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The following archaeological report results from financial support provided
by the John Lloyd Stephens Foundation. The funds allocated by this Foundation permitted
the authors to spend three weeks in the field studying the ancient ruins of Semetabaj, its
immediate environs, and to excavate nine test pits strategically located throughout the
site. A further nine weeks of laboratory studies were required to wash, catalogue,
photograph, draw, and analyze the archaeological material recovered from the controlled
stratitests and from the uncontrolled collections. The latter include surface finds from
the site of Semetabaj and miscellaneous material accidentally discovered in the environs
during modern agricultural or construction activities.

The research at Semetabaj was due solely to the interest and stimulus of the
land owner, John E, Mack of Pasadena, California on whose property, Finca Santa
Marta (recently named Lomas del Lago Atitlan), are located the majority of the archaeo-
logical mounds of Semetabaj. Official permission for the archaeological investigations
at Semetabaj was granted by Dr. Luis Lujan Muoz, Director del Instituto de Antropologia
e Historia de Guatemala. We are deeply indebted to Mrs. Henry Lee Whitbeck and her
daughter Lucy Sturgill of Finca San Rafael, Guatemala City for their many kindnesses
and for providing us with a fully furnished, beautiful and comfortable house in the Colonia
Santa Marta which served as base camp and field laboratory during our three weeks stay
at Semetabaj. We also wish to thank Carolyn Hatch, Virginia B. Shook, Clive Carruthers,
and Father Carleton Sage for performing some of the indispensable but less exciting and
dirty chores associated with archaeological fieldwork. Sr. Otto Krings, the administrator
of the Colonia Santa Marta, gave us his full cooperation and his helpful advice was
invaluable in our dealings with the people of San Andres Semetabaj.

Note: Since this report was written, Sr. Otto Krings' workmen accidentally
discovered a major Preclassic tomb 65 m. opposite and in a straight line from Str. 4
and our Pit 2 (Fig. 1). The tomb is a subterranean chamber, cut into the natural talpetate
and underlying white pumice, having a tunnel entrance facing toward Str. 4. Reportedly
there are 27 whole vessels, skeletons of four individuals, placed on a red painted floor.
This important find, evidentally the oldest completely preserved chambered tomb yet
discovered in the Western Hemisphere, has been resealed awaiting excavations and study
by the authors in November 1978, A separate report will be published on the tomb and
its furniture.

To our knowledge the first published reference to the ruins of Semetabaj is a
brief statement by Lothrop (1933: 103, 104) who says: '"This small town (San Andres
Semetabaj), the first encountered on the road from Panajachel to Godinez, stands perhaps
1000 ft. above the lake (Atitlan). On the southern edge of the town is the Finca Santa Marta,
property of don Eduardo Diaz. Immediately west of the main road where it crosses this
land there is a group of a dozen or more mounds, the largest (Str. 4) of which is about
30 feet high.

""Semetabaj mounds belong to a well-recognized type found in the highlands of
Guatemala, distinguished by the fact that they are constructed almost entirely of earth,
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Agua Escondida, Chirijuyu and Chiche have similar structures. In each case the mounds
at these sites have been devoted to agriculture, with the result that the outlines have been
lost and today they are simply domes of earth." Lothrop also astutely observed that
surface potsherds indicated that Semetabaj was settled fully as early as the Chukumuk I
period, the oldest occupation he encountered at Chukumuk across Lake Atitlan from
Semetabaj.

After Lothrop's publication in 1933 there have been brief visits to Semetabaj
by other archaeologists, including A.V. Kidder and E. M. Shook, during which time surface
pottery samples were collected (Lot E-10, deposited in the Museo Nacional de Arqueologia,
Guatemala), photographs taken, and a rough sketch map drawn (Shook, 1945, Field
Book #287, p. 3). The information gathered by Shook at the site and his study of the
pottery confirmed Lothrop's early dating of Semetabayj.

The presence of Sacatepequez White Paste White, Utatlan, Glossy Black-Brown
Wares and zone punctated decoration on jars indicated at least a Middle Preclassic
occupation. The material also showed that habitation continued in the Late Preclassic
and into the Classic period. Whether the Classic was Early, Late or both could not be
determined. The collections contained no ceramics of the Post-Classic period. The
majority of the archaeological material collected by Shook between 1942 and 1946 (Lot
E-10) came from a flat area just south and southeast of Str. 4 (Fig. 1). There the soil
and clay was being dug for use in manufacturing adobes, bricks, and roof tiles to supply
the local needs of the town of San Andres Semetabaj. As ancient potsherds, obsidian,
and other stone artifacts interfered with the puddling of the soil and clay, the workmen
would throw these objects to one side. Among these objects, other than potsherds, were
miniature vessels, one almost complete tripod bowl (Fig. 15e) and stone artifacts. The
latter included obsidian flake blades, spherical jade beads, manos and metates, perforated
"doughnut' stones, a "mushroom' stone and a small vessel or cup (Fig. 5f).

Semetabaj, located in the Dept. of Solola on the high north rim of Lake Atitlan,
east of Panajachel, rests on an open tongue or bench of land sloping southwesterly from
a range of mountains that hem the northern horizon. The land drops off rapidly on the
west side of the bench from the 1970 m. elevation of the site, to the deep trough of the
Rio Panajachel 400 m. below. The east side of the bench is less sharply defined, sloping
gently to the drainage of the Rio Pachib which with other tributaries entering from the
east swings around the south end of the Semetabaj bench. Here the stream, now called
the Rio Tzala, becomes sharply entrenched before it cascades into the Rio Panajachel
valley. The site location, 400 m. above Lake Atitlan, commands a spectacular view to
the south over the magnificent lake towards the volcanos Cerro de Oro, Toliman, Atitlan,
and San Pedro. To the north looms the rugged range of mountains forming the continental
divide. The elevation and the average mean temperature places Semetabaj in what
locally is called ""tierra fria' or cold land. It has, as much of the Guatemala Highlands,
a distinct dry and rainy season, each lasting approximately six months. The dry season
extends from November through April, the remainder of the year being the wet season.
However, even during the dry months, heavy moisture-laden clouds and fog often roll
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over Semetabaj from the south across Lake Atitlan. The site, being open and exposed,
is subject to frequent strong winds, occasionally approaching hurricane force. Also
seismic disturbances are not uncommon. Many homes, public buildings, and the
recently built church of San Andres Semetabaj were destroyed in the February 1976

earthquakes. Previous ones, possibly the severe earthquakes of 1773, left the Spanish
colonial church a ruined shell of masonry.

The modern town of San Andres Semetabaj lies on the eastern periphery of the
ancient site with the town cemetery actually situated within the central archaeological
zone (Fig. 1, 18c). The modern community of approximately 1,500 inhabitants are largely
Cakchiquel Imdians with the minority ladinos. The Maya language, Cakchiquel, is the
preferred tongue with Spanish spoken as a second language. Spanish is taught in the local
schools and is understood and spoken by most of the inhabitants. The largest number of
the people and those of the surrounding hamlets (aldeas) within the municipality of San
Andres Semetabaj are farmers with small land holdings. The principal crops are corn,
black beans, and wheat with minor plantings of fruits and vegetables. The town is noted
for corn, beans, and wheat which are produced in sufficient quantities to permit a surplus
to be sold as a cash crop. It appears quite probable that the availability of adequate soil
for the production of corn and beans, plus the ready supply of water were the basic
conditions for the ancient settlement of Semetabaj. Also, its position suggests that
ancient trade routes may have been another important asset. Trade routes during the
Spanish Colonial Period passed through San Andres Semetabaj, as do modern ones, and
these are important economically to the town.

Observable are fifteen archaeological mounds in Semetabaj (Fig. 1). All bear
evidence of disturbance to a greater or lesser degree from centuries of cultivation by
hoe or plow (Fig. 18b, c), cutting away for building material, excavations by treasure
hunters, or for access to the modern cemetery. Some mounds surely have disappeared
entirely because of these activities. The fifteen remaining mounds range from 1 m,
(Str. 15) to 9 m. in height (Str. 4). They are constructed essentially of earth with only
an occasional use of stone. The structure arrangement approximately depicted in the
rough sketch map (Fig. 1) does not conform to a standard or recognizable pattern. The
normal plaza or formal court arrangement appears to be absent. The larger structures,
4, 7, 11 and 12 are dispersed irregularly with smaller units scattered around and between
them. There is no evidence or suggestion of a ballcourt at the site of Semetabaj. It
should be re-stated that the map is simply a sketch, to show the approximate disposition
of the structures, and that until an accurate topographic plan is made of Semetabaj, the
correct positioning of the units cannot be ascertained, The site is compact and oriented
generally on the axis of the natural bench of the land about Mag. N. 40° East.

The natural stratigraphy of Semetabaj consists of a thin 20-40 cm. surface
layer of dark brown soil, directly overlying a thicker bed, 50-100 cm. of hard, semi-
solidified yellowish-brown earth locally called talpetate. Below the talpetate occurs a
deep stratum of fine white volcanic pumiceous ash which is stained yellow or rust color
at the contact with the talpetate. This pumice or ash is known locally as tierra blanca or
arena blanca (white earth or sand).
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Natural stone of volcanic origin occurs at a considerable depth below the
talpetate and white ash deposits. Itis exposed by erosion of the overburden in the deep
ravines nearby and especially on the precipitous slope to the Rio Panajachel west of the
site.

There are no human cultural remains found in the talpetate or the volcanic
ash, Pottery and stone artifacts are confined to the thin layer of surface soil unless man
at some time has quarried or dug intrusive pits into the talpetate and ash.

Our test pits and observations of the Semetabaj structures proved that the
builders had performed an incredible amount of earth moving. They cut down the natural
material, talpetate and white ash, to various depths over a considerable extent of the site.
The north-south slope of the natural terrain was cut at several intervals in terraces
stepping downward toward toward the south. Also, platforms of the sterile natural
material were left standing in relief. These served as foundation cores for individual
structures. In some examples the cores were built up vertically with additional material,
while in others, the cores were leveled, terraced and finished exteriorly as complete
structure units. Fig. 2a, b illustrate the construction technique utilized by the builders
of Semetabaj. The drawing is fairly accurate for the surface outline and position of the
natural central cores of Strs. 4 and 5. We have no information on architectural details
such as the stairways, terraces, and exterior finish of the structures. The ancient
technique of artifacially lowering the surrounding terrain leaving elevated platforms of
sterile natural material in planned positions as foundation cores for individual platforms
and pyramids occurrs frequently in the Maya area. One dramatic example, demonstrating
this technique, is the great Southwest Group at Kaminaljuyu (Shook, 1941, Bk. 285, p.
15-17). There, in Preclassic times, two contiguous plazas, orientated north-south,
and the surrounding areas were excavated by the Maya to at least four meters depth.
They left in relief eleven platforms of natural talpetate and white volcanic pumice in
formal positions around the two plazas. These platforms served as interior cores for the
finished substructures which supported buildings and temples made of perishable material.

The same principal was utilized by the Maya in many sites in the northern
lowlands; Palenque, Piedras Negras, Yaxchilan, Uaxactun, Tikal, etc., where the
surface limestone or bedrock was cut down in a similar manner as the natural talpetate
and volcanic ash at Semetabaj and Kaminaljuyu.

The test pits excavated by us were confined to the lands pertaining to Finca
Santa Marta which fortunately include most of the ruins of Semetabaj. Structures not on
land of the finca are Nos. 2, 3, 5, 6, 11 and the area of the modern cemetery. Surface
inspections and collections, however, could be made throughout the site. One greatly
destroyed mound, Str. 6, provided the largest sample from its fill and surface of the
earliest material, Middle and Late Preclassic, recovered at Semetabaj. The location of
our controlled 2 x 2 m. stratitests are shown in Fig. 1. All, except Pit 9, produced
deep stratigraphy and some structural data, Pit 9, nearest to the modern town, proved
to be in an area recently disturbed for adobe-making, a fact not apparent from the
appearance of the surface before excavations.



13

Pits 1, 2, 3, dug at the center base of the south, west, and north sides of
Str. 4, passed through the surface accumulation of eroded soil washed off Str. 4 after
its abandonment. Below this in Pits 1 and 2, (Fig. 3a, b), was encountered fill of a
Preclassic construction added to the exterior base of Str. 4. This fill had deeply buried
the lowest and earliest plaza floors surrounding Str. 4.

Pit 3 did not conform to the building sequence found in Pits 1 and 2. Instead,
after penetrating the surface deposit of eroded material from the north face of Str. 4, we
encountered an irregular level of dark brown soil (Fig. 3c). This level probably represents
the remnants of the latest plaza floor. Below it was fill, containing Early Classic sherds,
which extended to the natural sterile white volcanic ash. Even assuming the original
Preclassic plaza floor or floors on the north side had been completely removed by Early
Classic activities, the level of the natural ash is still 1 to 1.5 mts. higher than the
artificially built plaza floors on the west and south sides. Therefore, some means of
access would have been required to reach from the higher level on the north to the lower
floors on the west and south sides. We believe this was accomplished by a terrace wall
extending east and west from the N. E. and N. W. corners of Str. 4. The Preclassic
construction fill observed in Pits 1 and 2 appears to be the addition which raised the
general level around the base of Str. 4 to that of the north side.

The location of Pit 4, in the open area north of the modern cemetery and
just east of a road and water pipeline, was selected because workmen in digging the trench
for the pipeline recently had encountered an unusual amount of broken pottery and stone
artifacts. This evidence suggested the possibility of our finding a deposit of well-
stratified remains. The stratitest produced an abundance of potsherds, stone artifacts
and charcoal for a depth of just over 2 m., even though vertical stratigraphy was imperfect.
This condition was due to several intrusive and overlapping ancient pits, each with
rubbish between an upper and lower strata of black soil which appeared to have been old
plaza surfaces (fig. 3d). Below the lower plaza floor stratum, the dark, medium to light
brown soil overlying white ash produced no pottery, charcoal, or stone artifacts.

Pit 5 was sunk through the top center of Str, 9, a low sprawling mound
considerably cut down and spread by modern hoe and plow cultivation. Here, once the
churned surface 20 cm. layer had been removed, the entire test to 3 m. depth was
through sherd-bearing strata (Fig. 4a). Again, a layer of homogeneous black soil,
suggesting an old ground surface, was encountered 1. 90 m. below the top of Str. 9.

The stratum is comparable to the two similar layers in Pit 4 but its level is 1. 40 m,
higher than the upper one in that pit. Below the black soil in Pit 5, sherds continue in a
decreasing amount for another meter in depth.

Pit 6, the most northerly area of Semetabaj tested, was excavated on the
central axis and at the south base of Str. 13. The principal features consisted of an
upper 1,8 m. of artificially laid plaza fill covering a well-tamped, level, and smoothed
plaza floor of dark brown soil (Fig. 4b). Below the plaza floor the fill lacked pottery
but contained scattered tiny lumps of charcoal for another 60 cms., then sterile soil.
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Str. 11, a fairly long, steep-sided substructure (Fig. 1) suggests, by its size
and position in the assemblage of Semetabaj structures, that it may have been of considerable
importance. The former owner of Finca Santa Marta, Sr. Eduardo Diaz, had workmen
dig a narrow longitudinal trench from west to east into the heart of Str. 11. This trench,
dug sometime between 1937 amd 1942, was made in search of treasure. Today, the sides
of the trench have partly caved in and large pine trees grow in and around the trench edges.
We removed the scrub growth, leaving the full grown trees, searched the back dirt and
collapsed fill for ceramics and artifacts, and cleaned a section of the side walls to observe
the type of construction fill. A variety of fill had been used including tough brown clay,
talpetate and white ash. Also, remnants of several earth floors indicated that Str. 11

had two or more building phases.

Pit 7, on the north-south axis and at the south base of Str. 11, first penetrated
the shallow surface talus from the mound (Fig. 4c). Below the churned 20 cm. surface
stratum was a deep, over 2.2 m., mixed fill representing a major building stage of
raising the court or plaza level south of Str. 11. This thick fill overlay an earlier plaza
floor of dark brown earth which sealed another thick deposit of hard-packed brown and
light brown soil containing cultural material for at least 1. 8 m. below the brown earth
floor. Sterile yellowish soil finally was reached at a total of 4.0 m., depth below the

present surface.

Pit 8 was dug from the top center of the small, low, plowed-down Str. 8
located in approximately the north-south center of the site (Fig. 4d). The top surface
20 cm. of earth, extensively churned by hoe cultivation, represented the latest building
stage of Str. 8. Once removed, we discovered a flagstone paving which served as a base
for an earth floor covering the platform top of an earlier phase of Str. 8. The stone
paving effectively capped and sealed a contemporaneous, 1.7 m. thick fill. Below this lay
buried two earlier structures, one superimposed over the other representing the oldest
building units exposed in Pit 8. Both of these early platforms had been built of an adobe,
puddled and thickly mixed with grass, applied wet and solidly tamped. Once dry the fill
became exceedingly tough and hard. The grass admixture eventually rotted, leaving clear,
rust-colored casts of the grass blades and stems. Each platform had at one time supported
a perishable building, perhaps a shrine or temple, its thatch roof supported by large
wood posts. Both buildings eventually had burned, accidentally or purposely fired,
leaving evidence of this by the quantity of clean charcoal and burned adobe within the post
holes and the fired brick consistency of the adobe floor around the post holes. Sometime
during the use of the second or later platform, a large pit had been dug into the southeast
portion of the platform. We encountered the intrusive pit in the edge of the test cut and
cleared as much of the old pit as could be reached. The pit had been re-filled with many
heavily burned stones from fist to brick-size, burned lumps of adobe, charcoal, ashes and
soft brown earth. Our expectations of discovering the first human burial or cache of
pottery and jades at Semetabaj received a brutal jolt when after careful excavation our
efforts were rewarded by only a few potsherds. Disappointed over the lack of a cache or
burial, we then entertained the thought that the evidence might indicate a Preclassic sweat-
bath, that the pole and thatch building which had burned down may have served as a
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ceremonial sweat-house. It remains a possibility that the heavily burned stone and adobe
lumps, the ashes and the charcoal in the pit may be the discarded debris from fires used
in heating a sweatbath,

Pit 9, as earlier mentioned, turned out to be a dud. The location (Fig. 1), in
an open level area half-way between Strs. 6 and 7, was selected as the only testing on the
eastern periphery of the site and nearest to the modern town. The top meter of soil in the
pit overlay natural talpetate and had been churned and disturbed recently by the villagers
making adobe blocks for house construction.

In summary, the nine pits and the examination of Str. 11 and other partly
destroyed mounds of Semetabaj provided ceramic stratigraphy, a repertoire of stone
artifacts, data on architectural practices and importantly the time span of the principal
occupation of the archaeological site.

Working backward in time, today and during the past 450 years since the
Spanish Conquest and for an uncertain number of centuries prior to the Conquest, the
area and environs of Semetabaj have been occupied by the Cakchiquel speaking Maya. With
this historical knowledge, it is difficult to understand why we found no archaeological
evidence of this Cakchiquel occupation, particularly material of the Late Post-Classic
period dating approximately from 1200 to 1525 A.D. Material of the proto-historic time
span has characteristic and easily recognized ceramic types which are widely distributed
throughout the Southern Highlands of Guatemala. Yet our reconnaissance of Semetabaj
produced no Late Post-Classic ceramics. We believe nevertheless, that a more intensive
archaeological study of the region of San Andres Semetabaj would uncover evidence of the
proto-historic Cakchiquel occupation.

We did record a few scattered finds in the area dating from the Early Post-
Classic Period (900-1200 A.D.). Also, a single sherd of Tohil plumbate pottery came
from the surface level in Pit 1, Lot S-11 and another plumbate sherd from the disturbed
soil in Pit 9. These few Early Post-Classic ceramic specimens suggest that the Semetabaj
region sustained a thinly distributed population, perhaps only farmers, with virtually no
use of the archaeological site.

Equally incomprehensible is the total absence of any evidence of habitation at
Semetabaj or the immediate surroundings during the Late Classic Period from 550 to
900 A.D. Elsewhere in Guatemala and neighboring regions, the Maya were enjoying their
greatest cultural attainments in science, art, architecture, as well as in political and
social organization. Population, particularly in the adjacent South Coast area, reached a
density in the Late Classic unequaled before or in later Pre-Conquest times. Yet,
Semetabaj with its cool climate, productive soil, excellent water supply, and its
spectacular natural setting overlooking Lake Atitlan, according to present evidence, was
void of human population during the Late Classic Period.

This seemingly unique condition also existed during the upper half of the Early
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Classic Period from approximately 400 to 550 A.D. We found no remains of that time
span which is termed the Esperanza Phase in Kaminaljuyu when that great center
received such a wealth of cultural traits from distant Teotihuacan in the Valley of Mexico.

The archaeological evidence gathered by our excavations and reconnaissance
of Semetabaj clearly demonstrates that the ancient city was abandoned as a functioning
entity around 400 A.D. From that date forward the city fell into a ruined state of eroded
earth mounds and remained basically the same in appearance as it does today.

The early half of the Early Classic Period, from 200 to 400 A.D., witnesses
a vigorous community living and functioning in Semetabaj. Remains of this habitation
occurred in the upper levels of all the test pits and on the site surface. The ceramics,
obsidian, and other stone artifacts demonstrate that trade flourished with selective
regional and distant places. The area of trade extended to the Quezaltenango-Salcaja
Valley to the west; to the far northwest state of Hidalgo, north of Mexico City, for green
obsidian; to central Quiche and Peten Lowlands on the north; and to Kaminaljuyu in the
Valley of Guatemala on the east. Indications were rather sparse of trade with the very
near region of the Pacific Coastal Plain. Why so little trade by the people of Semetabaj
with their thriving neighbors on the South Coast? Did warfare, feuds, or some political
or ethnic animosity exist between the people of Semetabaj and those of the South Coast
during 200-400 A.D. period? As our evidence and interpretations are based largely on
the presence and absence of recognizable ceramic wares, another interpretation may be
advanced that the Semetabaj people were fully self-sufficient and satisfied with their own
pottery and ceramics produced by other nearby Highland centers, that trade with the
South Coast consisted of perishable tropical food products, salt, dried fish, cotton, etc.
rather than in hard goods. It might be noted that in Monte Alto on the South Coast certain
Highland products were found such as specific ceramic types, obsidian, jade, etc. which
dated within the same time range of the Early Classic.

Proceeding backward in time, archaeological material dating from the Proto-
classic or a late phase of the Late Preclassic Period about 100 to 200 A.D. was discovered
near a water source called Xecotoj, 500 m. north of Semetabaj (Fig. 1). The material
came from the surface soil to 1 m. depth in an uncontrolled excavation by local workmen
while extracting clay for brick-making. The ancient material included an adult human
skeleton with a pair of jade earplugs, stone artifacts, sherds and restorable pottery
vessels. Among the stone artifacts there were fragments of metates and manos, a
"doughnut" stone, and obsidian flake blades. The ceramics consisted of types not
encountered or recognized in the stratitests at Semetabaj. However, the proximity of
Xecotoj indicates that a settled population existed in the general area, if not on the site
of Semetabaj, during the Late Preclassic Period. The time range represented is
approximately that of the Santa Clara Phase at Kaminaljuyu.

Also noticeably slim was evidence at Semetabaj and the immediate environs
of ceramics equivalent to the important Late Preclassic Arenal Phase of Kaminaljuyu
which may date as late as 100 B. C. to 100 A.D. The Arenal phase represented a time
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of widespread trade and perhaps the cultural peak of the Preclassic at the major site of
Kaminaljuyu. The very small amount of material representing this time span in
Semetabaj as well as in the general Lake Atitlan region strikingly emphasises the woeful
state of our knowledge of Maya cultural history not only of this important lake region but
of most of the Southern Highlands of Guatemala.

The presence of Late Preclassic Miraflores Phase ceramics, questionably
dated from 300 to 100 B.C., and ample evidence of Middle Preclassic pottery permit us
to interpret more firmly the story of Semetabaj. Toward the end of the Middle Preclassic
Period, estimated to date from 500 to 300 B.C., presumably a Maya speaking people
moved into the area and established Semetabaj as the largest ancient city known today in
the region of Lake Atitlan. Perhaps the favorable environs with permanent water sources
and good soil for the production of corn, beans, avocados and other high altitude food
crops led to the development of such a center, It is certain that these culturally advanced
people had a highly developed social organization with the manpower to undertake a huge
public operation of earth moving and the building of major substructures. They selected
the sloping bench of land overlooking the spectacular Lake Atitlan, laid out a city, terraced
the land for courts and plazas, and erected platforms and pyramids to support temples,
palaces and public buildings made of wood, mud and thatch. The remains of these earth
substructures of the ancient city essentially are the same in plan and size as seen today,
Fig. 4. We assume that the majority of the populace lived close in and around the public
edifices in houses built of wood posts, walls of poles daubed with mud or adobe, and
roofed with grass thatch. This type of wattle and daub construction, examples of which
were recovered in our excavations, served admirably as protection against destructive
earthquakes as well as from the cold temperatures and occasional wind storms of
the Highlands.

Semetabaj as a flourishing community in Middle Preclassic times carried on
trade with the surrounding regions in the Southern Highlands and South Coast of Guatemala.
Some imports found in Semetabaj were jade, obsidian and pottery. The latter included
Glossy Black and Glossy Orange wares from the west and northwest, Utatlan Ware from
Central Quiche to the north, Sacatepequez White Paste White Ware from the east and
Usulutan pottery from the South. From Middle Preclassic trade material present in
Semetabaj, one might postulate peaceful relations with surrounding communities and the
general well-being and prosperity of the local inhabitants. These conditions for unknown
reasons apparently changed after about 200 B. C. and only returned once again in the life
span of Semetabaj during the brief 200 to 400 A.D. period of the Early Classic.

Prior to the influx of the vigorous Middle Preclassic people around 500 B. C.
only occasional ceramic evidence was found in Semetabaj of an earlier population. This
evidence consisted of a few sherds identified as Ocos types of Early Preclassic times.
The pottery indicates at least an occupation of the area perhaps as early as 1000 B. C.
even though we do not accredit these early pioneers as the builders of Semetabaj.
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Archaeological material recovered:
Artifacts:

1. Perishable material:

a. Avocado seeds. Carbonized seeds of avocado (Persea Americana)

came from the Preclassic fill below the plaza floor in Pit 7, Lot S-171. Burned
avocado seeds previously have been discovered in Middle Preclassic rubbish-filled pits
at Kaminaljuyu in the Guatemala Valley and Zacat in the Dept. of Sacatepequez (Shook
1948: 65a).

b. Grass. Casts of decomposed grass blades and stems were
common in the adobe fill of two Preclassic structures in Pit 8 (Fig. 14a, 20s).

c. Wood. Carbon from burned wooden main posts of two buildings
was recovered from the post holes in Preclassic levels of Pit 8. The wood posts, 25 and
28 cm. in diameter, had been sunk 68 cm. into the adobe supporting platforms. Often
casts of small, 2-3 cm. diameter, wood poles preserved in burned adobe fragments
appeared in the fill of the test pits. These indicate that wattle and daub wall construction
was common in Semetabaj. Wood charcoal also occurred in concentrated batches or in
scattered fragments in all test pits. Samples were obtained from Pits 2, 4, 5, 6, 7Tand 8.

2. Stone:

a. Sculpture. One fragment of a pedestal-based sculpture (Fig. 14b),
was recovered from Level i, in Pit 4. The fragment bore traces of an all-over red pig-
ment. These normally pertain to Middle and Late Preclassic Periods in the Southern
Highlands and South Coast of Guatemala (Shook 1970: 73-74).

b. Jade.

1. Beads, pendants and earplug flares. We recovered no jade
ornaments in our excavations. However, our local workmen assured us that ear flares,
small pendants and beads, particularly spherical ones, were found frequently during
cultivation of the soil. We were shown several jade earplug flares and plain, spherical
beads. One workman, Carlos Garcia, discovered a burial with a pair of jade earplug
flares at a Late Preclassic habitation site of Xecotoj, on the north fringe of Semetabaj.
The human bones were carefully collected in a box and re-buried in the modern cemetery.
The jade flares were sold in Panajachel.

2. Celts. One fragment came from the surface (Lot E-10)
(Fig. 14c) and we were shown several complete jade and greenstone celts by the local
people. They invariably associate celts with thunder and lightening, believing that celts
and obsidian flake blades were hurled to earth by bolts of lightening.

c. Obsidian,
1. Flake blades and cores (Fig. 14d, e). These unaltered,
primary flake-blades were the most prevalent artifacts in all test pits, and on the surface
at Semetabaj. Few were complete. Those and fragments of flake-blades totaled 609 from
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all excavations. Most were short and rather wide in proportion to their length (range 7 to
9 cm. length, 1.7 to 3.4 cm. width) often broadening toward the butt or striking platform.
The presence of obsidian cores in Semetabaj indicates that blade-flaking was done locally.
One expended core measured 4.7 cm. and another 9 cm. in length. 919% of the obsidian
appears to be of the same dark veined type which has a characteristic pebbled, rippled,
or grained surface. This grainy surface does not have the high, mirror-like reflection
of other obsidians. It has the characteristic color and surface of obsidian from the San
Martin Jilotepeque source in the Dept. of Chimaltenango. Geographically, San Martin
Jilotepeque is the closest known obsidian source to Semetabaj. Other flake blades, 7.5%
of the total, are slender, thinner and more delicate (Fig. 14h) of light smokey black
obsidian with a clean, glassy surface. Among the 609 fragments there were 46 of this
type obsidian whose source might be Chayal, just N. E. of Guatemala City. No cores of
this type of obsidian were recovered in our Semetabaj excavations. Most surprising to

us were 9 fragments (1.5% of the total) of dark green obsidian (Fig. 14g) which were
imports evidently from as far off as Cerro de Navajas, Hidalgo, just north of the Valley
of Mexico. All nine fragments of the green obsidian came from the upper levels in Pits
3, 5, 7 and 8 or the beginning of the Early Classic in Semetabaj.

2. Scrapers. Among the numerous unaltered chips of obsidian
which may be the wastage from local flake-blade manufacture, were some surely used
as scraping tools. A few scrapers have re-touched edges (Fig. 14f). These were of the
predominent grainy type of obsidian. All specimens recovered in our excavations may be
dated from Middle Preclassic to the early half of Early Classic, although they could not be
separated typologically within that time span.

d. Metates and Manos. A few fragments of metates and manos came
from the test pits, and others from the surface and immediate environs of Semetabaj.
Two types of metate were present. One, a simple, elongated trough-type without supports,
shows a minimum pecking of the original volcanic lava stone. A small, short, slightly
round-ended rectangular mano which wears a lengthwide groove in the grinding stone
probably belongs to the trough metate. This type of metate is typical of those found
associated with Preclassic remains throughout the Southern Highlands and South Coast of
Guatemala. The second metate type shows somewhat more shaping into a rectangular
thick slab of lava stone and bears two low, flattish rounded legs at one end (Fig. 14i).
The two-legged metate may be a local innovation toward the end of the Preclassic or a
new type introduced in the first half of the Early Classic Period. One example of the two-
legged metate was discovered with an Early Classic burial in the Tiquisate area of the
South Coast (Shook 1965: Fig. 20). No recognizable examples of three-legged metates
were found in Semetabaj comparable to those of the Early Classic Esperanza Phase in
Kaminaljuyu (Kidder, Jennings, and Shook 1946: Fig. 158). The stone grinder or mano
was common at Semetabaj. Most were small, short, ovoid in section, with blunt rounded
ends suitable for the trough type metates. Another was a rounded loaf-shaped stone
(Figs. 5b, 141) which may have been used for grinding or as an anvil stone.

e. Mortars and Pestles. A thin stone slab and a re-used metate
showing a worn circular depression on the grinding surface was found in Pit 7 (Fig. 14Kk).
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Another mortar came from the Late Preclassic deposit at Xecotoj and shows depressions
on the upper and lower surfaces (Fig. 5c, 14j), resulting from grinding with a pestle or
small round stone. One round, flattish, loaf-shaped stone (Fig. 14m), may have served
in some way as a pestle, mano, or grinder. These few examples of mortars and pestles
likely served to grind paint pigments and certain foods.

f. Perforated '"doughnut'' stones. These artifacts, common in the
Southern Highlands and South Coast (Shook 1940: 14, 2021), apparently make their first
appearance in the Santa Clara Phase (Late Preclassic) in Kaminaljuyu, and reach their
greatest popularity during the Classic Period. The present consensus of opinion favors
the use of these stones as weights for the planting or digging stick exactly as they are
used on digging sticks in modern agriculture in Eastern Africa from Abyssinia to South
Africa (Clarke 1944). In that area, the shape, weight, and size of the perforated stones
are the same as the archaeological '"doughnut" stones of Southern Mesoamerica. Also,
the latter stones differ basically in size and weight, being larger and heavier, from the
smaller artistically wrought and finely finished mace or war-club heads of Costa Rica,
Panama, Colombia, and the Andean area of South America. We also eliminate from
consideration because of their form, design, and symmetry, the oft-repeated opinion
that the perforated '"doughnut' stones of Southern Mesoamerica were used as door hinges.
Typically they are not conically, but biconically perforated, subspherical in shape, and
when decorated the design most frequently continues from top to bottom (Fig. 5d, e;
15a-d). Weights in pounds of seven complete perforated stones taken at random from the
Guatemala Highlands and South Coast gave 3.5, 3.5, 3.5, 3.5, 3.5, 5.0, 5.5 demonstrating
very consistent weights. Maximum diameters range from 10 to 16 cm. The Semetabaj
specimens came mostly from the uncontrolled surface collections but fragments of two
were found in our excavations, one in Level k of Pit 5 and the second in Level 1 of Pit 7.
Both of these were associated with levels which divided the Preclassic from Early Classic
deposits. We believe these two examples and the surface specimens pertain to the latest
occupation of the Preclassic or Protoclassic and the first part of the Early Classic Period.

g. '""Mushroom' stones. One plain, tripod mushroom stone was
collected (Lot E-10) from the brick-yard diggings south of Md. 4. The re-shaped and
re-used head of a second '""mushroom" stone (Fig. 5a) was found on the surface at the
east base of Str. 4. Both of these, Lot E-10, are unassignable chronologically.

h. Miscellaneous. One small heavy-walled vessel or cup (Lot E-10,
Fig. 5f) was cut from a fine-grained laminated light cream-white stone. The date is
probably Preclassic.

3. Mica: Thin sheets of mica lay scattered among charcoal bits and obsidian
flake blades on the earth floor of Pit 6, Level i. Other small mica pieces occurred in
the Preclassic fill of Pit 2.

4. Paints: In Pit 7, Level b, were a number of fragments of an adobe floor
or terrace facing. All of these fragments had one smoothed surface painted a dark red,
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suggesting that a structure, terrace wall, or a plaza floor had been solidly painted red.
Also, the pedestal sculpture (Fig. 14b) from Pit 4 had been painted red.

5. Bone: Several examples of animal and bird bone were found in random

" fill of Pits 3, 5, and 7. No human bones were recovered. The bones from Pit 3 were
those of a large, complete rodent lying in an animal burrow and could be of a recent
date. The few bones scattered through and contemporaneous with the fill of Pits 5 and 7
were bird bones.

6. DPottery:
Introduction

A total of 5697 pottery sherds was recovered from the excavations at

- Semetabaj in the 1978 field season and were sorted and analyzed in the Shook Laboratory,
Antigua, Guatemala. Of these, 1366 sherds are recognized as Preclassic wares, the
rest being almost entirely Early Classic (Fig. 5g). The Late Classic period is not
represented in the sample. There are two Postclassic Tohil Plumbate sherds, and a
few Colonial or modern examples, these coming from the surface and upper levels of the
excavations.

The Preclassic ceramics include some Early Preclassic sherds, but the
greatest amount can be assigned to the Sacatepequez (and of Middle Preclassic) and
Miraflores (beginning of Late Preclassic) phases, indicating a substantial occupation and
construction activity during this time. There is a scant amount of material from the
latter part of the Late Preclassic. The beginning of the Early Classic (Aurora phase)
is accompanied by a change in ceramic wares and an immense new building operation
which was superimposed on the Preclassic floor levels. The site was apparently
abandoned after the Aurora phase.

It is not yet clear to us whether the earliest major construction at Semetabaj
is associated with the Sacatepequez or with the Miraflores phase, although we suspect it
is the former. This uncertainty is due to our lack of control over the two major Preclassic
wares at the site, Semetabaj Brown Ware and Glossy Orange Ware. Semetabaj Brown is
a local ware, probably manufactured locally or in a nearby area. It is not a recognized
trade ware in the Guatemala Highlands and therefore its stylistic development relative
to that of better known wares is not established. Glossy Orange, on the other hand, is
a very familiar F reclassic trade ware in the department of Quiche and Quezaltenango,
probably beginning in Middle Preclassic times and continuing through the Late Preclassic.
However, a definitive study of this ware in the Guatemala Highlands has not yet been done,
so that we do not know the evolution of the forms and decoration which are specific to the
earlier or later parts of the sequence. At Semetabaj good Sacatepequez phase diagnostic
types occur in association with Semetabaj Brown and Glossy Orange, such as Sacatepequez
White Paste White Ware and Utatlan Ware. A good Miraflores diagnostic, Kaminaljuyu
Fine-Incised Black-Brown Ware, is also present. However, all this cultural material
occurs above the floor levels (which rest on sterile soil), implying a date later than the
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floor itself, but how much later cannot be determined at the present time.

It 1s certain that the major Preclassic construction is no later than the Miraflores
phase because the Arenal and Santa Clara phases are barely represented in the material
from the excavations. For instance, a major Arenal diagnostic at Kaminaljuyu, a coarse-
incised Buff '"flowerpot'!, is absent in the Semetabaj sample. Protoclassic forms, such
as tetrapods with large swollen mammiform vessel supports, are represented by a few
sherds only. The Santa Clara (Protoclassic) phase is best represented by a collection of
vessels and sherds from a burial at nearby Xecotoj along the fringe area of the site (500
mts. distant), indicating that there was some occupation in the vicinity during that time.

The lack of a well-developed Arenal phase at Semetabaj makes it impossible
to specify what relationships there may be, if any, between the Preclassic and Early
Classic occupations. The absence of any sterile deposit between the two major construction
periods suggests that no hiatus occurred in the occupation sequence. The most common
Early Classic Ware at the site (Fig. 5g) is Santa Marta Brown Ware, a utilitarian pottery
probably manufactured locally or in the vicinity. We suspect that Santa Marta Brown jars
may be derived from Semetabaj Brown jars because both share lip to shoulder strap
handles and punctate decoration; however, this may be no more than a shared tradition.
Without being able to follow the development of Semetabaj Brown Ware through the Arenal
phase there is no way to identify a generic relationship between the two. Second in frequency
at the site during the Early Classic is Esperanza Flesh Ware, probably imported from
the department of Chimaltenango. It is accompanied in popularity by Streaky Brown Ware,
a local product already present in Protoclassic times, but which apparently began to
imitate Esperanza Flesh Ware when this ware was introduced into the area.

The Early Classic period at Semetabaj witnesses a new vigour in construction
activity, a sudden increase in sherd quantity, and a ceramic inventory which reflects an
abrupt shift in trade orientation. Whether this is due to a new population at the site, or
to a new social order bringing in altered trade relationships is not known. During the
Preclassic phases the major imported wares are Glossy Orange and Glossy Black, both
probably from the department of Quiche to the north, and Quezaltenango to the west. A
minor quantity of Miraflores Black-Brown Fine-Incised Ware undoubtedly came in from
Kaminaljuyu, and White Paste White Ware from the department of Sacatepequez. The
major trade orientation in ceramics during Preclassic times was thus to the north and
west, with less to the east of the site. In contrast, during Early Classic times, the
abundance of Esperanza Flesh Ware imported from the department of Chimaltenango shows
a trade orientation primarily to the east. The fact that this pottery style is imitated in
Streaky Brown Ware suggests that the import had some intrinsic value or prestigious
quality for the inhabitants. There is a weaker trade relationship to the north. Possibly
Mahogany Brown Ware has northern ties as it appears to be related to styles common in
Late Classic times in the department of Quiche.

The Protoclassic burial Xecotoj lot may express an interim set of trade rela-
tionships. In some respects it contrasts with, and in others it ties together the ceramics
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of the Preclassic and Early Classic periads. Included in the collection are a number of
Glossy Orange tetrapods, a ware lingering from the Preclassic but exhibiting new forms;
the ware does not survive after the Protoclassic. Also represented is Streaky Brown
Ware, not seen in earlier phases but common during the Early Classic. Other unrelated
vessels in the lot show style affinities with wares familiar at the site of Monte Alto,
department of Escuintla on the South Coast of Guatemala. The collection may possibly
reflect a period of reorganization and realignments, but it is risky at this time to draw
conclusions on the basis of the one burial lot.

Semetabaj was abandoned at the beginning of the Esperanza Phase of the Early
Classic period. There appears to be no major occupation after that time, although the
modern town of San Andres Semetabaj undoubtedly carries on an occupation that was in
existence during the Conquest. At the present time San Andres Semetabaj serves as a
redistribution center for dried fish and vegetables coming up from Lake Atitlan in exchange
for maize and beans from the Tecpan-Chimaltenango valleys. The town and site of
Semetabaj are in an excellent location for this exchange of produce between the two con-
trasting ecological zones, and the economic base may be an ancient one. It is interesting
that the distribution of modern Cakchiquel speakers is similar to the trade bond reflected
ceramically in Early Classic times between Semetabaj and the department of Chimal-
tenango. Why Semetabaj ceased to function as a central place, what the generic ties are
to earlier and later sites, and what brought about the changes reflected in the ceramic
sequence are problems for future research.

Apparently the same range of pottery that we found at Semetabaj has also
been recovered from the surface of the ruins of Aguas Escondidas. This site is located
east of Lake Atitlan in an elevated plain comparable to Semetabaj (Lothrop 1933: 105).

Preclassic Ceramic Wares

Early Preclassic

Semetabaj Brown

Glossy Orange

Glossy Black

Polished Black-Brown Fine
Utatlan

Fine Red

Purple on Fine Red
Sacatepequez White Paste White
Sacatepequez-Providencia Red
Sacatepequez Red on Unpolished Buff
Orange Slipped

Preclassic Red Paste

Scored Censor Covers
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Early Preclassic Wares

Total: 15 sherds
% of Preclassic Total: 1.0%
% of Site Total: .26%

Discussion: A few sherds from the Semetabaj excavations are recognized as
Early Preclassic wares known from other sites of the Highlands and South Coast of
Guatemala, and undoubtedly came into the site as trade wares. These examples came
from all levels, apparently being mixed with later types in the construction activity.

Paste: In most cases the texture is medium-fine and is hard-fired; color is
light brown at the edges with a thick light gray core. In others the paste is medium
textured with sandy inclusions, and the color is yellowish-brown to pinkish-brown.

A. Vessel Form: Curved wall bowls with direct rounded rim. The bowl
has an all-over burnish cream slip with a band of red paint from the edge of the rim down
1.5 cm. on the exterior, and there is evidence of red painted decoration on the wall
below (Fig. 17Tm). (Cuadros or Jocotal Phase ?)

Total: 1 rim, 1 body

B. Vessel Form: Curved wall bowls with ""club head" rim. The rim on
these bowls spreads out to a wider diameter than the wall thickness. The flat surface of
the rim slopes downward slightly from the rounded exterior lip to the sharp interior lip;
it bears a deep, narrow, encircling groove. The outer lip is decorated with continuous
tool-indentations. (Ocos Phase?)

Total: 1 rim

C. Vessel Form: Tecomates. From the globular body the wall thickens
towards a direct flat rim with sharp upper and lower lip. The exterior bears an all-over
(?) thin orange slip, and a finely incised line encircles the wall 1 cm. below the orifice.
(Early Preclassic)

Total: 1 rim

D. Vessel Form: Thin-walled tecomates (Fig. 171). The wall thickness
ranges from .5 to .8 cm.; the body is globular to a direct sharp rim which is beveled on
the lower surface. There is a burnished red slip from the lower edge of the rim over
the wall exterior. A finely incised line encircles the exterior .5 cm. below the orifice
and there is a second line 2.5 cm. below it. (Ocos Phase)

Total: 1 rim, 1 body
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E. Vessel Form: Low-necked jars. From a globular body the wall curves
upward on the exterior to a short neck (1.5 cm. in height) with direct flattish rim. On
the interior the neck is vertical to a sharp junction with the body. There is a burnished
whitish slip from the neck interior over all (?) the exterior. At the base of the neck on
the exterior there is a row of closely spaced tool-indentations. (Cuadros or Jocotal
Phase)

Total: 1 rim

Body sherds: Several body sherds are from vertical or flaring-wall bowls,
probably with flat base. One of these is of a gray paste, unslipped, with a rasped or
intentionally roughened exterior surface over which was applied coarse-incised criss-
crossed lines. Another is slipped black-brown, is well-polished, and shows three coarse-
incised slant lines with a parallel line of triangular punctates. One body sherd of a
curved wall bow!l or jar shows an appliqued crescent-shaped fillet on a background of gash-
incised criss-crossed lines (Fig. 17k). On the fillet there is polished red paint. (Cuadros
or Jocotal Phase)

Total: 8 bodies
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