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The Ballcourt at EI Palmillo:
Implications for Late Classic Oaxaca, Mexico

Gary M. Feinman and Linda M. Nicholas

Inthispaper we document, describe, and definethe history of
asmall, previously unreported bal I court at thesiteof El Palmillo
intheeasternarm of theValley of Oaxaca. Of themorethan 45
known ballcourts in the Valley of Oaxaca, few have been
excavated (Fig. 1). Theballcourt at EI Palmillowasdiscovered
during broad horizontal excavationsin ahigh-status precinct
at the apex of the site. When placed in the context of the
ballgame’s association with boundaries, factions, political
competition, and theacquisition of power (Fox 1996; Gillespie
1991; Kowalewski etal. 1991; Montmollin1997; Santley et al.
1991), the placement of the ballcourt at El Palmillo and its
history of useallowsusto reflect on the declining fortunes of
Monte Alban and the political fragmentation of the Valley of
Oaxacaduring the last centuries of the Classic period.

History of work at El Palmillo

El Palmillo is a large, hilltop terraced site located near the
moderncommunity of Santiago M atatlaninthedry eastern, or
Tlacolula, armof theValley of Oaxaca(seeFig. 1). Thesitewas
first recorded during the regional survey of the Valley of
Oaxacain1980 (K owalewski etal. 1989). Inspiteof dense, spiny
vegetation that limited access in many parts of the site, the
survey crew mapped hundreds of residential terraces on the
slopes of the steep rocky hill and identified aseries of public
buildings and plazas on the site’ s highest ridge. El Palmillo
clearly wasthelargest Classic period siteintheeastern part of
the Tlacolulaarm of thevalley.

We returned to El Palmillo in 1997 to complete a more
intensive mapping and surface study of the site. Thiswasthe
first stage of what we intended to be a long-term project of
household excavations at the site. With a crew that included
several local workmenwielding machetesto clear someof the
vegetation, we were able to see and record twice as many
terracesastheregional survey crew, over 1400 terraces, most
of which were densely arranged on the top and western face
of thehill (Fig. 2; Feinmanand Nicholas2004). Not far fromthe
principal mound group at theapex of thehill wasafeaturethat
wesuspected might beaballcourt. A small, flattened areathat
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would have been the center of the court was defined on the
west by alow linear mound and on the east by amuch higher
and larger platformbuilt on what appearedto beanatural rise.
There were no end mounds, and through the dense thorny
vegetation the flat space between the two side mounds ap-
peared to be narrower than the equival ent space for the main
ballcourt at Monte Alban. We discussed the evidence and
ultimately decided it was too equivocal to definethisareaas
a ballcourt. Given the significance of ballcourts and their
presencein only asmall percentage of sitesin thevalley, we
preferred to be conservative in our assessment. We called it
asmall plazainstead.

In 1999 webeganexcavationsinseveral residential terraces
near thebaseof thehill (Feinmanet al. 2002). Becauseour main
goal wasto explorehousehol dsand their associated economic
activities, access to goods, and variation in residential and
mortuary architecture, we eventually excavated a series of
residential spaces dispersed across the main western face of
thehill, working our way uptothehighest residential precinct
at the site, where we spent six field seasons (2003—2008)
excavating three elite residences (see Fig. 2).

We began excavations in this high-status precinct on
Terrace 335 and then moved to the adjacent residence on
Structure 35 (Fig. 3). These elite residences were larger and
much more elaborate than the lower-status houses on the
slopes below. These elaborate residences, or palaces, also
contained featuresnot found in lower-status contexts, such as
subfloor masonry tombs, sweatbaths, multiple patios, and L -
shaped corner rooms(Feinmanand Nicholas2007; Feinman et
al.2008; Haller etal. 2006). Structure35al sowasadjacenttothe
feature that we had earlier thought might be aballcourt, soin
2007, beforewe began excavationsinthethird eliteresidence
(thelargePlatform 11 ontheeast sideof thepossibleballcourt),
we tested the area between these two raised areas (Feinman
andNicholas2009).

After clearing the brush we exposed the top of acut-stone
wall that was constructed less than a meter to the east of
Structure35. Thiswall formsthewestern baseof thelow rocky
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Fig. 2. Map of El Palmillo, showing the location of excavated contexts.

moundthat wecalled Structure33in1997. We
followed out the top of thiswall and discov-
ered that it ran for more than 30 m before
turning and continuing to the east on both its
northern and southern ends.

Wenext placed several 2mby 2munitsin
theflat spaceimmediately east of thisnorth-
south wall, and below a thick layer of dis-
turbed fill we came down on a poorly pre-
served plaster floor. Wefollowed thisplaster
floorinto afew adjacent unitsand ascertained
that the plaster surface was not the floor of a
room but rather the corner of an I-shaped
ballcourt.

Once we were reasonably certain that
Structure 33waspart of asmall ballcourt, we
adjusted our field methodol ogy accordingly.
Weset out to determinethedimensions, size,
and shape of the court and to learn about its
dating and history of use. We chose not to
completely expose the western mound nor
theentireplaster floor of thecourt. Ingeneral,
the floor of the court was not well preserved
andthefill level abovethefloor wasthick and
largely composed of dark brown colluvid fill.

To define the ballcourt we followed its
exterior walls and exposed the corners to
ensure accurate measurement and mapping
of the court dimensions. Once we had those
dimensions, we projected the exact center of
thecourt, wherewelocated the stonemarker.
Wealso excavated one2 mby 2 munitinthe
north edge of the west mound to check its
construction and to determine what this
mound might overlay. We also defined sev-
eral accessroutesto and fromthe court from
adjacent structures. Inaddition to document-
ing the ballcourt, these field strategies were
geared to provideinformation onthe court’s
relationshipto adjacent featuresinthisupper
sector of El Palmillo. Those data, in turn,
provide the opportunity to compare the El
Palmillo ballcourt to othersin the Valley of
Oaxaca

The El Palmillo ballcourt

Oncewe defined the ballcourt at EI Palmillo
(see Fig. 3), we considered the factors, in
addition to the obscuring vegetation, that
had kept us from identifying this space as a
ballcourtin1997 (Feinmanand Nicholas2004).
During the excavations, we discovered that
the surface configuration of this space was
altered after itsuse asaballcourt and prior to
site abandonment. Stones were piled on the
west mound of the ballcourt, after its use as
acourt, turning thismoundinto aprehispanic
wall (likely for defense) at the end of El
Palmillo’s occupation. The slightly raised
south room of Terrace 335 also was turned
into awall late in the site’ s occupation and
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walls of the court were made
with cut stones; in the north-
east corner, the stones were
placed right on top of bedrock
(Fig.4). Themarker stoneinthe
center of thecourt wasaround,
thick slab of cut and faced
dlate, 75 x 70 cm, which was
embedded in the court’ s plas-
ter floor. The white plaster
aroundthemarker waspainted
red (Fig. 5). In the southeast
corner were stairs made of cut
stonethat led to aplazaon the
south end of Platform 11 (Fig.
6). There was another set of
stairsonthesideof Platform 11
so the residents of the palace
could directly enter the ball-
court.

Our excavationinthenorth
edge of the west mound of the
ballcourt revealed that the
mound was constructed of
perpendicular rows of adobe
bricksfilledwithlargeunfaced
boulders and was built above
what likely was previously
residential space. Inthe exca-
vated unit, aplaster flooranda
small segment of an associ-
ated adobe wall were exposed

Fig. 3. The penultimate (Surface 2) plan of residential architecture in the upper precinct at El Palmillo.

after theroom was no longer used as part of theresidence. At
the same time, the flat area between the court’s mounds was
intentionally filled with sediment, partially obscuringthecourt.

Theballcourt at El Palmilloisasmall |-shaped ballcourt,
measuring 35mby 17 m(seeFig. 3). Thewest sidewasformed
by ahigh stone wall that separated it from Structure 35. The
floor of the court was plastered, as were the banquettes. The
banquettes were constructed largely of adobe. The interior

Fig. 4. The northeast corner of the ballcourt at El Palmillo, showing
the plaster floor and walls constructed on top of undulating
bedrock.
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(Fig. 7). Based on the eleva-
tionsof thisfloor and wall and
their orientation and location, these residential features ap-
pear to have been associated with Surface 3 on Structure35to
thewest (c. early/middlelllb-1V,MiddletoLateClassic). Itis
possiblethat thisspacewaspart of asecond small patio-room
group that was part of the Structure 35 residence (Fig. 8). At
the end of Surface 3 anew small patio-room group was built
north of thelarger Structure 35 patio-room complex (seeFig.
3). Thisnewly built small patio was constructed above what
had been the south room of the small patio of the Terrace 335
residence, decreasing the size of and space available to that

-'EIT:IIIIII —

Fig. 5. The central marker stonein the ballcourt at El Palmillo, with
traces of red paint on the surrounding plaster surface.
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latter residence in Surface 2. We suspect that these changes
were made so that the ballcourt could be built at the end of
Surface 3 (start of Surface2) east of themain patio complex of
theStructure35residence. Thiscourt essentially wassqueezed
between two existing residences (Structure 35 and Platform
11), henceitsnarrow width. A carbondateof cal. A.D. 656777
was obtained from ashy deposits sitting on the exposed
plaster floor under the western mound of the ballcourt. The
dating of thisepisode of burning just prior to the construction
of the ballcourt supports the ceramic evidence from these
occupational episodes.

Theballcourt wasdefined ontheeast by Platform 11, which
predatestheballcourt (seeFig. 7). ThePlatform 11 palacewas
built above a masonry tomb that was initially constructed
duringSurface4 (latellla/learly I11b-1V, or MiddleClassic). This
residential space appears to have constrained and so later
formed the east side of the ballcourt. Prior to the construction
of theballcourt, thisresidence(in Surface 3) had thelargest and
most el aboratepatiointheupper precinct (seeFig. 8). Plastered
stairsled up from the deeply sunken patio to rooms on three
sides of the patio; there were large nichesin all four corners,
oneof whichhadasmall plasteredfeaturethat might havebeen
a"throne”; and there was asmall adoratorio in the patio that
faced the entrance of the subterranean tomb. Coincident with
the construction of the ballcourt at the beginning of Surface
2,thePlatform 11 residence was enlarged to comprise athird
patio-room group (seeFig. 3).

Based on this architectural information, the carbon date,
and the associated ceramics, the ballcourt was built later in
Monte Alban I11b-1V and was not utilized for an extensive
period. Inafew places, wewereableto determinethat thefloor
of the court was plastered twice, but few other renovationsor
structural modificationswere made. The ball court appearsto
have been in use for a period equivalent to the length of the
Surface2 occupation of theupper precinct. Whentheballcourt
wasabandoned andfilledin, Platform 11 and Structure35were
rebuiltinmoremodest form. In Surface 1 (thelast occupational
surface), both residences were smaller than they had been
earlier and each had only one patio.

For the most part, the artifacts collected in the ballcourt
weretemporally mixed and water damaged duetoerosion. But
we did recover in thefill abroken carved stone (ignimbrite)
sculptureintheround (Fig. 9). Thescul pture, whichwasfound
face down in fill deposits above the floor in the northeast

Fig. 6. Thestairsinthesoutheast corner of theball court at El Palmillo.
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corner of the court, depicts an individual (man) seated in a
manner similar to Classic-period Zapotec funerary urns. The
stone sculptureis about the size of amedium-sized urn. The
depictedfigurehaslongstraight hair, represented inamanner
similar to that found on many Zapotec ceramic urns. The
individual al sowearsaloincloth, acloth shirt with apatterned
trim, and a beaded necklace. Unfortunately, the head of this
scul pture was broken off (defacing the scul pture) along time
ago, prior to its placement in the fill of the court. Given its
recovery incolluvial fill, wecannot besureif thisscul pturewas
originally associated withthecourt. Y et thereisagood chance
that it may have been (possibly the ruler of the adjacent
palace), in amanner similar to the carved stone with jaguar
imagery associated with the ballcourt on the Main Plaza at
Monte Alban (Caso 1935:13). The scul pture may have origi-
nally been placed inasmall nichethat we exposedinthewall

of the northeast corner of the court.

Ballcourts in the Valley of Oaxaca

TheEl Pamilloballcourtisjust oneof 49 known ballcourtsin
the study region, but because of its dating and context, it
providesnew perspectiveson ballcourt variation and change.
Tounderstand thesignificance of theballcourt at EI Palmillo,
we consider briefly the wider corpus of courts in the region.

Oaxacan ballcourts were built from late in the Formative
period until the Postclassic. Many are located at large,
multicomponent sites. Only afew havebeenexcavated (Berna
and Gamio 1974; Caso 1935; Feinman and Nicholas 2009;
Flannery and Marcus1983; Oliveros1997), sofor most of them
we do not know with certainty when they were initially con-
structed or how their form might have changed over time. But
we know from surface studies that they varied in sizeand in
their spatial context. Although all arel-shaped, they alsovary
dlightly inform (Taladoire 2001), with some having discrete
end mounds and others not.

The two earliest ballcourts that have been excavated are
located at Monte Alban (Caso 1935) and San José Mogote
(Flannery and Marcus 1983; Marcusand Flannery 1996:190).
Both are large I-shaped ballcourts that were constructed
during Monte Alban Il (Terminal Formative), although the
court at Monte Alban continued to be used into the Classic
period. The court at Monte AlbadnisontheMain Plazaandis
ensconced within the largest concentration of civic-ceremo-
nial architecture in Oaxaca at that time. The ballcourt at San
José Mogote is similarly located as part of that site’s main
architectural complex.

Thefew later ball courtsthat havebeen excavated aremore
variableinsizeandform. Thesmaller ballcourt adjacenttothe
Tomb 105 palaceat Monte Alban lacksend moundsand dates
to the Late Classic. In dating, plan, and associated architec-
ture, the EI Palmillo ballcourt ismore similar to the ball court
associated with the Tomb 105 residence. Three ballcourts at
Atzompa (the northern hill of Monte Albén) also are consid-
ered to be Late Classic. The largest one is part of the main
architectural complex, but thetwo smaller onesareadjacent to
eliteresidencesand haveplansmoresimilar tothe El Palmillo
court (Blanton 1978).

Because unexcavated ballcourts are difficult to date se-
curely (Marcus 1996), we do not know how many of the 49
Oaxacan ballcourts were constructed in times or contexts
similar to the one at El Palmillo. Still, based on findings of
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1998; Urcid 1992; Urcidetal. 1994). Eachsite
Tt glorified its own conjugal pair, most likely

b rulers. In most cases, this information was
presented near tombsinamanner whereonly
individuals situated close to the registers,
perhapsinvolvedinassociatedritual s, would
seethem. Communication was aimed at oth-

Fig. 7. Cross section of the ballcourt at El Palmillo, showing the plaster floor under the

west mound and the sequence of floors on Platform 11.

regional survey, many ballcourts were built in defensive
settingsnear regional boundaries(Kowalewski etal. 1991), like
theoneat El Palmillo. For example, at themarginsof theCentral
Valeysof Oaxaca, wefoundat least four ballcourtsintheEjutla
regionthat all seemto havebeenbuilt at theend of the Classic
periodor later. Theremay beothersin Oaxacathat havesimilar
histories of construction and use.

The Late Classic period in Oaxaca

DuringtheMiddleClassic(c. A.D.500), MonteAlbanwasthe
political and demographic center of theV alley of Oaxaca. The
scale of the public architecture at Monte Alban far surpassed
that found at any other settlement in the region, and the city
monopolizedtheincorporation of writingin civic-ceremonial
settings(Marcus 1989, 1992, 2006).

By late I11b-1V, Monte Alban no longer maintained a
monopoly on carved stoneswith writing, as new kinds of text
depicting powerful individual sbegan to be displayed at more
than a dozen sites across the region, including Monte Alban.
In these carved stones, or genealogical registers, the focus
was on personal biography and the bilateral ancestry of high-
statusindividuals(Marcus1992; 2002; 2006; Masson and Orr
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Fig.8. The Surface 3 plan of residential architecture in the upper
precinct at El Palmillo, immediately prior to the construction
of the ballcourt.
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ers of status and likely had much to do with
legitimizing power and position. Through
time, local rulers and settlements began to
assert greater autonomy, and by the end of the Late Classic,
the reins of political power had partly diffused from Monte
Albéan (Winter 2001:297).

With greater emphasis on personal biography and legiti-
macy, pal aces, which had been present in thevalley sincethe
end of the Formative period (Spencer and Redmond 2004),
becameamoreimportant formof publicarchitecture. Ineastern
Tlacolula, the construction of palaces with two or three pa-
tios—different fromtheone-patioplanat Monte Alban—was
undertaken at both Lambityeco (Lind 2001; 2003; Lind and
Urcid1983; 2010) and El Palmillo (Feinman 2007; Feinmanand
Nicholas2009). Thelargest patiosand associated roomslikely
served civic-ceremonial functions (Barber and Joyce 2006;
Gonzalez Licon2004:97), whereasthesmaller patiosweremore
residential.

Theballcourtat EI PalmillowasbuiltduringthelLateClassic
between two palaces. This ballcourt was smaller and less
massive than the ballcourt onthe Main Plazaat Monte Alban
and it lacked end mounds. The discovery of aballcourt at El
Palmilloissignificant inthat it supportsthe suspected impor-
tanceof thesiteat that time, whenitwasthelargest LateClassic
siteineastern Tlacolula. Thelocation of theball court, adjacent
to elaborate residences (and not part of the site’s main archi-
tectural complex), may signify the increasing importance of
specific high-status families (residential groups). Given the
dating of thepalaces, itislikely that ageneal ogical register that
is today embedded in a houselot wall in nearby Santiago
Matatlanoriginally camefromEl Palmillo(Paddock 1966; Urcid
2003:67, fig. 1). All three palaces at El Palmillo had been
damaged by looting that occurred earlier in the 20th century,
coincident withthetiming of the placement of thecarved stone
in the Matatlan wall (Caso 1928), so that stone may have
originatedfromoneof thepalaces. ThelateMonte Alban|11b-
IV construction of the EI Palmillo ballcourt may indicate an
effort by the site’ s palace dwellers to enhance their political
role at atime when the power and hegemony of Monte Alban
wasin decline.

Interpretation and implications

Theplacement of theballcourt at El Palmilloanditsreasonably
short history of use hasimplicationsfor how weinterpret the
declining fortunes of Monte Alban and the political fragmen-
tation of the Valley of Oaxacaduring the last centuries of the
Classic period. The El Palmillo ballcourt was positioned be-
tween two palaces at atime when this upper sector of the site
was the most architecturally elaborate and the hegemony of
Monte Alban was beginning to wane. In this context, the
constructionof rel atively small courtsadjacent to palacesmay
be part of an emerging contest for power that culminated in a
fundamental political and demographic reorganization of the
Valley of Oaxacalatein the Classic period.
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Fig.9. Back of the carved stone figure recovered from fill in the
ballcourt at El Palmillo.

The Mesoamerican ballgame has long been linked to
political or factional rivalry, competitionsfor power, and the
accessionof rule(Fox 1996; Gillespie1991; Montmollin 1997;
Santley et al. 1991), with ballcourts serving as " strategic
settingsfor thenegotiation of power relations’ (Fox 1996:483).
Asregional political tiesfrayedintheValley of Oaxaca, anew
form of small ballcourts was built adjacent to the palaces of
emerginglocal lords, who appear to havebeen concerned with
legitimizingtheir rightstorule. For ashort period, theconstruc-
tion of the El Palmilloballcourt and theritual sof theballgame
marked and negotiated the fragmentation of power in the
Valley of Oaxaca, possibly hel pinglegitimizethelocal rulership
of thePlatform 11 palacedwellers. But thisepi sodewasshort-
lived, soonfollowed by thegradual abandonment of El Palmillo,
the diminished access to labor for the El Palmillo palace
dwellers, the continued decline of Monte Albén, and the
political and demographic reorganization of the Valley of
Oaxaca.

Theexcavation, contextualized definition, and chronol ogi-
cal placement of theL ate Classic EI Palmilloball court strength-
ens our understanding of the functions and roles of one set of
Valley of Oaxacacourts. Neverthel ess, to extend thisinterpre-
tation more broadly or to contrast it with alternative hypoth-
eses regarding theroles that ballcourts had in the region will
requirethecareful study and dating of moresucharchitectural
featuresaswell as detailed effortsto place these buildingsin
broader horizontal/architectural contexts.
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RESUMEN: Seexcavo recientementeunacanchadepel otaque
no hubo sido conocidaanteriormenteen el sitiodeEl Paimillo
en el valle de Oaxaca. Esta cancha pequefia fue construida
entre dos palacios existentes en un recinto de alto estatus
duranteel periodo Clasico Tardio, cercadel findelaocupacion
del sitio. Después de un episodio de uso corto, se abandoné
lacancha. Cuando sesitUiael descubrimiento deesteelemento
arqueol6gico en el contexto de la asociacion del juego de
pel otamesoamericano conlinderos, faccionesy laadquisicion
de poder politica, tiene implicaciones para nuestro
entendimiento delasfortunasdisminuyentasdeMonte Alban
y lafragmentacion politicadel valle de Oaxacaen el fin del
periodo Clésico.

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG: Inder archéol ogischen Stétte El Palmillo
imTa vonOaxacawurdeein bislangunbekannter Ball spiel platz
ausgegraben. Der kleineBall spiel platzwurdeerstinder Spéaten
Klassik und damit spét in Bezug auf die Besiedlung der Stétte
zwischenzwel bereitsexistierenden Pal &stenkonstruiert. Nach
einer kurzen Zeit der Nutzung wurde der Ballspielplatz
aufgegeben. Vor dem Hintergrund der Assoziation von
Ballspielplétzen in Mesoamerika mit Grenzen, Gruppen-
bildungen, und der Legitimation politischer Macht ist der
Ballspielplatzvon El PalmilloeinIndikator fr dieabnehmende
Macht vonMonteAlbanundfur diepolitischeFragmentierung
des Tals von Oaxaca gegen Ende der Klassischen Periode.
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