























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































examples from Barton Ramie are reported to have a small incision running along the exterior, just
below the rim (Gifford 1976: 231, 233). The Cluster 21 specimen also has a horizontal incision running
below the rim, but on the interior of the bowl. Regional variation may again account for the decorative
difference on this specimen. The remaining sherds from this cluster lack diagnostic attributes.

Cluster 23, Tunnel 6

The northern breakdown area of Tunnel 6 was arbitrarily defined as a cluster. Six sherds were
collected from this area. Only one diagnostic sherd was retrieved from the cluster. The bowl sherd
displays a portion of rim and a pronounced, though relatively short, basal flange. The sherd was not
available for study at the end of the season and was consequently not assigned to a particular ceramic
type. The mode of the sherd indicates that it dates to the Early Classic (AD 300 - 600) or to the
Protoclassic (100 BC - AD 300). Thus far, this sherd is the earliest ceramic specimen identified from
the Sinkhole Tunnels. As a result this sherd stands in stark contrast to all other sherds from Tunnel 6,
which have been dated to the Tiger Run (AD 600 - 700) and Spanish Lookout Complexes (AD 700 -
900). It is possible that this sherd was initially deposited in the collapse sinkhole, but subsequently fell
through the breakdown into the northern portion of Tunnel 6.

Cluster 26, Stream Way

This cluster is represented by a fragmentary outflared and shallow dish. This specimen was
discovered outside the Sinkhole Tunnels in a fault elevated approximately 3 meters above the stream
way. This fault penetrates into the northwestern wall of the sinkhole that overarches the stream way.
This wall lies opposite to the breakdown of the sinkhole that extends to the east and south. The interior
of the dish is extensively pitted and the majority of slip has weathered. Nevertheless, traces of red and
black designs are still visible. Apparently the interior was painted polychrome, although details of the
decorative scene are difficult to distinguish. The exterior was left unslipped, exhibits a medial ridge,
and aring base. Based on these attributes the dish has been assigned to the Saturday Creek Polychrome
type (Gifford 1976: 198-201), of the Tiger Run Complex (AD 600 - 700). To date this is the most
complete Tiger Run phase dish recovered by the WBRCP in the Roaring Creek Valley.

Cluster 27, Stream Way

Less than 10m southwest of Cluster 26, another ceramic cluster with 5 sherds was discovered.
Only the most unique specimen was collected in 1998. This cluster lies atop a large breakdown block
that frames the western side of the stream way. The surface of this large boulder is nearly level but
drops steeply to the stream that flows 3m below it along its base.

The ceramic specimen is bowl-shaped, unslipped, and thick-walled. The exterior is covered with
deep thumb impressions that penetrate as much as 0.5cm into the paste. Abrasions along the lip of
sherds are frequently taken as an indication of basal sherds. Absence of this feature indicates that the
sherd does not represent the base of a vessel. The specimen could not be associated with an established
type and apparently represents a “special” specimen. Similarities in body profile, thickness, and lip
shape between the sherd and the lids of “chimneyed” incensarios from Altun Ha (Pendergast 1979: 72,
Fig. 17a, b, r; 1982: 90, Fig. 61d) suggest that the specimen may have formed part of a censer. Since
the sherd could not be successfully associated with an established ceramic type its dating remains
problematic. Impressed types occur through the entire length of the Classic (AD 300 - 900), although
this mode predominates during the Tiger Run and Spanish Lookout phases (AD 600 - 900) at Barton
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Ramie (see Gifford 1976: 60). Nevertheless, none of the types from Barton Ramie are impressed as
extensively, or as deeply, as the Cluster 27 specimen. The simpler “chimneyed” censers from Altun Ha
date to the Ceh and Mac phases (AD 500 - 650), while the more elaborate censers with lids modeled
in the form of gaping felines (Pendergast 1982: 128, Fig. 80e, 81a) date to the Pax phase (ca. AD 850 -
875). It is hoped that similar specimens, or sherds conjoining to the specimen, will be recovered in the
future. These may clarify the function of the vessel, as well as assist in a ceramic type designation.

DISCUSSION

The ceramics from the Sinkhole Tunnels are dominated by the types most frequently
encountered in the Roaring Creek Valley. All additional ceramic specimens are surprisingly varied and
display a relatively pronounced regional variation. At the present time it is impossible to determine
whether such variation is caused by the function or regionality of the ceramics. Both explanations need
to be pursued further and may yield pertinent information regarding discrepancies in regional cave usage
as well as elucidate which types of archaeological material were destined for usage in caves.

The relative frequency of vessel shapes represented in the Sinkhole Tunnels assemblage is
dominated by ollas, which make up half of the sherds. An additional fourth of the assemblage is
represented by bowls, particularly Late Classic tecomates. All other vessel shapes make up the
remainder of the assemblage, with dishes representing as much as 18 %. Similar frequency distributions
have been observed at Tarantula Cave (Helmke et al. 1999), and other caves in Belize. If the vessels that
were deposited are representative of the activities conducted in caves, these frequencies will be
significant with regard to the elements that comprised cave usage in antiquity.

Although the ceramic analysis has not been completed it is apparent that the ceramics from the
Sinkhole Tunnels date between the Early Classic and the Terminal Classic. Since all the ceramics were
recovered from the surface, outside of stratigraphic or sealed contexts, it is unclear whether the time
span represented by the sherds parallels the period of usage. It could be argued that the earliest ceramics
were brought to the tunnels in fragmentary or complete condition as curated or valued items.
Additionally, at surface sites it is a customary practice to date architectural phases to the latest sherds
contained in construction fill (e.g. Ehret & Conlon this volume). Taking these factors into account, the
usage of the Sinkhole Tunnels can be firmly established to the Late and Terminal Classic periods (AD
700 - 900). Nevertheless, if it is considered that the ceramic assemblage amassed in the Sinkhole
Tunnels is the product of ritual pilgrimages over a period of time (as is generally postulated by the
current paradigm), then the Sinkhole Tunnels can be seen to have been used between the Early Classic
and the Terminal Classic (AD 300 - 900).

One pattern that emerges from the preliminary analysis is that the number of diagnostic sherds
increases exponentially from the Early Classic to the Terminal Classic. Although the assemblage is
small and only a portion was been examined in 1998, the relative frequencies of diagnostic types are
of significance. Ten percent were dated to the Hermitage Complex (AD 300 - 600), 20 % to the Tiger
Run Complex (AD 600 - 700), and over 60 % to the Spanish Lookout Complex (AD 700 - 900).
Inevitably these relative frequencies will alter once the analysis is completed, but their overall ratios are
not expected to change significantly. Consequently, it is clear that the usage of the Sinkhole Tunnels
peaked during the Late Classic. Similar observations have been made, based on a qualitative assessment
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of diachronic ceramic distributions at several other caves (Awe 1994a, b). Social stress and changes in
the manifestations of ritual behavior have been suggested as explanations of this dramatic rise in cave
usage (Awe 1994a,b). No single factor can be isolated at this time to explain the causes of this
alteration, but it is clear that cave usage systematically increased during the latter half of the Classic.

The Sinkhole Tunnels are the fourth area of cultural significance discovered inside Actun
Tunichil Muknal. All the data formulated for the Sinkhole Tunnels take on a more significant dimension
when they are compared to the material from the other chambers inside the cave. Another interesting
pattern emerges when the distance at which these four areas lie from the entrance is taken into account.
The largest concentration of Hermitage ceramics (AD 300 -600) is found in the Entrance Chamber that
lies just a few meters from the entrance. The number gradually diminishes as the distance increases
from the cave entrance, until only one Hermitage sherd is found at the Stelac Chamber. The Sinkhole
Tunnels are located between these two areas and Hermitage ceramics from this locus number between
both extremes. The Main Chamber lies furthest inside the cave and all ceramics identified in that
chamber have been dated to the Spanish Lookout Complex (AD 700 - 900) (Moyes & Awe 1998). Thus,
it is clear that early usage of Actun Tunichil Muknal was concentrated at the entrance and did not
penetrate far into the cave. The opposite is true of the late usage of the cave. This pattern had previously
been suggested by Awe (1994 a, b) for other caves in Belize. What is significant is that this pattern is
duplicated at Actun Tunichil Muknal and that the discovery and investigation of the Sinkhole Tunnels
reinforces Awe’s (1994a, b) hypothesis. Additionally, this pattern had never been subjected to the
comparison of relative frequency distributions. A final pattern that has been isolated by the ceramic
analysis is that the intersite patterning of diachronic usage of the cave is reflected on a micro-scale
within the Sinkhole Tunnels. Thus, the earliest ceramics are found in the entrance to the Sinkhole
Tunnels (Cluster 27, Tunnels 1, 2, and 3-sub), while the largest concentration and the latest ceramics
are found in the deepest chamber of the system of tunnels (Tunnel 6).

All the patterns discerned above appear to be diagnostic indicators of the types of activities
conducted within caves. These patterns will be thoroughly examined in future seasons and at several
caves in western Belize. It is believed that these data will be informative with regard to the changing
role and perception of caves in Maya society over time and space.
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PRELIMINARY REPORT OF INVESTIGATION
ON LEDGE 1 AT ACTUN YAXTEEL AHAU

Michael Mirro
Radford University

Jaime J. Awe
University of New Hampshire

INTRODUCTION

This report describes archaeological research that was conducted on Ledge 1 of Actun Yaxteel
Ahau by the WBRCP in1998. Yaxteel Ahau was first reported by Jaime Awe after a brief
reconnaissance that was conducted by members of the Belize Department of Archaeology in 1977.
Geologist Tom Miller subsequently visited the site in the 1980's, produced the first map of the cave
(Miller 1990) and coined the name Yaxteel Ahau. It should be noted, however, that the site was
originally recorded as Pancho Carranza Cave (in the Department of Archaeology files in Belmopan) by
Awe.

Following Miller’s geomorphological work, a British speleological expedition visited the site
and produced a briefreport (Roberts 1990) which noted the presence of archaeological materials in the
cave. The 1998 research by the WBRCP represents the first archaeological investigation of the site. Our
study included more detailed mapping and exploration of the cave, with special focus on Ledges 1 and
2. This paper reports in detail the investigations conducted on Ledge 1. It describes the cultural
materials recorded on the ledge, and notes that prehistoric Maya activity at Yaxteel Ahau extends from
Late Preclassic to Late Classic times.

DESCRIPTION OF ACTUN YAXTEEL AHAU

Actun Yaxteel Ahau (Cave of the Ceiba Tree Lord) is located along the base of a hill range
which borders the eastern side of the upper Roaring Creek Valley. There are several other cave sites
in the area. To the south is Actun Uayazba Kab, Actun Tunichil Muknal, and a smaller cave known as
Actun Nakbe (located at the terminus of a causeway that links this cave to Cahal Uitz Na). Actun
Tunichil Muknal is located 1.7 km SW of the easternmost entrance of Yaxteel Ahau. Uayazba Kab is
located about 0.5 km further south (see Conlon and Ehret this volume). Other caves in the area include
Box Chi'ich, Sak T'u'ul, and Sak Ch'o; but archaeological documentation of these cave sites has yet to
be conducted.

Approximately 1.8 km upstream from Yaxteel Ahau is Cahal Uitz Na, the only known major
surface site presently known for the upper Roaring Creek valley. Cahal Uitz Na contains several
courtyards with pyramidal structures, range-type buildings, a ball court plus several slate and limestone
stelae (Awe and Helmke 1997).
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The river that continues to shape Actun Yaxteel Ahau is a major tributary of the Roaring Creek.
Miller states that: "Yaxteel is a large conduit that frequently intersects fossil levels about 20 meters
higher. A major water source of the valley, it was given the ancient name the Maya were using for the
river years before, when the Spanish arrived, " (Miller 1990:33). The cave is 1011 m in length. The
Yaxteel Ahau stream originates from a sump in the rear of the cave and flows out of the main entrance
(Miller, 1989,1990:34). A small tributary also enters the cave about half way to the rear.

Actun Yaxteel Ahau can be accessed through at least four entrances: the main entrance, a second
entrance in a sinkhole at the eastern end of Ledge 1, a third entrance across the sinkhole, and a fourth
entrance at the rear of the cave. Six areas of cultural significance were recorded in the cave. All of these
areas are located on ledges (Ledges 1-6) above the river.

Ledge 1 is the first area of the cave (from the main entrance) that contains cultural remains.
From east to west this ledge is well over 100 meters long and is approximately 40 meters at its widest
point. The river forms the northern boundary of the ledge. Solid bedrock walls form the southern
boundary. Across the river from the eastern edge is a large sinkhole. Daylight that comes in through this
entrance brightly illuminates the ledge in the morning. To access the deeper sections of the cave it is
necessary to walk through the water or cross the lower end of Ledge 1 through a section of breakdown.
The river here varies from two meters deep to ankle deep. There are several rapids to the east and the
river becomes a calm pool to the west. Near the eastern extremity of the ledge is the second entrance.
This entrance is located on Ledge 4 on the opposite side of the river from Ledge 1. Entrance2 provides
light for the eastern end of Ledge 1 but the middle section of the ledge receives very little to no natural
light.

DESCRIPTION OF LEDGE 1

During our investigations Ledge 1 was divided into three areas which contained evidence of
prehistoric Maya activity: the ledge, the breakdown, and the beach. The ledge consists of several
shelves, solution tunnels, and small chambers that are located high above the stream and which are
connected to each other. This area is accessed by either climbing over the breakdown or up a talus slope
above the beach. Both the breakdown and the beach contain evidence of prehistoric Maya activity but
cultural materials are not as concentrated as on the ledge. While very little work was conducted in the
breakdown and beach areas in 1998, several areas of cultural significance were noted. These are
described below.

The Breakdown

The breakdown consists of very large boulders, which, over time, have collapsed from the
ceiling and from the wall on the southern bank of the river. Many of the boulders range in size from 5
to 12 meters in diameter. They are haphazardly stacked against the southern wall and create an incline
which leads to the main entrance of the ledge. Travertine and drip-water formations (stalagmites) are
relatively common on top of several of the boulders.
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The lower part of the breakdown is more densely packed with rocks than the top. The cracks
are filled in with gravel and sand. Flood debris has accumulated in some of the lower areas. Despite
this compaction, there are many open gaps and spaces which provide access to regions underneath the
breakdown. Close inspection revealed several cultural features in this area.

At the back of the breakdown, between a large slab of rock and the cave wall, is a small “rainy
season” waterfall. The pool at the base of the waterfall was dry in June-July of 1998, however, a small
deposit of jute shells was observed in this pool. Most of the shells have their tips removed suggesting
anthropogenic modification in the past. Some of the shells are also covered with a thin layer of calcite.
This may be due to the precipitation of calcite in the waterfall.

In the north end of the breakdown is a large boulder with a possible platform above it. The
platform is formed by a line of three or four stones that apparently served as a retaining wall. The area
behind the stones was filled with sand and forms a level surface on the boulder. The boulder is sloped
and the stones of the retaining wall are aligned perpendicular to the slope. Several sherds and lithics
were noted on the surface of the platform. Above the line of stones, on top of one of the largest
boulders, is a small depression filled with guano. Sitting upside down under the southern side of the
boulder is a small bowl about 12 cm in diameter. Underneath this bowl is an even smaller bowl, very
crudely made, with finger impressions on the surface. In another depression, located on the northern
side of this boulder, there is a near complete olla with a 3 cm chip broken off of the lip. The olla,
roughly 22 cm in diameter at its widest, is situated with the orifice, or rim, resting on the ground.

The Beach

The beach is located upstream and to the east of the breakdown. Organic remains (in the form
of leaves, nuts and twigs) on the beach surface suggests that this locus is seasonally flooded. Several
large boulders block immediate access from the beach to the river. To access the latter, one must either
climb over these boulders or squeeze between them. The rear section of the beach is bordered by a wall
of exposed bedrock that is relatively vertical except at the base where it has been undercut by the water
for several meters. The beach area ends in the east where a muddy talus slope descends from the ledge.
The talus slope is the second major access up to the ledge.

Near the talus slope the undercut in the southern wall is deeper than anywhere else along the
beach and resembles arock shelter. The eastern half of the undercut is filled with collapsed debris from
the talus slope. Along the center of the “shelter” is a line or rocks with a general north-south orientation.
The east side of the rocks is filled with clay and suggests that the feature may represent another crude
platform. In association with this feature there are a number of artifacts. At the extreme southern end
is a dense concentration of ceramics. The pottery is distributed along the rear walls and extends to the
edge of the shelter. There are only a few sherds found in the central area of the shelter. Below a stone
near the wall is a granite mano. Amidst the sherds along the western wall there is also a fragment of
a chert biface. Fewer cultural remains were noted in the lower levels of the beach. This may likely be
due to the fact that this area floods during the rainy season or because of widespread looting at the site.
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The Ledge

During mapping operations the ledge, which contains the greatest concentration of cultural
remains, was divided into ten separate sub-areas. Described below, these sub-areas include Entrance
1, Chambers one through eight, and the Upper Chamber.

ENTRANCE 1

Entrance one forms the westernmost portion of the ledge. From here one can see across the river
to the large breakdown near the main entrance to the cave. Diffused light illuminates the front or
northern portion of the area. As one approaches the entrance through the breakdown it is necessary to
cross a large 10 to 12 m deep crack by means of a boulder bridging the gap. The ceiling at the northern
end is more than three meters in height. As one moves south towards the rear of the chamber, the ceiling
height drops considerably and crawling is necessary. Elsewhere the walls of the chamber are deeply
convoluted with alcoves, several of which contain very small tunnels leading to the other chambers on
the ledge. A large part of the floor in the Entrance 1 area is either clay or bedrock except inside the
alcoves where guano overlies clay. The eastern wall of the chamber contains many speleothem
formations while the ceiling and west wall are composed of brecciated limestone.

There is a substantial amount of ceramic remains in Entrance 1. They are particularly
concentrated in the rear portion of the chamber and consist mostly of olla sherds. Near the front of the
chamber, only about six sherds were noted. In a small, dry gour pool on the western side of the passage
there is also an obsidian blade fragment. In the alcoves on the sides of the passages, and within small
niches in the flowstone, more sherds are found on the floor. In one of the small niches in the flowstone
there is a deposit or cache of 50 or more jute shells. It appears that most of the jute had their tips
removed. Mixed with these shells were several flecks of charcoal.

Several looter pits were recorded in Entrance 1. The first is located next to the jute cache and
a second pit was noted just south of the jute cache at the entrance to a small alcove. The latter actually
consists of two pits and contains no artifacts. The pits were excavated into a layer of clay beneath the
guano surface. The first looter’s pit is well over a meter square and ranges from 5 to 15 cm deep.
Several artifacts were noted in the backdirt, including fragments of a stripped polychrome basal flange
vessel, several body sherds, olla rims, and red slipped pottery.

Entrancel connects to several other loci on the ledge. In the southern end of the chamber a small
crawl leads to a low section of Chamber 4. From the northern end it is possible to access both Chamber
1 and the Upper Chamber. The passage to Chamber 1 is directly under the passage to the Upper
Chamber. In the alcoves of the eastern wall it is also possible to enter the Upper Chamber as well as the
alcoves of Chamber four.

CHAMBER 1
Chamber 1 is accessed via a small passage leading east from Entrance 1. The passage slopes

down and opens immediately into the chamber. Inside the chamber it is completely dark save for a small
niche in the northern wall that opens to a small ledge overlooking the river passage and the main
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entrance. The ceiling of the chamber is approximately 2m in height at the center but decreases
significantly near the walls. The room is circular in shape. The floor is relatively level and is made of
a compressed guano matrix. The walls and ceiling are composed primarily of dry flowstone. In the
southwest part of the room there is a concentration of columns which form several niches and alcoves.

Chamber 1 contains substantial evidence of prehistoric activity. Near the southwest wall, by the
columns, is a dense concentration of ceramic sherds. Nearby we recovered a distal portion of an
obsidian blade. On the opposite wall, to the north near a small crawlspace, there is another
concentration of potsherds. A second obsidian blade was found west of this area, near an exit to
Chamber 8. The blade was next to a circular depression dissolved into bedrock. Also worth noting is
that against the eastern wall, at the base of a flowstone, there are several broken speleothems strewn
across the floor. It is difficult to say whether or not they were purposely placed in this context in
antiquity, but this could likely be the case. Next to the formations it appears that looters had attempted
to reassemble several fragments of a large olla.

Three looter’s pits were noted in Chamber 1. The first two were excavated along the southwest
wall near the columns. One pit was excavated to bedrock but the other was shallower. Both are about
40 to 50 cm in diameter. Many potsherds and a few jute shells were noted in the backdirt. A third pit
was excavated near a crawlspace in the north wall. This is more of a surface disturbance and seems
older because it was covered by a coating of bat guano.

Chamber 1 connects to two other areas beside the Entrance. The southern part of the room leads
into Chamber 2 via a small corridor. Another passage, divided by a large column, leads east into
Chamber 8.

CHAMBER 2

Chamber 2 is completely dark. Surprisingly, the sounds of the river can be heard quite loudly
in the room despite the fact that there are no direct passages to the river. The chamber shares many
similarities with the other chambers on Ledge 1. At its center it is roughly two meters high and as one
approaches the walls the ceiling height decreases. A line of columns in the southwestern portion of the
room separates it into two sections: a flowstone slope and a lower more level area. In the vicinity of the
slope the ceiling is very low and contains many drip-water formations. The lower part of the chamber
is covered with guano above a thin layer of clay. The top of the guano has a crunchy feel to it probably
as aresult of calcification. The southern side of the chamber is decorated with speleothems. Stalactites,
columns and stalagmites cover the ceiling, walls and floors. The northwestern part of the chamber is
the back side of the columnous section of Chamber 1 and there are several deep alcoves in this area.
On the east side a passage heads off to Chamber 3. Another passage to the north leads back to Chamber
1.

Chamber 2 has significant evidence of past and recent human activity. In the alcoves behind
the columns are numerous potsherds on the floor. In this same locus there is a large area of gray ash
roughly 70 cm in diameter and from 3 to 6 cm deep. A second concentration of potsherds is found near
the south wall amidst the formations. A third concentration of sherds is found in the niche off the
passage at the east end of the room. At the back of the niche are several olla sherds, a few basal-flanged
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sherds and several unidentified body sherds. Also in this niche are four stones placed in a line with a
fifth stone in front of them. Outside the niche, a chert biface was found on the floor.

Several other features were discovered in Chamber 2. The first consists of a line of three stones
in arough north-south orientation. The northern and southern stones are limestone and the central stone
is a broken speleothem. Roughly 30 cm south-southeast of the latter stones is a slate cobble. A small
olla rim fragment lies at its northern end. The second feature also consists of three stones in a rough
east-west orientation. They include two limestone rocks and a broken speleothem. A granite cobble lies
15 cm north of the eastern stone. All of the stones fall between 12 ¢cm to 25 ¢cm in length. The third
feature is composed of four stones that are smaller than those of the other features. They consist of three
river cobbles on the east and a limestone rock on the west. Three broken speleothems are behind the
line to the south and are associated with small flecks of charcoal. Similar arrangements of rocks and/or
stones were noted at Actun Tunichil Muknal and it is possible that they may have served as hearth
stones.

Recent human activity in Chamber 2 is represented by a number of looter’s pits. The largest of
these was excavated into part of the ash lens (and the guano behind it) near the columns in the northwest
corner of the chamber. This pit was excavated to bedrock, it is elliptical in shape and measures 100 cm
north-south by 80 cm east-west. A large number of potsherds were in the looter’s backdirt. A second
pit was excavated in a small dry pool at the head of the flowstone. This disturbance is no more than 30
to 40 cm in diameter. There are several sherds lying just outside the pit. Below this, the base of the
flowstone was chopped and shattered, possibly in an attempt to look under it. A third small circular
depression in the bedrock was excavated near the eastern passage. There are only a few sherds next to
this depression.

CHAMBER 3

Chamber 3 is alarge open area from which light can be seen entering the cave from the entrance
to the east. Sounds from a set of rapids just below the ledge can also be heard. The chamber is fairly dry
but after the onset of the rainy season drip water from the ceiling becomes active. The chamber can be
divided into three distinct areas: an open, natural, platform, a small ledge and a lower area.

The platform is roughly level and appears to be formed by flowstone coming off the southern
wall and by run off from a line of stalagmites forming the eastern end of the chamber. The southern wall
is mainly brecciated limestone with a few flowstone formations. Towards the east end of the wall there
is a greater concentration of stalagmites. Beyond the stalagmites the platform drops down to the talus
slope near the beach. The ceiling of this area consists primarily of limestone with several stalactites.

The ledge overlooks the platform and is similar to a small rock shelter except that the ceiling
is covered with formations. The ledge measures three to four meters east-west and two to three meters
north-south. It is accessed by way of a dry flowstone waterfall. A small tunnel leads to a sharp drop
down to the river in the northeastern corner. To the west, a low passage leads to another smaller
chamber.
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The lower area is located about a meter below the eastern end of the platform and can be
accessed via a step-like flowstone slope. The southern wall of the lower area is concave 1.5 m above
the floor and leads to a small ledge as one goes west. This forms the entrance to Chamber 4. The
western end of the lower section ends in an area dense in formations. It is possible to climb over the
formations and enter the Upper Chamber or to climb through them and enter Chamber 2. Two narrow
passages also lead to Chambers 2 and 8.

All three areas of Chamber 3 have evidence of prehistoric cultural activity. In the lower area,
the western end of the floor is covered with potsherds, stones and broken speleothems. A small low
niche has several broken speleothems on the ceiling and floor. Along the northern wall there is a small
dry pool that is completely filled with jute shells. Many other shells spill onto the floor. Most of the
jute have their tips broken. No count was undertaken but there are well over 500 shells in this apparent
cache. Another small niche, toward the eastern end of the lower area, contains numerous potsherds.
North of this area, where the passage to Chamber 2 enters Chamber 3, the proximal end of an obsidian
blade was found on the floor.

Cultural remains on the platform are fewer in number than on the lower area. Calcified into the
formations of the eastern side are several olla sherds. Further east there is a small shelf with several
sherds on it. There are also a few sherds scattered over the entire floor. In the extreme western end of
the platform there is a feature consisting of three large rocks and two smaller rocks. Two of the large
rocks are fragments of speleothems and one is limestone. The two small rocks include a piece of
limestone and a speleothem. The three large rocks form a triangle. Earthen stains on one of the
speleothems and on the floor suggests that this speleothem was recently moved from its original
location. A looter’s pit adjacent to the stones supports this interpretation. The looter’s pit exposed a
layer of ash and charcoal several centimeters thick, suggesting that the rocks may have functioned as
a fire hearth. Just east of the limestone rock are several sherds from an olla. Also found on the
platform, in a small drip hole above the passage to Chamber 2, is a small bead. A holeisdrilled through
one end of the bead and two incisions are on each side. The bead is made from a flat river pebble (slate)
about 3 cm long, 1.5 cm wide and 0.3 cm thick.

The ledge contains the lowest concentration of cultural remains. In its northeastern corner, near
the small tunnel that drops to the river, there are between 10 to 15 fragments of an olla.

Several open pits reflect recent looting activities in the chamber. One looter”s pit is above the
formations in the southeast corner of the chamber. The soil profile of this pit shows a 2 cm layer of clay
covering a 3 cm layer of grey ash and charcoal. A large potsherd with soil adhering to it suggests that
the looters may have been using the sherd to dig the pit. The second pit is located next to the possible
hearth described above. It is very small, measuring about 20 cm by 21 cm, and descends to a depth of
16 cm. The stratigraphy of this pit consists of a thin layer of guano covering ash and charcoal to a depth
of 5 cm. Below that is a half centimeter layer of hard clay followed by another layer of ash (to a depth
of 9 cm), above a layer of reddish clay (at 13 cm) and yellowish clay (at 16 cm). Two more pits are
located in the lower area. One beside the jute cache is 30 cm by 50 cm and was excavated through the
guano surface to a layer of reddish clay. Several olla sherds were noted in the fill. A second
disturbance, in another niche along the southern wall, has a variety of sherds in the fill.
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CHAMBER 4

Chamber 4 is located at the southwestern corner of the ledge. At this point there are no natural
sources of light but the river is still audible from across Chamber 3. The area comprising Chamber 4
consists of a long narrow east/west corridor, with two alcoves on the north side and several niches in
the south wall. The eastern portion of the chamber allows plenty of standing room but as one heads west
the floor gently slopes up to 1.3 m below the ceiling. At this end the chamber connects to Entrance 1.
Inside the first, or eastern, alcove are several niches and crawl ways. One of the latter provides access
into the Upper Chamber. The western alcove is accessed by crawling between two columns. This
alcove is L-shaped and is over 2 m in height. Through a crawl at the western end of the alcove one can
also access Entrance 1.

The floor in Chamber 4 varies depending on location. The extreme eastern end of the chamber
is made of clay banks that appear to have eroded out of the niches in the southern wall. The western end
is exposed bedrock. Inside the alcoves a layer of guano overlies the clay floor. The floor of the western
end of Chamber 4 is densely covered with potsherds. This concentration continues east down the
chamber for 4 or 5 m. It appears that this may be part of the same concentration of potsherds noted in
Entrance 1. Inside the western alcove, the sherd concentration also continues. Just outside of the
western alcove there is a feature that is composed of several rocks that appear to have been moved from
their original location. The rocks include a piece of slate, a flake of slate, two pieces of granite, three
speleothems and six limestone. There is a large concentration of sherds in the immediate area of the
rock cluster as well as charcoal.

Two looter’s pits were noted in the western alcove. These pits are small, and measure 25 cm by
25 cm and 50 cm by 35 cm respectively. The smaller of the two pits was dug to bedrock and there are
a few sherds next to it. The other pit is more of a surface disturbance, but there is a large concentration
of potsherd adjacent to it. In the western end of the chamber the flowstone wall has also been smashed.

Minor looting activity was also noted in two ofthe niches in the southern wall. The eastern niche
has evidence of surface disturbance while the western niche has a small pit that is about 5 cm deep and
covers an area 55 cm by 35 cm. There are several sherds of a single vessel in the back dirt of this pit.

CHAMBER 5

Chamber 5 is located east of the natural platform in Chamber 3, directly above the main river
passage. Water flowing over a large set of rapids in the stream below can clearly be heard in the
chamber. There is also some ambient light in the chamber but it is impossible to see any of the
entrances.

Chamber 5 is long and narrow and its floor is covered with clay which seems to have flowed
from a horizontal fracture running along the southern wall. The northern side of the chamber has two
large boulders resting on the edge of a cliff overlooking the river. Along the fracture in the south wall
there are several niches that one can crawl into. In the middle of the chamber, toward the rear of the
southern wall, there is also a large alcove with a high ceiling.
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Several areas within Chamber 5 contain cultural remains. The alcove in the southern wall has
a number of large olla fragments clustered on the floor. There is also a concentration of ceramics on a
small ledge underneath one of the large boulders on the northern side of the passage. It is, however,
difficult to access this ledge. On a smaller boulder in the center of this area is one third of a ceramic
dish. Another large fragment of the same dish lies between two boulders. Visible soil stains on the
vessel fragments suggest that they are not in primary context. In fact, it is apparent that looters were
quite active in this area. Along a crack on the eastern base of the alcove they excavated into the floor
and left a number of potsherds just outside the crack. Many of these potsherds consisted of olla
fragments with rope-like appliques. There was also a possible human rib within the backdirt. More
evidence of looting was noted beneath the easternmost of the two large boulders on the north side of
the chamber. Two pits were excavated below this boulder and several rocks and sherds were left beside
the pits.

CHAMBER 6

Chamber 6 can be accessed from the eastern end of Chamber 5. This area is partially lit by
natural light coming in from the eastern entrance. At the east end of the chamber it is also possible to
see out into the sinkhole and the river can be heard clearly from this location.

Chamber 6 has similar qualities to Chambers 1 and 2. The walls and ceilings are composed
primarily of flowstone and exposed bedrock, and several large stalactites descend from the high ceiling.
A large column forms the northern end of the chamber. The floor is relatively flat and is composed of
1 to 2 cm of guano overlying clay or silt. A large undercut below the flowstone above forms a 1 to 2
meter deep alcove on the southeast wall. Traversing over the flowstone and up a small slope one can
also access Chamber 7.

Prehistoric and recent human activity in Chamber 6 consists of several concentrations of
potsherds, two possible hearths, and several looter pits. In the center of the chamber, next to a limestone
rock, there are several olla fragments. North of this area, against the large column at the northern end
of the chamber, is a cluster of three limestone rocks arranged in a rough equilateral triangle. There are
several smaller stones, including one speleothem and one olla rim sherd, just to the west. On the
opposite (south) side of the room two limestone rocks form another equilateral triangle with a
protruding piece of bedrock. Flecks of charcoal associated with both sets of rocks strongly suggest that
these features may have served as hearths.

The western section of Chamber 6 has been severely disturbed by looting activities. Within a
niche, that extends to the large eastern boulder in Chamber 5, is a large looter’s a pit measuring 160 cm
north-south and 52 cm east-west. The pit descends 20 cm in the southern end and 10 cm at the northern
end. A number of probable deer bones and several potsherds were found next to this pit. South of this
pit a large, 96 cm by 90 cm, section of the floor has several scratch marks that were made with a sharp
implement. The soil in this area is gray and filled with charcoal. There are also several olla sherds
scattered over this area. Another looter’s pit lies to the west of the scratched area. This pit is 137 cm
by 90 cm and is 50 cm deep in the southeast end and 15 to 20 cm deep in the north. The top 1 to 2 cm
of the soil profile consists of bat guano. Below the guano is a layer of calcified clay to a depth of 25
cm followed by softer clay that descends to the bottom of the pit. The top 5 cm of this clay layer
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contains flecks of charcoal. Immediately below the charcoal, however, the matrix appears to be devoid
of cultural remains. A number of potsherds were lying on the floor surrounding this pit. On a rock
next to the pit there was also a distal portion of a chert uniface along with several other sherds.

CHAMBER 7

Chamber 7 is the easternmost chamber of the ledge. From the northern end of the chamber an
overlook provides a view of the river and of Entrance 2. Sunlight from Entrance 2 provides adequate
illumination in the chamber. Chamber 7 is roughly L-shaped, it has several flowstone formations, and
connects to Chamber 6 via a narrow passage that slopes downward. The eastern wall of the chamber
is made of calcified breakdown and has several nooks and niches in between boulders. The western wall
is formed mostly by a beautiful white flowstone. Other parts of the chamber are covered with
speleothem formations.

There is significant evidence of cultural activity in Chamber 7. In the southeast corner, near a
section of breakdown, there are several human remains, including a rib fragment, a long bone broken
into three fragments, and several smaller pieces of bone. Many of the latter are covered with calcium
carbonate. Next to the western wall there are 18 rocks arranged in a roughly circular pattern. Thirteen
of the rocks are limestone and five are speleothems. The speleothems range in size from 15 to 70 cm
long and the limestone rocks range between 20 to 45 cm. A number of olla fragments are scattered
between and around the rocks. Many other olla fragments were noted in several of the niches and nooks
in the eastern wall and on the floor in the northern half of the chamber.

Looting activity is evident throughout Chamber 7. There are a series of five small pits near the
circular rock feature. The largest of these pits is located against the wall and is about 75 cm by 72 cm.
The pits were excavated into clay which appears to be sterile. Within the same area the looter’s chipped
through the calcium carbonate floor at the base of a formation. In a niche in the eastern wall there is
another 30 cm by 30 cm pit excavated into clay. A few olla sherds lay adjacent to this area. One other
pit was excavated near the bones but the backdirt suggests that the matrix here is sterile.

CHAMBER 8

Chamber 8 is actually a small open ledge which overlooks the river and the entrance to the west.
The chamber is long and narrow with a ceiling that is about six meters high. Natural light illuminates
the entire chamber. The north side of the chamber is covered by several large boulders that form part
of a breakdown. Beyond the boulders the ledge drops off to the river 10 to 15 meters below. The
southern wall consists mainly of dry flowstone. There are several niches in the base of this wall. The
eastern end extends to Chamber 3 and contains a dead-end passage and an incline that leads to the
Upper Chamber.

Chamber 8 has several dense concentrations of potsherds. Between two rocks and under another
in the breakdown is a small nook which contains a large number of sherds. On a ledge, a small circular
depression carved out of the bedrock is filled with layers of sherds. There is a large chipped cobble on
top of the potsherds and many of the latter are on the verge of falling down to the river below. The floor
of the eastern end of Chamber 8 is sparsely covered with pottery.
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At the center of the south wall, in a small alcove formed by the wall and a large boulder, is a
cluster of speleothems and rocks. The cluster includes five to seven limestone rocks, three or four
speleothems, and one flat slate cobble. Within the cluster of rocks is a large rim fragment of an olla and
several other body sherds. The entire chamber displays little or no evidence of looting activities.

THE UPPER CHAMBER

The Upper Chamber is located directly above Chamber 1 and Chamber 2. At its northern
extreme the chamber overlooks the river far below. Morphologically, Chamber 8 is similar to Chamber
1 and Chamber 2. The walls and ceilings are of the same dry flowstone and it contains several
speleothems. Growing from the ceiling are a few bulbous shaped stalactites. At the north end, tree roots
descend towards the floor from a crack in the ceiling. The floor is covered with guano. The western half
of the chamber forms a passage that leads back to Entrance 2. The south side of this passage contains
afew alcoves. The east side connects to two higher passages that lead down to Chamber 3 and Chamber
8 two or three meters below. The southeastern wall of this chamber connects to a small room and then
drops to Chamber 3 or connects to the eastern alcove of Chamber 4.

Potsherds are everywhere in the room, but they are not as dense as in other places on the ledge.
The major concentration of pottery is along the walls. In the western part of the room there are two
cultural features. In an alcove off the western passage there are two piles of stones at opposite ends. The
pile to the south consists of 11 speleothems of different sizes, one slate cobble, and three limestone
rocks. A number of potsherds lie between the rocks. Several potsherds were also noted in a small
crevasse behind the stones. On the opposite side of the alcove a second feature includes three
speleothems, one piece of flowstone, and one fragment of slate. Associated with this rock pile are a
number of sherds and a jute shell.

Looting activities were noted in a few areas of the Upper Chamber. At the center of the western
half of the chamber there is a large disturbed area that measures 330 cm north-south by 100 cm
east-west. Near the north end of the chamber, next to the wall, there are several potsherds and
speleothems that appear to have been moved from their original context. Near another pit, excavated
in the northern part of the chamber, are six displaced potsherds. Three other small pits, with diameters
ranging between 18 and 38 cm, were noted along the northwest wall.

RESEARCH CONDUCTED IN 1998

Asindicated above, research during the 1998 season in Actun Yaxteel Ahau concentrated intwo
areas of the cave: Ledge 1 and Ledge 2 (the breakdown and beach areas were reserved for the 1999
season). Work on Ledge 2 focused on the mapping and cataloguing of artifacts and other cultural
remains. Theresearch on Ledge 1 included mapping, surface collection, and an inventory of all features
and looter’s pits.

Mapping on Ledge 1was conducted on a scale of 1:100. This scale was selected partly due to

the size of the area (Ledge 1, including the breakdown, is over 100 meters long), partly because of time
constraints, and because the disturbed contexts of most artifacts would make contextual analysis of the
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cultural remains relatively futile. Cultural and geological features were recorded on the map following
aset of conventions developed by the Western Belize Regional Cave Project, (Helmke, 1998). Ceramics
were hatched in areas where they were concentrated. Looter’s pits and other features were generally
plotted in accordance to their size.

The area was mapped using 55 datums. Several datums were set adjacent to areas with high
concentration of cultural remains (to ensure greater accuracy in the recording of these features). Three
mapping techniques were generally employed. These techniques include triangulation, tape and compass
and measuring off a base line. Smaller baselines were set using triangulation while others were set using
a Brunton compass and tape.

Each feature was assigned a specific number. Features generally consisted of hearths, clusters
of bone or animal remains, and clusters of rocks that appeared to have been manipulated by the ancient
Maya. Looter’s pits and modern activity were not included in this category. Photographs were taken
of most of the features and some were sketched. A more thorough examination of the features is
scheduled for subsequent field seasons.

All the looter’s pits were also assigned individual numbers. North-south, east-west and depth
dimensions were taken for each to determine their relative size. Artifact types within looter’s backdirt
were noted, and a brief description of soil types and matrix exposed by the pits was recorded. The latter
provided important information on natural and cultural stratigraphy.

Surface collections were conducted on the ledge and in the breakdown. Within the ledge the
artifacts of three looter pits were collected. These pits were in the area of Chamber 1, Chamber 5 and
Chamber 6. These areas were selected because of an abundance of ceramics in the fill and because they
had a number of diagnostic ceramic types that could be used to determine the chronology of human
activity on the ledge.

Several lithic artifacts were also collected from the surface. These were generally recovered for
comparative purposes and because they were located in areas that were heavily trafficked. Three
obsidian blades, one chert biface, one chert uniface, and a slate bead were removed from Ledge 1.

Two large sherds forming two thirds of a dish were collected from Chamber S. These sherds
were found on a rock where they were most likely left by looters.  In the breakdown, on top of a very
large boulder, a nearly complete olla and two smaller bowls nested within each other were collected.
These ceramics represent three of the four complete vessels discovered on the ledge and because of their
relative accessibility we decided to remove them from the site. Photographs were taken of the olla and
bowls prior to their removal.

LOOTING ACTIVITY ON LEDGE 1
Actun Yaxteel Ahau bears considerable evidence of vandalism and disturbance by looters and
casual visitors to the site. There are looter’s pits in almost every area, including places of difficult

access. The location and a brief description of each looter’s pit was recorded, and a total of 37 pits were
identified. These pits, however, do not represent the total damage done to the ledge area. There are
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many areas where no excavation took place but there is clear evidence that pottery was removed from
its original location or taken from the site.

The length of looter’s pits was between 44 cm by 65 cm, they range between 10 cm to 330 cm
in width and between10 to 30 cm in depth. Most of the pits are generally circular in shape. Several
trends are apparent in the looting activities. Most of the pits are excavated into solid clay. Generally,
there seems to be no artifacts in the clay below the surface. Several of these pits are even excavated in
areas devoid of artifacts. Many pits are also found in guano and guano covered clay. Three sections
of flowstone were smashed suggesting that the looters attempted to retrieve objects underneath or had
limited knowledge of cave formation processes.

Looting activity was identified in several different loci. Many of the excavations were dug into
sherd clusters and four pits were excavated into rock clusters. The latter generally resulted with a
rearrangement of the rocks, making it difficult to determine the in-situ configuration of these features.
Eight excavations were dug where there were no visible or apparent artifacts in the immediate vicinity.
About 12 pits were excavated in either a niche or under a rock. Two pits were excavated in travertine
pools and most of the others are in open areas of the ledge. Another interesting observation is that in
five instances the looters used a sherd to excavate a pit. This suggests that at least some of the looting
may have been conducted by casual visitors to the site. We are aware that several expeditions
occasionally stop at Yaxteel Ahau and it is possible that they may be partly responsible for some of
these activities. It is therefore imperative that their guides be instructed on the legalities of these
activities and of the need for their participation in the protection of these cultural resources.

Some of the looter’s pits revealed three different soil profiles on Ledge 1. One stratigraphic
sequence consists of clay that descends to an unspecified depth or to bedrock. The second is
represented by guano overlying a similar layer of clay, and the third has guano directly over bedrock.

Several sources of clay were noted on the ledge. These include the southern wall in Chamber 3, 4 and
5 and the eastern wall of Chamber 7. A narrow fracture in the walls of these chambers allows water
laden with clay to seep onto the ledge. The movement of clay is evident in two areas in particular. In
the profile of Looter Pit 9 in Chamber 5 there is a layer of charcoal and guano covering a layer of clay
which overlies another layer of charcoal resting on a layer of clay. In Looter Pit 12 in Chamber 3 there
is a 2 cm layer clay covering a 3 cm layer of charcoal and ash on top of a clay layer. This feature likely
represents a prehistoric hearth. The layering of clay over ash deposits provides a unique opportunity for
examining the stratification of cultural deposits (which is generally rare in caves), and for allowing a
division of artifacts into earlier and later time periods.

CULTURAL FEATURES

Sixteen cultural features were mapped and recorded in detail on Ledge 1. Several other features
were identified but have yet to be plotted on the map or given specific feature numbers. Of the 16
features recorded 12 are rock clusters. A rock cluster is defined as three or more rocks in close
proximity to each other that appear to have been intentionally placed together in the past. The other
features include two jute caches, one concentration of bones, and one ash lens.
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Rock clusters are by far the most common cultural feature on Ledge 1. There is at least one of
these clusters in all but three chambers of the ledge. All the rock clusters contain at least one limestone
rock. Eleven of the rock clusters contain speleothems, five have slate cobbles, two have granite cobbles
and one has unidentified river cobbles. Seven of the rock clusters have associated ceramics nearby.

There are three general patterns of rock clusters on the ledge. There is the seemingly haphazard
cluster of rocks, there are stones in a linear alignment, and stones arranged in triangles. The “haphazard”
clusters are generally limestone and speleothems arranged in either a pile or tight cluster. One exception
is Feature 15 where the rocks are more scattered. Of these clusters two do not have a piece of slate
nearby and four do. The slate in each cluster is usually a smooth flat cobble, occasionally chipped or
flaked. They measure anywhere from 12 cm to about 40 cm. Feature 15 includes a piece of slate and
granite. Both of these stones are chipped and the flakes were noted in the cluster. Features 8 and 9 are
approximately 2 m across from each other within two niches in a small alcove in the Upper Chamber.
The rocks in both of these clusters are very close together and both contain a piece of slate.

Three of the rock clusters are “lines” of stones. Two of these (Features 3 and 4) are closely
aligned to the cardinal directions. They are located fairly close to each other in Chamber 2. One cluster,
Feature 4, is roughly east-west and the other, Feature 3, is roughly north-south. Both of them consist
of two limestone rocks next to a speleothem. The north-south cluster has a flat slate cobble nearby and
the east-west cluster has a granite cobble nearby. Although we have identified these clusters as “lines
of stone” it is likely that they could have been moved from their original location. If this was the case,
it is then possible that they may have served as three stone hearths or as supports for large jars.

Several of the rock clusters appear to have served as hearths. These generally consist of
triangular arrangements of three stones (Sharer, 1994:483). The most prominent triangular formation
is Feature 14 which consists of two limestone boulders and one speleothem. One of the speleothems
appeared to have been recently removed from its original location. This is made apparent by a stain on
the floor of the cave which matches a stain on one side of the speleothem. If the speleothem were placed
back on top of the stain it would produce an equilateral triangle. In the profile of a looter’s pit adjacent
to the stones there is a layer of ash and charcoal that is clearly visible underneath a thin layer of guano.
The ash and charcoal supports the interpretation that these features served as hearths.

Features 12 and 13 also contain three stones that form a triangle but the absence of visible ash
or charcoal preclude their designation as hearths. If future excavations fail to record charcoal or ash an
alternative explanation for these features is that they may have served as pedestals for large vessels that
may have been looted. This type of association (rocks serving as pedestals for vessels) has been noted
by WBRCP archaeologists in both Chechem Ha Cave and Actun Tunichil Muknal.

Non-ceramic Artifacts
Several different types of non-ceramic artifacts were recovered by the surface collection in

Ledge 1. These artifacts include a slate bead, a chert biface, a chert uniface projectile point, and three
obsidian blade fragments.
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The first obsidian blade fragment was discovered in the southwestern section of Chamber 1.
It lay adjacent to two looter’s pits in a small alcove with active speleothem formations. It is possible that
the looter’s may have found it in their excavation before discarding it nearby. The fragment is 3 cm
long, 1.4 cm wide, and 0.4 cm thick. It is slightly curved and consists of the proximal portion of a
prismatic blade.

The second obsidian artifact was lying next to a circular depression on the floor of a passage
leading from Chamber 1 to Chamber 8. It is possible that this blade fragment may have been dislodged
from the guano covered floor by heavy human traffic through the area. The fragment is 3.1 cm long, 1.9
cm wide, and 0.7 cm at its thickest. The portion collected is a proximal end of a prismatic blade. It is
thin and ovoid in shape.

The third fragment was discovered on the guano covered floor of a passage that connects
Chamber 2 and Chamber 3. This specimen too may have been inadvertently dislodged from its original
context by heavy traffic through this area. The fragment is 4.6 cm long, 1.2 cm wide and 0.5 cm thick.
It is curved and is also a proximal end of a prismatic blade.

Obsidian blades are not rare in cave artifact assemblages. Indeed, these artifacts appear to have
been used in cave rituals from the Late Preclassic through the Postclassic periods and some may have
been employed in blood letting rites (Awe et al. 1997; Brady et al. 1997). It is also important to note
that all three obsidian blade fragments in Ledge 1 were found in areas that are naturally decorated with
active speleothem formations. The nearest cultural feature to the obsidian blades is in Chamber 2 which
contains two of the previously described rock clusters. These features are about 5 to 10 m from the
blades.

The chert biface and the chert projectile point fragment were both recovered from dubious
contexts. The projectile was found on top of a small rock in the back dirt between two looter’s pits in
Chamber 6. It is difficult to determine which pit the point came from or if it was taken from somewhere
else and left behind by the looters. Several small polychrome sherds that were found next to the point
indicate that the looters may have selected some pieces and left the others behind. The point is made
of a tanish brown chert and consists of the proximal end of a stemmed projectile. It is 6.8 cm long, 5.5
cm wide at the base above the stem, and 1.5 ¢cm thick.

The chert biface was discovered on the floor of the passage connecting Chambers 2 and 3 and
also appeared to have been moved from its original location. The tool was produced from a brownish
white chert. There are pieces of cortex still on the biface. The distal end is broken off and the remaining
portion of the tool is 11.0 cm long, 5.5 cm wide and 2.7 cm at its thickest point.

The slate bead was found in a small hole created by water dripping from the ceiling in Chamber
3. Tt has a bean shape, and was made from a flat river pebble 3.2 cm long, 1.8 cm wide and 0.5 cm
thick in the center. The bead is biconically perforated and two incisions extend from one end to just
beyond the perforations on either sides. The longest incision is 1.3 cm long. No other artifacts were
discovered in close proximity to the bead.
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It is peculiar that no manos or metates were found on Ledge 1. "Grinding stones have been
noted to be one of the most commonly occurring cave artifacts," (Brady et al, 1997:97) and this pattern
is certainly true in western Belize. We should point out, however, that they are present in several other
areas of Actun Yaxteel Ahau (i.e. the lower breakdown and other ledges). Their conspicuous absence
on Ledge 1 may therefore reflect differences in prehistoric activities from one area of the cave to the
next.

Ceramic Artifacts

The ceramic artifacts from Ledge 1 include materials that were recovered during thorough
surface collections of three looters pits ( Looter’s Pits 5, 11, 20) and specimens that were collected from
other loci on the ledge. Among the latter were three whole vessels and two thirds of another vessel.
Given the widespread looting of the cave, it is possible that these whole vessels were never discovered
by the looters and are thus in primary contexts.

All the ceramic material reported herein were primarily collected for use in establishing the
chronology of prehistoric activity on Ledge I. Type: variety designations were determined by Chris
Helmke, Jaime Awe and other project personnel with some assistance from Dr. Joseph Ball of San
Diego State University. Although detailed analysis of the ceramics have yet to be concluded, several
diagnostic types have been identified and some interesting patterns are beginning to emerge. The
description provided below will first present information on the ceramic specimens that were recovered
from contexts other than looter’s pits, followed by a description of the materials recovered adjacent to
looter’s pits or in their back-dirt.

The large pottery fragment, which represents two thirds of a dish, was found in the central area
of Chamber 5. It was found lying on a boulder with several smaller sherds located next to the boulder.
Soil which still adhered to several sherds suggested that they were excavated by looters prior to our
investigation and thus were in secondary contexts. The interior of the dish is slipped red. Its exterior
is unslipped and is encircled by filleting along the shoulder. The vessel has been tentatively designated
as Mountain Pine Red of the Tiger Run complex in the Belize valley (Gifford 1976: 193-195) and dates
to the early part of the Late Classic period (AD 600 - AD 700).

The three complete vessels were discovered in the breakdown area below the chambers of Ledge
1. As noted above, all three vessels appear to have been in primary contexts. The large jar (or olla) was
found lying upside-down below a large boulder. It measures 22 cm in diameter at its widest point, and
has a rim diameter of 15.3 cm. The vessel is completely unslipped, but has black fire-clouding on its
interior. The exterior is grey and is covered with light striations. A small 3 cm wide chip has been
spalled off the lip of the olla and probably represents ritual “killing” of the vessel. The olla has
tentatively been typed as a Succotz Striated, and dates to the Early Classic (AD 300 - AD 600) period
(Gifford 1976: 186-189).

The other whole vessels (two small bowls) were discovered near the olla. They were positioned
upside-down, with the larger bowl placed over the smaller one. The larger bowl is 12 cm wide at the
rim, and the smaller one is 7 cm at the rim. Both bowls are completely unslipped. The larger bowl has
a smooth burnished surface. The smaller vessel is crudely made with uneven sides and is covered with
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finger impressions. The type: variety designation of these vessels has not yet been determined, but both
may be varieties of Cayo Unslipped (AD 700 - AD 900) (see Gifford 1976: 314-315). They also share
modal similarities with vessels that were found (containing copal) in caves within the Caves Branch
area and with several small bowls excavated in the eastern structure at the Ponces site in the lower
Roaring Creek valley.

Pottery recovered adjacent to Looter’s Pit 20 in Chamber 1 represents the most diverse
collection of ceramics from Ledge 1. A total of 83 potsherds, 1 jute (pachychylus sp.), and one lithic
were surface collected from around the pit. Identified ceramic types include Early Classic (AD 300 -
AD 600) Balanza Black: Variety Unspecified and red-slipped Mopan Striated; Middle Classic (AD 600
- AD 700) types such as Mountain Pine Red and Silkgrass Fluted, and Late Classic (AD 700 - AD 900)
Yalbac Smudge-brown. These ceramics span the entire Classic period and are coeval in date with
material recovered in Chamber 5.

Surface collection in Chamber 5 concentrated on materials associated with Looter’s Pit 11. A
total of 104 potsherds were retrieved from this area. Many sherds were fragments of ollas decorated
with filleting, incising, and/or incised appliques that are rope-like in form. Identified types include
Early Classic, Dos Arroyos Orange-polychromes (Gifford 1976: 173-180), Succotz Striated, and a
regional variety of Succotz Striated which is consistently decorated with rows of filleting and appliqued
bosses with crossed incisions. Middle Classic types are represented by Sotero Red-Brown, Macal
Orange-Red, and Zibal Unslipped. The Late Classic pottery is dominated by jar fragments of the Cayo
ceramic group (Cayo Unslipped). One sherd, possibly of Late Preclassic (300 BC - 100 BC) date, was
identified as Hillbank Red. Another body sherd is decorated with a coiled, rope-like design, that is
appliqued over a field of striations (i.e. LP11-10). It is possible that this sherd is a fragment of a bowl,
that should be designated as a "special” type. It is impossible to determine whether this body sherd is
a fragment of an olla until other similar specimens have been discovered. In any case, similarities to
other types indicate that this sherd may date to the Early Classic. The collection of ceramics from LP
11 indicates a strong Early Classic to Middle Classic assemblage (AD 300 - AD 700), with possible
antecedents in the Late Preclassic and continuity into the Late Classic period.

The surface collection in Chamber 6, concentrated on materials associated with Looter’s Pit 5.
A total of 100 ceramic sherds, and 5 fragments of animal bone were collected. The faunal remains
consisted of two fragments of a mandible, two fragments of a vertebra, and one piece of arib. All bones
were identified as being those of deer (David Cruz, personal communication 1998). The ceramics in
this collection span the Late Preclassic to the Terminal Classic (300 BC - AD 900) and represent the
longest period of continuous activity for any area of Ledge 1, and for all areas in Actun Yaxteel Ahau.
Type: varieties identified thus far include: Late Preclassic (300 BC - 100 BC) Sierra Red (Gifford
1976); Protoclassic: (0 - AD 300) Aguacate Orange: Holja Variety; Early Classic (AD 300 - AD 600)
Pucte Brown, Aguila Orange, Yaloche Cream-polychrome; Middle Classic (AD 600 - AD 700)
Mountain Pine Red, Macal Orange-Red; Late Classic / Terminal Classic (AD 700 - AD 900) Cayo
Unslipped, Mount Maloney Black, Yalbac Smudge-brown. The ceramics from LP 5 further indicate
increased usage of this area over time. This is particularly evident by an increase in the overall quantity
of ceramics, and number of types, over time.
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In a recent reevaluation of the hallmark ceramic types of the Protoclassic (Brady et al. 1998),
it has been argued that although Aguacate Orange first appears towards the end of the Protoclassic (i.e.
late facet of the Xakal complex: AD 100 - AD 350), the type only appears in high frequencies during
the subsequent Madrugada complex (ca. AD 50 - AD 350). At Cahal Pech, this complex appears to
occur in contexts that are stratigraphically independent from ceramics of the Xakal complex (350 BC -
AD 350) and those of the Ahcabnal complex (AD 350 - AD 600). Interestingly, true Aguacate Orange
also occurs in low frequencies in cache contexts at Las Ruinas de Arenal during the Ahcabnal complex
(Brady et al. 1998: 27). In sum, although Aguacate Orange has traditionally been dated to the
Protoclassic, it is now apparent that the type cannot be easily assigned to a ceramic complex. The
absence of a stratigraphic context for the Actun Yaxteel Ahau specimen, precludes clear chronological
assignment for this sherd. It is apparent, however, that this type represents a "functionally specialized
ceremonial ware" that was valued beyond the cessation of its manufacture. Of particular interest is the
factthat the LP 5 specimen is a true Aguacate Orange sherd (Joseph Ball personal communication 1998)
and is thus not only important as a temporal indicator but also for its socio-cultural implications.

Collections from the three areas revealed very different ceramic assemblages temporally and
stylistically. This may be due to the different geological setting (umbral - dark zone) in which they were
discovered, as well as their original stratigraphic context (relative depth of each looter pit varied from
unit to unit). Below is a discussion of the individual characteristics of each chamber where ceramics
were collected.

Looter’s pit 5 in Chamber 6 is located in a niche in the side of a boulder off the main open area
in the chamber. Roughly rectangular in shape, the length of the pit measures 160 cm in length and 52
cm in width, with a depth ranging from 25 cm at the southern end to approximately 10 cm at the
northern end. Diffused natural light enters the area from the Sinkhole Entrance to the cave. The ceilings
are several meters high and covered with formations while the floor is primarily guano covered clay and
consists of 28 square meters of level space. The looter pit in this chamber is the only pit on Ledge 1
to definitely contain Late Preclassic and Protoclassic ceramics. Furthermore, of the three areas where
surface collections were undertaken this chamber represents the only area where there is sufficient light
to see with out the aid of artificial light.

Looter’s pit 11 is situated in the central area of Chamber 5. It is located against the wall in the
central part of the chamber in a 1 m deep crevasse. The depth of excavation is indeterminable because
there is no natural surface to compare with nearby. The crevasse is roughly 100 cm long and 25 cm
wide. The soil is comprised of clay with charcoal inclusions. Very little to no natural light illuminates
this area, thus artificial light is necessary to travel through the chamber. The ceiling in Chamber 5 is
very high and the floor consists of large breakdown boulders with level clay surfaces in between.
Looter’s pit 11 is fairly close to Looter’s pit 5, approximately 5 to 6 meters, however, the ceramics vary
greatly. The ceramics of this area date to the Classic Period (although there is a possibility of one Late
PreClassic sherd), and are stylistically different except for one type and variety.

Looter’s pit 20 is in the entrance of Chamber 1. This pit is located near a wall and is adjacent
to a cluster of formations. The pit is roughly circular in shape and has a diameter of 40 cm. It was
excavated to bedrock and measures only 13 cm deep. The floor consists of guano overlying a very thin
layer of clay above the bedrock. This chamber has 25 to 30 square meters of level floor area. The
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ceiling is about 2 m high in the center and decreases toward the walls. No natural light enters this
chamber and it is therefore completely dark. The ceramics from Looter’s pit 20 consist solely of Classic
period types and are stylistically different from Looter pit 11, and from all but one of the ceramics in
Looter’s pit 5. The fact that the floor of the chamber is level as it is in Chamber 6 near Looter’s pit 5
may explain the overlap of ceramics.

Our preliminary study of the distribution of ceramics in Ledge 1 suggests that there could be a
correlation between the physical characteristics of caves and the age and type of ceramics found within
them. On Ledge 1, for example, Classic Period ceramics such as Yalbac Smudge-brown were
discovered in both areas where the floor was level and open. At the same time, Late Preclassic and,
to some degree, Early Classic pottery was only found in umbral to penumbral areas close to entrances.
The temporal and stylistic differences in ceramic assemblages within this cave context could therefore
reflect: a) changes in ancient Maya cave use over time, and b) differences in the types of prehistoric
activities from one area to the next. They suggest that early Maya cave use was centered near the
entrances to caves, in areas with natural ambient light. Obviously, Ledge 1 in Yaxteel Ahau represents
a very small sample size from which to infer this type of relationship, and a much greater sample must
be examined to confirm this correlation. Future studies by the WBRCP will therefore make a concerted
effort to examine the distribution of ceramic types and forms within all chambers in the cave to confirm
or negate this type of contextual distribution.

CONCLUSIONS

The 1998 investigations of Ledge 1 at Actun Yaxteel Ahau produced a detailed map of this
section of the cave, identified several areas of prehistoric Maya activity, established a chronology for
the site, and noted that the cave has been the target of extensive looting during the last decade.

Despite the widespread vandalism, the research noted that the artifact assemblage within Ledge
1 included the following materials: pottery, obsidian blade fragments, chert projectile points, and stone
beads. Manos and metates were conspicuously absent from this assemblage. Animal remains included
a large quantity of jute and possible deer bones. Human remains were scarce and limited to a few small
fragments. Cultural features were represented by rock clusters, hearths, and a possible platform. These
features often included speleothems, limestone rocks, and occasionally slate. Pottery forms were
dominated by fragments of large jars or ollas. Ceramic types indicate that the Ledge was used from Late
Preclassic to Late Classic times with most intensive usage during the later time frame.

Investigations planned for 1999 will focus on mapping the breakdown area and the beach, on
recording the features in these areas, and the excavation of several units on Ledge 1. These excavations
will hopefully provide stratified samples of Late Preclassic through Late/Terminal Classic pottery and
enable us to establish a more comprehensive ceramic sequence for the site. Beside offering a unique
opportunity to study ancient Maya cave use over a span of approximately 1200 years, the investigations
at Yaxteel Ahau will also enable us to examine differences and similarities in prehistoric Maya activity
over space and time.
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PRELIMINARY REPORT OF INVESTIGATIONS
ON LEDGE 2, ACTUN YAXTEEL AHAU

Vanessa Owen
Colorado State University

Sherry Gibbs
Trent University

INTRODUCTION

During the 1998 field season, the WBRCP focused attention on several sites in the Roaring
Creek Valley, including Actun Yaxteel Ahau. This cave was first recorded by Jaime Awe in 1978,
and he noted that it contained substantial evidence of prehistoric activity. In 1986 geomorphologist
Tom Miller (1990) explored 1 km of stream passage and produced the first map of the site (Figure
1 from Miller 1990:33). The WBRCP made a brief reconnaissance of Yaxteel during the 1997 field
season in order to formulate a research strategy for investigations in 1998. The research goals
outlined for Yaxteel Ahau included detailed mapping of areas with evidence of cultural activity, data
collection, and the analysis of osteological and cultural materials.

Previous non-archaeological investigations in Yaxteel Ahau (Miller 1990, Roberts 1990) had
identified four ledges with prehistoric cultural remains. These ledges were numbered sequentially
from the entrance to the rear of the cave (Figure 1). In1998 members of the WBRCP focused
primarily on Ledges 1 and 2, re-identified Ledges 3 and 4, and discovered two new ledges that were
designated as Ledges 5 and 6. This paper presents a preliminary report of the investigations on
Ledge 2, and provides a description of the artifacts and osteological material that were recorded in
this locus.

DESCRIPTION OF ACTUN YAXTEEL AHAU

Actun Yaxteel Ahau, Maya for "Cave of the Ceiba Tree Lord" (Colas and Awe 1998:
personal communication) is located approximately 1 kilometer north of the main entrance of Actun
Tunichil Muknal (see Awe et al 1997a,b; Gibbs 1997a,b). The cave is approximately 1 kilometer
in length and reaches up to 22 meters in height and 20 meters in width. A perennially active cave
stream originates in a resurgent sump at the terminus of the cave then flows northwest through the
main entrance, where it forms a tributary of the Roaring Creek. During the rainy season (May to
October) water levels within the cave can fluctuate substantially within a very short period of time.

-186-



Legend:

Actun Yaxteel Ahau N Plan by:
Ro aring Creek Valley Christophe G. Helmke (1999) a: hearth feature
C District. Beli Survey by: b: fragmentary mano
ayo DIStrict, belize w E Christophe G. Helmke (1998) c: granite metate
Preliminary plan of Ledge 2 d: torch tampings
e: bone tube
0 S 10 f. perforated tooth
Western Belize Regional g: torch tampings
h: burnishing stone?
i

Cave Project (WBRCP) 1999 ™ ™ s M Revised: 00/00 /0000

torch tampings

"Phreatic Maze"

continues

Area B N
large . N
breakdown Area A -Z,V ~..

continues




LEDGE 2

Ledge 2 is located above the northern bank of the river, approximately 300 meters from the
main entrance. The ledge represents part of the upper fossil levels of the cave (Miller 1990:33) and
is completely within the dark zone area of the site. In comparison to other ledges in the cave, Ledge
2 is unique in that it is the only area with a large quantity of human remains. The latter are deposited
with numerous artifacts over most of the surface area of the ledge. This wide distribution of cultural
materials, and the uneven and at times slippery condition of the ledge floor, greatly inhibits
movement across the surface. Because of this uneven topography and to facilitate contextual
analysis of the cultural remains, we decided to subdivide the ledge into several areas. These sub-
areas included Areas A, B, C, D, E , F and the Lower Ledge (Figure 1).

AREAS A-C

Areas A, B and C are three small landings or level areas that are located along the
southwestern border of Ledge 2. During our investigations a ladder was used to ascend from the
stream passage to Area A. From this point one has to climb up to Areas D to access the other
sections of Ledge 2.

AREA D

Area D is bordered to the south and west by an over-hang that drops abruptly to the cave
stream. The floor slopes gradually down toward this overhang, and the presence of bone material
at the edge suggests that water activity may have washed human and cultural material off the side
of the ledge. The northern limits of Area D is defined by the cave wall, and the eastern border is
defined by Area E, a slope that connects Areas D and F. Area D is characterized by a number of gour
pools and travertine formations and is littered with disarticulated human remains, ceramics, and
several other ground and chipped stone artifacts.

AREAE

Area E is a wide (more than 15 m) slope that extends upward from Area D to Area F. At
mid-section it has a series of steps that were carved into the clay surface, possibly to facilitate access
between Areas D and F. Architectural modifications like that of Area E have been noted in Actun
Uayazba Kab, and in Waterfall Cave (Awe, personal communication 1999). Like Area A, Area E
also has human bone, stone artifacts and ceramic material scattered over its surface.

AREAF
AreaF is a narrow (approximately 3 m) strip of level surface that lies at the summit, or east,
of the sloping Area E. It is bounded by the cave wall to the north and south. At the southeastern

end of Area F there is a phreatic passages that terminates at a narrow (2.5 m wide) chamber with
beautiful and active cave formations. Within the chamber the skeletal remains of a single individual,
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several potsherds, and a crystal were found. The material from the passage and chamber were
recorded separately from the other material in Area F to provide analytical control over the spatial
distribution of the cultural remains.

LOWER LEDGE

Located to the northwest of Area D, the Lower Ledge forms a natural bridge that crosses the
main stream passage. The surface area of this ledge is uneven and was thus subdivided into two
areas: Lower Ledge A (LL-A) and Lower Ledge B (LL-B). LL-A represents the lowest and eastern
section of this area, whereas LL-B is the upper or western section of the ledge. Human bone,
ceramic, lithic, and faunal material were observed throughout the Lower Ledge. A mound of debris
immediately adjacent to the pitch from Area D appears to be the result of wash-down from above.
The debris includes decomposing vegetation, cohune nuts, rock, animal bones, land snails, and a
partially decomposed mammal. This wash-down debris suggests that there may be an opening to
the surface above, however no opening could be observed. Various attempts were made in an effort
to investigate the suspected opening, but they were unsuccessful because the area is too steep. The
significance of the debris is that it provides evidence of modern taphonomic processes and reinforces
the need for careful examination of materials in this area to ensure separation of modern and ancient
deposits.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The primary objective of the investigations on Ledge 2 was to record all evidence of
prehistoric human activity. Due to time constraints, no excavations were conducted. All cultural
materials recorded were therefore limited to surface contexts. Work began with a thorough
inspection of the Ledge and the identification of all bone material and artifacts. These areas were
subsequently demarcated with flagging tape to reduce the risk of damage to the cultural remains and
to facilitate movement on the Ledge. Despite a thorough survey, however, we could not locate many
artifacts previously identified by Roberts (1990). This was likely due to the unspecific provenience
provided in Roberts’ report, to erosion, or to recent looting activity in the cave.

A baseline was set up in Area D at a 340° azimuth. Clusters of bones and artifacts were
mapped off of this baseline and each major cluster was assigned a specific number. Plans were made
at a scale of either 1:10 or 1:5 depending on the detail required for each cluster. While plans were
being produced, some artifacts were removed and markers were left in their place. This strategy was
adopted in response to the constant threat of looting. The artifacts were taken to the field lab and
then documented and analyzed.

The mapping of Areas A, B and C was followed by the extraction of all removable bone and
ceramic remains. Some artifacts, however, were cemented to the floor by calcium carbonate and
because their removal would have damage them, they were left in place. On all the plans bone was
identified with letters and ceramic remains with numbers. At the time of removal, bone and ceramic
remains were tentatively identified and plotted. Any object left in sifu was also noted and analyzed.
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In order to preserve any possible microwear or residues, lithics were not washed.
DESCRIPTION OF ARTIFACTS

During the 1998 field season all artifacts observed on the surface of Ledge 2 were
documented. Although many of the finds remain "in situ” on the ledge, several objects were
removed to ensure that they would not be looted. Analysis of each artifact was conducted either on
the ledge or in the lab. Due to time constraints, some of the artifacts have yet to be fully analyzed.
The following is a preliminary report summarizing all of the artifacts recorded in 1998, including
detailed descriptions of those objects which have been analyzed.

Ceramics

Ceramic remains represent the largest category of cultural remains recorded on Ledge 2.
Vessel forms consist of large and small ollas, bowls, and a tripod dish. Types that have presently
been identified include Tinanja Red, Cayo Unslipped, and Roaring Creek Red (Helmke, personal
communication), all dating to the Late and Terminal Classic periods. A detailed ceramic analysis
will be conducted in 1999-2000 with the goal of establishing a more precise chronology for the
utilization of the ledge.

Shell

Shell artifacts were discovered in various areas of Ledge 2. In Cluster 1, along the west end
of the North Wall in Area D, a perforated oliva shell was identified next to 2 number of human
bones. Due to the artifact’s fragile nature, it was not removed from the clay matrix. The shell
measures 2.44 cm in length and 1.55 cm in width. The drill hole measures approximately 4 mm in
diameter. The proximal end of the shell appears to have been cut.

Two other shells were discovered east of this cluster. The first, found next to a cluster of
bones, was extremely fragile and had fractured in several places. The general morphology and type
of shell was difficult to determine based on direct observation alone. To prevent further damage,
the artifact was left in situ and approximate measurements were taken. The shell measured about
4.5 cmin length and 4.3 cm width. The surface of the shell was white and flaky with a pearled finish.
Further analysis may help to determine its genus and species.

The second shell was found east of Cluster 1, close to the North Wall and Cluster 2. The
shell measures 2.5 cm in length and 9 mm in width. A number of identical shells were discovered
in the wash-down on the Lower Ledge in association with leaves and other debris. This context
suggests that the latter specimens may have been moved, by natural processes, from their original
location.

One of the more notable shell artifacts found on Ledge 2 is a large perforated oliva shell
(Figure 2a) that was discovered in Area E. Measuring 4.9 cm in length and 2.4 cm in width, this
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shell is larger in size than the other perforated oliva found on Ledge 2. The perforation is
approximately 4.0 mm in diameter and its uneven edges suggests that the hole had been punched
rather than drilled. Perforated oliva shells are often discovered in the form of tinklers which were
sewn onto ritual clothing (Willey et al. 1965:508).

A number of conch shell artifacts were also discovered on Ledge 2. One artifact was located
accidentally while raising the ladder. Another fragment of a tubular conch shell bead, broken at one
end, (Figure 2b) was dislodged from the clay matrix in Area E. The fragment is 2.1 cm, and 9 mm
in diameter. In Lower Ledge A, a section of columella and a thick body fragment were found in
close proximity to one another. The fragmented columella has an approximate length of 5.3 cm.
The thick body fragment measures approximately 5.9 cm in length, 2.5 cm in width, and 1.4 cm in
thickness. A more detailed examination should determine if these two pieces represent
manufacturing detritus.

A large number of jute shells (Pachychilus spp.) were discovered in association with clusters
of ceramics, disarticulated bones, and charcoal in the main tunnel of the Phreatic maze. A total of
56 jute were identified. Thirty five had the tips broken off, suggesting that they may have been
ritually consumed (Graham et al. 1980:158). It should be noted, however, that examples of jute
shells with broken tips have been found to occur naturally (Norbert Stanchly, personal
communication). Three other jute were discovered on the Lower Ledge B, also with their tips
removed.

MacLeod and Puleston (1979:74) previously suggested that concentrations of jute in caves
“represent at least the beginning of the fabled road leading into the underworld.” It has also been
suggested that jute may have been consumed in ritual feasting (Healy et al. 1990). Since the jute on
Ledge 2 were not found in high concentrations, and since approximately 40% do not have their tips
broken off, it is unlikely that they were all ritually consumed in Yaxteel Ahau. According to Jaime
Awe (1999 personal communication) an alternative explanation is that concentrations of jute shells
may represent offerings to cave deities for bountiful harvest and game.

Jade

The only jade artifact discovered on Ledge 2 was a tubular jade bead decorated with two
incised lines at one end (Figure 2c). The bead was found in Area E, next to a number of ceramic
sherds. The bead measures 2.9 cm in length, and 7.0 mm in diameter. The diameter of the hole is
2.5 mm. An identical bead was discovered at the Sacred Cenote at Chichen Itza as part of an
elaborate jade necklace that dates to the Late Classic (Rands 1965:563).

Bone
During the mapping of Area C, two bone beads (Figure 2d) were discovered side by side in

the clay. One is a shade lighter than the other, but both are generally yellowish-beige in colour.
Although the darker bead is broken, the preservation of both beads is excellent. They have a smooth
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glossy finish and are relatively similar in shape and size (the lighter bead measures 1.1 cm in length
and 5.8 mm in width, while the darker bead measures 1.1 cm in length and 7.0 mm in width).
Given the morphology and gracility of the bone, it is possible that the beads were constructed from
the long bones of a bird (Rhan-ju Song, personal communication 1998).

Chipped Stone

A number of chipped stone artifacts were discovered on Ledge 2. Although most of these
artifacts are made of chert, there are a few other chipped stone implements fashioned out of other
materials. For instance, just outside of the entrance of the Passage, a slate chopper was found in
association with a metate, ceramics, and human bone. On LL-B, an obsidian blade fragment (Figure
2¢), measuring approximately 4.0 cm in length and 1.4 cm in width was discovered in a gour pool
near a tip of a chert biface. The presence of an obsidian blade suggests the possibility of ritual
bloodletting and ritual activity in this area (McLeod and Puleston 1979:75).

As indicated previously, the majority of the chipped stone artifacts are manufactured out of
chert. Of these, many are sections of bifacially worked implements such as the basal fragment of
a blade or projectile point (Figure 2f) found on LL-B. Only the lower portion of this bifacial tool
was recovered, and it measures approximately 6.8 cm in length and 4.2 cm in width. The chert is
opaque and tan in colour, which differs from the other chert found on Ledge 2. Further analysis of
chert types in the area may provide insight into the origin of this chert. The form of the tool
suggests that it dates to the Classic period.

Three other bifacial fragments found on Ledge 2 appear to be a part of a possible laurel leaf
blade. Two mid-sections and one tip, crafted from a caramel-coloured translucent chert, are similar
in thickness and manufacturing technique. The larger of the two mid-sections (Figure 3¢), measuring
5.9 cm in length, 5.0 cm in width, and 8 mm in thickness, was found between two clusters of
limestone cobbles in a gour pool on the Area D (see below). The second mid-section (Figure 3b),
though slightly smaller in width and length, was encountered on LL-A within the cobbles and stones
that line much of the floor. The tip (Figure 3a) was found on LL-B in a gour pool in close
association with the obsidian blade. The fragmented nature and varied distribution of these three
pieces suggests ritual breakage and deliberate redeposition, rather than being dispersed from one
locale to various others through water activity.

Other chert artifacts discovered on Ledge 2 include a tan-coloured chert blade, found in the
hollow of the top step on Area E, as well as a number of flakes, two of which were found together
in Area D, and six of which were dispersed throughout the Lower Ledge. Further analysis on these
objects will be conducted in the 1999 season.

Ground Stone

Several ground stone artifacts, including a number of manos and metates made from granite,
were discovered on Ledge 2. Interestingly, the manos were not found in association with the
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Figure 3. Chert fragments from Ledge 2, Actun Yaxteel Ahau.



metates. While this distribution could reflect displacement of cultural materials by looters, it is
important to note that only in one instant (i.e. Actun Tunichil Muknal) have we discovered manos
and metates in direct association. On Ledge 2 a partial mano was found in Area F in association with
pottery and a few human bones. It measures 11.0 cm in length, 7.3 cm in width, and 5.4 cm in
thickness (at the broken end). A second mano was discovered in Area F, just below the entrance to
the Phreatic Maze. This complete specimen has a length of 17.3 cm, a width of 8.0 cm and a
thickness of 6.2 cm. The surrounding area is blanketed with limestone rocks, olla fragments and
ceramic sherds.

At the entrance to the Phreatic Maze, half of a metate was found in association with human
bone, ceramic sherds, olla rim fragments, and a slate chopper. This metate fragment measure 25 cm
in length, 25 cm in width, and has a depth of 6.5 cm below the lip. The metate was made from a
dark grey granite with white inclusions.

Within the phreatic passages, a second metate fragment was discovered in a cluster of olla
rims and potsherds. The fragment is 19 cm in length, 24.5 cm in width, and 5.7 cm in depth.
Although not as deep as the other metate fragment, they are relatively similar in size. The granite of
this metate appears lighter due to a higher number of white inclusions. The surface is dotted with
black flecks of what may be charcoal. Both metate fragments found on Ledge 2 are consistent in
form with the "turtle-back" variety (Willey et al. 1965). Similar metates have also been observed
in Actun Tunichil Muknal. According to Coe (1965:599), "the fact that the turtle-back type is
preponderantly of granite may be significant in view of the relative proximity of granite in the Pine
Ridge area."

There is also an unusual granite boulder nestled in a pile of rocks on the Lower Ledge. One
side of this boulder is flattened as if it had been ground which may indicate that this is a possible
metate preform. Further analysis needs to be conducted on this artifact.

Grinding stones are commonly found in cave artifact assemblages and may represent
implements used in ritual events. Brady et al. (1997:94) have suggested that such artifacts were used
in the production of ceremonial bread. McLeod and Puleston (1978:72) have noted that "halves of
granite metates, occasionally accompanied by a mano, turn up in association with the paraphanalia
of autosacrifice, though they are also found in chambers containing human remains." The presence
of these ground stone artifacts on Ledge 2, in conjunction with other types of artifacts and human
remains, reflects a similar pattern.

Miscellaneous (manuports)

A number of manuports, were encountered on Ledge 2. A slate cobble was noted in the
Passage through the Phreatic Maze, approximately 15 cm away from a broken speleothem. Both
were situated on the Passage floor along with ceramic sherds and jute shells. These objects were
designated as manuports, since neither slate nor speleothems occur naturally in the Passage. A
second speleothem was found in a gour pool on the Main Ledge within one of two clusters of rocks.
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During a brief reconnaissance of Ledge 2, an area just above the eastern alcove revealed that a
several stalagmites and stalactites had been removed from this area. Whether or not this can be
attributed to looters or the ancient Maya is difficult to ascertain; however, given the provenience of
the two speleothems found thus far, the latter is more likely.

The two clusters of limestone rocks in the gour pool also represent manuports because they
do not naturally occur in these contexts. The distance between the two clusters is approximately two
meters. The northern cluster consists of five large limestone rocks (fist-sized) and six smaller ones.
The south cluster consists of six large rocks, four smaller ones, and one speleothem situated on its
broken end. Flecks of charcoal are distributed throughout the pool. The area between the two rock
clusters is practically devoid of ceramic remains and bone. Only two small sherds (one in the north
cluster and one in between the clusters), and a mid section of a biface (situated between the two
clusters) were within the gour pool. Human remains were also present in the gour pool but were
cemented to the floor by calcium carbonate deposits.

On the Lower Ledge (LL-A) three pieces of quartz, two of which are cuboid in shape, were
found near the wash-down area. It is difficult to determine whether the crystals represent natural
deposits or whether they are manuports. Further investigations will attempt to determine the origins
ofthe quartz. Both Brady and Prufer (in Bower 1998:57) have noted the presence of crystals in some
cave assemblages, and have suggested that crystals were used by shamans in ritual ceremonies.

A number of river cobbles were noted among the limestone rocks and other stone that line
the Lower Ledge. Although not much attention was paid to these cobbles during the 1998 field
season, more investigations will be made in order to determine their origin. There are a number of
possibilities for their presence on Ledge 2. All of the river cobbles are found on the LL-A around
the area of the wash-down. It may be possible that some of these cobbles were brought into the cave
from above which may explain why many of them were broken. At the same time, the river cobbles
may have been transported to Ledge 2 by the ancient Maya. Some researchers have suggested that
river cobbles and limestone were often used in caves as hearth stones or torch supports (Graham et
al. 1980:158,169). In such cases, charcoal is usually associated with the rocks. This possible
relationship will be investigated in the 1999 field season.

HUMAN REMAINS

There is a very high concentration of human bone in all areas of Ledge 2. These remains are
predominantly commingled and fragmented, and for the most part do not appear to be in primary
context. In 1998 all bone clusters and associated artifacts were mapped. The sex and age of some
of the remains were also determined. The population on the ledge represents both infants and adults,
as well as females and males. A previous report by Coons (1986) indicated that there were 20
articulated skeletons lying on the surface somewhere on the ledge. A subsequent trip by a group of
spelunkers (Roberts 1990) noted that skeletal material existed, but only a MNI of 7 individuals were
identified from the disarticulated and fragmented remains. Roberts (1990) also describes several
jade artifacts and a clay whistle that are not currently present, and may have been looted. Tom Miller
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(personal communication 1989), with whom Coons worked, explains the discrepancy between the
two reports in the following manner. He noted that, not being an archaeologist, Coons guesstimated
the number of individuals at 20, and simply assumed that the remains were “articulated”.

Bone that could be removed from Ledge 2 was brought back to the lab for analysis. Bone
that was too fragile or was cemented to the cave floor by calcium carbonate was left in situ.
Preliminary observations, including age and sex determinations, have been made where possible and
the minimum number of individuals is presently an approximation since our analysis is still
incomplete.

In Area A, which covers an area approximately 115 cm by 120 cm, human remains included
anumber of vertebrae, two femora (a right and left), a tibia, a fibula, ulna fragments, a rib fragment,
some cranial pieces, including a frontal fragment, and 5 incisors, a canine, a premolar and a molar,
and a number of hand bones. The human remains were located primarily on the edges of this small
landing, and because most of the bones were coated with calcium carbonate very little information
could be gleaned from the remains. It is very possible, however, that the bones belong to a single
individual.

Area B, is 170 cm from the climb up to Area C, and measures approximately 5 meters east-
west. The remains of one adult, 2 juveniles, or possibly one infant and one child, were discovered
on Area B. Careful examination of the infant remains indicated that it was in a semi-articulated
form. The remains are in a small depression a few centimeters from the edge of the level section of
the landing. It appears that the head is to the south, and the pelvis and legs are to the north. While
it was mentioned that none of the remains were articulated, there are cases where only specific
elements of the skeleton are semi-articulated. This was the case for a foot located to the west of Area
B, just before it drops off. The adult individual was represented by a number of cranial fragments,
long bone fragments and vertebrae.

Area C, which is approximately 3 meters from east to west and 2 meters north to south, has
remains of at least one adult individual. There is a left and a right incomplete femur, cranial
fragments, radial fragment, ulna fragment, right clavicle, and three tarsals. The bones, like those in
other areas of the ledge, are very fragile and soft, hence they were not all retrieved, or identifiable.

Human remains in Area D, which is over 13 meters long, north to south, and approximately
10 meters east to west, were subdivided and mapped in 7 main clusters. Bone that did not constitute
a cluster was triangulated from the nearest datum. The first three clusters were located along the
north wall. The only bones in this area that appear to be articulated were a left tibia and foot bones
in cluster 3. The MNI of the three north wall clusters are 2 adults. There were no juvenile bones in
this area.
On the north wall, in a tiny niche directly above cluster 3, was a pelvis. Both the left and right
innominate bones, a sacrum and the 3 lower lumbar vertebrae were present in a semi-articulated
position, presumably belonging to one individual. The sex of this individual was probably female,
approximately 40 to 50 years of age. The bone was poorly preserved, which meant that only certain
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traits could be ascertained. The right and left sciatic notch were both indeterminate, falling between
male and female, however both innominates had a very deep and wide preauricular surface,
indicating a female. The pubic symphysis also indicates this individual was probably a female. On
both there was a ventral arc, subpubic concavity, and a sharp ischiopubic ramus. The age range was
based on the surface and rim of both the auricular surface and the pubic symphysis. There was also
some arthritic lipping on the lumbar vertebrae with some pitting on the surface of the bodies. Why
the remains were located so high above the floor is not clear. It is possible that the remainder of the
individual was below in one or all of the three clusters. This may also represent the remains of a
primary interment in a seated position. Over time as decay took place the lower limbs and upper
torso may have fallen below.

Cluster four was located in a gour pool to the south of Area D. The cluster contained the
remains of just one individual, but the bones were disarticulated and fragmented. Most interesting
are the teeth. The four maxillary incisors are filed in two patterns. The first left and right incisors
represent Romero’s B4 and the second left and right incisors represent Romero’s A2 (Romero 1958,
1970). From the rest of the teeth it seems that this individual might have been a young adult. None
of the bones thus far analyzed could be used to provide an age or sex for this individual.

Just south of cluster four and near the stalagmitic column in Area D, was a right pubic bone.
The pubic symphysis is intact, which was useful in determining the sex and age of the individual.
Based on the sharp medial aspect of the ischiopubic ramus, the ventral arc, the sub-pubic concavity
and the distance from the pubic rim of the obturator foramen to the pubic symphysis, it is suggested
that this individual was female. This female appeared to have been approximately in her late 40's
at death based on the surface and rim of the pubic symphysis when compared to Gilbert & McKern’s
samples.
Cluster 5 was to the north of cluster four, in a much smaller gour pool. There were the remains of
ajuvenile, or infant, represented by dentition, long bones and vertebrae. The bones are very fragile
and require further analysis.

The remains in cluster 6 were located to the east of cluster 5. They appear to be that of an
older adult due to the high amount of attrition on the teeth. Located to the northeast of cluster 4, the
remains in cluster 7 are that of a juvenile, or child, based on the long bones and dentition.

The remainder of the human remains in Area D were not very diagnostic and were not
included in the determination of MNI. Bones were located on the slope of Area E, leading up to
Area F, as well as throughout the passage in the Phreatic Maze. There were few bones in Area F
except for the far southern end, near the mouth of the Phreatic Maze. Some of the remains in the
passage belong to a juvenile, which were located at the north corner, just to the west of the entrance
to the phreatic passages. There was also an individual located at the rear of the phreatic maze, in
what we referred to as the crystal room. These remains were located at the bottom of a steep mud
slope just under the overhang of a wall. This was a semi-articulated adult, sex undetermined. There
do not appear to be any other remains in this area. Elsewhere, only a few bones were noted in the
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Lower Ledge. These remains include a tibia, some metatarsals, and a probable femur. The remains
from the Lower Ledge have not yet been analyzed.

Thus far the remains that have been analyzed on Ledge 2 suggests that there is an MNI of 13
individuals: 8 adults, 2 of which are female, 3 infants and 2 children. As analysis proceeds this figure
could likely change. Ultimately, completion of the analysis will also confirm or negate Coons (1986)
suggestion that there were remains of 20 individuals on Ledge 2.

DISCUSSION

Data collected by the WBRCP suggests that taphonomic processes have greatly affected the
cultural remains on Ledge 2 of Actun Yaxteel Ahua. Environmental (mud slides), prehistoric
(Maya) and recent (looting) human activities (see Nawrocki 1995) have all had an impact on the
human remains and artifacts and have made it difficult to determine the primary context of these
materials. They further make artifact associations tenuous and the dating of specific prehistoric
activities problematic.

The environmental effects on the human and cultural remains are the most evident. Water
flow from the surface and drip water acitivity in the cave have resulted in considerable erosion on
Ledge 2. Natural cave formation processes, such as the build up of calcium carbonate, has also
covered cultural materials. Erosion, however, has certainly caused the most damage. This is evident
from the location of human remains and artifacts at the very edge of the ledge and from the clay
covering various artifacts. Indeed, evidence suggests that there have been major mud-flows between
the time that the site was used by the ancient Maya and the present.

Past cultural factors that would have affected the remains are rather subtle and to some
degree difficult to identify. Recent human disturbance in the form of looting, however, is very
apparent. For example, artifacts that were previously reported on the ledge ( jade) could not be
located by the WBRCP research team in 1998. There were also numerous boot prints and an empty
pack of cigarettes on the floor and what may be shallow looter’s pits.

As aresult of these taphonomic factors the primary spatial distribution of the remains on this
ledge has been difficult to discern. An earlier report indicated that there were 20 articulated
skeletons on the ledge (Roberts 1990). Our investigations noted that human remains are literally
strewn all over the main areas of the ledge and we tentatively identified an MNI of 13 individuals.
It is possible that future excavations may reveal more human remains.

The general distribution of artifacts suggests three primary areas of prehistoric activity on
Ledge 2.. These areas include the Lower Ledge (both A and B), Area D, and the passage into the
Phreatic Maze (including the entrance area). As previously mentioned, taphonomic pressures may
explain the concentration of artifacts on Areas A, B. C, and D because water may have washed
materials down from above. However, it is unlikely that the concentration of artifacts in the Passage
and Lower Ledge can be explained by this same phenomenon. At the same time, the density of
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artifacts on the Lower Ledge, Area D and the Phreatic Maze may be explained by the flatness of
these areas (which could have made them desirable for ritual activity).

The existence of ritual pathways in caves is a topic that is gaining much interest in Maya
speleoarchaeology (Awe personal communication 1986; Moyes and Awe 1999). Ledge 2 provides
an excellent locus for the study of such activity. Areas A,B, and C represent three consecutive
“landings” which lead up to Area D. In many respects, Areas A to C are like as giant stairs which
lead up toward the main or most expansive section(Area D) of Ledge 2. When one actually stands
on the landings the idea of a pathway becomes more apparent. The north wall of each landing has
natural steps in the rock allowing for relatively easy access up to the next level. Once on Area D (or
main section of Ledge 2), one is practically directed toward Area F and the entrance to the Phreatic
Maze by the carved steps on Area E. The steps, in some ways, are akin to those that rise up toward
temple-pyramids at surface sites. Lofty temples were often the place where ceremonies took place,
with the ruler or priest emerging from the small ‘false’ room or doorway. Victims that were
sacrificed during such rituals were reportedly thrown down the stairs of the temple to the ground
below (Bassie-Sweet 1991; Bensen 1985; Vogt 1969). Is it possible that the carved stairs in Area
E reflect the stairs of a temple-pyramid with the passage into the Phreatic Maze as the small temple
room? If individuals were sacrificed on the narrow level surface of Area F and then thrown down
the stairs to the other sections of the ledge below it could partially explain the distribution of human
remains on Area D.

It may also be inferred from the artifact assemblage that ritual feasting could have occurred
on Ledge 2 . The presence of jute, ceramic vessels, various lithic implements, charcoal, hearths and
ground stone artifacts may be attributable to food preparation within the cave. In many
contemporary Maya ceremonies (i.e. chachac), food is often prepared, consumed, and offered to the
gods and ancestors during the rituals (Awe personal communication 1998). Hopefully,
investigations conducted in the 1999 field season will provide more clues into the ceremonial
specialization of Ledge 2 in Yaxteel Ahau.

CONCLUSION

During the 1998 field season, investigations in Actun Yaxteel Ahau focused on Ledges 1 and
2 because they contained considerable evidence of prehistoric cultural activity. Ledge 2 was
particularly significant because of the relatively large amount of human bone and artifacts that had
been noted on the ledge. Our investigations presently suggest that the remains on Ledge 2 were
associated with prehistoric Maya rituals that included human sacrifice, the possible consumption
ofritual food, and the offering of various material goods (jade, shell, projectile points, and ceramics).
Ceramic remains indicate that these activities were predominantly conducted between Late to
Terminal Classic times. The natural and modified topography of Ledge 2 further indicate that the
ancient Maya may have followed specific ritual pathways through caves, a practice that may reflect
similar patterns at surface sites. Plans for the 1999 field season include a focus on ceramics, the
continuation of work on the Lower Ledge and the completion of the skeletal analysis. It is
anticipated that work in Actun Yaxteel Ahau will be completed by the end of the 1999 field season.
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INTRODUCTION

This paper presents a preliminary report on archaeological data gathered over the course of five
visits to Laberinto de las Tarantulas (a.k.a. Tarantula Cave) between 1996 and 1998. Although intensive
investigations have not yet taken place, each visit has significantly increased the quantity of information
available. Because investigations at the site are still underway, this paper only presents a report on the
data obtained thus far. A detailed description of the morphology of the cave and associated artifacts will
be presented in a future report, following a thorough and complete investigation of the cave.

Important discoveries made in 1998 include the identification of architectural features and the
discovery of a series of interconnected and unlooted passages that contained several ceramic vessels.
No evidence was found to suggest that these passages had been entered by people since the Maya used
the cave. The following paper provides a preliminary analysis of the cultural materials from these
passages. These will be studied in terms of their potential as functional, temporal, and status indicators.
The discovery of a stela-shaped monument made of slate is another notable discovery (Awe et al. in
press). The presence of this slate monument is significant with regard to the social and ritual function
of the cave. The architectural features and the monument demonstrate the importance of this small
archaeological site.

SITE DESCRIPTION AND LOCATION

The cave has been formally designated in published materials as Laberinto de las Tarantulas
(e.g. Awe et al. in press; Awe et al. 1998). Nevertheless, for the sake of brevity the site will be referred
to in this report as Tarantula Cave. In 1996 countless troglophilic tarantulas (see Reddell 1981: 3-4)
were seen throughout the cave, hence the name of the site. Two years later, however, none were seen.
The presence of these arachnids may be due to seasonal differences as the explorations in both years
took place during the dry and rainy season respectively.

Our investigations have identified two entrances to Tarantula Cave thus far. Both are on the
western flanks of the hills defining the eastern perimeter of the Roaring Creek valley. The location of
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the site has not yet been secured by GPS-derived UTM coordinates or by land survey. Based on
government maps at a scale of 1:50 000 the location of the cave can be described as lying 1.7 km north
of Actun Yaxteel Ahau, 3 km northeast of Actun Tunchil Mucnal, and 3.5 km north-northeast of Cahal
Uitz Na. The entrances lie at a low elevation above the valley bottom, perhaps as low as 20 meters
above the surrounding terrain.

During the first visit to the site it was apparent that looting was extensive (Awe et al. in press;
Awe et al. 1998). Evidence for these illicit activities was present in the form of displaced sherds and
sherds with fresh breaks. Sherds at the entrance to the cave also appear to be in a secondary context
since they were found lying directly upon the forest floor. Every subsequent visit indicated that looting
activities have continued. Indications of recently shifted and upturned rocks were noted. Presumably
the stones were moved in an attempt to search for, or retrieve, artifactual materials. Despite the fact that
no clear looter’s pits were seen, several shallow pits (no larger than 50 cm in diameter) were noted
along the base of cave walls. Since these were only seen in the upper passages that contained whole
ceramics, the presence of these pits is puzzling. In all instances at other sites, the presence of looter’s
pits generally signals the absence of complete vessels. This does not seem to be the case at Tarantula
Cave. Consequently it is suggested that the small pits in the upper passages are the result of rodent
activity rather than deliberate human search for artifacts.

The cave passages are defined almost exclusively by large breakdown blocks. Some remnants
ofpassages, including the lower entrance, were evidently formed by limestone dissolution. Despite this,
no true dissolution chambers were documented in 1998. The cave appears to have been formed by the
collapse of a chambered resurgence of a stream that drains off the foothills of the Mountain Pine Ridge.
The cave is characterized by a maze of small and interconnected passages. Only two small areas have
high enough ceilings to permit standing. Since all other passages of the cave are small, squeezing and
crawling between breakdown is the only mode of locomotion (Figure 1).

INVESTIGATIONS

To date the archaeological investigations at Tarantula Cave have been limited to exploration,
mapping, and documentation of artifacts. These efforts were not completed during the 1998 but it is
hoped to complete these efforts in 1999. Each type of investigation will be described and discoveries
made during these operations are summarized below.

Exploration

In 1996 Tarantula Cave was only briefly explored. Many important features were noticed, but
time prevented anything more than a cursory examination. Visits to the cave in 1998, were aimed at
further exploration along with recording as much of the cultural material as was possible. Summarized
below are descriptions of the main features noted during the exploration of the cave and of discoveries
made in 1998 .

Exploration revealed that the Stela Chamber could be accessed by two separate passages
(Passages 6 and 7). The passage providing easier access was marked by a wooden staff that was erected
in the floor below the opening to the passage. This staff was apparently driven into the ground by looters
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between the 1996 and 1998 visits. The same type of marker was found adjacent to a path indicating the
location of the Slate Altar group in the periphery of Cahal Uitz Na (Mirro et al. this volume, see also
Helmke et al. this volume).

The 1998 explorations also confirmed the presence of architectural features within the cave.
These were hastily noted in 1996 but their presence was not confirmed until two years later. These dry-
laid retaining walls define the eastern and western sides of the Stela Chamber. The Stela Chamber is
elevated above all the passages that lead to it from the entrances. Measured from wall to wall the
chamber measures 9 m long (northeast to southwest) by 4.5 m wide (northwest to southeast).
Breakdown in the chamber slopes sharply downward from the walls to the center of the room.
Consequently the actual area that can be circulated is quite modest. The floor surface of the room
measures only 2.5 m (north-south) by 3 m (east-west). It is at the center of this small surface that the
slate stela was erected (see Awe et al. in press). Sizeable breakdown blocks that apparently have
collapsed from the ceiling give the room its elevated appearance. The Maya erected dry-laid retaining
walls on the eastern and western flanks of this pile of breakdown. The walls retain soil and colluvium
that were transported to the chamber to create a level surface atop the pile of breakdown. It should be
noted that without these architectural modifications it would have been difficult to erect the stela.
Consequently it appears that the retaining walls were constructed to facilitate the erection of the slate
monument. The western wall is over six courses high and the upper courses are coated with calcium
carbonate. This substantiates the antiquity of the wall. Detailed documentation of the architectural
features is planned for the 1999 season.

During mapping operations it was noticed that a large concentration of limestone blocks were
clustered at the base of the passage leading up to the Stela Chamber (Passage 6). The quantity and
position of the limestone blocks suggested that these may have once blocked the passage to the Stela
Chamber. Widespread evidence of looting in the cave may account for the dismantled condition of this
hypothetical blockage. Although it cannot be proven that the passage was indeed blocked-off in
antiquity, the frequency with which walled-in chambers occur in cave sites in the Maya area (e.g. Awe
1998; Brady 1997; Carot 1989; Dunham & Prufer in press; Mirro et al. this volume), leaves this
interpretation as a very likely possibility. Rocks that are piled up between breakdown blocks elsewhere
in the cave may also represent other blocked passages that were not dismantled by looters.
Investigations in 1999 will examine these features in closer detail. The presence of intentionally blocked
passages in Tarantula Cave would add credibility to the suggestion that the passage leading to the Stela
Chamber was indeed blocked in antiquity.

Exploration of the Stela Chamber revealed that two passages extend northward from this room
(Passages 4 & 5). The upper passage (i.e. Passage 4) is only accessible from a ledge that overlooks the
Stela Chamber. The lower passage (i.e. Passage 5) is accessible through a large depression in the
northern portion of the Stela Chamber. This passage was only briefly inspected in 1996 and 1998.
Artifactual material was noted and the presence of shallow pools of water may indicate that it continues
down to a small stream. Conversely, it is also possible that the pools are a result of flooding during the
rainy season. This passage will be explored in 1999.

The ledge leading to the upper passages was discovered by Mike Mirro. It is located in the
northern extremity of the Stela Chamber, on the opposite side of the depression that leads to Passage
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5. The ledge is approximately 5.5 m above the floor of the Stela Chamber. Access to it can only be
gained by “chimneying” between the sloping ceiling and the breakdown. This ledge connects to a series
of passages running northward from the ledge. Three complete vessels were discovered on the surface
of this ledge and numerous other sherds representing 3 additional vessels were also noted. Small dead-
end passages extend to the north and east of the ledge but terminate after less than 5 m. A small hole
in the southern end of this ledge (approximately 60 cm in diameter) drops down to Passage 4. The edge
of the hole may have been intentionally lined by flat slabs of limestone. A larger limestone slab found
lying adjacent to the hole is large enough to serve as a cover. It is possible that during ancient usage of
the cave the hole was concealed by shifting the larger slab over the hole.

Below the hole is a short narrow crawl space (Passage 4) in which one complete vessel and other
sherds were noted. The constricted passage stemming from the hole leads to a relatively spacious hall.
The larger hall was designated Passage 2 and has a high ceiling (approximately 10 m high) permitting
easier circulation and standing. The eastern edge of this passage is a cliff-like limestone wall that may
have been exposed during faulting. The western wall is formed by large stacked breakdown blocks that
overarch and lean onto the eastern wall. One complete and one fragmentary vessel were found in this
passage. Minute charcoal fragments are sprinkled over the entire floor of Passage 2. Two small
chambers defined by voids in the breakdown extend below the northern and southern ends of Passage
2. These were designated Passages 1 and 3 respectively. In Passage 1 three complete and two partial
vessels were found. Additionally, calcite-coated torch tamp marks were seen on the western and eastern
wall of the narrow tunnel connecting Passages 1 and 2. In Passage 3 one complete and one fragmentary
vessel were located. Ceiling height in Passage 3 is variable and ranges from 1 m in the south to 2 m in
the north. Charcoal fragments were also seen on the floor of the passage. Thus in sum a total of 9
complete vessels and 7 partial vessels were discovered in the northern passages.

Small sub-aquatic coral-like formations were seen on the eastern walls of Passages 1 and 3.
These appear to pre-date Maya usage as none of the artifacts display these types of concretions. These
indicate that Passages 1 and 3 were once submerged in antiquity and that the breakdown collapsed prior
to usage by the Maya.

Mapping

Mapping operations in 1998 completed just under 60 m (horizontal distance) of detailed survey
at a scale of 1:50. As it was unknown how much time could be afforded for investigations, the surveys
were begun from the inside of the cave and worked their way out. With the exception of the Stela
Chamber all tunnels mapped inside the cave were designated as “passages” and numbered sequentially.
Consequently the deepest passage mapped is Passage 1 with numerical designations increasing as one
moves closer to the entrance of the cave. Only a short segment of mapping needs to be completed to
tie the mapped passages to the cave entrances. Other passages that were not explored in 1998 will be
mapped in 1999. It is hoped that the mapping can be completed in just a few additional visits.

All mapping was carried-out by setting up semi-permanent datums that were connected by string
and integrated by azimuth bearings and distance measurements. Offsets measured from these baselines
were used to plot the morphological and cultural features of the cave. Datums were left in the cave to
facilitate the resumption of mapping operations in 1999 from known reference points. A map of the site
will be compiled and produced once all mapping operations are completed. The map in the present
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report is only included to clarify the configuration of the cave, as well as to indicate the distribution of
cultural material.

Artifacts

Artifacts identified at Tarantula Cave are exclusively represented by ceramic sherds and whole
vessels. No cultural materials from other artifact classes were discovered. Artifacts remaining in the
extensively looted lower passages of the cave (Passages 5 - 7 and the Stela Chamber) cannot be taken
as a representative sample of materials deposited there by the Maya. The discovery of the unlooted
upper passages (Passages 1 - 4 and the Ledge) thus provides a more representative and comparative
sample. Since all of the 9 complete vessels were discovered in the upper passages it seems likely that
the lower passages once contained a similar frequency of complete vessels. If complete vessels had
been present in the lower passages, these would probably have been removed by looters following the
original discovery of the site prior to 1996.

At the time of the investigations no decision had been made concerning the removal of complete
vessels for safekeeping. As a result all complete vessels discovered in 1998 were examined and
photographed in situ and were left inside the cave. During the first 1998 exploration three fragmentary
ceramic specimens were collected. Their provenience was recorded on the maps and in field notes.
Although all specimens were collected as surface finds only one of the specimens was in a primary
context. The other two had recently been retrieved by looters and placed on prominent bedrock
outcrops, presumably in hopes of assembling entire vessels from fragments. A similar instance is
documented for a partial vessel in Chamber 6 of Ledge 1 of Actun Yaxteel Ahau (Mirro this volume).
Comparison to the assemblages that have been retrieved from other sites in the Roaring Creek valley
suggested that the three collected specimens represent rare types. It is this characteristic that
recommended the removal of these sherd specimens from the site.

Although the ceramic sample listed in the appendix is far from the complete inventory of all the
ceramic vessels inside Tarantula Cave, it appears that ollas constitute approximately half of the
documented assemblage. Bowls with incurving sides and squared lips of the Garbutt Creek Red type
and shallow Z-angle dishes with everted rims form the second most important grouping. This second
grouping of bowls and dishes constitutes the other half of the assemblage. Specialized forms including
a vase and shallow dish with tripod supports represent the smallest component of the assemblage.
Similar proportions have been noted for form distributions at other cave sites in Belize (e.g. Pendergast
1971; 1974; Helmke this volume). Of particular note is that Daylight Orange: Darknight Variety sherds
appear to predominate over Roaring Creek Red sherds. Despite the fact that ceramic analyses have not
yet been completed, data from other sites in the Roaring Creek valley suggest that Roaring Creek Red
systematically predominates over the Daylight Orange: Darknight Variety. The discrepancy observed
for the Tarantula material may be due to temporal differences. Nevertheless, differences in function and
the status of cave users should not be excluded from the equation until in-depth analyses of the
Tarantula material are completed.

SUMMARY

Relatively few data have been gathered from Tarantula Cave. Nevertheless, based on the ceramic
types identified for the vessels discovered in the upper passages, it is apparent that they date to the

-210-



Terminal Classic (AD 800-900). As aresult it seems clear that the upper passages were used during an
isolated and relatively short period. Dating the period of usage of the lower passages will be difficult
since many artifacts are now in secondary contexts. Preliminary identifications made in the field suggest
that Late Classic ceramics (AD 700-900) were also deposited in the lower passages. Ceramic types pre-
dating the Late Classic have not yet been identified. Comparison to the patterns observed at other sites
in the Roaring Creek valley indicates that early ceramics are found near the entrance to caves. No
research was undertaken to identify whether this pattern is present at Tarantula Cave. It is possible that
modern disturbance has eliminated any evidence of early usage near the entrance. Thus, based on all
the data presently available, usage of the cave can be assigned to the Late Classic.

The social and ritual implications of the material discovered within Tarantula Cave are
exceptionally distinctive. The small stela suggests a focus for ritual activities (see Awe et al. in press).
As aresult it is possible that the cave functioned as a pilgrimage site. Generally, stelae at surface sites
are associated with elite patrons. Therefore it is likely that the same sumptuary laws were associated
with the monument of Tarantula Cave. The presence of a Cabrito Cream-polychrome sherd (see
Appendix) in close proximity to the stela adds support to the interpretation that individuals of high
status utilized the Stela Chamber. Additional analysis needs to be undertaken before more of the social
implications can be ascertained.
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APPENDIX:
CERAMIC SPECIMENS FROM TARANTULA CAVE

This appendix briefly describes each discrete artifact recorded thus far at Tarantula Cave. All
ceramic specimens presented below were designated as “vessels”. The designation of “vessel” includes
all complete ceramic containers and all sherd clusters that appeared to conjoin and constitute
reconstructible vessels. While not all vessels are necessarily intact or represented by 100 % of the
sherds, the majority of the vessels presented are over 50 % complete. An exception is the one
polychrome sherd recovered that was obviously derived from a distinct vase. This sherd is thus
presented as a discrete vessel. The principal attribute that differentiates all vessels at Tarantula Cave
is their completeness and their provenience. As was alluded to above, the majority of complete vessels
are from primary contexts while sherd material and fragmentary vessels are prevalent in the heavily
looted passages. Due to the fragmented and disturbed nature of the material in the heavily looted
passages, an inventory of such material was not undertaken.

The vessels are presented according to the passage where they were discovered and by vessel
designation. The numerical sequence attributed to each vessel increases with the numerical designations
of the passages in which they are located. Since the passages were numbered from the inside of the cave
outwards, the vessel designations follow the same sequence. As a result Vessel 1 is located in Passage
1 and Vessel 18 in Passage 6.

The vessel descriptions follow an abridged and modified structure of the one designed by
Pendergast for the Actun Polbilche material (1974). For all specimens the following information is
presented: 1) provenience, 2) form, 3) size, 4) surface, 5) type, 6) color, and 7) remarks. Provenience
information records the passage or area within the cave in which the vessels were found. Additional
details are given to describe the particular context. Under this heading it is specified which materials
were removed from the cave by WBRCP personnel. If a vessel is fragmentary or composed exclusively
of sherds, details concerning the contextual distribution of conjoining sherds are also given. “Form”
defines whether a vessel is complete, broken, or fragmentary. These three categorizations are aimed at
relating the state of preservation of a vessel. A one-word form description is also used at the start of this
heading. Forms identified for the Tarantula ceramics are: a) ollas, b) bowls, c) dishes, d) tripod dishes,
and €) vases. Description of the body profile and appendages such as annular or ring bases are indicated
when present. The “size” heading includes rim diameter and vessel height. In cases where the body of
the vessel exceeds the rim diameter, a maximum body diameter is also given. Wall thicknesses were
not obtained during the 1998 season. Consequently, none are presented here. “Surface” describes the
texture and presence or absence of slip on the exterior and interior surfaces. Fire-clouding when present
is also indicated under that heading. The “type” section records the ceramic type of the vessels. The type
names established by Gifford for the Barton Ramie typology (1976) were used here for type
determinations. In cases where the type represented does not occur at Barton Ramie other sources were
relied upon. The time period represented by the types immediately follow the type names. In cases
where intersite references were deemed of relevance these are also presented. A qualitative assessment
of the color of the visible surfaces of the vessels was made in the field. These determinations of color
identify the slip, the base color, and/or the color of fire-clouding. Where appropriate a section of
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remarks was included. No paste or temper descriptions are available due to lack of time in the field. As
the data presented below is based on a series of hasty field notes, certain fields were left blank since no
data were available at the time of writing. During the 1999 field season additional data on the vessels
will be generated and compiled.

PASSAGE 1

Vessel 1

Provenience: Passage 1: northern end. Associated with Vessel 2. Both vessels lie underneath a small
cluster or pile of apparently fallen speleothems that wedge the vessels against the wall.

Form: Complete bowl with incurving sides. Flattened base. No annular or ring base noted.

Size: Rim diam. 18 cm, max. diam. n.d., height n.d.

Surface: Unslipped and fire-clouded exterior. Interior slipped.

Type: Garbutt Creek Red: Paslow Variety (Gifford 1976: 231 - 233, Fig. 142a). Spanish Lookout
Complex (AD 700 - 900).

Color: Exterior unslipped. Color of fire-clouding n.d.. Interior slip is brown to dark orange.

Vessel 2

Provenience: Passage 1: northern end. Associated with Vessel 2. Both vessels lie underneath a small
cluster or pile of apparently fallen speleothems that wedge the vessels against the wall.

Form: Broken bowl. Incurving sides. Flattened base. No annular or ring base noted.

Size: Rim diam. 14 cm, max body diam. n.d., height n.d.

Surface: Unslipped and fire-clouded exterior. Interior slipped.

Type: Garbutt Creek Red: Paslow Variety (Gifford 1976: 231 - 233, Fig. 142a). Spanish Lookout
Complex (AD 700 - 900).

Color: N.d. on exterior base color or color of fire-clouding. Interior dark orange slip.

Remarks: Bowl was broken into two conjoining sherds by a speleothem. Bowl is complete, but
fragmented.

Vessel 3

Provenience: Passage 1: eastern portion of passage.

Form: Complete olla. Wide orifice, globular body, rounded base, direct outcurving rim and neck.
Size: Rim diam. 15.5 cm, max. body diam. ca. 20 cm, height 22 cm.

Surface: Smooth unslipped interior and exterior surface.

Type: Related to Cambio Unslipped (Smith 1955: Fig. 67a, 1-4; Adams 1971: 18; Sabloff 1975: 153-
155) and Cayo Unslipped: Cayo Variety (Gifford 1976: 276-282). Boca Complex (AD 771-909) and
Spanish Lookout Complex (AD 700 - 900).

Color: Tan colored exterior and interior.

Remarks: One small fragment of charcoal was found under the olla. Smaller olla body sherds were seen
in a cluster near base of Vessel 3.

Vessel 4

Provenience: Passage 1: southern end. All sherds found in a narrow cavity in the breakdown. Seven
sherds found in a cluster approximately 25 cm in diam., 1 basal sherd was found 1.25 m northeast near
Vessel 3. This vessel was collected.
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Form: Fragmentary shallow flat-bottomed dish with outflaring sides and tau-shaped tripod supports.
A small ridge runs along the basal break. Approximately one-third of the dish is represented.

Size: Rim diam. ca. 25 cm, diam. of base n.d., height of sides n.d., height of tripod supports n.d..
Surface: Exterior and interior slipped.

Type: TinajaRed: Tinaja Variety (see Smith 1955: Fig. 47¢, 1-7;, Adams 1971; Sabloff 1975). A similar
specimen is illustrated in Gifford (1976: Fig. 82s) but incorrectly labeled as “Minanha Red”(Joseph Ball
pers. comm. 1998). Tau feet are generally added to Tinaja Red dishes after 800 AD. Identical specimens
from Altun Ha date to the Pax Phase (AD 825 - 900) (Christophe Helmke pers. observation 1999;
Pendergast 1990: 143; Fig. 64b). This implies a Terminal Classic date for the specimen recovered in
Tarantula Cave. Dishes of this form are not reported from Seibal or Altar de Sacrificios (Sabloff 1975:
158-160, Figs. 296-305; Adams 1971: 23, Figs. 58b).

Color: Interior and exterior are dark red.

Remarks: Small pieces of charcoal were found underneath the cluster of sherds.

Vessel 5

Provenience: Small and narrow tunnel between Passage 1 and 2.
Form: Fragmentary. Vessel form n.d. Ring base.

Size: Ring base diam. 11 cm, height of ring base 1 cm.

Surface: Unslipped.

Type: Too fragmentary. Possibly Late Classic (AD 600 - 900).
Color: N.d.

PASSAGE 2

Vessel 6

Provenience: Passage 2: northern portion. Lying sideways atop breakdown.

Form: Complete bowl. Slightly incurving sides with ring base. One triangular notch chipped off the
rim. Conjoining sherds are lying in bowl.

Size: Rim diam. 26.5 cm, max. body diam. n.d., height n.d., ring base diameter n.d., ring base height
ca. 1l cm.

Surface: Unslipped below medial break and extensively fire-clouded exterior. Slipped on exterior
above the medial break, and slipped interior. Thumb impressions are present along the exterior medial
break. An incised line runs below the rim on the exterior.

Type: Similar to Vaca Falls Red: Vaca Falls variety(Gifford 1976: 235-237, Fig. 144b). Spanish
Lookout Complex (AD 700 - 900).

Color: Unslipped exterior surface n.d.. Slip on interior and exterior is red-orange. Fire-clouding is dark
brown verging on black.

Vessel 8

Provenience: Passage 2: southern portion. Lying on downward-sloping colluvium under a low
overhang extending into the eastern wall.

Form: Fragmentary olla. Half of rim present, body present only to widest diameter. Base is missing.
Size: Rim diam. > 24 cm, max. body diam. ca. 30 cm, height >20 cm.

Surface: Unslipped exterior and interior surfaces. Lightly striated exterior.

Type: No type determination assigned.
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Color: Unslipped surfaces are a red-brown color.
Additional Sherds in Passage 2

Four additional olla body sherds were located. These sherds were found in a cluster in association with
smaller sherds. The cluster lies in the center of the passage along the eastern wall. Another sherd found
near Vessel 7 may conjoin with sherds of this cluster.

PASSAGE 3

Vessel 9

Provenience: Passage 3: southern end. Vessel lies on top of an elevated and level surface at a point
where the ceiling drops to 1 m in height.

Form: Complete olla. Globular body, rounded base.

Size: Rim diam. 16.5 cm, max. body diam. ca. 25 cm, height 21 cm.

Surface: Unslipped exterior and interior surfaces. Light striations on exterior. Small applique band with
incised rope-like design just below the neck, running along the shoulder.

Type: Cayo Unslipped: Cayo Variety (Buff, Impressed-appliqued) (Gifford 1976: 279, 282, Fig. 182).
Spanish Lookout Complex (AD 700-900).

Color: N.d.

Vessel 10

Provenience: Passage 3: northern end.

Form: Fragmentary bowl. Bowl with incurving sides. Base missing.

Size: Reconstructed rim diam. 18.8 ¢cm, max. body diam. n.d., height n.d..

Surface: Exterior n.d.. Interior slipped.

Type: Garbutt Creek Red (Gifford 1976: 230 - 233). Spanish Lookout Complex (AD 700 - 900).
Color: N.d.

PASSAGE 4

Vessel 7

Provenience: Passage 4: narrow passage between the ledge and Passage 2. Base is partially imbedded
in the alluvium of a dry stream bed. May have been deposited to present location by hydraulic activity.
Form: Complete Olla. Wide orifice, globular body, rounded base, outcurving rim and neck.

Size: Rim diam. 20 cm, max. body diam. n.d., height n.d..

Surface: Smooth slipped exterior. Interior n.d..

Type: Related Tinaja Red: Tinaja Variety (Smith 1955: Fig. 47c, 1-7;, Adams 1971: 23, Fig. 58b;
Sabloff 1975: 158-160, Figs. 296-297). Late Classic (AD 700-900). Unlike the incurved base of the
slipped olla illustrated in Adams (1971: Fig. 58b), Vessel 7 has arounded base. Additionally Tinaja Red
ollas at Seibal usually have restricted orifices, unlike Vessel 7. Despite these differences, the slip and
profile of the neck and rim are similar to Tinaja Red ollas of the Peten.

Color: Exterior has a red slip.

Additional Sherds of Passage 4
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Two additional sherds were located. One olla body sherd was found near Vessel 7. This sherds may
conjoin with the cluster of Passage 2. Additionally a rim sherd of a Daylight Orange: Darknight Variety
(Gifford 1976: 301 - 302; Fig. 199) dish was found near Vessel 7 imbedded in the alluvium of the dry
stream bed. This sherd may have washed down from the ledge as Daylighy Orange: Darknight Variety
sherds were found to be concentrated on that ledge.

THE LEDGE

Vessel 11

Provenience: Ledge: southern end. Associated with Vessels 12 and 13.

Form: Complete olla. Wide orifice. One fourth of the length of the rim has been lightly chipped-off.
Size: Rim diam. 26-27 cm, max. body diam. 36 cm, height 34 cm.

Surface: Unslipped exterior and interior. Exterior lightly striated. Kill hole perforates side of body.
Type: Related to Cambio Unslipped (Smith 1955: Fig. 67a, 1-4; Adams 1971: 18; Sabloff 1975: 153-
155) and Cayo Unslipped: Cayo Variety (Gifford 1976: 276-283). Boca Complex (AD 771-909) and
Spanish Lookout Complex (AD 700 - 900).

Color: Uniform dark brown exterior surface. Interior surfaces n.d.. Numerous patches of guano on
exterior surface do not appear to have tainted the color.

Remarks: Vessel 13 appears to have served as a lid for Vessel 11. Primary associations of this kind are
documented for vessels inside Actun Chechem Ha. Also see remarks for Vessel 12, below.

Vessel 12

Provenience: Ledge: southern end. Associated with Vessels 11 and 13.

Form: Complete olla. Narrow orifice. Approximately half of the rim has been spalled off.

Size: Rim diam. 12 cm, max. body diam. ca. 35 cm, height 36 cm.

Surface: Smooth unslipped exterior and interior surfaces. Kill hole perforates base.

Type: Related to Alexanders Unslipped: Alexanders Variety (Gifford 1976: 283; Fig. 184p). Spanish
Lookout Complex (AD 700 - 900).

The profile of the neck and rim of a specimen designated by Gifford as an Alexanders Unslipped (1976:
Fig. 184p) is identical to the profile of Vessel 12. Nearly identical specimens have found at Actun
Polbilche (Pendergast 1974: 23, Fig. 6b; 27, Fig. 8a; 29, Fig. 8c). Body profiles, rims, sizes, and
proportions of the Polbilche specimens are all very similar. Major difference is that the Tarantula
specimen shows no signs of slip or wash on exterior.

Color: Base color of lower portion is light brown grading into dark brown in the upper portion. Small
patches of guano have tainted the upper portion. Minuscule specks of calcite concretions abound on the
lower base.

Remarks: Leans against Vessel 11. A small ridge of dust and debris has accumulated at the point where
the body of both ollas meet. This ridge appears to confirm the ollas are in primary context.

Vessel 13

Provenience: Ledge: southern end. Associated with Vessels 11 and 12.

Form: Complete bowl. Bowl with incurving sides and annular base.

Size: Rim diam. 34 cm, max. body diam. ca. 36, height ca. 7 cm.

Surface: Exterior and interior surfaces are slipped and extensively fire-clouded.
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Type: Garbutt Creek Red: Garbutt Creek Variety (Gifford 1976: 230 - 231; Fig. 140). Spanish Lookout
Complex (AD 700 - 900).

Color: Exterior and interior surfaces have a red slip. Fire-clouding is dark brown verging on black.
Remarks: Associated with Vessel 11. It appears that Vessel 13 was used as a lid for Vessel 11. Primary
associations of this kind are documented for vessels inside Actun Chechem Ha.

Vessel 14

Provenience: Ledge: eastern portion. Lying along eastern wall underneath low overhang.
Form: Fragmentary olla.

Size: Rim diam. 18 cm, max, body diam. 25 cm, height ca. 23 cm.

Surface: Exterior and interior unslipped. Exterior lightly striated.

Type: No type determination assigned.

Color: N.d.

Remarks:

Additional Sherds on the Ledge

Vessel 15

Provenience: Ledge: eastern portion. Cluster of sherds lies near Vessel 4. Also located under overhang
near eastern dead-end passage that extends eastward from the ledge. Cluster is formed by 3 sherds. One
lies under a rock.

Form: Fragmentary olla(s). Sherds are similar in proportions to Vessel 11.

Surface: Unslipped exterior and interior surfaces with light striations on the exterior.

Type: All diagnostic elements are missing.

Vessel 16

Provenience: Ledge: scattered over southern portion of ledge. Total of 4 sherds. One sherd lies near
Vessel 12. Two sherds between Vessel 14 and 15, and one in the upper portion of the hole leading to
Passage 4.

Form: Fragmentary dish(es). Z-angle body profiles, with rounded and everted rim. Pronounced ring
bases always present.

Type: Daylight Orange: Darknight Variety (Gifford 1976: 301 - 302, Fig. 199). Transitional between
the Spanish Lookout Complex and the New Town Complex (AD 850 - 1000).

Remarks: Additional sherds of this type were found at the intersection between Passages 2 and 4, near
Vessel 7. These may have once formed part of a single vessel. Based on preserved resist decorations
on the interior surfaces of the sherds, it was not possible to determine if they were all decorated with
the same motif.

STELA CHAMBER

Vessel 17

Provenience: Stela Chamber: central portion, secondary context. A small cluster of sherds was found
between a rock outcrop and the northern wall of the Stela Chamber, just 1 m north of the slate stela. All
sherds were apparently in a secondary context. One specimen was collected.

Form: Fragmentary vase. Cylinder vase with flat base.
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Size: Too fragmentary, n.d..

Surface: Exterior is painted polychrome on cream surface. Interior is unslipped.

Type: Cabrito Cream-polychrome ceramic group (Joseph Ball pers. comm. 1998). Terminal Classic
(AD 800 - 900). Although very little remains of the figurative scene, the sherd apparently depicts a
portion of a headdress. Iconographic elements preserved on the sherd show affiliations with the program
represented on vase K 2796 from Naranjo (Reents-Budet 1994: Figs. 2.32; 2.33; 6.1; 319-320).
Color: Unlike the common reds and oranges of the Cabrito type, the vessel has been fired to a dark
brown with black painted designs.

Remarks: Cabrito Cream-polychrome ceramics have been found in high-elite contexts, and may be
indicative of royal status (Joseph Ball pers. comm. 1998).

PASSAGE 6

Vessel 18

Provenience: Passage 6: secondary context. Was found resting on top of a prominent rock. This
specimen was collected.

Form: Fragmentary. Outflaring pedestal base. Vessel form possibly dish.

Size: Max. diam. of base n.d., height ca. 10 cm.

Surface: Unslipped interior and exterior surfaces. No traces of slip remain. Thorougly eroded surface
suggests that slip may have been worn off.

Type: Too fragmentary. Terminal Classic (AD 800 - 900). In the Terminal Classic/Early Postclassic
transition, outflaring pedestal bases are frequently found on Roaring Creek Red dishes (Graham 1987,
see also Gifford 1976: 240 - 243; Figs. 149, 150, & 151k). Two similar specimens have been discovered
in the Main Chamber of Actun Tunchil Mucnal. Similar specimens have been found at Altun Ha
(Pendergast 1982: Fig. 93c; 1990: Fig. 46j) and Actun Polbilche (Pendergast 1974: Fig. 10d).

Color: Tan to buff colored base color.

ENTRANCE

The sherds at the entrance were only briefly inspected. Among the dozens of sherds most notable
specimens were 3 Daylight Orange: Darknight Variety (Gifford 1976: 301 - 302; Fig. 199) rim sherds
and 1 high ring base. All are diagnostic of the Terminal Classic/Early Postclassic transition (AD 850 -
1000).
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AN ANALYSIS OF THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL SPECIMENS AT IAN ANDERSON’S
‘JUNGLE ADVENTURE CAMP’, CAVES BRANCH VALLEY, BELIZE

Christophe G. B. Helmke
McGill University

INTRODUCTION

The Western Belize Regional Cave Project, under the direction of Jaime J. Awe of the
University of New Hampshire, is one of the first archaeological projects in the Maya area to investigate
ancient Maya cave sites in a systematic fashion. Previously, most cave sites were the focus of salvage
operations and limited excavations thus have never provided detailed and regional information about
ancient Maya use. The difficult access to sites and tedious working conditions in caves are often
credited for this bias. Since its inception the WBRCP has aimed to treat cave sites with the same
methodological rigor to which archaeological investigations of surface sites are subjected. Inclusion of
cave sites and materials from caves that are outside the immediate research objectives of the project add
a wealth of comparative data that can hardly be ignored.

The study of the collection of artifacts retrieved from several caves in the Caves Branch Valley
which is stored at Ian Anderson’s ‘Jungle Adventure Camp’ is one such endeavor. None of the artifacts
in this collection were assembled during archaeological investigations, nor were the circumstances
during which these artifacts were collected governed by archaeological methods. Although the choice
of artifacts which were gathered is dependent upon modern aesthetic appreciation, it still represents a
sample of important diagnostic specimens. This small but rich assemblage is useful as a preliminary
appraisal of the temporal depth of cave usage in this valley. It is also a valuable means by which to
assess the types of materials that were deposited in caves by the ancient Maya. Regional differences in
the types of artifacts assembled in caves are only beginning to emerge and although a search for
differences is insightful, it is becoming apparent that there was a highly codified system of symbolic
behavior that was shared by the Maya of the western Belize sub-region. More detailed examinations of
these issues will be incorporated in forthcoming research reports and volumes summarizing the
investigations of the WBRCP.

The artifacts are presented according to the raw material from which they are made. Only
ceramic and lithic specimens are represented in the collection, and consequently they will be described
in accordance with these two categories. Each artifact has been labeled sequentially from 1 to 17. This
sequence represents the order in which the specimens were examined. For each category an effort was
made to present the specimens in a chronological sequence although minor discrepancies exist.

CERAMIC SPECIMENS:

Specimen 1: This vessel is represented by 11 sherds (Fig.1:1). The exterior is decorated with
geometric designs, particularly rectangular-shaped spirals. Similar motifs are depicted on baskets and
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Figure 1: Sample of the specimens forming the collection.




dishes on the lintels of Yaxchilan (cf. I. Graham 1979, 1982; I. Graham & Von Euw 1977). The
background of the vessel is painted orange. The rectangular spirals are painted black. Black and red
horizontal lines are painted along the exterior of the rim. The interior has two parallel black painted
lines along the edge of the rim.

It is of the Dos Arroyos Orange Polychrome type (Gifford 1976: 173-174). It dates to the Early
Classic period (AD 300 - AD 600) and is diagnostic of the Hermitage ceramic complex.

Specimen 2: This vessel is represented by 2 sherds (Fig.1:2, & Fig. 2). Rim diameteris 30.3 cm.
The interior is entirely slipped black. The exterior is slipped from the rim to edge of the upper surface
of the basal flange. The exterior has 3 parallel and horizontal incised lines below the rim, as well as on
the upper surface of the basal flange. Two groupings of vertical lines (one grouping is composed of 4
lines, the other of 5) interrupt the horizontal lines on the basal flange. Other specimens are illustrated
in Gifford (1976: Fig. 88a, e, f, p. 165) which have similar exterior decorations. The most salient
difference between the Barton Ramie examples and the one from the present collection is that the latter
lacks the internal incising that is present on all the Barton Ramie specimens of this type. A
representative and complete Lucha Incised bowl is also on display in the Museum of Natural History
in New York.

It is of the Lucha Incised type (Gifford 1976: 164, 164). It dates to the Early Classic period (AD
300 - AD 600), and diagnostic of the Hermitage ceramic complex.

Specimen 3: This vessel is represented by 1 sherd (Fig.1:3). The specimen has a sharply down-
pointing flange, and everted rim which is 1.6 cm long. The exterior has been painted in polychrome on
a light orange background, alternating in pairs of thick black and red vertical lines. These thick lines
enclose a field of short vertical dashes of the same color as the pair of thick lines enclosing them. Black
and red horizontal lines are painted along the edge of the rim and basal flange. The section below the
basal flange on the exterior is unslipped, but fire-clouded to a dark grey color. The interior is partially
slipped to a light orange. Two horizontal dark orange bands define the upper edge of the rim on the
interior.

The sherd is related to Dos Arroyos Polychrome but is most likely an Actuncan Orange
Polychrome (Gifford 1976: 170-172). It dates to the Early Classic (AD 300 - AD 600) Hermitage
ceramic complex.

Specimen 4: This vessel is represented by 1 sherd (Fig.1:4). The exterior and interior are painted
polychrome. The exterior is painted with paired red and black vertical banding, similar to Specimen 3.
The field of small vertical dashes is, however, replaced by a thin vertical black line. The basal flange
is decorated with red bands and black dots. The interior is slipped to a light orange, and has a red and
black geometrical design painted along the red horizontal line defining the edge of the rim. It is
probably of the Actuncan Orange Polychrome type (Gifford 1976: 170-172) and Early Classic in date.

Specimen 5: This is a miniature olla (jar) with handles (Fig.1:5). It is approximately 4.5 cm high

and 5 cm at its widest point. It has a 2.9 cm rim diameter. The exterior seems unslipped, but has
multiple fire-cloudings ranging from black to light tan in color.
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It may be related to the Sotero Red-Brown type (Gifford 1976:315), and thus can be assigned
to the Tiger Run ceramic complex (AD600-AD700).

Specimen 6: This vessel is represented by the base of a bichrome cylindrical vase (Fig.1:6). The
exterior is slipped to a deep orange and has black horizontal banding painted on it. The interior is
unslipped. The sherd represents a fragment of a Late Classic (AD 600 -AD 900) cylindrical vase of
undetermined type.

Specimen 7: This vessel is represented by 3 fragments (Fig.1:7) of an olla (jar). The interior and
exterior surfaces are unslipped but undulating lines enclosing fields of large dots were painted on the
exterior. Post-firing, cross-hatched incising was added on top of the painted designs. A similar specimen
was discovered in looter’s backdirt on Ledge 1 inside Actun Yaxteel Ahau, in the Roaring Creek Valley.
This second specimen is also represented by fragments of an olla (jar).

The sherds may be of the Sucotz Incised/Striated type (Gifford 1976: 186-189).

Specimen 8: This vessel is represented by one sherd (Fig. 1:8, Fig. 3). The exterior is painted
red and orange-on-cream, in a design representing a water bird. The interior is slipped to a light orange
and has red horizontal banding painted along the rim. Rim diameter is 21.3 cm. Similar specimens have
been discovered inside Actun Chapat, Chechem Ha Cave, and Pottery Hill Cave, but in the latter
instances the birds were painted on the interior base and/or on the interior walls of the vessel. The
smaller size of Specimen 8 may account for the fact that the bird was painted on the exterior.

The bowl is clearly of the Cabrito Cream-Polychrome type. This type dates to the Terminal
Classic (AD 700 - AD 900) and is associated with elite status. One common figural theme represented
on vessels of this type is the “Holmul Dancer Theme” (Reents-Budet 1994: 179-186; 1985; 1991).
Cormorants are also commonly represented. Perhaps a good analog for Specimen 8 is MS 0606 (see
Reents-Budet 1994: Fig. 5.22).

Specimen 9: This molded-carved vessel is represented by one sherd (Fig. 1:9, Fig. 4). This sherd
is a rim sherd of a molded-carved barrel-shaped vase. The rim diameter is 13.8 cm. The exterior has a
deep orange slip. The interior is unslipped and has a tan base color. The paste is light orange to tan
color. Small calcite inclusions are less than 0.5 mm in diameter. A portion of hieroglyphic text is
preserved along the lower edge of the sherd. Two full glyphs are represented as well as parts of a third.
The glyphs represent the end of the Primary Standard Sequence and the beginning of the Nominal
Section. The PSS typically introduces glyphic texts that were painted on Classic period vessels, while
the nominal section records the name of the patron or owner of a vessel. This type of ceramic vessel
dates between AD 800 and AD 900.

Almost identical specimens have been found in Footprint Cave and Chanona Cave (E. Graham
et. al 1980) as well as in Actun Tunichil Muknal (Helmke et. al 1998). These vessels are of the Belize
Valley Molded-Carved type (Helmke et al. 1998), part of the Spanish Lookout ceramic complex. These
vessels were widespread in the greater Belize Valley during the Terminal Classic (ca. AD 850 - AD
900), and other specimens have been found as far distant as Altun Ha (Pendergast 1990; Helmke n.d.).
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Figure 2: Drawing of Specimen 2.
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Figure 3: Drawing of Specimen 8.
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Figure 4: Drawing of Specimen 9.




Specimen 10: This is a miniature slipped and painted olla (jar) represented by three sherds (Fig.
1:5). Approximately half of the olla is preserved. The interior and exterior are slipped red-orange, but
the exterior has the addition of possible black painted glyphic elements. Due to a coating of calcite on
the exterior, the surface treatment cannot be clearly discerned. A portion of the calcite was removed and
the black horizontal banding which encloses the possible glyphic elements was clearly visible.

Dating of this specimen is problematic, as ollas are rarely slipped (except for Roaring Creek Red
specimens). The addition of painted elements on the exterior is a characteristic of Late Classic (AD 600
- AD 900) vases and has not yet been reported for ollas. It is possible therefore that the olla may date
to the Late Classic. Its diminutive size, slip, and the painted elements make this a unique specimen in
the collection.

Specimen 11: This sherd is a fragment of a hollow oven foot. These tripod feet are commonly
found on Late Classic (AD 600 - AD 900) vessels, such as dishes and vases. Similar specimens
frequently contain ceramic rattles in the hollow supports.

Specimen 12: This large bichrome slipped body sherd may represent a fragment of either abowl
or an olla (jar). It may be of the San Ignacio Red-on-Brown type (Gifford 1976: 156). This type dates
to the Hermitage ceramic complex, which spans the Early Classic from AD 300 to AD 600.

Specimen 13: This fragment of a hollow figurine may represent the head of a bat. Similar
figurines have been found in Late Classic (AD 600 - AD 900) burials on Jaina island in Yucatan and
at Lubaantun in southern Belize (Jaime Awe, personal communication). This figurine may represent
a fragment of an ocarina.

LITHIC (CHIPPED STONE) SPECIMENS:

Specimen 14: This tranchet-bit biface (adze) (Fig. 1:14) was probably used as a hoe for tilling
fields or for cutting wood. An analysis of the use-wear on similar specimens has suggested these
functions for such tools (Aldenderfer, Kimball, & Sievert 1989). Since this lithic was found in a cave,
it may never have been used as a functional tool, but may have been deposited during ceremonies
related to agricultural fertility. Tranchet-bit adzes are found from the Middle Preclassic (Potter 1991)
to the Early Postclassic (Hester & Shafer 1991). Lack of contextual data inhibits the assignment of a
specific date for this specimen.

Specimen 15: A tertiary-retouched chert blade (Fig. 1:15), most likely used for cutting. As with
Specimen 14, no date can be suggested for this blade. Slight “bands” are visible in the chert from which
this tool was made. This characteristic may be indicative of the source of chert from which it was
extracted.

Specimen 16: This stemmed projectile point (Fig. 1:16) has the shape of a stemmed macro blade
but is a miniature example with convex edges. It is made from a material that has characteristics of
chalcedony. The size of the lithic suggests that it was appropriate for hafting. When compared to typical
arrowheads, it is apparent that this lithic is larger than arrowheads and also has a different shape (see
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Hester & Shafer 1991; Hester, Shafer, Berry 1991: Fig. 11). It may thus have been hafted as a spear
point. It is probably Terminal Classic in date.

Specimen 17: A stemmed macro blade (Fig. 1:17). This is the largest of the four lithics in the
collection. The stem of the point is designed for hafting. The chert appears to be of local origin. It
probably dates to the Late Classic (AD 600 - AD 900), although similar examples have been found in
Late Preclassic (ca. 100 BC) contexts at Colha in northern Belize (Potter 1991).
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INTRODUCTION

On July 12th, 1998 a team from the Western Belize Regional Cave Project began preliminary
investigations of Barton Creek Cave. The explorations were initiated following a request by the
Department of Archaeology to assist them with an assessment of the state of preservation of the site.
The primary goals of the exploration were a) to produce an inventory of the cultural remains in the
cave, and b), to assess the effects of increasing tourism to the site. This report provides a brief
description of the explorations conducted by the WBRCP in 1998 and presents recommendations for
future investigations.

SETTING

Barton Creek Cave is located in the western Cayo District, a few kilometers south of the
Mennonite community of Valley of Peace. The main entrance to the cave is oriented roughly north
northeast and is approximately 30 meters in height and 20 meters wide. The stream which flows through
the cave is a tributary of Barton Creek which is approximately 150 meters from the cave entrance. The
depth of the cave stream and the relatively vertical walls along its banks provide no easy passage into
the cave. Access therefore requires the use of canoes or other floating devices. The main cave passage
has flowstone ledges along both sides as well as natural bridges which span from one side of the stream
to the other. The ceiling reaches a maximum height of 80 meters in some areas while in other areas low
hanging formations constrict the passage to less than 1 meter above the water level. These areas would
be inaccessible when the cave floods. Approximately 1.5 kilometers into the cave, breakdown prevents
passage by canoe. This area exhibits some of the most significant recent damage to the cave. In one
area it appears that stalactite formations have been broken away to allow easier passage into the cave.
In addition, canoes have been pulled up and onto the breakdown surface, gouging the rock and leaving
traces of paint.

While no formal reports have been published for Barton Creek Cave, we believe that the site

was visited in the 1970s by Peace Corps volunteers (Barbara MacLeod and Carol J. Rushin) who were
working for the DOA at that time. Today several tour operators from the Cayo district regularly take
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visitors to the cave. The apparent displacement of cultural remains for aesthetic reasons, coupled with
evidence of looting, leads us to believe that many of the artifacts in the cave are no longer in situ. It is
also likely that several artifacts may have been removed from the site, but lacking formal reports by
previous explorers it is difficult to confirm this possibility. Despite these problems, we noted three areas
of the cave with evidence of ancient Maya activity. A description of these loci is provided below.

AREA ONE

Area One is located at the entrance of the cave and is approximately 30 meters long. The area
consists of a series of small ledges and platforms high above the river on the eastern side of the main
cave passage. There are travertine pools on the ledges and platforms which are filled with bat guano.

There is evidence of extensive looting and the displacement of cultural remains in Area 1. Few
ceramic remains were noted on the surface, but there is pottery placed on several rocks. We believe
that the pottery was recently and intentionally placed on the rocks, either to protect them or to make
them more visible to tourists. Some of the travertine pools also appear to have been looted while others
appear to be undisturbed.

AREA TWO

Area Two is approximately 200 meters within the cave. It consists of two ledges, one on the
eastern and another on the western banks of the stream, that are joined by a natural flowstone bridge.
The eastern ledge contains human skeletal remains. Preliminary observation indicates that there are a
minimum of three individuals based on the three crania present. Two of the crania are positioned so
that they are visible from the river. Since this is not consistent with patterns of ancient skeletal
deposition observed in other caves, we suspect that these crania have been recently repositioned for the
benefit of tourists. Two small complete ollas and the remains of a large vessel were also observed on
this ledge. Since lack of climbing equipment prevented us from making a thorough exploration of this
ledge, most of our observations were made from the western ledge (see map).

On the western ledge there is evidence of a prehistoric hearth. This feature consists of a ring
of cobbles and associated charcoal. A number of potsherds and a metate fragment lie in close proximity
to the hearth. The assemblage of potsherds from this ledge included one polychrome sherd with a band
of possible glyphic text (see sketch). We were informed that this sherd has been removed from its
original context and hidden within the cave to prevent it from being looted.

AREA THREE

Area 3 consists of a flowstone bridge approximately 300 meters within the cave. The bridge
surface is comprised of a series of gour pools (the northern portion of the bridge consists of several
small pools, while the southern portion is one large pool). Area Three is the deepest location within

Barton Creek Cave where evidence of Maya activity has presently been found.

The bridge in Area 3 contains the remains of at least 9 individuals. This estimate is based on
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the number of crania present. Preliminary observations indicate that the skeletal assemblage consists
of three possible adult males, two possible adult females, one adult of indeterminate sex, and three
probable children. Sex determination was based upon observation of the mastoid process, the
supraorbital margins, and the shape of the orbits. Teeth were intact on some of the individuals, and
absent on others. It is presently unclear whether this tooth loss was the result of prehistoric activity or
whether it reflects recent looting activity. Confirmation of either possibility will have to await future
analysis of these human remains.

The skeletal remains in Area 3 are mostly in secondary (or disturbed) context. The crania have
been repositioned in three clusters. One cluster, located on the southern edge of a rim stone dam,
contains two crania, several long bones, two innominate bones, and other fragments. This cluster
consists of at least one male and one female. This sex identification is based on the presence of one
male and one female cranium and one male and one female innominate.

The second cluster includes the remains of three individuals tentatively identified as children.
Only the viscera crania remain and are displayed on the flowstone in the middle of the bridge. Other
crania were found within this cluster as well as several long bones.

The third cluster consists of four crania located in a small crevice in the northern section of the
bridge. Two of these crania were determined to be male, one female, and one indeterminate. The
cranium of indeterminate sex lacked facial bone and mastoid processes. Other bones were present in
nearby pools.

Apart from the human remains, the ledge is almost devoid of cultural material with the
exception of a few olla sherds located in a crevice in the east wall. Despite the absence of looters' pits,
it is evident that extensive looting and relocation of cultural material has occurred. Primary context of
the skeletal material could not be determined during this preliminary investigation.

CONCLUSION

Due to time and logistical constraints our investigation of Barton Creek Cave did not continue
beyond the breakdown south of Area 3. While it appears that the majority of the cultural material
within Barton Creek Cave has been removed from primary context, valuable information may still be
gained from a scientific study of this site. Indeed, further investigation is not only warranted but
strongly recommended.
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PRELIMINARY REPORT ON THE EXCAVATIONS
AT STRUCTURE 102, BAKING POT, BELIZE

Jennifer Piehl
Tulane University

INTRODUCTION

The 1998 field season at Baking Pot included the excavation of Structure 102, a residential
structure in the southern periphery of the site (Figure 1). The excavation of this structure was
undertaken as part of the author’s dissertation research on residential structures at Baking Pot. Briefly,
the goal of this research is to combine archaeological and osteological data to characterize the
interaction between different groups within the Baking Pot community. Housemounds of varying size
and location with respect to the monumental architecture are being excavated in an attempt to recover
data from occupants representing a range of socio-economic status within the community. Structure
102 was chosen because of its moderate size in relation to other housemounds at the site, its location
some distance from the monumental core, and the fact that it appeared to be an individual mound rather
than part of a more formal residential complex. These conditions are in contrast to Structure 193, a

large residential structure atop a platform mound just outside Plaza II of Group I, excavated during the
1997 field season.

Structure 102 is located in an area with a dense concentration of individual housemounds and
occasional plazuela groups spread across the floodplain south of the Belize River. Settlement at Baking
Pot is characterized by greater density nearer the Belize River, rather than concentric zones of
decreasing population density emanating from the core (Conlon 1997:5). The structure lies
approximately 530m southeast of Group II and 560m south of the river. It is located between the two
plazuela groups of Gallo, approximately 175m to the north and Atalaya, 120m to the south. The area
is currently being used by the Belize government’s Central Farm as pasture, and so has undergone
clearing and moderate plowing activity. Structure 102 is a solitary mound, 5.5m east-west and 12.5m
north-south, facing west (Figure 2). Five architectural phases were excavated, the most recent of which
had been disturbed and partially obliterated by plowing and flooding activity. Architectural and
artifactual evidence recovered during excavation confirm that the primary use of all phases of this
structure was residential. This report will describe each architectural phase, and present a preliminary
description of associated artifacts and human remains.

ARCHITECTURE
Five phases of Structure 102 were excavated or tested during the 1998 field season.
Construction style was a mixture of well-faced limestone blocks, roughly-faced limestone blocks and

river cobble, often all appearing within the same construction phase. Each phase of the structure also
included plastered floor surfaces, some very badly deteriorated. Construction of these also varied; most
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Figure 1: Location of Structure 102 at Baking Pot.
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of the floors had a limestone ballast underpinning, but in some areas the plaster lay directly atop
construction fill. Overall, the construction style suggests that the residents may have had uneven or
partial access to limestone building resources, or chose to utilize the more immediately available river
cobble. Each architectural phase will be described below.

Phase A

The terminal phase of construction at Structure 102 (Figure 3) was in poor condition, due in part
to plowing activity, and frequent flooding by the Belize River. Surviving walls were discovered as
single courses of sunbleached limestone blocks maintaining similar alignments and elevations.
Portions of a northern, eastern, and western wall were uncovered. Construction debris, including
sunbleached limestone blocks, accompanied by a dense deposit of household refuse, lay to the west of
the western wall fragment. This debris may mark the western extent of the Phase A platform. A poorly
preserved plaster floor with cobble ballast underpinning was associated with these walls. The floor,
designated Floor 1, survived in patches of weathered and fragmentary plaster or, more frequently, a
layer of river cobble ballast only. The topography of the mound and the pattern of preserved floor
indicate that water flow was most likely the primary contributor to the deterioration of Floor 1.

Phase B

Phase B (Figure 4) consisted primarily of walls 3 and 4, which formed the northwestern and
northeastern corners of an outset that would have abutted the center of the eastern wall of this structure.
These walls were originally constructed during the previous Phase C, but a plaster floor and a distinct
change in construction style in these two walls mark Phase B as a distinct construction episode. Phase
B construction utilized less well-faced, smaller limestone blocks on walls 3 and 4 than Phase C
materials at the bottom of these walls. A small wall fragment consisting of two courses of stones, faced
to the south, formed the southwestern corner of the outset. This wall was constructed only in Phase B,
rather than being built on an existing Phase C wall as Walls 3 and 4 were. An additional alignment of
3 limestone blocks, wall 5, formed a fragment of the eastern wall and southeastern corner of the Phase
B structure. These stones rested on traces of Floor 2 plaster, which was badly deteriorated in this area
of the mound. Displacement due to the slope of the mound and plowing has caused the extreme
slumping of the terminal phase floor ballast at this southeastern corner, and as a result the wall 5 stones,
though clearly below the terminal floor and resting on the penultimate floor, were at one time exposed
on the surface, and are sunbleached. Floor 2 forms the base of Phase B, and was so poorly preserved
that it was not detected in most areas of the mound. Therefore, distinct dimensions of the Phase B
platform cannot be given. Floor 2 was best preserved in the area between Walls 4 and 5, but traces were
also detected in the southwestern quadrant of the mound . The plaster of Floor 2, where best preserved
abutting the north face of Wall 4, was 7-8cm thick, overlying a 6cm-thick, densely packed layer of river
cobble ballast. A large quantity of Pachyichilus indiorum shells was incorporated into the plaster of
this floor.

Phase C

Architectural remains of Phase C (Figure 5) were slightly more extensive than those of Phase
B. The basal 1 — 3 courses of Walls 3 and 4 (dependent upon height of stone) form the same outset
corner as in Phase B. A small test excavation below Floor 3 confirmed that Walls 3 and 4 were first
constructed in Phase C. Additionally, a 1.56m long fragment of the northern wall, constructed of river
cobble, was preserved. The combination of cut limestone blocks at the eastern side of the structure and
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Figure 3: Plan of Phase A architectural remains.



Figure 4: Plan of Phase B architectural remains.
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Figure 5: Plan of Phase C architectural remains.



river cobbles near the western side suggests that more attention was paid to the front of the residence
and the appearance of the outset abutting the eastern wall than to the sides of the residence toward the
rear. Limited access to limestone may have been one cause for this pattern of construction material use.

Alignments of river cobbles and unfaced or roughly faced small limestone blocks were
uncovered lying atop Floor 3, the Phase C floor. North-south and east-west alignments abutted each
other in a pattern that was obviously intentional, though its function remains undetermined. The
position of these alignments in relation to Floor 3 rules out the possibility that these could be retaining
walls for a platform. It is possible that the stones may be associated with a perishable superstructure,
whether they are parts of a foundation or retaining stones for poles. Further research of comparative
material is necessary before any further determinations can be made.

Floor 3 was in a better state of preservation than Floors 1 or 2. It extends to the north and south
of Wall 8, and abuts the western face of wall 3. The Floor was 8cm thick, and also included a large
number of Pachychilus indiorum shells in its construction.

Phases D and E

Earlier phases of Structure 102 were explored through the excavation of a 1 x 2.5m unit placed
on the Floor 3 surface where it would not interfere with Phase C architectural features (Figure 2 ). Phase
D is represented by three fragments of cobble ballast directly below the level of Floor 3 (Figure 6). The
first was uncovered below Floor 3 just west of and at a level below Wall 3. This floor terminates with
two retaining stones, faced to the south, which appear to be a fragment of an earlier platform.
Exploration to the west of these stones revealed no further evidence of this platform wall. The other two
fragments, cobble ballast forming the western edge of the same platform, extend west and north of the
preserved extent of Floor 3 in the northwestern corner of the structure. Roughly faced limestone blocks
retain this ballast on the western side. The Phase D plaster rests atop limestone ballast and 15cm of
alluvial fill soil. Ceramic, lithic, and faunal artifacts were present in small quantities in this phase,
including a Balanza Black: Balanza Variety (Gifford 1976) vessel foot that suggests an Early Classic
date for Phase D.

Evidence of Phase E consisted only of a 25cm x 15¢m patch of plaster in the center of the unit.
Soil below this plaster had a higher clay content than typical construction fill soil at Baking Pot and in
other phases of Structure 102, which indicates that Phase E was probably constructed with a low or no
platform above the alluvial plain. A few artifacts persist in Phase E levels, but have probably been
washed in by flooding rather that included in construction fill. This phase terminates with the
appearance of river sand.

CERAMICS
Ceramic material associated with Structure 102 was found in humus, construction fill, and in
artifact clusters that appear to be middens, termination and dedication deposits. Preliminary analysis

of the ceramic material indicates that Phases A, B, and C date to the Late-Terminal Classic (Gifford
1976:225-310). The majority of ceramic remains were of household storage, cooking and serving
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vessels, including types such as Cayo and Alexander’s Unslipped and Belize Red (Gifford 1976). A
fragment of a Pedregal censor was part of an assemblage below Floor 2.

MISCELLANEOUS CERAMIC ARTIFACTS

Four biconically drilled potsherds were recovered from deposits associated with Structure 102.

Two of these were recovered from mixed humus and construction fill context just above the terminal

floor. This mixed context was created by disarticulation and slumping of the floor. One red-slipped

drilled sherd (SF103-50), was found on top of the mound. The sherd consists of approximately one-

third of a circle, and is drilled off-center. Another drilled sherd (SF43-18) associated with Phase A was
found in mixed humus and construction fill context just north of wall 2.

Two biconically drilled potsherds, one associated with Phase B and one associated with Phase
C, belong to that class of artifacts described as possible spindle whorls (Gillis 1982:233), pendants
(Gifford 1965), or gaming pieces (Drucker 1943:87). Both were found in construction fill, that of Phase
B (SF172-61) below Floor 2, and that of Phase C (SF182-78) in a small test unit below Floor 3 at the
junction of Walls 3 and 4.

LITHICS

Excavations at Structure 102 recovered flaked chert, obsidian, and groundstone artifacts. The
majority of the lithic material from all phases of construction is formed from readily accessible river
cobbles, in a wide range of colors and qualities. Preliminary analysis of the lithic material has not yet
been completed, but it is clear from the presence of primary, secondary, and tertiary flakes, shatter, and
cores that tool manufacture was taking place at the household level. Opportunistically produced flakes
greatly outnumber formal tools fashioned on chert flakes, a pattern in accordance with the proximity of
the river and household level production at Baking Pot.

Utilitarian chert bifaces were found in humus, fill, and special deposit contexts in Phases A, B,
and C. Twenty (20) bifaces were found, two of which are complete. The size of the bifaces, likely used
for agricultural purposes, is consistent with those from Barton Ramie (Willey et al. 1965:423). 8 bifaces
were found in humus, and 5 in construction fill of Phase A. One biface was included as a ballast stone
in Floor 1, and 1 in Floor 2. 4 bifaces were included as special deposits associated with Phase B, and
1 was found in a possible Phase C midden.

Obsidian Artifacts

Most of the obsidian artifacts found in the refuse and fill of Structure 102 are prismatic blade
fragments. A 123 blade fragments were found, as well as 6 secondary flakes, 1 chunk, and 1 core
fragment. All of the obsidian ranged in color from medium gray to black. Table 1 shows that the
majority of obsidian artifacts were recovered from collapse debris and construction fill contexts
associated with Phase A. This may indicate increased access to obsidian by the residents of Structure
102 in the terminal phase of occupation. The quantity of obsidian artifacts at Structure 102 is similar
to that recovered from Structure 193, confirming that access to obsidian prismatic blades was not
restricted to individuals of high socioeconomic status. The difference in the two assemblages is the
presence of 2 biface fragments at Structure 193, which may be due to a more restricted access for these
items and/or a temporal difference.
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Table 1: Frequency of Obsidian Artifacts by Temporal Phase

Blade Flake Chunk Core
Fragment Fragment
Phase A 94 4 1 1
Phase B 32 1
Phase C 1
Backdirt 2
GROUNDSTONE ARTIFACTS

Most of the groundstone artifacts recovered from Structure 102 are granite mano and metate
fragments. 11 mano fragments and 10 metate fragments were found, the manos occurring in phases A
and B and the metates in Phases A through D. Most of these artifacts were found in humus and
construction fill context. Three mano fragments were found lying on the terminal floor, amid collapse
debris and refuse. One mano fragment (SF62-26) and a complete limestone spindle whorl (SF65-26)
formed part of an artifact cluster on Floor 3 in the central area of the structure, and a metate fragment
(SF194-80) was included in an artifact cluster on the southern portion of Floor 3. The only groundstone
artifact (SF198-84) associated with Phase C is a metate recovered from a large artifact cluster that may
be a midden associated with Floor 3, to be discussed below.

Additional groundstone artifacts include a large groundstone pestle (SF86-86), and a fragment
of an ovoid barkbeater (SF107-36), both located in Phase A construction fill. The barkbeater is similar
to the form reported at Barton Ramie (Willey et al. 1965: 471). A miniature celt (SF171-15) fashioned
from green river stone was found amid occupational debris in the western portion of the Phase A
platform. Wear is apparent on the blade, but there is no other wear or evidence of hafting. A miniature
celt of very similar dimensions was found at Barton Ramie (Willey et al. 1965:472), and belongs to the
Spanish Lookout phase at that site. This date is consistent with the context of the celt from Structure
102.

Two fragments of greenstone ornaments (SF95-36, SF128-58) were recovered from Structure
102 excavations. The first was located in construction fill of Phase A near the northwestern extent of
the platform, and the second lay in Phase B construction fill near the center of the platform. The
location of these fragments in construction fill makes it impossible to determine whether they were
possessions of the Structure 102 occupants or not. A polished limestone bead (SF117-15)with an
incised monkey face was discovered on Floor 3 in the western portion of the platform amid other
household refuse. This location makes it very likely that the bead belonged to the residents of Structure
102.

FAUNAL AND SHELL REMAINS

Shell remains discovered during the excavation of Structure 102 were of predominantly edible
freshwater species easily obtainable in the immediate region. Pachychilus indiorum and Pomacea
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flagellata arata are the most numerous remains in all phases (Table 2). The proximity of the Belize
River and a bajo to the south of Structure 102 likely allowed for harvest of abundant amounts of these
two species throughout the Classic period. In addition to evidence of the use of the Pachichilus species
as food at Structure 102, the plaster of floors 2, 3, and 4 incorporated large numbers of these shells. The
large number of Pomacea flagellata arata shells in Phase B is in part due to special deposit Lot 67, a
cache of potsherds and over 100 Pomacea shells north of Burial 1 in Phase B. This deposit will be
discussed in detail below.

Table 2: Frequency of Unworked Shell at Structure 102

Pachychilus  Pachychilus Pomacea Nephronaias Strom- Oliva
indiorum glaphyrus  Flagellata ortmanni bus
Arata

Phase A 847 7 51 29 15 5
Phase B 1727 38 267+ 680pcs. 37 11 23
Phase C 44 1 18 1 1
Phase D 54 1
Phase E 11 1 2

Several worked shell artifacts were also found at Structure 102. Most of these were associated
with Phase A construction, including a near-complete shell pendant (SF177-15), rounded at the top and
squared at the bottom, a four-petaled flower bead (SF68-25) fashioned from Strombus, a perforated
shell disc (SF136-66), and a shell disc (SF85-31), possibly a blank for a pendant, all found in
construction fill below Floor 1. A drilled shell pendant (SF207-60) was found in construction fill below
floor 2. Further analysis must be completed before the species from which these artifacts were made
can be determined. The presence of these artifacts, as well as unworked Strombus and Oliva, in
construction fill, precludes any examination of the relationship of imported marine shell to
socioeconomic status at Structure 102, since no primary provenience for the fill soil is known. The
presence of such Strombus waste fragments in varied contexts at Baking Pot in general suggests that
residents of the site had access to the material for ornament production (Piehl 1998:20).

Faunal remains at Structure 102 represent a wide range of typical food species in the Belize
Valley. These include small, medium, and large mammals, birds, and turtles. Faunal material was
found in construction fill context in association with Phases A, B, and D. Three Phase B special
deposits (Lots 26, 67, and 80) include mammal and bird bone. Preliminary analysis of the faunal
material has not yet been completed.

SPECIAL DEPOSITS
The category of special deposits include features such as middens, possible caches, burials, and

other isolated arrangements of artifacts. Most of the special deposits at Structure 102 were associated
with Phase B, a factor associated with poor preservation of Phase A and limited excavations in Phases
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C-E. The majority of special deposits of all phases were composed primarily of potsherds laid directly
on or immediately beneath floors, a pattern also observed at Structure 193 (Piehl 1998:20).

Phase A

The two special deposits of Phase A were linear assemblages of potsherds distributed in the
vicinity of Wall 6, below the terminal floor. These may be interpreted as dedicatory deposits associated
with the construction of Phase A. The interpretation of these assemblages as deposition of garbage
among construction fill is possible, but I believe it unlikely due to the absence of artifacts other than
potsherds and the conformity of the deposits to the alignment of Wall 6.

Lot 27: This cluster of potsherds was distributed linearly east-west, immediately north of wall 6. It
rested just below the ballast layer of Floor 1, and extends 1.7m east-west. Sherds are predominantly of
the Spanish Lookout phase.

Lot 41: Lot 41 was distributed in the same general pattern as Lot 27, but just above Floor 2. It was a
linear assemblage north of Wall 6, consisting of potsherds from a variety of Late Classic storage and
serving vessels.

Phase B

Four of the special deposits associated with Phase B were placed directly below the ballast of
Floor 2. These deposits, taken together with the large quantity of shell in the plaster of Floor 2,may
suggest a dedicatory caching practice was implemented during the construction of Phase B. Further
comparison of these deposits with assemblages such as Lot 26, a possible midden associated with this
phase, may aid in the determination of function of the deposits.

Lot 26: This artifact cluster lay to the west and south of Wall 8, in construction fill just below the
elevation of Floor 2. The cluster consists mostly of potsherds, and is 55cm at its widest diameter.
Flaked cores, a chert biface fragment, and a ceramic spindle whorl were also included. Ceramics
include Belize Red: Belize Variety , Dolphinhead Red: Dolphinhead Variety (Gifford 1976), and
unslipped storage vessels. Floor 2 was not preserved in this area, but the 26cm-deep deposit begins just
below the elevation of Floor 2 as extrapolated from other areas. This location and the artifact
assemblage suggest that this deposit may be a midden at the edge of the Phase B platform.

Lots 28 and 29: Two distinct small deposits of potsherds were found lying on Floor 3 ballast, just west
of the extent of preserved plaster on this floor. Lot 28 consists of portions of only two vessels. The
position of the sherds suggests that these may be termination deposits, placed upon Floor 3 just before
the Phase B construction fill was deposited.

Lot 37: This deposit of ashware dish and plate sherds lay just below the level of floor 2 in the
approximate center of the Phase B platform. Nephronaias ortmanni, Oliva, and unidentified marine
shell accompanied the potsherds. This deposit is possibly a dedication of Phase B, intetred just before
Floor 2 was completed.

Lot 67: This deposit of potsherds, flaked chert lithics, and over 100 Pomacea flagellata arata shells was
located under Floor 2, north of Burial 1 and the easternmost extent of Wall 6. Included in the ceramics
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are fragments of a Pedregal censor, Platon Punctated-Incised: Platon Variety sherds, and a fragment of
an ashware polychrome plate. This assemblage and Burial 1, both located immediately below Floor 2,
may have been deposited contemporaneously. The nature of the assemblage is not, however, typical of
a mortuary deposit, and does not seem to be directly related to the burial.

Lots 68 and 69: These two deposits were assemblages of potsherds below Floor 2 in the approximate
center of the platform. Several varieties of unslipped serving and storage vessels, as well as ashware,
are represented. Both assemblages were south of wall 8 and at the same approximate elevation as its
upper surviving course.

Phase C

The largest special deposit associated with Phase C is a possible midden lying to the northwest
ofthe small stone alignments upon Floor 3. The positioning of the refuse may indicate that this area was
exterior space on the Phase C platform, lending a clue to the function of the small alignments. Lot 80,
located below Floor 3, conforms to the pattern of deposition of potsherd assemblages directly below
floors at Structure 102.

Lot 57: Thisis a 14cm-deep deposit of densely layered potsherds in an area with a maximum diameter
of 1.15m, lying on Floor 3 northwest of the small stone alignments. 26 pieces of flaked chert, a
complete biface (SF124-57), 44 Pachychilus indiorum, 1 Pachichilus glaphyrus, 1Nephronaias
ortmanni, and 7 Pomacea flagellata arata were interspersed with the potsherds. The depth of the
deposit and the mixture of artifacts within it suggest that this is household refuse, though the uncertainty
regarding the function of the small stone alignments makes it difficult to determine whether or not this
deposit is on the platform outside the superstructure of Phase C.

Lot 80: The potsherds, lithics, and faunal material composing this lot rested around the level of Floor
3, which was not preserved in the area of this deposit, in the southeastern corner of the Phase C
platform. The assemblage was 60cm north-south and 104cm east-west, and began 7 cm above the level
of the floor and ends 12-13cm below it. Taking into consideration the general slumping and
displacement in this area,

the assemblage may be considered to lie just below the surface of Floor 3. The inclusion of a Balanza
Black: Balanza Variety (Gifford 1976) slab foot supports the assignment of this deposit to Phase C.

Human Remains

Burial 1: Burial 1 (Figure 7) was the interment of an adult male in construction fill below Floor 2 in
the southeastern corner of the platform. The feet of the individual were directly east of but one
construction phase below the eastern extent of Wall 6. Floor 2 was not detectable directly above the
individual, but was preserved 50cm to the east. The individual was buried in an extended supine
position, with the head to the south and face to the west. The right ankle and foot were crossed over the
left. The bones were moderately well preserved, with approximately 40% of epiphyses present, though
not necessarily articulated. Analysis of the sciatic notches, mastoid processes, and robusticity of the
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Figure 6: Plan of Phase D architectural remains.
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Figure 7: Plan of the human skeletal remains of Burial 1. Original drawing by Christophe Helmke.



mandible, cranium, and long bones shows that the individual is male. Preliminary analysis of dental
wear suggests an age of 30-45 years. No grave goods were present. Lot 67 was found at the same
elevation and north of the individual, but was not in close enough proximity to conclusively link it to
the burial.

Lot 83: This deposit rested immediately below Floor 3 and atop Floor 4 in the southwestern portion
of the Floor 4 platform, associating it with Phase C construction. The ceramic material consists of
fragments of two large plates, one red-slipped ashware and one large unslipped vessel. The plates seem
to have been deposited whole or nearly so, and smashed in situ. The remains of an infant were placed
on top of the unslipped plate. Fragments of the cranium, pelvis, ribs, long bones, and teeth were
recovered, though all of the human material is in poor condition. Leaching action, presumably due to
annual flooding, has coated those bones that survived with a layer of plaster from decomposing portions
of Floor 3. Consequently, little preliminary analysis has been done on the bones before they are
thoroughly cleaned. This assemblage of infant remains and large vessels is very similar to a cache
located at the base of the stela in front of Structure E, Group I (Piehl 1997: 10-11). The stela cache
included the remains of three infants among two large unslipped plates. The presence of a similar
assemblage at Structure 102 challenges the suggestion that the stela cache was a dedicatory feature
specific to monumental architecture. Further analysis of the skeletal material and comparative data will
aid in determining whether these features are dedicatory deposits or infant burials.

CONCLUSION

While this report precedes most major analysis of cultural material from Structure 102, several
points are clear at this time. Structure 102 functioned as an isolated residence in all phases, consisting
of a plastered platform upon which a superstructure would be built. Its residents had access to a wide
variety of raw materials and commodities, including granite, limestone, chert, obsidian, and ceramics,
but did not possess as many nonutilitarian items as those living in Structure 193, a larger residence near
Group I (Piehl 1998). The study of residences such as Structure 102 in the Belize Valley may elucidate
the nature of community interaction and the role of lineages in settlement patterns in this area of the
Maya lowlands.
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