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To my family,
for teaching me the importance of a good meal



MAYA PALACE KITCHENS

Suprahousehold Food Preparation at the Lace
-and Terminal Classic Site of Xunantunich, Belize’

Lisa ). LeCount

Before the development of haute cuisine in eighteenth-century Iraly,
courdy food in the noble houses of Europe conformed more to a tra-
dition of extravagant displays than to innovative preparations associ-
ared with later cookery (Mennell 1996: 68). Early banquets featured
copious amounts of roasred mear and wheat bread, the raw ingredi-
ents of which came from local estates. First and foremost, the scale of
nable banquets exemplified the power of the king and the splendor
of courtly life. Although not trendsetters, cooks prepared both public
and private feasts and carered 1o their patrons’ private whims.

Much the same can be said of Classic period feasting among the.
Maya. Although the ancient Maya clites may have consumied greater
amounts of meat, maize, and £a’kaw {¢acao) (Chase and Chase 2001:
129; Gerry 1993; Pohl 1990: 167), there is little evidence that what
they ate and how they prepared their food differed qualiratively from
those of commoners {LeCount 2001). Whart differentiated Maya
elites from commonets revolved more around their abilicy to spon-
sor large feasts, their roles in civic feasting everits, and the manner in
which they consumed their feasts (LeCount 2001).

The focus of this discussion therefore revolves not around feasts
per sc but around whar happened behind the scenes leading up

133




134 LISA ). LECOUNT

Classic period Maya palace feasts. How did Maya royal and noble houses
organize food preparation? Where were the kitchens, and how were they
staffed? Ar Xunantunich, I suggest that a ser of low ancillary structures ad-
jacent to the ruler’s compound was a palace kitchen and the people who
worked there were actached food specialists who prepared and served food
for the ruling family and special events. The ancillary structures are physi-
cally connecred to che southeast corner of the ruler’s compound, and seairs
led directly into it. Given the close proximicy of the service area to the ruler’s
compound, I enterrain the possibilicy chat kitchen help was closely related
to the ruling family. If so, not only was their work area physically attached
to the ruler’s compound, bur they were socially atrached to the ruling house
as well. '

There is some precedent for viewing palace kitchens as specialized work ar-
eas and cooks as artached specialists in the Maya Lowlands. Takeshi Inomara’s
{2001) research on elite specialization illustrates how some kind of crafting was
a common activity among Classic period Maya nobles, including courders, at
the site of Aguateca, Guatemala. Alchough their output was never grear, clire
artists produced high-value items in noble residences located in close proxim-
ity to the Palace Group (Inomara 2001: figure 2). He also makes the case that

crafting was a spiritual endeavor in which artisans transformed raw resources

into animared objects—ritual paraphernalia and costume elements—through
their connections with supernatural powers and knowledge, Special skills,
knowledge, and supernatural connections helped legitimize noble status in
Maya saciery.

Like crafting, cooking is a transformarional process that involves acquired
skills, special vools, and in cerrain cases, supernacural intervention. For this
reason, I address the organization of elite food preparation in the same way
archaeologists examine other forms of specialization. Utilizing concepes de-
veloped for the study of craft specialization (Costin 1991), 1 employ the pa-
rameters of context, concentration, scale, and intensity o understand how
food preparation and serving for Maya rulers differed from pracrices in noble
and commoner households. Although heuristic, Cathy Costin's model under-
theorizes the social relations of production, especially those associated with
corporate or ricual production. Like other forms of crafting, elite food prepara-
tion may not fit comfortably within current evolutionary models of specializa-
tion. Nonetheless, by applying this model I systemacically examine how food
preparation is similar to craft production and the ways in which cooking as a
quintessential domestic activity differ from other forms of specialization. In
this way, we can begin to address some of the assumptions behind models of
specialization,
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Classic Maya Palaces, Kitchens, and Specialists

The Classic period Maya royal court was a group of people who lived and
worked in a large palace, a palatial set of buildings organized as an enclosed
compoupd, or, more expansively, an agglutinated acropolis (Inomata and
Houston 2001).' Maya courts not only funcitioned as houses of royal lineages
but performed essential administrative, judiciary, ceremonial, and diplomatic
funcrions as well (Inomata and Houston 2001: 12}, Many lines of evidence
support this interpretation, but none so visually striking as rhe images painted
on Classic period polychrome pottery and described in hieroglyphs found in-
scribed on these vessels. o

Epigraphic and art-historical analyses of images painted and inscribed on
portery vessels indicate chac at least four kinds of public events ook place ar
palaces: presentations, performances, religious rites, and feasts {Reents-Budet
2000, 2001). Food commanded a central position in many palace activiries,
Tamales, meats, ka'kaw drinks, and other foods can be seen heaped on plates,
presenced in vases, and frothing in jars (Houston, Stuart, and Taube 2006;
Taube 1989). The £ubhul ajaw, or divine lord, was always locared at the center
of the scene (Reents-Buder 2001: 217). Some images illustrate him, or possibly
her, sitting on a bench inside a palace with a small group of people; other scenes
depicr larger delegations standing ourside on palace steps. Food was served to
guests as gestures of hospiralicy, received as tribute from subordinate lords, and
offered to the gods as part of the ritcual commensalicy at ceremonies.

Some courtiers who surrounded the k'uhul ajaw might have been involved
in food service and preparation (Reents-Buder 2001: 215). A crucial member
of the sixteenth-century K’iche court was the nim chokoj—"giver of banquers”
or “master of ceremonies”—whose responsibilicies included arranging food
and drink for wedding banquers (Tedlock 1996: 322, 347). A high-ranking
lord in each of the three ruling K'iche lineages held the title. Michael Coe and
Justin Kerr (1998: 91, 94) suggest that an individual filling the position of @4
Fu hun, a pre-Hispanic title referring to “he of the holy house™ or possibly “he
of the holy book,” also may have been a master of ceremonies, similar to a nim
chokoj, during the Late and Terminal Classic periods. This courcier may have
been the same individual who is depicted in scenes rendered on some Classic
Maya drinking vases, standing behind che throne of the k’'uhul ajaw and watch-
ing palace proceedings (Reents-Buder 2001: 215).

Palace scenes occasionally depict food service or preparation. Women are
ofren shown offering food and drink (Kerr 1990: 297 {K2914], 1994: G40
[K4996}, 1997: 807 [K5456]), grinding ka'kaw (Kerr 2008 [K631}), prepar-
ing or serving bevcra’“ges (Kerr 2008 [K3027]), and pouring liquid {Coe 1972:
91 [K511]). Although the women in these images might represent servanus, i
is interesting to note that the woman depicted pouring liquid on the Princeton
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vase (Kerr 2008 [K511]) displays the high forchead associated wich noble sta-
ts. Although in this scene she represents one of the characters from the Popul
Vih legend of the Hero Twins in the Court of Xibalba (Justin Kerr, personal
communication, 2004), the image also demonstrates how collareral elices might
have performed important roles for courdy banquets. Certain noblewomen
may have been responsible for the final preparations of sacred ka'kaw drinks; or
like some European nobles (Mennell 1996: 1 16), Maya noblewomen may have
supervised servants working in palace kitchens. It is conceivable thac Maya
courtiers took some part in the preparation of feasts, bur it is difficult o envi-
sion chem cooking on a daily basis, especially given the evidence for separate
living and working conditions across social classes (Hendon 1996, 1997; Joyce
1393, 2000; Robin 2004). It is more probable that servants or lower-ranked
members of noble households cooked daily for the king and courr.

Kitchens are commonly inferred architectural features ar Classic period
Maya sites (Folan et al. 2001; Haviland 1981; Haviland and Moholy-Nagy
1994; Sanders 1989: 96). Usually identified as low platforms behind or beside
domestic structures, kitchens were dedicated activity areas where food prepa-
ration took place and trash was deposited. Sanders {1989: 92-95) identified
palace kitchens in noble compound groups at Las Sepuituras, Copan, by the
presence of dense, sherd-laden middens, features such as hearchs and work-
beriches, and a lack of burials. :

At Aleun Ha, Structure A-8 was likely the location of a palace kitchen
thart prepared food and drink for royalty (Reents-Buder 2000). This ancillary
platform is situated behind Structure A-2, 2 palace that contains an elaborarely
decorared bench similar to those depicted in Maya art in which rulers sat fease-
ing and exchanging gifts. Behind Structure A-2 is an extensive midden con-
taining the pottery remains of large and sumprtuous banquers (Reencs-Budet
2000: 1029). The palace kitchen was locared on a low platform that supported
a central vaulted building encircled by perishable structures. In general, vaulred
buildings are indicarive of privileged status; however, the presence of modest
burials in the low placform indicates thar most of the people who worked there
were no elite. Burned floor features and a garbage dump indicare thac chis
low platform was a service area for feasts that rook place arop Structure A-2
(Reents-Budet 2000: 1030). :

Kitchens were not restricted to royal and noble palaces in Maya capitals,
Ac the Chan site, a minor center in the rural hinterlands of the Kunantunich
polity, an ancillary platform identified as a kitchen was appended to the largest
house (Structure 2) on the public plaza (Latsch 2004; Robin 1999). The north-
ern position of Structure 2 on the plaza would have placed its elite occupants
in a privileged posirion near founding ancesrors (Ashmore 1989, 1991, 1992).

Theancillary building was a low platform thac lacked any evidence of a masonry
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superstructure but displayed enigmatic features, including !ow walls thac fnilght
have formed storage bins and possibly a workbencl*} or raised surface. Similar
small, ancillary scructures attached w commoner residences l-lmvc been found a
Ceren, Honduras (Sheets 1992), and at sites in the Copan hinterfands (Gonlin
1993). Again, archacologists identified these scrucrures as l-utchelns based on the
nearby presence of dense middens or other types of trash c‘ieposus,

The organization of food preparation in non-royal k'll:chens cannor be ex-
trapolated from arcwork, since the Maya illuscraced rnami)'r royal people and
events directly related o their lives. However, ercl"meologlcai da'ta 1end' evi-
dence to suggest that domestic and economic activities were less dlfferef'matcd
and segregated among non-royal groups (Robin 2.004); cherefore, th? kitchens
of less privileged groups may have been the domain of extended family or cor};
porarte group members. Although commoner women may have w01:ke.d muc
of their day in kirchens cooking, few would call chem atrached spe.mahsts. |

" The fact that commen women who work in kitchens full-time are not
considered specialists raises an interesting point: Whar is the difterence be-.
tween craft specialises who work in the home and h'orf-nemal{ers? Are nobles.
who work in lineage compounds occuparional spec;ahsts‘whereas common
women are homermakers? Similar questions are asked today in our own society,
and the answers hinge on our definition of spccialization: ACCOKdlflg to B:a.rbara
Stark (1995: 233), specialization is defined as “production for distribution to
other households on more than a sporadic basis.” It is the nature‘of: exchange
that makes an item a commodity and producers occupational sp(?le!J]SIES {Clark
and Parry 1990; Inomara 2001). In this way, definitions of specialization hark
back to the ideas of Karl Marx, who made the distincrion between use value
and exchange value (Roscberry 1997: 33). Nor all |:lst?ful prloduccs are com-
modities because they never change hands through gifting, tribute, or Tarkets
bur instead are exchanged through other social mechanisms. In addition to.
their use value, commodities gain added worth through cheir exchange value
:34). : :
(Ros:(ti’zl?;rf irgc?rkers), who labor daily at a domesric task, thereforcf, do not fi
into our current definition of specialization unless, ofcqurse, food is produced
regularly for people outside the houschold. This.may indeed be the case fo(;
feuddl European and Classic period Maya palace klfc-hen help, who cooked an
served at public banquets and private affairs for visiting royalty and other noni
kin groups on a regular basis. It may also have been true for other non-roya
Maya groups who regularly prepared food for supral:notfsehold' feasts. .
But viewing food solely as a commodity may limit our interpretation o
people who labor every day to prepare items thar fulfill many social, politi-
cal, economic, and ritual obligations. For precapitalist societies we should go
beyond our current ideas of labor and exchange as the only bases of value to
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examine artisans who reside ourside the confines of commodity specialization.
Qualitatively different relations of production and exchange, such as ritual and
kin obligations, may have been important in derermining value and occupa-
tional status in ancient societies.

Many Classic period Maya arrisans were members of elite corporate
groups who produced their wares in royal or noble palaces {Ball 1993; Foias
2002; Inomata 2001; McAnany 1993; Reents-Buder 1994}, As acrached spe-
cialists, these elite craftspeople made prestige goods, including shell ornaments,
rextiles, and pyrite mosaic mirrors, for higher-ranked members of their own
group. Therefore, at least part of the value of these inalienable wealch goods
was conferred through social relations and work thac occurred within the
house. Inalienable objects gain value precisely because they never leave the
hands of the group that makes them, similar o the way we think about some
kinds of family heirlooms today. Foods and other ephemeral objects made by
close family members also gain value because of their personal connecrions to
people and houses. ' '

Viewing goods as commuodities also limits our understanding of how cer-
tain items are imbued with supernatural properties. As discussed above, Maya
crafting was also an ideologically laden activity in which artistic pursuits con-
firmed a connection berween the artisan and the supernatural (Inomara 2001;
331). Through the production process, some objects were anirnated wirh su-
pernatural forces. The same may have been true for elice Maya cooks and the
feasts they created, since foods—especially maize and ka'kaw—were sacred
substances and, in the appropriate contexts, manifestations of deiries {Freidel,
Schele, and Parker 1993; Taube 1985). Special skills and esoreric knowledge
associated with elite cooking may have transformed foods into sacred meals,
ritual offerings, and other special fare. In addition, only special cooks may have
been allowed to prepare meals for a Maya lord because of moral and social
codes abour the kinds of foods that could be consumed by a royal body, It is
possible, therefore, that some Classic Maya cooks might have been recognized
as specialisrs.

In the following sections, I rurn ro Xunancunich’s palace kitchen and com-.
pare it with other elite and commoner domestic assemblages to determine the
organization of food preparation at this Maya site. Before doing so, I present
a brief sketch of the Xunancunich poliry during the Late and Terminal Classic
periods to set the table for a more detailed examination of s royal kitchen.

Xunantunich: A Late and Terminal Classic Maya Center

The Classic period Maya site of Xunanrunich was a’ provincial center in
the upper Belize River valley located three kilometers east of the modern-
[
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day Guatemala-Belize border (Figure 6.1). From its ridgetop vantage point,
Xunancunich overlooks the nexus of political and gcogr;{phlcal boundar-
ies. Less than a day’s walk to the west was Naranjo, the f:apltai of one of d}\e
largest and most bellicose Classic Maya states situated in the eastern Petén
(Martin and Grube 2000). To the east of Xunantunich lay a set of regional cen-
ters—Actuncan, Buenavista del Cayo, Cahal Pech, Baking Por, afld Blackman
Eddy-—whose leaders claimed control over fertile alluvial terraces an.d uplar;ds
near the Mopan and Macal rivers, which form the upper Belize River v.a% ey
(Garber 2004). Classic period centers ranged in regional scale and political
centralization from large, terricorially expansive states, such as those centered
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at Tikal and Calakmul, to compararively small and, at times, subjugared king-
doms, such as Xunantunich. '

Xunantunich rose rapidly to power in the Hats’ Chaak phase of the Late
Classic period (AD 660-780) under the aegis of Naranjo (LeCount and Yaeger,
in press; LeCount er al. 2002; Leventhal -and Ashmore 2004). At the height
of its power, hincerland populations wirhin five kilometers of the site reached
35,000 people (Yaeger 2003). These people were called upon to build the mas-
sive monuments that characterize Xunanrunich. In exchange for labor and
tribute, polity members received protection and civic-ceremonial leadership
from rulers who lived in the city (Marcus 1983). Although Xunantunich’s lead-
ers claimed political autonomy from Naranjo beginning in AD 820, during the
Tsak’ phase of the Terminal Classic period, construction ceased within a few
generations, and rural populations declined until the site was abandoned in the
lare ninth or early tenth cenrury.

The core of the site encompasses roughly fourteen hectares of monumental
archirecture, including palaces, pyramids, and an acropolis called the Casrillo
(Figure 6.2). The Castillo’s rerraces supported palaces, aundiencias (meeting
halls with private rooms), courtyards, and a temple, making it a regal-ricual
building complex. The ruler’s compound—consisting of Structure A-11 (che
ruler’s residence), Structures A-10 and A-12 (palaces), and Structure A-13 (an
audiencia)—is located ar the northern edge of the site. The people who resided
here made up the populace of Group A, Berween the ruler's compound and
the Castillo is a massive pyramid, Structure A-1, which separared the civic core
into two plazas flanked by steep-sided pyramids and ball courts. Public rituals
conducted on rop of these buildings would have been visible to participants in
the plazas below; private meetings were conducted in palaces and audiencias
located in more inaccessible portions of civic architecrure. The grand nature
of its public architecture and the size of its civic plazas indicare thar one of the
major funcrions of the site was to provide a meaningful venue for ritual activi-
ties (Yaeger 2003). '

Besides the ruler’s compound in Group A, there are two major zones of
residenrial architecture at Xunantunich. To the southeast is Group D, a second-
ary elite corporare group linked to the civic core by way of Sacbe I (Braswell
1998, in press). Clustered around Group D’s central platform are structures
representing four households, one of which appears to have held greater rank
than the others because members occupied a large masonry building (Structure
D-7). A second residential zone, Group B, consists of seven structures orga-
nized around two patios. At least some of the structures were masonry build-
ings, indicating the wealth of its occupants. Anocher indicator of elite status s
Structure B-1, a small ancestor shrine thar contained a crype burial (Thompson
1942}. The relative nearness of chis residential group to the ruler's compound

¥
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lends evidence to sugges.: that Group B may have been home 1o f:fmili-es clo.sely
associated with the ruling lineage either through work and/or kinship. Given
the limited number of house mounds at the site, Jason Yaeger {2003: 139)
estimates that no more than 700 people occupied the site at the heighr of its
power, 200 of whom resided in Group A, the c.ivic core. ‘
This said, it is important to note that the city was not a vacant ceremonial
cenrer. Xunantunich also served as an imporrant administrative center for [he
region (Yaeger 2003: 132). Buildings thar faced civic plazas and co'n[amccl_h1gh
benches served as audiencias where Xunantunich’s rulers negotjated u:lbuFe
demands or discussed village disputes with local leaders. One such audiencia
was Structure A-13, located along the fronr of the ruler’s compound near the
northeast entrance of the site. Audiencias located in more restricred locations,
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like Structure A-32 on che Casrillo, might have served as more intimate meer-
ing rooms where clites negotiated affairs of the state with other privileged indi-
viduals or visitors {(LeCounr 2001). The site was also the loci for limiced craft
production (Braswell 1998, in press), and there was ample space for markets
(Keller 1997, in press).

‘Two zones of deep trash deposits stand out as locations where food prepa-
ration and feasting might have occurred in Group A: the ancillary structures
(Structures A-23, A-24, and A-25) immediately east of the ruler’s compound,
and Structure A-15, a palace located near the northeast entrance of the sire.
The crux of my argumenr and analysis centers on quantitarive data from rhe
ancillary structures associated with the ruler's compound; however, at this
juncture, a discussion of marerials associared with Structure A-15 is pertinent
for understanding feasting patrerns associated with palace activiries. :

Structure A-15 is a five-room palace located on the east edge of Group A.
In its original configuration, three rooms faced east roward the entrance of the
site and contained high benches immediarely behind the doorway. The central
room’s bench was more elaborate than those of the Aanking rooms, and at
some point in the Hats' Chaak phase it was outfitred with a throne (MacKie
1985: 59). It is the only example of a royal throne at Xunanrunich (MacKie
1985: 65; Yaeger 1997, in press). : _

The deepest and densest artifact accumulations found ar the sice o dare
are associated with Structure A-15. At the front of the building, Fuan MacKie
excavated a stratified “rubbish pit” that he interpreted as the remains of domes-
tic activities including stone rools, grinding stones, lichic blades, and “enor-
mous” quantities of common bowls and jar sherds, so many in fact that “much
of it had to be left behind” (MacKie 1985: 63, 83). In consolidating Strucrure
A-15 for tourism, Jaime Awe and Carolyn Audet (personal communicarion,
2000) also excavated an extensive trash deposit piled against the rear wall of
the palace. '

Since neither of these collecrions has been analyzed, Scructure A-15 does
not figure into the derailed discussion below. Bur I suggest that Strucrure
A-15's unusually deep trash deposits and architectural fearures call into ques-
tion MacKie's interpretation of these materials as merely elite domestic crash. It
may be more prudent ro consider Structure A-15 as a venue for consultations
and feasting with the local ruler or possibly visiting #uhul ajawsb from nearby
states such as Naranjo. The fact thar the deposit contained mostly common
black and red bowls and jars does not rule out the distinct possibility chac feast-
ing occurred in the rooms or along the front terraces of che building, Although
polychrome plates and vases were the hallmarks of elite Maya feasting para-
phernalia (Houston, Stuart, and Taube 1989: 722; Reents-Buder 1994), fes-
tival fare for communiry-wide feasts held ar the enrrance to the site may have
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been prepared and served in appropriate “Xunantunich style,” which would
have included common potrery styles. '

Classic Maya Foods and Cooking

Classic Maya festival foods included ramales, roasted meats, chocolare drinks,
and balche, a fermented beverage. Roasted meat—deer, peccary, turkey, and
dog—was a treat not usually consumed at daily meals (Pohl and Feldman
1982}, Classic Maya also consumed jutes {freshwater snails) in large quantities
ar public ceremonties (Powis et al. 1999).

Features directly associated with cooking are difficult to recognize and re-
cover in the archaeological record, even in kirchens. In the Maya Lowlands,
hearths or large pibs (roasting pits) are not common. Therefore, the prepara-
tion of Classic Maya festival foods can be identified by discard patterns of
funcrionally specific vessel forms.

Vases have been identified as drinking vessels for ka'kaw-based drinks and
plates and dishes as plarters to serve ramales and meats. Small bowls likely con-
rained more aqueous foods, such as atale (corn gruel), that the Maya wishgd
to keep cool: These interprerations are supporred by independent lines of evi-
dence, including chemical studies on vase residues (Powis et al. 2002; Stuarc
1988), pictorial scenes on Classic period vessels (Reents-Buder 1994: 71-88),.
and rtexts describing Classic Maya foods (Houston, Stuare, and Taube 1989;
Reents-Buder 1994; Taube 1989).

The funcrions of common urilitarian bowls and jars are inferred through:
ethnographic analogy since they were not described in Maya hieroglyphic texts.
Large sturdy bowls are the most common domestic por in modern and ancient
Maya households because of their role in maize processing and general chores
such as washing and storing food and nion-food items (Reina and Hill 1978:
26; Thompson 1958: 121=123). Jars can be separated into three funcrional

. groups based on the ratio of orifice diamerer to neck height (LeCount 1996):

water-carrying jars, water-storage jars (Reina and Hill 1978: 26; Thompson
1958: 121-~123), and cooking ollas. Formal characteristics of modern bowls
and jars are very similar ro those ancient forms found at Xunanrunich, and
this paccern allows me to infer function from Classic period pottery forms
{LeCount, in press).

Food-Preparation Parameters and Their .
Archaeological Correlates at Xunantunich

The archaeological correlates for examining the organization of food prepara-
tion at Xunantunich derive from established paramerters for craft production
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(Costin 1991). T employ these parameters in an attempt to systematically in-
vestigate variation in the manner of food preparation and to identify food
specialization in the same way they are used to examine craft specializacion,
1 recognize that cerrain kinds of Classic Maya elite craft producrion were not
highly specialized. Artisans worked at their crafc irregularly, might have en-
gaged in a number of arcistic endeavors, and required no highly specialized
tools or facilities (Inomara 2001). However, utilizing Costin’s production pa-
rameters provides a systematic way to characterize Maya food preparation and
reveals underlying assumprions and variation in these pracrices.

Context of Production

Costin (1991: 8) describes the context of production as the nature of con-
trol over producrion acriviries. Artached production is sponsored and man-
aged by elire patrons; independent specialists are unregulated and produce
for general consumption (Costin 1991 11). Here, T make no assumptions
about the social relations berween producers and consumers and focus solely
on the physical location of kitchens. Areached specialists work in areas physi-
cally associated with consumers, such as in or near the same corporate group
or compound, whereas independent production operated outside immediate
oversight in domestic architecture or workshops.

At Xunantunich, ancillary platforms (Seructures A-23, A-24, and A-25)
adjacent to the ruler’s compound likely represenc the location of a palace
kitchen where attached specialists worked (Figure 6.3). From the easternmost
structure of the ruler’s compound, Strucrure A-12, stairs lead down 1o a set of
four low platforms and two rerraced areas (Jamison and Wolff 1994). These
platforms are unusual in cheir layout and do nort conform ta a typical pario-
focused domestic group. Because of this arrangement, the excavarors proposed
that the area funcrioned as 2 food-preparation or service area for the ruling
family (sce Jamison and Wolff 1994: 3943, for a complete description oftbe
service area). :

Structure A-24, the southernmost struceure, is the mose elaborare of
the four platforms, presumably because it is sicuated nearest Plaza A-J] and
Structure A-13, an audiencia thar forms the front of the ruler’s compound. Ac
1.2 meters tall, it is the highest platform in the service area, Its stone fagade is
construcred of cut-limestone blocks with elaborare vertical and sloped courses
of stone. A south-facing bench sat on the platform, and it may have been cov-
ered by a perishable structure. 1f this is indeed the case, the bench was viewable
from Plaza A-11. Inside the bench £ll, a stone-lined pit was capped with rough

flar stones and during the occupation of the structure may have held a ritual

cache,

£l
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: Terrace 1
F
= Stairs to compound
l

6.3. The ruler’s compound and ancillary platforms (map redrawn from Jason Yacger,

in press).

Structure A-23, the central platform, is a one-meter-higl'} platfor.m with a
central stairway on its south face. The platform was faced Wl[h' cut-limestone
blocks, and its rather formal fagade may reflect the fact that it was opeE to
Plaza A-Il and public view. The platform is fron.ted by a low terrace where
excavartors found large quantiries of broken ceramics, and other artifacts WcreF
scattered across the plaster surface. Trash piles were found off l:h.e easte'rq end o
the placform and heaped in the corner formed by its south-facing staircase. .

. Smaller, less elaborate platforms are found toward the back of the 'serwce
area. Structure A-254 was a low platform that may have sup')ported a per:shabfe
structure with a rear room and possibly a low bench (Jamison, personal com-
munication, 2008). Another small, low platform, Scructure A-25b, contained

i a patch of burned plaster. .

: "Icé‘;j:ﬁz 134,?‘&-25:1, and A-Zfl;b parallel Structure A-12, and this fu'-
rangement formed an alleyway berween the ruler's compound and the service
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Table 6.1. Frequency of primary forms across contexts

Group A* Gronp D Group B - San Lorenzg®

n % u % n. 2 ”n . % -
Open forms 303 514 219 60.0 64 46.3 270 57.6°
Jar forms 255 432 116 31.8. 56 40.6 176 37.5
Vase forms 27 46 7 19 15 109 16 34
Rirual forms* 5 08 23 63 3 22 7 1.5
Toral forms 590 365 138 469

Notes:

* Materials from Strucrures A-23, A-24, and A-25 only.

® Includes single-niound and multiple-mound archirectural Broups.
¢ Includes incense burners, Agurines, and miniatures.

area. Stairs led from the alley berween Structures A-24 and A-12 to the top of
the A-13 platform (Yaeger 1997: 40). A strarified rrash deposit locared in the
alleyway berween Structure A-24 and Seructure A-12 yielded extensive ceramic
materials (Jamison and Wolff 1994: 39). '

Concentration of Production

The second paramerer, concentration, characrerizes the spartial organiza-

- tion of production. The key to identifying concentration is the differential

distribution of production debris across contexts (Costin 1991: 13). Equitable

distribution of production debris across sites indicares dispersed prodﬁc:ion,
whereas uneven distribution indicates nucleaced production.

In chis study, the concentrarion of food preparation is investigated by
comparing formal pottery assemblages from a variery of domestic contexrs ac
Xunanrunich and San Lorenzo. Pottery for this analysis derives from three elire
groups at Xunantunich: Group A's service area, Group B, and Group D. To
broaden the sample of houscholds across sociopolitical status, I also urilize
pottery materials from San Lorenzo, a hinterland communiry located about
two kilometers from che site cenrer {Yaeger 2000). San Lorenzo contains pa-

tio-focused households and single mounds, where suprahousehold feasting is -

documented from a wide range of archaeological materials including faunal
remains (Seein and Yaeger 2004). o .

There is substandial variation in the frequency of primary pottery forms
across these assemblages (Table 6.1), but I call arrenrion to the relatively even
parterning found in the frequencies of jars and open vessels that make up the
basic kirchen tool kit. Elite Group D residents and common San Lorenzo
houscholds have approximately the same frequencies of open vessels (ap-
proximarely 60 percent) thar could have been used for domestic serving and
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food preparation, whereas the ruler's compound (Group A) and Group B have
slightly lower proportions of open form (approximately 50 percent). The re-

" verse is true for jars. These patterns suggest that there is a strong relationship

berween the two pottery forms and that most of the vartation in these assem-
blages is the result of differences in the frequency of ritual and special serving
vessels. Importantly, these differences are not refated to status, since greater dif-
ferences in the frequencies of forms exist within elite assemblages than between
elite and commoner assemblages.

Interestingly, the formal pottery assemblage from the service area did not
exhibit the highest frequency of special serving forms, including vases, as would
be expected from a specialized kitchen that catered o elite feasting. Since vases
were also cached in ritwal contexts and burials, part of this patterning is likely
due 1o the nature of the sample. The kitchen assemblage did display more jars
than other households; however, the differences were minor.

It is evidenr thar alchough activities at the ancillary platforms represent the
remains of a kitchen and probably the activities of atrached food specialists, the
cooks used the same assemblage of pots as their “less specialized” counterparss.
In addition, the palace kitchen did not specialize in the preparation of a single
kind of food, such as balche or ka'kaw, but rather produced a full range of
meals and ritual foods similar to those made in other houscholds.

But here I must admic I have not told the whole story. Whar is unusual
about the service ared’s pottery assemblage is the presence of a very special kind
of open form, a comal or cajete (Figure 6.4). This form first appears in the ar-
chaeological record ar large Lowland Maya sites during the Late and Terminal
Classic periods (Ashmore 1981; Brainerd 1958; Harrison 1970; Hendon 1987;
Pendergast 1979; Smith 1971). Because they are large far griddles, it is com-
monly assumed thar comals were used to toast rorrillas or seeds, including kakaw
beans (Hendon 1987: 350). Ka'kaw drinks have a very long history in the Maya
Lowlands, dating back to the Early Formative (Powis et al. 2008), but tortillas
were not commonly eaten in the Central Lowlands unil the Postclassic period
(Taube 1989). Regardless of whether comals were adopred by local people as a
new way to toast seeds and beans or introduced along with rortitlas, comals may
be the single most specialized tool and the best marker of a royal kitchen in the
Lare and Terminal Classic periods. This new kitchen aid might have reduced
preparation time for parching seeds and beans, or it might have been readily ad-
opted because of its elite connections with foreign cooking rechniques or styles.

[

Scale of Producrion .

Scale describes the composition of the production unir and encompasses
two variables: size of labor force and principles of labor recruitment {Costin
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6.4, Cayo Ceramic Group comal (1171/2.12978).

1991: 15). Families who produce items in the home generally recruir a small
num.bcr of kin or affines to help them. In more spectalized modes of pro-
duction, such as workshops, unrelared individuals who are bound together
through more contractual agreements staff larger producrion units.

One way ro understand the scale of production is by investigating the
struceure or layour of the workspace (Costin 1991: 30). The more highly struc-
tured the organization of production (e.g., workshops), the more highly orga-
nized‘ the space in which those acrivities took place should be. Workshops Eré
locations where activities are routinized and differentiated by task, the results
of which allow laborers ro work more effectively and efficiently (Costin 1991)
Small, kin-based production unirs perform tasks in domestic conrexrs or othm:
kinds of nonspecialized activity areas, where tasks are performed simuleane-
ously and overlap in space with other unrelated activities.

At Xunantunich’s service area, the size of the activities can be gleaned from
the concentration of trash deposits in the alleyway berween the ruler’s com-
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Table 6.2. Frequency of primary farms across ancillary platforms® N
Front Center . Back?

_ 7 % [ 9% I %
Open forms 116 54.7 b4 523 09 45.1
Jar forins 89 420 94 431 69 45.1
Vase forms 5 2.4 9 4.1 13 B85
Rirual forms* 2 0.9 1 0.5 2 1.3
Toral forms 212 N 218 _ [53

Noves:

* Omits material from Terrace 2 included in Table 6.1,
b Structure A-24,

© Structure A-23.

¢ Strucrure A-25.

¢ Includes incense burness, igurines, and miniatures.

pound and the ancillary placforms, which yielded one of the largest concentra-
tions of pottery recovered from the site. Even more telling is the arrangement
of activity areas, which can be viewed by examining the spadial distribution of
pottery forms across the ancillary building (Table 6.2). If the ancillary plat-
forms represented a dedicated kitchen area, I would expecr thar tasks were spa-
tially segregated. Serving might have been organized at the fronc of the service
area, cooking and preparation near the center, and storage toward the back.

Some of these expectations were realized. Open forms that could have
been used for either serving or cooking are more often found roward the front
of the service area near Plaza A-IL. Jars were found evenly spread across all
platforms, a pactern that is not entirely unexpected since jars, in general, serve
varied funcrions. Unexpectedly, vases are found more often toward the rear of
the service area. The high frequency of vases associated with the back platform
may indicate that the preparation of kakaw drinks often took place secretly.
Could it be thar cooks were instructed to make chocolate drinks for private
banquets in the ruler's compound beyond the preying eyes of the public? This
might have been the case if chocolate drinks were considered by the public to
be reserved for ritual events or sacred offerings, not more secular affairs. Or
were recipes for sacred drinks secree?

A more derailed look at the kinds of open forms found at che ancillary
building also confirms the spatial segregarion of activities (Table 6.3}, The cen-
tral platform’s assemblage contains the highest frequency of plates (11.4 per-
cent) found across the service area, and the adjacent front platform conrains
the highest frequency of dishes (8.7 percent). Bowls that were likely used to
prepare n#xtamal (maize dough) for corn gruels and tamales were ubiquitous
across all platforms (see LeCounct 1996: 238; in press). :
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‘Table 6.3. Frequency of open forms across ancillary platforms*

Frang Center . Back!
n % _ n % " - %
Plates 8 7.0 13 114 3 4.4 -
Dishes 10 8.7 8 7.0 4 5.9
Bowls 82 71.3 70 61.4 47 69.1
Unspecified 15 13.0 23 20.2 14 - 206 -
Total 115 114 68

Notes:

* Omiss material from Terrace 2 included in Table 6.1.
b Structure A-24.

< Strucrure A-23.

4 Strucrure A-25.

Table 6.4. Frequency of jar forms across the service area®

- Front  Cemper . Backt
o n 4 ' n % 7 2
Open-mouthed 32 360 T 11 22 319
Restricted-mouthed 23 258 32 340 B 116
Ollas 3 34 3 3.2 2 2.9
Unspecified 31, 348 : 42 447 37 53.6
Toral . B9 24 . 69

Notes:

* Omits material from Terrace 2 included in Table 6.1.
* Strucrure A-24,

¢ Strucrure A-23.°

4 Structure A-25,

These distributions suggest thar most serving occurred near the front of
the service center on Scructures A-24 and A-23. These platforms, as well ag the
bench on Structure A-24, are oriented toward Plaza A-I1 or Terrace 1. The high
proportion of plates on the central platform indicates thac festival foods may
have been served banquet style or handed from the K'uhul ajaw seated on the
bench to gathered participants below him. :

Similar parterns arise when the distribution of specific jar types is inves-
tigated across the three platforms (Table 6.4). Constricted-necked jars used
for serving or transporting liquids are concentrated along the front platforms.
The back platform has predominarely open storage jars used to brew alcoholic
beverages, such as balche, or to srore items (LeCount, in press).

Clear-cur parterns such as these were not identified ar other households.
- It could be thag sample sizes in other households were too small to find such
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fine-grain patterning or because pottery from household activities was dumped
together in undifferentiated trash piles. Buc it is just as likely that these segre-
gated activicy areas are the result of task differentiation. '

Intensity of Production

The final parameter is the intensity of specialization, an aspect of produc-
tion thar “reflects the amount of time producers spend on their crafc” {(Costin
1991: 16). Intensity may be indirectly examined by identifying the range of
cconomic activities at the production loci, since it is assumed that full-time spe-
cialists did not live in the same rooms or spaces where rhey worked. Although
production studies of workshops at Teotihuacan apartment compounds clearly
contradicr chis proposition (Cowgill 1997; Manzanilla 1996; Widmer 1991},
it may have some validity ac Xunantunich. '

Based on the kinds of artifacts and features found across Structures A-23,
A-24, and A-25, the Maya who staffed the ruler’s kitchen probably lived else-
where. Group A’ service area displayed the lowest proportion {< 1 percent) of
ricual items such as incense burners, figurines, and miniature pots found in
household assemblages at Xunantunich or San Lorenzo (Table 6.1). In con-
trast, G percent of Group D’s assemblage was composed of rirual items, a fre-
quency thar reflects the activities focused on this elite group’s ancestor shrine.
Even San Lorenzo commoner assemblages contained higher frequencies (> 1
percent) of ritual items than the service area.

The unusual open architectural layout described above deviates from the
Classic period .pattern of an inward-focused habitation area. Nor were any
burials found in the service area. These dara indicate thar typical domestic
acrivides, including household rituals, were performed elsewhere by the people
who worked there. In this way, Xunantunich’s palace kitchen is more similar to
Copan kicchens at Las Sepulruras than that found ac Altun Ha's Strucrure A-2,
where a more varied range of domestic acrivities occurred. At Xunantunich,
the palace kitchen was a dedicated work area for che preparation and serving

of food.

Discussion and Conclusions

Kitchens are a \'}ell—recognizcd architectural component of large Maya house-
holds, although they have not received much artention in the licerarure. I inter-
pret the ancillary placforms adjacent to the ruler’s compound acXunantunich
as a palace kitchen! where attached occupational specialists prepared food for
private parties and banquets inside the ruler’s residence and also staged larger
public festivals from the service ared’s front and central placforms. Four lines
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of evidence support this inrerpretation. First, the service area is physically at-
tached to the ruler’s compound; therefore, the context of food preparation
was highly controlled or managed by the court. Second, the concentration of
food preparation was dispersed, but the palace kitchen assemblage was slighcly
more specialized. The comparison of formal potrery assemblages across domes-
tic contexts indicates that although all kitchen assemblages are faitly similar,
the palace kitchen contained the only example of a specialized cooking tool (a
comal). Obviously, the coricentration of food preparation was dispersed, bur
the palace kitchen assemblage was slightly more specialized. Third, the larger
scale of food preparacion in the palace as compared with other households is
indicated by the spatial segregation of tasks in the service area. Finally, the pal-
ace kitchen appears to be utilized full-dme for serving, cooking, and storage,
not for other acrivities associated with residential groups. Nonetheless, some
important questions remain unanswered.

Whar was the relationship between the kitchen staff and the noble families
who lived in the ruler’s residence? If the physical location of an activity area
and the people who worked there can be linked to the nearest domestic group,
Xunantunich’s kicchen staff might well have been close kin to the ruling family.
Of course, it is equally plausible to argue that the kitchen staff was actached to

the ruling family through patron-client relations. Corporare groups, especially

noble houses, contained many unrelated individuals who lived and/or worked
in close proximity o the dominant lineage.

Do dedicated kitchens always imply full-rime specialists? I think it is possi-
ble to imagine how specialized food-service areas, like modern church kitchens,
might not have supported full-time specialists. For instance, Copan’s Structure
78 sits alone at the nexus of Courtyards A and H and “undoubrtedly served as
a kitchen” (Sanders 1989: 96), presumably because of the rich trash deposits
and the layour of the building. Rather than a palace service area, it might have
functioned solely as a communal kitchen, where groups staged banquets in
potluck fashion. Although the area was maintained as a specialized facility, any
combination of local families and feaders might have pooled food, tools, and
labor ro sponsor a feast in this kitchen.,

Although we may be able to identify where food for the court was pre-
pared and served at Xunantunich, we do not yert clearly understand how Maya
royal kitchens were stocked. Did Maya courts have kitchens that were stocked
with goods demanded through periodic tribute or did they expect food to be
provided on a daily basis? If they stored staple cribute for daily meals and fucure
feasts, where and how was it held?

Finally, many of the assumptions behind craft-specialization models are
bound to market-based principles, especially supply and demand. Paramerters
that focus on ¢concractual arrangements to the exclusion of social relations and
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reciprocity may be inappropriate for understanding the organization of food
preparation, especially when it applies to large feasts. Preparations for regal
banquets and ritual feasts may have more to do with establishing prestige, re-
paying obligations, or following ceremonial precedents than with negoriating
the production and distriburion of commeodities. The preparation of sacred
foods or kingly foods may have required special skills and ritual knowledge
only occupational specialists possessed.

Acknowledgments

I thank Elizabeth Klarich for inviting me to the SAA symposium and al-
lowing me to think more systemarically about palace kitchens. This man-
uscript benefired from very simulating conversations wirh Jason Yaeger,
Dorie Reents-Budet, and Justin Kerr abour pottery, food, and feasting. Tom
Jamison provided insightful comments on his excavations ar Xunantunich.
Both Tom Jamison and Jason Yaeger deserve an extra round of thanks for
their excellent fieldwork and attention to derail while supervising excavations
in and around the ruler’s residence at Xunantunich. 1 also thank Bernadette
Cap for her skillful redrafting of my illustrations. John Blicz remains my
most faithful muse and editor, enduring even the worst angst-filled scages of
my writing process with heady optimism. The Xunancunich Archacological
Project (XAP) hegan in 1991 under a permit from the Department of
Archaeology, Ministry of Tourism and Environment, Relize. As a member
of XAP, I gratefully acknowledge the support of the late Harriot W. Topsey,
Archacology Commissioner, and larer Acring Commissioners John Morris,
Allan Moore, Jaime Awe, and Brian Woodye. My analyses were funded
by the Richard Carley Hunt Fellowship of the Wenner Gren Foundation,
Fulbright II-E, Sigma Xi Grant-in-Aid of Research, the UCLA Department
of Anthropology, the Graduate Division, the Latin American Center, and the
Friends of Archaeology.

Note

1. Here I define “palace” as a large stone-faced platform that, in the Classic pe-
riod, supparted elite residendial, ritual, and/or administrative buildings (Christie 2003:
5). Some palaces were the building blocks of larger architectural compounds, such as
an acropolis thar housed the royal family and the court in the urban core of Maya
capirals. Qthers accurred as individual buildings and fulfilled many roles. Noble pal-
aces are distribured in a variery of locations at Maya sites and are distinguished from
royal acropolises by their size, location, and architectural embellishments (Harrison
2003).
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FEEDING THE FIRE

Food and Craft Production in the
Middle Sicin Period (AD 950-1050)

David J. Goldstein and lzumi $himada

Previous publications synthesize the nature of multi-crafr interaction
and its implications for the organizacion and operation of inreracting
technologies and craftspersons at Huaca Sialupe on the North Coast
of Peru during the Middle Sicdn period (ADD 950-1050: Goldstein
2007; Goldstein, Shimada, and Wagner 2007; Shimada and Wagner
2007; Shimada et al. 2003). Here we address craft production from
the perspeciive of domestic economy and subsistence resources.
Often discussions of artifact fabrication ignore the fact that people
need ro produce food to sustain the workshop whether production
is year-round or seasonal. Specifically, we use a paleoethnobotani-
cal approach to interpret the archaeoboranical remains from Middle
Sicdn metal and ceramic production contexts in refation to identified
food-production loci at Huaca Sialupe. We build on our previous
work covering Huaca Sialupe (Goldstein 2007; Goldstein, Shimada,
and Wagner 2007; Shimada and Wagner 2007; Shimada er al. 2003)

to interprer the implications of the variecy of subsistence remains and

- non-ceramic and non-metal producrion features ar Mounds I and 1I

during the Middle Sicdn.
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