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The Church in the Jungle

o matter where in the ln
world archaeological work is The ROM 5
nndertaken, whether in the desert

or in the tropics, at sea level or on f’r St Season at

amountain top, the first season o - '
every new project is bound to be L

fraught with difficulties. Even - amana’
though we have heen at work in :
Belize  (formerly  British  David M. Pendergast
Honduras) almost continuously

since 1964, the start of a new

expedition last year was no less

traumatic than earlier efforts. As

always, we had to suppress the

urge to begin exploration and

excavation of the site during the

long weeks in which a permanent

camp was built and the other

necessary. arrangements were

made for the beginning of a

research programme- expected to

last until at least 1981. With the
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Above: Building the camp. With the roof framing in place, thatching gets under
way.

Left: The charch at Lamanai after the bush had been cleared away and.debris
removed, :
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long-range view of the project in
mind, we found camp-building a
bit less tedious than it might
otherwise have been, but no one
could look back on the first three
“manths on site as the highlight of
" the season.
In 1973, with the Altun Ha -
excavations completed and
reporting of the work well under
way, I decided that it was time to
return to the field to begin work
at a site which I had long since
chosen as my next target: Laman-
ai, Translation of my decision into
action depended in part on row
financial support, but was made
possible in large measure by the
generosity of the Canada Council
and the Richard Ivey Foundation.
of London, Ontario. The Ivey
Foundation’s support solved ane
of the knottier logistics problems,
. aftowing us to set off for Belize
and the new site in January of
1974, :

Although Lamanai lies just 40
kilometres west of Altun Ha, it is
in a totally different environ-
mental zone on the edge of the
great rainforest of the Guatema-
lan Peten, and is inaccessible
except by river. While it was the
‘site'sinaccessibility that gave rise
to some of our initial problems, it -
was partly because of Lamanai’s
location that I chose it for inves-
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{ 41, Our plans for the first season

icuded investigations at the
durch, with the hope that we
jight begin work in the pre-
pispanic buildings as well,

-Burly documents gave us one
wditional piece of information;
{tsancient name of the site. There
yte many churches along the
New River, but the description of

he one situated near the lower. .

od of the great lagoon leaves no
fiubt that this was the site on
which we were to begin work. The
wme is variously recorded as

Lomanayand Lamayne;giventhe
Spaniards' lack of linguistic
expertise, it is most probable that
the name was Lamanai. This is
one of a very few cases in which
we know the original name of a
Maya site and are not forced to
concoct one. We also know the
probable meaning of the name: in
Mayar, laman means drowned,
and oi is insect. "Drowned insect”
is hardly a splendid name, but it
must have had great significance
for the ancient Mays, perhaps
commemorating the fitst object
seen when the settlement was
founded.

From what little we knew, it
was obvious that Lamanai was a
site of high potential, and our
gagernessto beginexcavation was
proportionately great, Before we
could turn a spadeful of earth for
archaelogical reasons, though, we
had to put shovels, machetes,
chainsaws, and other equipment

to work to build the camp. With
twenty Maya men to clear the
camp site and assemble materials
for the constriction of thatched
buildings, we soon began to make
a dent in the forest, though at
considerable cost. As it turned
out, the spot chosen for the camp
was reasonably level, and free of
ancient construction, but the trees
which clothed it were enmeshed
in the heaviest tangle of vines |
have ever seen.

Days of hacking, tugging, and
dragging finally resulted in the
clearing of a good-sized patch of
land, and we began to create a
camp designed to last a decade or
more. Everyone worked with a
will, and by late April most of the
construction was finished or well .
on ils way to completion. As soon
as a small crew could be spared
from the building work, we set out
on our first investigation of
ancient Lamanai.

The first burial encountered in the
small structure. Beneath the bowl
inverted as a cover, inside u giont
censer, rests an adult male in o
seated position. Invisible beneath the
censer are the smashed remains of
perhaps fifteen more vessels.




The second structure investigated in 1374, About 27 feet high, it has fittle except
its shape to identify it s an eneient building.
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The camp construgtig,
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building progressed we b,
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right on the surface, jugt g, g
the leaves. Even now, ggph :at]'
brings new objects to light, g, th
surface collection ig 5 nev'a'
ending process, With mppq 'h_ﬁr
2,000 pieces of ohsidian, dozeng;
projectile points and spind?-
weights, and numeroyg figuri

“fragments and other obje

accompanying a great pile
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tion soon resembled the rogyg

- a small-scale excavation, By,

this, it demonstrated that the gy

had been occupied in the |,

Post-Classic (13th-15th centyge
a.0), precisely the period in whig

we were most interested.

With the surface indicattong
late occupation in the camp arey
I chose to start excavation not
the church, which lay aboy
kilometre south of camp, by
rather in a very small moys

~ within the camp compound. The .

mound was attractive becausg o

its small size, which would make
extraction of an adequate sampk
possible even though the workisg :
season was short, and hecauseof
it rather unusual location in the °
centre of a small plaza, Withafew -
days of excavation, it became .
apparent that I had made a good
choice, for the mound dated from .

the period represented by fhe

surface: material, bub contained

richly-accompanied buriaks.
What began as an excavatio
likely to yield a few sherds at best
soon turned into an operation of
major importance, as a burlalin

a huge censer, bedded on a mss$ .

of broken vessels, came to light
The headaches (and backaches)of
excavating a burial of this type I
which the body was placed, it
ly flexed, within a giant vessel, ot
more than I care to recall. Butby
the time the work was done, fe
excavators at least had the safi*
faction of having recovered i
largest sample of late Post-Clasit
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The richest burial thus far discovered
at Lamanai, this 13th-14th centuey
interment included three giant
censers (one buried intact in the
foreground, the other two smoshed at
the oppusite side of the pit). The body
lay in a secondary pit at the centre of
the grave beneath the vessels.

Oppasite page: Earlier construction
concealed within the structure
illustrated on page 36. These small
units, al! that remains of fairly
elaborate buildings, daté from the
late 14th centuiy AD.

pottery yet encountered in the
Central Maya Area. While the
giant censer appeared unique,
some of the associated vessels
showed close ties with material
from Mayapan, near the northern
tip of the Yucatén Peninsula, and
provided the basis for dating the
burial, '
Further excavation in the small
structure revealed another, earlier
- burial, this time not housed in a
huge vessel but nevertheless
accompanied by some extremely
interesting pottery, as well as
other artifacts. By now it was
clear that occupation at Lamanai
in the 13th-15th centuries had
involved not just stragglers living
amidst the ruinsof an ancient city,
but rather a flourishing civiliza-
tion which was very probably still
in existence when the Spanish
landed on the Lamanai shore.
Obviously we had to learn more
about life in this period, and just
#s obviously we stoed a good
chance of doing so by turning to

8

the buildings adjacent to the small
mound in which we had started
work, At the same time, we quite
clearly had much to gain Dy
beginning work at the Franciscan
church. So while one party
continued in the camp area, a
second  detachment  was
dispatched southward to the
church to begin cleaning and
tree-felling. Though the church
was more easily recognizable as a
building than were its ancient
neighbours, it was tightly gripped
by the forest, and removal of the
trees sprouting from wall tops
proved no simple matter. Eventu-
ally, however, we had the area
cleared and ready for excavation.

We began by clearing debris
from the three rooms which
formed theapse end of the church;
the remainder of the building had
been of poles and thatch and was
burnt by the Maya in 1641, but
would long ago have succumbed
to the forest in any case. Our first
probings of the debris brought a

surprise, and a most unwely
one at that, :
In addition to what Litte
knew about the ancient site;
had considerable data ona
19th century sugar-milling op
tion at Lamanai, which was gt
the name Indian Church by
British. The mill, abandone
the 18705, still stands, as do heiié
foundations and a well. Thef
have long since disappeared,
they seem to have been con
trated in.the area south of
main ancient centre, and west?
the church. What we did not kny
until we began digging was h8
the sugar growess had used
church as a smithy or scrap dom
out of the mass of soil and ston
within the rooms came chil
spikes, sheet metal, and g
quantities of the castoffs of 00
conservation-minded  mefd
users. Perhaps the church had
some Spanish spikes i !
timbers, or some other bit of met
hereand there, but 1doubf that¥
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gnnowsort such piecesout of the
i sugar sacks of ironmongery
which adorn our lab. I had some
yords for the sugar people, prob-
Jlyill-suited to the church atmo-
gherein which we were working,
i cestainly not repeatable here,
Alihough the results of work
yithin the church were a disap-
ointment in some ways, they

yere also of great interest for

what they revealed about the
posl-abandonment history of the
puilding. According to the
$panish records, the Maya who
gestroyed  the church  fled
westward te Tipu, a famous
wntact-period centre not yet
ilentified archaeclogically. This

may have been so, but at least

some of those who fled later
eiumed to live in the church,
{epositing domestic debris within
the rooms and outside the walls.
In addition, our first trenching
below the floor level in the centre
wom revealed a burial and sever-
ol offerings, all of which must
jsidate the burning of the

thurch, and probably represent

_construction

use of the building in the second
half of the 17th century. Though
it is hardly impressive, this late
material is as significant in its way
a8 that from earlier centuries
recovered from buildings near
camp.

Toreturnto the camp area; with
work on the small structure

completed, we turned our atten-

tion to its neighbour on the west,
a mound without any exposed
architecture and with & surface
seemingly composed entirely of
boulders. Most of the rest of the
season was spent on this struc-
ture, and by the end of fuly we had
penetrated just beyond the mid-
pointof its height, with most of the
work concenirated in a central
trench. The cut revealed a
sequence of late Post-Classic
involving what
appear lo be at least six major
modifications. Most of the modi-
fications are of forms not
previously recorded in the Maya
area, but unfortunately we know
little more than this, as each unit
was exlensively razed before it

was capped with additional
construction. Despite the gaps in
the data, however, the sequence
represents ihe greatest volume of
architectural information et
recovered  from  Post-Classic
contexts in the Central Maya
Area,

In addition to the architecture,
weencountered one large offering
of burnt ‘material, including
quantities of corn and beans,
something of a rarity in the humid
tropics, where perishable materi-
als are usually preserved only if
charred. The offering was part of
dedicatory activity, which is to
say that it was made on top of the
razed remains of one structure
hefore construction was begun on
the overlying building. Through
most of the construction
sequence, the dedicatory activity
luckily also included burials, of -
which we now have ter. Most of
theindividuals wereinterred with
pottery vessels, and it is these plus
sherds from building core that tell
usthe age of the construction, Like
the ceramics from the small struc-




ture, those from the large building
include vessels related to the
pottery of Mayapan, as well as
unique forms. The existence of
previously unrecorded kinds of
pottery inboth structures suggests
that Lamanai had a well-estab-
lished ceramic tradition of..ils
own, rather than simply borrow-
ing ideas developed elsewhere.
Besides pottery vessels, burials
in_ the second structure were
accompanied by other artifacts
which demonstrate the impor-
tance of Lamanai in the late Post-
Classic. Among these is a well-
preserved copper bell of a type
found in the Bay ‘Islands of
Honduras, and also in Oaxaca in
southern Mexico, on the central
Gulf Coast, and in the American
Southwest, The Oaxaca Valley is
the most likely manufacture site,
so that the bell, like the obsidian
found on the surface, is evidence
of trade linking Lamanai with
areas both within and outside the
Maya region. Together with other
materials, the bell suggests that
Lamanai was not just some sort of
outpost neer the eastern fringe of
the Maya area in Post-Classic
times, but rather a centre of some
importancein the commercial and

political network which devel-

oped around Mayapan,

In a short first season, we have

begun to bring to light a slice of
Maya prehistory  previously
hidden beneath the forest and the
decay of centuries. In the process
we have raised questions which
maj take yeatsto answer, ifin fact
they are answerable at all. One of
the foremast of these is posed by
the puzzling fact that the people
of Lamanai centinued to develop
and expand their way of life
during the Post-Classic, while 40
kilometres away at Altun Ha the
civilization of Classic times disin-
tegrated in the 10th century and
the site gradually succumbed to
the encroaching jungle. Lamanaj
is, in fact, the first site in the
Central Maya Area to yield
evidence of rich and elaborate
development in the Post-Classic.
That Lamanailived while Altun
Ha died may have heen due in part
1o the fact that one is located on
a major river, while the other lies
in a spot cut off from the sea by
severa] kilometres of mangrove
swamp. The lagoon-side setting of
Lamanai may have facilitated
continued contact with northern
Yucatdn, and hence with the

David Pendergost joined the
ROM in 1968 and is Curator
(Central America) in the Office of
the Chief Archaeclogist. Since
1964 he has been Field Director of
the ROM's work in Belize
(formerly British Honduras) and
hes recently completed seven
years of excavation at the site of

Altun Ha,

influences  whigh
Post-Classic paoples, At
lime,Lamanaimayhaveha;
special significanca Which
such tontacts desirab]g fum'«
seafaring traders of Pust.clr
times. The distributio, and r
acteristics of the byjg; u_h
Lamanai suggest that the Sile s
have been an unugyg] ty m.“"
ceremonial centre; with addli]fi A
al excavation, and luck, y, HT-I!"‘
determine whether thig g Y
We shall go on for gt leastut'h '
next seven years at l-ﬂmaria‘F
trying to provide anwers 1, lh'lf
questions having to do wig {h-g'
late occupation, We shall alsg :f
course, extend our invesﬁgagiu'm;
intoearlier time periods attheg;
where we may find as much ex;
ing information and ag gy
intriguing ‘questions ag we hay,
already  encountered for gy,
centuries just before Spanigh
contact. With the struggles of
camp construction behing ug, gng
with'a surprisingly large and rich
body of data already in hand, wg
can look forward to years of
research in which the difficyltiey
promise to be less, and the
rewards even greater, than thoss

we have already experienced,




