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This article presents new settlement survey data from the Izapa center of southern Mesoamerica, a site long known for its cor-
pus of low-relief stelae. These data, which track the changing distribution of population from 1000 BC–AD 100, indicate that
the city’s population peaked at 5,725 inhabitants. Izapa was the capital of a regional kingdom with more than 40 lower-order
monumental centers and a territory that covered at least 450 sq. km. Recent AMS dates confirm the apogee of the kingdom at
300–100 BC, and volcanological reconstruction suggests that a Tacaná volcano eruption corresponds with archaeological
evidence of political and demographic disruptions to the kingdom. Patterns at Izapa are contextualized in terms of Inomata
and colleagues’ (2014) call for redating Kaminaljuyu, placing the erection of stelae there to after 100 BC, as well as
Love’s (2018) and Mendelsohn’s (2018) responses in this journal. Izapa was an integrated kingdom from 700–100 BC,
and “Izapa-style” sculptures were a novel medium of political communication introduced after the polity had been functioning
without them for centuries. If Inomata and colleagues’ (2014) proposal is correct that low-relief stelae were erected only after
100 BC at other centers in southern Mesoamerica, this was centuries after the practice was established at Izapa.
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En este trabajo se presentan nuevos datos sobre el centro de Izapa, un sitio en el sur deMesoamérica conocido por su conjunto
de estelas en bajo relieve. Nuevos datos sobre el patrón de asentamiento muestran los cambios en la distribución demográfica
entre 1000 aC y 100 dC e indican que la población de la ciudad llegó a alcanzar unos 5.725 habitantes. Izapa fue la capital de
un reino regional con más de 40 centros monumentales de orden inferior y un territorio que cubría al menos 450 km2. Los
fechados radiocarbónicos por AMS confirman el apogeo del reino entre 300 y 100 aC y la reconstrucción vulcanológica
sugiere que una erupción del Volcán Tacaná se corresponde con la evidencia arqueológica de interrupciones políticas y demo-
gráficas en el reino. Los patrones en Izapa se contextualizan con base en la propuesta avanzada por Inomata y colaboradores
(2014) de una nueva datación para Kaminaljuyú, con la erección de estelas después de 100 aC, así como las respuestas de
Love (2018) y Mendelsohn (2018) publicadas en la edición actual de esta revista. Izapa fue un reino integrado entre 700 y 100
aC y las esculturas del “estilo Izapa” fueron un medio novedoso de comunicación política. Si es correcta la propuesta de
Inomata y colaboradores (2014) que las estelas en bajo relieve fueron erigidas solo después del 100 aC en otros centros
en el sur de Mesoamérica, esto ocurrió siglos después de que dicha práctica se estableciera en Izapa.
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The southern Pacific region of Meso-
america (Figure 1) saw many precocious
developments including early rank soci-

eties, agricultural intensification, low-relief
sculpture, and urbanism (Love 2007; Rosenswig
2010). Inomata and colleagues (2014) proposed
in this journal a new dating for the apogee of
Kaminaljuyu that would push it 300 years later
than has traditionally been assumed. Building

on the proposed new chronology, Inomata and
Henderson (2016) reconstruct what it would
mean to redate the low-relief sculptures found
across southern Mesoamerica, shifting them all
into the Terminal Formative (aka Protoclassic)
period. In this journal, Love (2018), with data
fromElUjuxte, andMendelsohn (2018), with pat-
terns from Terminal Formative Izapa, have also
responded. I add my perspective by presenting
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new data from the Formative-period occupation of
Izapa.

Izapa originally garnered attention because of
its corpus of carved sculpture (Culebro 1939;
Drucker 1948; Stirling 1943). The New World
Archaeological Foundation’s (NWAF) investiga-
tions in the 1960s defined the site’s large
mounds, recorded the sculpture, and dated both
based on ceramic association (Lowe et al.
1982). The reporting of the mounds at Izapa
and of the distribution of sculpture was of high
quality for the time (Ekholm 1969; Lowe et al.
1982; Norman 1973, 1976). Over the years,
there has been varied iconographic interpretation
of the imagery carved into the stone monuments
(e.g., Guernsey 2006; Milbrath 1979; Quirarte
1973, 2007; Smith 1984). Lowe and colleagues
(1982:317) proposed that the subject matter of
Izapa stelae was the “glorification of mythical
events or ritual cycles, agricultural gods or ‘deity
representations,’ and allegorical weather phenom-
ena.”Absent are named rulers, as became themes-
sage of mostMaya stelae during the Classic period
(Guernsey 2016:340).

I do not engage in this article with the mean-
ing (either to modern peoples or to those long

dead) of the carvings on Izapa’s sculpture, but
assume that stylistically similar sculptures were
sponsored by related (culturally and possibly
genetically) kings who ruled the polity. I further
assume that public sculpture executed in similar
styles, but carved at different polities, reflect
shared ideals of public discourse and probably
shared political institutions. I also take as a
given that this public discourse had to do with
political/religious authority and that the end
result was a justification of the elevated position
of powerful people and the maintenance of the
political status quo.

We cannot know for certain when an individ-
ual sculpture was carved, and careful excavation
can only date its final resting place. For Izapa, the
final occupation of the site was during the Ter-
minal Classic period, AD 900–1000 (Rosenswig
and Mendelsohn 2016). We know that some
Formative-period stelae, altars, and a throne
were reset in Group F (see Figure 2) by this
time (Lowe et al. 1982:224–226). Fortunately,
for those of us interested in occupation of the
site in the Middle and Late Formative periods,
later inhabitants of Izapa had reverence for earlier
kings and left much of the Formative-period

Figure 1. Southern Mesoamerica with Middle and Late Formative centers.
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sector of Izapa largely intact. I use the word
“largely” because the northern part of the
Mound 30 platform was extended during the

Itstapa phase and stelae were erected there and at
Mound 9 after the Guillén phase (300–100 BC)
had ended (Rosenswig et al. 2018). Therefore

Figure 2. Hill-shaded digital elevation model of Izapa based on lidar data collected by the IRSP. Letters are mound
groups, and numbers are mound numbers.
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the modern archaeological site of Izapa was
dynamically evolving during the Prehispanic era.

Not every center in southernMesoamerica has
so many low-relief sculptures with “Izapa-style”
iconography as does Izapa. There are no low-relief
stelae at El Ujuxte, and Kaminaljuyu has few
such sculptures, such as Stelae 8, 10, 11, and
19 and Monument 65. Takalik Abaj also has a
few sculptures, such as Stelae 1 and 4; Chocolá
(Kaplan 2008) and El Jobo (Shook 1965) each
have one. In contrast, at Izapa, there are dozens
and dozens of carved stelae in this style in vari-
ous states of disrepair. The most intact were
published by Norman (1973, 1976) and redrawn
by Clark and Moreno (2007), with more draw-
ings of the less complete stelae forthcoming.
More low-relief stone stelae are likely out
there waiting to be discovered. There is also
quite possibly an entire universe of painted
stone stelae (and maybe painted wood stelae),
as well as painted walls, like those at San
Bartolo (Saturno et al. 2006). Many sites in add-
ition to Izapa could have had a corpus of public
art depicted in a variety of such perishable
media. Although I certainly would not want to
reify the current state of our knowledge, the pro-
posal of a significantly expanded corpus of
imagery on wood and plaster is speculative.
Even more speculative is the possibility that
there were stylistically related representations
on paper that could have been transported
more easily around Mesoamerica.

Based on our current knowledge, the public
art of Izapa defines the artistic conventions
of “Izapa-style” stone monuments. Following
Guernsey (2006:70–73), style refers to the
form, elements, qualities, and expressions in
art, whereas iconography addresses the subject
matter. I employ the term “Izapa style” purpose-
fully in the rest of this article and enclose it
in quotation marks for two reasons. First, the
quotations emphasize that this style did not
necessarily originate in the site of Izapa (Lowe
et al. 1982:23). It could have, but we are unlikely
to ever know its origins with certainty. The aes-
thetic is derivative of earlier public artistic con-
ventions used in the Isthmian region, the
history of which is reviewed at length by Guern-
sey (2006:43–73). In particular, the Middle For-
mative “Olmce style” low-relief monuments

found across Chiapas on travel/trade routes
(e.g., Pijijiapan, Xoc, La Union, etc.; see Clark
and Pye 2000) seem a likely source of inspir-
ation. The Chiapas monuments form the central
portion of the distribution of carved sculptures
that extend from Central Mexico to El Salvador
and depict individuals walking, sometimes with
a “baby” under one arm, or multiple individuals
conversing with each other.

Second, I maintain the site name in defining
the style to emphasize that, by sheer numbers,
the currently known stylistic (and iconographic)
canon is tethered to the site of Izapa. As just
noted, a handful of other sites in southern Meso-
america have a few unmistakably similar monu-
ments. The Izapa kingdom was likely no more
powerful than these other polities, but somehow
was more prestigious and worthier of emulation
(think of French language, chefs, and clothing
imported to Russia during the nineteenth cen-
tury). As Clark and Lowe (2013:69) note, “No
contemporaneous city had as many stone monu-
ments which displayed such a variety of mythic
and narrative scenes.” This means that for scho-
lars today, the canon of publicly depicted
imagery at Izapa is the standard to which other
sculptures must be compared. That is, certain
carved stelae at Takalik Abaj, Kaminaljuyu, or
Chocolá can be described as having an “Izapa
style.”1 The reverse does not hold true: the doz-
ens of sculptures known from Izapa are not eval-
uated in terms of similarity to those from other
sites.

My aim in this article is to contribute to the
discussion between Inomata, Love, and Mendel-
sohn on the archaeological and chronological
context of carved monuments in southern Meso-
america. I do so by better defining the changing
size and chronology of the Izapa kingdom’s
capital city using settlement pattern results and
AMS dates from recent work. First, I review
this disagreement brewing in the pages of Latin
American Antiquity. I then discuss regional
settlement survey data that demonstrate that by
700 BC the rulers of the Izapa polity held domin-
ion over a territory measuring at least 450 sq. km
in which were located dozens of lower-order
monumental centers. It is important to note that
Izapa functioned as the capital of a kingdom
for centuries before low-relief stone monuments
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were carved and publicly displayed. Next, I pre-
sent new data that define the Izapa capital’s chan-
ging size from the Conchas through the Hato
phases (1000 BC–AD 100). These patterns of
fluctuations in the city’s size are based on surface
surveys, are presented in terms of hectares of
occupation and number of mounds, and are com-
pared to those based on NWAF excavations
(Clark and Lowe 2013). Then, I review 34
recently published AMS dates that fix the Izapa
kingdom in time and define the Guillén phase
as dating from 300–100 BC. These new dates
and the volcanology of the looming Tacaná vol-
cano (Macías et al. 2018) confirm that some sort
of political disturbance occurred at Izapa during
the first century BC. A volcanic eruption corre-
sponded to a transformation in the organization
of rulership at Izapa between 100 BC–AD 100,
during the Hato phase, after which the political
epicenter of the site shifted northward to Group
F. It is possible that stelae continued to be carved
in the “Izapa style” after 100 BC (Mendelsohn
2018:257), but more likely, already carved
monuments were repositioned to meet new polit-
ical agendas (Lowe et al. 1982:133, 207). In the
remainder of this article, I stick close to the data I
know best and describe what happened at one
Prehispanic kingdom during a little more than a
millennium. I do not tell others how to date the
deposits, ceramic phases, or stone sculptures at
the sites where they work. I do, however, tell
them how to date these elements at Izapa.

Recent Opinions on the Temporal
Placement of “Izapa-Style” Low-Relief

Stelae

Inomata and Colleagues (2014)

After undertaking an extensive review of C14
dates from Kaminaljuyu that included Bayesian
statistical manipulation, Inomata and others
(2014:392) conclude that the Providencia phase
should be moved to the Late Formative period
and that therefore the Verbena phase should be
bumped to the Terminal Formative (aka Proto-
classic) period after 100 BC.2 With this proposed
temporal revision at Kaminaljuyu in mind, they
redate other sites with low-relief sculpture in
southern Mesoamerica. After reviewing ceramic

descriptions and publishing radiometric evi-
dence from Takalik Abaj, Chalchuapa, Santa
Leticia, the Salamá Valley, the Chixoy Valley,
and the Grijalva Valley, they conclude that simi-
lar changes in dating may also be warranted in all
these other areas. They also posit that there “was
a Middle Preclassic collapse that occurred at 400
B.C. associated with the La Venta polity dissolv-
ing and that the development of political central-
ization with well-established rulership and stela
cult occurred roughly contemporaneously in
the Southern Maya Area and in the Maya Low-
lands after 100 B.C.” (Inomata et al.
2014:402). They seem uncertain, however,
about what to do with the three-century-long
gap opened up by their proposal, speculating
that “the only monuments that seem to date to
the 400–100 B.C. span are the so-called ‘pot-
belly’ statues (Demarest et al. 1982). The rather
crude-looking carvings may not have been exclu-
sively tied to centralized power” (Inomata et al.
2014:403). These are bold proposals that run
counter to conventional wisdom.3

The one exception to their purported pattern
of temporal realignment is Izapa. They find no
indication from their ceramic cross-dating, or
Bayesian manipulation of dates published by
the NWAF (Lowe et al. 1982:Table 7.1) that
the site’s apogee should be shifted later. They
conclude that the ceramic “Guillén phase appears
to lack clear Protoclassic markers such as nubbin
feet, gancho rims and Usulutan vessels” and “the
Bayesian model leaves substantial uncertainty
with the start date of the Guillén phase range
from between 300–100 B.C.” (Inomata et al.
2014:399). They continue,

If the traditional placement of the Guillén
phase between 300–100 B.C. is correct,
Izapa may have been a unique southern cen-
ter that escaped the political turmoil of that
time. This placement may explain its unique
ceramic sequence that defies cross-dating
with other regions. In this case, bas-relief
monuments at Izapa that lacked glyphic
texts may represent a bridge between the
Olmec-style carvings predating 400 B.C.
and the Maya style stelae of Kaminaljuyu,
Takalik Abaj, and other southern sites,
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which we now date to after 100 B.C. [Ino-
mata et al. 2014:399].

Inomata and Henderson (2016)

In this article, Inomata and Henderson (2016)
propose that all of southern Mesoamerica be
reimagined to conform to the revised chronology
at Kaminaljuyu. Based on the assumed con-
temporaneity of all sites with similar style of
sculpture, they further propose that the Late For-
mative low-relief sculptural tradition in southern
Mesoamerica, for which the “Izapa-style” figures
prominently, be pushed to “c. 100 B.C. or later,
not c. 300 B.C. as was traditionally thought”
(Inomata and Henderson 2016:459). They also
propose that the large centers of Kaminaljuyu
and El Mirador both “experienced dramatic
declines in population and construction around
A.D. 150 and stone sculptural production ceased
across the entire Maya area” (Inomata and Hen-
derson 2016:463; see Love 2007:298–299).
According to their scenario, all of the low-relief
stelae must therefore date to between 100 BC
and AD 150, which at Izapa is the time desig-
nated as the Hato phase. Because Izapa does
not fit with their scenario, they assert that “the
chronological placement of Izapa’s bas-relief
sculpture remains under debate” (Inomata and
Henderson 2016:468). I was surprised to read
that such debate existed and intend to put it to
rest.

Love (2018)

In response, Love (2018) asserts that Inomata
and colleagues overstated the importance of
their revised chronological proposal and pro-
vides as evidence his assessment of ceramic arti-
facts, stratigraphy, and dating at Kaminaljuyu.
He cites his earlier article (Love 2007:292),
showing that he has long dated the Arenal
phase to 200 BC–AD 100 (which is not that
different from Inomata et al.’s [2014] dating of
100 BC–AD 150). He also points out that
ceramic phases at Kaminaljuyu are long and
vaguely defined, stratigraphic relationships
between deposits are ambiguous, and older
radiometric dates, especially those from the
Penn State project, have both wide error ranges
and doubtful phase assignments. These problems

with older dating highlight that a lack of dates
from superimposed contexts undermines the
primary contribution of the Bayes method. As
Love (2018:263) states,

If stratigraphic context is lacking how does
one verify the relationship between two con-
texts placed in the same phase? The longer
the phase, the higher the probability of
error, if we consider all such contexts to be
contemporary. The need for good strati-
graphic controls is especially salient in the
Middle to Late Preclassic transition, when
the calibration curve plateau produces bimodal
probability distributions for most assays.

Love’s substantive contribution to the issue
is his presentation of 11 AMS dates and two
7-m-deep excavation profiles from within a sin-
gle elite residence at El Ujuxte. He presents
four dates from his Cataluña phase (300–100
BC) and six from his Pitahaya phase (100 BC–
AD 100). The Guillén-phase ceramic remains
from Izapa are unique and defy direct compari-
sons (Clark and Lowe 2013:83–84). Love
(2018:273) proposes that El Ujuxte, which is
located only 34 km from Izapa, “provides a
bridge between Izapa and Kaminaljuyu
sequences that has eluded previous compari-
sons.” This is because he claims that both Izapa
and Kaminaljuyu ceramic phases can be corre-
lated to his ceramic analysis from El Ujuxte.

If Inomata and Henderson (2016) are correct
in their redating of Kaminaljuyu and some
other centers, then the glories of the Izapa king-
dom were a distant memory alluded to through
the use of the “Izapa style” by later peoples.
Love (2018:273) argues that this supposition
revives the “baton theory” of Mesoamerican art
that holds that Gulf Coast peoples passed on
innovations to Izapa, who in turn passed them
on to the Maya (e.g., Coe 1965; Norman 1973;
Quirarte 2007). In spite of Love’s derision, it
remains a viable hypothesis that the elites of
Izapa could have functioned as a repository for
knowledge forgotten elsewhere. In the Old
World, scholars of various Moslem societies
maintained knowledge and literature of the Clas-
sical world for centuries and then reintroduced it
to Europe after the Dark Ages.
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Mendelsohn (2018)

In response to Inomata and colleagues’ (2014)
temporal reassessment, Mendelsohn (2018)
reports results from her recent excavations at
Izapa. Her substantive contributions come from
excavations south of the Izapa monumental
center (at Mound 255; see Figure 2) that docu-
ment domestic remains from the Terminal For-
mative Hato and Itstapa phases, associated
ceramic artifacts, and two AMS dates. She cross-
dates the ceramic decoration style in the Hato
phase at Izapa, which runs from 100 BC–AD
100, with Pitahaya at El Ujuxte and Verbena at
Kaminaljuyu based on novel characteristics
such as nubbin feet and red-on-orange decoration
(Mendelsohn 2018:250–251). Her assessment is
consistent with the Guillén phase temporally lin-
ing up with the Cataluña phase and the Hato
phase with Pitahaya, but differs from Love’s
(2018:237) in terms on how these coastal conver-
gences align with the Arenal phase at Kaminal-
juyu. Either way, Mendelsohn’s data are
incompatible with the proposal that would shift
Izapa’s Guillén phase and associated low-relief
sculpture to after 100 BC.

Regional Kingdom of Izapa

Izapa has become something of a black box
because, until recently, little was known of
the kingdom beyond what was documented
in the early 1960s and preliminarily published
in the 1980s (i.e., Lowe et al. 1982). New
NWAF publications increase the available infor-
mation (Clark and Lee 2013; Lowe et al. 2013;
Navarette 2013). In this section, I discuss my
recent efforts to better understand Izapa.

Since 2011, the Izapa Regional Settlement
Project (IRSP) has collected almost 600 sq. km
of light detection and ranging (lidar) data and
documented both regional population trends
and the location and internal organization of
more than three dozen lower-order political cen-
ters from the Middle and Late Formative periods
(Rosenswig and López-Torrijos 2018; Rosens-
wig et al. 2013, 2014, 2015). The Izapa king-
dom’s territory is now defined as being
bounded by the Cahuacán River to the west
and by large centers in the other three directions:

the Izapa capital to the north, secondary centers
of Las Viudas to the south, and El Sitio and El
Jardín to the east (Figure 3). Geographic barriers
and population centers therefore provide a defen-
sive perimeter around the kingdom’s smaller
centers. In the course of documenting so many
lower-order centers, a number of consistent
architectural features have been identified.
These are discussed in more detail by Rosenswig
and López-Torrijos (2018) and together are
referred to as “Izapa-pattern” sites. In each site
the largest conical temple mound is located to
the north, and at primary, secondary and tertiary
centers, this northern mound is on a square plat-
form. South of the platform are two to four plaza
groups formed by mounds that align south–
southwest to north–northeast, so that the overall
orientation of each site is either toward the vol-
cano of Tacaná (as is Izapa), Tajumulco, or
points in between: the orientation of all centers
is between 18 and 28 degrees east of north. The
result is that at all sites in the kingdom—from
any of the plazas or mounds to the south—the
northern pyramid and the “stage” formed by
the main temple and south end of the platform
are framed by the two volcanoes that rise dramat-
ically from the Sierra Madre mountain range. At
Izapa and all secondary centers, there is also an
E-Group that defines the southern end of this
architectural alignment.

I assume that the monumental architecture at
the center of each site is the locus of routinized
ceremonial and ritual behavior and also struc-
tures the daily activities of all residents. Further-
more, the similarity of such practices in the
centers of the kingdom of Izapa demonstrates a
shared set of behaviors and rituals that both cre-
ated and reflected a shared identity and some
degree of cultural affiliation. As discussed in
more detail by Rosenswig and López-Torrijos
(2018), the similarity in architectural form and
orientation within the Izapa kingdom is con-
trasted with the neighboring polities of El Ujuxte
and Takalik Abaj, in which different architec-
tural standards reflect different ritual practices
and thus different affiliations (Love 2007:
294–295). Within the overall shared structure
of kings and elite culture, which defined a shared
hierarchical social structure across Pacific
Mesoamerica’s polities at this time (Love
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2011), individual practices differentiated each
kingdom.

To be clear, the site of Izapa does not cur-
rently conform to the “Izapa pattern” because it
was expanded repeatedly after its initial construc-
tion (Figure 2). However, enough excavation has
been conducted at the site so that we know it did
conform to this pattern during theMiddle Forma-
tive Escalón and Frontera phases, when Mound

30a defined the northern end of the site and
three plaza groups extended southward in
Groups B and G (Clark and Lee 2013; Lowe
et al. 1982; Rosenswig et al. 2018). During the
Guillén phase, Groups A, D, and other plaza
groups were built to thewest, and additional infill-
ing of mounds during the Itstapa phase contribu-
ted to the current form of the site (Lowe et al.
1982; Rosenswig and Mendelsohn 2016). The

Figure 3. Regional map of the Izapa kingdom (based on Rosenswig and López-Torrijos 2018:Figure 3).
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city of Izapa was not static urban space: the king-
dom emerged and grew, and the capital evolved
over many centuries. During the Guillén phase it
distinguished itself from other large centers in
the kingdom both by building more plaza groups
west of the original alignment and lining them
with low-relief stone sculptures.

It is now clear that a regional polity was estab-
lished by 700 BC with Izapa as its capital and
dozens of other monumental centers as adminis-
trative nodes. Redating Izapa’s Guillén phase
and the associated low-relief sculptures to after
100 BC would open up a coordinated, centuries-
long hiatus in occupation throughout the Izapa
territory. More than 40 sites with monumental
architecture have Escalón, Frontera, and Guillén
phase ceramic remains scattered on their sur-
faces. So, if the Guillén phase is misdated, that
would mean all of the 40 sites were occupied
for four centuries, abandoned at 300 BC, and
then all reoccupied for another few centuries
after 100 BC. Based on the regional data,
Occam’s Razor alone would eliminate this redat-
ing scenario from serious consideration for the
Izapa polity.

The Izapa Capital

The archaeological site of Izapa is located on the
edge of a low piedmont below the Sierra Madre
of Chiapas, Mexico. The arrangement of Izapa’s
mounds and its sculpture were carefully docu-
mented and reported by the NWAF (Lowe
et al. 1982:inset). Izapa’s architecture was later
remapped using lidar technology that revealed
previously unrecognized features and deter-
mined the site’s boundaries for the first time.
Newly identified architectural features include
formal plazas along the Izapa River and an
E-Group at the site’s southern end (Rosenswig
et al. 2013). Excavation data from Izapa indicate
that Groups B and G were established in their
current arrangement during the Escalón and
Frontera phases (Lowe et al. 1982, 2013; Rosens-
wig et al. 2018). Mound construction was subse-
quently extended to the west, and Groups A, D,
and H were built during the following Guillén
phase (300–100 BC).

A pedestrian survey undertaken by the IRSP
documented the Izapa site’s occupation on a

phase-by-phase basis (Figure 4). These surface
results show very minor occupation during the
Conchas phase and relatively little during the
Hato phase. From Duende through the Guillén
phase, the occupation at Izapa was centered
around lower Izapa (i.e., the large mounds, pla-
zas, and sculptures located south of the modern
highway; Figure 2). Surface collections provide
scant evidence of occupation during the Conchas
phase (1000–800 BC), when the only remains
we encountered on the surface were from three
mounds in Groups B and G. These hints of
early occupation are located precisely where
the original architecture was built during the
following Duende phase: such scant Conchas-
phase remains, located only at what was to be
the site center, is consistent with excavation
data (Clark and Lowe 2013: Figure 37). During
the Hato phase (100 BC–AD 100), there is
more evidence of occupation, but all remains
were documented north and west of the
Formative-period site center (see Figure 4). The
results from these two phases bracket the ex-
tensive occupation of lower Izapa documented
during the Duende through Guillén phases
(800–100 BC). Using the same methodology of
pedestrian ground-truthing, surface collection,
and subsequent analysis of ceramic artifacts,
these data provide a consistent, quantitative
basis from which to infer the changing size of
the Formative-period capital city of the Izapa
kingdom.

It was during the Duende phase that mounds
were first built at Izapa: our results are consistent
with NWAF excavations that document that
Mound 30a was built up to 10 m above the plat-
form during this time (Lowe et al. 1982). Mound
30a defined the northern end of Group B as the
original center of the site with the “Izapa pat-
tern.” During the Escalón phase (700–500 BC)
the Izapa site’s occupation reached its largest
size, with evidence documented over 229 ha
(Figure 5). Using population estimates of 25 peo-
ple/ha, this would represent a city with 5,725
inhabitants (Rosenswig and López-Torrijos
2018). One hectare is about the size of two
American football fields or one rugby field. So,
25 people living in such an area represents low-
density urbanism, with plenty of space to grow
crops within city limits. In the following Frontera
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and Guillén phases there is evidence of fewer
hectares (189 and 156 ha, respectively) over
which remains were documented. The central
core of the site (i.e., Groups B and G) was occu-
pied during the Escalón, Frontera, and Guillén
phases, as was a large area south of Group G
(see Figure 4). The number of hectares of occu-
pation decreased from the Escalón to the two

later phases because only a smaller area north
of the modern highway and west of the monu-
mental core of lower Izapa was occupied. The
33 ha decrease from Frontera to Guillén times
was from the area immediately west of Groups
A and D and occurred precisely when the
mounds that defined these plazas were con-
structed. Therefore, the new north–south rows

Figure 4. Documented extents of occupation in the Izapa capital from the Conchas through the Hato phases.

Figure 5. Hectares of occupation in the Izapa capital from the Duende through the Hato phases.
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of plazas (Groups A and D) were built west of the
traditional site center (Groups B and G), and at
the same time, people living in small mounds
on the west side of these new plaza groups
were relocated. Nevertheless it is unclear if the
smaller number of hectares reflects fewer people
living at the site: the total area of occupation does
not necessarily reflect the total number of people
living in the city because the population density
can change. If density increased during the Guil-
lén phase, the overall population of the Izapa
capital could have remained unchanged.

The total area of occupation is not the only
way to document changing population. Figure 6
compares hectares over which surface evidence
was spread to the number of mounds that were
documented by the IRSP to have ceramic
remains from that phase. Both proxies indicate
similar patterns of relatively low population dur-
ing the Duende phase, followed by a significant
increase in Escalón times when the regional
kingdom was first established. Then, a smaller
area and fewer mounds documented in the Fron-
tera and Guillén phases were followed by a sig-
nificant drop in both proxies during the Hato
phase. Each method of population estimation
has inherent biases of preservation and detect-
ability. Therefore, when the two proxies corres-
pond, this adds confidence that the patterns do
in fact reflect a real past phenomenon (e.g., Pal-
misano et al. 2017). Clark and Lowe (2013:69–
87) report the area over which sherds were docu-
mented in NWAF excavations: these data pro-
vide yet another proxy that can be used to

estimate relative population size and distribution
at Izapa. They report on the Barra through Escalón
phases, of which only the last three (Conchas,
Duende, and Escalón) overlap with the time
period of interest here. Very few Conchas-phase
remains are identified, withmore from theDuende
phase and then considerablymore occupation dur-
ing the Escalón phase (Clark and Lowe 2013: Fig-
ure 38, 39). Thus, a third proxymeasure of relative
population, based on NWAF excavations, is also
consistent with the two produced by the IRSP.

Based on IRSP results, occupation of Izapa
decreased to an area measuring 48 ha during
the Hato phase. This is one-third the size of occu-
pation during the previous Guillén phase and
one-fifth the size during the Escalón phase
(Figure 5). If the same estimate of 25 people/ha
is used, the Hato-phase population of Izapa
would have been ∼1,200 people. The distribu-
tion of these hectares during the Hato phase is
also informative. The southern region of the
site, which had been the main residential location
since Conchas times, was no longer occupied
(see Figure 4). In fact, IRSP survey data found
no Hato-phase ceramic remains in the areas
where population had previously been documen-
ted south of the site core, as well as in the entire
monumental center of lower Izapa. These surface
data also document that the zone west of Groups
A and Dwas reoccupied after not being occupied
during the Guillén phase. Something (or some-
one) was no longer prohibiting occupation west
of Groups A and D, as had been the case during
the Guillén phase.

Figure 6. Comparison of the hectares and number of mounds occupied in the Izapa capital from the Duende through the
Hato phases.
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What caused the Hato-phase changes? An
eruption of the Tacaná volcano during the Hato
phase brought the Mixcun lava flow to within
7 km of Izapa (Macías et al. 2000, 2018). Lahars
associated with this lava may have also brought
pyroclastic flows of hot, muddy water that
could have been 6 m high as they coursed
through the city (Macías et al. 2018). Such a nat-
ural disaster would have shaken the population’s
confidence in whoever ruled Izapa at the time,
especially because the capital was oriented
toward this volcano (Blake et al. 2015).
Although the specific political changes will
never be known, the construction of monumental
architecture ceased, overall occupation levels
fell, and the location in which these people
lived also changed during the Hato phase.4

Regional settlement patterns document con-
temporaneous disruptions that occurred through-
out the Izapa kingdom during the first century
BC. During the Hato phase, there was a signifi-
cant drop in overall population in both the pied-
mont and low-hill zones of the IRSP survey
(Rosenswig and Mendelsohn 2016:Figure 5).
In the Mazatán zone, located 40 km to the north-
west, there was a proliferation of sites during the
Hato and Itstapa phases, without a single site
documented from preceding Guillén times. The
earlier absence of occupation in the Mazatán
zone indicates that Izapa had exerted significant
influence by inhibiting centers from developing
(Clark and Lowe 2013:84–85). Therefore, the
disruption to the Izapa kingdom after 100 BC
was as dramatic regionally as in the capital city.

Dating Izapa’s Sculpture

Izapa’s low-relief sculptures were erected in
association with Guillén-phase ceramics that
date them (Clark and Lowe 2013:76–77; Lowe
et al. 1982:23–27, 133). Group B had a long his-
tory of occupation, but the soils under Groups A
and D were scraped clean when the plazas were
laid out, the mounds built, and the stelae erected
during the Guillén phase. The rapid construction
of these plaza groups and the erection of stelae
at∼300 BC, followed by the political disruptions
due to the eruption of Tacaná in the final decades
BC, tightly bracket the erection of Izapa’s low-
relief stelae. Characteristics of Guillén-phase

ceramics have recently been described in detail
(Lowe et al. 2013). Inomata and colleagues
(2014) argue that, based on their reassessment
of radiocarbon dates, low-relief sculpture across
southern Mesoamerica might all be dated to
after 100 BC. In the case of Izapa, this would
mean either that the Guillén phase is misdated
or that the NWAF was wrong in its assessment
of the association of these ceramics with the erec-
tion of low-relief stone sculptures.

Guillén Ceramics

Guillén-phase ceramics are distinctive from
those produced during the preceding Frontera
phase and so are simple to identify. Tuzantan is
the most common type of decorated ware and
has a soft orange slip that frequently flakes off
to reveal a white underslip and a dark core.
These characteristics are evident in Figure 7
(color online). All of these slip and paste charac-
teristics are different from the preceding Mundet
Red type of the Frontera phase (Figure 8) that
have darker and redder slips that are very well
adhered and do not have dark cores. Both types
share the distinctive form of very wide, everted
rims with pre-slip grooves on flat-bottom serving
dishes (compare Figure 8 and the five sherds in
the top right-hand corner of Figure 7). The
form of Tuzantan serving dishes is clearly
derivative of those of the preceding Mundet
type, but due to the difference in color and adher-
ence of the slip, they can be easily distinguished
by archaeologists, even when recovered from
surface contexts on survey.

Guillén-phase ceramics are also distinctive
from those produced during the following Hato
phase. Hato-phase ceramic characteristics, such
as bichrome decoration, nubbin supports, and
the lack of wide everted rims, make assemblages
from this phase easy to distinguish from the Guil-
lén phase in both excavated and survey contexts.
Furthermore, the lack of Usulután stripped resist
decoration in the Guillén phase and its presence
during the Hato phase are other clear ways to dis-
tinguish between ceramics from the two phases
(Lowe et al. 1982:139). I assume Lowe and
others at the NWAF could identify Guillén-phase
ceramics, distinguish them from Frontera and
Hato types, and correctly interpret the associated
ceramics and stratigraphy associated with low-
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relief sculptures. Therefore, the only possible
problem in dating the Guillén phase and asso-
ciated low-relief sculptures at Izapa would have
to lie with the radiometric dates themselves.

Radiocarbon Dates

The original radiocarbon assays run by the
NWAF (Lowe et al. 1982:Figure 7.1) date the
Middle and Late Formative Frontera and Guillén
phases, as well as the Terminal Formative Hato
and Itstapa phases. These dates and the ceramic
cross-ties were used to establish the NWAF
chronology. As was common with traditional
radiocarbon dates established in the 1970s, the
NWAF results have large error ranges. Such
error ranges of 90 to 200 years (Table 1) result

in 2-sigma ranges of 360 to 800 years and are
not particularly helpful when determining
200-year-long ceramic phases. However, 34
new dates have been run in the twenty-first cen-
tury that support the NWAF chronology
(Table 1). These new assays confirm both the
rise and fall of Izapa, with its architectural and
sculptural apogee during the Guillén phase
from 300–100 BC. New AMS dates published
by Rosenswig and colleagues (2018:Tables 2
and 3, Figure 7) support those previously pub-
lished by the NWAF, and stratigraphic associ-
ation demonstrates that the Escalón, Frontera,
and Guillén phases follow each other between
700 and 100 BC. Mendelsohn (2018:Table 2)
provides one new AMS date from a Hato-phase
domestic context and another one from an
Itstapa-phase context.

New AMS assays from the estuary between
the Izapa kingdom and the Pacific Ocean date
specialized salt production facilities. Neff and
colleagues (2018:Table 8) present 15 new
AMS dates from the estuary relevant to the seg-
ment of the Izapa chronology discussed here.
Eight of these dates confirm the Burmudez com-
plex, when the highest level of occupation is
documented in the estuary, between 450–0 BC
(roughly the Frontera and Guillén phases)
when Izapa was at the peak of its power.5 An
additional seven AMS assays date the Soledad

Figure 8. Frontera-phaseMundet Red serving dish with a
wide everted rim.

Figure 7. Guillén-phase Tuzantan rim sherds from Izapa.
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complex, to when the lowest level of occupation
is documented in the estuary, between AD
0–250 (roughly the Hato and Itstapa phases).
There were 75% fewer Soledad age mounds

documented in the estuary (Neff et al. 2018:Fig-
ure 7) when Izapa was also experiencing popula-
tion loss and political disruption after the
eruption of Tacaná (see Figures 4–6 and

Table 1. Radiocarbon Dates Relevant to the late Middle through Terminal Formative Period Chronology of Izapa.

Context Sample # Years BP Error (+/-) Ceramic Association Source

Izapa UCIAMS-120941 2430 15 Escalón Rosenswig et al. 2018:Table 2
Izapa UCIAMS-167229 2490 20 Escalón Rosenswig et al. 2018:Table 2
Izapa UCIAMS-167230 2215 20 Frontera Rosenswig et al. 2018:Table 2
Izapa UCIAMS-135122 2240 15 Frontera Rosenswig et al. 2018:Table 2
Izapa UCIAMS-120940 2255 20 Frontera Rosenswig et al. 2018:Table 2
Izapa UCIAMS-167228 2100 20 Guillén Rosenswig et al. 2018:Table 2
Izapa UCIAMS-135125 2115 15 Guillén Rosenswig et al. 2018:Table 2
Izapa UCIAMS-135126 2105 15 Guillén Rosenswig et al. 2018:Table 2
Izapa UCIAMS-135124 2135 15 Guillén Rosenswig et al. 2018:Table 2
Izapa UCIAMS-167231 2165 20 Guillén Rosenswig et al. 2018:Table 2
Izapa AA105648 1961 43 Hato Mendelsohn 2018:Table 2
Izapa AA105649 1832 52 Itstapa Mendelsohn 2018:Table 2
Estuary UCIAMS-109330 2260 15 Bermudez Neff et al. 2018:Figure 8
Estuary UCIAMS-109331 2260 15 Bermudez Neff et al. 2018:Figure 8
Estuary UCIAMS-109332 2250 15 Bermudez Neff et al. 2018:Figure 8
Estuary UCIAMS-123522 2030 15 Bermudez Neff et al. 2018:Figure 8
Estuary UCIAMS-123523 2115 15 Bermudez Neff et al. 2018:Figure 8
Estuary UCIAMS-140438 2265 30 Bermudez Neff et al. 2018:Figure 8
Estuary UCIAMS-155983 2035 15 Bermudez Neff et al. 2018:Figure 8
Estuary UCIAMS-122985 2255 15 Bermudez Neff et al. 2018:Figure 8
Estuary UCIAMS-112175 1935 20 Soledad Neff et al. 2018:Figure 8
Estuary UCIAMS-111168 1915 15 Soledad Neff et al. 2018:Figure 8
Estuary UCIAMS-111169 1945 15 Soledad Neff et al. 2018:Figure 8
Estuary UCIAMS-111164 1865 15 Soledad Neff et al. 2018:Figure 8
Estuary UCIAMS-111165 1940 15 Soledad Neff et al. 2018:Figure 8
Estuary UCIAMS-111166 1875 20 Soledad Neff et al. 2018:Figure 8
Estuary UCIAMS-112177 1935 29 Soledad Neff et al. 2018:Figure 8
Mixcun 21-1 1825 140 Macías et al. 2018:Table 1
Mixcun TAC0803 1830 50 Macías et al. 2018:Table 1
Mixcun 12-1 1935 105 Macías et al. 2018:Table 1
Mixcun 37d-1 1950 50 Macías et al. 2018:Table 1
Mixcun 65c-1 1980 40 Macías et al. 2018:Table 1
Mixcun 65a-2 2015 45 Macías et al. 2018:Table 1
Mixcun TAC0443a 2017 70 Macías et al. 2018:Table 1
NWAF
Izapa I-1654 1790 150 Itstapa Lowe et al. 1982:Table 7.1
Izapa I-4548 1830 95 Itstapa Lowe et al. 1982:Table 7.1
Izapa I-1653 1850 200 Itstapa Lowe et al. 1982:Table 7.1
Izapa I-871 2100 110 Hato Lowe et al. 1982:Table 7.1
Izapa I-872 2205 95 Guillén Lowe et al. 1982:Table 7.1
Izapa I-877 2100 90 Guillén Lowe et al. 1982:Table 7.1
Izapa I-1211 1855 140 Guillén Lowe et al. 1982:Table 7.1
Izapa I-1877 2100 90 Guillén Lowe et al. 1982:Table 7.1
Izapa I-875 2100 95 Guillén Lowe et al. 1982:Table 7.1
Izapa I-1218 2280 150 Frontera Lowe et al. 1982:Table 7.1
Izapa I-4854 2440 130 Frontera Lowe et al. 1982:Table 7.1
Izapa I-1660 2600 130 Frontera Lowe et al. 1982:Table 7.1
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Rosenswig and Mendelsohn 2016:Figure 5a).
These estuary patterns reflect regional adapta-
tion, and most significantly, these patterns are
well dated (if at a coarser temporal resolution)
and independently derived. The number of salt
production facilities in the estuary reflects the
rise and fall of urban dwellers in Izapa and lower-
order centers within the kingdom who were
dependent on maize as a staple crop. Guernsey
(2016:345–349) also infers referents to salt pro-
duction in Izapa monuments’ iconography of
canoes that she associates with the sal cocida
process.

The final source of new radiometric dates
comes from geologic investigations that recon-
struct eruptions of the Tacaná volcano. Macías
and colleagues (2018:Table 1) have seven
AMS dates that place the eruption between 30
BC and AD 80, indicating that this natural disas-
ter followed the Guillén phase. The eruption is
therefore placed in the Hato phase and corre-
sponds to significant decreases in population
in Izapa city (Figures 4 and 5), in the estuary
located some 40 km away (Neff et al. 2018),
and from the intervening occupation of the king-
dom documented in the IRSP low hills and pied-
mont zone (Rosenswig and Mendelsohn 2016:
Figure 5). The dates published by Macías and
colleagues (2018) do not directly place archaeo-
logical deposits in time, but they do date the vol-
canic eruption that clearly affected the entire
Izapa polity.

If we add Lowe and others’ (1982) dozen
radiometric results, then there are 46 dates to
anchor the ceramic and stratigraphic evidence
of the Escalón through Itstapa phases. One can
always call for more dating, but the dates pre-
sented in Table 1 provide a solid foundation on
which to build a chronology.

Discussion

Inomata and Henderson (2016) propose that all
low-relief carved sculpture in southern Meso-
america should be dated to 100 BC–AD 150.
As we have seen, this was not the case for
those at Izapa. They also assert, “Stylistic com-
parisons with securely dated murals from the Pre-
classic Maya lowlands (Saturno et al. 2006) lend
further support to this argument” (Inomata and

Henderson 2016:459). A problem with this state-
ment is that, according to the excavators, the San
Bartolo murals and painted glyphs date to 300–
200 BC (Saturno et al. 2006): the first half of
the Guillén phase at Izapa. Therefore, the San
Bartolo murals refute rather than support the pro-
posal that the redating of Kaminaljuyu be applied
across the entire Maya area. Further, those work-
ing at some of the largest early cities in the Petén
date the beginning of the political apogee of sites
like El Mirador and Cival to 300 BC (Estrada-
Belli 2011; Hansen 2012). Izapa, San Bartolo,
El Mirador, and Cival all have public art exe-
cuted in related styles. Single glyphs like those
painted on the San Bartolo murals and the six
known to be carved into stone monuments at
Izapa (see Mora-Marin 2018) resemble each
other because they are bar-and-dot numerals
that name individuals with calendar names.
The Late Formative period is also when El Palen-
que emerged as the center of a state in the Valley
of Oaxaca during the Monte Albán I phase (300–
100 BC) before being conquered by the expan-
sionist Monte Albán during the Terminal Forma-
tive Monte Albán II phase (100 BC–AD 200;
Redmond and Spencer 2017). The danzantes at
Monte Albán also have isolated glyphs that pre-
sumably name individuals, just like at Izapa
and San Bartolo. If Inomata and colleagues’
2014 redating of Kaminaljuyu is correct (and I
think it likely is), this pushes that site’s apogee
a few centuries forward. However, chronological
refinement at this site does not mean that a
realignment is required for all sites with low-
relief stelae.

Some southern Mesoamerican centers have
dated monuments that are consistent with Ino-
mata and his colleagues’ (2014) proposal. For
example, Takalik Abaj Stela 5, with its dates of
AD 80 and AD 126, and Stela 2, with its dating
between 39–19 BC, are consistent with their
revised chronology. Erection of low-relief monu-
ments evidently continued at some sites and was
likely to occur when the elites who commis-
sioned them reached their greatest power. This
may well have happened at Kaminaljuyu and
Takalik Abaj, but not at Izapa. I do not see any
a priori reason why it is problematic for different
sites to have had different cycles of waxing and
waning of their political power.
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Conclusion

There is no reason to assume that cultural change
in Mesoamerica occurred in a coordinated or
simultaneous manner. The timing of the Izapa
kingdom’s political fortunes could have been
out of step with those of nearby polities. There
were no detectable negative impacts at Izapa
when the La Venta polity collapsed around 400
BC. It was during the Frontera phase (500–300
BC) that Izapa’s principal temple pyramid
(Mound 30a) reached its full height of 16 m
above the underlying platform. All of the king-
dom’s 40 (or more) monumental centers, first
established during the Escalón phase, continued
to thrive and persisted into the following Guillén
phase (Rosenswig and López-Torrijos 2018). If
anything, the collapse of La Venta resulted in
increased elaboration of the ritual (and probably
political) power of Izapa’s elite. At some point in
the fourth or early in the third century BC, public
monuments in the round were replaced by low-
relief, narrative-style stelae paired with altars
for which the site is (and was) renowned. This
was also when the Izapa capital expanded to
the west as more plazas were built in which to
display these new “Izapa-style” stelae.

The Izapa capital’s elite experienced pro-
blems a few centuries later when the Tacaná
volcano erupted during the Hato phase (100
BC–AD 100) and the core of the monumental
center was no longer occupied (Figure 4).
Other kingdoms in southern Mesoamerica, like
El Ujuxte, Kaminaljuyu, and Takalik Abaj,
reached their political apogees at precisely this
time (Inomata et al. 2014; Love 2011). The erup-
tion of Tacaná around the beginning of the Com-
mon Era was a localized phenomenon with
dramatic results only for the Izapa kingdom. It
is quite possible that Izapa’s troubles in the
final century BC benefited the El Ujuxte and
Takalik Abaj kingdoms. The political fortunes
of these rival kingdoms did not all rise and fall
together—and why would they have?

The Izapa elite seems to have reinvented
themselves during the Itstapa and Jaritas phases
(AD 100–400) when they built a newmonumental
core for their capital aroundMound 125, north of
the traditional center (Figure 2). During these
early centuries of the first millennium AD, the

regional population also rebounded (Rosenswig
and Mendelsohn 2016:Figure 5), and architec-
tural alterations were undertaken at lower Izapa
(Rosenswig et al. 2018). The two centuries
from AD 200–400 was a time of collapse else-
where in southern Mesoamerica (Inomata et al.
2014; Love 2007). Izapa again seems to have
been out of synch with political developments
in the region, and the kingdom’s rulers charted
their own distinct path yet again. Volatile for-
tunes of individual polities and political jockey-
ing are precisely what is recorded for kingdoms
with historical records like the Classic period
Maya, ancient Greece, and medieval Europe
(Hansen 2000; Nichols and Charlton 1997).
Environmental deterioration and epidemic dis-
ease could have negatively affected all polities
in a region at the same time. Nevertheless, the
normal operation of a system of competing king-
doms sees one rise, others fall, and then rise
again as they compete with each other and aspire
to dominate their neighbors. Coordinated polit-
ical fortunes and the simultaneous adoption of
sculptural styles are theoretically unrealistic and
seem to have been empirically untrue in southern
Mesoamerica during the Middle, Late, and Ter-
minal Formative eras.

Notes
1 Stelae with dates on them, like Takalik Abaj Stelae 2,

5, and Monument 11, do not seem to have an “Izapa style.”
Kaminaljuyu Stela 10 has a glyph panel, making it a rare
example of text on an “Izapa-style” monument.

2 For what it is worth, Lowe and colleagues (1982:
Figure 7.1) long ago lined up Kaminaljuyu’s Providencia
phase with the Frontera and Guillén phases, and the Arenal
phase with the Hato and Itstapa phases at Izapa.

3 Guernsey (2012) has recently argued that the potbelly
phenomenon was tied to centralized power andmay have con-
tinued into the Late Formative period.

4 A crucial issue in ascribing causation is the temporal
relationship between the eruption of Tacaná and the Guillén-
Hato phase boundary. The current chronology places this at
100 BC, yet Macías and colleagues (2018) date the Mixun
lava flow to between 30 BC and AD 80. Given that the
2-sigma range of an AMS date with a 20-year sigma is 80
years, I consider claims of subcentury accuracy for any
phase boundary to represent false accuracy. Therefore, the
discrepancy between 100 BC and 30 BC falls within the
error range of our chronological control. The Guillén-Hato
boundary may be 100 BC or 50 BC, as Lowe and colleagues
(1982) originally published it, or 1 BC. The dating of either
the Izapa ceramic chronology or the Mixcun lava flow or
both may need to be nudged by a few decades. Such
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chronological imprecision is an unavoidable reality of
accounting for the actual error ranges of our dating technique.

5 Again, as discussed in the previous note, the Guillén-
Hato phase boundary cannot be known with subcentury
accuracy, so this phase dating is within the “nudge range”
of realistically interpreting radiocarbon dates.
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