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Editorsô Note  

 

The 2022 summer field season of the Belize Valley Archaeological Reconnaissance 

(BVAR) Project marks the 33rd year of field investigations in the upper Belize River Valley. Field 

research was conducted at Baking Pot, Cahal Pech, Ek Tzul, and Xunantunich, to understand the 

development and decline of complex societies in the upper Belize River Valley from a broad, 

regional perspective. Figure 1 shows the location of the sites investigated during the 2022 field 

season.  

 

 

 
Figure 1: Map of sites investigated during the 2022 BVAR field season (Courtesy of C. Ebert). 

 

 

The Upper Belize Valley was home to populations prior to the rise of sedentary societies. 

Montgomery (Chapter 1) presents a GIS analysis of 410 km2 of lidar data to identify possible 

archaic sites including rockshelters, caves and sinkholes, depressions, open-air camps and other 

locales. In total, a possible 611 points of interest were documented using this approach including 

several which are already known to have archaic occupations. 

 

Recent BVAR excavations at Baking Pot have focused on the ruling elite palace and 

associated plazas in Group B. Research to date has focused explicitly on the sizeable peri-

abandonment deposits situated on the edges of Plaza B. Davis, Hoggarth, and McGee (Chapter 2) 

pursued two goals during the 2022 field season, the investigation of the peri-abandonment deposit 

by the Structure B7 stairside outset and vertical excavations in the center of Plaza B to reconstruct 

the changing pace and tempo of construction at the center over time. Investigation of the peri-
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abandonment deposit revealed three successive layers of deposition. Investigations in the central 

plaza revealed numerous construction phases extending further back in time than previously 

documented. Davis and colleagues note the presence of Early Preclassic (1100-900 BC) and 

Middle Preclassic (900-300 BC) ceramics. 

 

Cahal Pech has seen extensive excavations by the BVAR project over the last 36 years. 

The 2022 excavations focused on Plaza D, an elite residential courtyard within the palace complex. 

Ebert and colleagues (Chapter 3) reveal that Plaza D underwent many extensive rebuilding phases 

in the Terminal Classic period (AD 800-900 AD), and may have been the focus of construction 

even as other parts of the civic-ceremonial center went out of use. Messinger and colleagues 

(Chapter 4) ground truth geophysics data in Plazas B and C at Cahal Pech. Excavation of these 

previously discovered features revealed a series of ritual caches. Investigations of the West 

Ballcourt at Cahal Pech continued during the 2022 field season. Saunders, Guenter, and Creswell 

(Chapter 5) report on ongoing work at the West Ballcourt at Cahal Pech, which their investigations 

have shown was being used in the Late Classic (AD 600-900) period.  

 

The 2022 field season saw the first investigation of the minor center of Ek Tzul. Originally 

thought to be a smaller major center, survey and excavations revealed the site to be a large 

secondary minor center with a ballcourt and a sacbe. Meyer and colleagues (Chapter 6) document 

excavations on Str. A1, a large range structure. Initial investigations reveal this structure was likely 

first constructed around the Late Preclassic/Terminal Preclassic transition. The structure 

underwent multiple rebuilding phases over the Early and Late Classic periods. Ellis and colleagues 

(Chapter 7) document test units in the ballcourt playing alley at Ek Tzul. Investigation revealed 

that the ballcourt, like those present at other large minor centers in the region, was entirely Late to 

Terminal Classic in date. 

 

Substantial work was carried out at Xunantunich during the 2022 field season. Two reports 

document work in Plazas A-I, A-II, and A-III . Tia Watkins and colleagues (Chapter 8) report on 

excavations which documented the pace and tempo of monumental construction in Plaza AIII. 

This approach, alongside horizontal excavation provided an interesting perspective on changing 

elite use of residential space over time. Ramirez and colleagues (Chapter 9) document 16 plaza 

excavations across Plazas A-I, A-II, and A-III in the Xunantunich Civic Ceremonial Center. The 

goal of the test units was to identify earlier, Preclassic construction phases in the core. Overall, the 

findings strongly suggest the presence of at least some Preclassic construction at the Xunantunich 

plazas. Three reports document ongoing work at Group B at Xunantunich. Messinger and 

colleagues (Chapter 10) excavated peri-abandonment deposits and part of a sweatbath in Group B. 

These excavations provide a fascinating glimpse into the ritual activities of people living in the 

vicinity of Xunantunich during the Terminal Classic period. Beardall, Izzo, and Watkins (Chapter 

11) describe excavations in Courtyard 2 of Group B and on Str. B6. Beardall and colleagues 

employ a community driven engagement approach whereby much of the fieldwork was conducted 

by young Belizeans earning field work credit at Galen University. Saldaña and colleagues (Chapter 

12) document the excavation and conservation of a sweatbath which was discovered in Group B 

at Xunantunich. 

 

Lastly, Green Mink and colleagues (Chapter 13) report on Salvage Operations conducted 

in 2019 on a series of chultunes eroding out of the roadside embankment opposite the San Ignacio 
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Resort Hotel. These investigations revealed a single burial containing two individuals which had 

largely been displaced by erosion. Green Mink and colleagues present preliminary osteological 

analyses of these remains. 

 

The 2022 field season was completed with the generous input of a host of individuals and 

local establishments. First, we would like to thank the owners and employees of several businesses 

in and around San Ignacio who were essential in arranging housing, transport, and providing 

comfort and success in the daily lives of the BVAR Project students and staff. Foremost of these 

is management and staff at Hodeôs Place Restaurant, our BVAR ñhomebaseò, who are 

acknowledged for making us feel so at home. We also thank Mana Kai Cabins, and the Shell Gas 

station, among others, in San Ignacio for logistical support over the course of the summer. The 

2022 field school students, staff, and local field crew were instrumental in the fieldwork. Their 

incredible effort played a pivotal role in our increasing archaeological understanding of the ancient 

Belize River Valley. We also owe Doug Tilden a huge thanks for supporting the Xunantunich and 

Cahal Pech excavation and consolidation work. Work at these two sites was funded by the Tilden 

Family Foundation (San Francisco, CA). Other funding sources are noted in the acknowledgments 

for individual chapters. Finally, we offer our deep gratitude to Dr. Melissa Badillo and the Belize 

Institute of Archaeology (NICH) for permission to excavate all four sites and their continued 

support of BVAR Project research. Our research is a privilege granted by the country of Belize 

and its people, and therefore one of our primary goals is to actively engage with local communities 

since they are the stakeholders most impacted by the generation of knowledge of the past. Our 

ongoing close collaborations with the Institute of Archaeology, Dr. Badillo, and Belizeans 

generally are very important to us, as we collectively document and protect Belizeôs cultural 

heritage. 
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DOCUMENTING THE ARCHAIC IN THE BELIZE RIVER VALLEY:  

PRELIMINARY GIS MODELING  

 

 

Shane Montgomery 

University of Calgary 

 

 

PROJECT AREA ZONES 

 

With the goal of further understanding Archaic (8000-2000 BC) occupations in 

western Belize, approximately 410 km2 of lidar point cloud data were subjected to GIS 

analyses (slope reclassification, Local Relief Modeling, Topographic Position Index) to 

identify sites with potential preceramic deposits, with special consideration to rockshelters 

and protected cave entrances. The larger study region was segmented into four zones based 

on landscape similarities: 1) Belize River Valley; 2) Interior Basin; 3) Barton Creek; and 

4) Macal-Vaca (Figure 1). Four main types of potential sites (rockshelters, caves/sinkholes, 

depressions, and open-air camps) were documented within the region, resulting in a 

combined 611 points of interest (Table 1).  

 

 

 
Figure 1: Project area overview showing zones.
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Table 1: Points of interest by site type. 

 
 Rockshelter Cave/Sinkhole Depression Open-Air 

Camp 

Misc. (Road 

Cut) 

# of Sites: 178 278 129 15 1 

 

 

BELIZE RIVER VALLEY (BRV)  

 

The BRV Zone (150 km2; 15 grids) spans both sides of the Belize River and 

contains small portions of the lower Macal and Mopan river systems, stretching from the 

western extent of San Ignacio east to Ontario Village. Some low foothills to the south of 

the river are also included, specifically around Floral Park and Blackman Eddy. Lidar 

coverage is complete except along the northern extent (Grids C4-C5, B6ðB10) near Bullet 

Tree and Spanish Lookout. The BRV Zone displays the highest degree of impacts from 

modern development and agricultural activities, including over half a decade of mechanical 

tilling within the valley bottoms. The area also illustrates a complex soil formation history 

(fluvisols, luvisols, cambisols) due to repeated seasonal flooding events. This has created 

substantial soil overburden within the valley proper, with Archaic paleosols likely buried 

by at least 4ð6 meters of later sediments. Only 16 potential Archaic sites were identified 

within the BRV Zone, consisting mainly of open-air locations along abandoned river 

meanders, low hills, and stream confluences. Several highly eroded areas were noted along 

Billy White Creek and south of Spanish Lookout that may contain exposed paleosols 

(Figure 2). Potential rockshelters were detected in the vicinity of Lower Dover and Ontario 

Village (n=4), but overall potential sites remain low within the BRV Zone (Figure 3). 

Similarly, several low hilltops adjacent to the Belize River have been noted as potential 

Archaic camps, but most ideal locations in the region have been modified by the ancient 

Maya or modern populations. Still, Bacab Na, Banana Bank, and the Iguana Creek area 

may contain remnant banks that retain potential Archaic materials. 

 

 

 
Figure 2: Example of erosional area in Grid B6 (deepest cuts approx. 20 m below present 

ground surface). 
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Figure 3: Potential sites within the Belize River Valley Zone. 

 

 

INTERIOR BASIN (IB)  

 

The IB Zone (80 km2; 8 grids) spans from Hermitage to Society Hall and contains 

portions of Garbutt and Lower Barton Creeks (Figure 4). The zone is a mixture of low hills, 

a mostly inwardly-draining basin, and the northernmost foothills of the Maya Mountains. 

While the zone contains no substantial population centers, much of the basin has been 

converted to support agricultural and citrus production. Soils are mostly chromic and pellic 

vertisols, with rendzinas restricted to low hills and ridges. Vertisols are associated with 

slickensides, deep cracks that form during the dry season as the clay-rich soils drastically 

lose water content and shrink. As such, shallow depression features are common 

throughout the IB Zone. A total of 101 potential sites were identified within the IB Zone 

(80 depressions, 13 caves/sinkholes, 5 open-air, 3 rockshelters). Depressions are 

characterized as broad (50ð200 m), ovaloid to irregular dissolution features usually less 

than 10 m deep. The features drain at their lowest points and contain standing water only 

during monsoon months or heavy rainfall if at all (Figure 5). Exposed limestone bedrock 

may be exposed in association with some depressions (though developed rockshelters 

within are rare) and soils are generally deeper than surrounding areas, which may prove 

better in preservation of Archaic cultural and faunal materials. Only those depressions 

away from major Maya centers (i.e. Lower Barton Creek) were included as potential sites. 
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Figure 4: Potential sites within the Interior Basin Zone. 

 

 

 
Figure 5: Example of depression and drain (C10.4) at lowest point (exposed rock 

face/rockshelter measures 5 m from overhand to base). 
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BARTON CREEK (BC)  

 

The BC Zone (50 km2; 5 grids) follows the course of Barton Creek as it exits the 

Maya Mountains and occupies a transitional area between pine and broadleaf vegetation 

(Figure 6). While some of the zone has been impacted by modern settlement and 

agriculture, the southernmost grids (F8ðF10) remain better preserved due to the 

increasingly rugged nature of the landscape. A total of 120 potential sites (46 sinkholes, 38 

rockshelters, 25 depressions, 10 caves, 1 open-air) were identified within the BC Zone, 

with notable densities in grids F9 and F10 just to the north of Barton Creek Cave (Figure 

7). Rockshelters in these grids are generally near toe slopes adjacent to the creek bank, 

making them easily accessible to past populations traveling along the north-south riparian 

corridor. Additional rockshelters are located at slightly higher elevations between Barton 

and Roaring Creeks. Combined with a number of probable dry caves, the BC Zone provides 

a high potential for the recovery of Archaic period cultural and faunal materials.  

 

 

 
Figure 6: Potential sites within the Barton Creek Zone
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Figure 7: Example of rockshelter in Grid F10 near base of valley just north of Barton 

Creek Cave. 

 

 

MACAL -VACA (MV)  

 

The MV Zone (130 km2; 13 grids) contains some of the most rugged terrain in the 

greater Belize River Valley, including the northern portion of the Vaca Plateau and the 

Black Rock portion of the Macal River (Figure 8). The potential for rockshelters and 

developed caves increases to the south of Guacamayo/Tipu, although those directly along 

the Macal drainage were not likely accessed extensively by prehistoric populations due to 

extremely steep slopes. Impacts from agriculture and modern settlement are minor; 

however, construction of the Chalillo Dam (including access roads, borrow pits, and 

workersô quarters) has damaged some areas likely containing rockshelters or caves. A total 

of 374 potential sites (208 caves, 133 rockshelters, 24 depressions, 8 open-air, 1 road cut) 

are located within the MV Zone, including six caves previously documented by the Belize 

Cave Reconnaissance Project (BCRP) in the mid-2010s (Actun Kitam, Chechem Ha, 

Horno Cave, Jaô Ha, Nohoch Pôul, Yax Nik). Several other previously documented caves 

(Actun Chapat, Actun Halal) are within the MV Zone but have been omitted from the list 

of potential Archaic sites. Grids I4 and J4 are particularly rugged karstic areas with 

numerous rockshelters, sinkholes, and shallow caves (Figure 9). While the Maya presence 

in the MV Zone is widespread, arguably resulting the past modification of cave areas, 

Archaic deposits within rockshelters and cave entrances may remain intact compared to 

those further within developed karstic systems. 
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Figure 8: Potential sites within the Macal-Vaca Zone. 

 

 

 
Figure 9: Example of larger sinkhole (H4.8) with multiple overhangs and/or potential 

cave entrances. 
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BEGINNINGS, ENDINGS, AND EVERYTHING IN-BETWEEN: RESEARCH IN 

PURSUIT OF THE OCCUPATION AND CONSTRUCTION HISTORY OF 

BAKING POT, BELIZE  

 

 

J. Britt Davis 

Arizona State University 

 

Julie A. Hoggarth 

Baylor University 

 

James D. McGee 

Northern Arizona University  

 

 

INTRODUCTION  

 

During the 2022 summer field season of the Belize Valley Archaeological 

Reconnaissance (BVAR) Project, work at Baking Pot consisted of two excavation projects: 

1) a horizontal excavation of a peri-abandonment deposit in Plaza B on the south side of 

the Structure B7 stairside outset (E.U. PLB-2022-1), and 2) a vertical excavation in the 

center of Plaza B to further assess construction phases and chronology at the site (E.U. 

PLB-100). J. Britt Davis oversaw the excavation and mapping of the peri-abandonment 

deposit from June 11 ï July 22; Julie A. Hoggarth oversaw the remainder of this excavation 

from July 26- July 27. Julie A. Hoggarth oversaw the entirety of the excavation of the Plaza 

B unit from July 5 ï July 22. James McGee assisted in overseeing field and laboratory 

work.  

 

 The goal of the PLB-2022-1 unit was to better understand the nature of 

abandonment at Baking Pot during the Terminal Classic period (AD 700-900), which is 

part of an ongoing research project (Davis 2018a, 2018b; Hoggarth et al. 2014, 2016, 2020, 

2021; Lonaker et al. 2017a, 2017b). The goal of the PLB-100 unit was to gain insights into 

the chronology and tempo of occupation and construction at the site.  

 

BACKGROUND AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

E.U. PLB-2022-1 

 

 After decades of research in Belize, Awe (2012; see also Awe et al. 2020) noted 

patterns of artifact accumulation in the corners of courtyards and plazas, flanking 

stairways, and along alleyways which correspond to the final events associated with the 

occupation of site cores during the Terminal Classic period. These deposits usually consist 

of decorated and non-decorated pottery including censers, flaked and ground lithic 
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materials, jade, pyrite, human and faunal remains, and various other artifacts. Previous 

researchers have noted similar patterns in the Maya lowlands and have attributed these 

deposits to various behaviors such as de facto refuse (Chase and Chase 2004; Inomata et 

al. 2002), feasting (Sagebiel and Haines 2017), primary or transposed middens (Clayton et 

al. 2005), termination rituals (Garber et al. 1998; Guderjan 2004; Stanton et al. 2008), 

squatter refuse (Harrison 1999; OôMansky and Dunning 2004), and post-abandonment 

rituals (Awe 2012). With these theories in mind, various BVAR researchers sought to test 

these hypotheses through targeted excavations and material analyses of these deposits in 

the Belize Valley (Alvarado 2019; Davis 2018a, 2018b; Romih 2019; Stricklin 2019; 

Tappan 2020). Based on the results of these studies, it is likely that these deposits represent 

ancestor veneration and/or petitioning of deities to deal with worsening climactic 

conditions. Hoggarth and colleagues (2018, 2020, 2021) using a Bayesian approach to 

reconstruct the chronology of these events suggest that they represent a protracted rather 

than rapid abandonment process, and thus more accurately should be called ñperi-

abandonmentò deposits. 

 

 Of particular note, 2015 excavations of the B7-100 deposit exposed what has 

become known as the ñKomkom Vase,ò an incomplete Chinos Black-on-cream cylinder 

vase with 202 extant glyphic elements (Helmke et al. 2018; Hoggarth et al. 2016). Helmke 

and colleagues (2018) present a translation of the vessel which highlights the tumultuous 

events between warring polities during the Late Classic period (AD 550-900; for details of 

the text see Helmke et al. 2018). Importantly for this research, the text provides a long 

count date of AD 812, which gives us a terminus post quem for the associated peri-

abandonment deposit, which Hoggarth and colleagues (2021) were able to use for Bayesian 

modeling of the chronology of these events. 

 

 Following Aweôs (2012) locational insights, targeted excavations have been placed 

in the southwestern corner of Courtyard 3 (Hoggarth et al. 2014), the northeastern corner 

of Plaza B at the intersection of and along Structures B6 and B7 (Hoggarth et al. 2016; 

Lonaker et al. 2017a), and the southeastern corner of Plaza B at the intersection of 

Structures B2 and B21 (Hoggarth et al. 2016). Peri-abandonment deposits were found in 

all of these locations, and a targeted excavation on the southside of the Structure B7 

stairside outset was initiated in Summer 2022.   

 

 On-going questions for peri-abandonment deposit research include: 

 

1. What do the peri-abandonment events at Baking Pot tell us about the behavior of 

the Terminal Classic Maya during a period of site abandonment and societal 

collapse? 

 

2. What was the nature of abandonment at the site of Baking Pot, and when during the 

Terminal Classic period did abandonment occur? How does the chronology for 

deposits relate to political and demographic collapse across the Belize Valley? 
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E.U. PLB-100 

 

Excavations in 2003 were conducted in the center of Plaza B in Group B at Baking 

Pot by Carolyn Audet. Little information is known from these excavations, so one purpose 

of the 2022 excavations was to identify the sequence of construction of plaza floors from 

Audetôs unit, to record the amount of construction in each time period. The 2022 research 

is part of a National Science Foundation grant (to Hoggarth and Awe) that seeks to identify 

changing land use and political decision-making at Belize Valley sites. Since Baking Potôs 

monumental center has been significantly less excavated that other centers, we needed to 

excavate in the plaza to identify the amount of architectural volume associated with each 

construction episode. This will serve as a proxy for leadersô ability to command manual 

labor forces for constructing monumental architecture during good and bad periods.  

 

 On-going questions for the plaza excavations include: 

 

1) How did political decision-making of rulers change during climatically 

good and bad times? 

 

2) How many people participated in the construction of monumental 

architecture during each construction episode? 

 

3) How does changes in land-use associate with changes in political 

decision making? 

 

METHODS 

 

Excavation methods for the peri-abandonment deposit (E.U. PLB-2022-1) followed 

BVAR guidelines presented in Lonaker and colleagues (2017b). Briefly, the humus and 

architectural collapse layers are removed as one bulk lot with picks and trowels. All 

removed sediments and soils are screened through ¼ inch mesh screens, and artifacts are 

bagged according to their lot and artifact type. When the top layer of the deposit is exposed 

a 1 m x 1 m grid is arranged over the deposit. Each 1 m square is assigned a sublot 

designation (e.g., PLB-2022-1-2A, PLB-2022-1-2B, PLB-2022-1-2C, etc.). Every artifact 

is mapped, and then artifacts are removed and bagged according to their sublot and artifact 

type. Then all sediment is removed and screened until the next layer of artifacts is exposed. 

A new lot is created, new sublots assigned, and mapping and artifact collection proceeds 

as previously indicated. This process is repeated until the entire deposit is excavated. If 

human remains are located, 1/8 inch mesh screens are used instead.  

 

 Excavation of the plaza unit (E.U. PLB-100) followed BVAR excavation 

guidelines, where all sediments and soils are removed with picks and trowels, then screened 

through ¼ inch mesh screens. All artifacts are collected and sorted based on lot and artifact 

type. Charcoal samples are collected in situ, with depths recorded, and are given a sample 

ID number. All charcoal samples that will be dated are included on both of the profiles 

(northern and southern baulks) for Bayesian modeling. All artifacts are then cleaned in the 

laboratory. Ceramic, lithic, and shell materials are washed with water and lightly scrubbed 
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with a toothbrush. Bone of any kind is lightly dry brushed with a toothbrush or wooden 

dowel to remove soils and sediments. All artifacts are logged according to lot, type, and 

number, and special finds are given a specific number and photographed.  

 

EXCAVATION RESULTS  

 

 E.U. PLB-2022-1 

 

 The humus and collapse layers were removed until the peri-abandonment deposit 

was fully exposed. Three charcoal samples were collected from this humus and collapse 

lot (RC-PLB-2022-1-1, RC-PLB-2022-1-2, and RC-PLB-2022-1-3). Four special finds 

were located within this lot as well: 1) a broken ground limestone hemisphere (SF-PLB-

2022-1-1), 2) the right side of an anthropoid ceramic figurine face (SF-PLB-2022-1-2), 3) 

a Cabrito Cream polychrome ceramic sherd with a possible glyph block (SF-PLB-2022-3), 

and 4) a ceramic ocarina fragment (SF-PLB-2022-4). Then the exposed deposit was sub-

divided into 12 sublots (PLB-2022-1-2A through PLB-2022-1-2L; Figure 1). After the 

deposit was mapped and photographed, the artifacts were removed and bagged by sublot 

and type. Three charcoal samples were collected from the second lot (RC- PLB-2022-1-4, 

RC- PLB-2022-1-5, and RC- PLB-2022-1-6). Excavations continued until the second layer 

of the deposit was fully exposed. The second layer was mapped and photographed, and the 

artifacts were removed like before. Eight charcoal samples were collected from this lot 

(RC- PLB-2022-1-7, RC- PLB-2022-1-8, RC- PLB-2022-1-9, RC- PLB-2022-1-10, RC- 

PLB-2022-1-11, RC- PLB-2022-1-12, RC- PLB-2022-1-13, RC- PLB-2022-1-14). 

Excavations continued until a third and final layer was exposed. Of particular note, 

disarticulated human remains were revealed within the layer. One charcoal sample was 

recovered from this lot (RC- PLB-2022-1-15). Artifacts of note within the third layer are a 

Cabrito Cream plate with cormorant imagery and a Puhui-Zibal Composite cylinder vase.  
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Figure 1: Sub-lot system for unit PLB-2022-1. 

 

 

E.U. PLB-100 

 

Audetôs previous unit was located by identifying the location of the center of the 

plaza, in addition to the presence of a slight dip in the terrain. Using this information, we 

set up a 2 m (N/S) x 3 m (E/W) unit (Figure 2). Excavations in the uppermost layer yielded 

modern material including plastic, metal, and modern faunal remains, indicating that we 

were, indeed, in the backdirt of Audetôs excavation. As we continued to excavate in the 

western end of the unit we began finding pebbles and small limestone pieces, indicating 

we had reached Floor 1 at approximately 89 cm below datum (Figure 3 and 4). Excavations 

continued through the first floor until small limestone pieces indicated the second floor was 

reached at approximately 100 cm below datum. Excavations continued until approximately 

110 cm below datum, when we began encountering limestone and ballast associated with 

Floor 3. We continued excavations until we identified a low platform that was running 

diagonal to the unit, cutting through the center, with a plaster floor only present in the area 

associated with the platform, at approximately 130 cm below datum. We called this Floor 

4. Given that Floor 4 was intact, we assume that the two burials that Audet identified in her 

excavations were likely atop this platform.  
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Figure 2: Plan view of unit PLB-100. 

 

 

 
Figure 3: Profile of northern baulk of PLB-100 
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Figure 4: Profile of southern baulk of PLB-100. 

 

At this point, we sub-divided the unit into two different areas for continuing 

excavations. The first was a 1 x 1 m unit into the platform (Lot PLB-100-5), where it was 

obvious Audet had continued to excavate. The second was in the triangular section of the 

unit west of the platform (Lot PLB 100-6, Figure 2). Excavations within the platform 

identified a plaster floor (Floor 5) at approximately 142 cm below datum, which was also 

identified in the western section of excavations. Excavations continued in both areas when 

the poorly preserved Floor 6 was identified at approximately 148 cm below datum. Off-

platform excavations below Floor 6 continued until we encountered multiple layers of an 

artifact cluster at 239 cm below datum. Excavations continued approximately 10 cm below 

this level when we closed the unit due to time issues. It is possible that we did not reach 

culturally sterile layers at this point, which will be tested in up-coming field seasons. 

However, despite possibly not reaching sterile layers, we did recover several Cunil sherds 

(Early Preclassic (1100-900 BC), suggesting that we were in the earliest occupational level. 

Excavations on-platform continued below Floor 6 until the lack of artifacts indicated that 

we were below Audetôs excavations, and we continued excavations, not finding any other 

artifacts, which suggested that Audet was in sterile levels when she closed her unit, at 

approximately 380 cm below datum (Figures 3 and 4). Furthermore, Davis collected 

several Savana Orange dish sherds and Jocote Orange-brown jar sherds from below Floor 

6 for a regional Early/Middle Preclassic Neutron Activation Analysis study.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

 Laboratory analyses of the peri-abandonment deposit materials will occur in the 

future. These materials will enhance our understanding of cultural behaviors during the 

final decades of the Terminal Classic period at the site core of Baking Pot. Like the rest of 

the southern Maya lowlands, the Terminal Classic inhabitants at Baking Pot were likely 

trying to negotiate with ancestors and deities to face an uncertain future brought about by 

degrading climactic, political, and social conditions. Future analyses of material culture, 

associated iconography, contextual information, and a refined chronology will allow us to 

deepen our understanding of ancient Maya responses to environmental and social stressors. 

 

 Much like their Late Classic descendants, the Preclassic and Early Classic Maya at 

Baking Pot subsisted off the landscape in multi-faceted ways that were influenced by 

environmental, political, and social conditions. Understanding the tempo and chronology 

of occupation and construction at Baking Pot will allow future researchers to explore 

questions related to increasing social, political, and economic complexity, adaptation to 

environmental stress, and general culture history.  
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INTRODUCTION  

 

During the 2019 field season of the Belize Valley Archaeological Reconnaissance (BVAR) 

Project and field school, our excavations at Cahal Pech, Belize focused on clearing terminal 

architecture for conservation in Plaza D, part of the siteôs Late-to-Terminal Classic (AD 

500-900) palatial complex (Figure 1). Plaza D is a small, elevated courtyard on the western 

edge of the Cahal Pech acropolis, enclosed by four palace-style vaulted buildings. Str. A1, 

the largest pyramidal structure at the site, forms the eastern side of Plaza D, and acts as the 

groupôs eastern structure (Figure 1). Because access to Plaza D is highly restricted, it likely 

functioned as an elite residence or private administrative sector during the Classic period 

(see Awe 1992:155). Composed of both Plaza D and E, the Cahal Pech palace is elevated 

approximately 12 m above the western ballcourt, suggesting that its construction involved 

substantial labor investment to build the site up vertically from bedrock.  

 

Initial explorations in Plaza D were undertaken between 1988-1991 by Awe (1992:155-

158) for his dissertation research where he first documented Terminal Classic palace 

occupational phases. Operation 1 consisted of a 1.5 x 1.5 m unit placed in the center of the 

courtyard plaza. Excavations documented at least three plaster floors. The unit terminated 

approximately 3.7 m from surface. Pottery recovered below all three floors suggests that 

they were all constructed during the Late Classic period. Operation 2 exposed the terminal 

architecture on Str. D2 to assess its preservation. The unit also produced high frequencies 

of Spanish Lookout phase (Late/Terminal Classic) pottery, which suggested that this part 

of the site was still in use between the eighth and early ninth centuries AD.  
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Figure 1: Map of Plaza D showing locations of reported excavations from 1988-2022. 

 

 

Later explorations suggested that Plaza Dôs Late and Terminal Classic construction activity 

was more intensive than previously thought. Lee (2001) located a vaulted doorway leading from 

Plaza A (the audiencia) through the northwest corner of Plaza D. This entrance was later blocked, 

perhaps in the ninth century. He also exposed the terminal phase architecture of the interior of Str. 

D1, located on the north side of the Plaza D courtyard. These excavations documented the presence 

of additional vaulted rooms and a building plastered and painted red below the terminal courtyard 

floor, which may be Early Classic in date (see Awe and Helmke 2005:45). Temporal estimates 

based on relative ceramic dating suggested this earlier structure dates to the Late Classic, while 

later components of Str. D1 were largely built in the Terminal Classic (Lee 2001:293). 

 

Here we discuss our continued research in Plaza D between 2019 and 2022, which exposed 

a lower, sealed vaulted room (Str. D2-sub 1) representing the penultimate construction phase of 

the courtyard. Our results from recent field seasons indicate that Plaza D experienced at least three 

major, vertical construction episodes, all during the Terminal Classic. The 2019 excavations also 

exposed a large termination deposit associated with the penultimate construction phase. 

Preliminary radiocarbon dating places the deposits between ~cal AD 850-950. These results 

indicate that while monumental construction had ceased in some parts of the site during the first 
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half of the ninth century (see Awe et al. 2020; Douglas et al. 2021), the palace complex became 

the focus of intensive construction activity. These new data also suggest that the Cahal Pech 

epicenter may have not been abandoned until the early tenth century, much later than previously 

thought.  

 

THE 2019 PLAZA D EXCAVATIONS  

 

The 2019 excavations in Plaza D included two large, contiguous units, with the goal of 

clearing collapsed debris from western side of Plaza D prior to conservation. PLD-2019-1 was 13 

m x 3 m and ran north-to-south. PLD-2019-2 was 10 m x 2 m and ran east-to-west. Excavations 

removed humic debris and stopped at the terminal plaza floor, located ~30 cm below the modern 

ground surface. While relatively few artifacts were recovered from humic and collapse contexts, 

ceramics were primarily Terminal Classic types (Spanish Lookout Phase; AD 750-900). Clearing 

also exposed a low step on the south side of Plaza D, associated with an entrance into the adjacent 

palace buildings in Plaza E. Clearing also concentrated on Str. D2, on the west side of Plaza D, 

and revealed that the small roomôs floor had collapsed inward (Figure 2). Additional exposure of 

deposits below floor level exposed a vaulted room (Str. D2-sub 1), which was buried and sealed 

prior to the construction of terminal phase architecture (Figures 3 and 4). While the western wall 

of the room had been dismantled (or perhaps had collapsed outwards), the others were intact. 

Sitting just above bench level within the room was a dense deposit identified as Feature 1. The 

deposit was placed on top of fill above the roomôs floor (~75 cm) and consisted of ceramic sherds 

(n=2432), representing complete and fragmentary polychrome and undecorated vessels, lithic 

artifacts (n=353), and faunal remains (n=92). Feature 1 was approximately 30 cm thick but was 

horizontally bisected by a ~10 cm lens of charcoal. 

 

 

 
Figure 2: Terminal architecture of Str. D2, showing collapsing floor. Photograph facing south. 
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Figure 3: Structure from Motion (SfM) reconstruction of Str. D2-Sub 1 showing approximate 

location of the deposit (model by Adam Jurský, 2019). 
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Figure 4: South profile of Str. D2-sub 1 excavations (2019) and adjacent Plaza D excavations 

(2022). 

 

 

Common polychrome types include Benque Viejo (n=18) and Cabrito Cream (n=14) 

Polychromes (Figure 5 and Table 1). Decorated Cabrito Cream Polychrome vessels depict both 

animals, primarily water birds, and human forms identified as the ñHolmul Dancerò representing 

the Maize God (Figure 6; Callaghan 2016; Reents-Budet 1994). Less intricately painted Cabrito 

Cream vessels found at Belize Valley sites were likely locally produced (Baraciel Almada 2019; 

Davis 2018; Reents-Budet 1994:96-99). Both styles of vessels were identified in the depositôs 

assemblage, suggesting the import of some objects for inclusion in the deposit. Two sherds with 

glyphs were also identified in the deposit, and future work will focus on deciphering their 

meanings.  
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Table 1: Frequencies of ceramic vessel types recovered from the Str. D2-Sub 1: Feature 1 

deposit. 

 
Cahal Pech 

Ceramic Complex 

Approx. 

Date Range 

Surface  

Treatment 
Plate Dish Bowl Jar Vase Other Totals 

Kanluk 

(Jenney Creek) 
900-300 BC Plainware    1   1 

Xakal  

(Barton Creek) 

300 BC- 

AD 300  
Plainware  15 5    20 

Hermitage AD 350-550 Plainware   4    4 

Tiger Run AD 550-700 
Decorated     1  1 

Plainware    1 3  4 

Tiger Run/ 

Spanish Lookout 
AD 550-900 Polychrome     2  2 

Spanish Lookout 

 
AD 700-900 

Decorated  1 3 1 1  6 

Plainware 10 19 41 77 1  148 

Polychrome  1 2 0 47  50 

Unknown -- 
Plainware      65 65 

Polychrome    1   1 

Totals 10 36 55 81 55 65 302 

 

 

 
Figure 5: Examples of Spanish Lookout complex vessels from Str. D2-sub 1 Feature 1. Top row, 

left to right: Xunantunich Black-on-orange jar, black slipped spouted vessel, and Puhui-zibal 

Composite vase. Bottom row: all vessels are Benque Viejo Polychromes. 
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Figure 6: Spanish Lookout phase Cabrito Cream Polychrome vessels with water bird and human 

imagery. 

 

 

The Chronology of the Feature 1 Deposit 

 

Relative chronological data provided by pottery analyses were corroborated by a 

preliminary program of radiocarbon dating. One charcoal sample and two faunal samples were 

selected for AMS 14C dating, which was conducted at the Penn State Radiocarbon Lab. Faunal 

bone samples were chosen for dating to eliminate problems of old charcoal. All calibrated dates 

fall within the Terminal Classic (Figure 7 and Table 2). Radiocarbon dates also place the deposit 

and subsequent palatial construction, which was quite substantial, around the same time as the last 

known elite burial in the Cahal Pech epicenter (Plaza H1 tomb) around cal AD 770-890 (Awe 

2013; Ebert et al. 2019). The Str. D2-sub deposit is also contemporaneous with 14C dates from 

peri-abandonment deposits associated with the disuse of monumental buildings in some parts of 

the site (Awe et al. 2020; Hoggarth, n.d.). The results suggest that Plaza D was a focus of 

construction activity in the last 50-100 cal years of the siteôs occupation. 
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Table 2: Radiocarbon dates from Str. D2-sub 1: Feature 1 Deposit. All dated calibrated with the 

IntCal20 calibration curve (Reimer et al. 2020). 

 
PSUAMS Lab # Sample Type Calibrated 2ů Range 

PSUAMS-6757 Pinus sp. (pine) charcoal AD 880-995 

PSUAMS-10779 Odocoileus virginianus (deer), r. tibia AD 770-975 

PSUAMS-10780 Lagomorph (rabbit), l. tibia AD 770-950 

 

 

 
Figure 7: Calibrated AMS 14C dates for Str. D2-sub 1: Feature 1 deposit, plotted against dates 

for Terminal Classic burials and peri-abandonment deposits at Cahal Pech (Ebert et al. 2019; 

Douglas et al. 2021; Hoggarth, n.d.). All dates modeled OxCal v.4.4.4 (Bronk Ramsey 2009) 

using the IntCal20 calibration curve (Reimer et al. 2020). 
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Faunal Analysis 

 

Zooarchaeological analysis of faunal remains from Feature 1 was conducted in 2019 by 

Dr. Martin Welker at the Arizona State Museum in Tucson, Arizona. A total of 106 specimens 

were recovered from Feature 1. These included at least one adult and one juvenile deer (Odocoileus 

virginianus, Table 3) and two rabbits (Sylvilagus sp.). The remaining faunal remains recovered 

from this context could not be identified to species but include fragments of at least one turtle 

(NISP: 25), unidentified fish (NISP: 3), two specimens which resemble a small heron (possibly a 

green heron or night heron), and several fragments of bone that belong to other water bird taxa 

(possibly a cormorant and a duck). These bones exhibited little evidence of burning (n=2) and no 

cut marks. With such a small assemblage it is difficult to draw any conclusions about the processes 

which led to the deposition of these materials or their use by the siteôs inhabitants. The presence 

of herons, ducks, cormorants, turtles, and fish in this assemblage does, however, suggest the 

occupants of Cahal Pech were familiar with, and exploited, local bodies of water where these 

species could be found. Alternatively, these species could have been imported to Cahal Pech from 

elsewhere, though the prevalence of avian foot bones among this component of the assemblage 

would strongly suggest that the importation of these specimens was not subsistence motivated. 

 

 

Table 3: Faunal remains from Str. D2: Feature 1 Deposit. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Special Finds 

 

In addition to the large amount of pottery and faunal remains recovered from the Str. D2 

deposit, several other special finds were documented. These included a red stone spindle whorl, 

bone needles and pins, a marine shell ear flare, a partial stingray spine, and a chert point (Figure 

8). Analyses of these objects are ongoing. 

 

 

Common Name Scientific Name NISP (MNI) 

White-tailed Deer Odocoileus virginianus 14 (2) 

Rabbit species Sylvilagus sp. 11 (2) 

Turtle Testudines 24 (1) 

Heron sp. (?) Ardeidae sp. 2 

Bird  12 

Fish  3 

Large Mammal  1 

Medium Mammal   14 

Small Mammal  5 

Unknown  20 

 Total 106 
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Figure 8: Special finds from Str. D2-sub 1: Feature 1 Deposit. 

 

 

Geophysical Survey 

 

The 2019 excavations at Str. D2, along with previous work in Plaza D, suggested that 

additional architecture may be buried beneath the terminal plaza floor. To help strategically plan 

future excavations, geophysical survey was carried out by Drs. Bryan Hanks and Marc Bermann 

(University of Pittsburgh) (Figure 9). The Plaza D surveys used two instruments: a Noggin Smart 

Cart 500 MHz Ground Penetrating Radar (GPR) System and a GF Instruments CMD Multi-depth 

Electromagnetic Conductivity Meter (EM). GPR is an active method that is typically employed 

using parallel survey traverses within a grid either starting all traverses from the same grid edge or 

using a zig-zag pattern. GPR antennas transmit electromagnetic pulses into the ground as the 

instrument is pushed along the traverse and then measures the time from when these pulses are 

emitted until they are reflected back to the unit receivers (Conyers 2012:13). GPR data have the 

potential to provide both spatial location and characterization of subsurface anomalies. The use of 

low-frequency EM methods has been common in archaeological survey since the 1960s (Gaffney 

and Gater 2003:42-44). In more recent years, archaeologists have used the CMD mini-explorer 

instrument for shallow depth sub-surface EM surveys (Bonsall et al. 2013). This instrument has 

an effective depth range of 0.25 m, 0.5 m, and 0.9 m for the VCP horizontal coil dipole orientation. 

This can be extended to 0.5 m, 1.0 m, and 1.8 m by rotating the orientation of the probe to use 

HCP in the vertical coil dipole orientation (Bonsall et al. 2013:222). The instrument 

simultaneously measures both apparent magnetic susceptibility and apparent electrical 

conductivity of subsurface soils and has the potential to identify discrete subsurface features. 
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Figure 9: Approximate location of 2019 geophysical survey grid within Plaza D (photograph 

taken facing south). 

 

 

Both GPR and EM surveys indicated variation in results both horizontally and vertically in 

Plaza D. This was most visible in the CMD apparent electromagnetic conductivity as compared to 

GPR reflections (Figure 10).  Based on the comparison of the data from the two methods, it seems 

probable that infilled voids exist near the center of the surveyed area where there are strong 

contrasts in both high-low apparent conductivity and strong-weak GPR reflections. These appear 

as both a linear anomaly running from the northwest to southeast in the lower third of the survey 

and as a curvilinear anomaly in the northern area of the survey. These may be interpreted as 

defining the edges/walls of voids and associated transitions in the architecture and surrounding fill 

of the cavities. 
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Figure 10: Top: Ground Penetrating Radar slide view showing reflections at approximately 

1.30-1.40 m below the surface. Bottom: CMD Mini-explorer EM quadrature conductivity survey 

at a depth of 1.80 m from the surface.  
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THE 2022 PLAZA D EXCAVATIONS  

 

Excavation during the 2022 field season had two goals. The first was to define the pre- and 

post-depositional sequence associated with the depositôs placement, including the subsequent 

dismantling and interment of Str. D2-sub 1 during the Terminal Classic. The second goal was to 

contextualize these events, which occurred at the end of the Cahal Pech occupational sequence, 

through additional excavations of surrounding architecture in Plaza D. The goals were 

accomplished through the excavation of two units in Plaza D (PLD-2022-2 and PLD-2022-3) and 

described below. A third unit (PLD-2022-4) was also placed in Str. D3 to define the terminal 

architecture of this building. Unfortunately, clearing of humic debris and collapse quickly revealed 

that this building was no longer intact, perhaps due to previously unreported excavations or root 

damage, and further excavation ceased. 

 

Units PLD-2022-2 and PLD-2022-3 

 

Relying on the results of geophysical analyses, unit PLD-2022-2 (the ñVaulted Chamber 

Unitò) was placed in the southwest portion of Plaza D, immediately to the east of Str. D2. The 

2019 excavations had previously cleared humic debris and collapse from this location. Therefore, 

the unit was placed directly on top of Floor 1. Unit PLD-2022-2 measured 3 x 1.5 m, running 

north-to-south, parallel with the outer wall of Str. D2. 

 

While previous excavations in Plaza D documented three plaster floors, our 2022 

excavations documented a total of six plaster floors. Floors 1 through 5 were located within the 

first 80 cm below the modern ground surface. Based on previous excavations, in addition to new 

work from the 2019-2022 field seasons, Floor 1 appears to cover the entirety of Plaza D and is 

associated with its terminal construction phase, though it was poorly preserved. Floor 2 was also 

poorly preserved and was only visible near the Str. D2 wall. Previous excavations did not 

document this floor. Floors 3 and 4 were thick plaster floors (12 and 7 cm thick, respectively), and 

placed directly on top of one another. It is likely these correspond to the second plaster floor 

previously documented by Awe (1992:155-158), but they are likely better preserved closer to Str. 

D2 than in the center of the plaza. Floor 5 (~12 cm thick) recorded in the 2022 excavations also 

corresponds to Aweôs Floor 3 recorded in the 1988-1991 excavations (Awe 1992:155-158). The 

sixth and final plaster floor was located approximately 4.3 m below the modern ground surface 

and corresponds with the floor of Str. D2-sub 1 encountered during the 2019 excavations of the 

building. Excavations ceased upon reaching this floor.  

 

Unlike previous plaza units, excavation of PLD-2022-2 recorded construction activity 

below the plaster floors in more detail (see Figure 3). Excavations documented a total of five 

construction floors between Floors 5 and 6 (total vertical depth of 3.45 m). Construction floors 

consisted of tamped marl surfaces measuring between 7-20 cm thick interspersed between ballast 

fill episodes. They formed the foundations for constructions pens, which consisted of square stone 

alignments that were two or three courses high, and likely functioned as fill stabilizers (Figure 11). 

Based on excavations and geophysical surveys, we suggest that construction pens are present 

across Plaza D, represented by walls and voids documented by both GPR and EM surveys. 

Stratigraphic placement suggests that construction pens and floors were created after the Str. D2-
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sub 1 deposit, suggesting that the deposits placement is likely associated with the termination of 

that building and subsequent infilling of Plaza D.  

 

Unit PLD-2022-3 was placed adjacent to PLD-2022-2 to expose two terraces of the Str. 

D2 wall running north-to-south across Plaza D to measure their extent across the plaza. While the 

upper terrace articulated with the top of Floor 3, the lower articulates with the top of Floor 4. 

Excavations concluded that both terraces extended from the southwest to the northwest corner of 

Plaza D and mark the western edge of the Plaza D courtyard.  

 

 

 
Figure 11: Construction pens in unit PLD-2022-2 on top of Construction Floor 1. 

 

 

DISCUSSION AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

 

 Recent research at Cahal Pech has expanded our understanding of the construction history 

of the royal palace complex as well as the siteôs Terminal Classic activities and occupation. 

Previous research focusing on Terminal Classic Cahal Pech indicated that elite mortuary activity 

and monumental construction programs in some parts of the site (e.g., public plazas and the 

audiencia) largely ceased during the middle of the ninth century, signaling the siteôs socio-political 

disintegration shortly thereafter (Awe et al. 2020; Ebert et al. 2019). At least eight Terminal Classic 
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burials have been recorded at Cahal Pech (Awe 2013). Of these, five have been radiocarbon dated 

(Ebert et al. 2019). The latest burial is in the Str. H1 Tomb (cal AD 770-890), which was the 

interment of an elite adult male associated with a variety of grave goods including polychrome 

ceramic vessels and a censor, animal bone and tooth adornments, and jade jewelry, among other 

items.  

 

The disuse of monumental buildings is marked by the placement of peri-abandonment 

deposits throughout the Cahal Pech site epicenter (Awe et al. 2020; Douglas et al. 2021). Peri-

abandonment deposits are characterized by dense concentrations of ceramic, lithic, and faunal 

artifacts in the corners of plazas and courtyards, flanking stairways, and placed within narrow 

passageways. These deposits were created around the time of the siteôs abandonment, suggested 

by a thin lens of sediment between terminal floors and the deposits (see Aimers et al. 2020). Awe 

and colleague (2020:175) suggest that, at Cahal Pech, ñdeposits likely represent cultural remains 

associated with propitiation rituals or pilgrimage activities that were conducted by remnant local 

populations during a protracted period of site abandonment.ò Previous AMS 14C dating of peri-

abandonment deposits indicate that their creation spans the Terminal Classic (~705-950 cal AD), 

marking successive disuse of specific site core locations (Hoggarth, personal communication). 

  

The 2019 and 2022 field work in Plaza D revealed that while burial activity ceased and 

some parts of the Cahal Pech core fell into disuse, construction activity shifted to the siteôs royal 

palace complex. The Str. D2 deposit, associated with the penultimate construction phase of Plaza 

D (Figure 12), is the last directly dated event within the Cahal Pech epicenter, suggesting that its 

placement and successive large-scale palace construction occurred prior to site abandonment. 

Building efforts in the second half of the ninth century were large-scale. Estimates based on the 

2020 excavations in Plaza D suggest that over ~590 m3 of fill was placed between Floors 5 and 6. 

Infilling occurred in at least four phases in which carefully laid out construction pens were placed 

across the courtyard to stabilize ballast fill. 

 

Several pieces of evidence suggest the infilling on Plaza D occurred relatively rapidly. 

First, the outer façade of Str. D2-sub 1 was very well preserved, with remnants of plaster, some of 

which was painted red, still adhering to the cut limestone blocks. Additionally, there was no 

evidence for collapse of the architecture, which would be if infilling of the plaza occurred over a 

longer duration. Second, Spanish Lookout phase polychrome sherds were collected from directly 

on top of Floor 6, suggesting a Terminal Classic date for the event. Finally, no formal plaster floors 

were found between construction floors or pens. A total of 12 charcoal samples were collected 

from throughout the PLD-2022-2 sequence for additional AMS 14C dating and will help assess this 

hypothesis.  

 

The Late-to-Terminal Classic construction history of Plaza D may reflect broader regional 

trends since similar infilling of royal compounds has been documented during the Terminal 

Classic. At Minanha, for example, destruction of the royal court is represented by the infilling of 

the penultimate courtyard and vaulted buildings in the early ninth century (Iannone 2010:363). 

Like Str. D2-sub at Cahal Pech, the palace buildings at Minanha were carefully filled from the 

inside, keeping their vaults intact. Large boulders and cobbles were also placed inside well-built 

construction pens to raise the courtyard. Similarly, the Late Classic palace (the Ottawa Group) at 

Lamanai was partially razed and infilled with large boulders during the early Terminal Classic 
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(Graham 2004). Radiocarbon dates suggest that this phase (the ñBoulders phaseò) was underway 

just after cal AD 700-815, following the placement of several Late and Terminal Classic ceramic 

caches (Hanna et al. 2016:787). At Xunantunich, excavations by the Xunantunich Archaeological 

Project (XAP) in Str. A11, located in the northern palace compound Plaza A-III , documented the 

intentional dismantling and sealing of the central room at the base of the building (see LeCount et 

al. 2002). Yaeger (1997:36) suggests that this building was ñterminatedò, either for subsequent 

construction that was never completed or for ritual purposes, sometime between AD 780-890. 

Patterning in these events may suggest that infilling is often associated with specific ritual or 

termination events. While Minanha, Lamanai, and Xunantunich experienced no or very limited 

activity after the infilling of royal compounds, Cahal Pech experienced continued and intensive 

construction. Nakum provides a similar example of continued Terminal Classic expansion. At this 

site, all structures in the Acropolis were infilled by the middle of the ninth century to expand the 

number of living quarters in palace buildings (ťrağka and Hermes 2012:166). 

 

 

 
Figure 12: View of penultimate phase of Str. D2 from the Plaza D courtyard. 

 

 

The new data from the 2019 and 2022 excavations at Plaza D also suggest that the Str. D2 

deposit represents a distinct set of activities when compared to Terminal Classic peri-abandonment 

deposits. In other words, the deposit is more likely associated with purposeful building destruction, 
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or ñterminationò, aimed at symbolically removing the buildingôs life force rather than 

abandonment (Mock 1998:10; Tsukamoto 2017). While termination is often perceived as a single 

event that is both spatially and temporally discrete, deposition of the penultimate Plaza D courtyard 

at Cahal Pech was preceded by the assembly of materials and followed by new construction. These 

discrete events form a continuous sequence of cultural practices, all of which held significance for 

the actors involved (e.g., Clarke et al. 2020; Harrison-Buck 2018). Future studies of the depositôs 

artifact assemblage will aim to identify reworking/reuse, burning, or weathering of sherds, 

indicating if objects had already been broken, burned, or exposed to the elements prior to their 

deposition. While the intentional breakage and the subsequent distribution of fragmented objects 

has been documented for contexts across the Maya lowlands (e.g., Morton et al. 2019; Tsukamoto 

2017), items that had ceased functional use were often recycled in ceremonial contexts (Chase and 

Chase 2004; Hayden and Cannon 1983). Closer examination of the depositôs assemblage, in 

addition to a more extensive radiocarbon dating program, will help clarify the timing and nature 

of termination, reconstruction, and final abandonment of the Cahal Pech palace complex. 
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APPENDIX A: CERAMIC COUNTS FROM STR. D2-SUB 1: FEAT. 1 DEPOSIT 

 

Complex Group Type Category 
Plate/Dish/

Bowl 
Jar Vase Other TOTAL 

Jenney 

Creek 
Jocote 

Jocote 

Orange-

brown 

Plainware  1   1 

Barton 

Creek 
Sierra Sierra Red Plainware 20    20 

Hermitage Balanza Unknown Plainware 3    3 

Hermitage Pucte Pucte Brown Plainware 1    1 

Tiger Run Sotero 
Silkgrass 

Fluted 
Decorated   1  1 

Tiger Run Sotero Unknown Plainware  1 3  4 

Tiger 

Run/ 

Spanish 

Lookout 

Palmar 

Saxche/ 

Palmar 

Orange 

Polychrome 

Polychrome   2  2 

Spanish 

Lookout 
Belize 

Gallinero 

Fluted 
Decorated   1  1 

Spanish 

Lookout 
Belize 

McRae 

Impressed 
Decorated 1    1 

Spanish 

Lookout 
Belize 

Platon 

Punctated 

Incised 

Decorated 1 1   2 

Spanish 

Lookout 

Dolphin 

Head 

Silver Creek 

Impressed 
Decorated     2 

Spanish 

Lookout 
Belize Belize Red Plainware 37 12 1  59 

Spanish 

Lookout 
Cayo 

Alexanders 

Unslipped 
Plainware  31   31 

Spanish 

Lookout 
Cayo 

Alexanders 

Unslipped: 

Croja 

Plainware  1   1 

Spanish 

Lookout 
Cayo 

Cayo 

Unslipped 
Plainware  29  2 29 

Spanish 

Lookout 
Cayo 

Cayo 

Unslipped: 

Red 

Plainware  1   1 

Spanish 

Lookout 

Dolphin 

Head 

Dolphin 

Head Red 
Plainware 6    6 

Spanish 

Lookout 
Garbutt 

Garbutt 

Creek Red 
Plainware 4    4 

Spanish 

Lookout 
Garbutt Unknown Plainware 1    1 

Spanish 

Lookout 

Mount 

Maloney 

Mount 

Maloney 

Black 

Plainware 13    13 

Spanish 

Lookout 
Vaca Falls 

Vaca Falls 

Red 
Plainware  3   3 

Spanish 

Lookout 
Belize 

Puhui-zibal 

Composite 
Polychrome   2  2 
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Complex Group Type Category 
Plate/Dish/

Bowl 
Jar Vase Other TOTAL 

Spanish 

Lookout 
Chunhuitz 

Benque 

Viejo 

Composite 

Polychrome   1  1 

Spanish 

Lookout 
Chunhuitz 

Benque 

Viejo 

Polychrome 

Polychrome   18  18 

Spanish 

Lookout 
Chunhuitz 

Xunantunich 

Black-on-

orange 

Polychrome   1  3 

Spanish 

Lookout 
Palmar 

Cabrito 

Cream 

Polychrome 

Polychrome   14  14 

Spanish 

Lookout 
Palmar 

Central 

Farm 

Composite 

Polychrome   1  1 

Spanish 

Lookout 
Palmar 

Palmar 

Orange 

Polychrome 

Polychrome   3  3 

Spanish 

Lookout 
Palmar 

Zacatel 

Cream 

Composite 

Polychrome   3  3 

Spanish 

Lookout 
Palmar 

Zacatel 

Cream 

Polychrome 

Polychrome   4  4 

Spanish 

Lookout 
Vaca Falls 

Roaring 

Creek Red 
Polychrome 1    1 

Unknown Unknown Unknown Plainware    65 65 

Unknown Unknown 
Petroglyph 

Red Rim 
Polychrome  1   1 

TOTAL  82 81 55 67 32 
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INTRODUCTION  

 

 Documenting the timing and nature of the emergence of social inequality remains 

an important topic for archaeological research in the Maya lowlands. One of the clearest 

indicators of the emergence of institutionalized inequality among ancient Maya 

communities during the Preclassic period (~1000 BC-AD 300) was the appearance of 

monumental architecture within civic-ceremonial centers (Doyle 2017; Inomata et al. 

2021). Often associated with these large masonry buildings is evidence for ceremonial 

activity, which reflects the development of structured ritual traditions and socio-political 

integration (Estrada-Belli 2011; Ringle 1999; Triadan et al. 2017). Since 1988, 

archaeological research conducted by the Belize Valley Archaeological Reconnaissance 

(BVAR) Project at the site of Cahal Pech, located in west-central Belize, has concentrated 

on understanding emergence of complexity during the Preclassic period. Excavations in 

the siteôs epicenter center have intensely focused on large open plazas where monumental 

buildings and other evidence for ceremonial events are found (e.g., Awe 1992; Ebert 2017; 

Garber et al. 2010; Horn 2015; Peniche May 2016). 

 

The 2022 excavation at Cahal Pech built upon previous research to target 

ceremonial contexts for excavation. Previous excavations in Plaza B, the largest open plaza 

in the Cahal Pech monumental epicenter, documented at least 21 caches on the east, west, 

and north sides of the Plaza B, most of which date primarily to the Middle and Late 

Preclassic. Early caches were located along the centerline of or buried within early 

monumental buildings (Figure 1; see also Horn 2015: Appendix C; Porter 2020: Appendix 

D; Peniche May 2016:180). These caches consisted of whole and fragmented ceramic 
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vessels and figurines, jade beads and other greenstone objects, chert microdrills, marine 

shell beads and debitage obsidian blades, human bone fragments, and marine and 

freshwater shell artifacts. The placement of these caches may have played important roles 

in building dedication and the development of leadership strategies (Clark and Blake 1994). 

In order to detect subsurface anomalies that could potentially represent additional caches 

and deposits, during the 2019 field season Drs. Bryan Hanks and Marc Bermann 

(University of Pittsburgh) conducted a multi-instrument geophysical survey of Plaza B and 

Plaza C in the site core of Cahal Pech, using single axis fluxgate gradiometry, multi-depth 

electromagnetic conductivity, magnetic susceptibility, and ground penetrating radar 

(Figure 2). The fluxgate gradiometry survey identified positive anomalies along the 

centerline of Structure B1 where previous caches have been found (Ebert 2017; Porter 

2020), in the northeast entrance, and the southeast corner of Plaza B. Excavations during 

2022 ground-truthed the anomalies to determine their form and function, with the goal of 

understanding Preclassic ritual behavior during the early occupation at the site. The results 

of this ground-truthing indicate archaeological geophysical survey can be effective in 

identifying pit features in Maya plazas like those typically containing caches and 

dedicatory offerings. In the southernmost unit, where a subsurface anomaly was detected 

in front of Structure B4, excavators located a chert cache likely dating to the Middle 

Preclassic. 

 

 

 
Figure 1: Location of previously excavated caches in Plaza B. 
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Figure 2: Results of 2019 fluxgate gradiometry survey in Plaza B with subsurface 

discrete positive anomalies (possible caches) in the northeast, central-east, and southeast 

highlighted. 

 

 

PLAZA B EXCAVATIONS  

 

Excavation Unit PLB-2022-1 

  

 An initial 2 x 2 m unit was opened in the northeastern corner of Plaza B in the 

approximate location of several round subsurface anomalies detected with magnetic 

susceptibility. Excavators recovered infrequent cultural material throughout the vertical 

excavation, predominantly consisting of ceramics interspersed with chert, freshwater and 

marine shell, and obsidian. A total of nine floors were encountered with consistently low 

frequencies of artifacts in the construction fill between floors. Between Floors 4 and 5, the 

ceramic frequency increased (n=75) with some sherds belonging to Savana Orange vessels, 

according to preliminary analysis by Davis. These vessels are from the Jenney 

Creek/Kanluk ceramic complex dating to the Middle Preclassic (900-300 BC). A 

radiocarbon sample was taken at a depth of 65 cm below datum for AMS 14C dating. 

Between Floors 7 and 8, the ceramic frequency increased again (n=163), interspersed with 

a higher volume of chert (n=86) and freshwater shell (n=59), and three more radiocarbon 
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samples were recovered in addition to chert drills typically found in Middle Preclassic 

contexts. Excavation uncovered a highly eroded possible cache of a Savana Orange vessel 

with two jute shells and two river clams below Floor 8, but there were no additional 

artifacts to indicate the function of the  

 

 

 
Figure 3: Possible cache of a Savana Orange vessel. 
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Figure 4: North profile closing photo of Unit PLB-2022-1. 

 

 

incomplete vessel (Figure 3). Unit excavations concluded when bedrock was reached at a 

depth of 140 cm below datum (Figure 4). 

 

Excavation Unit PLB-2022-2 

 

A second 2 x 2 m unit was opened in the east-central portion of the plaza, in front 

of the steps of Structure B1, to investigate two subsurface anomalies depicted in the 2019 

survey results. PLB-2022-2 is located 3 m east of previous Plaza B units excavated by 

BVAR in 2017, two center-line caches were exposed (Ebert 2017). The caches contained 

13 and 26 vessels, respectively, placed lip-to-lip. The number of vessels is likely symbolic, 

perhaps reflecting a layered view of the Maya cosmos that included an upperworld with 13 

levels (Schele and Freidel 1990:67). Both caches were also aligned with the central axis of 

the Plaza B West platform, perhaps suggesting a relationship with a Middle Preclassic E-

Group architectural assemblage at the site (Ebert et al. 2021). Radiocarbon dates their 

placement during the Middle Preclassic, contemporaneous with the construction of early 

phases of Structure B1 and the E-Group (Porter 2020:50).  

 

Unit PLB-2022-2 exposed a long cultural sequence from the Middle Preclassic to 

the Terminal Classic. Approximately 15 cm below the ground surface, excavators revealed 

large paving stones in the south side of the unit, like the stones marking the terminal floor 

across Plaza B (Ebert 2017). Ceramics from this context belonged to the Spanish Lookout 

ceramic complex (AD 750-900), but a Postclassic (New Town ceramic complex, AD 900-

1200) Augustine Red scroll foot was found in association with the first floor. To the 
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authorsô knowledge, this is the only such example from Cahal Pech. The fill below the first 

floor also contained Spanish Lookout pottery, though some modern artifacts were also 

recovered, suggesting that this area of Plaza B was subject to high levels of modern 

disturbance. A concentration of refitting sherds was found below Floor 3, under 5-8 cm of 

thick plaster. Excavators pedestaled and photographed the ceramics before proceeding into 

the fill below, where the density of artifacts notably decreased. Excavators reached a 

typical Middle to Late Preclassic context in the darker, compact fill below Floor 4, which 

consisted of higher frequencies of Kanluk/Jenney Creek pottery, interspersed with some 

Early Preclassic (1200-900 BC) Cunil sherds, marine shell beads, and chert drills. This 

stratigraphy matches previous excavations in the eastern part of Plaza B (see Ebert 2017:7). 

A figurine fragment was also recovered from this level, in addition to several radiocarbon 

samples for AMS 14C dating.  

 

Unlike the anomaly in unit PLB-2022-1, excavation located a feature in PLB-2022-

2 that may have accounted for the round subsurface objects detected with magnetic 

susceptibility in 2019. Excavators revealed a cut in Floor 4 in the eastern portion of the 

unit. Excavation into this feature revealed a pit measuring approximately 30 x 30 cm 

(Figure 5). Middle Preclassic ceramics were found in the matrix at this level, though no 

artifacts appeared to be in situ. A similar pit was recorded in the 2017 Plaza B excavations, 

approximately 6 m to the west. While it may have functioned as a cache or possibly a burial 

cist, this association with caches found in 2017 (also located ~6 m to the west), suggests a 

ceremonial function. It is possible that other anomalies in Plaza B documented by 

geophysics are similar pit features. Excavators reached bedrock in Unit PLB-2022-2 at 150 

cm below the datum. Directly on top of bedrock was a thin plaster floor (Floor 5). Two 

stone alignments, one running east-to-west, and another running north-to-south, were 

placed on Floor 5 (Figure 6). These are interpreted as architectural features; though 

additional excavation is necessary to confirm this. 
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Figure 5: Feature PLB-2022-2-1 exposed pit. 
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 \  
Figure 6: Unit PLB-2022-2 Floor 5 exposed in southeastern unit corner. 

  

 

Excavation Unit PLB-2022-3 

 

 A third unit measuring 2 x 3 m was opened to explore the two dark circular 

anomalies appearing in the southeastern corner of Plaza B in front of Structure B4. 

Structure B4 is one of the oldest buildings in the site core, radiocarbon dated to ~1200-950 

cal BC (Ebert et al. 2017). Excavators attempted to align the southeastern units with 

Structure B4, based on the assumption that any Preclassic caches might have been placed 

at the centerline in front of contemporaneous structures. However, the third unit was 

concluded shortly after it was opened due to the presence of modern refuse from previous 

excavations below the terminal plaza floor in the southeastern corner of the unit. Prior to 

closing, excavators encountered frequent chert artifacts (cores, flakes, and debitage) 

interspersed with infrequent ceramics, freshwater shell, and quartz. A single marine shell 

bead was recovered from the humic level above floor 1, and a Preclassic figurine fragment 

was found in the fill below Floor 1.   

 

 Excavation Unit PLB-2022-4 

 

 Unit PLB-2022-4 was a 2 x 2 m unit placed directly to the west of the closed and 

backfilled PLB-2022-3 when excavators reexamined the geophysics greyscale plot, 

produced from the fluxgate gradiometer survey (Figure 2), in a final attempt to locate the 

two subsurface anomalies in front of Structure B4. The initial floors in both PLB-2022-3 

and PLB-2022-4 appear at the same depths, with the terminal plaza floor constructed only 

a few centimeters above Floor 2. Through the humic layer and the fill of these primary lots, 

excavators recovered frequent ceramics and chert, interspersed with infrequent freshwater 



 

51 

 

shell, slate, faunal remains, and quartz artifacts. The fill below Floor 4 revealed the first 

evidence of Preclassic occupation, including several chert drills. A partial floor with an 

intrusive cut was found at a level of 100-110 cm below datum in the northern half of the 

unit. Excavators encountered a well-preserved square of plaster in the southwestern corner 

of the unit at this level, distinguishable from the surrounding poorer plaster. The unit was 

bisected to explore the cut in the northern half of the unit, which was subsequently revealed 

as three overlapping floors (Floor 5 at 99 cmbd, Floor 6 at 114 cmbd, and Floor 7 at 120 

cmbd; see Figure 7). Because of the paucity of cultural material between them, the three 

floors were excavated in a single lot and later tagged in the baulk. A Preclassic 

anthropomorphic figurine face and a shell bead were recovered in the fill, in addition to 

ceramics, chert, marine shell, fauna, and obsidian, and freshwater shell at a higher volume 

than preceding lots.  

 

 

 
Figure 7: PLB-2022-4 floor 5 exposed, well-preserved in the southwest corner, cut to 

floor 6 in the north. 
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Figure 8: Units PLB-2022-4 and PLB-2022-4 Ext. closing photo, bedrock exposed. 

  Feature PLB-2022-4-1: Cache 

 

In the dark loam-clay matrix below Floor 7, at a depth of 154 cm below datum, 

excavators encountered a dense concentration of chert flakes and debitage measuring 

several cm in depth and surrounded by a semi-circle of paving stones against the 

northeastern wall of the bisected unit PLB-2022-4. The unit was extended by 1.5 x 1 m to 

allow excavators to define the extent of the cache (Figures 8 and 9). Late Classic burial 

traditions include the practice of layering chert flakes and eccentrics over burials (Audet 

2006), but no human remains were found in the fill below the cache in either the original 

unit (PLB-2022-4) or the extension (PLB-2022-4 Ext.). In the Classic period, chert caches 

are often thought to symbolize the different levels of the underworld, or the eliteôs 

association with deities (Andrieu 2020; Audet 2006). It is evident that this cache was 

created by knapping chert directly into the surrounding circular depression. At least 6500 

chert flakes were collected (Figures 10 and 11). Other artifacts associated with this level 

included a fragment of a granite mano, a ceramic censer prong or salt pot foot, and 13 chert 

drills. We believe that this may be one of the earliest examples of a chert cache from the 

Belize Valley, and radiocarbon dating is ongoing to assess this hypothesis. The lot 

associated with the chert cache concluded when Floor 8 was uncovered at a depth of 

approximately 190 cm below datum. The floor was partially eroded and further 

compromised by heavy rainfall during excavation. Cultural materials decreased at this level 

before excavators encountered a compact marl layer above Floor 9, after which bedrock 

was exposed at a maximum depth of 310.5 cm below datum. 
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Figure 9: Feature PLB-2022-4-1 visible in the E.U. PLB-2022-4 Ext. southern baulk. 

 

 

 
Figure 10: Feature PLB-2022-4-1 partially exposed, prior to eastern extension. 

 

 


