
would make an 18th-century Orange- 
man, or even an Elizabethan corsair, 
blush. The authors do not try to  enter 
into the spirit of the times they so freely 
condemn, and history lacking such ele- 
mentary human sympathy is worthless. 
The following chapter, on the history of 
the Central American biota, is overambi- 
tious and a bit amateurish but full of 
interesting references. The fourth chap- 
ter, on the geology of Costa Rica, is a 
most i n a d e ~ u a t e  substitute for a decent 
geological map and accompanying ex- 
planatory table. 

The excellent section on agriculture is 
the first to give the reader a sense of the 
quality of the book. The following sec- 
tion, on plants, is, however, most disap- 
pointing. The introduction to the plant 
section should glue this whole varied 
book together. As it is, it is full of 
interesting information, but it is overly 
enfeoffed to Holdridge's "life zones," it 
is too prone to substitute lists of plant 
names for genuine description, and it 
gives too little sense of the effects of the 
various rhythms of the forest on either 
the plants or their attendant animals. The 
introductions to  the following sections 
remedy this lack as  best they can, but the 
failure to do this in the proper place 
disorganizes the book unnecessarily. 
Moreover, some of the plant essays read 
like timber-cruisers' diagnoses, although 
many others are enlivened by details of 
pollination or speculation about dispers- 
ers,  past and present. Since many of 
these plants were chosen for their impor- 
tance to the landscape, it is sad that the 
illustrations are so poorly reproduced. 

The animal sections are much better. 
They offer a fascinating series of vi- 
gnettes of different social systems, dif- 
ferent ways of finding food or avoiding 
being eaten, different degrees and man- 
ners of caring for young, and the like. 
They form an incredible kaleidoscope, 
showing forth the variety and perfection 
of adaptation and demonstrating as  has 
nothing else I have yet read how neces- 
sary is the perspective that tropical stud- 
ies offer to an understanding of the possi- 
bilities inherent in evolution. The animal 
sections are distinguished by superb in- 
troductions, the introductions for herpe- 
tofauna and birds being particularly fine. 
It is a pity that the worst of this book is 
concentrated toward the front, where it 
is most likely to discourage the reader. 

This book is an excellent reference 
volume, doing for animals of Costa Rica 
what Corner's Wayside Trees of Malaya 
did for Malaysian trees 40 years ago. I do 
not know how good a guide to Costa 
Rica this book will make. The illustra- 
tions rarely serve to identify the orga- 

nisms discussed, nor could they have 
without increasing the cost of the book 
to pay for plates and drawings (and col- 
ored maps for the prologues). Perhaps 
the neophyte can only use this book in 
conjunction with a course from the Orga- 
nization for Tropical Studies. 

This book, however, is a worthy cele- 
bration of both the stunning variety of 
adaptation to be found in the Costa Ri- 
can tropics and, by implication, the inge- 
nuity of those who deciphered them. 
There is, of course, much more to be 
done: we need to know how all the 
variety of cooperation, opportunism, 
and creative strife limned in these essays 
contributes to the ever-changing harmo- 
nies of tropical communities. Neverthe- 
less, the biologist who has been exhaust- 
ed by excessive teaching, harassed by 
creationists, bored by the seeming point- 
lessness of research, or worn out by the 
growing tendency to choose research 
projects solely for their virtues as  pawns 
in philosophical controversy should read 
the essays in this book. They remind us 
all how fascinating our subject can be 
and show us what splendors inhabit 
those remnants of Eden that are still 
accessible to  us. Perhaps they will spur 
us to  learn how humans may live more 
nearly in harmony with their fellow crea- 
tures. At worst, we can give thanks for 
being vouchsafed such fascinating ac- 
quaintance with our fellow creatures be- 
fore they, and we, are consumed in one 
last night of hate and war. 

EGBERT GILES LEIGH, JR. 
Smithsonian Tropical Research 
Institute, Balboa, Panama 

A Maya Site 

Coba. A Classic Maya Metropolis. WILLIAM 
J .  FOLAN, ELLEN R. KINTZ,  and LARAINE A. 
FLETCHER. Academic Press, New York, 
1983. xxvi, 256 pp., illus., + boxed maps. $70. 
Studies in Archaeology. 

The basic theme of this book is the 
reconstruction of the social, political, 
and economic organization of the major 
Maya center of Coba, in northern Quin- 
tana Roo, Mexico. More specifically, the 
intent of the authors is to demonstrate 
the "urban" status of Coba during the 
Late Classic period from about A.D. 600 
to 800. The book thus takes its place in 
the venerable debate concerning the 
process of urbanization in Lowland 
Maya cultural evolution. Successive 
chapters written by various of the three 
authors address such topics as linear 
features, kitchen gardens, household 

composition, cottage industry and guild 
formation, class structure, and prehistor- 
ic demography. 

Most of the data  resented are embod- 
ied in a set of maps generated by several 
mapping projects in the mid- and late 
1970's. These projects surveyed some 
21.3 square kilometers of the estimated 
63-square-kilometer area of the whole 
site. Only about half of the surveyed 
zone is represented on the maps, and 
Zone 1,  a 2.8-square-kilometer sector of 
well-mapped architectural features ex- 
tending north from the core of Coba, 
actually provides a large quantity of the 
data utilized in the discussions. Neither 
extensive, systematic test-pitting nor 
surface collection was carried out, so 
virtually all inferences derive from the 
mapped surface architecture. Informa- 
tion from the associated Mexican work 
at Coba, which focused mainly on exca- 
vation and reconstruction in the site core 
and which did include some excavation, 
is presented only in a cursory manner. 

In my opinion this book suffers from 
two major flaws. The first is that the 
authors have allowed their preconceived 
ideas about Maya urbanism to cloud 
their interpretations. From the begin- 
ning, they had the sense of Coba as "a 
mighty sociopolitical unit that had appar- 
ently been imbued with great economic 
powers" (p. xvii), and with regard to  
economic complexity they assume what 
they have to demonstrate, maintaining 
that "Lowland Maya centers, now 
known to be large and complex in form 
and function, must have included eco- 
nomic production as one of their major 
activities" (p. 149). And later on the 
same page, "Maya centers like Coba, 
Tikal, Bonampak, Seibal, Dzibilchaltun, 
Palenque, and Copan were not only po- 
litical and religious centers but economic 
and production centers as well." In oth- 
er words since Coba is a major Maya 
center it follows that such complex eco- 
nomic institutions must have existed. 
Thus we are assured with no supporting 
evidence that the "central market" of 
Coba must have been near the Ixmoja or 
Chumuk Mu1 complexes (p. 51) and that 
the site of Tancah (which is 1 kilometer 
inland) served as a port for Coba (p. 14). 
Similarly, though we are told of no strik- 
ing concentrations of special features, 
artifacts, or raw materials that would 
point to craft specialization, platforms 
lacking super-structures near "elite" 
residences are assumed to be "work- 
shops" (p. 154). In fact, no major Low- 
land Maya center, to my knowledge, has 
produced hard data indicating patterns of 
economic specialization on a scale re- 
motely comparable to that of the great 
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highland centers of Teotihuacan and 
Tenochtitlan (which are frequently cited 
as analogues), and at one of the Maya 
centers referred to, Copan (where I have 
worked for the last three years), the data 
suggest very simple and small-scale pat- 
terns of specialization. 

In other cases the data are pushed too 
far and are manipulated in unsound 
ways. For example, on p. 133 some 
highly specific assertions concerning 
household organization in relation to  res- 
idence are advanced as demonstrated by 
the data rather than as models to be 
tested. Yet on the very next page we 
read about how difficult it is to  assign 
functions to  architecture in the absence 
of excavation, which has not been done 
at Coba in these contexts (so far as we 
are told). Even more disturbing are some 
of the spatial interpretations. We are told 
that "the number of platform groups at 
Coba which functioned coevally as resi- 
dential units are so closely spaced . . . 
that an average of only about 50 m 
separates these groups" (pp. 117-118), 
and later we are shown a statistically 
generated arrangement of "social clus- 
ters" in Zone 1 (p. 182). Yet the authors 
make it abundantly clear that they have 
no adequate chronological control for 
residential contemporaneity within the 
Late Classic period, nor can they factor 
out the architectural complexes of what 
must have been a sizable Postclassic 
population. In the discussion of class 
structure (chapter l l ) ,  a major issue 
among Mayanists and one that can often 
be evaluated fruitfully on the basis of 
surface architectural remains, evidence 
from Coba is used very superficially in 
the context of a lengthy ethnographic 
model. Particularly unfortunate in this 
section is the lack of volumetric or ener- 
getic calculations on a large sample of 
structures to  tease apart significant resi- 
dential and, presumably, status varia- 
tion. 

All of these deficiencies are particular- 
ly unfortunate because the data from 
Coba are significant, given the con- 
straints under which they were collect- 
ed. The maps seem to have been compe- 
tently produced and do provide exten- 
sive and reliable information on the dis- 
tribution of residential compounds and 
other associated architectural features. 
When the authors choose to be conserv- 
ative in their inferences, as in the discus- 
sion of linear features and kitchen gar- 
dens, plausible and provocative ideas 
emerge. Certainly Maya archeologists 
interested in settlement system analysis 
or the issue of Maya urbanization should 
examine the Coba maps. I think it will be 
clear to them, as it was to  me, that Coba 

was a large and impressive center. What 
will not be clear until much more work is 
done is whether the process of urbaniza- 
tion in the Maya Lowlands proceeded as 
far as this book maintains. 

DAVID L. WEBSTER 
Department of Anthropology, 
Pennsylvania State University, 
University Park 16802 
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