
Technology, Socioeconomics  
and Status among the Maya
“Always remember that you are absolutely unique. Just like everyone else.”

— anthropologist margaret mead, 1901-1978

The Belize Barrier Reef is the second 
largest coral reef in the world, and 
over 22 percent of the country is 
protected as parks, natural resource 
reserves and wildlife sanctuaries. Of 
particular interest to anthropolo-
gists and archeologists, Belize is also 
home to the highest concentration of 
Maya ruins in Central America. 
	 Undisturbed Maya ruins at the 
large site of Lamanai, located on the 
New River Lagoon, brought UNCW 
associate professor of anthropology 
Scott Simmons to Belize to direct 
the Maya Archaeometallurgy Project 
in 1999. To date, just 20 percent of 
the extensive site has been excavated.
	 Simmons’ work focuses on the 
relationships between metalwork-
ing, especially copper production, 
and socioeconomic differentiation 
and interdependence among the 
Maya. “We are trying to unravel not 
only how these people were making 
objects, but also how they organized 
their technology,” Simmons says.
	 “It seems that the ancient Maya 
valued certain physical symbols that 
related levels of social standing to 
others within their communities 
in much the same way as many in 

Western society do today,” Simmons 
says. Some of these valued symbols 
included elaborate button-like orna-
ments, finger rings and tweezers. 
Tweezers were often suspended 
around the neck, probably as a sign 
of elevated social status. The more 
common people also had access to 
metals, but were more likely to use 
metal for utilitarian objects such as 
axes, needles and fishhooks. 
	 Copper was particularly prized 
for its color and its sound. When the 
Spanish arrived, they reported that 
the Mayas used copper bells and co-
cao beans as money. Spanish authori-
ties routinely leveled fines for the 
possession of pagan idols and made 
the Mayas pay in these bells. Bells 
were also worn in dance ceremonies. 
Bells are the most commonly found 
metal artifact at Lamanai.
	 Simmons’ research is the first 
of its kind to emphasize the nature 
of Maya metallurgy as a special-
ized craft activity, “in the sense that 
not everyone had the technological 
know-how to produce metal objects. 
It’s likely that only a select few un-
derstood the mechanical properties 
of metal, and had the ability to melt 

and cast metal into desirable forms.” 
Simmons says. “We haven’t found a 
furnace or a crucible, but we have 
found the end products.”
	 Recent recoveries of by-prod-
ucts of metal casting activities (see 
inset) are encouraging researchers 
that they may be close to locating a 
site of actual production. 

Simmons is co-principle investigator 
with Dr. Elizabeth A. Graham of Uni-
versity College London, England for the 
Lamanai Archeological Project of which 
The Maya Archaeomettallurgy Project 
(MAP) is part. The research is supported 
by the Foundation for the Advancement 
of Mesoamerican Studies, Heinz Family 
Foundation, York University, Canadian 
Funds for Local Initiatives, the Social 
Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council of Canada, the National Geo-
graphic Society and the University of 
North Carolina Wilmington. Simmons 
also directs the field school in archaeol-
ogy at Lamanai during May, June and 
July, in which UNCW students partici-
pate each year. 

Recoveries of by-
products of metal 
castings encourage 
researchers that 
they may be 
close to locating 
an actual site of 
production:  
1. and 5. Miscast 
bells; 2. Copper 
bell remnant; 3. 
Parts of casting 
reservoirs 4. 
Copper prill, a by-
product of casting. 
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Ball court at Lamanai
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