Processional Ceremonies in the Formative Period
Chiapas Central Depression, Chiapas, Mexico

Timothy D. Sullivan

Processional ceremonies figured
prominently in Mesoamerican religious
practices at the time of European contact,
and continue in different guises today. The
organization of architecture, and sometimes
of sculptures, within the earliest
Mesoamerican political centers supports the
idea that processional ceremonies date to at
least the inception of polities in this area.
These ceremonies provided much more than
the ideological legitimization of leadership
roles; they served an essential function to
insure the cosmic balance and the survival
of the community. The prehispanic
Mesoamerican world view did not
distinguish between what most
contemporary people would view as
pragmatic adaptive techniques designed to
increase production, and belief-based
practices designed to venerate or pacify
cosmological forces and entities. The idea
that these ceremonies were less important to
survival than the construction of irrigation
systems or the manufacture of stone tools
would not have made sense from their
perspective, which held that cosmological
forces permeated every aspect of daily life
(Monaghan 2000: 26-39).

Large scale processional ceremonies
also created a sense of community and
facilitated the emergence of social
inequality, expanding the power of rulers in
other areas of social and economic life
(Cyphers and Murtha 2014: 86-87; Hill and

Clark 2001; Inomata 2014: 19-20), and
creating what Eric Wolf referred to as
structural power (Wolf 1990: 586, 590-591;
1999: 5-15). Wolf describes structural power
as “the power manifest in relationships that
not only operates in settings and domains,
but also organizes and orchestrates the
settings themselves, and that specifies the
direction and distribution of energy flows”
(1999:5).

Over the course of the Middle
Formative period in Mesoamerica (Table 1),
the Chiapas Central Depression, an
ethnically Zoque area (Lowe 1977, 1999),
saw the foundation of a number of new
political centers, each of which was centered
on a large scale ceremonial zone,
appropriate for staging processional rituals.
The organization of large-scale rituals had a
strong effect on the relation between rulers
and subjects, and architectural evidence
indicates that this relational structure
changed from the Middle Formative through
the Terminal Formative periods. In this
paper I explore changes in the layout of
civic-ceremonial space at sites in the
Chiapas Central Depression from the Middle
Formative through the Terminal Formative
(Figure 1), with special attention to the
incorporation of E-Group configurations
into novel alignments over time. Using
ethnohistoric and ethnographic information,
I interpret how these spaces may have been
used.
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Table 1. Chiapas Central Depression chronology.

Chiapa Chiapa de Corzo phases
Year Periods Periods (Bryant et al. 2005)
400  Early
300 Classic VIII Jiquipilas (AD 300-350)
200 VII Istmo (A.D. 100-300)
A.D. 100 Terminal Horcones (100 B.C.-
100 B.C.  Formative VI A.D. 100)
200 Late Guanacaste (300-100
300 Formative \Y B.C))
400
500 v Francesa (500-300 B.C)
600
700 111 Escalera (750-500 B.C)
800
900  Middle
1000 Formative 11 Dili (1000-750 B.C.)
A Late Formative Maya Sites
A Lavem .
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Figure 1. Middle and Late Formative sites discussed in the text.
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The changes (discussed below)
include the construction of less accessible
spaces, and modifications in the use of
spaces at these sites over time. These
changes indicate a shift away from an
exclusive emphasis on processional rituals
that were open to the public and likely
involved the participation of large numbers
of commoners, to an emphasis on more
exclusive rituals that were performed
outside of the view of the general
population, with more limited audiences
consisting primarily of nobles.

Outside of a small portion of
expansive iconography of the Classic Maya
and the more limited iconography of the
Formative period, the structure and content
of ceremonies sponsored and performed by
early Mesoamerican rulers are largely
unknown to us. Nonetheless, the settings in
which many of these ceremonies took place
have in many cases endured, providing some
information on the degree of accessibility
and inclusivity of rituals performed by
rulers. As to the processional aspect of the
rituals that took place within these spaces,
we have ethnohistoric and ethnographic
examples of the importance of processional
ceremonies from groups in the same region,
and from descendants of the same Zoque
culture (Alain 1989; Aramoni 2014: 246-
248, 362-369; Gossen 1999: 105-158;
Monaghan 2000: 31; Navarrete 1985; Vogt
1977: 42-44; YoSoyELNAGUAL 2012).

Post-conquest Mesoamerican
processions crossed, and continue to cross,
the landscape that surrounds settlements,
and move through the settlements
themselves, as well as taking place in formal
ceremonial precincts (Aramoni 2014: 247-
248; Vogt 1977: 42-47). Mountains in

particular have a special magical
significance in the ethnohistorically
documented Zoque belief systems, as places
of opportunity and danger, and the homes of
powerful spirits (Thomas 1990: 219-224). In
the highland Maya Tzotzil and Tzeltal
communities of Chiapas, the mountains that
surround the communities are still perceived
as imbued with the powerful forces of
ancestral spirits and Earth Lords (Pitarch
2010: 35; Vogt 1977: 44). Processions to the
peaks of these mountains are an important
part of rituals directed at placating or
petitioning these forces (Pitarch 2010: 138;
Vogt 1977: 44-50).

Post-conquest processions may
represent survivals of traditions that had
existed either as, or alongside, state
sponsored processions that took place within
ceremonial precincts (Aramoni 2014: 306).
We have evidence that from the Terminal
Formative through the Postclassic periods in
the Zoque area of Mesoamerica,
processional ceremonies took place outside
of ceremonial precincts, as well as within
them, involving processions to caves and
occasionally hilltops (Domenici 2010, 2014;
Peterson and Clark 2014). It is likely that, at
least in some contexts, as with the Classic
Period Maya, the mounds within ceremonial
precincts served as either representations or
replications of mountains within sacred
natural landscapes (Demarest 2006: 202;
Reilly 1999: 18; Schele and Friedel 1990:
71-72).

There is some risk in projecting
specific aspects of ritual performance
observed historically and in the
ethnographic present, especially with respect
to specific religious beliefs and
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cosmological interpretations (Marcus and primary importance, as well as the division

Flannery 1994: 55; Vogt 1964). of the cosmos into different celestial and
However, some cosmological concepts were subterranean planes (Carrasco 1999: 104;
widely shared across Mesoamerica, such as Gossen 1972: 119; Lind 2015: 339; Marcus
the division of the world into four quarters and Flannery 1994: 60; Trigger 2003: 447).

and a center, with the east-west axis being of

Middle Formative Chiapas E-Group Processional Arrangements

Civic-ceremonial spaces constructed at the Gulf Coast Olmec site of La Venta,
during the Middle Formative period in the Tabasco, in what John Clark and Richard
ethnically Zoque area of the Chiapas Central Hansen have termed the Middle Formative
Depression and its surroundings bear close Chiapas (MFC) complex (2001: 4-5)
resemblance to an arrangement of structures (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Chiapa II phase MFC structures at Chiapa de Corzo and the La Venta ceremonial zone. (plans adapted by
Tim Sullivan from Bachand et. al 2008 and Gonzalez Lauck 1997)
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Whether this pattern originated at La
Venta or elsewhere is not currently clear.
Recent excavations at Ceibal, and reanalysis
of dates from La Venta indicate that the
earliest known E-Group (but not the earliest
MFC complex) is from Ceibal (Inomata et
al. 2013). In any case, the use and of MFC
complexes outlived the existence of La
Venta as a political center. At Chiapa de
Corzo, and possibly at two other settlements
that survived into the Terminal Formative
period, the organization of architecture
surrounding the E-Group was reconfigured
through new constructions that created less
accessible ceremonial spaces, which
conform closely to a pattern repeated at
contemporary sites in the Maya Lowlands.

One indication that Middle
Formative ceremonial complexes in the
Chiapas Central Depression served as
processional spaces rather than large plaza
spaces from which the public (nobles and/or
commoners) viewed regal-ritual
performances that took place on the northern

mound can be found in Jerry Moore’s (1996:
791) observations on the spatial constraints
that limit various aspects of performance.
The distance between the northern mound
and the northern edge of the E-group of the
ceremonial complexes at Chiapa de Corzo
and La Venta (approximately 430 m), and to
a lesser, but still important extent at the
other sites considered in this study (a mean
of about 230 m), extend beyond the limits of
effective performative space if the plazas
were used as a setting for viewing ritual
performances enacted on the northern
pyramid (Figure 3). While temples and elite
residential structures almost certainly served
as platforms on which rulers and religious
functionaries performed rituals, including
those held during the course of processions
(as they continue to do in contemporary
Maya communities), the overall layout of
these spaces suggests that they were
designed for participants to move through,
not as enormous stadiums filled with
spectators.

Figure 3. Chiapa de Corzo, vew to northeast from Mound 11 towards Mound 36. Photo courtesy of Lynneth Lowe.
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I begin with a consideration of
Chiapa de Corzo, because it was occupied as
a political center throughout the period
under consideration and because we have
better data on construction sequences at this
site than any of the others considered in the
discussion. The most recent excavation data
(Bachand and Lowe 2011, 2012) and my re-
interpretation of older data from the site of
Chiapa de Corzo (Sullivan 2009: 97; 2012:
36; 2015) indicate that the E-Group
(Mounds 11 and 12), the Mound 13
platform, and Mound 36 at the northern end
of the site, were built in relatively close
succession, presumably as an organized
template, which parallels the organization of
Groups C, B, D, and the Sterling Acropolis
at La Venta (see Figure 2). This MFC
template occurs at a number of sites with
Middle Formative occupations in and
around the Chiapas Central Depression,
including Tzutzuculi, Mirador (Chiapas),
Ocozocoautla, Finca Acapulco, and La
Libertad (Clark ca. 2016; Clark and Hansen
2001: 3-12) (see Figure 1). San Isidro may
also have this template, with Mounds 20 and
2 as the E-Group, and Mound 25 as the
northern mound.'

The MFC complexes vary somewhat
in degrees of completeness and
correspondingly in dimensions. As defined
by Clark and Hansen, the MFC template
"...consists of a long, north-south plaza
(sometimes with a double square) with a
pyramid at the northern end of this plaza, a
long mound with an offsetting eastern
pyramid (an E-Group) on the southern end, a
large acropolis or broad mound on the
eastern margin of the plaza, and a row of
smaller platforms to the west of the plaza"
(2001: 12). The MFC complex differs from

the arrangement of lowland Maya E-Groups
in the presence of a large mound located at
some distance to the north of the E-Group,
which created an extensive processional
space oriented roughly north-south, and the
presence of an acropolis to the northeast of
the E-group. Several other Chiapas III and
IV sites in the area have an E-Group with an
acropolis structure to the northeast but lack
an obvious analogue to the northern mound
of the MFC complex, such as Santa Rosa
(Delgado 1965: Fig. 2), and Vistahermosa
(Treat 1986: Fig. 6). In the Maya Lowlands,
coeval constructions at the center of Ceibal
(Real 2 phase) also appear to conform to this
partial MFC pattern (Inomata et al. 2013:
Fig. 3).

A second consideration is the scale
of these plazas relative to the population of
the settlements and broader polities in which
they are situated. The area of the plaza at
Chiapa de Corzo during Chiapa II measured
from the southern base of the northern
mound to the northern edge of the long
mound of the E-group, and bounded on the
east by the western base of the Mound 13
and on the west by the eastern base of
Mound 11 measures approximately about
56,700 m*, with a crowd capacity of just
about 37,800 people (given a crowd
distribution of 1.5 m® per person). My
population estimates for Chiapa de Corzo
during Chiapa II are 1,090 for the settlement
of Chiapa de Corzo, and a population of
17,500 for the 2,600 km® of polity at large
(Sullivan 2009: 88; 2012: 32). So the area
of the Chiapa II phase plaza could have
contained over twice the number of men,
women, and children in the polity with
considerable room to spare (see Figure 2).
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At La Venta, the southern plaza
measured from the southern face of Mound
C-1 to the northern base of Mound D-8 and
from the eastern face of D-1 to the western
edge of the Sterling Acropolis, encompasses
around 50,250 m®, with a corresponding
capacity of just under 33,500 people (see
Figure 2). Imprecision in the mapping of La
Venta and ambiguities in the boundaries of

the Chiapa de Corzo plaza area make these
dimensions hypothetical. These dimensions
are, however, relatively similar between
these two centers and other sites with the
MEFC pattern within the Chiapas Central
Depression, with the exceptions of Finca
Acapulco and Tzutzuculi, which have
markedly truncated plaza areas (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Plot of plaza areas in square meters, in and around the Chiapas Central Depression

Data collected in the hasty 1969
excavations of Mound 17, before its
destruction in preparation for construction of
a Nestle factory (see Figure 3), suggest that
the first stage of the mound was constructed
in Chiapa III (Lee and Clark ca. 2016), as a
1.3 m tall platform, after the rest of the civic
ceremonial complex had been long

established (Figure 5). The southern face of
Mound 17 was located approximately 195 m
to the north of the northern face of Mound
12, the long mound of the E-Group, at the
head of a plaza measuring 26,325 m”, and a
corresponding capacity of 17,550 people,
which is still more than the estimated total
Chiapa I1I polity population of 20,000.
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Figure 5. Chiapa III structures at Chiapa de Corzo.

David Cheetham and Thomas Lee
interpreted Mound 17 as an elite residential
platform (2004). If they are correct, then the
construction of this mound may have placed
the residential locus of the ruling family in
the center of the civic ceremonial zone, and
the processions that took place here may
have revolved around the ruler's residence.
It is also notable that Mound 17 at
Chiapa de Corzo was originally constructed
with two flanking 70 cm tall platforms, that
extended about 100 m. to the south of the
southern face of the platform (see Figure 5),
creating an enclosed a space with an area of
about 3,200 m?, and a potential capacity of

2,130 people (also more than the entire
estimated population of the settlement
Chiapa de Corzo during this phase).The
dimensions of this space would have been
more amenable to the viewing of public
ritual performed on the Mound 17 platform.
Nonetheless, the low height of the flanking
platforms suggests that whatever activities
took place within this space, they were
visible to people standing outside.

La Venta's modest and now
destroyed Mound B-4 (see Figure 2) may
have served a similar function to Chiapa de
Corzo’s Mound 17 at some point in the site's
trajectory as a political center. However, in
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contrast to Chiapa de Corzo and Middle
Formative sites in the Chiapas Central
depression, at La Venta the elite appear to
have established a ceremonial space that was
more restricted both visually and in terms of
access in, the form of Complex A, located to
the north of Mound C-1 (Gillespie 2008;
Reilly 1999).

Reilly (1999) interprets La Venta’s
complex A as representing the watery
underworld. There are no analogues in the
position of La Venta’s Complex A in any of
the sites with MFC patterns in and around
the Chiapas Central Depression (Clark 2001:
185). Nonetheless, artificial reservoirs have
been identified in Chiapa II and III contexts
at Chiapa de Corzo, to the southeast of the
E-Group (Bachand et al. 2008: 77; Lowe
1962: 56), at La Libertad, to the east of
Mound 3 (Miller 2014: 68-69), and in
Chiapa III contexts at Ocozocoautla directly
east of the E-group (McDonald 1999: 62). It
is possible that at these sites a representation

of the watery underworld was incorporated
into the processional ceremonial route, in a
much more public space than at La Venta. In
support of this interpretation, at Chiapa de
Corzo this reservoir was turned into a
cemetery during the Chiapa IV period,
suggesting the space’s continued association
with death and the underworld.

Judging from dimensions alone,
other sites in the Chiapas Central Depression
could be interpreted as having taken the
placement of Chiapa de Corzo's Mound 17
as the northern boundary of the ceremonial
precinct (Figure 6). Still, despite the closer
similarity in plaza dimensions between that
defined for the Mound 17-E-Group
arrangement at Chiapa de Corzo, the
placement of these mounds on the northern
boundary of ceremonial precincts suggests
that they had different ideological
significance, and served a different role in
processional ceremonies than the Mound 17
platform.

Finca Acapulco Tzutzuculi La Libertad Mirador, Chiapas
100 50 0 100 200 Meters
N .

Figure 6. Middle Formative Chiapas complexes with analogues to Chiapa de Corzo, Mound 17. (base maps

modified from Clark 2016)
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At Chiapa de Corzo the northern
mound of the MFC complex, Mound 36,
continued to be expanded in Chiapa III and
IV, indicating that the Mound 17 platform
was situated in the center of processional
ceremonies throughout the Middle
Formative rather than serving as the
northern mound in a truncated version of the
original plaza. Analogues to the Mound 17
platform are present in Mound 9 at the
earlier site of Finca Acapulco (Clark ca.
2016: Fig. 16), Enclosure A at the coeval
site of Tzutzuculi (Clark ca. 2016: Fig. 2;
McDonald 1983: Fig. 2), and possibly in the
somewhat diminutive Mound 12 at Mirador
(Agrinier 2000: Fig. 1) and one of the two
low mounds (Mounds 34 and 35) in the
northern plaza at La Libertad (Miller 2014:
Fig. 2.2). An equivalent candidate for
central residential platform appears to be
absent at the site of Ocozocoautla.

The construction of an elite
residential platform at Mound 17 in Chiapa
III implies some important changes in the
structure of Zoque processional ceremonies.
I would suggest that during the Chiapa III
period, participation in certain aspects of
processional ritual became more specialized
and restricted to a limited group of people
within the plaza in front of Mound 17.
There is no evidence, however, that
limitations were placed on the ability of the
public to view these activities, such as the
construction of palisades on the flanking
arms of the platform. Indeed, the
observation of the rituals that took place in
this space by the public at large was likely a
key aspect of establishing and maintaining
legitimacy of rulership (although, as
Inomata has pointed out [2015], whether the
maintaining legitimacy was part of the intent
of rulers remains an open question).
Nonetheless, this shift suggests that rulers

may have been performing the role of a
central intermediary with aspects of the
cosmos that were not accessible to
commoners. This alteration may reflect a
change in the perception of rulers as
associated with the axis-mundi (Reilly 1990,
1995; Reilly et al. 1994). At some sites, in
the Chiapas Central Depression, such as
Ocozocoautla, this change in the
organization of processional ritual, and
correspondingly, in the status of rulers,
appears to have been rejected. At other sites,
such as La Libertad and Mirador, the Mound
17 analogues are very small and may have
served a similar symbolic purpose, but
without high-status functionaries residing on
the platforms.

The Chiapa II configuration at
Chiapa de Corzo, without Mound 17, could
easily accommodate the structure of Tzotzil
Maya ritual at the contemporary town of
Chamula described by Gary Gossen:
“Chamula cosmological symbolism has as
its primary orientation the point of view of
the sun as he emerges on the eastern
horizon...north on his right hand, south on
his left hand” (1972: 119). Gossen uses this
logic to explain among other things, the
normal path of Chamula processions out of
the west facing entrance of the church,
towards the north, and completing a counter-
clockwise circuit. These processions “follow
the path of the sun” starting in the east or
southeast, moving to the center of the sky
(north), then descending to the west, and
into the underworld (south) (1972: 119-121).
This cosmological framework appears to be
shared by the Tzotzil of Zinacantan (Vogt
1977: 43), by the Tzeltal Maya of Cancuc
(Pitarch 2010: 196), and by the Yucatecan
Maya. Friar Landa also described rituals that
moved in counter-clockwise circuits at the
Postclassic Maya settlement of Sotuta, and
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for colonial period Itzamal (Solari 2014).
Counter-clockwise ritual circuits are also
observed in contemporary Zoque
ceremonies in Copoya, Chiapas
(YoSoyELNAGUAL 2012), and in
Ocozocoautla, Chiapas (Alain 1989).

If processional ceremonies at Chiapa
de Corzo during the Chiapa II period
followed this highland Maya cosmological
framework, processions may have been
initiated at the acropolis (Mound 13), and
moved to the right (the northeast) toward
Mound 36, then following the path of the
sun, moved to the south around the E-group
(Mounds 11 and 12), to the south of the
reservoir (again, a possible representation of
the watery underworld) and completed the
circuit, moving to the northwest back to the
acropolis.

If the addition of an elite residential
platform in the center of the ceremonial
precinct in Chiapa III (Mound 17) marked a
new locus for the start of processions, then
the rules of highland Maya ceremonial
structure would be violated. As Mound 17
and its flanking arms faced south, starting a
procession from this mound and moving to
the right would direct the procession
towards the southwest on a path that would
first pass through the symbolic watery
underworld of the south, around the E-
Group and the reservoir, before moving
through the symbolic path of the rising sun.

To engage briefly in some wild
speculation, the elites residing on Mound 17
may have had a different, more stationary
role in processions than their Chiapa II
predecessors, performing rituals in their role
as the axis-mundi while lower tier elite and
commoners engaged in processions
following the symbolic path of the sun
around them.

It should be kept in mind that first
stages of Mound 7, located to the southeast

of the E-Group (see Figure 5) were also
constructed during Chiapa III, creating a 2 m
tall platform (Lowe 1962: 45). The Chiapa
I1I stage of Mound 7 was oriented to 7° east
of true north (declinated from Lowe 1962:
46 using NOAA [2013]), rather than the
dominant Chiapa de Corzo architectural
orientation of 28° east of true north.
Precisely why it was built with this unusual
orientation is not known. Michael Blake’s
analysis of the Chiapa de Corzo E-Group
(2013) demonstrates that neither equinoxes
nor solstices pass over the southern end of
the E-Group. At the later E-group
configuration at Caracol (Chase and Chase
1995: 95-97), there is a structure located
directly to the southeast of the E-Group with
a similar deviation from the dominant site
orientation. The Caracol structure is located
adjacent to, and parallels what appears to be
a canal that led from the E-Group to a
reservoir (Chase et al. 2013: Fig. 15.11). We
do not know if the Chiapa III stage of the
Mound 7 construction had stairways facing
north or east, as excavations on these sides
of the mound did not reach Chiapa III
constructions. We do know that it had a
western stairway that faced the reservoir
(Lowe 1962: 45). As such it may have
served some role in facilitating interaction
with the forces of the underworld. Mound
7’s break from the dominant orientation of
the site may have marked a new starting
point for processional rituals, with the
movement of participants off the north edge
of this mound marking the change of
meaning of the ceremonial space from
profane to sacred.

The experience of a procession
through the site of Chiapa de Corzo in the
Chiapa II and III periods would have been
considerably different from what is possible
today, with the mounds covered in grass
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rather than tamped clay, which was likely
painted. The Nestle plant enclosure
occupying the footprint of Mound 17 and
impeding access around the ceremonial zone
has also substantially altered the space. The
clay surfaces of platforms and pyramids of
Chiapa II and IIT would have amplified the
sounds of whatever musical instruments
accompanied processions, which would
have included whistles, ocarinas, flutes, and
trumpets (Lee 1964:66-70). Rattles and
drums were likely utilized as well (although
these instruments have not been securely
documented in artifacts or imagery at
Chiapa de Corzo), which would have echoed
off these constructions, creating an
otherworldly atmosphere.

The use of colored clay or paint to
decorate structures is known for the Middle
Formative (Boone 1989:53; Drucker
1953:23, 36, 38, 42), and it is likely that the
designers of the spaces at Chiapa de Corzo
during these periods decorated the exteriors
of their constructions. While the very large
civic-ceremonial zone at Chiapa de Corzo
may have been used for mundane activities,
the colors of the structures would have
contributed to the performative effect of the
space as a conduit to other planes of reality.
Furthermore at least some of the participants
were likely costumed and masked as deities,
as is frequently manifested on Middle
Formative Olmecoid iconography. All of
these factors contributed to the effect on
participants and observers of processional
(and non-processional) ceremonies that took
place within these spaces.

Late Formative Transitions

By the beginning of Late Formative
period there is evidence for disruption of the
regional political landscape. Upstream from
Chiapa de Corzo, there appears to have been

While the Chiapa III construction of
Mound 17 would have interrupted sightlines
towards Mound 36 from the southern parts
of the civic-ceremonial zone, the Chiapa III,
its 1.3 m height would not have blocked the
view of the 5.6 m tall northernmost mound
from most of the site, although its
superstructure would have increased its
height. Even so, the position of Mound 17
did not interfere with the sightlines between
Mounds 7, 13, or 11, and Mound 36.
Proceeding from either Mound 7 or Mound
13 to the north, the shape of Mound 36 is
echoed by the Cerro El Zapote (see Figure
3), located to its north. Turning
southwestward from Mound 36 in Chiapa II
the procession would have had an
unimpeded view to the E-Group, and
through that, to whatever vegetation
surrounded the reservoir on the south end of
the ceremonial precinct. In Chiapa III the
Mound 17 platform, even with its relatively
low height, would have effectively blocked
the view from the base of Mound 36 of the
reservoir area until the party reached the
western flanking platform of Mound 17, at
which point this watery area would have
been visible between Mounds 11 and 12 of
the E-Group. In both phases the full
reservoir area would not have been visible
until passing the E-Group, which while not
surprising to any of the participants very
likely would have had an emotive effect,
given the otherworldly context of the
processional ceremonies.

a hiatus in mound construction during
Chiapa V, and settlement appears to have
been relatively light in Chiapas VI (Bryant
et al. 2005: 6). In the Upper Central
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Depression many sites were abandoned or
relocated to more defensible locations
(Bryant and Clark 1983: 226; Bryant et al.
2005: 265; Lowe 1999: 86). We also
currently have no evidence for the initiation
of new E-group construction in the Chiapas
Central Depression during these periods.
Upstream from Chiapa de Corzo, the sites of
La Libertad and Finca Acapulco were
abandoned (the latter toward the end of
Chiapa III [Clark 2016]). On the Pacific
Coast and in the western Central
Depression, respectively, the sites of
Tzutzuculi (McDonald 1983: 67; 1999: 57)
and Vistahermosa (Treat 1986: 16-20) were
abandoned.

At the centers that survived, we see a
greater degree of variability in the
organization of civic-ceremonial space than
was present in the Middle Formative. At
Chiapa de Corzo the focus of construction
during Chiapa V and VI shifted notably
towards an emphasis on building to the

» M
100 50 O Meters ‘,;
)

south of the E-Group (Figure 7). The first
stages of Mounds 1 and 1a were begun
during Chiapa V, each of which employed
masonry architecture, which was relatively
new and uncommon at Chiapa de Corzo at
the time. Two-room temples were also
constructed on Mounds 1 and 1a during
Chiapa V (Agrinier 1975: 14; Lowe and
Agrinier 1960: 17-18). The first (relatively
modest) stages of Mound 5 were constructed
on the eastern side of this plaza (Lowe 1962:
7), and Mound 8 was expanded during
Chiapa V. These constructions resulted in
the formation of a southern plaza measuring
approximately 90 m N-S by 60 m E-W, with
an area of about 5,400 m” and a capacity of
3,600 people. The potential capacity of this
plaza is still very generous relative to the
population of the settlement of Chiapa de
Corzo, during this period estimated at 1,640,
but could no longer hold the entire
population of the polity, estimated at 13,300
(Sullivan 2009: 201, 2015).

Figure 7.

Chiapa V structures
at Chiapa de Corzo
(earlier structures
unmodified in this
phase outlined in
blue).
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More importantly, the dimensions of
this space would have allowed for relatively
intimate performances by the royals. The
visual limitations from the main body of the
settlement to the east imposed on this space
by the presence of Mound 7 (which was last
expanded during Chiapa IV, and apparently
not altered during Chiapa V or VI [Lowe
1962: 47], allowing for the possibility that it
became overgrown, further limiting
visibility), and the limitations on
accessibility imposed by the gully behind
Mound 5, would have made this space less
accessible by commoners than the MFC
complex to the north.

Additionally, this new space with its
cut-stone and plastered surfaces would have
had distinct acoustics from those of plazas
with clay-faced structures. The intensity of
reverberations would have been greater,
allowing for the possibility that while
commoners may have been excluded from
viewing many of the ceremonies taking
place in the new plaza area, they may have
heard the music and commotion
accompanying these ceremonies at a greater
volume than with the earlier, more
accessible areas. While it is possible that this
effect was an unintentional consequence,
Steven Houston and Karl Taube have
pointed out that at least by the Classic
Period, there is evidence that the Maya had
developed an understanding of the acoustic
properties of architecture (2006:259).

By Chiapa VI, with the construction
of the Mound 5 palace (Lowe 1962: 7), the
E-Group at Chiapa de Corzo had been fully
integrated into a pattern that is frequently
repeated at sites in the Maya Lowlands. This
pattern consists of a north-facing temple
complex to the south of the E-Group and a
palace to the southeast of the E-Group,
forming a relatively enclosed royal plaza.
This pattern is present at Late Formative E-

Group complexes in the Maya Lowlands,
such as the Leon group and Acropolis at El
Mirador (Sprajc et al. 2009: Fig. 2), the E-
Group at Calakmul, Mexico (Folan 1992:
Fig. 3), and the E-Group Plaza (along with
the South Pyramid and Group III) of Cival
(Estrada-Belli 2011: Fig. 4.1) in the Peten,
among others (Figure 8). This pattern is
evidently absent in the E-Group
configurations of Ceibal (Inomata et al.
2013: Fig. 3), Tikal (Sharer and Traxler
2006: Fig. 4.5), El Palmar (Doyle 2012: Fig.
2), and Uaxactun (Ricketson 1933: Fig. 3),
among others.

It is worth noting here that the
engraved stone referred to as Stela 2 at
Chiapa de Corzo, which has one of the
earliest long count dates yet known in
Mesoamerica (36 BCE), was not in fact part
of a stela, but rather part of the architecture
of the Mound 5 palace (Perez de Lara and
Justeson 2006: 8). As such it is very possible
that the information conveyed by this feature
was not visible from outside of the structure.
Even if it did decorate an external part of the
structure, its placement on the Mound 5
palace would have made its audience more
restricted than if it had decorated a stela
placed in the less restricted access northern
plaza. This is a further line of evidence that
rulers were interacting at least in some
aspects, with an increasingly limited
audience. These lines of evidence suggests
that the new southern addition to the
ceremonial complex created a space for
ceremonies involving a relatively restricted
group of elite at the site.

The Chiapa V version of the Maya
E-Group pattern may be repeated at
Ocozocoautla, as there are two mounds to
the south of the E-Group (Mounds 19a and
b), however neither of these mounds have
been excavated, and we consequently do not
know when they were built or what kinds of
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superstructures they supported.
Ocozocoautla’s Mound 12 is situated
roughly in the location of Mound 5 at
Chiapa de Corzo, but again, this mound has
not yet been excavated. Ocozocoautla’s
Mound 18, the first stage of which was
constructed in Chiapa III (McDonald 1999:
62) appears to be a somewhat expanded
analogue of the Chiapa IV Mound 8 at
Chiapa de Corzo (Figure 9).

At San Isidro, which was occupied through
Chiapa VI (Lowe 1998: 38), Mounds 6 and
7 at the southern end of the civic-ceremonial
complex are potential candidates for
analogues to the southern complex at Chiapa
de Corzo. However, this interpretation will
remain speculative for the foreseeable
future, as these structures were not
excavated during the salvage investigations
at San Isidro (Lowe 1999; L. Lowe 1998),
and now lie deep beneath the waters of the
Chicoasen dam.

There are two very notable
differences between the Late and Terminal
Formative layouts of Chiapa de Corzo and
possibly the layouts of Ocozocoautla and
San Isidro, with those of the Maya
Lowlands. First, the triadic architectural
elements that are ubiquitous at the Late
Formative sites in the Mirador Basin, and
common elsewhere in the Maya Lowlands
(Hansen 1998: 75), are apparently absent at
Chiapa de Corzo, Ocozocoautla, and San
Isidro. Second, at contemporary Maya sites,
temple and palace complexes associated
with E-Groups are generally located directly
to the south of the E-group, while at Chiapa
de Corzo and possibly at Ocozocoautla and
San Isidro they are positioned to the
southeast of the E-group. These differences
may indicate the persistence of certain
Zoque cosmological conceptions of space
from the Middle Formative and a rejection

of certain Lowland Maya cosmological
concepts.

We should also not ignore the fact
that construction, burials, and/or caching
continued on Mounds 11, 12, 13, 17, 32, 33,
and 36, in the older northern precinct at
Chiapa de Corzo. This continued
construction and maintenance indicates that
while the meaning and content of
processional ceremonies was altered by the
creation of a more restricted space at the
southern end of the ceremonial precinct, at
least certain aspects of older processional
rituals continued to be practiced, visible to
the public, and possibly involving the
participation of the non-elite.

The adoption of this architectural
configuration with Maya roots was
uncommon throughout the Chiapas Central
Depression and its vicinity during the Late
and Terminal Formative. It is absent at the
site of Mirador (Agrinier 2000: Fig. 1). It is
also absent at the small Middle Formative
through Early Classic site of El Cielito,
which has two small E-Groups (Navarrete
1960: Fig. 2), and at the E-Group at the site
of Santa Rosa in the Upper Grijalva region
(Brockington 1967: Fig. 1; Delgado 1965:
33-34). Neither El Cielito nor Santa Rosa
appear to have an MFC template. It is also
notable that there is as of yet no evidence for
new E-Group construction in or around the
Chiapas Central Depression from the Late
Formative through Early Classic periods
(Lee et al. 2015; Lowe 1959; Lowe 1998;
Navarrete 1960). The scarcity of these
Lowland Maya and ancestral Zoque
architectural templates may indicate a
general lack of involvement with, or a
rejection of geopolitical trends and their
accompanying ceremonial traditions that
appear to have been adopted by the elite at
Chiapa de Corzo, and possibly at
Ocozocoautla and San Isidro.

Sullivan, “Processional Ceremonies in the Formative Period Chiapas Central Depression, Chiapas, Mexico”
Processions in the Ancient Americas, Penn State University Occasional Papers in Anthropology No. 33 (2016): 42



Discussion and conclusions

For the period when the MFC
complexes made their first appearance in the
Central Depression, we have little evidence
for strong social divides between elites and
commoners (Sullivan 2015). The individuals
responsible for the design and construction
of these spaces very likely had a greater, or
different understanding of cosmological
forces than commoners, as well as a wider
geographic network of political relationships
with individuals with similar sets of
knowledge. Nonetheless, the initial layout of
these civic-ceremonial spaces suggest that
the opportunity for active participation of
commoners may have been a key selling
point in mustering the labor for constructing
and maintaining these novel ceremonial
spaces. These new arenas for ritual
performances would have provided the
opportunity for certain groups and
individuals to gain a reputation for
privileged ties to cosmological forces
through sponsoring, leading, and
participating in processional ceremonies.
While we do not know the extent to which
the evolution of this special status allowed
elites to exclude groups or individuals from
social, economic or political advancement,
processional ceremonies would appear to be
a venue in which the development of
structural power, sensu Wolf (1990: 586,
590-591) could take place, thereby justifying
the gradual expansion of social and political
inequality.

If a group of individuals gained
recognition as privileged intermediaries with
different levels of the cosmos, reflected in
the establishment of an elite residence on
Chiapa de Corzo’s Mound 17, and Finca
Acapulco’s Mound 9, this elevation in status
would have facilitated the ability of this
group to exercise power in other facets of

life. Whether through small-scale practices
which the Spanish at contact understood as
witchcraft (Aramoni 2014: 27-66), or
through the broader ability to influence the
coming of rainfall or the generosity of the
earth deities.

None of these population centers was
operating in a vacuum, and interactions
between the elite from different centers was
likely an important factor fueling the
elaboration of ceremonies, and establishing
the permanence of a class of elite. Still, the
commoner population does not appear to
have been excluded in any meaningful way
from processions until Chiapa V. This lack
of exclusion suggests that commoners were
part of the intended audience of these
ceremonies.

By the Late Formative, we see
evidence at Chiapa de Corzo, and possibly at
Ocozocoautla and San Isidro, for the
imposition by the elite of restrictions on
public participation and access to important
aspects of ceremonial activities through the
construction of more restricted ceremonial
spaces. While other aspects of processional
ceremonies were maintained, and likely
open to the view, and possibly the
participation, of the wider public, the
establishment of increasingly restricted and
specialized ritual space, characterized by a
less accessible and visible plaza, and by the
introduction of two-room temples, south of
the E-Group marked new social divisions
within the polity. As I have discussed
elsewhere, the burial data from Chiapa de
Corzo also suggest increasingly pronounced
social divisions, both between clite and
commoners, and between rulers and lower
tier elite (Sullivan 2013: 51-52; 2015). This
restricted access was likely accompanied by
a constriction of avenues for social or
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economic advancement to the commoner
population, and eventually the non-royal
elite. While this exercise of structural power
may not have been a principal motivation
behind the organization of these spaces, it
does appear to have been at least an
unintended consequence.

With that in mind, we should not
view the Late and Terminal Formative
modifications of the Middle Formative
civic-ceremonial spaces as marking a
complete break with earlier processional
rituals. Excavations at Chiapa de Corzo
have demonstrated that the original northern
MEFC part of the civic-ceremonial complex
continued to be modified and used during
Chiapa V and VI. Nonetheless, whether it
was the intent of rulers or not, the
modifications to processional ceremonies,
along with changes in the political and
social structure of the center at Chiapa de
Corzo were accompanied by population
decreases in the city, at the same time that
the regional population was rising (Sullivan
2009: 197-201; 2013: 52-53; 2015). These
were the first population decreases the city
had seen since its inception. If the
conservation of earlier traditions was in part
an attempt to maintain popular support of
the regime, it does not appear to have been
terribly successful, as many people appear to
have voted with their feet and moved out of
the city. On the other hand, if the goals of
rulers included limiting the number of
people in the city, to better control pathways
to social and political advancement, the
strategy may be viewed as highly successful.

It is significant that this trend of
incorporating E-Groups into increasingly
restricted ceremonial spaces does not seem
to have spread throughout the Chiapas

Central Depression. This may have to do
with greater levels of interaction between
the elite of Chiapa de Corzo, Ocozocoautla,
and San Isidro with the Maya Lowlands.
Exactly why these centers rather than others
would have had greater interaction with
people from the Maya Lowlands is not clear,
but may have to do with positions on
communication routes and traditions
established in the Middle Formative of long-
distance exchange.

While survey data suggest that the
population in the Chiapa de Corzo
hinterland increased during the Chiapa V
and VI (Late and Terminal Formative)
periods (Sullivan 2009: 197-201, 2013: 53-
53; 2015), elsewhere in the Chiapas Central
Depression survey data from the 1950s and
1960s suggest a decline in the number of
occupied sites (Bryant et al. 2005: 6-7; Lee
et al. 2015; Lowe 1959; Navarrete 1960;
Peterson and Clark 2014).

It may be that a prolonged drought,
which in the semi-arid Chiapas Central
Depression would have had devastating
effects on farming communities, caused the
abandonment of many sites out of necessity.
This form of crisis would have likely
undermined the confidence of commoners in
the ability of their rulers and their rituals to
successfully placate the cosmological forces
responsible for rainfall. Variability in
architectural configurations within the area
may reflect different responses to this
cosmological and ideological crisis. Yet the
fact that a variety of population centers
weathered this crisis with an array of
responses in the organization of ceremonial
space provides some interesting avenues for
future research in the Chiapas Central
Depression.
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