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ABSTRACT 

 
 

 
The ancient Maya traditionally viewed caves as sacred areas of the 

landscape.  Archaeological investigations of these subsurface zones provide 

valuable data regarding ancient Maya ideology.  This thesis focuses on the use 

of caves as a medium for ritual and ceremonial expression, as well as for the 

manipulation of social power.  Exploration of caves, ritual, and power is 

conducted using data from a cave site, Actun Nak Beh, Roaring Creek Valley, 

Cayo District, Belize.  This site is connected to a major center, Cahal Uitz Na, by 

a 240-meter causeway.  It has recently been investigated by the Western Belize 

Regional Cave Project, directed by Dr. Jaime Awe.  Details of the 2000 field 

season excavations and preliminary analysis of its artifacts reveal that the site, 

similar to many of the cave sites in the area, was utilized as a locus for ritual 

activity during the Classic period (ca. A.D. 300-900).  These activities included 

the interment of at least four individuals, the burning of wood, and the deposition 

of material remains, which in many cases appeared to have served as votive 

offerings.  The presence of a causeway between Actun Nak Beh and Cahal Uitz 

Na indicates that the cave was strategically incorporated into the social and 

political dynamics of the center.  More specifically, it is suggested that social 

power at Cahal Uitz Na was manipulated through the control of this sacred 

space, as well as through the formation of social solidarity created by the 

collective practice of ritual.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 
In the last few decades, cave research in Mesoamerica, and in particular 

the Maya area, has intensified with the use of systematic methodologies and an 

emphasis on regional cave survey and excavation (Awe 1998; Brady 1989).  The 

increased attention to caves within Maya archaeological research has revealed 

their ritual and ceremonial significance in contrast to their use as habitation sites.  

The combination of epigraphic, iconographic, ethnographic, and archaeological 

lines of inquiry makes it clear that caves were traditionally viewed as sacred 

areas of the landscape.   

The sacred association of caves provides an exceptional opportunity to 

demonstrate ways in which a culture’s ideology is expressed or guided.  Most 

cave studies have focused on cave rituals as reflections of Maya cultural 

ideologies, rather than ways in which individuals actively use sacred areas of the 

landscape, such as caves, to form and control social realities (Brady 1997b).   

This thesis seeks to address cave rituals as both reflections of and 

instruments for the formulation of Maya society.  In particular, I will investigate 

the role of cave rituals as a means by which social power was formulated, 

expressed, and maintained.  Exploration of caves, ritual, and social power is 

conducted through an examination of the cave site, Actun Nak Beh, Roaring 
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Creek Valley, Belize.  This site was recently explored under the auspices of the 

Western Belize Regional Cave Project (WBRCP), directed by Dr. Jaime Awe. 

Actun Nak Beh is unique because a 240-meter causeway connects it to a 

medium-sized center, Cahal Uitz Na.  Taking into account the layout of the center 

and the material remains from the cave, I argue that elites from the center utilized 

the cave as a means of legitimizing and augmenting their social and political 

power.  In addition, more encompassing or collective forms of social power by 

the community at large were realized through public cave ritual, demonstrating 

the multiple expressions and strategies of cave use found in the Maya area. 

In order to explore the relationship between caves and social power, an 

overview of caves as sacred areas of the landscape is provided in Chapter 1.  

This information is followed by an introduction to anthropological concepts of 

power and the use of ideology as a source of social power.  The last segment of 

Chapter 1 reviews previous research that discusses caves and the legitimization 

of social power. 

Presentation of archaeological data from the site of Actun Nak Beh 

centers on a detailed description of excavations conducted during the 2000 field 

season, in Chapter 3, and a preliminary assessment of its artifacts, in Chapter 4.  

Discussion of the cave in reference to ritual, spatial utilization of the site, and its 

possible function as a pilgrimage site is presented in the concluding chapter.  

This discussion ends with an evaluation of social and political power in reference 

to the activities and functions of Actun Nak Beh.  
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Caves as Sacred Areas of the Landscape 

The central paradigm of Maya cave research today centers on the ritual 

function and meaning of caves (Awe 1998; Bassie-Sweet 1991, 1996; Brady 

1989; Brady and Stone 1986; Pendergast 1969, 1970, 1971, 1974; Thompson 

1975).  The reason why caves were sacred areas of the landscape is most 

apparent when archaeological, ethnographic, epigraphic, and iconographic cave 

data are synthesized.  This multi-disciplinary approach demonstrates the close 

relationship between caves and two interconnected themes: ancestors and 

fertility.  The ancient Maya buried their ancestors in caves and contemporary 

Maya mythology recount stories of ancestors living or emerging from caves.  

Many of the modern-day rituals emphasize the production of rain and agriculture.  

Similar types of rituals appear to have been practiced in the past. 

 

Archaeology 

An overview of Maya cave archaeology reveals a shift in emphasis from 

caves as habitation sites to caves as the loci for ritual and ceremony.  The 

integration of cave research into large-scale settlement surveys and the 

improvement in archaeological cave methodologies were significant factors of 

such a development (Awe 1998:2-5; Brady 1989:10-31, 1997b).  These 

advances provided larger databases of cave findings that enabled better 

comparative work, problem-orientated approaches to the study of ritual, and a 

broader understanding of why caves were considered sacred (Figure 1.1).  
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Figure 1.1 Map of the Maya area  
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Some of the earlier published cave studies that accentuated the domestic 

or habitation role of caves in the Maya area were conducted by Henry C. Mercer 

(Mercer 1896) and Thomas Gann (1918, 1929).  Mercer investigated several 

caves in Yucatan, Mexico.  He concluded that the caves were “temporary halting- 

spots” where the ancestors of the contemporary Maya built fires and cooked 

meals, leaving behind stone tools, ceramics, and animal bones (Mercer 1896:9, 

176-177).  Gann, one of the first scholars to report on caves in Belize, suggested 

that these subterranean zones were used in association with domestic activities.  

For example, he describeed a cave near Pusilha, Belize, as a “rubbish 

depository” or “kitchen midden” based on its large quantity of pottery and other 

“implements” (Gann and Thompson 1931:43,112).  He considered several other 

caves in Central Belize to be ideal dwelling places (Gann 1929:246, 253).  His 

largest contribution to cave studies was his descriptions of some of the materials 

found within these underground contexts.  These descriptions lacked preliminary 

survey work and artifact analysis, providing minimal clues to spatial and 

chronological contexts.  As Brady (1989:18-19, 1997b:3) notes, cave reports 

during the first half of the century tended to be cursory in nature with little 

contextual and comparative references. 

The interpretation of caves as habitation sites continued into the second 

half of the twentieth century, particularly in reference to small caves or 

rockshelters (MacNeish and Peterson 1962; Lee 1985; Lee and Clark 1988; Lee 

and Hayden 1988).  For example, Lee and Hayden (1988) interpret the function 

of San Pablo Cave, a small rockshelter-sized “cave” in Chiapas, Mexico, as 
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domestic in nature due to the large quantity of faunal and lithic remains, despite 

the presence of multiple burials (Lee and Hayden 1988:66) (Figure 1.1).  Lee and 

Clark (1988) also view Abrigo Camcum, another rockshelter in Chiapas, Mexico, 

as a habitation area due to a large quantity of faunal remains including 

thousands of freshwater shells (Pachychilus sp.).  

The ceremonial association of caves has been noted ever since the 

beginning of scholarly publications on cave archeology, although not all 

researchers took this aspect into consideration until the second half of the 

twentieth century.  One of the earliest publications to hint at the ceremonial 

nature of caves was G. B. Gordon’s 1898 Caverns of Copan, Honduras, which 

documented a chamber almost entirely filled by cremated human remains.  The 

artifacts obtained from the dredging of the Sacred Cenote at Chichen Itza in the 

early 1900s also demonstrated the ritual significance of this large sinkhole 

(Thompson 1965).  Fray Diego de Landa’s sixteenth century observations 

indicated that offerings, precious stones and human sacrifices, were thrown into 

the cenote (Landa 1959:114).  His ethnohistoric accounts were later confirmed 

by Eric Thompson’s (1965) findings of Late Classic to Late Postclassic period 

offerings of shell, copal, textiles, burnt stone tools, wood, metal, and ceramics, as 

well as human and animal bones that were dredged from the bottom of the 

cenote.   

J. Eric Thompson, one of the pioneers of Maya cave archaeology, was 

one of the first scholars to investigate the function of caves through an in-depth 

comparison of caves throughout the Maya area.  He highlighted ceremonial uses 
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of caves as sources of ritually pure or “virgin” water, sources of religious rites, 

sites of burials, ossuaries and cremations, art galleries, perhaps in connection 

with religious rites, and places for ceremonially discarded utensils (Thompson 

1975: xiv).  He also suggested utilitarian uses of caves as places for refuge, sites 

for mining clay for ceramics, and as sources of drinking water.  The first two of 

these uses, however, are noted to be of minor consequence (Thompson 1975), 

and the third is restricted to the Yucatan Peninsula (Brady 1989:33).  

Thompson’s list of cave functions has since served as a model for later cave 

research (Awe 1998; Brady 1989; Pendergast 1970, 1971, 1974). 

The ritual interpretation of caves was further developed by more 

systematic methodologies and detailed analysis of material remains.  David 

Pendergast, who investigated several cave sites in Belize (1969, 1970, 1971, 

1974), was one of the first scholars to excavate and analyze the material remains 

from Belizean caves systematically.  His meticulous documentation and analysis 

of the artifacts, particularly the ceramics, enabled comparisons of and 

hypotheses about cultural affiliations between cave sites and settlement sites.   

Cave rituals at these sites included the collection of zuhuy ha, ritually pure water 

(Thompson 1975:xx), the deposition of dedicatory caches and burials at Eduardo 

Quiroz Cave (Pendergast 1971), possible bloodletting activities, suggested by a 

wood box filled with bloodletting paraphernalia, at Actun Polbilche (Pendergast 

1974), and by the use of stalagmites as idols in Río Frío Cave E (1970).   

Another seminal contribution to our understanding of ancient cave rituals 

was E. Wyllys Andrews’ (1970) work at Balankanche Cave, a site near Chichen 
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Itza, Mexico.  The site’s ritual association was apparent from a large number of 

Tlaloc effigy censors, Tlaloc representations, studded biconical censors, and 

carved stone censors used for burning incense and communicating with Tlaloc, 

the Central Mexican rain god.  The Balankanche cave assemblage also included 

hundreds of miniature manos and metates that make reference to the production 

of food and other materials extracted from the earth (Andrews 1970:9).  Unlike 

other cave investigations, Andrews, with the aid of Alfredo Barrera Vásquez and 

Ramón Arzápalo, documented a modern-day rain-calling ceremony at 

Balankanche Cave by the h-men, ritual specialists, from the nearby town of 

Xcalakoop.  The combination of archaeological and ethnographic inquiry 

demonstrated the long-standing significance of caves as places for mediation 

with the divine in petition for rain and agricultural fertility. 

Pohl’s (1983) analysis and synthesis of faunal material from Maya caves 

further illuminated their ritual significance.  The mere presence of faunal remains 

in cave contexts was often used as an indicator of domestic activities (Lee and 

Clark 1988:23; Lee and Hayden 1988:66).   Pohl developed a model for 

identifying ritual faunal assemblages, assemblages that include the preferential 

use of particular species, such as dog and deer, and select animal parts, such as 

left-sided animal bones.  Certain animals symbolized elements of Maya 

cosmology, and as such, they played integral roles in agricultural and lineage 

ceremonies (Pohl 1983:55).  

The ceremonial role of caves in the Maya area was considerably 

augmented by James Brady’s (1989) and Andrea Stone’s (1995) research at Naj 
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Tunich.  The large assemblage of artifacts, elite associations with the cave, and 

rare corpus of cave paintings at the site provided a unique data set with which to 

work.  The elite associations of many of the artifacts and cave paintings 

demonstrated that elites were involved in ancient cave ceremonies, a notion that 

was previously not well developed (Brady and Stone 1986:19-20).  One of the 

most influential aspects of Brady’s research was his spatial analysis of Naj 

Tunich.  He recognized the need to describe divisions of space that were specific 

to caves.  The distinction between wet versus dry areas and dark versus light 

areas of the cave corresponded to distinct activity areas.  Such an analysis 

recognized the need to use cave-specific methodologies. 

The increased attention to caves over the past few decades has also 

revealed the significance of burials at cave sites.  As Thompson mentioned, 

burials, both secondary and primary, with a wide range of burial types from 

simple to tomb burials, have been uncovered in caves throughout the Maya area.  

Many of these burials undoubtedly contained individuals who died of “natural” 

causes.  These interments are closely connected to ancestor worship.  Recent 

investigations of human remains in caves (Brady 1989; Gibbs 1998; Reents-

Budet and MacLeod 1997) have demonstrated that human sacrifice was 

practiced in these underground zones.  The sacrifices may have represented 

offerings for agricultural fertility.   For example, Petroglyph Cave, in Central 

Belize, yielded evidence of twenty-two individuals, including 13 infants or small 

children.  Reents-Budet and MacLeod (1997: 96-101) believe that many of these 
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individuals were sacrificial victims whose bodies were cached in or behind cave 

formations or placed in pools of water. 

Archaeological research, aided by iconographic and epigraphic data, has 

indicated that accession and year renewal ceremonies took place in caves.  The 

appearance of crude stela monuments and a number of altars in subterranean 

contexts suggests that accession ceremonies were conducted in these spaces 

(Awe, Griffith and Gibbs 1998; Helmke and Awe 1998:195; McNatt 1996:90).  

This interpretation is supported by epigraphic and iconographic evidence from 

Maya ceremonial centers depicting accession ceremonies and making reference 

to caves and cave contexts (Bassie-Sweet 1991, 1996).  Bassie-Sweet (1991: 

158) proposes that the three Cross Group Tablets at Palenque illustrate the 

accession and lineage events of Chan Bahlum II.  Textual evidence as well as 

the appearance of cave symbolism, such as the Cauac monster that Chan 

Bahlum II stands on, suggests that these rituals took place at cave sites (Bassie-

Sweet 1991:158 Pohl and Pohl 1983:51).  

Pohl and Pohl (1983) have also provided evidence from ethnographic, 

iconographic, and archaeological sources for a year renewal ceremony, known 

today as the cuch ritual, occurring at cave sites.  The modern version of this 

ceremony involves the sacrifice of an animal and the transfer of power from one 

lineage head to another.  Its pre-Columbian version is also considered to have 

had significance as a lineage ceremony (1983:50).  A connection to ancestors 

was essential during accession ceremonies because, during the Classic period, 

the right to rule was founded on kin relations. 
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Some evidence suggests that Period-ending ceremonies, which 

emphasized the renewal and the perpetuation of the cosmos, were conducted in 

caves.  Various “altars” at Caracol are depicted with quatrefoils infixed with 

Period-ending ahau dates.  This symbolism relates to the notion that Period-

ending rituals were conducted within caves (Bassie-Sweet 1991:105). 

Inscriptions painted on the walls of Jolja’ Cave in Chiapas, Mexico, and Naj 

Tunich, in Guatemala, also refer to Period-ending dates (Bassie Sweet et al. 

2000; Stone 1995:88).  One of the Jolja’ Cave paintings gives a location for one 

of the Period-ending events, as a ch’en or cave place (Bassie Sweet et al. 2000; 

Zender et al. 2001).   

The increased attention to caves and the advancement of methodologies 

and research designs specific to caves have prompted an awareness of the 

sacred nature of these subterranean zones.  Such developments would not be 

possible without the support of ethnographic, iconographic, and epigraphic data. 

 

Ethnography 

The ethnographic literature on the modern Maya demonstrates that caves 

play a significant role in the conception of sacred space and the structuring of the 

universe.  Contemporary Maya peoples are spread through Belize, Guatemala, 

southern Mexico, western Honduras and El Salvador.  The Maya consist of 

multiple, mutually unintelligible linguistic groups that belong to the Mayan 

language family (Kaufman 1976:102-103).  Although these linguistic groups may 

differ culturally, caves, among other natural features in the landscape, play a 
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significant role in their mythology and cosmology.  Various Maya peoples, 

including the Tzotzil and Tzeltal-speaking Maya, are also known to name their 

settlements in relation to caves located near their residences (Villa Rojas 

1947:579; Vogt 1976:25). 

In contemporary Maya mythology, caves serve as the abode of ancestors, 

deities, or the souls of the living members of the community (McGee 1990:57; 

Meneses López 1986:71-2; Pérez Chacón 1988:152-3; Spero 1987:140; Vogt 

1969:387; Whittaker and Warkentin 1965:135-138). Yahaval Balamil or “Earth 

Owner” is a central figure within Zinacanteco Maya folk stories; he lives in the 

mountain caves and controls the production of rain, clouds, lightning, and 

thunder.  These elements are believed to emerge from the mouth of caves (Vogt 

1981).  

The Maya from the Chiapas municipio of Chenalho view Anhel, the rain 

god, as one of the principal cave deities.  He ensures the productivity of the 

maize crop as he controls the amount of precipitation produced and watches 

over the fields (Guiteras-Holmes 1994:60).   

Don Juan, a folk mythology figure among the Chol speaking Maya, also 

controls the elements and possesses great riches (Cruz Guzmán et al. 1980; 

Meneses López 1986:69-72; Spero 1987:141).  Cruz Guzmán, Josserand, and 

Hopkins suggest that many of these cave deities represent a “widespread, 

Mesoamerican figure, the lord of all things natural, who owns and controls both 

animals and land and whose permission must be sought before planting, hunting, 

or any other utilization of his resources” (Cruz Guzmán et al. 1980:116).   
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Ancestral spirits, like supernatural characters, live in caves and control the 

rain and land fertility (Nash 1970:45,142). Lak tyaty or “our father” among the 

Chol Maya, totilme?iletik or “ancestors” among the Tzotzils and me?tik tatik or 

“mothers-fathers” among the Tzeltals are ancestral figures who are petitioned for 

rain and known to dwell in caves (Spero 1987:139-140).  A significant aspect of 

the connection of ancestors and caves are origin stories recounting hero figures 

who emerge from cave openings (Brady 1989:53-4).  For example, the Tzotzil 

describe humankind’s creator and maker, Manohel-Tohel, as bringing the first 

human out of his cave and giving him his body and soul (Thompson 1970:202). 

Ethnographers have documented pilgrimages to cave sites where votive 

offerings and petitions for health, rain, and plentiful harvests are made (Andrews 

1970; Josserand and Hopkins 1996, 1997; Meneses López 1986:71; Redfield 

and Villa Rojas 1962; Vogt 1970, 1976, 1981).  These pilgrimages are often part 

of ritual circuits and are conducted in relation to rain-making and year-renewal 

ceremonies (Thompson 1970:173; Vogt 1970:99).  The Tzotzil adorn cave 

entrances with wooden crosses where offerings and prayers are made.  The 

crosses mark boundaries or portals between the realm of the living and that of 

the supernatural (Vogt 1970, 1976, 1981).  The Chol Maya from Joloniel, 

Chiapas, make annual pilgrimages to Jolja’ Cave during the Day of the Cross on 

May 3rd.  Hundreds of people climb to the cave site where offerings of liquor and 

candles are made as petitions to the cave god, Don Juan (Bassie Sweet et al. 

2000; Meneses López 1986:69-72; Zender et al. 2001). 
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Iconography and Epigraphy 

The iconography and inscriptions of Classic period Maya art provide 

evidence of the sacred nature of caves.  Caves appear as loci for rituals, as the 

abodes of ancestors and deities, and as portals to the Underworld.  Cave 

openings are identified iconographically in the form of a quatrefoil, skeletal jaws, 

the cenote or T591 glyph, Cauac symbolism, and the “impinged bone” glyph 

(Coe 1978; Benson 1985; Bassie-Sweet 1991, 1996) (Figure 1.2).   Cauac 

symbolism is present in the T528 glyph, the Cauac day sign (Bassie-Sweet 

1991:102, 1996:89).  This glyph contains representations of cave formations and 

water that appear in depictions of the Cauac monster, mountains, and caves 

(Stone 1995:27; Thompson 1950:87).   

Ancestors and deities are depicted emerging from, or dwelling within, cave 

symbols.  The ancestors of Pacal II, carved on the sides of his stone 

sarcophagus from the Temple of the Inscriptions at Palenque, are seen emerging 

from quatrefoil openings positioned within a strip of caban motifs indicating the 

earth (Figure 1.3). Stela 40 from Piedras Negras also portrays an ancestor within 

a quatrefoil motif.  In this case, Ruler 4 is shown scattering incense onto the tomb 

of a female ancestor (Figure 1.4).  The vault of the tomb is depicted as a 

quatrefoil motif, thereby tying together notions of death, ancestor veneration, and 

caves (Martin and Grube 2000:149).  God N, a wind and thunder deity 

associated with the Underworld, death, and renewal ceremonies, is found within 

the open quatrefoil mouth of a Cauac monster on Tikal Altar 4.  He appears to be 

conducting a ritual, as he is seen holding up a dish filled with a torch or cigar and  
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Figure 1.2 Cave symbolism 

 
 

Figure 1.3 Ancestors of Pacal II emerging from quatrefoil openings 
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Figure 1.4 Stela 40, Piedras Negras 
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bloodletting instruments (Figure 1.5) (Stone 1995:27).  Chac, a rain and 

lightning deity, sits inside a representation of the T591 “cenote” glyph in images 

from the Dresden and Madrid Codices (Bassie-Sweet 1991:91).  He is also seen 

sitting within a cave in the Lords of the Underworld Vase no. 11(Coe 1978).   In 

this case, the cave is depicted as the open mouth of the Cauac monster (Figure 

1.6) (Stone 1995:35).  

Caves symbolized entrances to the Underworld and thus represented 

significant locations within Maya cosmology.  In Maya cosmology, the sun deity is 

transformed into the Lord of the Night at nightfall when he descends west into the 

Underworld.  He then travels to the east where he returns as the rising sun 

(Thompson 1960:49).  The cave symbolized a transition zone between life and 

death, light and dark, day and night.  After death, the human soul traveled on its 

journey to the Underworld to be reborn, like the setting and rising of the sun 

(Reents 1980:10; Reents-Budet and MacLeod 1997:1). 

Caves, as boundaries between the living and the dead, day and night, and 

the Earth and Underworld, may have provided an ideal backdrop for the liminal 

state that involved communication with ancestors or the supernatural and a 

transition between death and renewal.  The liminal state is often characterized as 

part of a ‘rite of passage’ that involves three principal phases: an individual 

undergoes separation from society, a state of margin or limen, and ultimately 

reaggregation into society (van Gennep 1965).  Turner (1967, 1969, 1979) 

describes the liminal or transitory phase as betwixt and between (1967:93-111),  
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Figure 1.5 Altar 4, Tikal 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1.6 Chac in the mouth of a Cauac monster 
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a transition between two fixed or stable states, likened to death (1969:94-5), 

ambiguous, and liberated from social structure (1979:149).   

In sum, the combination of ethnographic, iconographic, epigraphic, and 

archaeological cave research illuminates the significance of caves as sacred 

places.  Maurice Godelier (1999:171) defines the sacred as “a certain type of 

relationship that humans entertain with the origins of things.”  The sanctity of 

caves is evident in their connection with fertility and ancestors, two themes 

related to human origins.   

Ideology as a Source of Power 

An introduction to concepts of power provides a basis for the discussion of 

why caves or cave rituals may have invoked or influenced power relations in 

ancient Maya society.  A review of different definitions of power is presented as a 

framework for the examination of how control of ideology, represented through 

symbolism, can produce social power.  These definitions focus on the source of 

power and how the possession of power affects one’s surroundings. 

Michel Foucault (1977, 1978, 1980), for instance, links the source of 

power to knowledge, the ability to define “truth.”  Power is structurally coupled 

with knowledge, which simultaneously produces and is produced by power 

(Foucault 1977:27).  Power is omnipresent in all situations of human interaction: 

embodying, reinventing and originating from everywhere (Foucault 1978:92-96).  

Although there are hierarchical relationships within power structures, each 
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individual within the structure produces and possesses power in his or her own 

right (Foucault 1980:159). 

Eric Wolf (1990) provides four definitions of power that reveal the source 

of power and the act of power.  The first definition describes power as an 

attribute of a person as potency or capability.  Thus, power may derive from a 

person’s qualities: gender, age, family affiliation or skill.  Wolf’s second through 

fourth definitions of power describe how power is enacted.  The second definition 

is power as the ability to impose one’s will upon another individual.  Wolf’s third 

form of power is tactical or organizational power, in which there is control over 

the settings of human interaction.  Finally, power is the ability to control the 

direction of energy flow, in which political and economic advantage are gained 

through the allocation and command over social labor (Wolf 1990:586-587).  

Wolf’s third and fourth definitions are useful for archaeologists, whose 

interpretations of power relations are often based on behavior patterns rather 

than individual interactions (seen in Wolf’s second definition and Foucault’s 

notion of power). 

Scholarly definitions of power often focus on asymmetrical relationships 

that are apparent when an individual possesses power “over” another individual 

or group (Bell 1992:207; Sweely 1999).  Mann (1986) describes two types of 

asymmetrical power relations: “distributive” power, the accumulation of power by 

one entity that automatically signifies the loss of power over another, and 

“collective power,” the joint power over third parties or over nature (Mann 1986:6; 
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Parsons 1960:199-200).  These two types of power often overlap, as group and 

individual interests can be negotiated simultaneously. 

Some scholars have argued that power does not have to be seen in terms 

of domination.  Trocolli (1999:50) describes American Indian notions of power as 

a supernatural essence or process that all beings possess, to some extent.  The 

Cherokee, for instance, view power as “primordial, an attribute of their existence 

as a people granted to them at the time of creation” (Wahrhaftig and Lukens-

Wahrhaftig 1977:225).  Primordial understandings of power, however, are difficult 

to examine when the primary data are material remains.   

My approach to power most closely resembles that of Mann, who views 

social power as the ability to influence and shape the nature of human relations 

and social structures (Mann 1985:5).  Social power is acquired through control of 

ideological, economic, military, and political aspects of society.  These resources 

are often intricately interrelated and frequently merge possible sources of power.  

Nonetheless, I believe that it is possible to examine ideology as a source of 

social power archaeologically by looking at the control over material objects, or 

symbols, that may represent significant aspects of ideology.  

Ideology is identified as a system of religion, values, beliefs, knowledge or 

symbols through which human experience finds its interpretation (White 

1949:364-5).  Individuals within a community perceive and understand a shared 

ideology through symbolism.  Symbols not only express the social structure of a 

society, they serve to shape, mold, and reinvent it.  As Turner maintains 

(1967:20), 
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I found that I could not analyze ritual symbols without studying them 
in a time series in relation to other “events,” for symbols are 
essentially involved in social process.  I came to see performances of 
ritual as distinct phases in the social processes whereby groups 
became adjusted to internal changes and adapted to their external 
environment.  From this standpoint the ritual symbol becomes a 
factor in social action, a positive force in an activity field. The symbol 
becomes associated with human interests, purposes, ends, and 
means, whether these are explicitly formulated or have to be inferred 
from the observed behavior.  The structure and properties of a 
symbol become those of a dynamic entity, at least within its 
appropriate context of action. 

 

Manifestations of symbolism are seen in various forms, including but not 

limited to, rituals and ceremonies, icons or other symbolic objects, and cultural 

landscapes.   Because these ”materialized” forms can be used, owned, 

transferred, and controlled, they have the potential to be manipulated as sources 

of political and social power (Earle 1997:153).  Although ideas and meanings are 

difficult to control, their symbolic material correlates are more easily regulated.  

As De Marrais, Castillo, and Earle state (DeMarrais et al. 1996:15), “ideology 

becomes an important source of social power when it can be given material form 

and controlled by a dominant group.”  

One of the ways in which Maya elite obtained and validated their social 

and political power was through the control of prestige goods.  These goods, 

including worked jade, marine shell, quetzal feathers, eccentric lithics, and 

certain fine paste ceramic types, were “badges of status and not necessarily 

wealth generators in any directly convertible sense” (McAnany 1993:70-1).  The 

material value of prestige goods is thought to have played a secondary role to 

their ideological value.  Symbolically, they enforced notions of divine rulership, 
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power, and political authority.  Interestingly, there is scanty evidence for state 

controlled exchange systems in foodstuffs or utilitarian items, suggesting status-

reinforcing exotic goods as the primary concern of elite economic networking 

(Demarest 1992:142-3; McAnany 1989:364).  

Ideological power was also manipulated through art and written texts.  

Stelae, architecture, altars, lintels, codices, and other mediums of artistic and 

literate expression enabled Classic Maya leaders to demonstrate their divine 

status through ancestral ties to the supernatural and participation in shamanistic 

rituals (Freidel 1992; McAnany 1993:70; Schele and Freidel 1990; Schele and 

Miller 1986:301).  Hieroglyphic texts document ruling Maya dynasties whose 

founding rulers were gods.  The dynastic line at the site of Naranjo commenced 

with the god labeled, “Square-nosed Beastie,” who ruled in a distant mythological 

time of either 22,000 or 896,000 (depending upon the epigrapher) years in the 

past (Martin and Grube 2000:70).  Palenque’s dynasty is also tied to founding 

supernatural characters, such as Lady Beastie (the mother of the god, GI Junior), 

born in 3121 B.C. (Schele and Freidel 1990:246).  In order to identify themselves 

with the supernatural, rulers included representations of gods, such as GII or 

K’awiil, the Sun God or K’inich, and God D or Itzamnaaj, in their royal titles, ritual 

paraphernalia, clothing and adornment.  These expressions of social power could 

best be comprehended by a select group of literate elite individuals.  The 

demonstration of divine status among such a group, however, was vital as these 

same individuals represented the fiercest competition to rulers.   
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The power of Maya rulers was also tied to their cosmological role as 

mediators between the gods and mortal beings (Freidel 1992:117; Schele and 

Miller 1986:301):  “The king ensured that the heavens would rotate in perpetuity 

through the rituals of sacrifice and bloodletting.  The gifts of blood served both to 

nourish and sustain the gods and to communicate with them.”  As an agriculture-

based society, fertility of the earth and the proper amount of rain were principal 

concerns of the Maya, especially for the commoner.  

Caves and the Legitimization of Power 

While cave research in the past few decades has shifted in focus from 

caves as habitation sites to the ritual role and significance of caves, little 

archaeological attention has been paid to how caves and cave rituals are 

integrated into other aspects of Maya society.   One of the primary concerns of 

this thesis is to look at ways in which sacred landscapes stimulate or mold social 

and political processes.  Some of the few cave investigations that have touched 

on these issues focus on caves as a means by which social and political power 

was legitimized.  This theme ties into the notion of ideology as a source of power 

and has been developed primarily by Doris Heyden (1975, 1981, 2000), with her 

research on the cave under the Pyramid of the Sun from Teotihuacan, and 

James Brady and colleagues with the Petexbatun Regional Cave Survey (Brady 

1997a; Brady and Ashmore 1999; Brady, Scott, Cobb, Rodas, Fogarty, and 

Urquizú Sánchez 1997) and research on human-made caves (Brady and Veni 

1992). 
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Doris Hayden (1975, 1981, 2000) interprets the cave under the Pyramid of 

the Sun as an axis mundi or Center of the World, as a place of origin, and as a 

site of the emergence of ancestors, hero characters, and deities. These 

ideological associations empowered Teotihuacan as a significant religious 

center, and attracted people from great distances.  In turn, pilgrimages to the 

cave are thought to have been responsible for much of the city’s economic and 

political growth (Heyden 1975, 1981, 2000; Millon 1967:38).   

Recent investigations of the cave underneath the Pyramid of the Sun and 

other tunnels at Teotihuacan have demonstrated that these underground holes 

are not natural caves but are underground cavities formed when people 

extracted earth for architectural construction materials during the Epiclassic 

period (Manzanilla et al. 1994, Manzanilla 2000:100).  Despite this new 

discovery, the ritual use of these features, as well as their mythological and 

cosmological associations, indicate that they “functioned” as natural caves 

(Heyden 2000; Manzanilla 2000).  

One of the few well-documented discoveries of caves in relation to 

architectural features was conducted by the Petexbatun Regional Cave Survey, a 

subproject of Vanderbilt University’s Petexbatun Regional Archaeological Project.  

Like Heyden’s interpretations, these caves are thought to have played a 

significant role in site planning as well as the legitimization of kingly authority 

(Brady 1997a; Brady and Ashmore 1999; Brady, Scott, Cobb, Rodas, Fogarty, 

and Urquizú Sánchez 1997). Sacred geography, including caves and water-
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associated locales, situates a civic ceremonial site at the “center” of its universe, 

thereby empowering the political and social structure within it (Brady 1997a:614).  

Examples of these settlement and cave site combinations are found within 

and nearby the site of Dos Pilas, Guatemala (Brady, Scott, Cobb, Rodas, 

Fogarty, and Urquizú Sánchez 1997:354).  The largest complex within the Dos 

Pilas site core, El Duende, is built on a natural hill and is located directly above a 

cave, Cueva de Río El Duende (Figure 1.7). The Bat Palace complex, the third 

largest architectural complex at Dos Pilas was also constructed directly above a 

cave, Cueva de los Murciélagos.  Secondary architectural complexes were found 

in association with large, underground caverns, and small complexes were found 

in relation to “small chambers in the bedrock” (Brady, Scott, Cobb, Rodas, 

Fogarty, and Urquizú Sánchez 1997:354).  Architectural complexes associated 

with caves were also found at Las Pacayas, a site twelve and a half kilometers 

east of Dos Pilas (Figure 1.8).  Many of these caves contained large quantities of 

artifacts, including ceramics, obsidian, hematite mirrors, jade, fine groundstone 

axes, shell, modified speleothems, large chert blades, worked bone, and faunal 

and human remains (Brady 1997a; Brady, Scott, Cobb, Rodas, Fogarty, and 

Urquizú Sánchez 1997; Brady and Rodas 1995). 

Brady and Veni’s (1992) documentation of human-made caves near Maya 

centers provides supporting evidence for the use of caves in validating Maya 

centers as sacred.  Brady and Veni have found at least eight human-made caves 

at the settlement centers of Mixco Viejo (Postclassic period cave construction of 

three caves), Esquipulas (two caves, no evidence for construction date),
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Figure 1.7 Plan of El Duende Pyramid in relation to caves 
 
 

Figure 1.8 Plan of Las Pacayas architecture in relation to caves 
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La Lagunita (Protoclassic-Early Classic period construction of one cave), and 

Utatlan (two caves, construction date unknown) from the Guatemala Highlands.  

Many of these “caves” demonstrate pre-Columbian usage, and all but one 

continue to be used for ritual purposes today (Brady and Veni 1992:149). These 

sites are located in a region where caves do not form naturally.  Thus, their 

construction close to or under Maya civic and ceremonial centers suggests that 

the role of caves was of such primary importance to the social and political on-

goings of a center that they had to be constructed when not locally available. 

Caves have also been documented in close proximity to or directly below 

structures from the sites of Chichen Itza, Mexico (Thompson 1938), El Cayo, 

Mexico (Lee and Hayden 1988), La Pasadita, Mexico (Golden 1998), Ix Chel, 

Belize (Reeder 1993; Reeder et al. 1995), Las Cuevas, Belize (Digby 1958), 

Cahal Uitz Na, Belize (Awe 1999; Awe and Helmke 1998; Halperin et al. 2001; 

Song and Zubrzycki 2001), Pusilha, Belize (Joyce 1928, 1929), and Ma’ax Na, 

Belize (Shaw et al.1999).  Integration of caves and settlements was probably 

inevitable in many cases, as much of the Maya region is underlain by cave-

riddled, karst terrain.  The degree and nature of cultural interaction between 

these environments are only just beginning to be addressed by Maya scholars, 

as cave investigations become more systematic and settlement surveys begin to 

incorporate cave topography into architectural layouts. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE CULTURAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING OF ACTUN NAK BEH 

Environmental Setting of the Belize Valley 

 The Belize Valley is composed of an alluvial valley and a limestone 

platform or upland zone (Fedick 1989:217-8; Ford and Fedick 1992:36) (Figure 

2.1).  It is bounded to the north by early Cenozoic limestone and marls and to the 

south by the Maya Mountains, composed primarily of Paleozoic schists, 

quartzites, sandstones, shales, and granitic intrusions (Willey et al. 1965:21; 

Wright et al.1959:22-7).  A northeast striking fault traces the contact between the 

metamorphic upland rocks and the carbonate lowlands.  The heavily karsted 

limestone nearest the fault is dotted with numerous caves and rockshelters 

(Miller 1996:100). 

A major feature in the Belize Valley is the Belize River and its tributaries, 

which produce seasonal flooding and contribute to the alluvial nature of the valley 

bottom (Figure 2.2).  These alluvial bottoms and adjacent, well-drained upland 

areas were prime areas of agricultural activity during the Classic period (Fedick 

1989:245). 
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In additional to its agricultural potential, the Belize Valley possessed a 

diverse range of flora and fauna.  Vegetation within the valley consisted primarily 

of deciduous broadleaf forests that are typical of dry tropical environments  

 

 

Figure 2.1 Upper Belize Valley in relation to Maya area 
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Figure 2.2 Settlement and cave sites in the Upper Belize Valley 
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(Wright et al. 1959:28-32).  The valley supports cohune, mahogany, Spanish 

cedar, copal, avocado, sapodilla, ramon, strangler fig, ironwood, fiddlewood, 

cherry, and ceiba trees (Wright et al. 1959:288-293).  Seventeenth century 

ethnohistoric documentation of the region records the cultivation of annatto, 

vanilla, maize, beans, chile, and a reddish variety of cacao (Thompson 

1988:14,46).  The river environment provides a host of fauna such as fish, 

shellfish, turtles, waterfowl, and crocodiles.  Terrestrial fauna include armadillo, 

several types of cats, deer, paca (gibnut), howler monkey, peccary, and tapir 

(Willey et al. 1965:23). 

The Roaring Creek Valley, a sub-region of the Belize Valley, is 

characterized by a north-south strip of fertile alluvial land that is flanked on either 

side by uplands (Figure 2.3).  These uplands constrict the alluvial zone more 

forcefully to the south, forming the contact point with the Maya Mountains. Cahal 

Uitz Na is located at the southern end of the Roaring Creek Valley, a transition 

zone between the alluvial bottom to the north and mountainous, pine forests to 

the south. 

Cultural Setting of the Belize Valley 

The Belize River system has been a locus of settlement since the Early 

Preclassic period (Healy and Awe 1995).  Not only does it provide a source of 

water, transportation, and proximity to rich agricultural land, the Belize River and 

its major tributaries, the Mopan and the Macal Rivers, are passages from the  
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Figure 2.3 Upper Roaring Creek Valley 
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Caribbean coast to the Department of Peten, Guatemala.  Not surprisingly, a 

large number of major and minor Classic period centers are located along this 

river system (Figure 2.1). 

In comparison to the Peten, the Belize Valley is characterized by less 

complex architecture, lower labor investments in residential and ceremonial 

structures, and lower quantities of prestige items, indicating a lower level of 

social and political complexity (Ball 1993; Ford and Fedick 1992:39-40; Willey et 

al. 1965:16).  These valley centers, in particular Buenavista del Cayo and 

Xunantunich, appear to have played a role subordinate to the closest nearby 

primary centers, such as Tikal, Naranjo, and Caracol (Ashmore and Leventhal 

1993 as cited in LeCount 1999:243; Ball and Taschek 1991; Ball 1993; Reents-

Budet 1994:300-309) (Figure 1.1).  In turn, surges in monumental complexity and 

political growth within the Belize Valley sites are considered to reflect periods of 

stress and political instability at the large centers in the Peten.  During these 

times, Belize Valley rulers may have kept the tribute normally paid to Peten 

rulers.  There does not appear to have been a clear centralized political power in 

the Belize Valley.  Major centers in the valley most likely possessed relative 

political autonomy from one another (Ball and Taschek 1991:162). 

The Roaring Creek Valley was well populated in ancient times, as 

evidenced by numerous plazuela groups, a series of structures formed around an 

open plaza area, and isolated housemounds scattered throughout the area (Awe, 

Helmke and Griffith 1998:234).  Written records of a 1641 visit by two Franciscan 

friars, Bartolomé de Fuensalida and Juan Estrada, suggest that habitation in the 
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Roaring Creek Valley continued into the Contact period.  They visited a 

settlement called Hubelna that, like the settlement of Tipu, had fiercely resisted 

Spanish rule during this time period.  Hubelna was located approximately three 

leagues (10 miles) above the confluence of what is thought to be the Roaring 

Creek River and the Belize River (Thompson 1988:17).  This description 

indicates that Hubelna was situated close to the site of Cahal Uitz Na, 

approximately 14 miles from the confluence of the two rivers. 

Cahal Uitz Na, a medium-sized site, was the primary administrative center 

for the Upper Roaring Creek Valley during the Classic period. Due to the site size 

and the abundance of stone monuments, the center is also considered to be a 

“major center” within the Belize Valley (Awe and Helmke 1998:213).  It is 

comparable in size to Pacbitun, Cahal Pech, Blackman Eddy, and Group I of 

Baking Pot.  According to Marcus’ (1993) political model, Cahal Uitz Na would be 

considered a secondary or “provincial” center.  

The political affiliation of Cahal Uitz Na with other centers is unknown and 

could only be established by inscriptions or intensive excavations at the site. The 

closest known major centers to the site are Blackman Eddy, just 11.46 km to the 

northwest, and Camelote, about 11.67 km to the north (Conlon and Ehert 1999) 

(Figure 2.2).  These sites and others located along the Belize River were easily 

accessible by river transportation and were likely coparticipants in intensive 

interaction spheres.  Other sites running east to west along the Maya Mountain 

foothills were more dispersed and difficult to access from Cahal Uitz Na, due to 

upland terrain and a paucity of east-west running rivers.  The closest primary 
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centers to the site were Naranjo (approximately 40 km away) and Caracol 

(approximately 50 km away).  In relation to other centers in the Belize Valley, 

however, Cahal Uitz Na was physically more isolated from these larger sites. 

History of Archaeological Investigations  

Intensive archaeological investigations of the Roaring Creek Valley have 

only recently commenced with a series of cave and settlement studies by the 

Western Belize Regional Cave Project (WBRCP), which seeks to illuminate 

regional patterns of ancient Maya cave use and settlement (Awe 1998).  Prior to 

the WBRCP investigations, the Belize Department of Archaeology had conducted 

a visit to Actun Yaxteel Ahau (first named Pancho Carranza Cave) in 1977, a 

salvage excavation at a plazuela group at Ponces in 1982, and investigations of 

looting at an unnamed site in 1994 (Awe, Helmke and Griffith 1998:212). These 

cursory reports were complemented by a series of geological and speological 

expeditions to Actun Tunichil Muknal and Actun Yaxteel Ahau by Thomas Miller 

(Miller 1989; 1990) and researchers from Queen Mary College in London, 

England (Coons 1986a,b; Roberts 1990; Marachov and Williams 1991 as cited in 

Awe, Helmke and Griffith 1998:212).  This research included mapping of the two 

caves and brief reports of the cultural materials found therein.  

The WBRCP first commenced archaeological research in the Roaring 

Creek Valley in 1996 and has since conducted reconnaissance, survey, and 

excavation of several cave and settlement sites (Awe 1998, Awe, Helmke, and 

Griffith 1998).  Actun Nak Beh and its adjacent center, Cahal Uitz Na, were 
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discovered and reported to the Belize Department of Archaeology in 1996 by the 

WBRCP (Awe and Helmke 1998). The project documented visible monuments 

and structures from Cahal Uitz Na’s site core in 1997 (Awe and Helmke 1998).  

The center was surveyed (Conlon and Ehert 1999), and test excavations were 

initiated at the site’s ballcourt and in two of the plazas in 1998 (Ehert and Conlon 

1999; Ferguson 1999a).  Actun Nak Beh was reconnoitered in 1996 and 1997, 

and a sketch map of the cave was produced in 1998 (Mirro et al. 1999).  A series 

of test pit excavations in and near Actun Nak Beh and on the Cahal Uitz Na 

causeway, as well as a survey of the cave, was conducted in 2000 (Halperin et 

al. 2001). 

Actun Nak Beh 

Actun Nak Beh, a small, dry cave, is situated 150 meters east of the 

Roaring Creek River on a floodplain at the base of foothills of the Maya 

Mountains (Figure 2.3).  It is in close proximity to other caves of archaeological 

significance, including Actun Tunichil Muknal, which is approximately 700 meters 

northwest, Actun Yaxteel Ahau, which is just over 1.5 kilometers to the northeast, 

and Actun Uayazba Kab, which is 450 meters due west of Actun Nak Beh.  

Actun Nak Beh is considered a “dry” cave because it does not contain a 

large quantity of flowing or standing water.  It does, however, contain flowstone 

formations, demonstrating minute calcitic water seepage within the interior of the 

cavern as well as condensation on the cave walls.    
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The morphology of the cave can be divided into two main areas, the cave 

exterior and its interior (Figure 2.4). The exterior of Actun Nak Beh is composed 

of two entrances, Entrance 1 and Entrance 2.  Entrance 1, the main entrance, is 

at the base of a cliff face, and is characterized by a 5-7 meter high overhang, 

which extends out from the cave wall approximately 5 meters (Figure 2.5).  A 

breakdown slope of large (1-2 meter) limestone boulders, rocks, and pebbles 

extends 40 degrees upward at the northern most point of the entrance.  The 

overhang and breakdown areas of the cave resemble the morphology of a 

rockshelter.  At the base of this large rockshelter-like opening in the cliff face is a 

flat, alluvial floodplain.  The entrance to the interior of the cave is situated within 

this rockshelter-like area of the cave, just east of the breakdown.  It is a small,  

1 X 2 meter opening about 1.5 meters off the ground surface. 

The second entrance, Entrance 2, is approximately 20 meters south of 

Entrance 1 and around a small eastward curve in the limestone cliff face.  It is 

approximately 1 meter in diameter, and is partially blocked by a large limestone 

rock that is perched halfway within the ground (Figure 2.6).   

The interior of the cave is shaped like a “U”, with a “loop” of passages 

connecting the two entrances.  A series of five small chambers (CH1 - CH5), no 

larger than 5 meters in diameter, are dispersed throughout the “looped” passage.  

The height of the passage varies through the cave, with constriction sometimes 

less than a meter and openings that extend up to 8 meters high. The width of the 

passage is fairly narrow and measures approximately 1 meter. 
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Figure 2.4 Plan of Actun Nak Beh 
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Figure 2.5 Entrance 1, Actun Nak Beh 
 
 
 

Figure 2.6 Entrance 2, Actun Nak Beh 
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Evidence of cultural activity on the surface of the cave interior was concentrated 

in two general areas: in and near Chamber 1 (near Entrance 1) and in Chamber 

5 (near Entrance 2).  These two areas yielded a few broken ceramic sherds (CH1 

and CH5), half of a mano fragment (just outside CH5), and a chert adze (CH1).  

In addition to these artifacts, a large number of manuports, small to large-sized 

river cobbles, were found just before Chamber 1, in Chamber 1 along the 

southern cave wall, in Chamber 2, and just outside Chamber 5.  These stones do 

not form naturally within caves and are too heavy (some as much as 15 pounds 

each) to have been imported into the cave by natural processes.  No signs of 

architectural modification were present within the cave interior.  

Cahal Uitz Na 

Cahal Uitz Na is a site located northwest of Actun Nak Beh.  It is 

connected to the cave site by a 240 meter causeway that runs along an azimuth 

of 217 degrees (Figure 2.7) (Awe and Helmke 1998:205; Colon and Erhet 1999).   

The immediate site core is composed of thirty mounds, of which eleven 

are pyramidal and nineteen are range type mounds, and six plazas, Plazas A-F.  

The site was recently looted and is now marked by large trenches within at least 

nine of the main structures. Ten large stone monuments have been uncovered.  

At least four of these monuments are stelae monuments and are located in Plaza 

A, the most publicly accessible of the six plazas (Awe and Helmke 1998; Conlon 

and Ehert 1999).  Two of the stelae were made from slate and the other two were 

carved from dense, fine-grained limestone (Awe and Helmke 1998:206). The 
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remaining six monuments include a possible slate stela in between Structure 5 

and 8 and five slate monuments, similar in size to the stelae, found on the 

platform mound in front of Structure 8 (Awe and Helmke 1998:210-213).  

Conlon and Ehert (1999) have noted a dichotomy of public and private 

areas of the site. Plazas C and D were private sectors of the site, and were 

enclosed by pyramidal and range type structures.  Plazas A, B, E, and F were 

easily accessible from outside the site core and are thought to have been public 

in nature.  Plazas E and F, although easily accessible, were very small and are 

located on the periphery of the site.  Plaza B hosts the site’s only ballcourt, and 

Plaza A contains the majority of the stone monuments and two of the largest 

pyramidal structures at the site.  At the southwestern corner of Plaza A is the 

beginning of the causeway leading to Actun Nak Beh.   

Surface collections (1997, 1998) and test pit excavations (1998) were 

conducted in Plaza A, Plaza B, Plaza C, and in the ballcourt alley in order to 

establish a chronology of the site and to compare artifact assemblages from the 

center of the site with those from neighboring caves.  Ceramic analysis indicates 

that the site was occupied from the Middle Preclassic to the Late Classic period.  

The principal construction phases of the plaza platforms and the ballcourt were 

during the Classic period.  The platform floor of Plaza B contained three 

construction phases, one dating to the Early Classic period and the two above to 

the Late Classic period (Ehert and Conlon 1999).  The ballcourt appears to have 

been erected in the Early Classic period and refurbished in the Late Classic 
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period.  An earlier structure was detected below the ballcourt alley, possibly 

dating to the Late Preclassic period (Ferguson 1999a). 
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Figure 2.7 Plan of Cahal Uitz Na in relation to Actun Nak Beh 
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CHAPTER 3 

EXCAVATIONS AT ACTUN NAK BEH 

 

Excavations at Actun Nak Beh by the Western Belize Regional Cave 

Project were conducted between June 5, 2000, and August 3, 2000.  Research 

was supervised and carried out by Christina Halperin, Daniel Hodgman, and 

Sherry Gibbs, aided by field school students, other project staff members, and 

Maya workmen.  The principal objectives of the excavations at Actun Nak Beh 

were to detect the function, nature, and temporal span of cave and causeway 

usage.  This chapter represents a modified version of the excavation data 

detailed in a progress report by Halperin et al. (2001) and provides contextual 

information for artifact analysis and site interpretation. 

Methodology 

Test pit excavation units were placed in a non-random fashion within three 

areas of Actun Nak Beh: outside the cave at the main entrance, Entrance 1, 

inside the cave within the dark zone, and at three locations on the adjacent 

sacbe or causeway (although the causeway may be considered an entity of its 

own).  This tri-partite division of space served to organize the documentation of 

the cave, as well as a comparison of dark and light zones of the cave site.  
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Survey data were established for each unit and tied into the site map using tape 

and transit compass procedures for the cave units and theodolite survey for 

causeway units.  Units were excavated at natural levels when possible and at 

arbitrary 20 cm levels when no natural stratigraphy was present.   All levels were 

screened with a 1/4 inch metal screen, except the first level, the humus, in units 

outside of the cave.  One-liter, composite soil samples were taken in each level 

of the cave units for flotation (see Pearsall 2000).  

Cave Exterior 

Four units, Units 1, 2, 3, and 9, were situated at Entrance 1 of the cave 

site (Figure 2.4).  Unit 1 sits close to the northwestern cave wall at the foot of the 

breakdown slope.  Unit 2 was placed adjacent to the southern cave wall at the 

opposite end of the main entrance from Unit 1.  Although both units were 

underneath the cave ceiling’s overhang, drips of water flowing along the wall and 

ceiling would enter into these areas during heavy rains.  Unit 3 is situated 

underneath a small crawl space just north of Unit 2, and Unit 9 is located 

between Unit 1 and Unit 2 outside of the cave ceiling’s overhang.   

 

Unit 1 

 Unit 1 was a 2 X 1 meter unit that was opened in order to explore the 

types of activities that were conducted at the cave’s main entrance.  Human 

remains were encountered mid-excavation, and the unit was extended to the 
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south with a 2 X 0.80 meter extension.  Discussion of the unit combines both the 

original unit and its extension as one entity unless specified. 

 Unit 1 excavations were conducted primarily using arbitrary 20 cm levels 

due to a relatively uniform matrix throughout most of the unit: an alluvial, brown-

orange silt-clay.  Tin foil found in Levels 3 and 4 suggests either a modern 

association of the first four levels or an intrusion of some of the material remains 

from above such as burrowing animals.  Small, unidentifiable sherds were 

encountered in Levels 1 (n=2) and 2 (n=9), and no ceramics were found in 

Levels 3 and 4.  Four quartz crystal fragments were found in Level 2, and faunal 

remains, including freshwater shells (Pachychilus indiorum), were encountered in 

Levels 1-4.  Some burning activity occurred in Levels 2-4 with a concentration 

among rocks in the SE corner of the original unit in Level 4.  

 Level 5, the first level devoid of modern materials, possessed a higher 

number of unidentifiable ceramic sherds (n=26), lithics, a higher number of 

freshwater shells (Pachychilus indiorum) (n=138), and faunal remains.   Evidence 

of a floor, Floor 1, was encountered beginning at 125 cm Depth Below Datum 

(DBD) 6 (approx. 40 cm below the surface of the ground).  Unlike floors 

discovered at the cave entrances of Actun Uayazba Kab (Griffith 1998), Las 

Cuevas (Digby 1958), Eduardo Quiroz Cave (Pendergast 1971), and Uayak Na 

Rockshelter (Awe, Helmke and Griffith 1998), a plaster surface was not identified 

(Helmke and Halperin 2001).  Exposure to rain and flooding from the river may 

have altered the floor’s condition in this area of the cave over time.  The remains 

of the floor consisted of a 10 cm thick layer of ballast of small limestone rocks (3-
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10 cm), river cobbles and pebbles.  Just below the ballast was a layer of ash.  

Ceramics associated with Floor 1 date to the late facet Spanish Lookout phase of 

the Late Classic period (ca. A.D. 800-900) (Appendix I; Gifford 1976:226; 

LeCount 1996:372). 

 The most prominent feature in Level 6 was a concentration of rocks 

situated in the southeastern area of the unit.  It later became apparent that they 

were the capstones to Burial 2.  Interspersed with the limestone, slate, and river 

cobble capstones were an obsidian blade fragment, freshwater shells 

(Pachychilus indiorum), and late facet Spanish Lookout and New Town phase 

(ca. A.D. 800-1000) ceramics (Gifford 1976:54; LeCount 1996:372).  Some of the 

sherds belonged to the same vessel, a Belize Molded-carved vase (Helmke and 

Halperin 2001). Other artifacts from this level included a broken mano fragment 

and a large piece of quartz crystal.  At the bottom of Level 6 at 150 cm DBD, 

another floor, Floor 2, was encountered.  Like Floor 1, it consisted of a ballast 

layer of limestone rocks, a few slate fragments, and charcoal.  The floor fill 

extended into both Levels 7 and 8.  Ceramics found in these levels range from 

the early to later phases of the Late Classic period, indicating a late facet 

Spanish Lookout phase construction date for Floor 2.  Capstones from Burial 2 

and additional Belize Molded-carved sherds extended through Level 7 in the 

southeastern portion of the unit.  These materials were most likely deposited as 

an intrusive feature after the construction of Floor 2. 

Burial 2 was uncovered below the capstones in Level 8 at 180 cm DBD 

(Figure 3.1).  It contained the partial remains of one adult individual.  The bones 
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Figure 3.1 Burial 2 
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Figure 3.2 Top portion of Burial 3 
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Figure 3.3 Bottom portion of Burial 3 
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were poorly preserved and included a thoracic vertebra and rib bones.  The 

matrix surrounding the burial was a brown clay, and the northern and central 

portion of the unit contained limestone rocks, river pebbles and charcoal 

inclusions, as in the previous level.  A slate pendent, three obsidian prismatic 

blade fragments, and Late Classic period ceramics were also found among the 

capstones of the interment. 

 Burial 3, which contained the disarticulated remains of two adult 

individuals and one juvenile, was uncovered in Level 9 at 190 cm DBD, below 

Floor 2 (Figure 3.2, 3.3).  Like Burial 2, the bones were poorly preserved and 

were almost impossible to remove.  They were found with two chert flakes, a 

sliver of quartz crystal, and 7 sherds of a Benque Viejo polychrome vase.  

Sherds from an early facet Spanish Lookout phase (LeCount 1996:369-372) bowl 

and vase were found in the northern and central portion of the unit extension.  

Although charcoal and residue from burning were scattered throughout the burial, 

none of the bones appeared to be charred.  Ethnobotanical analysis of the 

charcoal revealed that pine (Pinus sp.) was the predominant species recovered.  

Matrix samples from Burial 2 also contained a fruit pit, possibly from the 

Rosaceae family, and the carbonized pits of nancé (Byrsonima crassifolia), some 

of the only non-wood remains uncovered at the site (Appendix IV). Due to time 

constraints, the unit’s excavation terminated at about 210 cm DBD. 
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Unit 2  

Unit 2 was a 2 X 1 meter unit that was situated below a seasonally active 

flowstone formation.  Investigations in this area were initiated in order to examine 

the context of a concentration of modified freshwater shell, Pachychilus indiorum, 

found in a small pool at the base of the flowstone formation.  Like all other 

exterior units, the matrix throughout Unit 2 was an alluvial, brown-orange silt-

clay.  Excavation levels were conducted primarily at 20 cm arbitrary levels until 

Level 6, when there was a slight change in matrix.  Pieces of plastic and glass 

uncovered within Levels 1 and 2 indicated that the hundreds of jute from these 

contexts could be modern in nature.  The unit was reduced to a 1 X 1 meter unit 

(in the western portion of the unit) at the beginning of Level 4.   

Ceramics were first uncovered at the bottom of Level 3, approximately 58 

cm below the modern ground surface, and ceramic remains continued until Level 

7.  They range in chronology from the Early Classic to Late Classic periods.  Only 

one sherd (Level 5) dates to the Early Classic period, suggesting that deposition 

of artifacts occurred primarily during the Late Classic period. 

The remains of two construction phases of floors, Floor 1 and Floor 2, 

were discovered along with ceramics, charcoal, slate fragments, chert flakes, and 

obsidian blades in Levels 4 and 5 (Figure 3.4).  Floor 1 was uncovered in Level 4 

and was characterized by small plaster pebbles located just above a scatter of 

limestone rocks about 1-7 cm in diameter.  Most of the ceramics found within this  
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Figure 3.4 Unit 2 Profile 
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level dated to the late facet Spanish Lookout phase of the Late Classic period.  

Floor 2, found in Level 5, consisted of small pebbles and plaster chunks (3-15 

cm) above limestone rocks (1-7 cm) and a few pieces of river cobble. Ceramics 

found below the floor range in date from the Early Classic period to the early 

facet Spanish Lookout phase of the Late Classic period.  These floors were most 

likely an extension of Floors 1 and 2 from Unit 1, which is supported by similar 

ceramic chronologies.  If they were, indeed, connected, their construction would 

have spanned over 17 meters from one side of the cave entrance to the other.  

The low frequency and uniformity of plaster in Levels 4 and 5 suggest that the 

floors were either poorly preserved or poorly constructed.   

Evidence of burning activities was also found in Unit 2.  Charcoal was 

scattered throughout Levels 2-5 and was present among the plaster and rock 

remnants from Floors 1 and 2.  Level 5 contained some burned plaster pieces.  

As in the other cave units, pine (Pinus sp.) charcoal was also present.  In fact, 

97% of all matrix samples at the cave site contained pine charcoal (Appendix IV; 

Morehart 2001). 

Level 6 contained a broken obsidian blade, some bits of charcoal, slate 

fragments, and ceramic sherds.  A few small ceramic sherds were encountered 

in Level 7.  Excavations ceased after digging 20 cm below Level 7, which was 

sterile. 
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Unit 3 

Unit 3 was a 0.5 X 0.5 meter test pit placed in a 4 X 5 meter, eastward-

sloping crawl-space that contained an overhang less than a meter high.  This 

area was dimly lit and accessed by crawling below a small 1 X 1 meter opening 

in the cave wall.  The purpose of the test pit was to determine whether this small 

area had been used in antiquity.  Signs of modern day use were indicated by the 

presence of used batteries and gas cans strewn on the surface of the ground.  

Excavation of the alluvial soil was carried out using three 20 cm arbitrary levels.  

These levels contained small (<4 cm) ceramic sherds, faunal remains, and 

charcoal.  Only two diagnostic sherds were found (one Early Classic and one 

Late Classic period).  The low number and variety of artifacts suggest that this 

area was not used extensively in the past.  The few artifacts present were 

probably washed into the small crawl space from the larger overhang area of 

Entrance 1.  Excavations of Unit 3 were terminated after Level 3, approximately 

60 cm below the modern ground surface. 

 

Unit 9 

Unit 9 was a 1 X 2 meter unit located on the alluvial floodplain in between 

the end of the causeway and the drip-line of Entrance 1’s overhang.  The 

principal objective of this excavation was to determine whether the floors 

uncovered in Unit 1 and 2 extended out from underneath the cave overhang, and 

whether a platform was constructed between the causeway and cave entrance.   
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The unit’s alluvial brown-orange, silt-clay was taken down in 20 cm arbitrary 

levels.  The only cultural remains recovered from the unit were small, un-

diagnostic (<3 cm) ceramic sherds from Levels 3-6 (fewer than 13 small sherds 

per level), two chert flakes and slate flakes from Level 4, and a chert flake from 

Level 5.  Most of the ceramic sherds were highly eroded and altered by the moist 

conditions of the soil.  Due to the dearth of artifacts and absence of architecture, 

the unit was reduced to a 1 X 1 meter unit at Level 4 and closed at the end of 

Level 6, at approximately 1.5 meters below the modern ground surface. 

Cave Interior 

We also placed three test units, Units 4, 6, and 7 in the interior, dark zone 

of the cave (Figure 2.4).  Unit 4 was situated within Chamber 1, a small chamber 

that contains flowstone formations that slowly drip water after heavy rains.  Unit 6 

was placed in the passageway just over a meter before Chamber 1.  Unit 7 was 

placed in Chamber 5, a 2 X 1 meter chamber, approximately 15 meters from 

Entrance 2.  In order to access the chamber, one must climb through a small 0.5 

meter diameter hole, and drop down over a meter to the dirt floor of the chamber. 

 

Unit 4 

 Unit 4 started out as a 1 X 1 meter unit, and was extended to a 2 X 1 

meter unit after human remains were encountered.  The unit was placed in the 

southern corner of Chamber 1 in order to explore the context of large (10-25 cm) 

river cobble manuports and possible looter activity represented by loose, orange 
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soil.  The remaining portion of the chamber, in contrast, possessed a compact 

clay floor and was devoid of river cobbles. 

A grey-purple chert adze, four chert flakes, and three slate fragments were 

found interspersed among the river cobbles.  In the loose orange soil of Level 1, 

more chert and slate flakes, Early Classic period basal flange sherds, a scatter of 

human bone, and twenty obsidian blade fragments and points were encountered.   

Many of the ceramics sherds were part of the same vessel, suggesting that they 

were broken inside the cave.  

Level 2 was composed of a thick, 5 cm lens of pine (Pinus sp.) charcoal 

distributed in patches primarily throughout the northern part of the unit.  This level 

contained fourteen obsidian blade fragments and Early Classic period ceramics.  

Some of the sherds were charred on all sides, interior, exterior, and cross 

section.  Human remains were found in the southeastern part of the unit along 

the cave wall.  This area did not contain the charcoal lens and appeared to have 

been disturbed. 

Level 3 was composed of a dense, orange clay matrix. It contained the 

majority of the human remains, which were concentrated in the southern part of 

the unit.  Unlike Levels 1 and 2, these bones appeared to have been deliberately 

placed in the matrix.  The human remains were designated as Burial 1 (Figure 

3.5).  Adjacent to the bones, along the wall, was a 25 X 50 cm hole that may 

have been created by either a rodent or by human action.  Such burrowing could 

have caused displacement of human bones in the first two levels. There was no 

articulation or orientation of the body, even in undisturbed areas of the burial.   
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Figure 3.5 Profile of Unit 4 
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 The orientation suggests that Burial 1 was a secondary burial, or perhaps was 

placed in a “seated” position.  Preliminary analysis of the bone indicates that the 

Minimum Number of Individuals (MNI) is one adult individual. 

Three speleothems were found among the bones.   A small, 2 cm 

diameter jade bead, an animal claw or tooth, a possible bone awl, and a 

fragment of an obsidian blade point were found less than 40 cm north of the 

human bone concentration. Approximately 12 cm below the depth of the artifacts 

were more human remains, while the remaining clay matrix was devoid of any 

artifacts.   The soil underneath the burial was also sterile, and excavations halted 

at about 50 cm below the depth of the surface of the unit.  

 

Unit 6 

 Unit 6 was a 2.0 X 0.5 meter test pit that was placed over a large number 

of limestone and river cobble manuports.  Similar to Unit 4, Unit 6 was opened as 

a means of investigating the context of the rock pile and the artifacts found on the 

surface: two ceramic sherds (Early Classic period) and a human phalange.  Level 

1’s matrix was a dark brown soil intermixed with fine bits of carbon and soft 

limestone inclusions (1-5 mm).  A large concentration of charcoal (136 cm in 

diameter) was located in the center of the unit.  The eastern wall of the unit 

revealed three thin layers (approx. 1 cm each) of ash interspersed with orange 

clay, suggesting multiple episodes of burning activities. Artifacts from Level 1 

included Early Classic period sherds, three obsidian blade fragments, and faunal 

remains of a large claw or tooth and two unidentified teeth (Appendix V).  Unit 4 
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and 6 both contained similar ceramics: Dos Arroyos polychrome dishes that were 

broken into several sherds.  Level 2 began below the ash lens and contained 

compact orange clay, which was similar to Level 3 from Unit 4.  Two ceramic 

sherds were recovered from this level.  No cultural remains were encountered 30 

cm below the depth of these sherds. 

 

Unit 7  
 Unit 7 was a 2.0 X 0.5 meter unit that comprised the majority of the 

surface area of Chamber 5, a small chamber that lies within the first few meters 

of the dark zone near Entrance 2.  Investigations in Chamber 5 were initiated in 

order to explore the context of artifacts scattered on the chamber’s ground 

surface and to understand the function of this small area.  The surface finds 

consisted of ceramic sherds and freshwater shells (Pachychilus indiorum).  The 

unit was excavated using natural levels.  Changes in the matrix most likely 

resulted from differing concentrations of charcoal throughout the soil, as well as 

the possibility of erosion caused by water flow from Chamber 5A, a small (2.2 X 

0.5 m) area southeast of the Chamber 5 that possessed cave formations. 

Pachychilus shells were recovered from all levels of Unit 7, with the 

greatest frequency within Level 3 (Appendix V).  The shells were both complete 

and spire-lopped, in which the end was broken off to remove the organism inside 

by destroying its suction power.  They did not appear to cluster in any particular 

area.  Diagnostic ceramics were dated primarily to the Early Classic period.  

Although all seven levels contained ceramics, only the first four levels contained  
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Figure 3.6 Plan of slate slabs from Unit 7  
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sherds large enough to be identified.  Charcoal was found in all levels of the unit, 

with greatest concentrations on the surface and within Levels 1, 3, 6, and 8.  

Many of the sherds were charred.  Large pieces (30+ cm) of slate extending in 

from the eastern and western unit walls were uncovered in Level 7 (Figure 3.6).  

Their large size and shape indicated that they were imported into the chamber.  

Below the slate slabs were the articulated remains of an opossum (Didelphis 

marsupialis) that extended out of the wall of the unit.  Because air circulation and 

breathing conditions within the chamber were poor, excavations of Unit 7 were 

closed at Level 8, approximately 119 cm below the surface of the earth. 

 

Causeway 

Three units, Unit 5, 8, and 10, were placed on the causeway in order to 

ascertain its date and type of construction. Unit 5 was located in the middle of the 

causeway, just southeast of a large looter pit.  The second unit, Unit 8, was 

placed at the end of the causeway by the entrance of Actun Nak Beh, and the 

third unit, Unit 10, was placed at the beginning of the causeway, just a few 

meters south of Cahal Uitz Na’s Structure 1 (Figure 3.7). Dimensions of the 

causeway were approximately 240 meters long, 9.8 meters wide at the location 

of Unit 5, and 0.7 meters high. 

 

Unit 5 

 Unit 5 was an 11.7 X 1.0 meter transverse unit that runs across the width 

of the causeway (Figure 3.8).  Although the majority of the unit was excavated to 
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Figure 3.7 Plan of causeway 
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Figure 3.8 Profile of Unit 5 
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the top of Level 3, two subunits, a central sub-unit, and eastern sub-unit were 

brought down to sterile soil.  A layer of ballast, ranging between 20-40 cm in 

depth, was encountered below the humus layer in Level 2.  The limestone rocks 

in the ballast ranged from 5-10 cm and were interspersed with an orange-brown 

matrix. Three 6-12 cm pieces of plaster, approximately 2.5 cm thick, were found 

at the top of the ballast, indicating the causeway had once been plastered. 

Level 3 consisted of the causeway’s construction fill.  Like the construction 

fill of structures within Cahal Uitz Na’s site core, it was composed of large (12-34 

cm) limestone, river cobble, and slate rocks.  Underneath the fill was a layer of 

sterile red-brown clay and sterile silt-clay. The causeway construction fill and 

ballast were supported on both sides by cut limestone facings.  Some cut 

limestone rocks were also exposed along the unexcavated sides of the 

causeway to the north and south of Unit 5.  

Few artifacts were uncovered within the causeway excavations.  Level 1, 

the humus layer, contained a cream-colored biface, two granite mano fragments 

without wear, and seven ceramic sherds.  The artifacts from the ballast layer, 

Level 2, consisted of an obsidian blade fragment, an 8.5 cm diameter round 

limestone ball with 1/5 of it broken off, and thirty-five ceramic sherds.  Only one 

vessel could be identified.  It was dated to the Early Classic period. 

 

Unit 8 

 Unit 8 is a 1 X 2 meter unit that was placed at the causeway terminus in 

order to retrieve ceramics for dating purposes and to determine whether the 
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causeway ended abruptly or lowered to a platform.  As in Unit 5, Unit 8 exposed 

the causeway’s ballast in Level 2 and fill in Level 3. The fill, similar to Unit 5, was 

composed of limestone rocks and river cobble (10-20 cm) and was retained by a 

facing of large 30 cm limestone rocks that run east-west on the causeway 

terminus. No platform or floor was uncovered south of the limestone alignment. 

Below the fill was a layer of clay.  The clay superimposed a sterile 30 cm layer of 

small river cobble (<5 cm) and gravel that may have been part of an old stream 

bed.  Underneath this matrix was another layer of clay, although red-brown in 

color.  

An obsidian blade fragment and small (<3 cm) ceramic sherds were 

recovered from the ballast.  Small ceramic sherds were also found in the 

remaining levels of the unit, with only one identifiable sherd from Level 3 

belonging to the Tiger Run phase of the Late Classic period.   

 

Unit 10 

 Unit 10, a 1 X 2 meter unit, was placed at the beginning of the causeway 

in order to accumulate more chronological data.  Like the middle and end of the 

causeway, this area contained a layer of ballast and fill.  Unlike the other two 

units the amount of limestone and river cobble fill in Level 3 was not as dense.  

Ceramics, the only type of artifacts recovered from this unit, were found in 

the ballast, fill, and red-brown clay below the fill. Two sherds from the ballast and 

fill of Unit 10 have been dated to the Early Classic period. The majority of the 
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ceramics from the three causeway units were considerably eroded, making type 

identification difficult.  

Summary 

Dated by the available ceramics, the Cahal Uitz Na causeway appears to 

have been constructed at the beginning of the Late Classic period (ca. 600-700 

AD), overlapping chronologically with the utilization of both the cave and the 

center.  Causeway construction consisted of a river cobble and limestone fill 

supported by limestone facings at the end and sides of the road.  The surface 

contained a layer of limestone ballast that was covered with a plaster surface, 

now barely detectable.  No major architectural changes appear to have occurred 

after the causeway was first constructed. 

Actun Nak Beh was utilized primarily during the Classic period (ca. A.D. 

250-900).  The interior of the cave was used predominately during the Early 

Classic period, while the exterior, Entrance 1, was used primarily during the Late 

Classic period. Both the interior and exterior portions of the cave contained 

evidence of pine (Pinus sp.) charcoal, faunal remains, an abundance of 

freshwater shells (Pachychilus sp. shells represented 97% of identifiable faunal 

remains), ceramic sherds, obsidian, and human burials.  Because the human 

remains appear to have been intentionally deposited, unarticulated and 

incomplete, it is likely that they represent secondary burials.  The cave exterior 

contained two floor construction phases underneath the rockshelter-like 

overhang at Entrance 1.  No architecture was detected inside the cave, although 
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large limestone, river cobble, and slate rocks were brought into the cave interior. 

This phenomenon does not appear to be an isolated practice, as Reents-Budet 

and MacLeod (1997:66-67) note the presence of river cobble manuports at 

Petroglyph Cave, Belize.  Although excavations did not yield large quantities of 

artifacts, the stratigraphy of the cultural remains and ceramic dating suggest that 

the Actun Nak Beh was used on a continual basis during the Classic period.   
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CHAPTER 4 

ARTIFACTS 

 

 The artifacts recovered from Actun Nak Beh and the Cahal Uitz Na 

causeway during the 2000 field season can be divided into two major categories: 

ceramics and lithics.  A preliminary analysis of these artifacts is presented and 

discussed in terms of their potential utilization, with specific consideration of 

possible ritual uses. 

Ceramics 

Methodology 

Ceramics were examined through a type-variety-mode analysis.  This 

work was conducted during the 2000 field season with aid from project ceramic 

specialists Christophe Helmke and Reiko Ishihara.  The type-variety analysis was 

used to determine site chronology and to provide ceramic data that could be 

compared with other cave contexts.  The mode analysis centered on identifying 

variations in vessel form.  This analysis was used to understand vessel functions 

and activities pertaining to the site.  Categorization into type-variety was based 

primarily on James C. Gifford’s ceramic classification in his 1976 monograph, 

Prehistoric Pottery Analysis and the Ceramics of Barton Ramie in the Belize 

Valley.   Phase designations of the Late Classic period were established using 
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Gifford’s (1976) comparative ceramic research and LeCount’s (1996) 

microseriation of ceramics from the site of Xunantunich, Belize, and follow the 

nomenclature established by Gifford (1976).  Mode designations into jar, bowl, 

dish, plate, vase, and other are based on Jeremy A. Sabloff’s Excavations at 

Seibal (1975).  Ceramic illustrations were drawn by the author, unless otherwise 

specified.  They are reproduced at a 1:2 scale and follow conventions used in 

Gifford (1976).   

Before a type-variety designation could be assigned, all sherds were 

separated into diagnostic and un-diagnostic categories.  Diagnostic sherds 

included any rims, sherds with identifiable features such as appendages or 

flanges, decorated sherds, or bases.  These pieces were then counted and 

analyzed.  Un-diagnostic sherds were counted and examined for surface 

alteration, such as charring, abrasion, or erosion.  They were not analyzed for 

type-variety-mode due to their non-identifiable attributes and tendency to skew 

accurate vessel counts.  A vessel number is given to all diagnostic sherds. 

Sherds from the same context (unit, level) with similar pastes, temper, sizes, 

morphology, and style were treated as one vessel.  Due to the extremely small 

ceramic sample size and the relative ease of distinguishing separate vessels 

within this category, diagnostic vessels and rim-only vessels are both used in the 

analysis. 
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Ceramic Totals 

 Ceramics were the most abundant artifacts recovered from the site.  A 

total of 2,074 sherds was recovered from the cave excavations.  One hundred 

and forty-four diagnostic vessels (98 with rims, 264 diagnostic sherds total) and 

1,810 un-diagnostic sherds were tabulated from this total.  Seventy-one 

diagnostic ceramics sherds were identified for type-variety.  The cave is easily 

accessible and subject to extensive looting, a fact that may account for a lower 

frequency of artifacts in relation to other, more inaccessible, caves in the Roaring 

Creek Valley.   

The causeway contained an extremely low frequency of ceramics.  A total 

of 243 sherds was recovered from the causeway fill and ballast.  No sherds were 

found on the surface of the causeway.  Seventeen diagnostic vessels (14 of 

which have rims, 20 diagnostic sherds total) and 226 un-diagnostic sherds were 

attributed to the causeway assemblage.  

As mentioned earlier, ceramic phase designations suggest that the cave 

and causeway were utilized primarily during the Classic period.  The construction 

of the causeway was preliminarily dated to the early Late Classic period (ca. 600-

700 AD), based on three Hermitage phase and one Tiger Run phase sherds 

recovered from the causeway ballast and fill.  The majority of the ceramics 

uncovered from the cave interior dated to the Hermitage phase of the Early 

Classic period (n=18) (Figure 4.1).   In addition, one Middle Preclassic period, 

one Late Preclassic period, and three Late Classic period sherds were found in 

the cave interior.  Exterior cave units, on the other hand, contained a high 
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frequency of Late Classic period sherds (36 Spanish Lookout phase and 9 Tiger 

Run phase sherds) and a low frequency of Early Classic period (n=2) and Early 

Postclassic period (n=1) sherds (Table 4.1) (Figure 4.2, Figure 4.3). 

Almost all sherds from Actun Nak Beh and all sherds from the adjacent 

causeway comprise less than 30% of the total vessel size, making type-variety 
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designations difficult to determine and the recording of most vessel dimensions 

impossible.  Preservation was also poor in the exterior cave assemblage and 

extremely poor in the causeway assemblage, with over half of the diagnostic  

 

  

 

Figure 4.2 Preclassic and Early Classic period vessels 
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Figure 4.3 Late Classic period bowl forms 
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Figure 4.4 Miscellaneous vessel forms 
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sherds described as highly eroded.  Exposure to water from rain and flooding 

from the river undoubtedly played a role in these deterioration processes.  

 
Vessel Types  

 The limited number of ceramics identified for type variety analysis (n=71) 

provides poor estimates of type frequencies at the site.  Nonetheless, the 

notation of the presence or absence of some types demonstrates continuity in 

the usage of some ceramics from cave sites in the Roaring Creek Valley and 

from surface sites in the Belize Valley.   

 Some of the most common ceramic types recovered from sites in the 

Roaring Creek Valley that are also present at Actun Nak Beh include Roaring 

Creek Red, Garbutt Creek Red, Dos Arroyos Orange polychrome, and Cayo 

Unslipped types (Appendix I; Figure 4.2, 4.3). Roaring Creek Red types are 

attributed to the late facet of the Spanish Lookout phase or the Terminal Classic 

period (ca. A.D. 800-900) (Gifford 1976:226; LeCount 1996:372).  They are 

characterized by deep red to brown slipped vessels (predominately dishes), a tan 

paste containing small calcite inclusions, outcurved sides, basal breaks, and ring 

or pedestal bases (Gifford 1976:240-241).  Roaring Creek Red types are found at 

the site of Cahal Uitz Na (Awe and Helmke 1998:206; Ehert and Conlon 1999) 

and at the cave sites Actun Uayazba Kab (Griffith 1998:58-59), Uayak Na 

rockshelter (Awe, Helmke and Griffith 1998:205), Actun Yaxteel Ahau (Halperin 

2000; Mirro and Halperin 2000), and Actun Tunichil Muknal (Awe, Griffith, and 

Gibbs; Griffith 1998:50-51). Garbutt Creek Red types are found in the same 
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contexts and are identified by dark red to brown slips on calcite tempered bowls 

with round or slightly incurved sides and slightly restricted orfices (Gifford 

1976:230-231).  This type occurs throughout all Late Classic period phases 

(Gifford 1976:226).  LeCount’s (1996:146-150) microseriation of Mount Maloney 

bowls aids in establishing Garbutt Creek Red phase designations.  The Mount 

Maloney bowls are identical in form to the Garbutt Creek Red bowls but are 

slipped black instead of red.  

The Cayo Unslipped (Gifford 1976:276-283; LeCount 1996:374) and Dos 

Arroyos types (Gifford 1976:173-179; Sabloff 1975:105-110; Smith 1955:139-

142) are common in Belize Valley assemblages.  They are found at the same 

Roaring Creek Valley sites as those listed above except at Uayak Na rockshelter.  

Although the Cayo Unslipped types vary considerably in shape, size, and paste, 

they are characterized as plain ware jars with calcite temper, gray to brown 

paste, and thick walls.  They date to the Late Classic period.  Dos Arroyos 

Orange polychrome and other basal flange types, such as Actuncan Orange 

polychrome and Yaloche Cream polychrome, possess a wide distribution 

throughout the Southern Maya Lowlands during the Early Classic period and 

appear consistently in the Roaring Creek Valley.   

The Actun Nak Beh and Cahal Uitz Na causeway assemblages possess 

ceramic types characteristic of the Belize Valley (Appendix I; Gifford 1976; 

LeCount 1996) and little to no evidence of exotic or non-local wares.  Exceptions 

may include two undiagonstic sherds containing sand temper from the causeway 

excavations.  Sand temper is unusual in the Belize Valley (Gifford 
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1976:125,167,183-4). Ceramic types uncharacteristic of those normally produced 

in the Belize Valley were not identified.  Paste composition analysis would be an 

appropriate method to investigate the presence of non-local ceramics at Actun 

Nak Beh. 

 

Vessel Mode 

The vessel mode analysis, centering on vessel form, provides clues to the 

type of activities that may have been associated with the cave.  A comparison of 

diagnostic vessel forms from the Actun Nak Beh assemblage indicates that bowls 

were the most common form, comprising over 38% of the cave’s ceramic 

assemblage (Table 4.1).  Other vessel forms included dish (24%), jar (22%), 

unidentified vessel (5%), vase (5%), and bowl/dish (3%).  Two sherds, from two 

flat ceramic disks, uncovered from Unit 4, Level 1, may have been used as 

vessel lids.  Unlike disks that have been rounded after the firing process (Willey 

et al. 1965:406), the spherical portion of these two disks was formed before firing 

(Figure 4.4:h, i).   

 

Table 4.1 Vessel Forms from Actun Nak Beh 
 

interior  
cav e

exterior 
cav e

total 
(diagnostic) total (rim)

Jars 28.2% 18.7% 21.9% 24.7%
Bowls, Dishes, Vases 41.0% 77.3% 74.4% 73.0%
Misc. Forms 12.8% 4.0% 7.0% 1.2%
Total diagnostic sherds 39 75 114
Total rim sherds 85  
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A comparison of jar and non-jar vessel forms (bowls, dishes, and vases) 

shows that non-jar forms predominate, comprising over 74% of all diagnostic 

vessels and 73% of all rim sherds from the cave assemblage.  Bowl, dish, and 

vase forms occurred in slightly higher percentages in the exterior cave 

assemblage than in the interior cave assemblage.  The causeway ceramic 

assemblage contained bowls, dishes, jars, and vases, but the sample size of 

fourteen diagnostic vessels was not large enough to produce any significant 

patterns.   

Ceramic assemblages from caves in Belize tend to show a higher 

percentage of jars than bowls, dishes, plates, and vases combined.  This pattern 

contrasts with the vessel form percentages from Actun Nak Beh, which has more 

bowls and dishes.  Few reports of cave studies provide vessel form data, making 

statistical comparisons difficult.  A preliminary examination of ceramic forms from 

Belize caves, however, indicates that jar forms predominate (Table 4.2).  James 

Brady (personal communication 2001) also notes that this pattern is typical of 

cave assemblages in the Petexbatun and Poptun region of Guatemala.  For 

example, Cueva de Sangre, a cave associated with the Classic period settlement 

site of Dos Pilas, Guatemala, possessed large quantities of jar necks and 

complete jars, with comparatively few bowls and cylindrical vases (Brady 

1990:442).  

The predominance of jars in cave assemblages contrasts with jar 

frequencies from settlement site contexts.  For example, both elite and non-elite 

residential structures from Xunantunich, a Late Classic period settlement site  
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Table 4.2 Comparison of vessel forms from settlement and cave sites 
 

 
 

Figure 4.5 Comparison of vessel forms from settlement and cave sites 
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located in Western Belize, possessed jar percentages around 40% (LeCount 

1996:264).  These frequencies are lower than Belize cave assemblages, which 

typically range between 60-90%.  As noted earlier, an exception to this pattern is 

the jar form percentages at Actun Nak Beh (24.7%), which are even lower than 

those found from residential contexts.  LeCount (1996:270-1) has noticed that jar 

percentages are also low (less than 14%) at the Late Classic period Structure D-

6 at Xunantunich, an area associated with an ancestor shrine.  This structure’s 

ceramic assemblage was dominated by open forms (especially bowls) and 

“ritual” forms (censers, drums, and miniatures).  

The frequency of jar forms in most caves does not appear to correlate with 

caves designationed as “wet” or “dry.”   High percentages of jar forms are found 

in both “wet” caves, such as Petroglyph Cave and Actun Tunichil Muknal, as well 

as “dry” caves, such as Actun Chechem Ha (some drip water formations, no 

river/stream bed), Actun Polbilche (no formations, dry stream bed), Eduardo 

Quiroz (small drip water formations, no river/stream bed), and Actun Balam (no 

formations, no river/stream) (Table 4.2, Figure 4.5).  These finds demonstrate 

that jars were not used exclusively in cave contexts for the collection of drip 

water from cave formations or zuhuy ha (Ishihara 2000; Pendergast 1969).  It 

may be noteworthy that the caves presented in Table 4.2 with low frequencies of 

jars were all small, dry caves.  Ishihara (personal communication 2001) notes 

that a recently excavated rockshelter (small and dry by definition), Actun Halal, in 

the Vaca Plateau, Belize, also contained low frequencies of jars. 
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Form-to-Function.  An overview of functions associated with vessel 

forms illuminates possible activities that occurred at Actun Nak Beh.  Individual 

vessels often serve multiple functions.  Analysis of morphological and physical 

properties of vessel forms, however, provides clues to their “primary use range” 

(Hally 1986:268).  Hieroglyphic inscriptions on vessels, iconography, and vessel 

contexts confirm these form-to-function relationships, as well as providing 

additional, more detailed clues to their prehistoric usage.   

Jar forms are characterized by constricted necks and round, globular 

bodies.  They are used for holding liquids and have cooking and storage 

functions. They have thicker walls, larger temper nodules, and less decoration 

than serving wares.  As a consequence, they are frequently considered 

“utilitarian” wares.   

Jars appear to have had multiple functions within cave contexts.  

Thompson (1975:xxxix) considers large quantities of broken jars, as well as all 

vessel forms, to be the remains of annual renewal ceremonies, in which broken 

ceramics were placed in caves.  Similarly, it is common to find broken vessels on 

site structures that were deposited as termination rituals (Reents-Budet 1994:80).  

The appearance of jars in close proximity to hearths implies heating or cooking, 

as seen at Petroglyph Cave (Reents 1980:10; Reents-Budet and MacLeod 

1986:51).   Copal residue recovered from jars at Naj Tunich indicates their use 

for burning incense (Brady 1989:213).  Ishihara mentions the possibility of balche 

(an alcoholic drink made from the Lonchocarpus sp. tree) storage within large 

jars at Actun Chechem Ha (Ishihara 2000:52, 2001). 
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Jars may have also been used as receptacles for the collection of 

stalactite drip water or zuhuy ha.  This water is considered to be “virgin water,” or 

ritually pure (Thompson 1975:xx).  Ethnohistoric documentation of contact period 

Maya ceremonies records the collection and use of zuhuy ha in puberty 

ceremonies, annual year-renewal ceremonies, and temple blessings.  

Contemporary use of zuhuy ha is noted as a part of “rain-making rights” (Redfield 

and Villa Rojas 1962:139, Thompson 1975:xx-xxi).  Within the archaeological 

record, the discovery of jars under “dripping” stalactites suggests that the ritual 

use of drip water occurred as far back as the Classic period (McNatt 1996:86; 

Pendergast 1964, 1971:112; Thompson 1970:183-4).   

Bowls, dishes, and plates are classified as open forms, based on a ratio of 

vessel height to maximum width (Rice 1987:216; Sabloff 1975:23).  These 

vessels have large, open mouths, which suggest that they permitted easy access 

to the vessel’s contents (Rice 1987:237-242).  Although multiple functions may 

be attributed to these vessel forms, ethnographic and iconographic evidence 

demonstrate that, unlike jars, they could be used to serve or present items.  

Vases, classified as serving wares, are vessels with heights greater than their 

diameters (Sabloff 1975:23). Glyphic analysis of the writing on vessels known as 

the Primary Standard Sequence (PSS) (Houston et al. 1989) reveals their typical 

contents.  Bowls held liquid-like foods such as ul or corn gruel.  Dishes or plates 

held solid foods such as tamales, and vases held beverages, including several 

preparations of liquid cacao.   



 85 

Ceramic vessels played a significant role as receptacles for offerings or as 

offerings themselves within Classic period ritual contexts. Open forms are ideal 

for offerings as they exhibit easy visibility and accessibility to their contents.  

Vessels in all form types are found in elite and commoner burials as offerings for 

the deceased.  In comparison with other forms, jars are the least likely vessels to 

appear in burials (Welsh 1988).  Architectural dedication rituals often involve the 

deposition of bowls, plates, dishes or vases.  Bowls, placed lip to lip and filled 

with various objects, such as jade, shells, stingray spines, and obsidian, were 

often cached along a vertical alignment of a newly constructed structure.  

Termination rituals also involved the smashing of vessels over buildings (Schele 

and Freidel 1990:459-460).   

Ethnographic and iconographic evidence illuminates some of the types of 

items presented or served in these open form vessels. Redfield and Rojas 

(1962:141-142) describe the utilization of small dishes of balche, soup, and zaca 

or corn gruel that are placed on an altar as offerings to the gods in the Yucatec 

Maya Cha-chaac ceremony, a rain-calling ceremony. Arlen Chase (1985:196-

201) and Schele and Miller (1986:181-2) use iconographic evidence from lintels 

and stone monuments to demonstrate that plates or dishes were used to hold 

human blood offerings and bloodletting tools used in sacrificial rituals.  Ceramic 

depictions of open mouth vessels demonstrate their use as containers for the 

offering of cloth, human infants, and food (Reents-Budet 1994:80).  

In sum, the large quantities of open forms, predominately bowls and 

dishes, at Actun Nak Beh may imply the use of ceramics for offering items.  The 
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fragmentary nature of the ceramics recovered from the site may also suggest 

that the ceramics themselves were utilized as offerings, and that they were 

ritually smashed before deposition.    

 

Decorated Wares 

Decoration on ceramics found at Actun Nak Beh includes painting 

(bichrome and polychrome), incisions, punctations, decorative fireclouding, fillet, 

striations, engraving or scratching, and mold-carving.  Twenty-one percent of the 

diagnostic cave sherds were decorated, while 19% of the diagnostic causeway 

sherds were decorated.  Polychrome ceramics, identified (Fry 1979:496) as 

serving vessels that posses three or more pigment colors, included Dos Arroyos 

polychrome, Actuncan Orange polychrome, Yaloche Cream polychrome, Saxche 

Orange polychrome, and Benque Viejo polychrome types (Appendix I). They 

comprised 7.1% of the entire cave assemblage and were not restricted to a 

particular area of the cave. 

Decoration is employed by archaeologists for type-variety identification 

and to ascertain the social status of its consumers.  Elaborate polychrome 

pottery and decorated wares are often indicative of elite social contexts (Chase 

and Chase 1992:5; Feinman et al. 1981:880; LeCount 1997:239).  Scholars (Ball 

1993; LeCount 1996, 1997; Palka 1997; Reents-Budet 1994) use the 

appearance of glyphs and figural scenes on polychrome vessels as indications of 

elite social status.  Production of these ceramics was labor intensive and 

required artistic and literate skills characteristic of attached specialists (LeCount 
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1999:241).  Ceramics with glyphs and figural scenes are rare in the Belize Valley, 

and even in the Peten they comprise a small portion of the assemblages (Ball 

1993; LeCount 1996:190). In addition, these elaborate polychrome pottery types 

are not always restricted to elite contexts, although they are often found in 

greater frequencies from such contexts (Palka 1997:299-300).   

The ceramic assemblage at Actun Nak Beh did not contain polychrome 

ceramic pottery with glyphs or figural scenes.  It did possess ceramic sherds from 

a Belize molded-carved vase dated to the Terminal Classic period (ca. A.D. 830-

950) (Helmke and Halperin 2001).  Forty-five small Belize molded-carved sherds 

representing at least one vase were interspersed among the capstones of Burial 

2 at Actun Nak Beh (Figure 4.6).  Due to the fragmentary nature of the sherds, 

the iconographic program and epigraphy of the vase were difficult to detect.  

Belize Valley molded-carved vases generally contain a Primarily Standard 

Sequence (PSS) or glyph panel, and two iconographic panels, which vary slightly 

from vessel to vessel but usually contain a ruler and various subservient figures 

within a palace scene (Helmke 1998:101-118).  Part of a headdress and part of a 

chest and necklace of a figure are discernable from the Actun Nak Beh specimen 

and are similar to a nearly complete Molded-carved vase recovered in 

association with Structure 2A at Pook’s Hill in the Roaring Creek Valley.  At least 

six sherds provide evidence of a PSS, although its style is distinct from standard 

PSS’s from the Peten  (Helmke and Halperin 2001) (Figure 4.7).   

Christophe Helmke’s study of these vases reveals that Belizean molded-

carved vessels were a mark of high status (Helmke 1999; Helmke et al. 1998).  
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Figure 4.6 Selected Belize Molded-carved sherds 
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Figure 4.7 Primary Standard Sequence from Belize Molded-carved sherds 
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The absence of an ahau or lord title in the PSS and their presence primarily 

within “secondary” elite contexts suggest that they were used by the “lesser elite” 

(Helmke 1998:133).  They resemble and are often confused with the Pabellon 

Modeled-carved pottery found in the Peten.   

Helmke (1998:101) suggests that Belizean molded-carved vessels were 

locally produced at several Belizean centers.  LeCount (1999) postulates that the 

molded-carved vessels from the site of Xunantunich were created by craft 

specialists of the ruling elite and were given to secondary elites in order to 

strengthen political alliances. 

Benque Viejo polychrome type ceramics were also found in Unit 1 at 

Actun Nak Beh.  They are considered a localized “luxury” pottery (Ball 1993; 

LeCount 1996:181) and a central Belize variant of central Peten slipped wares 

(Reents-Budet and MacLeod 1997:19). The fragmentary and eroded nature of 

these ceramics prevented detection of any iconography as well as the possible 

presence of pseudo-glyphs, designs that look like glyphs but have no known 

literate meaning. 

Lithics  

Methodology 

 Lithics and special finds comprised the remaining portion of the cave and 

causeway artifact assemblages.  Special finds is an artifact category designated 

by the WBRCP for rare artifacts that are separated from traditional categories 

such as ceramics and lithics due to their low frequency and potential for more in-
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depth analysis.  The artifacts include lithic bifaces, any type of obsidian, jade, 

pyrite, quartz crystal, slate and bone artifacts, non-pottery ceramics, and whole 

vessels.  Because all special finds except a possible bone awl were composed of 

lithic material, the special find and lithic categories are merged for ease of 

discussion (although separated in the appendix) (Appendix II, III). Lithic 

identification is based on J. E. Clark’s (1988) The Lithic Artifacts of La Libertad, 

Chiapas, Mexico: An Economic Perspective.  All illustrations are by the author 

and are reproduced at a 1:1 scale unless otherwise noted. 

 

Lithic Artifacts 

 Lithics, in comparison to the ceramic finds, composed a small portion of 

the artifact assemblage, with a total of 166 pieces from all units and levels.  From 

this amount only six lithic artifacts were uncovered from the three units located 

on the causeway.  They included two obsidian medial blade fragments, a cream-

colored chert chopper (Figure 4.8), a limestone spheroid, and two unused granite 

mano fragments.  

Slate. Slate was found in both the exterior and interior of the cave.  Thirty-

three slate flakes were encountered in exterior Units 1, 2, and 9, of which 10 

were associated with Burials 2 and 3.  A smooth slate pendant with two 

biconically drilled holes was found in Unit 1, Level 7 (SF#ANB00-SL-001) (Figure 

4.9).  Inside the cave, a small decortication flake (Unit 7, Level 1) and two large 

slate slabs  (Unit 7, Level 7) were encountered within Chamber 5.  They 

extended over 30 cm and 15 cm out of the wall of the unit.  Because more than  
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Figure 4.8 Chert chopper (SF#CUN-L-002) 
 
 

Figure 4.9 Slate Pendant (SF#ANB00-SL-001) 
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one third of the slabs extended into the unit wall, an accurate estimation of their 

size and their removal for cataloguing and further analysis was not completed.  

Eight slate pieces were also found just outside the entrance to Chamber 5 on the 

surface of the cave passage among a litter of river cobble, and half of a mano.  

Three of the pieces, two decortication flakes (Figure 4.10) and one flake, were 

refits, and the remaining four appear to have come from the same original piece 

due to their identical texture and color.  Sixteen slate flakes were discovered in 

Level 1 and 2 of Unit 4, just above Burial 1, and several unmodified slate rocks 

were used as capstones to Burials 2 and 3. 

 

 

 

Figure 4.10 Slate Fragments from Surface Collection Outside Chamber 5 
(ANB00-E2-312) 
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Exploitation of slate in the Roaring Creek Valley is not surprising due to 

the availability of small slate cobbles in the Roaring Creek River (personal 

observation 2000).  The northern foothills of the Maya Mountains is also one of 

the few areas in the Maya region where large pieces of slate can be quarried 

(Wright et al. 1959:Fig. VII). A synthesis of Classic period slate usage from Maya 

settlement and ceremonial contexts by Healy, Awe, Iannone, and Bill (1995) 

reveals that slate was used to cap elite tombs and that slate artifacts are found 

primarily in elite contexts.  Since this study, recent investigations by the WBRCP 

have uncovered a large number of slate artifacts, including flakes, debitage, 

slabs, and monuments, from caves in the Roaring Creek Valley, as well as at 

least five slate monuments from Cahal Uitz Na (Awe and Helmke 1998:213).  

Some of the artifacts from cave sites include a slate tablet (Awe, Griffith and 

Gibbs 1998), a bead (Mirro 1999), an adze (Owen and Gibbs 1999), fragments 

with perferations (Griffith 1998), and a mirror backing (Halperin 2000b).  Two 

slate stelae were discovered in Actun Tunichil Muknal, and a smaller slate stela 

was found at Tarantula Cave, Roaring Creek Valley (Awe, Griffith, Gibbs 1998).  

Slate stelae are rare, and as of now are known only from the sites of Calakmul 

(Stela 9), Caracoal (Stelae 21 and 12), and Cahal Uitz Na (see Chapter 2) (Awe 

and Helmke 1998:206).  

Unmodified slate cobbles were also used as fill material in construction 

works at the site of Cahal Uitz Na, suggesting that the inhabitants of the site were 

able to obtain slate easily.  Although the function of some of the slate fragments 
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from Actun Nak Beh remains ambiguous, their presence fits with a pattern of 

ritual usage of slate in the Roaring Creek Valley.    

Chert. Chert artifacts were present in low frequencies within exterior and 

interior cave excavations.  Ten chert flakes and 7 chert decortication flakes were 

uncovered from exterior cave units, and 5 chert flakes, a chert decortication 

flake, and a purple-grey chert adze (SF#ANB00-L-001) (Figure 4.11) were found 

in the interior cave units.  The purple-grey chert adze contains a circular cavity, 

1.2 cm in diameter, filled with tiny crystalline particles.  The rarity and ritual 

association of such a feature may have endowed the tool with special meaning 

(Brady and Prufer 1999).  The low number of chert decortication flakes and the 

absence of exhausted cores indicates that chert was not worked at the cave site 

and was most likely brought from another location.  

Obsidian. Obsidian was uncovered from most of the cave units, with the 

largest concentration (59%) in Unit 4, above Burial 1 (Appendix II). These blades 

were found in and above a layer of pine charcoal (Pinus sp.) mixed with Dos 

Arroyos polychrome dish sherds.  Three obsidian blades were also found with 

Burial 2.  In total, only one flake and one second series blade was found at the 

site.  The remaining obsidian pieces were final series blades (Figure 4.12, 4.13).  

Only one pair of blades refit, demonstrating that the two broken pieces were once 

part of the same blade (SF#ANB00-OB-024 and SF#ANB00-OB-025). The 

absence of any cores, percussion flakes or blades, and first series blades and 

flakes suggests that the blades were created at another location and imported to 

the cave site. The low frequency of distal and whole blades in comparison to 
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Figure 4.11 Chert Adze (SF#ANB00-L-001) 
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Figure 4.12 Obsidian types from Actun Nak Beh  
(n=56) 

 

proximal and medial blades implies that if the blades were used or broken at the 

cave, the pointed, distal ends were kept and reused elsewhere, leaving the blunt, 

proximal and medial ends in the cave.  Use wear and residue analysis should be 

conducted in order to assess how these blades may have been utilized.  

 Despite the absence of use ware analysis, the context may provide clues 

to the function of the obsidian blade fragments.   Caches and burials containing 

obsidian blades are common throughout the Maya area, demonstrating their use 

as votive offerings and as a component of grave goods (Willey et al. 1965:447).  

More specifically, Michael Coe (1988:232) has interpreted the layers of flint or 

obsidian that seal Maya tombs as  “recognition that the tomb itself was actually 

within the Underworld, or Xibalba.”   
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Obsidian blades are also frequently found within caves and are often 

associated with blood autosacrifice (Awe et al. 1998b; Brady 1989:326-7, 

MacLeod and Puleston 1978:72). Two obsidian blade points were found at the 

base of two slate stelae monuments from Actun Tunichil Muknal.  Awe, Griffith, 

and Gibbs (1998) suggest that the monuments represent an obsidian blade and 

a stingray spine, both bloodletting implements.  They also suggest that the 

obsidian points were used as bloodletters.  Cave paintings displaying the acts of 

blood sacrifice are found at the cave site, Naj Tunich, strengthening the idea that 

blood autosacrifice was conducted within cave environments (Brady and Stone 

1986:23-4; Stone 1995:184).  Classic period depictions of bloodletting on carved 

stone monuments and on polychrome pottery demonstrate the use of dishes or 

baskets lined with paper as the receptacle for blood, which was later burned as 

an offering (Bassie 1991:63-70; Chase 1985:196-201; Joralemon 1974; Reents-

Budet and MacLeod 1997:102; Schele and Miller 1986:181). 

Evidence of burning activity and fragments of dishes were found in direct 

association with the 35 obsidian blades from Unit 4 at Actun Nak Beh.  These 

blades were uncovered in a matrix distinct from the human remains found 

underneath, suggesting that they were deposited after the burial.  Thus, the 

obsidian blades found at Actun Nak Beh, which were uncovered in cave and 

burial contexts, may have functioned for either votive purposes or ritual 

bloodletting. 

Most of the other caves in the Roaring Creek Valley investigated by the 

WBRCP also yielded obsidian artifacts.  Actun Uayazba Kab contained one of 
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Figure 4.13 Obsidian Blades  
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 the largest assemblages of obsidian, with over 109 pieces, composed primarily 

of blade fragments as well as one eccentric and four flakes (Griffith 1998; 

Ferguson 1999b; WBRCP Inventory Notebook).  Other caves yielded smaller 

amounts of obsidian.  For example, investigations at Actun Tunichil Muknal 

produced a total of four obsidian artifacts, two blades and two flakes (Awe, 

Griffith, and Gibbs 1998; Moyes 1998:8-9).  Ledges 1, 5 and 6 at Actun Yaxteel 

Ahau (Halperin 2000b; Mirro 1999; Mirro and Halperin 2000) contained 13 

obsidian blade fragments, and Uayak Na Rockshelter produced one obsidian 

blade (Awe, Helmke and Griffith 1998:219). 

Ground stone. Ground stone artifacts from Actun Nak Beh consisted of 

two mano fragments: half of a mano was discovered on the passage floor outside 

of Chamber 5, and one third of a mano in two fragments was discovered in Unit 

1, Level 6.  The former is a single facet plano-convex mano (Clark 1988:125) 

(Figure 4.14), while the latter is too fragmentary to identify but appears to be oval 

in shape.  Both are composed of metasedimentary river cobbles (Eric White, 

personal communication 2000). 

Ground stone tools, such as the mano, are most commonly used for 

grinding corn.  There is also considerable ethnographic evidence to support their 

utilization in the grinding of spices, condiments, nuts, seeds, dry clay, and other 

rocks (Clark 1988:88).  Ground stone tools are often found within cave contexts. 

They are usually fragmentary (Brady 1989:305) and may represent examples of 

ritual breakage or killing (MacLeod and Puleston 1978:72) (see Brady 1989:303-

306 and Reents Budet and MacLeod 1997:68 for the distribution of caves 
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containing groundstone tools).  The WBRCP has documented manos and 

metates, primarily in fragmentary form, from Actun Chechem Ha (Ishihara 

2000:7), Actun Yaxteel Ahau (Awe, Helmke and Griffith 1998:225; Mirro 1999; 

Mirro and Halperin 2000), Actun Tunichil Muknal (Moyes 1998:9), Actun Uayazba 

Kab (Griffith 1998:59), and Uayak Na rockshelter (Awe, Helmke and Griffith 

1998:219).  The association of groundstone with corn, the principal source of 

subsistence for the Classic period Maya, suggests that its symbolic value was 

tied to ideas of fertility.  One of the best examples of grinding stones as a fertility 

offering is at Balankanche cave, which contained hundreds of miniature manos 

and metates (Andrews 1970:32). 

Quartz crystal. Small quartz crystal fragments were uncovered in Units 1 

and 2.  One of these crystals, a thin, needle-shaped flake, was found among the 

bones of Burial 3 (SF#ANB00-QZ-005).  A fist-sized piece including part of the 

rock’s cortex was found among the capstones of Burial 2 (SF#ANB00-QZ-003), 

and another piece, probably associated with Burial 2, fell out from the unit wall 

during a rainstorm (SF#ANB00-QZ-004).  Four pieces were uncovered in Unit 1, 

Level 2 (SF#ANB00-QZ-001) and one was recovered from Unit 2 Level 2 

(SF#ANB00-QZ-002), which appears to have been in either a disturbed or 

contemporary context.   

Quartz crystals are traditionally considered to have special ritual functions 

among the Maya (for a synthesis, see Brady and Prufer 1999).  Ethnographic 

accounts (Hanks 1990; Tedlock 1992) indicate that Maya shamans use crystals 

for divination purposes.  Archaeologically, calcite and quartz crystals are found in 
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Figure 4.14 Mano Fragment 
 

Figure 4.15 Speleothems 
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caves associated with altars, caches, and burials, as well as from surface site 

excavations, most commonly in caches and burial contexts (Brady and Prufer 

1999:133-137; Brown 2000:322-330).   

The WBRCP has recovered a substantial number of quartz crystals from 

caves in the Roaring Creek Valley.  This assemblage includes two pieces of 

quartzite from the Main Chamber of Actun Tunichil Muknal (Moyes 1998:9), a 

quartz cube and quartz crystal fragment from Ledge 2 at Actun Yaxteel Ahau 

(Owen and Gibbs 1999), and 82 quartz crystal pieces, mostly fragments, from 

Actun Uayazba Kab (Ferguson 1999b; Griffith 1998:59-61; WBRCP Inventory 

Notebook).  Like Actun Nak Beh, the majority of the specimens from Actun 

Uayazba Kab were associated with burials (97.5% of the quartz crystal was 

recovered from the Burial Alcove). 

Speleothems. Three speleothems, karst cave formations, were 

uncovered with Burial 1 from Unit 4 (Figure 4.15).  These formations were found 

intermixed with the most concentrated area of human remains and were initially 

confused with bones during excavation. Two of these formations are either 

stalactites or stalagmites (SF#ANB00-L-002, SF#ANB00-L-003), and one is a 

bacon strip formation from a cave wall (SF#ANB00-L-004). Bacon strips are thin, 

rippled formations created by the dripping of water at an inclined slope.  Although 

stalactites were present within Chamber 1, there was no evidence of naturally 

forming bacon strip-type formations, which implies that the piece was imported 

from another chamber of the cave or from another cave. 
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Speleothems recovered from both surface and subsurface sites are often 

associated with ritual activities and loci (Brady, Scott, Neff, and Glascock 1997). 

Speleothem finds in caves include their appearance as three stone hearths at 

Tunichil Muknal (Moyes 1998:14-15; 2000), receptacles for burning activity at 

Actun Chechem Ha (Awe, Griffith, and Gibbs 1998), as idols at Río Frío Cave E 

(Pendergast 1970:50-51), and on an altar at Naj Tunich (Brady, Scott, Neff, and 

Glascock 1997:733; Stone 1995:130).  Speleothems are also used as or in 

association with stelae, as seen in Yaxchilan Stela 31, which is made from a 

speleothem (Tate 1992:132), and two slate stelae from Actun Tunichil Muknal, 

which are supported by multiple broken speleothems (Awe, Griffith, and Gibbs 

1998).  At Actun Uayazba Kab, a large, flattened speleothem possessing a 

petroglyph face has been interpreted as an altar (Helmke and Awe 1998:155). 

The ritual significance of speleothems may be associated with the water 

that drips and flows over them.  This water is often referred to as zuhuy ha and, 

as discussed above, has been used in rituals since prehispanic times.  Other 

interpretations of the ritual significance of speleothems include their use as 

analogs to stela monuments that are erected and commemorated during Period-

ending events (Bassie Sweet 1991:119-120, 1996:153), their personification of 

spirits or guardian deities (Bassie Sweet 1996:152), and their use as stone 

drums during ceremonies (Bassie Sweet 1991:117-8, McNatt 1996:85).  

Jade. A small jade bead with a biconically-drilled hole was found in 

association with Burial 1 (Figure 4.16).  This single find may relate to the practice 

of placing a jade bead in the mouth of deceased individuals before interment, 
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which has been known to occur since the Middle Preclassic period up to 

Postconquest times (Ruz Lhuillier 1968:162).  Other caves that contained jade 

beads include Actun Uayazba Kab (Griffith 1998:59-68), Actun Yaxteel Ahau 

(Awe et al. 1998, Owen and Gibbs 1999), and Naj Tunich (Brady 1989:294).  

Jade is often used to gauge social status (Chase and Chase 1992).  The minute 

quantity of jade at Actun Nak Beh, however, does not provide substantial 

evidence for elite use of the site without supporting lines of evidence. 

 

 

Figure 4.16 Jadeite Bead (SF#ANB00-J-003) 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

Ritual Significance of Actun Nak Beh  

The material remains recovered from Actun Nak Beh demonstrate that the 

cave functioned as a site for ritual and ceremonial activity.  One of the most 

compelling pieces of evidence is the presence of burials at the site, providing 

indications of ancestor veneration.  A wide range of burial practices from caves 

has been identified in the Maya area, including primary, secondary, single, 

multiple, and all grave types from simple to tomb burials (Brady 1989, 1990; 

Gibbs 1998; McNatt 1996:87; Reents-Budet and MacLeod 1997; Thompson 

1975:xxxi).  Burials may or may not be accompanied by grave goods.  Caves, 

unlike settlement sites, sometimes contain piles of human remains on the 

surface, exhibiting no deliberate arrangement.   

The burials at Actun Nak Beh appear to have been intentionally interred.  

Burial 1 was uncovered in a clay matrix under a pile of large rocks and a layer of 

charcoal.  Burial 2 was found under a layer of limestone and river cobble 

capstones.  Because these two interments were partially outlined with stones, 

they may be considered cist burials (Welsh 1988:17).  Burial 3 also appears to 

have been intentionally interred and was encountered directly below a floor 

composed of limestone and river cobble fill and ballast.  This type of burial 
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placement is also seen at Eduardo Quiroz Cave, Belize, where a child (Burial 4) 

was found below a floor near the cave’s entrance (Pendergast 1971:16). 

The burials at Actun Nak Beh appear to have been secondary interments, 

due to the unarticulated and incomplete nature of the bones.  Burials 1 and 2 

were single interments of adult individuals, and Burial 1 contained an infant and 

an adult. The partially disturbed portion of Burial 1 and the eroded condition of 

Burials 2 and 3, however, impede extensive analysis of the remains.   

Secondary burials involve at least two stages of mortuary ritual.  The first 

stage involves the burial or housing of the individual until the flesh has 

disappeared.  Symbolically, this phenomenon might be seen as the “separation” 

of an individual from society or “liminality.”  Rituals, marking the liminal phase of 

such mortuary practices, are conducted between the separation and 

“reaggregation” phases.  In this last stage, the bones are collected and buried in 

a final ceremony, which completes the individual’s rite of passage from the living 

realm to the Underworld or realm of the dead (McAnany et al. 1999:131; Turner 

1967:93-95, 1979:149-151).  Because this type of mortuary ritual is lengthy, it 

might be inferred that the interred individual held a higher social status than 

individuals found in primary interments.  In addition, this type of deposition 

enables the scheduling of the final stage of burial to coincide with agrarian cycles 

or public ceremonies (McAnany et al. 1999:131; Metcalf and Huntington 1991).   

The presence of burials within caves might be expected considering the 

ethnographic and iconographic evidence that reveals caves to be the abodes of 

ancestral spirits.  Correspondingly, burials within caves identify these sites as loci 
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for ancestor worship in which offerings are made.  Burials, placed in residential 

structures, ceremonial buildings, plaza floors, and under shrines from settlement 

sites, are thought to have served as a symbolic link between the settlement’s 

inhabitants and the resources and traditions of its founding members (Helms 

1998; McAnany 1995:161).  Like burials found in settlement sites, burials in 

caves may link the participants at the cave with values, inheritance rights, or 

traditions established by their ancestors.  The symbolic presence of ancestors 

reinforces the boundary zone created by the cave that separates the Earth from 

the Underworld.  Marginal places such as caves, and in particular caves with 

burials, facilitated communication with the supernatural. 

   Human sacrifice has also been documented within caves and is 

associated more with the offering of human life to gods or ancestors than with the 

object of ancestor veneration itself (Brady 1989:359; Gibbs 1998:81; McNatt 

1996:88-89; Reents-Budet and MacLeod 1997:96-101).  This practice is often 

indicated by a lack of grave goods, evidence of trauma, mutilation, 

dismemberment, an association of artifacts such as lancelets that may have 

been used for the sacrifice, and the presence of disproportionate numbers of 

infant remains.  The individuals from Burials 1, 2, and 3 from Actun Nak Beh do 

not appear to be sacrificial victims, as all the burials contained grave goods.  

Only one of the four individuals was an infant, and no evidence of paleopathic 

evidence was recovered, primarily due to the poor preservation of the remains.  

Nonetheless, it is possible that burials were placed in the cave as offerings.  

Becker (1992) has suggested that burials and caches were considered to be 
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cognitively similar phenomena.  Both served as “earth offerings,” with human 

remains, like cached objects, dedicated to supernatural beings in order to 

maintain the cosmological cycle, feed the gods, and renew life.   

The burials at Actun Nak Beh provide evidence that funerary ceremonies 

were conducted at the cave, perhaps coinciding with annual public ceremonies.  

Other types of ritual activity, either occurring in conjunction with or separately 

from the human remains, may have included burning of pine wood (Pinus sp.), 

bloodletting, and offering of goods.  Evidence for burning was encountered within 

all excavation units, at Entrance 1 of the cave and within the cave’s interior.  

Christopher Morehart’s ethnobotanical analysis (2001) of the floral remains at 

Actun Nak Beh found that 97% of all sampled contexts contained pine charcoal.   

The ritual significance of pine is supported by Maya ethnographic and 

ethnohistoric documentation (Thompson 1970:172; Vogt 1969:389).  For 

example, seventeenth century written accounts by Spanish friars Bartolomé de 

Fuensalida, Juan de Orbita, and Joseph Delgado document the principal ritual 

offerings of the Manche Chol Maya of Belize.  These items consisted of human 

blood, turkeys, black wax, copal incense, and pine torches (Thompson 1988:46). 

Breedlove and Laughlin (2000) find semantic relationships between the Tzotzil 

Maya words for pine and candles, flowers, and liquor, all typical modern-day 

Maya offerings.  Morehart (2001) has also uncovered archaeological evidence for 

the burning of pine at Twin Caves, Tarantula Cave, and Actun Chechem Ha, 

Belize. 
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The association of broken obsidian blades with blood sacrifice was 

suggested in Chapter 4.  This activity is associated with sensory deprivation, in 

which visions are produced and contact is made with gods and ancestors 

(Schele and Miller 1986:175-184). These experiences are particularly associated 

with accession and Period-ending ceremonies conducted by royal individuals.  

Documentation of bloodletting activities is displayed on stelae found in 

ceremonial centers and on polychrome pottery (Bassie 1991:63-70; Chase 

1985:196-201; Joralemon 1974; Reents-Budet and MacLeod 1997:102; Schele 

and Miller 1986:181).  Wall paintings of individuals letting blood at Naj Tunich 

suggest that these activities also occurred in caves (Stone 1995).  As noted 

earlier, the evidence for bloodletting using obsidian blades at Actun Nak Beh is 

based primarily on context, with little quantitative evidence for conclusive 

interpretations.   

Evidence for offerings at Actun Nak Beh includes the types and conditions 

of the ceramics recovered from the site.  The ceramic assemblage contained 

unusually high frequencies of bowl and dish forms in comparison to jar forms.  

These frequencies are higher than typical domestic contexts and many other 

cave contexts.  Unlike caves that contain a frequent flow of drip water from 

stalactites, Actun Nak Beh would not be an ideal site for the collection of zuhuy 

ha, which is obtained using jars.  Within a ritual context, bowls and dishes are 

commonly associated with the presentation and offering of items, such as food, 

cloth, and various other goods (LeCount 1997:248-255; Reents-Budet 1994:80).  

Though the bowls and dishes may have held foods such as maize, the paucity of 
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faunal remains from ceramic-bearing contexts suggests that the vessels were not 

associated with ceremonial feasting.  

High percentages of fragmentary ceramic sherds may imply ritual 

breaking. For example, the Belize Molded-carved vase was found in tiny pieces 

scattered over the capstones of Burial 2 (Helmke and Halperin 2001).  Ceramics 

are smashed or “killed” as a means of presenting a votive offering.  As Hubert 

and Mauss (1964:97) state, “[t]his procedure consists in establishing a means of 

communicating between the sacred and the profane worlds through the 

mediation of a victim, that is, of a thing that in the course of the ceremony is 

destroyed.”  

Other types of offerings at Actun Nak Beh include quartz crystal found with 

Burials 2 and 3, as well as the speleothem fragments found with Burial 1. As 

mentioned earlier, these artifacts are most frequently found in ritual contexts 

such as caves, caches, and burials.  Due to their contemporary associations with 

divination and zuhuy ha, their presence within burials may imply that the 

individuals were ritual specialists or may simply reflect offerings of ritual 

significance.  

In general, an offering may be conceived of as a sacrifice (Hubert and 

Mauss 1964) in which the act of offering an object serves as a means to maintain 

the human or natural cycle or to regain equilibrium in a situation out of balance.  

It is generally assumed that the offering will create a greater obligation for the 

recipient, an ancestor or divine being, to give in return (Godelier 1999:186).  A 

fundamental concern among the Maya was rain and crop fertility.  Thus, the 



 112 

offerings placed or smashed in cave sites are often related to petitions for good 

harvests, rain, and fertility.   

  Unlike domestic and residential contexts, the negative evidence found at 

Actun Nak Beh suggests that everyday activities such as lithic processing and 

refuse deposition were not primary activities at the cave.  Excavations revealed 

low frequencies of lithic debitage and faunal remains, as well as no evidence of 

middens. The majority of the faunal remains (92.1% NISp=1319) found at the site 

were freshwater snail shells (Pachychilus indiorum), known locally as jute.  The 

majority of these shells possessed broken distal ends, suggesting that the meat 

had been extracted.  Although freshwater shell remains are often considered 

domestic refuse (Schele 1990:131, Lee and Clark 1988, Lee and Hayden 1988, 

Andrews 1969), they are also found with and without broken distal ends inside 

caves, and in ballcourts, building dedication caches, and burials in the Maya area 

(Halperin 2000a).  Their presence within cave contexts may indicate that they 

were used as fertility offerings, as they were strongly associated with water, life, 

death, and renewal. 

 Actun Nak Beh possesses an assemblage of artifacts and features similar 

to other ritual caves in the Roaring Creek Valley.  In particular, it closely parallels 

Actun Uayazba Kab, which is located 450 meters to the west. Both are small 

caves with large, exposed entrances resembling a rockshelter.  The entrances 

yielded high concentrations of artifacts and burials containing adults as well as 

infants.  In the case of Actun Uayazba Kab, however, the majority of the burials 

were articulated.  Both sites possessed obsidian blades and quartz crystals 
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associated with the human remains and had a ceramic chronology ranging from 

the Late Preclassic to the Terminal Classic period, with the greatest amount of 

ceramics dating to the Late Classic period (Helmke and Awe 1998:165).  

It is likely that the inhabitants of Cahal Uitz Na were closely involved in 

activities at Actun Uayazba Kab, as well as at Actun Nak Beh. The connection 

between Actun Uayazba Kab and Cahal Uitz Na is manifested primarily through 

their close proximity.  Actun Uayazba Kab is located within a fifteen-minute 

walking distance (less than 600 meters away) from Cahal Uitz Na.  Actun 

Uayazba Kab also contains crude petroglyph faces that are identical to a carved 

face from Monument 3 at Cahal Uitz Na, demonstrating stylistic similarity 

between the two sites (Awe and Helmke 1998:213).  Due to the presence of an 

altar and large elevated “platform” created out of cave formations, Helmke and 

Awe (1998, 2001) suggest that Actun Uayazba Kab hosted accession 

ceremonies.  These features have been carved with iconographic motifs such as 

ascending footprints and Cosmic Monster elements that parallel iconography 

from niche stelae at the site of Piedras Negras.  Thus, it is possible that large-

scale events sponsored by leaders from Cahal Uitz Na were held at Actun 

Uayazba Kab.  Some large-scale ceremonies also appear to have been 

conducted at Actun Nak Beh (discussed later in the Chapter). 

Commonalties between Actun Nak Beh and Actun Uayazba Kab are also 

found at other cave sites in the area, demonstrating a regional pattern of cave 

use.  Actun Nak Beh, Actun Uayazba Kab, Actun Tunichil Muknal and Actun 

Yaxteel Ahau all contained hundreds of spire-lopped freshwater shells 
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(Pachychilus sp.) near their entrances (Halperin 2000).  All caves sampled for 

ethnobotanical analysis (Actun Nak Beh, Twin Caves, and Tarantula Cave) 

contained substantial quantities of pine charcoal (Morehart 2001).  Other types of 

material remains, such as ground stone tools and speleothems are ubiquitous 

within Roaring Creek Valley caves as well as in Maya caves in general (see 

Chapter 4).   

Slate artifacts and manuports are also prevalent in Roaring Creek Valley 

cave sites.   These caves include Actun Nak Beh, Actun Uayazba Kab (Ferguson 

1999b; Griffith 1998), Actun Tunichil Muknal (Awe, Griffith and Gibbs 1998), 

Actun Yaxteel Ahau (Mirro 1999; Mirro and Halperin 2000; Halperin 2000b), 

Uayak Na Rockshelter (Awe, Helmke and Griffith 1998), and Tarantula Cave 

(Awe, Griffith and Gibbs 1998).  Although slate has been documented from cave 

contexts outside the Roaring Creek Valley, such as Actun Balam, Belize 

(Pendergast 1969:53-4), Petroglyph Cave, Belize (Reents-Budet and MacLeod 

1997:66), and Naj Tunich, Guatemala (Brady 1989:308-309), these finds are 

limited.  The large quantity of slate recovered from the Roaring Creek Valley may 

reflect a regional pattern of slate use influenced by its proximity to, or control 

over, slate sources. 

The ceramic assemblage from Actun Nak Beh distinguishes it from other 

cave assemblages in the Roaring Creek Valley.  Preliminary observations 

suggest that Actun Nak Beh possesses similar ceramic types to other 

neighboring caves.  Nonetheless, Actun Nak Beh does not contain a high 

percentage of jar forms, a typical feature in cave assemblages.  This discrepancy 
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can be tied to the more “public” use and easy accessibility of Actun Nak Beh, 

which may have focused on a more visible presentation of goods rather than an 

emphasis on transport or storage, vessel qualities required when climbing 

through dark, dangerous cave interiors.  As mentioned earlier, the few caves that 

did contain low frequencies of jar forms, such as Actun Halal, Hokeb Ha Cave, 

and Río Frío Cave E, were also small and relatively accessible.  In addition, the 

“public” entrance area of Naj Tunich contained higher frequencies of polychrome 

vessels (non-jar forms) than the more “private,” dark interior of the cave (Brady 

1989:406).  The connection between open form vessels and cave accessibility 

would benefit from further examination and comparison of vessel forms in 

reference to cave morphologies and contexts.  A formal analysis of the ceramics 

from Actun Uayazba Kab would provide additional evidence as the morphological 

and material parallels between Actun Nak Beh and Actun Uayazba Kab have 

already been noted. 

In sum, the activities at Actun Nak Beh appear to fit into a regional pattern 

of ritual cave use.  The site contains similar artifacts, such as spire-lopped 

Pachychilus indiorum shells, pine charcoal, slate, ceramic types, broken 

prismatic obsidian blades, and quartz crystal, as other Roaring Creek Valley 

caves.  In particular, Actun Nak Beh closely resembles the nearby cave Actun 

Uayazba Kab, indicating that they served similar functions.  
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Public vs. Private Space 

Ritual space at Actun Nak Beh can be divided into private and public 

realms.  Although private and public designations of space are often culturally 

subjective, these designations focus primarily on the scale of people involved: 

few or many.  Brady and Awe have suggested that spatial patterns of rituals 

within caves are similar to spatial patterns of rituals on surface sites (Awe 

1998:9, Brady 1989:402-405).  Ceremonies conducted outside, in open areas 

such as plazas and temple pyramids, were associated with public rituals.  Those 

that were conducted in restricted areas, such as within a structure, were of a 

more private nature.  This idea is based on the availability and accessibility of 

space.  It is clear that many plazas were easily accessible, with openings 

between the buildings that surround them.  Main plazas within major sites were 

also relatively large and could accommodate large crowds.  Analogous to the 

public/private dichotomy found at Maya centers, entrances of caves may have 

been associated with public ritual, while the small, interior chambers were 

restricted to selected individuals.   

One of the only caves in which a public/private division of space has been 

examined is Naj Tunich, Guatemala (Brady 1989).  The entrance of the cave, 

which contained a balcony area, was large enough to hold hundreds of people 

and was an ideal place for public ceremony.  A constricted tunnel system that 

extended further into the cave was restricted in space and would have been 

appropriate for private ritual.  In addition to the availability or non-availability of 
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space, large construction works and high frequencies of polychrome ceramics, 

considered to reflect ceremonial activity, were uncovered in the more “public” 

balcony area (Brady 1989:405-407). 

The entrances of Actun Nak Beh, particularly Entrance 1, may have been 

used for “public” rituals, and the interior of the cave for more “private” rituals. The 

morphology of Entrance 1 is similar to a rockshelter, looking out onto a flat 

floodplain that could have sustained a large crowd of people. The interior of the 

cave is very constricted, with narrow tunnels and chamber-like areas that would 

hold no more than 6-7 people at a time.   

The most compelling evidence to suggest that the entrance was used for 

public rituals is the causeway, which stops just meters short of Entrance 1 

(Helmke and Halperin 2001).  Causeways functioned as a means to funnel and 

direct the movement of peoples through space (Ashmore 1989, 1992).  They 

served as a means of claiming resources, controlling territory, and creating a 

route of communication (Nalda 1988:128).  Large, inter-regional and inter-site 

causeways, in particular, facilitated the movement of goods and people, 

integrated large-scale polities, aided in tax collection or tribute, and served as 

ceremonial pathways (Earle 1991, Folan 1991).  A long causeway between the 

Late Preclassic centers of El Mirador and Nakbé, for instance, is thought to have 

been a major artery for trade (Nalda 1998:104).  Smaller causeways and intra-

site roads, such as the Cahal Uitz Na causeway, were used for the procession of 

people during festivals and ceremonies (Awe 1999; Keller 1994, 1997).   
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The public nature of the Cahal Uitz Na - Actun Nak Beh causeway is 

evident, as it links the most public area of the center, Plaza A, with the entrance 

to the cave.  The presence of large monumental architecture and stelae 

monuments in Plaza A (Awe and Helmke 1998; Conlon and Ehert 1999) 

indicates that this area, like Actun Nak Beh, had ceremonial functions.  Similar 

causeways, connecting the ceremonial site center with ritually-related terminus 

structures, appear at the sites of Tikal (Ashmore 1989; 1992), Pacbitun, Cahal 

Pech (Awe 1999), Xunantunich (Keller 1994; 1997), Seibal (Willey et al. 1975), 

and X-ual-Canil (Iannone 1999).  At Chichen Itza, several causeways radiate out 

from the plaza of the Castillo, the heart of the city.  One of these roads, Sacbe 1, 

links the plaza of the Castillo with the Sacred Cenote, a large sinkhole known for 

its ceremonial significance and ritual offerings including human bones and 

artifacts (Nalda 1998:123; Thompson 1965), thus providing a close parallel to 

Actun Nak Beh.  These architectural layouts guided the procession of people 

from one ceremonial sector of the site to another (Keller 1994:78). 

A distinction in public and private rituals through time is also apparent at 

Actun Nak Beh.  Ceramics found at the more “public” cave entrance date 

predominately to the early Late Classic period (ca. A.D. 600-900).  Those found 

in the more “private” interior of the cave date predominately to the Early Classic 

period (ca. A.D. 300-600).  Based on the presence and absence of ceramics and 

availability of space, activities in the Late Classic period appear to have been 

more “public” in nature.  The construction of the causeway appears to have 
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occurred in the early phase of the Late Classic (ca. A.D.600-700), which 

coincided with a more intensive exploitation of the cave entrance.    

Actun Nak Beh as a Pilgrimage Site 

Was Actun Nak Beh a pilgrimage site? In order to explore this question 

and its implications, a clear understanding of pilgrimage is in order.  A pilgrimage 

is a journey to a sacred location as an act of devotion (Morinis and Crumrine 

1991).  It may serve individual needs by providing a way in which to influence 

one’s fate or personal needs (Morinis and Crumrine 1991:14).  Mesoamerican 

pilgrimages, unlike many Old World pilgrimages, appear to have been group 

affairs, comprising a wide variety of peoples from all realms of society (Brady 

1989:408; Morinis and Crumrine 1991:2).  According to Turner (1979:152-153), 

pilgrimages, like rituals, possess liminal phase attributes, in that they represent a 

release from mundane social activities.  It is during this in-between state that 

communion with the dead occurs.  In turn, the sites of pilgrimages often possess 

some sort of symbolic feature, which helps to mediate communication between 

mortal peoples and the divine (Morinis and Crumrine 1991:14).  These symbolic 

features may include objects placed in an orientation of cosmological 

significance, materials that engage the senses (e.g. musical instruments, fire, 

beverages), burials, and monumental architecture (Renfrew 2001:17-19).   

The cosmological associations, material remains, and spatial plan of 

Actun Nak Beh suggest that the cave was used as a pilgrimage site. Caves, in 

general, serve as ideal locations for pilgrimages.  Conceptually, they were 
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viewed as entrances to the Underworld and as the abode of ancestors and 

deities.  These associations suggest that caves were zones in which 

communication between cosmological realms was facilitated.  The material 

evidence in combination with the cosmological association with caves 

demonstrates that Actun Nak Beh was a sacred site where rituals occurred.  

These activities involved the interment of human remains and the deposition of 

votive offerings. The burials, due to their secondary nature, may imply that they 

were purposefully interred in conjunction with an annual ceremony or festival 

(McAnany 1996:131; Metcalf and Huntington 1991).   

The public nature of Plaza A and the causeway imply usage of the cave 

by multiple levels of society. These participants may have included not only the 

elite residents of the site core, but also middle and low status individuals from the 

surrounding region.  No conclusive evidence, however, is available to 

demonstrate that individuals journeyed long distances to reach the cave site.  

Ceramic types, for example, are characteristic of those found in other Roaring 

Creek Valley and Belize Valley assemblages and do not appear to contain exotic 

or non-local wares.   

Actun Nak Beh, as a pilgrimage site, contrasts with Naj Tunich, which 

appears to have attracted a larger following.  Although the spatial location of Naj 

Tunich does not demonstrate a clear physical connection with one particular 

center, epigraphic texts painted on its cave walls indicate that the cave was 

visited by a number of noblemen, dignitaries, and ritual specialists from various 

regional polities.  Examples of emblem glyphs from the sites of Sacul, an 
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unidentified tok’ tun polity, Ixtutz, Caracol, and “Site Q” demonstrate the 

multiplicity of polities that appear to have had connections to the cave (Stone 

1995:178-183).  In some cases, pilgrimages to Naj Tunich seem to have been 

conducted as “cooperative enterprises,” suggesting that the site played a role in 

securing political alliances (Stone 1995:183). Unlike the dearth of material 

remains at Actun Nak Beh, Naj Tunich produced a prodigious assemblage of 

artifacts, signifying an intensive use of the cave over time (Brady 1989).  

In comparison to Naj Tunich, the archaeological evidence at Actun Nak 

Beh suggests that pilgrims were attracted on a more localized scale and that use 

of the cave was less intense. Nevertheless, as the principal administrative center 

within the upper Roaring Creek Valley, Cahal Uitz Na certainly attracted 

individuals within the Roaring Creek Valley and conceivably also dignitaries or 

political leaders from neighboring centers.   

Contemporary pilgrimages demonstrate that these ritual events have 

significant economic impacts (Adams 1991; Kendall 1991; Renfrew 2000:23).  In 

particular, the community hosting the pilgrimage site often accumulates 

tremendous economic benefits.  Josserand and Hopkins (1997), for instance, 

attribute the prosperity of the modern Maya town of Tila in Chiapas, Mexico, to its 

role as a pilgrimage center.  The town hosts tens of thousands of people who 

venerate and petition the town’s patron saint, the Señor de Tila, twice a year.  

The townspeople house and feed the pilgrims, and a trade fair takes place where 

merchants come to buy and sells their goods (1997:1).  If Actun Nak Beh served 

as pilgrimage site, is it possible that Cahal Uitz Na benefited economically?  This 
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question may be answered with further excavations at Cahal Uitz Na, which 

could provide clues to the site’s role in economic production and exchange.  The 

cave itself provides little evidence that economic exchange was involved with 

ritual activities.  The cave data so far suggest that the rituals were heavily 

focused on solidifying the political authority of the ruler of Cahal Uitz Na 

Social Power and Public Cave Use  

  Caves provided a stage for the solidification, division, and reinvention of 

social order.  Ritual performances conducted in caves demonstrated an array of 

human experiences.  Such experiences are conceptualized as expressions that 

“are not only naturally occurring units of meaning but are also periods of 

heightened activity where cultures are most exposed, when core values are 

expressed, when the symbolism is most apparent” (Bruner 1986:9-10).  An 

examination of social processes associated with public cave ceremonies and, in 

particular, Actun Nak Beh, demonstrates how social power was distributed at all 

levels of Maya society.   

 Public cave ceremonies served to unite the social composition of a 

community.  A journey away from one’s immediate working and dwelling area 

and into the center of Cahal Uitz Na brought people together who did not 

normally come into contact on a daily basis.  These opportunities for interaction 

helped produce and cement social relations along horizontal and vertical lines.  

Renfrew (2001:19) notes the use of contemporary pilgrimage sites in Orkney as 

a way in which people of marriageable age meet. In Zinacantan, Chiapas, the 
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year-renewal ceremony not only provides a “symbolic way of relating the outlying 

hamlets to the tribal ancestral gods in the Center... it also links together the top-

ranking shamans and top-ranking cargo holders through their shared experience 

of praying and conducting the ceremonies” (Vogt 1970:99).  Community wide 

ceremonies served to reinforce group identity and social values through a 

common experience and belief in the protective power of divinity (Durkheim 

1915:59; Mach 1993:80; Morinis and Crumrine 1991:16; Turner 1969:96, 

1974:207-8).   

The creation of social solidarity through public cave ceremonies reflects 

an accumulation of “collective power” (Mann 1986:6; Parsons 1960:199-200).  In 

the case of Actun Nak Beh, group participation at the center and cave site 

provided significant opportunities for the development of social cohesion and 

regional identity.  These social bonds would have facilitated communication and 

stability within the group, which empowered it in reference to other communities 

and regions and during times of environmental and social hardships.  Freidel 

(1981) has argued that Maya festivals and fairs served as the principal bond that 

held Maya political and economic structures together against a rainforest 

environment, which promoted dispersed residential settlements.  

“Distributive” social power was gained through the control of ritual and 

ritualized space (Bell 1992:207; Mann 1986:6).  One way in which to 

demonstrate control over caves and cave rituals was to place large, monumental 

architecture near or over these sacred sites, as was done at the sites of Dos 

Pilas, Teotihuacan, Las Pacayas, and others discussed in Chapter 1.  Large 
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temple-pyramid complexes, plazas, and causeways imply considerable group-

based labor.  The elites provided the financial backing, leadership, and 

organization for such construction projects and, correspondingly, controlled the 

utilization of such features. These large construction works “convey a simple 

message of power and wealth.  This elemental message comes across 

regardless of the viewer’s language, age, gender, or cultural affiliation” (Earle 

1997:156).  The symbolic expressions of power and authority associated with the 

Cahal Uitz Na’s monumental architecture were extended to the cave site by the 

causeway that united the two features.   

Ritual activity conducted at caves, in turn, demonstrated and legitimized 

the authority of elite individuals.  Ritual dramatization of power plays a central 

role in defining political and social hierarchies within complex societies, and in 

some cases, it may provide a more effective means of communicating power 

differences than verbal declarations.  As David Kertzer (1988:30) argues, “direct 

verbal expression of status differences is more likely to create overt conflict 

among those in lower ranks than is ritual expression of the same message.”  

Correspondingly, Sallnow (1981:180) has discovered that pilgrimages among the 

Ccamahuara in the central Andes demonstrate practices of social solidarity 

defined through Turner’s (1969, 1974) notion of communitas, as well as clear 

social divisions in the form of neighborhood factionalism, inter-community 

conflict, and ethnically-based hierarchies of control. 

According to Godelier (1999:175), the select individuals who control the 

sacred and the access to origins possess powers that set them apart from other 
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members of society. The causeway between Cahal Uitz Na and Actun Nak Beh 

appears to have served as a means to extend control of the sacred by elites from 

the center.  Control over the cave and cave rituals enforced and legitimized their 

power and provided a public means to demonstrate status differences.  The 

artifacts recovered from Actun Nak Beh did not include large quantities of 

prestige items such as jade, marine shell, and pyrite mirror fragments.  The 

assemblage did, however, include one piece of jade, worked slate, quartz crystal, 

and some polychrome pottery and a molded-carved vase.  The relative paucity of 

prestige goods presents an anomaly if the expression of social status was a 

primary concern.  But, the layout of the center in reference to the cave site and 

the substantial amount of organized labor needed to build the causeway suggest 

significant involvement in cave related activities by the leaders and residents of 

the site center.  This pattern suggests that the use of caves by high status 

individuals is not necessarily associated with the presence of prestige goods. 

Monumental architecture without a direct linkage to caves or mountains 

also represented an attempt to control sacred features of the landscape.  

Epigraphic and iconographic evidence indicates that pyramid complexes 

symbolically represented sacred mountains and the temples that sit on top were 

metaphors of sacred caves (Bassie 1991,1996; Benson 1985; Schele and Freidel 

1990; Vogt 1981, 1992).  Ashmore (1989, 1992) has also argued that the layout 

of monumental architecture and causeways mimics the structure of the cosmos; 

north represented the celestial supernatural sphere, while south represented the 

Underworld or worldly sphere.  Architectural metaphors of the sacred served as 
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ideal settings for public rituals, such as Period-ending ceremonies, accession 

rituals, the sacrifice of captives, ballgames, and feasts.  The rulers and other 

high-status members of society integrated themselves into these architectural 

features.  They placed their tombs within the structures, inserted sculptures, 

lintels, and paintings of themselves on doorways, stairs, and other visible 

locations, and served as the primary inhabitants of and performers in such 

space.  Thus, the built environment provided a series of material symbols used to 

define the structure of the cosmos as well as the role of the people within it 

(Stone 1995:240).  The examples of monumental architecture connected to cave 

complexes from Cahal Uitz Na, Teotihuacan, the Petexbatun region, and other 

similarly structured sites support the notion of validating social and political power 

through manipulation of sacred space.  In these cases natural rather than built 

examples are used, perhaps accentuating the potency of the symbolic message 

of legitimacy. 

Jaime Awe (1999) has suggested that the inhabitants of Cahal Uitz Na 

purposefully incorporated the sacred geography of caves into their choice of 

settlement location.  Like Hayden and Brady, Awe uses a model developed by 

Mircea Eliade (1959:36-47, 1996:374-379), in which holy sites and sanctuaries 

are believed to be situated at the center of the world.  Cahal Uitz Na, which was 

surrounded by sacred cave sites, may be viewed as the symbolic center of the 

Cahal Uitz Na microcosm, thus serving as the principal source of sanctity and 

link between earth and other cosmological realms.   
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Angel García-Zambrano’s (1994) analysis of early sixteenth-century 

Mesoamerican land and town titles provides additional support for the integral 

role of sacred features in the establishment of new settlements.  The search for a 

new habitation space among Nahuas, Mixtecs, Zapotecs, Mayas, and Tarascans 

was predicated on the presence of specific symbolic features that evoked 

mythological episodes of earth’s creation.  Central to these features was a cave 

that was surrounded by mountains, symbolizing the mythological place of origin 

(García-Zambrano 1994:217-218).  Once an analog of the mythological physical 

environment was encountered, the founding peoples conducted “rituals of 

foundation,” public ceremonies involving the creation of territorial boundaries and 

the establishment of the site’s center.  These ceremonies were presided over by 

the group’s rulers, demonstrating their authority as well as their obligation to 

preserve the new territory. 

In addition to the use of sacred landscapes, such as caves, as key 

features for the establishment of new settlements, I would argue that caves were 

strategically utilized as a means to compete with other centers.  It is apparent 

that some caves served as the ceremonial setting of elite-sponsored rituals 

(Bassie 1991; Brady and Stone 1986; Brady 1997a; Stone 1995).  Ceremonies 

and feasts were political strategies used by elites to attract followers.  Ritual 

protection, gifts, and food given to commoners during these ceremonies created 

an obligation for reciprocation (Mauss 1950).  Repayment often took the form of 

tribute or services.  When these forms of repayment were not immediately 

available, commoners remained indebted to their elite counterparts.  Such an 
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exchange increases the social bond between donor and recipient through the act 

of sharing, and it simultaneously emphasizes their hierarchical relationship 

(Godelier 1999:12).  Thus, these events reinforced patron-client relationships and 

served as a fundamental strategy for creating alliances and mobilizing labor and 

goods (Pohl and Pohl 1994:239). 

The elite individuals from Cahal Uitz Na may have used Actun Nak Beh 

and other nearby caves as a means to compete with other Belize Valley centers.  

The sacred role of these caves increased the center’s ceremonial prosperity, 

perhaps giving it the “ideological pull” needed to amass tribute and promote 

alliances.  The closest major centers to Cahal Uitz Na are situated in the alluvial 

bottom along the Belize River.  These centers did not have easy access to cave 

sites, and thus they had to rely on other mechanisms for alliance building.  

Competition for social status and power is most intense among similarly 

structured entities (Brumfiel 1994:4).  Other centers in the Belize Valley that were 

surrounded by caves, such as Pacbitun and Xibum, may have been Cahal Uitz 

Na’s principal competition due to their similar access to ceremonial “resources” 

(Figure 2.2). 

Competition for power often increases during times of political instability 

(Anderson 1994; Pohl and Pohl 1994).  During the Late Classic period in the 

southern Maya Lowlands, primary centers such as Tikal, Caracol, and Naranjo 

exhibited periods of political stress that allowed other primary centers and 

secondary, provincial centers to expand their influence and control (Marcus 

1993; Martin and Grube 1995, 2000).  The transition at Cahal Uitz Na from 
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“private” cave ceremonies in the Early Classic period to more “public” 

ceremonies in the Late Classic period suggests that the legitimizing strategies 

derived from caves and cave rituals were expanded to reach a larger following in 

the latter half of the Classic period.   This transition may reflect a heightened 

level of competition between the site and other secondary centers due to the 

instability of political structures at a higher level.  In order to test this notion, more 

excavations at Cahal Uitz need to be conducted to determine whether 

monumental construction works, feasting, and other alliance building 

mechanisms also intensified during the same time period.
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

 
Ritual activities conducted at Actun Nak Beh during the Classic period 

were rooted in ancestor veneration that entailed the deposition of offerings.  The 

cave contained evidence of human interments, reinforcing the interpretation of 

the site as a liminal realm where communication with ancestors and the 

supernatural world was facilitated.  Other material remains found at the site 

included spire-lopped freshwater shells, pine charcoal, ceramics, chert, modified 

and unmodified slate, specially arranged speleothems, ground stone, broken 

prismatic obsidian blades, and quartz crystal.  Some of these artifacts, such as 

bowls and dishes, may have served as containers for offerings such as food.  

Other objects, such as the quartz crystal, freshwater shells, ritually killed 

ceramics and groundstone, and speleothems, most likely functioned as offerings 

themselves.   

The activities performed at Actun Nak Beh appear to fit into a regional 

pattern of ritual cave use.  The site contained artifact assemblages similar to 

those from other caves in the Maya area.  On a regional level, the site shared 

similarities in ceramic types and regionally specific artifacts, such as slate, with 

other Roaring Creek Valley caves.  Parallels between Actun Uayazba Kab and 

Actun Nak Beh, in particular, were apparent in their cave morphology, extensive 
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use of the open, rockshelter-like entrances, and abundance of broken obsidian 

blades and quartz crystal, most of which was found near human interments. 

The site of Actun Nak Beh is unusual in its abundance of open formed 

vessels such as bowls and dishes and its paucity of closed form vessels such as 

jars.  A high frequency of open forms appears to be more typical of small, dry 

caves or areas of caves that are easily accessible.  The presence of such vessel 

forms suggests a focus on the presentation and offering of food and other such 

items in public.  Tortuous, dark, riverine caves, on the other hand, were not ideal 

settings for carrying and presenting vessels whose contents (assuming they held 

contents) could spill easily.  Further vessel form comparisons in reference to 

cave morphology are needed to substantiate such a connection between cave 

function and cave morphology.  

A spatial analysis of Actun Nak Beh demonstrates differential utilization of 

the site through time.  Earlier usage during the Early Classic period appeared to 

be more “private” in nature, with a focus on rituals inside the small chambers and 

passages of the cave.  In contrast, utilization of the cave in the Late Classic 

period was conducted primarily in the light-zone under the rockshelter-like 

overhang of Entrance 1.  This area of the cave could have hosted a larger 

audience and most likely served as a pilgrimage site for individuals within the 

region.   

The use of Actun Nak Beh as a means to demonstrate and acquire social 

power is suggested by the cave’s physical connection with Cahal Uitz Na, the 

principal administrative center in the Roaring Creek Valley during the Classic 
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period.  This connection is demonstrated by the presence of a causeway 

between Plaza A, a public, ceremonial locus of the center, and Entrance 1 of 

Actun Nak Beh.  As a place for “public” ceremonies sponsored by the center, the 

cave site may have aided in the formation of social solidarity, empowering the 

region as a whole.  A journey away from one’s immediate working and dwelling 

area and into the center of Cahal Uitz Na would have united a group of people 

who did not interact on a daily basis.  Such interaction helps produce and cement 

social relations along both horizontal and vertical lines.   

Social power was also gained through control over ritual and ritualized 

space.  Leaders at Cahal Uitz Na demonstrated and legitimized their authority 

through the physical connection between the center and the cave site.  These 

individuals possessed access to the sacred, which was demonstrated primarily 

through site layout and planning rather than the presence of status-reinforcing 

prestige goods at the cave.  Manipulation of the cave as a public, ceremonial 

space increased the ideological “pull” needed to amass followers and create 

alliances, and this phenomenon may have been used as a means to compete 

with other similarly structured centers in the Belize Valley.   

Caves served the Classic period Maya as reflections of and instruments 

for the formulation of Maya society.  Cave sites provided “expressions” of Maya 

ideologies by hosting rituals and ceremonies that demonstrated and affirmed the 

social order, beliefs, and meanings of society.  In turn, caves were a “tool” by 

which individuals could validate their social power, form social alliances at both 

horizontal and vertical levels of society, and compete for prominence within a 
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larger territory.  The implication of this cave research is that the power of Maya 

rulers was primarily political in nature rather than rooted in economic control. 

 



 134 

APPENDIX I. Diagnostic Ceramic Types 

Unit Lev el Time Period Ceramic Phase Project Cat. # Vessel # Mode Ty pe-Variety
1 6 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, EF ANB00-E1-148 30 Bowl Garbutt Creek Red, Paslow Variety
1 6 ANB00-E1-148 31 Bowl
1 6 ANB00-E1-148 32 Bowl
1 6 Early  Postclassic New Town ANB00-E1-136 28 Jar Augustine Red, Augustine Variety
1 6 ANB00-E1-148 33 Jar

1 6
Late-Terminal 
Classic

Spanish Lookout, LF - 
Early  New Town ANB00-E1-148 1 Vase Belize Molded-carv ed, Unspecif ied Variety

1 7 ANB00-E1-153 107 Unknown
1 7 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, EF ANB00-E1-125 3 Bowl Rubber Camp Brown, Rubber Camp Variety  
1 7 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, EF ANB00-E1-125 4 Bowl Garbutt Creek Red, Paslow Variety
1 7 ANB00-E1-153 106 Bowl
1 7 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, EF ANB00-E1-281 109 Bowl Garbutt Creek Red, Paslow Variety  
1 7 ANB00-E1-153 114 Bowl

1 7
Late-Terminal 
Classic

Spanish Lookout, LF - 
Early  New Town ANB00-E1-125 2 Dish Day light Orange, Darknight Variety

1 7 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, EF ANB00-E1-125 6 Dish Belize Red, Belize Variety  
1 7 Late Classic Tiger Run ANB00-E1-125 5 Vase Orange-walk Incised, Orange-walk Variety
1 7 ANB00-E1-155 34 Unknown
1 7 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, LF ANB00-E1-155 37 Bowl Tinaha Red, Variety  Unspecif ied
1 8 Late Classic Tiger Run ANB00-E1-151 35 Bowl Rubber Camp Brown, Rubber Camp Variety  
1 8 Late Classic Tiger Run ANB00-E1-151 129 Vase Sotero Red-Brown, Sotero Variety  (Vase f orm)
1 9 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, EF ANB00-E1-337 110 Bowl Garbutt Creek Red, Paslow Variety
1 9 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, EF ANB00-E1-337 111 Bowl Rubber Camp Brown, Rubber Camp Variety
1 9 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, EF ANB00-E1-338 113 Bowl Benque Viejo Poly chrome, Variety  Unspecif ied
1 9 Late Classic Tiger Run ANB00-E1-337 115 Bowl Garbutt Creek Red, Garbutt Creek Variety  
1 9 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, EF ANB00-E1-338 112 Jar Cay o Unslipped, Cay o Variety  
1 2-5 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, LF ANB00-E1-163 118 Dish Roaring Creek Red, Roaring Creek Variety
2 3 Late Classic Tiger Run ANB00-E1-146 29 Bowl Mangrov e Brown-Black, Mangrov e Variety
2 4 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, LF ANB00-E1-156 38 Dish Roaring Creek Red, Roaring Creek Variety
2 4 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, LF ANB00-E1-156 39 Dish Roaring Creek Red, Roaring Creek Variety
2 4 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, LF ANB00-E1-156 40 Dish Roaring Creek Red, Roaring Creek Variety
2 4 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, LF ANB00-E1-156 41 Dish Roaring Creek Red, Roaring Creek Variety  
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Unit Lev el Time Period Ceramic Phase Project Cat. # Vessel # Mode Ty pe-Variety
2 4 ANB00-E1-156 42 Jar
2 4 ANB00-E1-156 43 Jar
2 5 Early  Classic Hermitage ANB00-E1-170 122 Dish Pucte Brown, Variety  Unspecif ied
2 5 ANB00-E1-166 119 Jar
2 5 ANB00-C5-256 62 Vase
2 6 ANB00-E1-176 51 Bowl
2 6 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, EF ANB00-E1-176 50 Bowl/Dish Dolphin Head Red, Dolphin Head Red Variety
2 6 Late Classic Tiger Run ANB00-E1-176 49 Dish Uacho Black on Orange, Variety  Unspecif ied
2 6 ANB00-E1-176 48 Jar
3 2 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, LF ANB00-E1-134 26 Vase Duck Run Incised, Duck Run Variety  
3 3 Early  Classic Hermitage ANB00-E1-135 27 Dish orange ware basal f lange -ty pe unidentif ied
4 1 ANB00-C1-173 108 Unknown
4 1 Late Classic Spanish Lookout ANB00-C1-133 130 Bowl? thick walled, crude, ash tempered - ty pe unidentif ied
4 1 ANB00-C1-133 24 Bowl/Dish
4 1 ANB00-C1-133 25 Bowl/Dish
4 1 Early  Classic Hermitage ANB00-C1-152 14 Dish Dos Arroy os Orange-poly chrome, Variety  Unspecif ied
4 1 Early  Classic Hermitage ANB00-C1-132 15 Dish Dos Arroy os Orange-poly chrome, Variety  Unspecif ied
4 1 Early  Classic Hermitage ANB00-C1-132 16 Dish Dos Arroy os Orange-poly chrome, Variety  Unspecif ied
4 1 Early  Classic Hermitage ANB00-C1-132 17 Dish Dos Arroy os Orange-poly chrome, Variety  Unspecif ied
4 1 Early  Classic Hermitage ANB00-C1-132 19 Dish Pucte Brown, Variety  Unspecif ied
4 1 Early  Classic Hermitage ANB00-C1-133 23 Dish Dos Arroy os Orange-poly chrome, Variety  Unspecif ied
4 1 Early  Classic Hermitage ANB00-C1-152 36 Dish Pucte Brown, Variety  Unspecif ied
4 1 Early  Classic Hermitage ANB00-C1-258 67 Dish Dos Arroy os Orange-poly chrome, Variety  Unspecif ied
4 1 ANB00-C1-132 21 Disk Lid - ty pe unidentif ied
4 1 ANB00-C1-132 22 Disk Lid - ty pe unidentif ied
4 1 Early  Classic Hermitage ANB00-C1-132 18 Jar San Ignacio Red on Brown, San Ignacio Variety
4 1 ANB00-C1-132 20 Jar
4 2 Early  Classic Hermitage ANB00-C1-175 126 Dish Dos Arroy os Orange-poly chrome, Variety  Unspecif ied
4 4 Early  Classic Hermitage ANB00-E1-157 45 Bowl Pucte Brown, Variety  Unspecif ied
4 4 ANB00-E1-157 44 Dish
5 2 CUN00-S-262 64 Unknown
5 2 Early  Classic Hermitage CUN00-S-128 10 Jar Actuncan Orange-poly chrome, Actuncan Variety
5 2 CUN00-S-262 65 Jar
6 1 ANB00-C1-131 13 Dish  
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Unit Lev el Time Period Ceramic Phase Project Cat. # Vessel # Mode Ty pe-Variety
6 1 Early  Classic Hermitage ANB00-C1-263 66 Dish Yaloche Cream-poly chrome, Variety  Unspecif ied
6 2 ANB00-C1-168 120 Jar
6 sur Early  Classic Hermitage ANB00-C1-161 116 Dish Yaloche Cream-poly chrome, Variety  Unspecif ied
6 sur ANB00-C1-161 117 Dish
7 1 Late Classic Tiger Run ANB00-C5-126 7 Bowl Saxche Orange-poly chrome, Variety  Unspecif ied
7 1 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, EF ANB00-C5-126 8 Bowl Garbutt Creek Red, Garbutt Creek Red Variety
7 1 ANB00-C5-126 9 Jar
7 2 Early  Classic Hermitage ANB00-C5-257 63 Dish
7 2 Early  Classic Hermitage ANB00-C5-169 121 Jar Actuncan Orange-poly chrome, Actuncan Variety
7 3 Early  Classic Hermitage ANB00-C5-129 11 Dish Dos Arroy os Orange-poly chrome, Variety  Unspecif ied
7 3 Early  Classic Hermitage ANB00-C5-129 12 Jar Eastern Branch Plain, Eastern Branch Variety
7 4 ANB00-C5-268 68 Bowl
7 4 Late Preclassic Mount Hope ANB00-C5-268 70 Bowl Bullet Tree Red-Brown?
7 4 Early  Classic Hermitage ANB00-C5-174 124 Jar Pucte Brown?
7 4 ANB00-C5-174 125 Jar
7 4 ANB00-C5-268 69 Unknown
7 5 ANB00-C5-172 123 Bowl
7 sur ANB00-C5-158 46 Jar
7 sur ANB00-C5-158 47 Jar
8 3 Late Classic Tiger Run CUN00-S-274 74 Bowl Mountain Pine Red, Old Jim Variety
8 3 CUN00-S-274 75 Bowl
8 3 CUN00-S-272 130 Unknown
8 3 CUN00-S-271 71 Dish
9 3 ANB00-E1-280 77 Unknown

10 2 CUN00-S-282 80 Bowl
10 2 CUN00-S-282 79 Bowl/Vase
10 2 Early  Classic Hermitage CUN00-S-282 78 Dish basal f lange dish - ty pe unidentif ied
10 3 CUN00-S-283 83 Bowl
10 3 Early  Classic Hermitage CUN00-S-283 85 Dish? possibly  Dos Arroy os poly chrome
10 3 CUN00-S-283 81 Jar
10 3 CUN00-S-283 82 Jar
10 3 CUN00-S-283 86 Jar
10 3 CUN00-S-283 84 Vase?
10 4 CUN00-S-279 76 Bowl  
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Unit Lev el Time Period Ceramic Phase Project Cat. # Vessel # Mode Ty pe-Variety
1 ext 6 Late Classic Tiger Run ANB00-E1-250 52 Bowl Garbutt Creek Red, Garbutt Creek Variety  
1 ext 6 ANB00-E1-250 53 Jar
1 ext 6 ANB00-E1-245 54 Vase
1 ext 7 ANB00-E1-244 55 Bowl
1 ext 7 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, EF ANB00-E1-244 56 Bowl Meditation Black, Meditation Variety
1 ext 7 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, LF ANB00-E1-249 72 Bowl Vaca Falls Red, Vaca Falls Variety
1 ext 7 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, EF ANB00-E1-249 73 Bowl Garbutt Creek Red, Garbutt Creek Variety
1 ext 7 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, EF ANB00-E1-249 127 Bowl Rubber Camp Brown, Rubber Camp Variety
1 ext 7 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, EF ANB00-E1-249 128 Bowl Garbutt Creek Red, Garbutt Creek Variety  
1 ext 7 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, EF ANB00-E1-246 57 Jar Belize Red, Belize Variety  (although distinct f orm)
1 ext 7 ANB00-E1-246 58 Jar
1 ext 7 ANB00-E1-246 59 Jar
1 ext 7 ANB00-E1-249 60 Jar
1 ext 8 ANB00-E1-328 101 ?
1 ext 8 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, EF ANB00-E1-322 89 Bowl Garbutt Creek Red, Paslow Variety
1 ext 8 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, EF ANB00-E1-327 90 Bowl Rubber Camp Brown, Rubber Camp Variety
1 ext 8 ANB00-E1-327 91 Bowl
1 ext 8 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, EF ANB00-E1-327 92 Bowl Rubber Camp Brown, Rubber Camp Variety
1 ext 8 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, LF ANB00-E1-327 93 Bowl Vaca Falls Red, Vaca Falls Variety
1 ext 8 ANB00-E1-327 96 Bowl
1 ext 8 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, EF ANB00-E1-327 97 Bowl Mediation Black, Mediation Variety
1 ext 8 ANB00-E1-327 98 Bowl
1 ext 8 ANB00-E1-327 99 Bowl
1 ext 8 Late Classic Tiger Run ANB00-E1-328 100 Bowl Garbutt Creek Red, Garbutt Creek Variety  (lc1)
1 ext 8 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, EF ANB00-E1-328 104 Bowl Garbutt Creek Red, Garbutt Creek Variety
1 ext 8 ANB00-E1-328 105 Bowl
1 ext 8 Late Classic Tiger Run ANB00-E1-328 102 Bowl Orange Walk Incised, Orange Walk Variety
1 ext 8 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, LF ANB00-E1-327 95 Dish Roaring Creek Red, Roaring Creek Variety
1 ext 8 ANB00-E1-327 94 Jar
1 ext 8 Late Classic Spanish Lookout, EF ANB00-E1-328 103 Jar Cay o Unslipped, Variety  Unspecif ied
1 ext ? Late Classic Spanish Lookout, EF ANB00-E1-255 61 Bowl Benque Viejo Poly chrme, Variety  Unspecif ied
1 ext bau ANB00-E1-320 88 Bowl
CH5A sur Middle Preclassic Jenny  Creek ANB00-C5-287 87 Jar? Jacote Orange-Brown, Jacote Variety ?  
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APPENDIX II. Special Finds 

*Note: Interior and Exterior of  Cav e is indicated by  ANB pref ix and Sacbe with CUN pref ix   
Project Cat # Special Find # Unit Level Material Description l x w x h (cm)

Lithics
ANB00-E1-304 ANB00-QZ-003 1 6 quartz crystal quartz crystal fragment 1.8x1.1x0.7

ANB00-E1-022 ANB00-SL-001 1 7 slate
smooth slate pendant with 2 
bifacial perforations 3.2x2.1x0.3

ANB00-E1-339 ANB00-QZ-005 1 9 quartz crystal quart crystal (no cortex) 2.2x0.3x0.3
ANB00-E1-316 ANB00-QZ-004 1 ext wash** quartz crystal quart crystal, decortication flake 6.4x3.1x1.8

ANB00-E1-015 ANB00-QZ-001 1 2 quartz crystal 4 quartz crystal fragments

1.9x1.6; 
1.0x0.8x0.4; 
0.9x0.9x0.4; 
1.0x0.4x0.2

ANB00-E1-021 ANB00-QZ-002 2 2 quartz crystal 1 quartz crystal fragment 2.3x1.6x0.6

ANB00-C1-013 ANB00-L-001 4 1 (surface)
grey-purple 
chert adze 10.0x4.5x2.1

ANB00-C1-318 ANB00-L-003 4 3 speleothem stalactite or stalagmite tip 5.4x3.8
ANB00-C1-318 ANB00-L-003 4 3 speleothem stalactite or stalagmite tip 1.8x1.6
ANB00-C1-319 ANB00-L-004 4 3 speleothem bacon strip 5.3x3.4

CUN00-S-042 CUN00-L-002 5 1
cream colored 
chert? biface chopper 11.0x5.9x3.2

Obsidian

ANB00-C1-001 ANB00-OB-001 6 1
light grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 2.4x0.8x0.2

ANB00-C1-002 ANB00-OB-002 6 1
light grey 
obsidian final series medial blade 2.2x0.7x0.2

ANB00-C1-003 ANB00-OB-003 6 1
light grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 2.9x1.0x0.2

ANB00-C1-004 ANB00-OB-004 4 1
light grey 
obsidian final series whole blade 4.7x0.6x0.2

ANB00-C1-005 ANB00-OB-005 4 1
light grey 
obsidian final series medial blade 1.8x0.6x0.1

ANB00-C1-006 ANB00-OB-006 4 2
light grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 1.6x0.7x0.3

ANB00-C1-007 ANB00-OB-007 4 2
  

obsidian final series proximal blade 2.2x0.6x0.2  
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Project Cat # Special Find # Unit Level Material Description l x w x h (cm)

ANB00-C1-008 ANB00-OB-008 4 1
light grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 2.8x0.5x0.2

ANB00-E1-009 ANB00-OB-009 6 1
light grey 
obsidian

flake (no cortex or parallel 
ridges present) 2.2x1.5x0.4

ANB00-C1-010 ANB00-OB-010 4 2
light grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 2.4x1.1x0.3

ANB00-E1-011 ANB00-OB-011 2 4
light grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 3.2x1.0x0.3

CUN00-S-0122 CUN00-OB-012 5 2
light grey 
obsidian final series medial blade 1.0x1.1x0.2

ANB00-E1-178 ANB00-0B-013 1 6
light grey 
obsidian final series medial blade 0.9x0.7x0.3

ANB00-E1-020 ANB00-OB-014 1 6

light grey 
striated 
obsidian final series medial blade 2.6x1.1x0.2

ANB00-E1-097 ANB00-OB-015 2 5
light grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 1.5x0.6x0.2

ANB00-E1-098 ANB00-OB-016 2 5
light grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 3.7x1.1x0.25

ANB00-E1-099 ANB00-OB-017 2 6
light grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 1.9x0.8x0.2

ANB00-E1-100 ANB00-OB-018 1 8
light grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 3.5x0.7x0.35

ANB00-E1-101 ANB00-OB-019 1 8
light grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 1.5x0.4x0.2

ANB00-E1-102 ANB00-OB-020 1 8
light grey 
obsidian final series medial blade 2.3x0.4x0.15

ANB00-C1-105 ANB00-OB-021 4 1
light grey 
obsidian final series distal blade 1.85x0.4x0.1

ANB00-C1-106 ANB00-OB-022 4 1
light grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 2.8x1.0x0.4

ANB00-C1-107 ANB00-OB-023 4 1
light grey 
obsidian final series medial blade 1.5x0.3x0.1

ANB00-C1-108 ANB00-OB-024 4 2

light grey 
striated 
obsidian

second series distal blade, fits 
with ANB00-OB-025 2.5x1.1x0.2  
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Project Cat # Special Find # Unit Level Material Description l x w x h (cm)

ANB00-C1-109 ANB00-OB-025 4 1

light grey 
striated 
obsidian

second series proximal blade, 
fits with ANB00-OB-024 1.3x1.1x0.2

ANB00-C1-110 ANB00-OB-026 4 1
light grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 2.15x0.6x0.2

ANB00-C1-111 ANB00-OB-027 4 1
light grey 
obsidian final series medial blade 1.4x0.5x0.1

ANB00-C1-112 ANB00-OB-028 4 1
light grey 
obsidian final series medial blade 1.4x0.6x0.1

ANB00-C1-113 ANB00-OB-029 4 1
light grey 
obsidian final series medial blade 1.7x0.35x0.15

ANB00-C1-114 ANB00-OB-030 4 1
light grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 3.3x0.4x0.15

ANB00-C1-115 ANB00-OB-031 4 1
light grey 
obsidian final series medial blade 1.3x0.55x0.2

ANB00-C1-116 ANB00-OB-032 4 1
light grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 3.1x0.6x0.25

ANB00-C1-117 ANB00-OB-033 4 1
light grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 3.8x0.8x0.25

ANB00-C1-118 ANB00-OB-034 4 1
light grey 
obsidian final series medial blade 3.4x0.4x0.2

ANB00-C1-119 ANB00-OB-035 4 1
dark grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 3.1x0.7x0.2

ANB00-C1-120 ANB00-OB-036 4 1
light grey 
obsidian final series medial blade 2.0x0.7x0.2

ANB00-C1-121 ANB00-OB-037 4 1

light grey 
striated 
obsidian final series proximal blade 3.8x0.65x0.3

ANB00-C1-122 ANB00-OB-038 4 1
light grey 
obsidian final series medial blade 3.1x1.1x0.4

ANB00-E1-123 ANB00-OB-039 2 5
light grey 
obsidian final series medial blade 1.8x0.8x0.2

ANB00-E1-124 ANB00-OB-040 2 5
light grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 2.8x1.05x0.3

CUN00-S-197 CUN00-OB-041 8 2
light grey 
obsidian final series medial blade 1.5x1.0x1.5  
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Project Cat # Special Find # Unit Level Material Description l x w x h (cm)

ANB00-E1-198 ANB00-OB-042 1 ext 7
light grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 2.3x0.8x0.15

ANB00-E1-198 ANB00-OB-043 1 ext 7
light grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 2.2x.09x0.25

ANB00-E1-200 ANB00-OB-044 1 ext 7
light grey 
obsidian final series distal blade 1.7x0.8x0.15

ANB00-E1-201 ANB00-OB-045 1 ext wash**
light grey 
obsidian final series distal blade 1.3x0.3x0.1

ANB00-E1-202 ANB00-OB-046 1 ext wash**
light grey 
obsidian final series medial blade 1.2x0.5x0.2

ANB00-C1-203 ANB00-OB-047 4 2 grey obsidian final series medial blade 0.8x0.8x0.2

ANB00-C5-204 ANB00-OB-048 7 5
light grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 1.0x0.7x0.3

ANB00-C1-205 ANB00-OB-049 4 2
light grey 
obsidian final series medial blade 1.5x0.6x.02

ANB00-C1-206 ANB00-OB-050 4 2

light grey 
striated 
obsidian final series medial blade 4.5x1.2x0.3

ANB00-C1-207 ANB00-OB-051 4 2
light grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 1.4x0.5x0.2

ANB00-C1-208 ANB00-OB-052 4 2
light grey 
obsidian final series medial blade 1.4x0.8x0.15

ANB00-C1-209 ANB00-OB-053 4 2 grey obsidian final series distal blade 2.8x0.8x0.1

ANB00-C1-210 ANB00-OB-054 4 2
light grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 2.5x0.9x0.2

ANB00-C1-211 ANB00-OB-055 4 2

light grey 
striated 
obsidian final series proximal blade 4.6x0.9x0.2

ANB00-C1-212 ANB00-OB-056 4 2
light grey 
obsidian final series medial blade 3.9x0.8x0.2

ANB00-C1-213 ANB00-OB-057 4 2
light grey 
obsidian final series proximal blade 3.2x0.5x0.2

ANB00-E1-300 ANB00-OB-058 1 ext 8
light grey 
obsidian final series medial blade 1.2x0.3x0.1

ANB00-C1-332 ANB00-OB-059 4 3
light grey 
obsidian final series distal blade 2.6x0.8x0.15  
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Project Cat # Special Find # Unit Level Material Description l x w x h (cm)
Misc.
ANB00-C1-330 ANB00-H-001 4 3 bone bone awl? 2.1x0.8x0.5
ANB00-C1-214 ANB00-J-003 4 3 jadeite jadeite bead 0.8x0.5
wash** -heavy storms caused some of the bauk at level 8 to cave into the unit.   
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APPENDIX III. Lithic Artifacts 

Note: Interior and Exterior of  Cav e is indicated by  ANB pref ix and Causeway  by  CUN pref ix  
Project Cat. # Unit LVL Total # Material Type Notes

ANB00-E1-286 1 4 1 river cobble 1 hammerstone?
wear only on distal and proximal ends, 
13.9x5.5x5.0 cm

ANB00-E1-162 1 2,3,4,5 1 chert 1 flake color:amber-red, 3.3x3.2x0.5 cm

ANB00-E1-018 1 5 2 chert 2 flake
color: white-gray; 1.7x.7x0.3 cm; color: 
white, 2.7x2.0x0.6 cm

ANB00-E1-019 1 6 1 chert 1 decortication flake color: white-gray, 3.4x2.3x0.5cm

ANB00-E1-171 1 6 2 metasediment ground stone, mano 
2 pieces fit together, 2/3 of mano 
missing, 11.1x3.7x2.5 cm 

ANB00-E1-311 1 ext 7 2 chert 2 decortication flake
color: translucent pink, 2.0x1.7x0.7 cm; 
color: purple/pink, 2.5x1.7x1.1 cm

ANB00-E1-317 1 ext 7 1 chert 1 decortication flake
color: white and gray swirls, 4.1x4.1x2.7 
cm

ANB00-E1-301 1 ext 8 7 slate 7 small flakes

3.0x2.9x0.6 cm, 2.7x1.2x0.3 cm, 
4.0x1.7x1.0 cm, 3.0x1.3x0.6 cm, 
2.6x1.8x0.3 cm, 2.8x1.4x0.4 cm, 
1.6x1.3x0.2 cm

ANB00-E1-313 1 ext 8 1 chert 1 flake
color: l ight gray, white spotted, 
5.5x3.3x1.1 cm, *burial 2

ANB00-E1-315 1 ext 8 2 chert 2 decortication flakes
color: clear translucent, 3.4x2.0x0.7 cm; 
color:  dark purple, 2.3x1.4x0.7 cm  

ANB00-E1-303 1 ext 9 3 slate 2 small flakes 2.2x0.7x0.3 cm; 1.3x1.0x0.3 cm
ANB00-E1-339 1 9 1 chert 1 flake  color: gray-cream, 2.8x2.5x0.9 cm

ANB00-E1-316 1 ext wash** 1 chert 1 decortication flake
color: red, white, orange, and gray 
marble, 5.3x4.1x0.9cm

ANB00-E1-017 2 3 1 slate
1 triangle shaped 
fragment 6.7x5.5x0.6cm

1 chert 1 decortication flake color: translucent white, 2.4x1.3x0.5 cm

ANB00-E1-307 2 4 1 slate 1biface
5.5X3.5x0.9 cm, appears to be modifed 
on its edges  
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Project Cat. # Unit LVL Total # Material Type Notes
ANB00-E1-045 2 5 2 chert 1 decortication flake color: dark gray, 3.4x2.8x1.7 cm

chert 1 small flake
color: white and translucent pink, 
1.5x1.3x0.2 cm

ANB00-E1-103 2 5 1 chert 1 decortication flake
color: dark gray with white cortex, 
3.9x2.0x1.1 cm

ANB00-E1-309 2 5 11 slate 4 decortication flakes
slate 5 small flakes
slate 2 flakes

ANB00-E1-314 2 5 5 slate 3 decortication flakes 9.1x4.8x1.5; 5.0x2.4x0.6; 3.9x1.3x0.8cm
slate 2 small flakes 2.9x1.6x0.3cm; 1.6x1.1x0.4 cm

ANB00-E1-016 2 4 1 slate
1 triangle shaped 
fragment 5.7x5.2x1.1 cm

ANB00-C1-302 4 surface 7 chert 4 flakes

color: white, 3.8x3.5x0.3 cm; color: l ight 
gray -purple, 4.7x3.3x0.6 cm; color: l ight 
gray -purple, 3.7x2.0x0.8 cm; color: 
gray, 2.2x1.5x0.6 cm

slate 3 fragments 

ANB00-C1-014 4 1 2 chert 2 decortication flake

both flakes from the same source, color: 
dark gray, 4.2x3.1x0.8 cm; 4.4x2.2x1.2 
cm

ANB00-C1-308 4 1 16 slate 6 flakes

8.6x6.1x0.7 cm; 6.5x2.8x0.4 cm; 
6.1x4.3x0.4 cm; 4.0x3.0x0.4 cm; 
3.5x3.3x0.3 cm; 4.4x2.8x0.3cm

slate 10 small flakes
all <3.0 cm in length and very thin, 0.5-
0.01 cm 

CUN00-S-043 5 2 1 limestone ground stone, speriod
8.5 cm diameter round limestone ball 
with 1/5 broken off

CUN00-S-044 5 1 2 granite
ground stone, preform 
mano fragments

no sheen is visible on surface, both are 
from the same source, 12.4x8.9cm; 
9.6x9.1cm

ANB00-C5-305 7 1 1 slate 1 decortication flake 1.7x1.2x0.4 cm

ANB00-E2-285
OUTSIDE 

CH5 surface 1 metasediment ground stone, mano 

material: metamorphised sedimentary 
river cobble, half of mano missing, 
7.6x6.5x3.8 cm  
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Project Cat. # Unit LVL Total # Material Type Notes

ANB00-E2-312
OUTSIDE 

CH5 surface 7 slate 6 decortication flakes two flakes are 62X14 cm and fit together

slate 2 flakes
all 8 slate pieces appear to come from 
same source, three refits total

ANB00-E1-310 9 4 9 chert 1 flake color: purple-gray, 2.4x2.1x0.4 cm
slate 1 decortication flake 3.9x2.7x0.6 cm

slate 6 flakes

3.3x2.3x0.2 cm; 1.9x1.8x0.3 cm; 
3.3x2.2x0.9 cm; 1.5x1.3x0.4 cm; 
2.8x1.6x0.6 cm; 2.1x1.1x0.5 cm

ANB00-E1-306 9 5 1 chert 1 flake color: l ight gray, 2.1x1.2x0.4 cm

CUN00-S-043 5 2 1 limestone ground stone, speriod
8.5 cm diameter round limestone ball 
with 1/5 broken off

CUN00-S-044 5 1 2 granite
ground stone, preform 
mano fragments

no sheen is visible on surface, both are 
from the same source, 12.4x8.9 cm; 
9.6x9.1 cm

wash** -heavy storms caused some of the bauk at level 8 to cave into the unit.   
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APPENDIX IV. Ethnobotanical Remains by Christopher T. Morehart 

Prov enience Scientific Name Part Weight (g) # ID Number
E1, U1, L1 Meliaceae Charcoal 0.01 - 20001

Pinus  sp. Charcoal 0.01 -
Arecaceae Endocarps 0.01 -

Freshwater Mollusks Shell 0.05 6
E1, U1, L2 Meliaceae Charcoal 0.73 - 10008
E1, U1, L3 Meliaceae Charcoal 0.18 - 10009, 20002

Pinus  sp. Charcoal 0.01 -
Schizolobium parahyba Charcoal 0.01 -

Lauraceae Charcoal 0.01 -
E1, U1, L4 Pinus  sp. Charcoal 0.01 - 20003

Lauraceae Charcoal 0.01 -
Unknown Carbonized Residue 0.01 -

EI, U1, L5 Pinus  sp. Charcoal 4.65 - 10010, 10011
Andira inermis Charcoal 1.25 - 20004

Attalea cohune Endocarp 0.27 -
Meliaceae Charcoal 0.01 -

Combretaceae Type A Charcoal 0.01 -
Unknown Carbonized Residue 0.04 -

E1, U1, L6 Pinus  sp. Charcoal 0.56 - 10012, 10013
Hardwood Type A Charcoal 0.25 - 20005

Dicot Type A Charcoal 0.05 -
Dicot Type B Charcoal 0.27 -

Byrsonima  crassifolia Charcoal 0.13 -
Rheedia  sp. Charcoal 0.11 -

E1, U1ext, L6 Pinus  sp. Charcoal 1.99 - 10016, 10017

E1, U1, L7 Pinus  sp. Charcoal 0.67 - 10014, 20006
Leguminosae Charcoal 0.08 -

Byrsonima crassifolia Charcoal 0.21 -
Attalea cohune Endocarp 0.01 -

Unknown Carbonized Residue 0.54 -

E1, U1ext. L7 Pinus  sp. Charcoal 2.4 - 10018, 20007
Byrsonima crassifolia Charcoal 6.87 -

Meliaceae Charcoal 0.01 -  
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Prov enience Scientific Name Part Weight (g) # ID Number
E1, U1ext. L7 Poaceae Disseminule LT 0.01 1 10018, 20007

E1, U1, L8 Pinus  sp. Charcoal 0.28 - 10015

E1, U1ext, L8 (SW & SE) Pinus  sp. Charcoal 1.19 - 10019
c.f. Rosaceae Fruit pit 0.78 1

E1, U1ext, L8 Pinus  sp. Charcoal 25.55 - 10020-10022(a)
Byrsonima crassifolia  Seeds, Charcoal 2.08 3 20008

Aspidosperma  sp. Charcoal 0.51 -
Persea  c.f. americana Charcoal 0.61 -

Attalea cohune Endocarp 0.02 -
Cassia  sp. Charcoal 0.32 -

c.f. Hymenaea  coubaril Charcoal 1.5 -
c.f. Alvaradoa  amorphoides Charcoal 0.12 -

Meliaceae Charcoal 0.58 -
Combretaceae Type A Charcoal 1.23 -

Moraceae Charcoal 0.02 -
Compositae Disseminule LT 0.01 2

c.f. Euphorbiaceae Parenchyma Tissue 0.01 -
Hardwood Type B Charcoal 0.13 -

Dicot Type A Charcoal 0.7 -
Dicot Type C Charcoal 0.88

Unknown Carbonized Residue 0.48 -

E1, U1ext, L9 (NW & NE) Pinus  sp. Charcoal 6.97 - 10023, 10024
Andira inermis Charcoal 0.38 -

Unknown (and Pinus  sp.) Residue and Pinus Charcoal 0.08 -
Cassia  sp. Charcoal 0.14 -
Unknown Carbonized Residue 0.75 -

E1, U2, L1 Attalea cohune Endocarps 1.28 - 20009
Pinus  sp. Charcoal 0.03 -
Unknown Carbonized Residue 0.02 -

E1, U2, L2 (SW & SE) Attalea cohune Endocarp 2.92 - 10025

E1, U2, L2 Schizolobium parahyba Charcoal 2.67 - 10026
Attalea cohune Endocarp 3.93 -

Pinus  sp. Charcoal LT 0.01 -  
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Prov enience Scientific Name Part Weight (g) # ID Number
E1, U2, L3 Pinus  sp. Charcoal 0.9 - 10027, 20010

E1, U2, L4 Dicot Type C Charcoal 2.52 - 10028, 10029
Pinus  sp. Charcoal 0.6 - 20011

Arecaceae Endocarp LT 0.01 -

E1, U2, L5 Pinus  sp. Charcoal 0.34 - 10030, 20012
Combretaceae Type B Charcoal 0.02 -

Arecaceae Endocarp LT 0.01 -
Dicot Type B Charcoal 0.08 -

E1, U2, L7 Pinus  sp. Charcoal 0.18 - 20013

E1, U3, L2 Pinus  sp. Charcoal 0.02 - 20014
Arecaceae Endocarp 0.01 -

Hardwood Type E Charcoal LT 0.01 -
Unknown Carbonized Residue LT 0.01 -

CH1, U4, L1 Pinus  sp. Charcoal 0.75 - 10031

CH1, U4, L2 Pinus  sp. Charcoal 1.4 - 10032

CH1, U4, L3 Pinus  sp. Charcoal 0.8 - 10033

CH1, U6, L2 Pinus  sp. Charcoal 0.41 - 20015
Hardwood  Type C Charcoal LT 0.01 -

Unknown Carbonized Residue 0.22 -

CH5, U7, L2 Pinus  sp. Charcoal 0.4 - 10034, 20016
Unknown Disseminule LT 0.01 1
Unknown Carbinized Residue LT 0.01 -
Poaceae Disseminule LT 0.01 1

CH5, U7, L3 Pinus  sp. Charcoal 0.54 - 10035

CH5, U7, L5 Pinus  sp. Charcoal 0.03 - 20017
Hardwood Type D Charcoal LT 0.01 -

Dicot Dicot Rind Fragments LT 0.01 -
Unknown Carbonized Residue LT 0.01 -
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Prov enience Scientific Name Part Weight (g) # ID Number
CH5, U7, L6 Pinus  sp. Charcoal 0.03 - 10036

CH5, U7, L7 Pinus  sp. Charcoal 0.18 - 20018

E1, U9, L3 Pinus  sp. Charcoal 0.34 - 10037  
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APPENDIX V. Faunal Remains by Howard Hecker 

Breakdown of the Actun Nak Beh faunal sample by unit, level, animal class and specimen.2 
 

     Unit # Level  Class    Size    Bone/Shell                                    Species                            NISp1 
  1        1       Mlsc              Shell: all without apexes             Pachychilus indiorum 6 
                                              Shell: frg                                     Pomacea species                       1 
                                              Snail species (Code #8090)        To be identified 4  
 
                      Mml     Md   Mandibular frag (L)                    Tayassu pecari 1   
 
   1        2       Mlsc              Shell: 4 cmplt, 19 w/o apexes,   Pachychilus indiorum               28 
                                              5 frgs     
                                          Shell: frg                                    Pomacea species                       1 

 Snail species (Code #8090)       To be identified                       7 
 
                      Aves    Sml   Vertebra: frg                              To be identified 1    
 
                      Mml     Sml    Scutes                                        Dasypus novemcinctus             26 
                                    Md    Molars: M1, M2, M3 (all right)   Mazama americana     3 
                                              Phalanges: Ph I, Ph  II, Ph III         “            “ 3 
                                              Metapodial frg:  px fsd, burned?    “            “ 1 
                                              Antler frg                                        “            “ 1 
                                                                                                           (MNI = 1) 

    1    3 Mlsc               Shell: 1 cmplt, 6 w/o apexes      Pachychilus indiorum          7 
                                                     Shell frg                                    Pomacea species                  1 
                                                     Snail species (Code #8090)        To be identified                      1  

  Mml     Sml  Scutes                                          Dasypus novemcinctus 3 
 
     1        4      Mlsc               Shell: 1 cmplt, 10 w/o apexes,    Pachychilus indiorum            21 

                                              10 frgs     
                                                     Shell frg                                       Pomacea species                    1 
 
                         Mml     Sml    Scutes                                          Dasypus novemcinctus               7 
                                         Md    Metapodial frg; px fsd, burned    Prov. identif.  Tayassu pecari     1 
 
 
    1        5       Mlsc            Shell:  4 cmplt, 70 w/o apexes,   Pachychilus indiorum        138 
                                                     64 frg 
 
                         Mml    Sml   Scute                                            Dasypus novemcinctus               1 
                                        Md Premolar (P2): left                       Odocoileus virginianus              1 
                                                    Phalange I: px unfsd, burned            “                 “ 1 
 
     1    2-5  Mlsc             Shell: 1 cmplt, 21 w/o apexes,    Pachychilus indiorum     54 
  32 frgs 
                                                    Shell: 2 w/o apexes                      Pachychilus glaphyrus        2 
                                                    Shell frg                                       Pomacea species         1  

 
 1       2-5     Mlsc                Shell: 8 cmplt, 144 w/o apexes,   Pachychilus indiorum               198 



 150 

                                              46 frgs 
                                            Shell frg                                      Pomacea species                         1  

  
                                            Shell frg                                      To be identified                         1 
 
    1       6 Mlsc              Shell: 2 cmplt, 14 w/o apexes,    Pachychilus indiorum            49 
                                                     33 frgs 
                                                   Shell:  1 w/o apex                       Pachychilus glaphyrus        1 
 
               
         Inv              Bone frg                                     Lobster species to be identified    1 
 
                      Mml     Sml   Cervical vertebra frg                   To be identified  1 
 
    1       7        Mml?  Bone frg                                      To be identified                           1 
 
    1       8        Mml    VSml  Tibia: cmplt, px & dt fsd            Prov. identif. Oryzomys species  1 
 
 Unit # Level  Class    Size    Bone/Shell                                    Species      NISp1 
    2        1       Mlsc             Shell;  73 cmplt, 178 w/o apexes,Pachychilus indiorum            175                                                                                                      

                                              18 frgs    (Note: 13 of frgs w/o apexes) 
                                         Shell frgs (Code # 8060)              Nephronias species?                  1 
                                         Shell species                               Unidentifiable?  2 
                                         Snail species (Code #8090)  To be identified                           4 
  Shell frg                                      Pomacea species                         

 1 
 
                 Mml    Md    Canine: cmplt                             Tayassu pecari                      1   
 

 2        2 Mlsc        Shell: 58 cmplt,  Pachychilus indiorum  279 
  159 w/o apexes,62 frgs (Note: 42 of frgs w/o apexes) 
                                              Shell: 3 cmplt, 13 w/o apexes    Pachychilus glaphyrus             16 
                                              Shell frgs (Code #8060)  Nephronias species ?               3 
                                              Snail species (Code #8090)  To be identified                       4 

        
                    Mml    VSml Incisor (Il ) frg                             Rodent (? Oryzomys species)  1 
 
 2 3     Mlsc            Shell: 1 cmplt, 6 w/o apexes,     Pachychilus indiorum           10 
                                                 3 frgs     
 2      4     Mlsc             Shell: 2 frgs                                 Pachychilus indiorum            2 
                                              Snail species (Code #8090)        To be identified                          1 
 
                    Mml     Sml   Canine frg                                    To be identified                      1 

 
 
 Unit # Level  Class    Size    Bone/Shell                                    Species             NISp1 
 
     3         1       Mlsc            Shell: 1 cmplt, 6 w/o apexes,  Pachychilus indiorum             10 

                                                 3 frgs     
                                            Shell: 1 cmplt                            Pachychilus glaphyrus               1 
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  Mml    Sml   Scutes                                        Dasypus novencinctus                8 
                                                 Radius: px, fsd; unid. frgs      To be identified                      3 
 
 3        2       Mlsc                Shell: 1 cmplt, 4 w/o apexes      Pachychilus indiorum               5 
 
 3        3       Mlsc              Shell: 1 w/o apex                    Pachychilus indiorum                1 

 
 Unit # Level  Class    Size    Bone/Shell                                    Species        NISp1 
 
    4         1      Mlsc              Shell: 4 w/o apexes              Pachychilus indiorum                4 
 
 
 Unit # Level  Class    Size    Bone/Shell                                    Species           NISp1 
 
    6         1       Mml    Sml  Tooth frgs                               To be identified                          2 
 
 Unit # Level  Class    Size    Bone/Shell                                    Species               NISp1  
 
    7         1       Mlsc              Shell: 9 w/o apexes, 1 frg          Pachychilus indiorum               10 
                                               Shell frg                                   Unidentified                                 1 
 
    7         2       Mlsc            Shell: 13 w/o apexes               Pachychilus indiorum                 13 
                                               Snail species (Code #8090)  To be identified                          1 
                                               Snail species Unidentified                           1 
 
    7         3       Mlsc           Shell: 6 cmplt, 101 w/o apexes,  Pachychilus indiorum            125 
                                                    18 frgs    
                                                Shell frg                                      To be identified                          1 
  
                       Aves              Vertebral frg                               To be identified                           1   
 
    7         4       Mlsc            Shell: 4 cmplt, 50 w/o apexes,  Pachychilus indiorum                 59 
                                                    5 frgs 
 
    7         5      Mlsc               Shell: 6 cmplt, 57 w/o apexes,  Pachychilus indiorum                 89 
                                                    26 frgs (Note: 3 frgs w/o apexes) 
 
    7       2-5     Mlsc               Shell: 1 cmplt, 6 w/o apexes,      Pachychilus indiorum                  37 
                                                    30 frgs (Note: 6 frgs w/o apexes) 
                                             Shell frg                                      Pomacea species                         1 
   
    7        6       Mlsc             Shell: 13 w/o apexes             Pachychilus indiorum                 13 
 
    7        7       Mlsc              Shell: 56 w/o apexes, 9 frgs       Pachychilus indiorum                  65 
 
    7        8       Mlsc               Shell: 19 w/o apexes                 Pachychilus indiorum               19 
                                              Snail species (code #8200)  To be identified                       1 
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                      Mml    VSml  Mandibular frg                        Rodent species                        1 
 
                       
 Mar      Sml    Skull: cmplt w/ jaws (2)  Didelphis marsupialis                         
                                              Cervical vertebra  (6 )                          “              “ 
                                              Thoracic vertebra (1)                            “              “ 
                                              Ulna and Radius (2)                              “              “ 
                                              Metacarpals (3)                                     “              “ 
                                              Phalanges (3)                                        “              “ 
                                              Carpal bones (3)                                   “              “      (MNI = 1)  20 
                                               Scapula frg                                  Prov.  identif. Didelphis species  1  
 
  Notes: 1. NISp:  Number of identified specimens 

2. A large claw or tooth recovered from Unit 4, Level 3 and a large claw or tooth 
recovered from Unit 6, Level 1 were not included in this analysis. 
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