Text-Dependent Questions and Writing Prompt for Complex Text

Article Title: Buried in Ash, Ancient Salvadoran Village Shows Images of Daily Life
Vocabulary Questions:
1. Define the word sacbe as the author uses it in the article. Describe its unique features.
A sacbe is described as a white elevated road leading away from the village of Ceren. It is about 2 meters wide, made from tightly packed volcanic ash with drainage ditches along each edge. This differs from such roads which previously were “known only from Mexico's Yucatan Peninsula [all of which] were lined on each side with paving stones.”

2. How did the properties of tephra make it useful for road building?
Tephra grains, which are tiny and angular, helped the ash lock together, much like a puzzle piece, to keep the road stable and hard.

3. In the fifth paragraph from the bottom, the text describes the amount of pots and firewood in one unearthed household using the term, inordinate. What does this term mean as used in this context?
Inordinate, as used in this case, means an excessive or large amount of pots and firewood were found here. This helps explain what led the scientists to predict that particular home was responsible for housing/maintaining supplies needed for the community sauna building, as the sauna building would need a large quantity of both pots for water and wood for fire to produce steam for several people.

Text Evidence/Content Questions:
1. Using examples from the text, describe how the volcano that erupted in the Ceren village preserved their history and the significance of these findings.
· When the volcano erupted, a 17-foot deep layer of ash covered the Ceren village, protecting the buildings and artifacts used in daily Ceren life.
· “The degree of preservation is so great researchers can see marks of finger swipes in ceramic bowls and human footprints in gardens that host ghostly ash casts of corn stalks. Researchers have also uncovered thatched roofs, woven blankets and bean-filled pots” (para. 4.)
· “This is the first clear window anyone has had on the daily activities and the quality of life of Maya commoners back then…. At Ceren we found virtually no influence and certainly no control by the elites” (para. 6).
· The fact that “Ceren is the best-preserved ancient Maya village in all of Latin America” (para. 3) is very important to archeologists’ and anthropologists’ understanding of ancient Mayan life. The artifacts unearthed by Dr. Sheets’ team were so well preserved by the volcanic ash that the researchers were able to put together new theories regarding how the villagers in this area lived and interacted with the Maya elite royalty.
· While previous research chronicles Maya societies ruled by “the elite class [which] made most of the political and economic decisions, at times exacting tribute or labor from villages…at Ceren, the villagers appear to have had free reign regarding their architecture, crop choices, religious activities and economics” (para 5). This is significant in helping researchers establish a different perspective on ancient cultures in this region. Without the village’s preservation in volcanic ash, historians might have believed that only the elite dictated the daily life of all societies in this area. 

2. Cite evidence Dr. Sheets presents in paragraph 8 that Ceren villagers escaped death by the volcano. How do details regarding the eastern and western canals of the sacbe, as well as the discovery of preserved footprints in paragraphs 15-17, relate to this theory?
In paragraph 8, Dr. Sheets proposes that the Ceren escaped death from the volcanic eruption. Even though many artifacts of Ceren culture were unearthed (well-preserved) by his team, “thus far, no bodies have been found, an indication a precursor earthquake may have given residents a running start just before the eruption.” Sheets notes that in comparison to the well-formed western canal which appeared to have maintenance work performed on it, the eastern canal was not as recently worked on, leading Sheets to believe the eruption came just before the Ceren workers had a chance to work on the eastern canal. In addition, earlier in the article, the sacbe is described as being heavily worn in the middle of the road by Ceren workers’ footsteps, so the presence of footprints discovered on the soft edges of the sacbe helped Sheets conclude that the Ceren left these footprints while escaping from the earthquake prior to the volcanic ash covering the area. 

3. Using evidence from the text, support the author’s assumption that the villagers practiced division of labor.
The author notes that in contrast to previous studies of other Mayan societies, “at Ceren, the villagers appear to have had free reign regarding their architecture, crop choices, religious activities and economics” (para. 5). Later descriptions of particular buildings and the artifacts they housed (the house with firewood and many pots which indicate this household was responsible for the upkeep of the village sauna, the description of the house with benches which likely accommodated the work of the village elders), help support the assertion the Ceren practiced division of labor. 

4. What does Dr. Sheets mean by the statement “If they thought the elites were charging too much at one marketplace, they were free to vote with their feet and go to another,” and how is this presented as evidence of his presumption of Ceren villagers’ social and economic practices?
Dr. Sheets uses this metaphor to highlight that the Ceren villagers (farmers, in particular), were free to trade with whomever they wanted. The author explains there were several other marketplaces in the region for the Ceren to “shop at” and that a “good deal” would be had by walking to another marketplace. Further, as Sheets notes, jade axes (obtained through trade with the elites) were found in most of the Ceren households, it seems the Ceren benefited from this economic freedom. 

5. What text evidence suggests that sacbe had political and spiritual implications?
In paragraph 12, the text notes, “the sacbe appears to split in the village and lead toward the plaza and two religious structures: the large ceremonial building and a second, smaller structure used by a female shaman.”

Writing prompt: 

Examine the significance of the Loma Caldera volcano on the Ceren culture. Using evidence from the text, describe the ways in which the volcano both destroyed and preserved the Ceren culture.

	The impact of the Loma Caldera volcano on the Ceren way of life was devastating—we think. According to Dr. Sheets (whose team of researchers have been unearthing and studying this ancient Mayan society buried under volcanic ash over 1,400 years ago) there is reason to believe that although the village was flooded “by toxic gas, pummeled by lava bombs and then choked by a 17-foot layer of ash falling over several days after the Loma Caldera volcano, less than half a mile away, erupted” effectively ended the Ceren way of life, not all the Ceren lives might have been lost in the event. In fact, Sheets and his team found that little evidence exists to support the notion that the blast killed any of the Ceren when the volcano exploded in A.D. 660. Sheets notes that even though many artifacts of Ceren culture were unearthed (well-preserved as a result of being covered by volcanic ash) by his team, “thus far, no bodies have been found, an indication a precursor earthquake may have given residents a running start just before the eruption.” In addition, Sheets presented footprint evidence in the soft, outer layers of the sacbe road leading away from the Ceren village to suggest that at least some of the villagers escaped the volcano’s destruction on foot. 
	Although these researches present findings to promote the notion that the volcano might not have eradicated the Ceren population, this is not to say the natural disaster did not destroy the Ceren way of life/culture. The article describes several details Sheets and his team concluded about the Ceren village which were deemed unique in comparison to other known Maya societies from that time/region. According to the artifacts discovered during the village’s excavation, the Ceren appeared to be a society that practiced division of labor and enjoyed economic freedom, able to go “about their daily lives with virtually no strong-arming by the elite royalty lording over the valley.” This is described as being wholly exclusive; the text notes other Maya records paint a picture of a vastly different way of life than what Sheets believes the Ceren experienced. If, as Sheets, contends, the Ceren escaped the volcano’s impact on foot, they likely fled to other nearby villages. One would expect to see some of this society’s revolutionary characteristics affect the culture of the villages the Ceren fled to, but the text includes no evidence such cultural expansion actually occurred. If the Ceren did in fact flee to other villages, it would appear they assimilated to the new culture, dropping the societal traits unique to their home. In essence, then, the volcano’s long-term effects did include the destruction of the Ceren way of life. 
	And yet, the Loma Caldera volcano actually preserved details of the Ceren culture in many ways, allowing contemporary scientists an opportunity to explore how this society thrived 1,400 years after it was destroyed. Noted as the “New World Pompeii,” a dozen buildings of various purposes have been slowly excavated by Sheets and his team for several decades, each presenting a new clue to the daily life of the approximated 200 people who resided in the village. “The degree of preservation is so great [that in addition to allowing researchers to] see marks of finger swipes in ceramic bowls,” new details about the tools the villagers used, religious activities they practiced, and crops they grew and ate (some of which still are used as ingredients in dishes in the region today) are only available to paint a picture of this ancient society to historians because of the disaster that brought an end to the community.
	While the immediate impact of the volcanic eruption on the Ceren culture was devastating, the 17-foot layer of ash that covered the tiny village actually preserved primary-source artifacts, frozen in time, for future generations to unearth. The discovery of this preserved village by Sheets in the 20th century sheds new light on a unique society and how it fit with others in existence at the time.
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