


residential in nature despite its location in the urban ward. It was
possible that, due to its position in reference to the southeasterly
stream flow of the springs, the platform, in conjunction with the
causeway, served a water-control function. Interestingly, when in-
dicating the location of the now desiccated lagunas, the workman
gestured toward the area of the platform and causeway. Excava-
tions in Las Sepulturas focused on this junction between platform
and causeway.

East Causeway and Sepulturas Embankment

The east causeway is an elevated construction made of small- and
medium-size river cobbles set in a brown clayey fill. Cut stones do
not appear to have been used in its construction—at least, not in
the section excavated. The causeway itself measures roughly 10 m
wide and stands an average of .5 m high (Fash 1983a). As it passes
by the laguna, the height of the walkway increases to approxi-
mately .8 m. At this same point, a cobble platform or embankment
abuts the northeastern side of the causeway.

The cobble embankment measures 4.45 m wide and 25 m long.
It is constructed of unmodified river cobbles set in a dark brown
clayey fill. The walls consist of two to three courses of medium-
size to large cobbles, giving it an approximate height of .6 m.
Thus, one would step down .2 m from the causeway off two large
flat stones and onto the embankment. Attached to the northern end
of the cobble embankment is a masonry platform. The walls of the
masonry platform consist of two to three courses of small cut
blocks of volcanic tuff. A low cobblestone floor surrounds the
masonry platform. The masonry platform maintains the same width
as the cobble embankment (4.5 m) and measures just under 3 m
long, bringing the total length of the entire construction to approx-
imately 28 m.

The ceramic data indicate that both the cobble embankment
and the causeway date to the Late Classic (Coner-phase) period,
as does the masonry platform at the north end of the embankment.
It appears that the construction of the cobble embankment post-
dates the construction of the causeway and predates the masonry
platform; the embankment was tacked onto the causeway, and the
masonry platform was then tacked onto the embankment.

On the east side of the cobble embankment, a thick bed of
black clay indicates that the area was subjected to periods of in-
undation. The black clay on the east side contrasts sharply with
the brown, sandy soil found on the west side of the embankment.
No other water-management features were identified through ex-
cavation in this area. Rather than being diverted under the cause-
way by means of a subterranean canal, runoff and stream discharge
appear to have been retained behind the elevated causeway and
the cobble embankment. Water collected there would have had no
means of drainage.

As in El Bosque, the causeway and embankment in Las Sepul-
turas likely served to impede the southeasterly flow of water. Dur-
ing the rainy season, discharge from the Quebradas Chorro and
Salamar passes through the ward of Las Sepulturas. Whether or
not the quebradas converged in antiquity as they do today remains
to be confirmed, but if left unchecked, runoff from the foothills
likely would have inundated the heavily populated urban ward.
The elevated causeway would have minimized the risk of flooding
and sedimentation throughout most of the southeastern half of the
urban ward, while the short, elevated embankment likely impeded
the southwesterly flow (i.e., toward the elite Group 9M-19).
Whether this was merely to protect residences and the laguna to

the south from flooding or to collect water is still unclear. How-
ever, unlike in El Bosque, the lack of drainage at the critical junc-
tion between the causeway and embankment suggests that there
was no means of escape for rainfall and stream flow. This is sup-
ported by the stratigraphy, which indicates the presence of stag-
nant water. Here it is also important to note that no evidence was
found to indicate a domestic use of the embankment, which is in
keeping with its unusual form.

SOCIAL IMPLICATIONS OF WATER CONTROL
AT COPAN

The urban wards of El Bosque and Las Sepulturas provide an
interesting point of comparison for considering the social impli-
cations of water control. Both areas are elite residential zones
located adjacent to the Principal Group. Each is connected to the
Principal Group via an elevated causeway, and each is associated
with a large laguna. There are, however, significant differences
between water-control techniques and construction materials used
in El Bosque and those used in Las Sepulturas. These differences
appear to be a result of sociocultural decisions rather than re-
sponses to different hydrological situations. For example, the use
of cut stone for the subterranean culverts and the early west cause-
way in El Bosque is interesting when juxtaposed with the cruder,
cobble-and-earth fill of the east causeway and associated embank-
ment. This difference may be a function of time (while both are
Late Classic constructions, the earlier version of the west cause-
way may not be contemporaneous with the east causeway) or
space (the west causeway was excavated only meters from the
Great Plaza; the east causeway was almost a kilometer away in a
residential zone).

Alternatively, differences in construction material may have to
do with differing functions of the two causeways. In addition to
creating a level walking surface, which was built by filling in
depressions on a variable terrain, the west causeway functioned to
check and drain runoff. The more formal construction of this cause-
way in the vicinity of the Principal Group permitted the incorpo-
ration of subterranean conduits on its north facade. In contrast, the
function of the east causeway appears to have been to retain and
collect water, in addition to creating a level walking surface. By
building up cobbles and earth, the Late Classic Copanecos also
constructed a sturdy embankment and raised the walkway above
inundated terrain.

The reason for the functional differences between the cause-
ways may have to do with their paths through these urban wards.
The west causeway appears to skirt the north side of major resi-
dential groups. Only six structures border its northern edge, while
several groups are located due south (although, it is possible that
post-abandonment colluviation has obscured our ability to see more
structures that originally could have occupied the area north of the
causeway or that construction of a now abandoned airstrip de-
stroyed any structures in this area). In contrast, the east causeway
bisects Las Sepulturas, creating a spatial division between north
and south groups. Such a division would have left those on the
south side with easier access to the Sepulturas laguna than those
on the north side. The embankment jutting off the north side of the
east causeway may have been an attempt to create or enhance a
small water source on the north side of the causeway.

Perhaps the most intriguing question is why the water-control
function of the early west causeway in El Bosque was seemingly
eliminated with the construction of its final version. One possibil-
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ity is that the extensive backfill program west of the Principal
Group negated the need for water-control features in that particu-
lar area, and/or new water-control features were constructed far-
ther north. Another possibility is that a change in hydrology in this
area rendered the causeway and associated culverts unnecessary,
allowing the areas north of the causeway to be occupied. A third
alternative is that the residential groups in El Bosque, which the
early causeway was designed to protect, had developed their own
water-management techniques (such as stucco channels) that al-
lowed them to attend to concerns and problems specific to their
hydrological situation. The answers to these specific questions
require more investigation, particularly geomorphologic analyses
of the pre-Hispanic landscape of the Copan Valley.

However, it can be stated that little standardization in water
control existed between the two urban wards and between the
wards and the civic-ceremonial center. Not only is the distribution
of features across the site not uniform (in the civic-ceremonial
center, substructure drains, paved patios, and roof drains appear to
have been used exclusively, while outside the civic-ceremonial
center, all types of water-control features are found), but also the
same types of water-control features show variable construction
materials and methods. The suggested implication of this is that
different decision-making mechanisms may have been employed
when planning and constructing water-control features in the res-
idential wards.

The idea that variation in water-control techniques and con-
struction suggests different organization of water management be-

tween the two urban wards of Copan and between the wards and
the civic-ceremonial center is underscored when compared with
evidence for water control at Palenque. There (French 2002), a
fairly standard solution—the use of well-constructed aqueducts,
drains, and walled channels—was applied to a similar problem
(flowing water through occupied areas) throughout the urban cen-
ter. This standardized response suggests some degree of central-
ized control, likely by the state, and is more comparable to water
control in the civic-ceremonial center of Copan.

In summary, at Copan, causeways checked flooding and ero-
sion, protecting residences in the south part of the city. Stone-
lined conduits passed runoff under the causeways as well as through
the interior of pyramidal bases. Sloping, paved plazas captured
rainfall cascading down structures and shooting off roof drains,
diverting it to subterranean drains and shallow, stucco channels,
which then guided the water among residences and other plazas.
Stone splashboards positioned below roof drains minimized ero-
sion around buildings. Not only the types of water-control devices
used but also the construction materials and methods varied be-
tween the two urban residential wards of Copan and between the
wards and the civic-ceremonial center, where water-control fea-
tures were well-constructed, integral components of the civic-
ceremonial architecture. This variability suggests more diffuse
control in water-management tasks within Copan as well as be-
tween Copan and Palenque. Water management for drainage and
flood control was an important aspect of daily life in Copan and
elsewhere in the Maya area, which should be investigated further.

RESUMEN

Investigaciones recientes sobre el manejo del agua en la Mesoamérica
prehispánica han revelado una diversidad de sistemas adaptivos emplea-
dos en las Tierras Bajas Mayas. Como muchas de estas investigaciones se
han enfocado en el manejo del agua para el consumo humano y la agricul-
tura, otras formas de manejo del agua, como el drenaje y el control de
inundaciones, no se han investigado extensivamente. Este informe de-
scribe varias técnicas para el control del agua dedicadas al drenaje y al
control de inundaciones durante el clásico tardío (d.C. 600–900) del sitio
de Copan, Honduras. Este informe pretende también investigar las impli-
caciones sociales de esta forma de manejo del agua. Los componentes del
drenaje y el control de inundaciones incluían desagües bajo estructuras,
desagües subterráneos, zanjas y plazas de estuco, desagües de techo, ta-
blas para prevenir la erosión, y calzadas. Las calzadas detenían las inun-
daciones y evitaban la erosión, protegiendo así las residencias en la parte
sur de la ciudad. Los desagües, hechos de mampostería, pasaban agua bajo

las calzadas y también por el interior de las bases piramidales de las
estructuras. Las plazas pavimentadas colectaban la lluvia que caía de las
estructuras y los desagües de techo, desviándola hacia las zanjas de es-
tuco, las cuales a su vez dirigían las mismas hacia las residencias y otras
plazas. Las tablas hechas de piedra que se ubicaban bajo los desagües de
techo minimizaban la erosión alrededor de las estructuras. Tanto los tipos
de aparatos para controlar el agua como también los materiales y métodos
de construcción variaban entre los dos barrios habitacionales urbanos de
Copan y a su vez, entre los barrios y el centro cívico ceremonial, donde
rasgos del manejo del agua eran componentes integrales y cuidadosa-
mente construidos de la arquitectura cívico ceremonial. Esta variabilidad
sugiere un control difuso en el manejo del agua en Copan. Comparaciones
con Palenque, el otro centro maya donde se han investigado el drenaje y el
control de inundaciones, apoyan la idea de que el manejo del agua en
Copan fuera uno organizado diferentemente a través de este centro urbano.
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