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INTRODUCTION
The paradigm that caves represented sacred landscapes to the ancient Maya has become
increasingly accepted among Mesoamerican archaeologists (Andrews 1970, Awe et al. 1997, in
press; Bonor 1989, Brady 1989, Heyden 1975, MacLeod & Puleston 1978, Manzanilla 1996,
Thompson 1957, Sharer 1994). Throughout the Maya area, caves have been regarded as entrances
to the underworld and as a tangible link between the corporal world and the realm of the gods
(Tedlock 1985, Schele 1986, Thompson 1970). They were also the birthplace of ancestral humans
(Brady 1989), and the stone dwellings of gods that promote rain (Vogt 1969, Thompson 1970,
Redfield 1941).
Given this paradigm, it can therefore be assumed that the artifact assemblages located within
the sacred cave landscape were associated with ritual activity areas. Roy Rappaport suggested that
ritual is repeated in prescribed ways, and that, "artefacts used in ritual should exhibit a pattern of
use and discard which is non-random and yields insights into the nature of the ritual itself' (Marcus
& Flannery 1994). Andrea Stone echoes this view when she emphatically states that "Like caches
found in architectural contexts, most cave artifacts were deposited in an utterly deliberate manner
with respect to their placement and their condition" (Stone 1997:1).
Several cave reports mention relationship between artifacts and cave features (Andrews 1970,
Brady 1989, Reents-Budet 1980, Graham et al. 1980), and many provide both functional and
ideological interpretations based on this association. The provenience and context of artifacts can,
therefore, be instructive, but can we in fact conclude that artifact distribution is indeed non-random?
And if so, does a pattern of artifact placement in relation to cave features exist? In an effort to
address these questions, the Western Belize Regional Cave Project recently conducted a spatial
analysis of all artifacts discovered in the Main Chamber of Actun Tunichil Muknal. This paper
presents a preliminary report of the results of that investigation.

SETTING
Actun Tunichil Muknal (Cave of the Stone Sepulcher) is a Maya cave site in the Cayo district
of Belize. Located near Teakettle village, it is situated on a tributary of the Roaring Creek. It was
discovered by geomorphologist, Dr. Thomas Miller (Miller 1989, 1990) and subsequently visited
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by a British Speleological expedition (Marochov and Williams 1991). Investigations by Awe (see
Awe et al. in press) began in 1993 and continued during the summers of 1996 and 1997.
Actun Tunichil Muknal (Fig. 1) is approximately 5 kilometers long and has a perennially
active stream that flows through the major cave passage. Cultural remains in the cave are found in
four major loci: the Upper Entrance Chamber, the Sinkhole Tunnels, the Stela Chamber and the
Main Chamber. Of these, the Main Chamber is the area with the highest concentration of cultural
remains, and it is within this locus that our analysis concentrated. Due to its difficult access and
location far into the dark zone of the cavern, the Chamber has not been looted and disturbance of the
archaeological record by natural forces appears to be minimal.
The Main Chamber is located in a high level passage, that splits off from the main .river
passage 500 meters from the eastern entrance of the cave. The Chamber measures approximately
183 meters in length, 36 meters at its widest point and 5 meters at its narrowest. The floor consists
of a series of travertine dams that descend gradually toward the eastern entrance of the chamber. It
was initially thought that the chamber had been dry for quite some time. No flooding was witnessed
between 1993 and 1996, but in July of 1997 torrential rain caused the chamber to flood. Natural
drainage began almost immediately, but some standing pools persisted for up to three weeks.
Since the majority of artifacts are calcified to the floor of the chamber, it has been assumed
that they are near their place of deposition. While skeletal remains suggest that some water
movement has occurred, elements of articulated human remains have been found no more than 18
cm apart. This indicates that there has been limited disturbance as a result of natural causes.
To facilitate our spatial analysis, the Main Chamber was divided into the following areas
from east to west: 1) the Creek, 2) Boot Hill, 3) the Burial Chamber, 4) the Ransom Chamber, 5) the
Cathedral, 6) the Angel's Room, 7) the West Wall, and 8) the Crystal Sepulcher (Fig. 2). A large
area of breakdown, covering approximately 22 square meters, separates the West Wall from the
Cathedral. Large stalagmitic columns are most prominent in the Burial Chamber and the Cathedral.
The largest quantity of artifacts occurs in three areas: Boot Hill, the Burial Chamber, and the West
Wall (including parts of adjoining breakdown). The greatest variability of artifact types is found in
the Burial Chamber.

METHODOLOGY AND ANALYSIS
Methodology
All cultural materials in the Main Chamber were recorded in situ. Only faunal remains, a few
chipped-stone implements, plus one complete ocarina and fragments of two others were removed
from the cave for analysis and curation. Gifford's (1976) Barton Ramie ceramic report was
employed as the primary reference for our ceramic analysis. All diagnostic types within the Main
Chamber were dated to the Late Classic Spanish Lookout complex (AD 700-900). Artifacts were
recorded in 1 meter grid squares for detail and transferred to the base map. Only four ceramic
artifacts were found intact, the rest appear to have been ritually broken. An in situ visual
reconstruction was conducted by searching immediate areas for like sherds. The minimum number
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Figure 1: Map of Actun Tunichil Muknal indicating areas with cultural remains.
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Figure 2. Plan of Main Chamber depicting primary contexts with cultural remains.

of artifacts accounted for was 424. When each artifact fragment was given a discreet identification,
however, the total reached 1401. This technique of artifact quantification is preferable for spatial
analysis since each fragment represents a point in space. Sherds less than 10 cm in length were not
used although four small sherd scatters were recorded. Human remains were also excluded from the
sample.
The following broad classes of artifact categories were chosen for preliminary analysis: 1)
lithic (chipped stone) material, 2) groundstone, 3) faunal remains, 4) speleothems, 5) ceramics, 6)
miscellaneous and unknown (Fig. 3). The "unknowns" consisted of artifacts, so completely covered
with calcium carbonate that absolute identification could not be certain, although overall shapes
indicated that these objects were cultural material, most likely ceramics. Figure 3 shows the
breakdown of the division of artifact classes by percentage. The overwhelming majority of artifacts
are ceramic, followed by speleothems, faunal remains, and groundstone. Lithic material was
conspicuously low in number.
For purposes of this study, natural cave features and formations were divided into the
following categories: 1) isolated boulders, 2) walls and walkways, 3) stalagmitic columns, 4) areas
of breakdown, 5) alcoves, and 6) niches. Isolated boulders are defined as detached rock masses
having diameters greater than 25cm., or about the size of a volleyball (Gary, McAfee, and Wolf
1972), whereas breakdown is characterized by clusters of large boulders. Although niches and
alcoves are both recessed areas, niches are equated with caching and are too small to be entered even
by a small adult, as opposed to alcoves which are accessible for human entry. Walls and walkways
refer either to the extent of the cave chamber or to areas or soil deposits that delineate a path. Only
artifacts placed on the floor are included in this category.
At this point it is also important to note that all artifacts located on the floor of the chamber
were in travertine pools (which became flooded during the rainy season of 1997). If these travertine
dams were used as a placement criteria, they would become a constant as they compose almost the
entire floor of the chamber.
Maps were digitized onto a Geographical Information System, using Arc Info and analyzed
in Arc View. All artifacts received an equal weight of one, and results are presented in percentages
of the total artifact assemblage (1401). A boundary of 1.5 meters was used to access walls and
walkways, boulders, stalagmites and areas of breakdown. Analysis of alcoves and niches include
only artifacts contained within these features.

Results
Computer analysis was conducted in a series of three test phases. The first phase consisted
of a single test using a combination of all six cave feature categories simultaneously. The goal of
this test was to determine if the categories chosen were indeed representative of artifact placement
and, based on overall percentage, how representative they were. The results showed that 95.15% of
the entire artifact assemblage fell into at least one of the established cave feature categories. It is
important to note that this test was the only one of the series that produced no overlap between
artifacts in feature categories.
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The next phase of testing was to discern whether a general pattern of correlation existed
between artifacts and specific cave features or formations. Notice that the sum of the percentage of
all artifacts does not equal 100%, due to overlap. For example, it is conceivable that an artifact could
sit adjacent to both a boulder and a wall and thus be counted twice. However, in this preliminary
stage, it is preferable not to bias data by arbitrarily selecting for one or the other. Future analysis will
endeavor to dissect out overlapping artifacts, but much of the data will be lost in those tests.
The pattern represented in Figure 4a shows that, rather surprisingly, more artifacts were
placed in or around boulders than any other category, followed by walls & walkways, stalagmites,
breakdown, niches and finally alcoves.
The third test examined the five artifact classes in relationship to cave features and
formations. The first class is ceramic (Fig. 4b), the most frequently represented in the assemblage.
Out of 1060 specimens, most are located around boulders, then, walls & walkways, stalagmites,
breakdown, niches, and alcoves. The next classification is speleothems (Fig. 4c) of which there are
a total of 111. Again, the proximity of most speleothems are on or around boulders, followed by
walls & walkways, stalagmites, breakdown, niches, and alcoves. Of the 26 faunal remains (Fig. 4d),
most are located in niches and, on and around stalagmites. Of the groundstone (Fig. 4e), most are
associated with stalagmites, then boulders, walls & walkways, niches, alcoves, and none are located
in areas of breakdown. Figure 4frepresents lithic material, which is associated most closely with
boulders, then stalagmites, niches and finally, walls & walkways.
When viewed collectively, a pattern emerges (Fig. 4). There are similar distribution patterns
among the categories of miscellaneous and unknown artifacts, ceramics and speleothems (which
represent the artifact classes with the largest samples). Indeed, the tests demonstrate that the most
likely area to find remains of all three groups is in or around boulders. Could this result simply
reflect that boulders represented a larger spatial area as compared with other feature categories?
Two further tests were run to examine this issue. Interestingly, both the sum of the areas, and
the sum of the perimeters of recorded boulders were considerably less than those of the walls and
floors, stalagmites, and areas of breakdown. In the first test (Fig. 5a), the number of artifacts present
were divided into the sum of the perimeters of each feature to determine frequency of occurrence.
Boulders still remained in the number one position. The second test based on area (Fig. 5b),
produced similar results. (Note that it was impossible to obtain a surface area for walls and walkways
as they were represented by lines.
Pattern changes in the final three categories: groundstone, lithic material, and faunal remains,
may be due to small sample size, but possibly represent changes in actual artifact distribution
patterns.

DISCUSSION
Results of the first phase of testing clearly show that artifacts are indeed distributed in and
around specific cave features and that random placement is clearly not the case. Similar results are
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reflected at other sites (cf. Brady 1989; Reents-Budet 1980).
The results of the second phase of testing indicate that the preferred choice of artifact
placement was on and around boulders. This evidence is also supported by other accounts in cave
reports (cf. Brady 1989). What is the reason for this pattern? Is there evidence for practical
motivations? Placing offerings beneath boulders or against walls could have provided protection
from disturbance, but, many boulders were found in the middle of large chambers and were
comparatively small, thus they provide limited, or no, protection for the artifacts. A more likely
scenario was that boulders were used as a hard surface on which to ritually break artifacts, which
were left at the base. Although this is more intriguing, it is also unlikely since it does not explain
why a high percentage of speleothems were left near boulders.
An alternative possibility is a cosmological/religious motivation. Although boulders are not
often regarded as part of the Maya cosmological model, there is evidence that suggests they were
significant in ritual behavior and since objects are placed both on and around them, they may be
functioning as altars. At Naj Tunich, artifacts were often found beneath rocks, and in one instance,
drawings were placed on the face ofa boulder group (Brady 1989:31). It is one of the few instances
in the cave that artifacts were located in the same area as drawings.
Maya altars are often associated with stone. Schele, Friedel and Parker have drawn a parallel
between perishable table altars used by modem h-men and ancierit stone table altars. Their
understanding is that all altars represent the Maya cosmic center or axis mundi (Freidel et al. 1993).
Bassie-Sweet points out that in the Dresden codex Chac is seated on benches, and that in the
cave setting, modified ledges or flat stones are often called the bench of the deity. She recounts that
stones are placed in the base of effigy vases used to burn copal. The stone provides a bench on
which the god sits to receive an offering. (Bassie-Sweet 1996:93-95).
In a modem ceremony witnessed at Balankanche, offerings were left on top of rocks in the
"Water Chamber". It was on this same group of rocks that Andrews found the most extensive group
of offerings in the cave (Andrews 1970: 11).
In the dramatic cave setting, laden with exotic drip water formations and dazzling crystalline
stone, it is no wonder that the unimpressive boulder has been largely ignored. To observe a
connection between world trees and stalagmitic columns excites the imagination, but looking at a
brown rock does not inspire the same feeling of awe. We must not assume that the ancient Maya
were as unimpressed. This point is well illustrated by David Friedel in the book Maya Cosmos.
While he was excavating at Yaxuna, local villagers became deeply concerned over the removal of
some carved stones from the site. Friedel did not understand the nature of the problem and tried to
convince them that sometimes artifacts had to be removed for analysis. Ultimately the stones
remained and Friedel concluded, " .. .I now know why the matter loomed so large: such stones are
likely k 'an che', seats of the supernaturals" (Freidel et al. 1993: 179).
In the third phase of testing, artifact classes were examined individually by dissecting out
general artifact classes. In this case, some breaks in the overall pattern were observed. A correlation
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was found between groundstone and stalagmites and also between faunal remains and niches. In the
case of groundstone, at least two cave reports mention groundstone artifacts found in association
with stalagmites. At Petroglyph Cave, a metate was found cached on top of a large stalagmite
(Reents-Budet: 1980: 18), and at Balankanche miniature manos an metates were found beneath a
large stalagmitic column (Andrews 1970: 11).
Niching of faunal remains is documented as well. At Naj Tunich, bat bones were located in
a wall niche along with obsidian blades (Brady 1989:90) and at Petroglylph Cave snake skeletons
and shells were found niched in stalagmitic formations (Reents-Budet 1980: 19). Although these
last observations are intriguing, they are not conclusive due to small sample sizes. A more definitive
correlation may be drawn once similar comparative data from other sites can be generated.
Obviously, it is difficult to reach any definitive conclusions based on evidence from a single
site. Despite this limitation, we believe that this study has provided a testable model that may be
applied to future research, and that it has demonstrated the value of formal computer analysis when
examining ideological issues. By coupling computer generated data with iconographic and
ethnographic observations, it is possible to generate insight into the nature of ancient Maya cave
rituals.

Acknowledgments
We would like to thank Mr. John Morris (Commissioner of Archaeology), Allan Moore, and
members of the Belize Department of Archaeology for granting us permission to conduct research
in the upper Belize River Valley. Special gratitude is due to Drs. Paul Healy and Herman Helmuth
(Trent University) for their unfailing support of our research, to the Trent University Committee on
Research for providing preliminary funding for the cave project, and to the Social Sciences and
Research Council of Canada for their three year financial support of the Western Belize Regional
Cave Project. Thanks to Dr. William 1. Kennedy and Florida Atlantic University. Thanks to James
Brady, Betsy Schumann, and John Fogerty for their insight and helpful comments. In the field we
were assisted by many members of the Western Belize Valley Regional Cave Survey Project and are
particularly grateful for the efforts of Chris Helmke, Sherry Gibbs, Emma Goulding, Cameron
Griffith, Jim Conlon, Molly Harris, Anthony Magnole, Nicole Nowak, Caitlin O'Grady, Hania
Opienski, Jeff Ransom, Rhan-ju Song, Samantha Smith, Kay Sunahara, and Peter Zubrzycki. Also
a special thanks to Dr. Wei Shaw. Finally, gratitude goes to Dongmei Wang for her incredible
patience.

-33-

._--_._-----,----------,---------------------.,-----

References Cited:
Andrews, E. Wyllis IV
1970 Balankanche, Throne of the Tiger Priest. Tulane University, New Orleans: Middle
American Research Series, Tulane University, Pub. 32, New Orleans.
Awe, Jaime, S. Gibbs, and C. Griffith
1997 Evidence for Late Classic Elite Ritual Activity at Actun Tunichil Muknal, Belize.
Paper presented at the 61 st Annual Meeting of the Society for American
Archaeology, Nashville, Tenn.
III

press

Stelae and Megalithic Monuments in the Caves of Western Belize. The Underground
Maya, edited by David M. Pendergast and Andrea Stone. University of Texas Press,
Austin and The Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto.

Bassie-Sweet, Karen
1996 At the Edge ofthe World: Caves and Late Classic Maya World View. University of
Oklahoma Press, Norman & London.
Bonor, Juan Luis V.
1989 Las Cuevas Mayas: Simbolismo y Ritual. Madrid: Universidad Compultense de
Madrid, Madrid.
Brady, James E.
1989 Investigation of Maya Ritual Cave Use with Special Reference to Naj Tunich, Peten,
Guatemala. Ph.D. dissertation, University of California, Los Angeles.
Gary, Margaret, R. McAfee Jr., and C. Wolf
1972 Glossary of Geology. American Geological Institute, Washington, D. C.
Gifford, James C.
1976 Prehistoric Pottery Analysis of Barton Ramie in the Belize Valley. Memoirs ofthe
Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Volume 18. Harvard University,
Cambridge.
Graham, Elizabeth, L. McNatt, and M.A. Gutchen
1980 Excavations in Footprint Cave, Belize. Journal of Field Archaeology 7: 153-172.
Heyden, Doris
1975 An Interpretation of the Cave Underneath the Pyramid of the Sun in Teotihuacan,
Mexico. American Antiquity 40: 131-47.
MacLeod, Barbara, and D. Puleston
1978 Pathways Into Darkness: The Search for the Road to Xibalba. Tercera Mesa Redonda
de Palenque, Vol. 4, edited by Merle Greene Robertson and D.C. Jeffers, pp. 71-77.
-34-

.----.----"-,-------'---r---------

o
- - - - - - - - - - , - - - - -

Hearld Peters, Monterey.
Manzanilla, Linda, C. Lopez, and A. Freter
1996 Dating Results from Excavations in Quarry Tunnels Behind the Pyramid of the Sun
at Teotihuacan. Ancient Mesoamerica 7:245-266.
Marochov, Nick and N. Williams (editors)
1991 Below Belize: Queen Mary College Speleological Expedition to Belize 1988 and the
British Speleological Expedition to Belize 1989. The Wessex Cave Club, Somerset,
England.
Marcus, Joyce, and K. Flannery
1994 Ancient Zapotec Ritual and Religion: An Application of the Direct Historical
Approach. The Ancient Mind, edited by Colin Renfrew and E. Zubrow, pp. 55-74.
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.
Miller, Thomas
1989 Tunichil Muknal. Caves and Caving, No. 46:2-7.
1990

National Speleological Society News, Vol. 48(2)32-35.

Rappaport, Roy A. (editor)
1979 Ecology, Meaning, and Religion. North Atlantic Books, Richmond Calif.
Redfield, Robert
1941 The Folk Culture of Yucatan. University of Chicago Press, Chicago.
Reents-Budet, Dorie J.
1980 The Prehistoric Pottery from Petroglyph Cave, Caves Branch Valley, EI Cayo
District, Belize, Central America. M.A. Thesis, University of Texas, Austin.
Scharer, Robert
1994 The Ancient Maya. 5th Edition. Stanford University Press, Stanford.
Friedel, David, L. Schele and J. Parker
1993 The Maya Cosmos. William Morrow, New York.
Schele, Linda and Mary Ellen Miller
1986 The Blood of Kings: Dynasty and Ritual in Maya Art. George Braziller, Inc, New
York.
Stone, Andrea
1997 Ethnographic Spacial Models and Artifact Distribution in Maya Caves. Paper
presented at the 62nd Annual Meeting of the Society for American Archaeology,
Nashville, Tenn.

-35-

"---" " - - - - - - , - - - - - - - - " - - - - - r - -

Tedlock, Dennis (translator)
1985 Popol Vuh. Simon & Schuster, New York.
Thompson, J. Eric S.

1970 Maya History and Religion. University of Oklahoma Press, Norman & London.
1975

Introduction to the Reprint Edition. The Hill-Caves of Yucatan, by Henry Mercer.
University of Oklahoma Press, Norman & London.

Vogt, Evon Z.

1969

Zinacantan, A Maya Community in the Highlands of Chiapas. Belknap Press of
Harvard University Press, Cambridge Mass.

-36-

EXCAVATIONS AND SALVAGE OPERATIONS IN ACTUN TUNICHIL MUKNAL
AND ACTUN UAYAZBA KAB, ROARING CREEK VALLEY, BELIZE

Cameron S. Griffith
Indiana University

INTRODUCTION
Archaeological investigations by the Western Belize Regional Cave project (WBRCP) in
1997 focused on Actun Tunichil Muknal and Actun Uayazba Kab (Fig. 1). Mapping, surface
collections, salvage operations, and excavations were conducted in each cave. Areas selected for
investigation were based on the presence or absence of looting and the likelihood of subsurface
components. Several excavation units were placed over looters' pits to take advantage of exposed
vertical intrusions, to ascertain the extent of damage to cultural features, and to obtain diagnostic
material remains.
Excavations included rectangular units of various dimensions placed around cultural and
natural features. Due to the unique nature of cave morphology, units conforming to the dimensions
of natural topography, such as travertine pools, were often employed. Stratigraphic control was
based on either cultural or natural levels. This paper summarizes the 1997 WBRCP excavations and
presents the results of the preliminary analyses of cultural materials.
EXCAVATIONS IN ACTUN TUNICHIL MUKNAL
A total of 5 excavation units, 2 salvage operations, and 2 surface collections were conducted
in Actun Tunichil Muknal. Units 1-3, Salvage Operation 1, and the surface collections were carried
out in the Upper Entrance Chamber. Salvage Operation 2 took place in the Sinkhole Tunnels and
Units 4 and 5 were carried out in the Main Chamber (Fig. 2). To date, the artifacts from Actun
Tunichil Muknal have only been examined in a preliminary fashion. Extensive analyses of the
artifacts from the cave will be conducted in the future.

Surface Collection 1, Upper Entrance Chamber
The Upper Entrance Chamber is located 35 meters from the main (eastern) entrance of the
cave. Rainwater, leaves, and other organic debris wash into the chamber through a small sinkhole
at the northern end of the room. The chamber floor is comprised of silty dirt and guano atop
breakdown and flowstone. Several rocks and crudely dressed stones were piled in the southern
section of the chamber, indicating that the looters may have destroyed a wall that limited or blocked
access to the room from the river passage. Other evidence for architecture includes a line of cut
stones that served as the retaining wall for a low platform in the eastern section of the chamber. The
north end of the room also contains a rectangular limestone rock, with a tabular surface, beneath
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jumbled breakdown rocks. Resembling an altar, this stone may have been imported and placed within
the cave by the ancient Maya, or it may be a slab of limestone that fragmented off the wall and was
later used as an altar stone. The presence of olla neck fragments in association with the tabular stone
surface, further suggest the specialized function of this feature.
All areas of the Upper Entrance chamber contained numerous pottery sherds on the surface.
Many of the sherds were considered to be out of context due to extensive looting in the chamber.
Despite this situation, a sample of the surface artifacts was collected in an effort to identify temporally
sensitive artifact types. The surface collections revealed a concentration of jute shells by the east wall
of the chamber. A total of 1760 ceramic sherds, 1 slate fragment, 186 animal bones, 187 jute shells
(Pachychilus indiorum), and seven human bone fragments were recovered. One charcoal sample and
one soil sample were also collected. Diagnostic ceramic types include Early Classic Dos Arroyos
Orange polychrome and Balanza Black pottery, early Late Classic types such as Saturday Creek
Polychrome and Dolphin Head Red, and a large number of Late Classic, Spanish Lookout Complex
(see Gifford 1976) types (i.e. Daylight Orange: Darknight Variety, Roaring Creek Red, Garbutt Creek
Red, Meditation Black, Tu-Tu Camp Striated, and Cayo Unslipped).
Excavation Unit 1, Upper Entrance Chamber
Unit 1 was placed in the center ofthe Upper Entrance Chamber (Fig. 3) and bisected the line
of cut stones of the retaining wall of the low platform. The unit was oriented with the cut stones
rather than with cardinal directions in order to obtain the best profile ofthe architecture. It measured
1 X 1 m, was excavated by natural and cultural levels and descended to a maximum depth of 1.12 m.
The excavation yielded 1178 ceramic sherds, 91 animal bones, 22 pieces of shell, 1 worked fragment
of slate. Several samples of carbon, ash, and soil were also recovered.
The sloping surface consisted of hard-packed, silty, brown dirt littered with a mixture of
ceramic sherds that date from the Early Classic to the Terminal Classic period. Ceramic types
included Dos Arroyos Orange Polychrome (Fig. 4 a), Vaca Falls Red, Roaring Creek Red, Cayo
Unslipped, Daylight Orange (Fig. 4 c), Silk Grass Fluted, and other Classic period diagnostic types.
Level 1 was 35 cm deep and consisted of a silty dirt matrix with many root intrusions and
pottery fragments. Ceramic types were predominantly represented by Late Classic Spanish Lookout
Complex material. An ash lens was encountered in the southwest quadrant, 35 cm below datum.
Another lens, which appeared to be a concentration of ash, was located in the northwest quadrant of
the unit. Charcoal and soil samples were taken, which included some of the ash matrix. An area
devoid of cut stones in the center of the unit may have been the result oflooters' activity. Levell
yielded 752 ceramic sherds, 66 animal bones, 4 jute shell fragments (Pachychilus glaphyrus), and
1 small fragment of slate.
Level 2 was comprised of the same silty matrix found in Level 1. Charcoal was dispersed
throughout the entire level. In the northwest quadrant what appeared to be a thin plaster floor or
possibly a deteriorated travertine or packed ash layer was uncovered (Fig. 5). In view ofthis feature
Level 2 was terminated at a maximum depth of 49 cm below datum. Within the level we recovered
18 animal bones and 231 pot sherds, predominantly from the Late Classic Spanish Lookout complex.
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Figure 3. Map of Upper Entrance Chamber, Actun Thnichil Muknal
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Figure 4. Actun Thnichil Muknal decorated wares. a) Dos Arroyos Orange Polychrome,
b) Cabrito Cream Polychrome, c) Daylight Orange, d) Martin's Incised, e) detail of incised
band from Martin's Incised vessel.
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Figure 5. Plan of Actun Tunichil Muknal Unit 1, Level 2, Upper Entrance Chamber

Among the ceramics were Dolphin Head Red, Roaring Creek Red, Garbutt Creek Red, Daylight
Orange, Tinaja Red, Silk Grass Fluted, Cayo Unslipped, and Alexanders Unslipped.
Level 3 was 12 cm thick and consisted of dark brown silty soil with charcoal, ash, and small
gravel inclusions. The possible plaster or travertine surface originating in the northeast quadrant
sloped down to the southwest in an irregular fashion, which lends credence to the travertine
definition. A sample of this material was taken for future analysis. A total of 105 ceramic sherds and
1 animal mandible were recovered. Sherds were a mixture of Tiger Run and Spanish Lookout'
Complex types. Level 3 terminated at a maximum depth of 61 cm below datum.
Level 4 contained a matrix of hard packed brown soil with root and charcoal inclusions. In
the southeast quadrant, from 64 to 77 cm below datum, small gravel inclusions and sherds with a 1
mm thick charcoal residue were encountered. Seventy ceramic sherds were recovered from this level,
as well as 1 crab claw and a charcoal sample. Ceramics included a majority of Tiger Run and some
Spanish Lookout types. The level was terminated at 77 cm below datum.
Level 5 was characterized by a matrix of light-brown dirt with charcoal and limestone cobble
inclusions. Twenty potsherds, a charcoal sample and 5 animal bone fragments were recovered.
Ceramics were predominantly from the Hermitage Complex. The level was terminated when bedrock
was reached, in all quadrants, at a maximum depth of 112 cm below datum.
In summary, Unit 1 revealed extensive evidence of burning and ceramic deposits dating from
the Early Classic to Terminal Classic phases. It is possible that looter activity disturbed the cut stone
wall in the center of the unit, making the definition of the architecture problematic. The profile of
the northwest baulk exhibited lenses extending away from the line of cut stones that may be the
remnants of platform surfaces that lipped up to the row of cut stones (Fig. 6). The periodic flow of
water and debris from the sinkhole above likely contributed to the poor preservation of these features.

Excavation Unit 2, Upper Entrance Chamber
Unit 2 was placed within a dry travertine pool, located 3 meters above the passage leading to
the Upper Entrance Chamber, which contained several olla sherds, charcoal, wood fragments, and
two small stones on the surface. The unit measured 50 cm in diameter, conforming to the dimensions
of the pool, and descended to a maximum depth of 14 cm. Unit 2 was excavated in two levels
defined by natural features.
Level 1 was excavated to a depth of 9 cm. The matrix consisted of guano which contained
burned wood, charcoal, 17 ceramic sherds from the Late Classic Spanish Lookout complex, and two
fist-sized limestone rocks. Level 2 consisted of a reddish brown, hard packed, dirt with small white
pebble inclusions. This level descended 5 cm and yielded no cultural materials. The unit terminated
at 14 cm below surface.
In summary, excavations in Unit 2 (Fig.7) recovered fragments of charred wood as well as
pottery dating to the Late Classic period. The location of the travertine pool high above any other
cultural feature indicates that the material within was deliberately placed in this context rather than
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having washed in from another location (see Moyes & Awe, this volume, for more on hydrological
disturbance of artifacts in caves).
Excavation Unit 3, Upper Entrance Chamber

Unit 3 was initiated after surface collections revealed a concentration of jute shells
(Pachychilus indiorum) near the west wall ofthe chamber. The unit measured .50 X .50 m. and was
placed directly over the area containing the shells. A total of 129 ceramic sherds, 224 animal bones,
and 457 jute shells were recovered from 3 culturally and naturally defined levels. Soil and charcoal
samples were also collected. The unit was excavated to a maximum depth of 32 em, where bedrock
was reached.
The surface was composed of fine, loosely packed, brown dirt containing 184 jute shells and
175 animal bones. Level 1 consisted of the same matrix encountered on the surface and also
contained a large number of jute shells. The particular concentration of shells in the southeast
quadrant of the unit suggests that the jute, and possibly the animal bones, had been cached in this
location. Below the jute there were a number of potsherds that appeared to be lying flat. In total, 90
ceramic sherds, all from the Spanish Lookout complex, 19 animal bones, several pieces of charcoal,
and 187 jute shells were recovered from the level. The majority of the jute shells were missing their
tips, and ranged in size from 2 to 6 cm long. The average length for the jute shells was approximately
4cm. Level 1 was terminated 12 cm below surface where there was a dramatic reduction in the
number of jute shells in the southeast corner of the unit.
The matrix in Level 2 changed to a loose, light gray, silty dirt. The matrix in the northwest
quadrant of the unit was looser than in the rest of the unit, and it was from this area that the majority
of the artifacts in this level were recovered. Cultural remains consisted of26 animal bones, 85 jute
shells and 27 pot sherds (including one small ceramic rattler ball). The pottery was predominantly
Spanish Lookout Complex types. A grey ash layer with charcoal inclusions was also found under a
concentration of limestone rocks at 27 cm below surface. The level was closed where this change in
matrix occurred.
Excavations continued in Level 3 through a light-brown silty dirt with ash and charcoal
dispersed throughout. Eleven ceramic sherds, all from the Spanish Lookout complex, 4 animal bones,
charcoal and soil samples, and 1 jute shell were recovered from the level. Bedrock was reached at
a maximum depth of 32 cm below datum.
In summary, Unit 3 revealed what appeared to be a cache containing numerous jute shells,
animal bones and pottery. The associated charcoal fragments with the cache represents evidence of
burning. The state of the jute shells, with the tips removed, indicates that the snails may have been
consumed either prior to or during the ritual caching event. It is unclear why the cache was placed
in this area of the Upper Entrance Chamber. It is also conceivable that the unit merely caught a
portion of a larger cache, possibly associated with the line of cut stones, to the northeast of Unit 3.
Research in other caves has indicated that caches comprised of jute shells were ritually significant
to the ancient Maya (Reents 1980:19).
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Salvage Operation 1, Upper Entrance Chamber
During exploration of the Upper Entrance Chamber we noted that the eastern section of the
chamber contained a large looters' pit, measuring approximately 1.5 m N-S and 1.25 m E-W (Fig.
3). The looters had placed their backdirt and numerous potsherds to the southwest of the pit. The
discovery of these artifacts plus fragments of human remains in the looter's backdirt prompted
Salvage Operation 1. The operation consisted of screening all of the dirt and treating all cultural
material recovered as one assemblage. Screening yielded 120 ceramic sherds, 87 animal bones, and
20 human bone fragments. One carbon sample was taken for future analysis. The backdirt was a
light brown matrix that distinctly contrasted with the fresh dark guano presently covering the cave
surface. Screening operations were terminated when the dark guano surface was reached.
Surface Collection 2, Hideaway Chamber, Upper Entrance Chamber
While excavations were in progress a small opening was located 11 m above the floor of the
northern section ofihe Upper Entrance Chamber. The 1 m high entrance hole leads to a narrow room,
6.3 m long and ranging from 35 to 70 cm wide, that we designated the Hideaway Chamber (Fig.8).
Organic material, roots, mud, and limestone pebbles washed through the entire room via the northern
end. These deposits partially concealed several ceramic vessels, including 1 complete olla with a kill
hole (Fig. ge), 5 large dish fragments (Fig. 9f-j), 4 bowls (Fig. 9a-d), the ring base of a dish, 2
speleothems, and numerous large olla body sherds. Along the west wall of the chamber, a small
polychrome sherd lay in a small rimstone pool 25 cm wide and 40 cm long. The polychrome sherd
(Cabrito Cream-polychrome; Fig. 4b), which has a solid slab foot, lay amongst numerous animal
bones within the travertine pool. The walls of the chamber constrict 2 meters from the opening.
Three large olla body sherds lay in this constricted area. Just beyond this point were 3 speleothem
fragments ranging from 32 cm to 22 cm in length. Below the speleothems several potsherds
(fragments of plates, bowls, and ollas) were present.
After the Hideaway Chamber was mapped, photographed, and surface collections completed,
the remaining contents (soil and animal remains) of the small rimstone pool were collected as a
matrix sample. Diagnostic types recovered in the room included Garbutt Creek Red, Roaring Creek
Red, and Cayo Unslipped, all dating to the Late Classic Spanish Lookout complex.
In summary, the surface collections in the Hideaway Chamber revealed that all materials
documented date to the Late Classic period. Due to the absence of dripstone formations in the
passage, it is likely that the speleothem fragments were imported to this area of the cave and cached.
This practice has been docup1ented by other cave researchers in the Peten and Belize (Brady et al.
1997).
Salvage Operation 2, Sinkhole Tunnels
At the end of the field season several small tunnels near the Sinkhole entrance were explored.
This investigation led to the discovery of a large fragment of a ceramic vessel. The vessel appears
to be a local variety of Martins Incised, and was found sitting loosely in a sandy area with small river
cobbles (Fig. 4 d). A band of incised designs or "pseudo-glyphs" encircled the vessel near the base
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ACTUN TUNICHIL MUKNAL
Plan of the Hideaway Chamber
Western Belize Regional Cave Project 1998
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Figure 8. Actun Tunichil Muknal, Hideaway Chamber
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Figure 9. Actun Thnichil Muknal, Hideaway Chamber, diagnostic ceramics.
a-c) Garbutt Creek Red. d, g, j-j) Roaring Creek Red. f,h) Daylight Orange

(Fig. 4 e). As the season was drawing to a close and the vessel was in full view it was removed in
order to protect it from looters. Extensive reconnaissance, mapping, and excavation are planned for
the Sinkhole Tunnels during the next field season.

Excavation Unit 4, Main Chamber
Located in the Main Chamber (Fig. 10),Unit 4 encompassed two speleothem fragments lying
adjacent to an outcrop of brecciated limestone (Fig. 11). The area between the speleothems and the
rock outcrop is charred and contains a concentration of charcoal fragments, some as large as 1cm in
diameter, surrounded by a compact greyish-white substance that is very likely moist ash. The rest of
the brecciated limestone outcrop is covered with a layer of brown sand.
The unit measured 1 X 1m and descended to a maximum depth of 9 cm below surface. The
charcoal and ash concentration in the center of the unit measured 30 X 40 cm. A total of6 ceramic
sherds, 1 quartzite fragment, and 1 small shell fragment were recovered. Three of the sherds lay on
the surface, and 3 were mixed in with the charcoal. The two speleothems measured 29 cm and 7 cm
in length, respectively. One soil sample and one carbon sample were taken from the unit. Unit 4 was
excavated in only one level.
Level 1 was excavated in a manner that would result with "minimal visual impact". Care was
taken during excavations so that the area would appear undisturbed upon the completion of the unit.
The sandy area of the east wall was excavated until sterile depths were reached. This sand matrix was
screened separately on a tarp and then replaced. The charcoal and ash concentration was halved to
preserve its integrity and so as not to disturb the associated speleothems. The carbon and ash
concentration was excavated separately from the sand beneath and samples were taken. The pottery
sherds on the surface were mapped and also returned to their initial locations. Excavation proceeded
to a depth of 9 cm, at which point sterile matrix was reached. The ceramics (all body sherds) dated
to the Late Classic Spanish Lookout complex.
In summary, the excavations in Unit 4 revealed that the speleothems had been placed adjacent
to the rock outcrop possibly to serve as a hearth. Given the small quantity of charcoal and ash in the
upper matrix it is likely that the hearth may have been used for a single burning episode. Associated
artifacts included small potsherds, a quartzite fragment, and one olivella shell fragment. After
backfilling, the area exhibited no traces of the archaeological excavation. .

Excavation Unit 5, Main Chamber
Unit 5 (Fig. 12) was located on a slope against the southern wall ofthe Main Chamber (Fig.
10). This area was dubbed the "Metate Slope" by project members due to the presence of one turtleback granite metate fragment and fragments of a basalt tripod metate. During the initial
reconnaissance of the cave 3 rodent teeth and one drilled oyster shell pendant were recovered from
the Metate Slope. Unit 5 was initiated to ascertain the nature of subsurface deposits. The placement
of the unit in roughly the center of the Metate Slope was determined by the discovery of a shell bead
and a blue-green sherd just prior to the establishment of the unit. Unit 5 encompassed both of these
items. The unit measured .50 X 1 m and descended to a maximum depth of 5.5 cm. A total of 50
-51-

Acton Tunichil Muknal
RQaring Creek Valley, Belize

Detail of the Burial Chamber
Location of Units 4 & 5 Indicated
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Figure 10. Main Chamber, Acton Thnichil Muknal, Units 4 & 5 shown
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Figure 11. Unit 4, Main Chamber, Pre-excavation plan view
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ceramic sherds, most dating to the Late Classic Spanish Lookout phase, one modified shell, several
pieces of charcoal, and several small speleothem fragments were recovered. One blue-green sherd
was located on the surface and has been identified as Terminal Classic, Tohil Plumbate, from
Highland Guatemala (Joseph Ball, personal communication 1998). One carbon sample was taken,
and 3 carbonized seeds were bagged separately. Unit 5 was excavated in one level which was
terminated upon reaching flowstone.
The matrix of Unit 5 consisted of moist brown mud and charcoal, ceramic sherds, speleothem
fragments including soda straws, and speleothem shatter. Similar to the excavations in Unit 4, Unit
5 was excavated with extreme care in order to minimize the visual impact of the excavation. All
surface materials were meticulously removed and placed aside so that they could be returned to their
original locations. The mud matrix was screened, yielding few subsurface artifacts. Fifty ceramic
sherds were recorded, all dating to the Spanish Lookout complex. Excavation proceeded to the point
where solid white flowstone was encountered throughout the entire unit. Excavation of this unit
terminated at this point.
In summary, Unit 5 revealed that the material on the surface slope represents the only material
deposited in this area. One item that must be noted about this unit is the presence of small
speleothems. On the surface there were 15-20 fragmented soda straws and small stalactite fragments.
The orientation of the metate slope and the lack of any drip water formations above the slope
indicates that the speleothem fragments were imported from another area, perhaps smashed along
with the pottery during ritual activity. After backfilling, no traces of the excavation are evident.
SUMMARY, ACTUN TUNICHIL MUKNAL

The 1997 archaeological investigations in Actun Tunichil Muknal indicate that the ancient
Maya used the Upper Entrance Chamber of the cave from the Early Classic to the Terminal Classic
periods. Activities in the Upper Entrance Chamber included the construction of a low platform, the
interment of human remains, the importation of speleothems, plus the caching of pottery vessels,
other artifacts and jute. The latter may, or may not, have been consumed in conjunction with ritual
events, and most ceramic vessels may have been ritually terminated following these events. Charcoal
in the chamber may be the residues of torches, or associated with the cooking or burning of other
organic materials.
The cursory examination of the Sinkhole Tunnels indicates that it was in use during the Early
to Late Classic period, but further investigations are necessary to ascertain the true temporal range
of utilization of this area.
The Main Chamber deep in the dark zone of the cave exhibits ceramic material that dates no
earlier than the Late Classic period (see Moyes and Awe this volume). Activities in the Main
Chamber included the caching and burning of speleothems, human sacrifice (see Gibbs, this volume),
and the termination and caching of pottery vessels, pyrite, musical instruments (see Moyes and Awe
this volume), chipped and ground stone artifacts, plus animal remains. The apparent temporal
differences in the use of the cave entrances versus the dark zone deep inside may be related to
changes in the perception of cave rituals over time.
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EXCAVATIONS IN ACTUN UAYAZBA KAB
A total of 6 excavation units, 1 surface collection and 1 salvage operation were carried out in
Actun Uayazba Kab during the 1997 season (Fig. 13). The surface collection was conducted in
Entrance I, the Burial Alcove, Entrance II, and the "Histo Chamber';. Units 1 and 2 were excavated
in the Burial Alcove and Unit 3 was placed in Entrance I. Unit 4 was located in Entrance II and Units
5 and 6 were located on the Upper Ledge. The salvage operation was carried out in the "Histo"
Chamber. Although the pottery from Uayazba Kab have only been examined in a cursory manner,
it is apparent that the ceramics span from the Terminal Preclassic to the Late Classic periods.

Surface Collections
All areas of Actun Uayazba Kab contained numerous pottery sherds on the surface. A
collection of all surface artifacts was undertaken in an attempt to gather a diagnostic assemblage and
clear the area for excavation and mapping. The surface collections are separated below into 3
sections: Entrance I, Entrance II, and the Histo Chamber.
Surface collections in Entrance I yielded a total of 1675 ceramic sherds, 27 lithic fragments,
141 jute shells (Pachychilus glaphyrus), 505 animal bone fragments, and 111 fragments of human
bone (see Gibbs, this volume). Two modified slate artifacts, 2 obsidian blade fragments, 1 metate
fragment, and one mano fragment were also recovered.
Entrance II yielded a surface total of 403 ceramic sherds, 2 pieces of lithic material, hundreds
of animal bones, and several jute shells. Other items that were recovered included 1 obsidian blade
fragment, 1 foot from a tripod metate, and 1 conch shell.
The Histo Chamber surface collections recovered 369 ceramic sherds, 17 human bone
fragments (ibid), 1 mano fragment, and 1 piece of modified slate. Also recovered were a number of
animal, lithic, and shell fragments that have yet to be tabulated.
In summary, the surface collections in Actun Uayazba Kab yielded numerous cultural
material. Pottery types include Sierra Red and Aguacate Orange (Late Preclassic), Dos Arroyos
Orange Polychrome and Fowlers Creek Orange-red (Early Classic), Garbutt Creek Red, Roaring
Creek Red, and Cayo Unslipped, all dating to the Late Classic Period.

Salvage Operation 1, Histo Chamber
The "Histo" Chamber is a small dark chamber to the south of Entrance II and is home to
numerous bats. The floor is a mixture of silty dirt and black guano. In 1996 and 1997 we noted
evidence of extensive looting in a dry gour pool in the chamber. Within the looter;' s backdirt there
were many potsherds and fragments of human bone. Salvage Operation 1 was conducted in an effort
to ascertain the extent of the damage caused by looting, and to recover data for determining the
temporal use of the chamber. The operation consisted of screening all of the looter's backdirt as one
assemblage. This effort yielded 62 human bone fragments, a small carbon sample, 3 obsidian blade
fragments, 1 drilled slate artifact, 1 perforated animal tooth, 886 ceramic sherds, and over 100 animal
-56-
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Figure 13. Actun Uayazba Kab map sho\\ing Entrances I & n

remains. Pottery types include Sierra Red, Aguacate Orange, Saturday Creek Cream Polychrome,
Dos Arroyos Orange Polychrome, Mountain Pine Red, Cayo Unslipped, and Garbutt Creek Red.
These ceramic types range in date from the Late Preclassic through the Late Classic period. Salvage
operations were terminated when the dark surface guano matrix was reached beneath the backdirt.
Excavation Unit 1, Burial Alcove
Unit 1 was located in the northwest comer of the Burial Alcove. It was placed over a looter's
pit where human long bones were discovered during surface collection. The unit was excavated to
bedrock at a maximum depth of 49 cm below surface and was composed of 3 levels defined by
natural and cultural features. A total of 825 potsherds, 49 lithic flakes, several human bone
fragments, numerous animal bones and jute shells were recovered. In addition, 7 matrix samples and
10 carbon samples were taken from various levels.
Level 1 consisted of the looter's backdirt in the northeast comer of the unit. From this level
a total of 120 ceramic sherds, 15 lithic fragments, 2 slate artifacts, 1 shell tinkler (Oliva sp.), 3
obsidian blade fragments, 1 pyrite fragment, 1 quartz crystal flake, 1 chert uni-face, 1 piece of jadeite,
and 33 fragments of human bone were retrieved. The human bone included 1 ilium fragment, 1
scapula fragment, 1 phalanx and 30 other small fragments (see Gibbs, this volume). Levell
terminated at a maximum depth of 16 cm where the looters' backdirt ended.
Level 2 consisted of a brown silty dirt matrix, slightly darker than that found in Levell. In
the southern half of the unit a layer offlowstone was present, likely a result ofthe drip water activity
from the travertine dams that overflow into the burial alcove during heavy rainfall. Below this
flowstone layer, in the southeast comer of the unit, was a concentration of ash and charcoal containing
some human bone fragments (see Gibbs, this volume). Below the flowstone in the southern section
was a layer of dark soil with calcite intrusions. Artifacts from this level totaled 546 ceramic sherds,
21 lithic flakes, 2 pieces of daub, 2 shell tinklers (Oliva sp.), 5 obsidian blades, 4 jadeite pieces, 2
quartz crystal fragments, and a large number of animal bone and jute shells (Pachychilus sp). Five
soil samples and 4 charcoal samples were also collected from this level. Level 2 terminated 29 cm
below surface where there was a change in matrix.
Level 3 was comprised of a orange/red clay matrix with limestone rock inclusions. Recovered
artifacts totaled 159 ceramic sherds, 13 lithic flakes, 3 pieces of daub, 3 obsidian blade fragments,
numerous jute shells and animal bone, and a few human bone fragments. Two soil samples and 5
charcoal samples were collected. A plaster floor was encountered in the southeast comer at a depth
of 43 cm. Under the floor along the eastern wall was a deposit consisting of a human talus bone, 4
jute shells, and some small rocks with charcoal and calcite inclusions. Charred bat bone and rock
indicate that burning may have taken place in this area. Under the floor, in the southeast comer, there
was a ballast/marl matrix with charcoal and calcite inclusions. Beneath this layer was a large number
of jute shells, some lithic flakes, 2 obsidian blade fragments, and a small amount of fragmented
human bone. The level was terminated at bedrock, 49 cm below surface.
In summary, the area where Unit 1 was placed had been extensively looted. Despite this
destruction, excavations revealed the remains of a plaster floor and several fragments of human
-58-

remains. The latter indicate that both adult and infant individuals had been interred within the alcove,
possibly beneath the floor ..
Excavation Unit 2, Burial Alcove
Unit 2 measured 2 m by 1 m and was placed between looter's pits at the center of the alcove.
The unit was later extended to the east following the discovery of articulated remains of an adult
individual along the eastern wall of the unit. Due to time constraints the unit was terminated before
sterile levels were reached, and as a result overall artifact totals have not yet been tabulated.
The matrix of level 1 was greyish-brown silty dirt with ash inclusions. Artifacts recovered
from this level included human cranial fragments, animal bone, lithic material, potsherds, obsidian
blade fragments, quartz crystal, and fragments of pyrite. The cranial fragments did not appear to be
in situ and may have been redeposited in this area during looting activities. Level 1 yielded 1076
potsherds, 18 chert flakes, one slate fragment, 1 chert blade, 1 carved stone, 7 obsidian blade
fragments, 3 quartz crystals, 3 fragments of pyrite" 1 large conch fragment, 2 ground speleothems,
and worked bone. Level 1 was excavated to a depth of 21 cm below surface, at which point a plaster
floor was reached abutting outcrops of bedrock. In the east extension the plaster floor was located
in the northeast and southeast comers.
The matrix of Level 2 was comprised of loose dirt with red clay, limestone cobbles, and
fragments of shell. Bedrock was exposed in the center of the unit. The matrix around the floor
surface was an orange clay with limestone rock inclusions. Along the east wall there was a line of
flat stones coated with orange clay which served as capstones for a burial. This level yielded 143
ceramics, 3 chert flakes, 164 jute (Pachychilus sp), numerous animal bones, 7 quartz crystal
fragments, and 2 obsidian blade fragments. Human bone was also collected from this level and
included a left patella, 2 rib fragments, the distal end of a humerus, a number of smaller fragments
and one tooth. Plaster samples and matrix samples were also collected. This level was excavated to
39 cm at its greatest depth.
Level 3 was comprised of the same hard orange clay matrix that was found in Level 2. To the
west the matrix was loose, dark grey dirt with some limestone rocks, charcoal, shell, and calcite
inclusions. In the southwest comer large pieces of charcoal, numerous jute shells (Pachychilus sp),
and the fragmentary remains of a large animal, possibly a deer, were present. At 53 cm below surface
chert flakes covering articulated human bone were encountered. The cranium was located along the
southern wall of the east extension. The remains were those of an adult male, of approximately 40
years of age at death. This individual was interred in a flexed position on his right side, with his head
oriented east by southeast and facing north. Numerous chert flakes were found above the burial, and
jute shells (Pachychilus sp) were dispersed amongst the bones (see Gibbs, this volume). Due to time
constraints, excavations in Level 3 were terminated after the removal of the human remains. It is
likely that cultural material is present at lower depths. Further excavations in Unit 2 may take place
during the next field season.
In summary, Unit 2 and the east extension contained the disturbed burial of an adult male.
A majority of the bones were missing and much of the burial was damaged by extensive looting,
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however enough data was retrieved to provide information regarding age, sex, and pathologies of the
individual (see Gibbs, this volume, for details).

Excavation Unit 3, Entrance I
Unit 3 was placed in Entrance I, east of the petro glyphic panel. The unit was initiated to
recover cultural remains for dating the activities conducted in the cave, and to determine the nature
of these activities. The unit measured 2 X 2 m and descended to a maximum depth of22 cm below
surface. The unit yielded 55 potsherds, 2 pieces oflithic material, 48 animal bone fragments, and 3
pieces of jute shell (Pachychilus glaphyrus). Excavation also revealed 3 plaster floors within a
natural bedrock basin. Unit 3 was excavated in 3 separate levels.
Level 1 consisted of grey-brown loose dirt with organic inclusions such as twigs and leaves.
Two plaster floor surfaces were uncovered in the northwest quadrant, the discovery of which
terminated Levell at 10 cm below surface. Levell yielded 55 ceramic sherds, 2 lithic fragments,
29 animal bone fragments, and 3 pieces of jute shell.
Level 2 continued only in the northwest quadrant since bedrock had been reached in the
remainder of the unit. Floor 1 was plastered and ovoid in shape, measuring 26 cm N-S, 52 cm E-W,
and 2 cm thick. The denigrated edges of Floor 1 indicated that it likely spanned the entire bedrock
basin at one point but had deteriorated over time. Floor 2 was well preserved plaster that conformed
to the irregular shape of the bedrock basin (Fig. 14). Floor 2 measured 76 cm N-S, 102 cm E-W, and
was 1 cm thick. Level 2 descended a total of 6 cm through Floors 1 and 2. Another plaster surface
was encountered below Floor 2, which terminated Level 2 at 13 cm below surface. Level 2 contained
a total of 16 animal bone fragments. These, plus samples of charcoal and plaster from Floors 1 and
2 were collected for analysis.
Level 3 proceeded through Floor 3, descended below a tamped layer of hard-packed brown
dirt and small pebbles, and terminated at bedrock at a maximum depth of 22 cm below surface. Floor
3 was well preserved plaster that measured 23 cm N-S, 48 cm E-W, and 3 cm thick. Three fragments
of animal bone were found lodged in the plaster of Floor 3, and 1 land snail was located in the tamped
dirt.
In summary, Unit 3 revealed a series of plaster floor surfaces recessed in a bedrock basin (Fig.
15). The purpose of these plaster surfaces remains unclear. The plaster floors appear to have been
placed over the jagged bottom of the bedrock depression to provide a flat regular surface. This may
have been a small platform designed to level the undulating bedrock basin and to create a level
surface suitable for standing or as an area for the placement of offerings. Alternatively, it may have
served as a catchment area for dripstone water flowing out of the cave. It is also possible that the
plaster surfaces were part of a larger architectural feature that has been removed or destroyed.

Excavation Unit 4, Entrance II
Unit 4 was placed in Entrance II near the access tunnel to the Handprint Chamber and in close
proximity to a looters' pit The surface consisted oflarge limestone cobbles and potsherds in a moist
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Figure 15. Pror.Ie of plaster surfaces, west view, Unit 3, Entrance I, Actun Uayazba Kab

dark brown silty dirt matrix. The unit measured 2 X 2 m and descended to a maximum depth of 45
cm. The unit yielded 2210 ceramic sherds, several hundred animal bones and shell fragments, and
62 pieces of lithic material, including 1 obsidian blade fragment, 1 chert burin, and 1 chert uniface
fragment. The remnants of a deteriorated plaster floor were also uncovered. One sample of carbon
and 2 samples of plaster were taken. Unit 4 was completed in 3 levels defined by cultural and natural
features.
Level 1 was a matrix of dark brown silty dirt with large limestone rock inclusions. A plaster
floor was uncovered at 25 cm below surface, which terminated the level. Level 1 yielded 1372
ceramic sherds as well as hundreds of animal bones and shell fragments. Excavations also revealed
1 chert uniface fragment, 1 obsidian blade fragment, and 1 chert burin. The floor was in poor
condition with bedrock protruding out in the center and in the northwest quadrant of the unit.
Although the southeast quadrant appeared to contain a plaster surface, the preservation was poor, and
what appears to be the continuation of the floor to the northeast and southwest quadrants was
significantly more deteriorated. The floor abutted a relatively flat bedrock that extends out from the
western cave wall in the northwest quadrant of the unit. Remnants of a looters pit intruded into the
unit on the east side of the southeast quadrant.
Level 2 proceeded through the plaster floor and the matrix of the same dark brown silty dirt
noted in Levell. The level produced 756 potsherds, 8 pieces of lithic material, 13 animal bones, and
44 jute shells. A matrix change was reached at a maximum depth of 32 cm below surface, at which
point the level was terminated.
The matrix of Level 3 was a light tan, hard-packed, dry soil. A total of 82 potsherds, 3 lithic
fragments,4 animal bones, and 21 jute shells were recovered from the level. A charcoal sample was
taken from within a small niche in the bedrock. Level 3 terminated when bedrock was reached in the
entire unit at a maximum depth of 45 cm below surface.

In summary, Unit 4 revealed a plaster floor that abutted the natural bedrock of the cave floor.
Carbon deposits, ceramic sherds, and other cultural material were located beneath the plaster floor.
Unit 5, Upper Ledge (Ledge 1)
Unit 5 was defined by a large travertine pool on the Upper Ledge (Fig. 16). Excavations were
prompted by the presence of two large ollas and an abundance of polychrome sherds in Pool 1 (Fig.
17). The unit measured 2.3 X 1.8 m and descended to a maximum depth of 69 cm below surface.
A total of 7293 potsherds, several lithic pieces, 7 slate fragments, several thousand animal bones,
several charcoal samples, and other artifacts were recovered. Unit 5 was excavated in 6 arbitrary
levels (Fig. 18).
The surface of Pool 1 was level and comprised of dark guano and thousands of animal bones
(predominantly bat). Fragments of 4 large ollas were embedded in this matrix. One olla rim sherd
measured approximately 70 cm in diameter. The surface was littered with countless potsherds, some
decorated polychrome ceramics, and a few black bird feathers. The material in the southwest area
of Pool 1 appears to have washed in from another pool. The large olla contained a number of feathers
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Figure 18. Profile of Unit 5, Pool 1, Actun Uayazba Kab, western view

and the darkest guano.
The matrix of level 1 consisted of dark brown to black guano interspersed with many more
animal bones. In addition to the latter, the unit yielded 3428 ceramic sherds and severa1lithics,
including 1 slate fragment, 6 obsidian blade fragments, 1 jade bead, and one hook-shaped limestone
artifact. The level was terminated at 10 cm below surface.
Level 2 was composed of the same dark brown guano matrix. A total of 1051 ceramic sherds,
45 slate fragments, thousands of animal bones, and 4 obsidian blade fragments were recovered from
this level. The majority of the slate fragments came from a concentration approximately 20 cm in
diameter in the northern part of the unit (west of the large olla). The level terminated at 20 cm below
surface.
Level 3 was the same silty brown dirt matrix, still replete with animal bones, which became
slightly lighter brown with increasing depth. This level yielded a total of 1558 ceramic sherds, 25
slate fragments, 1 chert fragment, 1 carved shell pendant, 1 soda straw, and 4 obsidian blade
fragments. The slate concentration seen in level 2 continued in the same area. There was a decrease
in the frequency of ceramics recovered from the south quadrant of the unit. The level terminated 30
cm below surface.
Level 4 contained the same matrix as the above levels, yet was more compact. A total of 997
potsherds, 1 piece of slate, thousands of animal bones, and 1 obsidian blade fragment were recovered.
Two large ollas were removed to facilitate the excavation. Level 4 terminated 40 cm below surface.
There was no change in the matrix of Level 5. Cultural remains did, however, decrease in
number and totaled 137 potsherds and hundreds of animal bones. Level 5 terminated 50cm below
surface.
Level 6 also exhibited no change in matrix. It contained 84 potsherds, hundreds of animal
bones, and one tubular jade bead fragment. Level 6 terminated at 69 cm when all matrix had been
removed from the travertine pool. Two limestone rocks were lodged in a small hole at the bottom
of the pool. This hole drains down into Entrance I, just above Unit 2.
In summary, the excavations in Unit 5 produced a collection of elaborate pottery sherds and
a small number of non-ceramic artifacts. A cursory evaluation of the animal material indicates that
the remains are the result of natural deposition (Norbert Stanchley, Personal Communication, 8/3/97).
It seems that the Upper Ledge and one of the large ollas within may have served as a nest for a bird
of prey. The concentration of slate fragments likely represents a single piece of slate or an artifact
that shattered by natural processes, as all pieces are unworked. The ollas, due to their large size and
level of preservation, are likely in their original locations. Some smaller artifacts, however, appear
to have washed in from other areas of the Upper Ledge.

Unit 6, Upper Ledge
Unit 6 was placed in a small travertine pool on the Upper Ledge. Excavations were initiated
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due to the presence of olla sherds and charcoal in the pool, and to provide comparative data to the
excavations in the large travertine pool. The unit measured 4.15 m long and .85 m wide, conforming
to the dimensions of the pool. It descended to a maximum depth of 16 cm and was excavated in two
levels.
Levell was a matrix of black guano which yielded 226 potsherds, 1 unworked piece of slate,
hundreds of animal bones, and one obsidian blade fragment. One carbon sample was taken for future
analysis. The western half of the unit descended only 3 cm below surface, which resulted in the
majority of the excavation taking place in a section of the pool measuring 2.3 m long and .45 m wide.
At 8 cm below surface a matrix change was encountered which terminated the level.
Level 2 consisted of a reddish-brown, compact, silty dirt with small white pebble inclusions.
The level was continued for 8 cm and yielded no cultural materials. The unit was subsequently
terminated at bedrock, 16 cm below surface.
In summary, excavations in Unit 6, Pool 4 revealed the presence of numerous potsherds and
an obsidian blade fragment in a small travertine pool. The location of Pool 4 in a perennial wash zone
does not rule out the possibility that the artifacts within may have washed in from another location.

SUMMARY, ACTUN UAYAZBA KAB
The 1997 archaeological investigations in Actun Uayazba Kab produced evidence (plaster
floors and ceramics) which suggests that this cave was utilized by the ancient Maya from the Late
Preclassic to the Late Classic Periods. The placement of human remains within graves (in Entrance
I, II, and the "Histo" Chamber), plus the association of grave goods (i.e. the burial in Unit 2) with
some burials reflects a pattern different from that observed in the Main Chamber at Actun Tunichil
Muknal. Gibbs (this volume) notes that these differences quite likely reflect different treatment at
death of the individuals within the two sites.
The activities in the Upper Ledge (Ledge 1) included the caching and termination of large
ollas, polychrome vessels, slate objects, worked shell, and jadeite. The exorbitant number of animal
bones on the Upper Ledge may have been the result of natural accumulation, probably related to
predator (bird of prey) activity. Hopefully, the ongoing analysis of the animal remains will clarify
the exact nature of their deposition. Investigations in Actun Uayazba Kab will also continue in 1998
and should provide more clues regarding the utilization of the cave by the ancient Maya.

CONCLUSION
The excavations, salvage operations, and surface collections by the WBRCP in Actun Tunichil
Muknal and Actun Uayazba Kab have confirmed that both caves were extensively used by the ancient
Maya. The ceramic assemblage recovered from Actun Tunichil Muknal indicates that the Upper
Entrance Chamber and the Sinkhole Tunnels were utilized from the Early Classic to the Late Classic
Period. In contrast, the Main Chamber contained ceramics that date only to the Late Classic Period.
In comparison, Actun Uayazba Kab yielded pottery ranging from the Late Preclassic to the Late
Classic periods. The artifact assemblages and human remains from Tunichil Muknal and Uayazba
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Kab further indicate that prehistoric activities in the two caves may have differed. Further
investigations to address these differences are planned for subsequent field seasons of the Western
Belize Regional Cave Project.
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