The editors of this volume asked each author, all Alphawood Foundation 
grantees, for a chapter that explores how his or her research conceives of 
monumentality and landscapes very broadly. In other words, we did not say 
to the authors, “This is what monumental means, and this is what landscape 
means,” but instead we asked the authors “what does monumental land-
scape mean to you in the context of your research into the ancient Maya?” 
The result of asking that question is, we think, a much more interesting 
set of answers and chapters than would have resulted from establishing 
defined limits on the terms.
 The collected chapters offer interpretations and perspectives of land-
scape importance in various regions in the Maya area including the central 
Maya lowlands, Belize, and the northern and central Maya highlands (Fig-
ure 1.1) with studies spanning over 10,000 years of human occupation in 
the region (Table 1.1). Taking their cues from a robust scholarship on land-
scape archaeology, urban planning, political history, and settlement pattern 
studies in Maya research, the authors in this volume explore conceptions 
of monumentality and landscapes that are the products of long-term re-
search and varied research agendas. We have grouped the chapters in three 
broad conceptual categories based on the primary approach to the topic 
chosen by each chapter’s author(s): natural and built landscapes, political 
and economic landscapes, and ritual and sacred landscapes. As discussed 
below, these divisions are simply one way of organizing the chapters in this 
volume. We could just as easily have placed several of our chapters into 
another category, but we felt that the structure presented here best groups 
similar chapters and approaches.
 In all cases, the chapters focus on the monumentality, construed in 
different ways and at difference scales, of the ancient Maya intervention, 
modification, perceptions, and construction of these landscapes. In this 
way, these studies help advance the notion that approaching the built envi-
ronment through the lenses of monumentality and landscape provides the 
necessary scales of analyses to explain not just basic ideational concepts of 
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Figure 1.1. Map of the Maya area showing sites discussed in this volume and selected other major sites. 
Base map courtesy of NASA JPL, SRTM mission.
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Table 1.1. General chronology for the Maya area

Period Dates
Historic/Colonial 1520–1920 CE
Postclassic 900/1000–1520 CE
Terminal Classic 810–900/1000 CE
Late Classic 550/600–810 CE
Early Classic 250–550/600 CE
Terminal Preclassic 100–250 CE
Late Preclassic 350 BCE–100 CE
Middle Preclassic 1000–350 BCE
Early Preclassic 2000–1000 BCE
Late Archaic 5000 (??)–2000 BCE
Early Archaic 8000–5000 (??) BCE
Paleoamerican 12,000–8000 BCE

ancient Maya society but also accurately model the regionally integrated 
lowland Maya society. As this chapter’s title aptly implies, the idea that the 
ancient Maya “built their world” connotes notions of an active and sus-
tained social, economic, and political interdependence that scholarship is 
now revealing.

Natural and Built Landscapes

Natural and built landscapes have been a central theme in Maya studies. 
This volume presents a spectrum of papers that offer information on both 
types of landscapes and how the ancient Maya integrated and organized 
their world around their geographic setting. Natural landscape represents 
particular habitats such as mountains, caves, and lakes that have not been 
impacted by humans but nonetheless can be perceived as monumental 
as they relate to the ecology of a particular geographic space. The natural 
landscape played an important role in Maya society as it affected choices 
for where to settle and construct sites and was integrated into sites’ layouts, 
built spaces, and orientations. Natural landscape also had implications for 
the economic, political, social, and ideational aspects of Maya society (Ash-
more 2015). Some natural landscapes were integrated into monumental 
centers as representing the society’s cosmology.
 Built landscapes represent human action in the planning and construc-
tion of particular spaces to fulfill the needs of a particular group. The ac-
tions invested in built landscapes can be monumental, involving large 
amounts of labor required to exploit particular resources for leveling large 


