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〈研究ノート〉
Rethinking Colonial Frontiers: 

Survivance and Residence on The Itza Maya

Yuko SHIRATORI
＊

1　Introduction

At the turn of the sixteenth century, the indigenous people of the Yucatan peninsula 

encountered European explorers and conquistadores. These indigenous people spoke 

Maya and engaged in long-distance trade from throughout Mesoamerica. Soon after the 

first contact, the Maya began to interact with Europeans in various ways. Between 1521 

and 1542, the Spaniards conquered the Aztec empire in central Mexico, the K’iche’ Maya 

in southern Guatemala, and the Maya in northern Yucatan. The Itza Maya in northern 

Guatemala, however, remained unconquered until 1697. This region was distant from 

要　　旨
本稿は、植民地辺境地帯（コロニアル・フロンティア）の定義について
再考し、16～ 17世紀ユカタン半島において、スペイン人による支配が及
ばない辺境地域、ペテン・イツァ湖周辺地域を事例に定義を検討する。ス
ペイン人による侵攻においてしばしば「受身的、悲劇の犠牲者」として解
釈される先住民族に焦点をあて、植民地辺境地帯において彼らがどのよう
に生活を維持していたのか、考古資料から再解釈するものである。これま
でのフロンティア研究、特に植民地期に関するフロンティア研究では、文
化変容の解釈において、しばしば中央・周辺という二分法を用いて、中央
から周辺へという一方向の観点から中心主義的に議論されてきた。しかし、
ペテン・イツァ湖周辺地域は辺境地帯でありながら、多様なグループが存
在し、外部と積極的に関わっていた。そのような植民地辺境地域を解釈す
る分析的枠組みとして、「サバイバンス（生存）」と「レジデンス（居住）」
という二つの概念を紹介する。サバイバンスとレジデンスの概念に基づい
て、マヤ・イツァ族がスペイン人に征服されるまで、200年近く政治的独
立を保っていた植民地辺境地帯における考古学的事例を検討し、マヤ・イ
ツァ族生存の再解釈を試みる。
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Spanish outposts and became a zone of refuge for those fleeing Spanish control. The center 

of this region was located on an island in Lake Petén Itzá, and the buffer zone around the 

Itza capital became a “colonial frontier.”
In this paper I aim to reconsider the meaning of the colonial frontier. First, I 

summarize the attempts of frontier studies to define the colonial frontier. Then, I introduce 

two concepts: survivance and residence as analytical frameworks or interpretive models to 

explain the situation of the colonial frontier. Building on these concepts of survivance and 

residence, I then present an archaeological case study from the colonial Maya frontier of 

the Peten lakes region, where the Itza Maya maintained their political independence until 

the conquest. The Itza still actively participated in interregional trade after the Spanish 

invasion.  This paper analyzes archaeological materials from this period to re-interpret the 

ways which the Itza Maya interacted with both Europeans and other groups at this colonial 

frontier.

2　Frontier Studies

In the late nineteenth century, American historian Frederick Jackson Turner presented his 

seminal essay, The Significance of the Frontier in American History, at the World Columbian 

Exposition in Chicago. Later he published the essay in his book “The Frontier in American 

History” (Turner 1920). Turner defined frontiers as “the outer edge of the wave̶the 

meeting point between savagery and civilization” (Turner 1920:3). In this, he distinguished 

the American frontier from the European frontier. While the European frontier is “a 

fortified boundary line running through dense populations,” the American frontier “lies at 

the hither edge of free land” (Turner 1920:3). Turner explained the processes of colonial 

expansion in American history. The population growth and expansion of America resulted 

in the creation of a frontier situation, which he argued, shaped the national character. 

According to Turner, the frontier slowly moved along with in-migration of the population 

from the East towards the free and open lands of the West like tidal waves.

Turner’s thesis on the frontier as “free land” has been criticized by several scholars. 

American historian Paul Wallace Gates argued that there had never been any “free land” in 

America (Gates 1954). In fact, Turner overlooked Native American lives and lands and 

considered them the savagery of the untamed wilderness (Wendl and Rösler 1999:4). 

Following the limitations of Turner’s use of “frontier,” historians have proposed the concept 

of “borderlands” to describe zones of contact between different groups, instead of using 

the term “frontier” (Dee Das and Tendler 2017).

Sometimes frontier studies make use of comparative terms such as borders, 

boundaries, and borderlands (for example, Feuer 2016; Halperin et al. 2020; Parker 2006). 

Their meanings are often interchangeable and confusing (Feuer 2016; Halperin et al. 2020). 

According to Parker (2006:79-80), borders are linear dividing lines such as international 
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borders between political nations; boundaries, which are more simplistic, indicate the 

limits of anything, including border and frontier; borderlands are “regions around or 

between political or cultural entities where geographic, political, demographic, cultural, 

and economic circumstances or processes may interact to create borders or frontiers.” 
Among these terminologies (and the approaches they represent), the frontier and 

borderland share a common character as a geopolitical zone.

Various distinctions in the discussion of frontiers include “dynamic (open) or static 

(closed)” frontiers (Feuer 2016:19; Rice 1998; Thompson and Lamar 1981:7) and “internal 

or external” frontiers (Feuer 2016:20; Kopytoff 1987; Parker 2006:79; Wendl and Rösler 

1999:5). The first distinction, between dynamic (open) and static (closed) frontiers, focuses 

on processes of frontiers. The dynamic frontier is open land and characterized by the 

process of growth and expansion spatially and socially, while the static frontier is closed 

and characterized by the process of internal development. The static frontier describes a 

process that transforms a frontier zone to a border (Feuer 2016:19). The second 

distinction, internal or external frontiers was introduced by Igor Kopytoff (1987) to 

challenge the colonial context of “frontier” terminology. Internal frontiers are in the 

periphery or marginal zone between two or more groups. Internal frontiers result from the 

process of one group’s intrusion into the marginal zone to create a new society there. 

External frontiers, on the other hand, arise through the growth and expansion of 

metropolitan societies. External frontiers result from the process of colonial expansion of 

one polity into buffer zones. This external frontier bears some similarity to what Turner 

attempted to describe and explain as the North American frontier experience.

While the frontier has been studied by diverse disciplines including histor y, 

anthropology, archaeology, geography, political science, as Bradley Parker (2006:78) has 

pointed out, frontier studies itself is rarely understood interdisciplinarily or geographically 

due to diverse research settings and theoretical frameworks, and the consequent diverse 

approaches, contexts, and terminologies, which lead to multiple (and at times 

incompatible) definitions and types of frontiers. In general, a frontier is considered as “a 

zone of interpenetration between two previously distinct peoples” (Thompson and Lamar 

1981:7; also see Parker 2006:79). In the following section, this notion of frontiers is used to 

understand the colonial situation.

3　Colonial Frontier

Since Turner’s thesis, frontier studies have tended to argue from a “metrocentric” 
viewpoint, rather than a “pericentric” position, especially in the colonial situation. The 

metrocentric colonialist perspective considers frontiers as unoccupied lands of the 

marginal fringe or outer boundaries in the process of colonial expansion (that is an 

“external frontier”) (Lightfoot and Martinez 1995:472-473). When the land is occupied by 
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the “other,” which is often indigenous groups in the colonial expansion, the boundary and 

the other’s land becomes colonizer’s frontier. In this situation, boundaries between “the 

inside” and “the outside” define a distinction between “us” and “other.” Geographical 

boundaries influence the construction of a social identity as a set of experiences and 

practices within a shared geographical space. Practices of boundary maintenance at 

frontiers reify a conscious sense of commonality within a territorial space, segregating 

others outside the boundary. In other words, a collective identity of “us” and “others” is 

often shaped by differences of the border experience.

Since the 1970s, archaeologists have employed core-peripher y frameworks to 

illustrate frontiers in a colonial situation with perspectives that have considered issues such 

as inequality, ecological assessment, territoriality, boundary maintenance, and frontiers 

(Lightfoot and Martinez 1995). The core-periphery model is a characteristic of the world-

systems approach, which was proposed by Immanuel Wallerstein (1974), and which 

conceived of frontiers as “territorial markers that delineate[s] colonial territories from the 

outlying hinterlands of indigenous peoples” (Lightfoot and Martinez 1995:472). The world-

system approach was originally developed to explain modern capitalism, and was based on 

the notion of an intersocietal division of labor in the production of basic goods, the 

concepts of core-periphery hierarchy, and dependency theories (Wallerstein 1974). The 

structure of core-periphery is a power hierarchy, treating core polities as dominant and 

peripheral ones as passive.  As Turner’s definition of fronter dismissed the Native 

American presence, the colonialist perspective including the core-periphery framework of 

the world-systems approach considers passive peripheral societies as inferior and less 

developed.

Some archaeologists have employed a core-periphery framework to illustrate the 

process of culture change at conquest (for example, Abu-Lughod 1989; Blanton and 

Feinman 1984; Chase-Dunn and Hall 1991). Social, cultural, and economic transmission 

moves from the dominant core to the passive periphery. Dominant societies search for 

more space and resources from the periphery to extract surplus resources for their own 

societies as they grow and expand their populations. The peripheral, usually indigenous, 

societies in the frontier eventually “assimilate” into the dominant culture. This colonialist 

and metrocentric viewpoint are concerned with explaining one-way movement from core to 

periphery.  It is a very simplistic and top-down model of culture change and economic 

inequality.

The core-periphery dichotomy considers that populations of both dominant (colonists) 

and peripheral (indigenous) groups are homogenous. In response to this colonialist 

perspective, Edward Schortman and Patricia Urban (1992, 1994) argued that the core-

periphery model ignored the possibility of peripheral society’s multiplicity and active 

participation in the interaction across the core and periphery. Their study of the peripheral 

region in southeastern Mesoamerica showed that peripheral societies had a strong link 
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with dominant societies, and that this link functioned to legitimize their own power. 

Schortman and Urban (1994) found little evidence that what was assumed to have been a 

periphery was exploited by dominant polities in Naco Valley, Honduras. In contrast, 

dominant polities had no control over the production of items. Schortman and Urban 

suggested a multidimensionality of core-periphery distinctions such as economic and 

political dimensions.

Peripheral societies are not all homogenous and subordinate; rather, they are very 

diverse and active. The emphasis on the dichotomy of core (dominant) and periphery 

(subordinate) failed to notice the peripheral society’s cross-cut interactions and factional 

competitions and alliances with dominants in colonial frontier situations. This problem was 

also pointed out by Kent Lightfoot and Antoinette Martinez (1995). They argued that in 

archaeological research into frontiers and boundaries, a traditional colonialist perspective 

should expect to find sharp boundaries between a homogenous core (dominant) and a 

periphery (indigenous) in archaeological materials. What they suggested was a definition 

of a colonial frontier as a multi-ethnic zone of interaction for social, political, and economic 

reasons. Different factions or communities among these peoples interact with each other 

in this frontier zone. Frontiers are colonially and militarily insecure regions, and that both 

official and unofficial traders prefer to pass through those regions. Consequently, frontiers 

become economically important regions that may involve marketplaces. Competition 

among factions may prompt the search for alliances with other groups.

Taking account to Lightfoot and Martinez’s model of colonial frontiers, I find their 

model a good fit to explain the frontier situation in the Peten lakes region, Guatemala, 

where multiple factional groups socially, politically, and economically interacted inside and 

outside the region. To be clear, this paper regards frontiers as zones of cultural and 

economic interface in which multiple ethnic and factional groups interacted and maintained 

relationships and lifestyles. The Peten lakes region as well as the surrounding Itza 

territory probably served as a colonial frontier for both colonial towns in Yucatan and other 

neighboring groups during the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries.

4　Survivance and Residence

Given this definition of frontiers, this section discusses how to interpret the colonial 

frontier experience of indigenous people. This paper adapts the concepts of survivance and 

residence, which have been developed by Stephen Silliman (2014). These models interpret 

the complex indigenous-lived colonialism with the theoretical perspectives of survivance 

and residence.
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4.1　Survivance

“Survivance” was introduced by Gerald Vizenor (1994, 1998, 2008b) in his Native 

American studies. According to Vizenor, “survivance is more than survival, more than 

endurance or mere response” (Vizenor 1994:15). Likewise, “survivance is an active sense 

of presence, the continuance of native stories, not a mere reaction, or a survival name. 

Native survivance stories are renunciations of dominance, tragedy, and victimry” (Vizenor 

1998:vii). Vizenor’s definition of survivance was influenced by the French philosopher 

Jacque Derrida’s use of survivance that is not life or death, die or dying, nor lifedeath 

(Derrida 2009). Vizenor refers to Derrida’s theory of presence and absence, linking Native 

American’s presence and absence in the colonial situation (Breinig 2008). In general, the 

colonial discourse tends to place indigenous people as victims, passive and oppressed 

people in tragic colonialism. Additionally, indigenous survivalism is often considered as the 

attitude of struggle or endurance. In contrast, survivance emphasizes indigenous creative 

and aggressive activity towards survival, rather than activity defined by resistance against 

the colonists (Silliman 2014).

Vizenor’s survivance have been applied to studies in historical and contemporary 

Native American studies (Montgomery and Colwell 2019; Vizenor 2008a). In the discipline 

of anthropology and archaeology, Silliman further developed the analytical concept of 

survivance to apply to materiality in order to interpret the indigenous people in the past 

(Silliman 2014). Many archaeological studies of the colonial period in the Americas usually 

deal with the dichotomy of culture change-continuity of indigenous people. According to 

Silliman (2014:60), the concept of survivance involves “the ability…to change in order to 

stay the same.” The border between change and continuity in material culture is not clear-

cut. In fact, there is a possibility that the indigenous did not have the intention either to 

change or to stay the same but sought a way to persist (Silliman 2014:60). Likewise, Alan 

Velie (2008:147) notes that “[s]urvivance connotes survival and with an attitude, implying 

activity rather than passivity, using aggressive means not only to stay alive but to flourish” 
(emphasis in original). These connotations of survivance illustrate that survivance is more 

than an analytical perspective of persistence. Thus, the concept of survivance leaves room 

for the indigenous people to consider the consequences of colonialism within the 

framework of their own narrative stories. However, archaeologists tend to interpret the 

processes of colonization by examining material remains in patterns of change-continuity 

dichotomy. If a material record shows a mix of both colonial and indigenous cultures, then 

archaeologists interpret it as a sign of hybridity during the process of culture change or 

colonization. However, indigenous people may have intended to move for ward by 

producing hybrid material culture to survive. Archaeologists must be aware of the 

indigenous peoples’ voice in material remains and not to overlook their “intentions.” The 

concept of survivance offers alternative scenario of indigenous experience during the 

colonization, rather than the dichotomy of culture change-continuity.
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4.2　Residence

The concept of residence was also introduced by Silliman in 2001 to develop the 

dominance-resistance dichotomy for the archaeological interpretations of indigenous-lived 

colonialism. Like the concept of survivance, residence focuses on the daily practices of 

surviving, rather than changing behaviors out of a sense of domination. As we have seen in 

the concept of survivance, traditional colonial studies generally consider the colonized 

indigenous people as oppressed, resisting, and passive recipients. These images involve 

the various acts of resistance against the colonial dominance. The concept of resistance 

emphasizes agency, authority, and power. Resistance is an active and intentional 

performance of power-related acts and practices. In archaeology, resistance can be 

observed in the form of hybridity in material culture as a sign of resistance (or survivance) 

to the domination. However, there is a possible interpretation in between or outside the 

dichotomy of dominance-resistance; that is residence.

Many indigenous people experienced conquests and colonialism, which affected their 

everyday lives. In the peripheral colonial frontier, people may not have had the same 

experience as people in the colonial towns. In fact, they likely maintained their daily lives 

with their traditional materials. Is this resistance? Probably not. They practiced their 

traditional lives to live through in the colonial situation. Silliman (2014:62) describes these 

practices as “residing,” explaining that “they were also about surviving, and not simply 

about changing or staying the same.” For instance, when archaeological excavations 

conducting in domestic contexts of commoners’ residential groups found pre-colonial 

ceramics and stone tools, there should be two possible interpretations for the situation: 1) 

the commoners of the residential structure were resisting to the colonialism, intentionally 

using the pre-colonial materials; 2) the commoners were residing, rather than resisting, 

unintentionally using the pre-colonial materials. Archaeologists cannot distinguish these 

two possibilities by looking at material remains due to the slippery slope of identifying 

intentions in the past in archaeology. Nevertheless, we should recognize these possibilities 

of indigenous responses and outcomes to colonialism. To Silliman, the concept of residence 

is not in opposition to resistance: “[r]ather, residence interferes in the pre-existing 

dichotomy of domination and resistance by offering a different node in the conceptual 

network (Silliman 2014:64). Archaeologists need to consider what material records 

represent. Interpretations of residence, or resistance or dominance should include 

indigenous voices. This returns us to the concept of survivance. Both survivance and 

residence provide alternative interpretations of archaeological materials from the colonial 

frontiers.

5　Case Study: The Colonial Frontier of the Itza Maya

My intention is to reconsider the colonial frontier with the aid of the concepts of survivance 
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and residence and derives from my ongoing research of the Itza Maya of the Peten lakes 

region, Guatemala (Figure 1). To demonstrate these concepts in archaeology, a case study 

of the Itza Maya in the Peten lakes region will be discussed.

When Hernán Cortés arrived at Yucatan in 1519, many of the Maya-speaking peoples 

of the Yucatan peninsula were living in dispersed villages and hamlets. Unlike preceding 

periods with monumental structures found in centralized cities, the sixteenth century 

Maya resided in low-cost buildings for short periods of time, and they frequently moved 

and changed residences. The Spanish invasion of the Yucatan Peninsula, followed by the 

founding of the city of Merida in 1542, pushed Maya further into the deep forest to avoid 

Spanish control and destroyed most, if not all, trade networks across the peninsula. 

Refugees sought a stable life in an unconquered region, which brought them to the 

territory of the Itza Maya around Lake Petén Itzá. Eventually this region became a frontier 

where multiple Maya groups interacted with non-Maya people including the Spaniards. 

Various lineage groups and families migrated into the Itza territory for a prolonged period. 

Prudence Rice and Don Rice (2005:167) noted that the Peten lakes region become a “tidal 

Figure 1   Map of the Peten lakes region, showing the possible locations of Itza’s factional 

groups during the late seventeenth century.
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frontier,” which is characterized by several episodes of in-migration waves.

The Peten was far inland from Spanish outposts, while at the time, there were several 

lineage/ethnic groups living in the region, comprising a polity similar to a kingdom. The 

most powerful group in this kingdom were the Itza, whose ancestry were related to Chich’
en Itza in the northern Yucatan. In their historical documents, the Spaniards considered 

the Itza to be a unitary group centered in the Peten lakes region. However, the Itza were 

far more complex than they appeared. There were at least four lineage groups around Lake 

Petén Itzá at the conquest. A second group were the Kowoj, who claimed ancestry from 

Mayapan in northern Yucatan and emigrated to Peten at the arrival of the Spaniards. The 

Itza and Kowoj were enemies at the conquest in 1697. There were more groups living in 

the surrounding region: the Kejach to the north and northwest, the Mopan to the south 

and southeast, and the Lakandon to the west and southwest (Figure 2). The capital of both 

the Itza and the kingdom was Tayza, located at the present-day Flores Island in Lake Petén 

Itzá. This location was so important that most interregional trade routes were connected to 

the capital at the time of the Spanish invasion.

The official traders were mainly the Chontal Maya of Akalan, who resided west of the 

Kejach territory in Campeche, Mexico. The Akalan traded various items including elite 

agricultural goods such as cacao, cotton cloth, salt, dyestuff, pine resins for incense, and so 

on (Cortés 1886:422). In 1525 when Cortés and his army marched from Akalan to 

Honduras through the Peten lakes region, he met Akalan merchants heading to Tayza, and 

then on to the trading port of Nito in the Gulf of Honduras. Both the cacao and salt 

producing regions were outside of Itza territory: cacao in the south of Mopan, and salt in 

the Akalan and the Lakandon. The Itza had their own exchange system to acquire those 

agricultural products traded by the Akalan, since both cacao and salt were not available in 

their territory. They had several trading routes over land, river, as well as routes over both 

land and water. The Spanish conquest of the Akalan region in the 1530s put an end to these 

Akalan trade networks. The Itza were devastated and started more ferocious raiding of 

neighboring groups to control exchange systems. For example, the Itza pushed the 

Lakandon out of the salt production region to the west.

Spanish intrusion into the indigenous trade network required reorganizing the 

exchange systems among the Itza and their neighbors. In fact, Peten became a colonial 

frontier where various groups participated in smuggling and illicit trade. This illicit trade 

included lower-class Spaniards who sought to gain more money for a better living, the 

Spanish authorities, and indigenous caciques. Thus, the Itza were never isolated from the 

colonial regime, while they were left unconquered for nearly 200 years. Rather, they could 

maintain their pre-Spanish lifestyles while having access to traditional products as well as 

European items. Yet political and economic competitions among the indigenous groups 

increased conflict and warfare, pushing the search for alliances with other groups 

including the semi-conquered Tipu in Belize. Historical documents indicate that the 
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political and diplomatic situation in the Peten lakes region was fluid during the sixteenth to 

eighteenth centuries (Jones 1998). Being a political frontier against Spanish colonization, 

Figure 2   The approximate area of Itza’s territory during the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries, showing the approximate locations of other groups outside the territory.
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this region acted as a dominant core against neighboring groups. Since the Itza were 

known for their ferocious and violent character according to various historical documents, 

the Itza may have thrived in this region by armed intervention against their neighbors. 

This frontier situation likely prompted the Itza’s relatives and others to immigrate into the 

region.

6　  Material Remains of the Itza Maya: Survivance and Residence in the 

Colonial Frontier

In this section we look at the archaeological materials of the Itza in the Peten lakes 

region to illustrate the concepts of survivance and residence. Archaeologists have been 

investigating the Peten lakes region since the 1970s, revealing the political geography of 

the Postclassic (1100-1525 CE) and Contact periods (1525-1697 CE) (Rice and Rice 2009, 

2018; Pugh et al. 2012, 2016). This research has successfully correlated archaeological 

materials with various Spanish documents written in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries 

at the conquest. Research conducted in the regions of the Itza, Kowoj, and Chak’an Itza, 

the third faction of the Itza, around Lake Petén Itzá demonstrated patterns of material 

culture for each faction of the Itza (Shiratori 2019).

Since organic materials such as cacao and salt did not remain, we must rely on 

archaeologically identified inorganic materials such as obsidian and ceramics. Obsidian is 

found in long-distance trade goods coming from the Guatemalan highlands. The three 

major sources of obsidian were El Chayal, Ixtepeque, and San Martin Jirotepeque. The 

collected obsidian assemblages show that each group had a different obsidian source 

prevalence in the sixteenth century. The Itza had more Ixtepeque obsidian, the Kowoj had 

more El Chayal and San Martin Jirotepeque, and the Chak’an Itza had more San Martin 

Jirotepeque. Within the Itza region, we see some differences by the site and area. On the 

other hand, the Chak’an Itza display the same results throughout the site. The differences 

in obsidian source predominance suggest different trade routes for procurement and 

competition, even within the Itza region by district or community. Obsidian was used for 

the arrowhead of bow-and-arrow weapon. People were striving to acquire obsidian for the 

survivance after the disruption of trade network by the Spanish invasion. 

When we look at the ceramics in this region, there were generally not many imported 

items during this time. It appears that at the time there was an increase in the local 

production of ceramics. There is also a dif ference among the three factions in the 

composition of their ceramic pastes. The characteristic of Kowoj ceramics is the use of a 

fine, marly cream-colored paste, called Clemencia Cream Paste ware. The clay is locally 

available and abundant only in the Kowoj region, which is in the eastern side of Lake Petén 

Itzá. In both the Itza and Chak’an Itza regions, located at the southern and western sides of 

the lake, Clemencia Cream Paste ware is rarely found. The coarse reddish-brown 
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carbonate paste, called Vitzil Orange-Red Paste ware is frequently seen and the clay is 

locally available in the Chak’an Itza. Similarly, Vitzil Orange-Red Paste ware is seldom 

found in the Kowoj region. This suggests that both local paste ceramics were rarely 

exchanged between the east and west of the lake. Losing access to imported ceramics 

such as fine-orange paste wares may have resulted in a lower importance and value for 

those imported ceramics. Within the Peten lakes region, the conflict between the Itza and 

Kowoj escalated towards the Spanish conquest. This may have affected to the interregional 

exchange of ceramics and other materials. Ceramics likely became a hallmark of social 

identity in this region. The inhabitants of this region shifted their products to local 

manufacturing.

Colonial documents indicate that the presence of the Spaniards was scarce in this 

region after the conquest. Nevertheless, it is surprising to see less of a presence of 

European goods during the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries in this region, even in the 

context of colonial occupation at Tayza. Outside of post-conquest mission sites, we see 

(relatively) more European artifacts in the special deposit at Zacpeten a Kowoj site, than at 

both the Itza and the Chak’an Itza sites. Although the Kowoj had an anti-Spanish stance, 

they may have obtained them as prestige objects through illicit trade or from their allies 

Figure 3   Archaeological site of Tayasal, showing the locations of Missions San Bernabé and 

San Miguél. The plan map is modified from Chase (1983).
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the Tipu. At the Itza’s suburban site of Tayasal, the excavation revealed an elite residence 

group from the sixteenth to eighteenth century. This group contained almost no European 

objects, despite the proximity of distance to two mission settlement (the San Bernabé and 

San Miguél missions) (Figure 3). The relatively few European items in the contact and 

colonial contexts at Tayasal suggest an act of residence, with the inhabitants maintaining 

their traditional lifestyle after the Spanish contact. One could assume that both the Itza at 

Tayasal and the Chak’an Itza at Nixtun-Ch’ich’ had less interest in European items 

compared to the Kowoj at Zacpeten.

The isotopic analysis of the mission church population gives us another example of 

Itza’s survivance and residence. The burials underneath the mission San Bernabé had 47 

individuals, which were buried in the extended position (except two) with the head to the 

west (Figure 4) (Freiwald et al. 2020). Local Itza burials of the Postclassic period were in 

the seated position with the head to the east (Shiratori 2019:467-468), this is in contrast to 

the individuals at the mission San Bernabé who were buried in the position of the 

medieval-period Christian style in Europe (Pugh et al. 2016). The isotopic analysis of 25 

individuals from the mission burial, however, demonstrated that most of the buried 

individuals were local. There were three non-local people; one of them is originally from 

the vicinity of Maya mountains in Belize, and other two were from somewhere around 

Lake Petén Itzá (Freiwald et al. 2020). Possible interpretations of why local people were 

buried in the European style in the early eighteenth century include 1) they were forced to 

be buried in the Christian style (survivance); or 2) they voluntarily adopted the Christian 

burial style (residence). I suggest the second, because there were contemporaneous 

neighboring communities that maintained pre-conquest burial patterns. They could have 

moved to other area in the vicinity unless they were circumscribed or had serious reasons 

to stay in the mission. The Itza maya remained unconquered until the late seventeenth 

century. The Peten lakes region was a “tidal frontier” located far from Spanish outposts. At 

Figure 4   Burials of Mission San Bernabé, Tayasal, Guatemala. Modified from Pugh et al. 

(2016:54, Figure 5).
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the frontier, various groups interacted and practiced economic exchange and competition. 

One could interpret the patterns in Itza’s material records as evidence for cultural 

continuity and change, indicating struggle and agency. Alternatively, however, I would 

offer the interpretation of survivance and residence. Different obsidian sources and trading 

routes among the factions of the Itza Maya may indicate the act of survivance, seeking out 

the way to maintain their daily lives. Increasing local production of ceramic vessels would 

be the practice of residence, shifting ceramic resources to local due to the increased 

conflict and competition within the region. Limited presence of European goods may 

indicate restricted access to them, and thus local people had to use traditional items. Local 

people living around the mission San Bernabé may have adopted and followed the 

Christian burial style to reside in the mission.

The Spanish conquest of Central America was not a singular event that occurred in 

the early sixteenth century but instead a process that played out across nearly 200 years, 

culminating in the 1697 defeat of the Itza Maya of the Peten Lakes Region in what is today 

northern Guatemala. The outer edges of this region served as a frontier for nearly 200 

years, marking the boundary between colonized and uncolonized towns and serving as a 

place of interaction. The Itza Maya were active participants in this frontier, persisting in 

their lives and thriving in unconquered communities. They did not envision themselves as 

living in a frontier zone, but rather in their own homeland amid a shifting set of 

circumstances. The Spanish invasion rapidly destroyed the preexisting sixteenth century 

Akalan trade network. The Itza’s reaction was to establish new political alliances and 

interregional exchange networks in the colonial frontier. The establishment and 

management of these political and economic reactions were the Maya’s survivance and 

residence. We have seen that there was an overall decline in economic access and inter-

community interaction during the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries. On the other hand, 

there is an increase in conflict and violence between these communities. As a result, the 

last frontier of Spanish colonization lost their power to survive as a stronghold and finally 

conquered. Some rulers and elites were removed from the capital, the others relocated and 

founded new towns. But most inhabitants continued to live their lives with their lifestyles. 

They were residing to move forward under the circumstances, rather than resisting the 

colonialism.

7　Conclusion

When one considers frontiers in colonial situations, the colonial perspective of core-

peripher y which involves the dichotomy of dominance and resistance is usually 

underplayed. This perspective tended to see interactions between the Spaniards and Maya 

groups as limited along the frontier. These simple dichotomies considered the colonial 

frontier in the Yucatan Peninsula as a border region separating the unconquered/infidel 
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Maya groups from the conquered/congregated pueblos. Yet this conception of border 

regions was unclear and concealed the complex interactions and relationships among the 

various Maya groups. In this paper, I reconsidered the colonial frontier of Peten lakes 

region as the last stronghold to the Spanish colonialism. The traditional core-periphery 

model cannot explain the frontier situation of the Itza Maya during the sixteenth to 

eighteenth century, because the Peten lakes region was not periphery and homogenous. 

In contrast, this region was filled with various factional groups that interacted inside and 

outside the region and maintained relationships and lifestyles throughout the contact and 

conquest period.

Political and economic alliances in the frontier were so fragile that archaeological 

materials may not demonstrate their relationships clearly. Depending on the material 

evidence including contexts and various decision factors, archaeologists need to shift their 

interpretation about material remains. The concepts of survivance and residence have 

contributed to the understanding of the Itza Maya who were not simply contesting against 

the Spanish, nor struggling to survive through the sixteenth to eighteenth century. 

Archaeologists should be in mind that we simplistically and fundamentally interpret 

indigenous response to colonial situation using the terminology of change, continuity, or 

change, and adoption and resistance. Although it still has the interpretive difficulty of using 

material culture, we must revisit to reconsider previous interpretations of archaeological 

material culture. We need to look closer at archaeological materials to understand the 

complicated interregional relationships and cross-cutting social networks such as lineages, 

factions, trade ties, and so on. The material evidence shows that the Itza and their 

neighbors did not change their lifestyles after the Spanish invasion, except for the mission 

community after the conquest. The concepts of survivance and residence help interpret 

the Itza Maya’s practice and materiality in the contact situation. They give us an alternative 

interpretation of frontier dynamics, other than traditional dichotomies of change-continuity, 

dominance-resistance, and colonizer-colonized.
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