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Investigations of the Northern Monumental Plaza in the Monumental Core of Sitio El Coyote
were initiated on May 10, 2000, with the principal aims of (1) reconstructing some of the plaza-
focused activities, (2) understanding the architectural history of the plaza, and (3) obtaining
chronological information (ceramics, stratigraphic data) to situate the findings of the first two
objectives in historical context. Some of the research questions that guided this research are, Were
activities in the plaza engaged by multiple social segments of the polity?, Or were activities carried
out by a limited number of individuals with special status?, Was architectural growth sudden,
suggesting the rapid rise of a local enterprising elite or the foreign intrusion of another? Or was
growth accretionary, suggesting that social power cemented slowly?

The plaza is a large, open space, measuring 107 m north-south by 51 m east-west, and is delimited
on all sides by monumental buildings. Work this season involved an aggressive test-pitting program
that covered nearly the entire space of the plaza, combined with broad, horizontal clearing
operations of several buildings.

Operation 24A-K
A total of forty 2 m? test-pits were situated in the plaza approximately 10 m apart from one another

in a staggered, random alignment, although their precise placement on the sample grid could not
always be situated perfectly, as it was necessary to avoid concentrations of dense vegetation and
trees, as well as disturbances affected by previous excavations from the 1999 field season.
Excavations in all test-pits removed 0.1 m of topsoil and terminal debris overlying the plaza surface
in one lot (there were no visible distinctions between the two strata), which yielded low-to-moderate
amounts of ceramics and lithics. A second lot, approximately 0.2 m thick, removed the constituents
of the plaza floor, mainly plaster fragments (perhaps limestone or gypsum) along with a substrate
matrix composed of cobbles, pebbles, and gravel. Four test-pits, located near the four corners of the
plaza, received further attention. For each, three additional lots were excavated: the first removed a
0.2-0.4 m thick trash-filled layer immediately underlying the floor, and the following two lots each
removed roughly 0.2 m of culturally “sterile” soil (a dark brown, soft, compact sandy silt). The
thickness of the trash layer varied somewhat as a function of the underlying topography, suggesting
that the midden materials likely served to level out the plaza area, which naturally declines from
west to east at a slope of roughly 2-3°. The overlying cobble layer provided a firm foundation for
the plaza floor, and additions of pebbles and gravel created a generally level surface. The white
plaster that tops the plaza surface was found in different states of preservation: floor segments near
the buildings that flank the plaza were well preserved, while areas in the center of the plaza were
badly eroded. This could suggest that surfaces nearer to architecture were more carefully
constructed, perhaps because they were the loci of heavier foot traffic. Without exception, only one
primary surfacing of the plaza was discernible in the excavation profiles. Due to generally poor
preservation of the plaza surface, additional plaster coating and/or re-surfacing of the floor, which
might have taken place in antiquity, was not visible.

From each test-pit, 2 soil samples were taken—one from approximately 0.02 m above the plaza
surface and one from the cobble matrix immediately below the floor. These samples will be
transported back to the United States for chemical analysis. More specifically, the soils will be
analyzed for concentrations of phosphates and heavy metals (e.g., Fe, Mn, Pb, Cr, Al), which may
have been generated through certain repeated activities in the plaza, such as feasting, for example.
Along with these soils, samples were also taken from the plaza surface in between excavation units.
Overall, a total of 151 samples were taken from the plaza area.
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Of particular interest, a number of artifacts were recovered from the southeastern portion of the
plaza surface that indicate food production and consumption on a significant scale. These items
include fragments of burnt comals, large plainware bowls and jars, red-painted plates, groundstone
implements, and faunal remains, as well as a variety of obsidian and chert flakes and blades. While
it is uncertain to what degree these remains reflect Late Classic assemblages (versus Early
Postclassic ones), it is certain that they are residues of activities that occurred in the plaza area, and
do not represent ad hoc casual scatterings of domestic debris from other parts of the site.

Operation 24L
A more extensive clearing operation was focused on Structure 124, a small building constructed of

unmodified river cobbles, unearthed 0.1-0.2 m below modern ground surface. This structure is
located in the approximate center of the plaza, roughly 8 m to the south of Structure 125
(investigated in 1999), and rests on top of the plastered plaza surface. Measuring 5.6 m north-south
by 4.2 m east-west (aligned roughly 330°), Structure 124 seems to have undergone a single
construction episode, as all architectural segments are clearly bonded at their ends, presenting no
solid evidence for renovation. Probable terraces on the south and west sides give rise to an enclosed
chamber of 3 m north-south by 2 m east-west. The interior floor consists of an area of raised plaster,
0.15 m thick, that is well smoothed and heavily polished. A possible interior wall cuts an east-west
path in the central portion of the room, although its current condition is so poorly preserved that it is
difficult to be certain. Access to the room was probably gained from the east side of the structure,
where a 0.48 m break in the wall line provides a pathway into the chamber.

Over 2,500 ceramic sherds were found littering the interior room and its immediate environs,
including fragments of several different modeled censers. Significantly, two mature Spondylus
shells were found cached on the interior side of the eastern wall at its midpoint, suggesting that the
building maintained important status at least until the end of its use. Additionally, a nearby patch of
floor plaster, 0.1-0.2 m to the north, was slightly burned and stained with soot, perhaps the result of
activities associated with the caching of the shells.

Operations 25A and 26A
The investigations of the plaza also included two slit trenches, which were placed on the

southeastern and northwestern margins of the plaza. Each trench, aligned on an east-west axis,
consisted of six 2 m? excavation units, for a total length of 12 m for each trench. Each unit was
excavated in the same fashion as in the test-pitting operations, with the goals of locating the plaza
surface and following it to its eastern and western limits. On the southeastern side of the plaza, the
trench was placed between Structure 121 (to the south) and Structure 126 (to the north). Here, the
plaza surface is approximately 0.12 m below modern ground surface, and formally ends as it
approaches the edge of a 0.48 m high cobble-faced terrace, which may have been plastered in a
fashion similar to the plaza surface itself. The terrace runs north-south (at 10° Azimuth) and lines up
with the eastern edge of Structure 126. In contrast, excavations in the northwest trench, situated
between Structure 130 (to the south) and Structure 139 (to the north), revealed that the plaza surface
(at 0.1 m below modern ground surface) ends informally over the span of several meters as the
plaster fragments that define the plaza surface gradually become less abundant until they disappear
altogether at the north-south line of the western edge of Structure 139,

Operation 26B
In addition to excavations in the plaza, Structure 138 in the plaza’s northeastern corner was

investigated. An excavation grid composed of forty-eight 2 m? units and three 2 m by 1 m units was
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superimposed over the surface-visible architecture and its surroundings to investigate the formal
route by which the plaza was accessed in antiquity. The results of this work revealed a complex
array of cobble stone architecture, most of which is presumably Late Classic in date. The primary
component is Structure 138-1" (oriented 10°), a 12 m wide (east-west) 8 m long (north-south)
staircase that ascends to a height of approximately 2.1m above the causeway surface. The structure
is composed of 5 main steps built of unmodified river cobbles, although the faces of the basal
course of stones appear to have been pecked flat. Only the eastern portion of the building was
investigated during this season. Excavations ceased westward along the central north-south axis of
the structure, where a low, cobble foundation, or wall (1 course of stones high), was uncovered at
the top (south) of the staircase. The wall is 8.1 m long (north-south) and 1.1 m wide (east-west), and
has a preserved height of 0.2 m. The wall, which lies on top of the plaza surface, is constructed of
unmodified river cobbles and is speckled with white plaster fragments, suggesting that it was once
covered with plaster at its current height. Approximately 4 m to the east of this feature, and running
parallel with the eastern edge of the staircase, a second cobble foundation was unearthed. Although
also 8.1 m long (north-south), this foundation has a widely varying width (east-west), between 0.75
m and 2 m. Further, it is covered with white plaster fragments, suggesting that it, too, was plastered
over in antiquity. Between these two cobble foundations at their northern extremes, a small cobble
platform (oriented 20°) was unearthed, measuring 2.16 m long (east-west) by 1.4 m wide (north-
south). The platform’s single course of cobbles has a preserved height of roughly 0.15 m, and also
appears to have had a coat of plaster on its surface.

The eastern stone foundation meanders southward toward a 2.7 m long (north-south) cobble wall
segment, oriented 20°, associated with Structure 136. The wall, which has a preserved height of
0.62 m, currently maintains 3-5 courses of stone and is 0.52 m thick (east-west). Like the other
architectural elements described thus far, this wall also sits on top of the plaza surface. Unlike
nearby architecture, however, the basal course of stones received an extra coating of plaster, which
gives the appearance of the plaza surface lipping up to the wall. At the wall’s northern terminus, a
circular arrangement of eight cobble stones marks what may have been a post support. The stones
delimit a plaster surface, raised 0.15 m off the plaza floor, creating an interior diameter of
approximately 0.55 m. If similar features are revealed on the south and east corners of Structure
136, then it may be possible to surmise that they served to support posts and a ramada-like roof over
the building, similar to those associated with Early Classic earthen structures recently excavated at

Copan.

At the base of the northeastern comer of Structure 138, a sizeable midden was uncovered, which
yielded more than 10,000 ceramics, including numerous polychrome vessel sherds and fragments of
a large, modeled figural censer. The midden could represent special deposits of ritual paraphernalia
associated with activities performed in the plaza or at its entrance on the staircase.

Approximately 2 m north of the midden on the eastern side of Structure 138, a massive burial
comprised of at least 12 individuals was uncovered, which may, in fact, represent two, separate
inhumations. The first group of individuals (MNI=7) was interred in a formal cist (1.5 m north-
south by 1.25 m east-west, and 0.5 m deep) constructed of, and covered with, white limestone /gjas.
The second group (MNI=5) was buried informally on top of a layer of cobble fill, roughly 0.4 m to
the north of the cist. Both burial spaces overlie an earlier version of the staircase (discussed below
in more detail). All individuals appear to be males in their 20s or 30s, save for two. One individual
has been identified as a female, based on what appears to be a very wide angle of the sciatic notch
on the left innominate, and one as a sub-adult, based on the presence of an unfused epiphysis of a
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radius. Overall, individual bones were not found articulated in their correct anatomical positions,
but instead, were heaped together in large piles with the crania placed separately on the margins of
the cist’s interior. However, three concentrations of bones, found near the floor of the cist,
maintained some articulations: a hand (carpals, metacarpals, phalanges), a torso (ribs, thorasic
vertebrae, clavicle), and a head-and-neck (cranium, cervical vertebrae, atlas). These patterns could
indicate either post-mortem partial disarticulation of individuals, or multiple cist re-entry episodes
in a relatively short span of time.

Evidence for an earlier version of the staircase (Structure 138-2") consists of two separate parts, the
basal 3 steps and the top 2 steps (only a 2 m east-west segment of each was investigated), both of
which were uncovered approximately 0.15 m below the latest phase of the building on the east side
of Structure 138-1*. Both constructions (oriented 10°) are made of flat limestone /gjas and are
distinguished from the later phase architecture by the absence of chinking stones. A lack of time
prevented further investigation of these features, as well as of a 0.26 m long (northeast-southwest)
wall segment (oriented 330°), unearthed roughly 2 m south of the top steps of Structure 138-2".

Operation 28A B

Investigations to the south of Structure 138 were concerned with delimiting the width of the
causeway and understanding how it articulates with the staircase. Excavations were carried out in
two trenches, each made up of ten 2 m by 1 m units that were penetrated to a depth of 0.1 m. One
trench was oriented along a north-south axis, following the eastern profile wall of the Structure 138
excavations. The second trench was situated along an east-west axis and cut the causeway at a right
angle. The excavations found that the causeway is approximately 12 m wide (east-west) and that it
lines up with the bounds of the staircase to the south. While clearings closer to the staircase
determined that the causeway was plastered in that area, excavations of the causeway at this
distance found no evidence for a plaster surface. Two cobble-faced terraces (each roughly 0.2 m
high), 5.2 m apart, protrude from the eastern side of the causeway and follow the naturally sloping
topography, which declines from south to north. These architectural steps provide an access route to
the plaza that appears less formal than the causeway.

Overall, 239 lots were defined and a total of 286.65 m® of soil was excavated. The total number of
ceramic sherds collected from these operations is 42,391. Total numbers of artifacts from other
major artifact classes include the following: 2,526 pieces of bajareque, 1,979 pieces of obsidian,
542 pieces of chert, and 12 groundstone fragments. Analyses of these materials will take place
during next year’s field season. In addition, a total of 264 soil samples were taken during the
investigations of the plaza this year, and also will be analyzed in 2001.
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