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From Source to Coast:
How much influence did the Belize river valley within the wider political ecosystem of Mesoamerica?
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The objective of this dissertation is to find out to what extent the sites within the Belize River Valley (BRV) influenced the wider Mesoamerican area, dividing the concept of influence/politics into four elements: trade, culture/religion, warfare and diplomacy. In terms of the methodology, I will examine physical evidence such as trade goods or architecture or written evidence such as glyphs that suggests foreign interaction. I will then scrutinise the data as to the implications of such interactions backed with theories surrounding Maya politics, creating a conclusion as to what extent the BRV had influence over the rest of Mesoamerica. The paper will limit its time frame from around 400BC to 800AD, or late Pre-Classic to late/terminal Classic (Joyce 2004:15). This is because most sites within the Belize River Valley seem to have been active and thriving within this bracket (Chase & Garber 2004:7). In terms of geographical focus, obviously the BRV will be centrepiece but considering that the paper is looking at BRV influence on exterior sites, it will inevitably reference locations elsewhere in Mesoamerica. My research has its foundations on the discussion of Maya Politics, built on academic contributors such as Martin and Grube (2000), Pohl and Pohl (1994), Lucero (1999, 2006), de Montmollin (1989), and sits amongst works done on Maya politics specific to Belize done by scholars such as Chase (2004), Helmke, Awe & Hoggarth (Helmke & Awe 2012, Helmke & Awe 2016, Helmke et al. 2018) and Houk (2015). Looking at BRV’s outward influence, I hope to challenge the idea that it was not just the large states that controlled Mesoamerica, helping bring more attention to a region relatively out of the limelight (Houk 2015:5). 
Trade will be the first chapter due to the amount of physical evidence that can support the presence of exchange from and within the BRV. Inquiries in this line have been extremely promising and already supports an argument of BRV influence. Clayton’s 2005 paper investigated substantial caches of Maya pottery in Teotihuacan, the major super-power in Classic period Mesoamerica (Cowgill 2015). Some of the Maya ceramics found used volcanic ash temper, a technique used in both Petén and BRV ceramics (Clayton 2005:434-435). Furthermore Cowgill (2015:77) notes that the Valley of Mexico had poor clay sources, whereas Helmke & Awe (2012:67-68) speculate that the traditional autonym of Xunantunich: ‘Katyaatz Witz’ translates into ‘clay-bearing mountain’, being situated on good quality clay sources (p.68). This does not fully confirm a link between Teotihuacan and Xunantunich, there are severe chronological issues as the city of Xunantunich seems to have existed no earlier than 600AD (Leventhal & Ashmore 2004:169); Cowgill notes Teotihuacan as starting to decline in the mid sixth-century and by 650AD would have been living in the shadow of its former glory (2015 chapter 9). Houk (2015:155) provides a more workable timeframe: Cunil-phase pottery was found at Xunantunich and thus, although the city of Xunantunich is relatively young, the Maya likely occupied the area in the Pre-Classic period. With some of the Maya pottery sherds found, Clayton (2005:438) argued that the ceramics were produced in the areas around Teotihuacan, in Maya style rather than genuine Maya products. Nevertheless, this does demonstrate that Maya ceramics were highly prestigious goods. Perhaps the BRV influenced Mesoamerica by exerting economic pressures in such a way that other regions made imitations rather than produce their own styles for trade – bootlegs, perhaps one could call them? 
[bookmark: _GoBack]In terms of culture, although architectural patterns are visible in remains, it is not so easy to explain why such patterns (or lack thereof) are present. Houk (2015:158) notes that Xunantunich bares a similar structure layout found at Naranjo. This is not the only cultural aspect that Xunantunich shares with Naranjo, as stela found at both sites share a stylistic commonality (Leventhal & Ashmore 2004:170-171). Unfortunately, this does not support the original question of the dissertation, as the evidence suggests influence on the BRV rather than from the BRV. While the connection between Xunantunich and Naranjo may yield good supporting data, in this form it not useful. An interesting line of inquiry also lies in the so-called ‘E-groups’, an enigmatic structure found across Maya sites (Aimers & Rice 2006). In Awe et al.’s 2017 paper, ‘E-groups’ in the BRV are quite different in style to those found elsewhere, largely being structures modified into ‘E-groups’ rather than being built specifically to be ‘E-groups’ like those found at Uaxactún (p.427). This perhaps suggests that the sites of the BRV were following the cultural trend of ‘E-groups’. Why did the BRV sites adhere to these cultural trends when they culturally distinct from other Maya sites? Were they expecting visitors – an external gaze? This warrants more research on ‘E-groups’ and their implications on cultural relations. 
In terms of warfare and diplomacy in the BRV, the data has yet to be anything more than sparse. The lack of stone inscriptions, the usual Maya modus operandi when it comes to recording events such as these, at BRV sites leaves narrative holes. While I saw in person some stelae at Xunantunich of warrior-kings in battle regalia, the inscriptions have been worn away to illegibility. One set of hieroglyphs at Xunantunich does provide some intriguing information: Panel 3 located near structure A-9. In Helmke and Awe’s (2016) paper on Panel 3, their conclusion is that along with panels from Ucanal and Naranjo, Panel 3 was part of a pilfered hieroglyphic stair from Naranjo’s mortal rival: Caracol (p.2). Helmke and Awe also argues that Naranjo and Xunantunich were allies as they shared the war loot of Caracol’s inscriptions (p.12). Xunantunich, which is not a large polity relatively speaking, had enough force to be considered an equal ally of Naranjo and to stand up to the might of Caracol. Clearly BRV sites could have entered the ring with the heavy weights of the Classic Maya world. Certainly, this Naranjo-Xunantunich-Ucanal(?) coalition will be examined further. As for diplomacy, a breakthrough may come in the form of ceramics, with sherds found at Xunantunich made in Naranjo style, a gift of an ally (LeCount & Yaeger 2010:340)? Xunantunich was not the only BRV site that interested Naranjo, the hieroglyphs of the Komkom vase, found at Baking Pot (Helmke et al. 2018:6-15) tell of a Naranjo-Komkom alliance and their multiple military forays against common foes (pp.82-91). Other Naranjo styled ceramics were also found at Buenavista del Cayo (p.14), these will be investigated.
Overall, initial research proves to be yielding but the data found is yet to be positioned in a way that can either support or counter my dissertation’s original question. The next immediate research will go into looking into the Maya salt trade as discussed in McKillop’s 2002 book, and to investigate other sites in the BRV other than Xunantunich.
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