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ABSTRACT

The objectives of this research were to determine the temporal limits of Formative
occupation at Cahal Pech, and to ascertain the socio-political complexity of the site during
the Preclassic period. Data retrieved by the investigations were subsequently employed for
determining the inter-regional cultural affiliation of the site and for assessing the

chronological development of complex society in the upper Belize River valley.

The investigations established that Cahal Pech was initially settled ca. 1000 B.C. The
early Middle Formative, Cunil phase (1000-850 B.C.), settlers subsisted on a mixed economy
based on farming and the exploitation of local plant and animal resources. They produced
pottery, stone tools, and ceramic figurines, and acquired exotic goods from the Guatemalan
highlands, and the Caribbean coast. Although the social organization of this early settlement

was relatively simple, a system for social ranking appears to have been in operation prior to

850 B.C.

During the subsequent Kanluk phase (850-350 B.C.) there were major changes in the
Cahal Pech community. The construction of special function structures, d fferences in burial
practices, population increase, and differential distribution of figurines and exotic goods
indicate that by the end of the late Middle Formative period (650-350 B C.) this precocious

community had achieved a relatively high level of social complexity.

By the Late Formative Xakal phase (350 B.C.-A.D. 250) Cahal Pech had become one of

the major regional centers in the Belize Valley. Large monumental architecture, the
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introduction of polychrome pottery, and a more extensive and complex system of exchange
suggest that Cahal Pech was comparable to other Late Formative centers in the eastern Maya

Lowlands.

In addition to enhancing the culture-history of the Belize Valley, the Cahal Pech data
further indicate that there was a long history of cultural affiliation between Belize Valley
settlements and sites in northern Belize. Evidence which suggest that the development of
complex society in the Maya Lowlands had its origins in the Middle Formative period are

also presented.
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CHAPTER 1

THE FORMATIVE PERIOD IN THE CENTRAL MAYA LOWLANDS:

PROBLEMS AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE

Although archaeologist have learned a great deal about the period from 300
B.C. to A.D. 300, the years from the first Maya settlement of the lowlands to
300 B.C. remain opaque in comparison (Sabloff 1990:113).

1.1 Introduction

Even after half a century of intensive archaeological research the Formative period (2000
B.C.-A.D. 250) of Maya prehistory continues to be one of the most enigmatic and often
controversial eras in the study of ancient Maya culture (Willey 1981; Hammond 1986a; Awe
et al. 1990). This condition persists for three major reasons: 1) previous research biases, 2)
prehistoric Maya architectural techniques, and 3) the present concerns of cultural resource

management.

In the first instance, the paucity of Formative period data strongly reflects the research
biases of most early projects in the Maya subarea of Mesoamerica (Fig. 1). Prior to the
1960s most studies were particularly concerned with investigating and elucidating the
magnificent cultural achievements of Classic Maya civilization. This bias led Mayanists to
focus on the monumental architecture of large centers, on iconography, and on the material
wealth and lifestyle of Classic period (A.D. 250-900) elite. Consequently, the somewhat less
glamorous pioneering efforts of the early Lowland Maya and the cultural processes associated

with their seminal development in the Formative period were generally ignored. Eric
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Thompson’s (1931, 1939) studies of settlements and small centers in the Southern Cayo
District and at San Jose, plus Willey’s 1950s settlement survey in the Belize Valley (see
Willey et al. 1965) differed from these early and primarily descriptive approaches, but these

investigations were, for the most part, exceptions to the rule.

Following the advent of the "problem oriented" period and a simultaneous decrease in the
funding of large scale archaeological projects in the 1970s, the last two decades in the history
of Maya archaeology have witnessed a marked change in the research interests of Mayanists.
Unlike their predecessors, archaeologists in the 1970s and 1980s were encouraged to
investigate more specific topics, particularly those with a strong focus on causality and
cultural processes. But, while these changes have substantially increased our overall
knowledge of ancient Maya society, and concomitantly have added considerably to the
diachronic data base of Maya prehistory, they have generally ignored questions regarding the
early developmental stages of Lowland Maya culture (Willey 1977b; Hammond 1986a; Awe

et al. 1990).

Access to, and knowledge of, Formative period occupation has also been constrained due
to prehistoric Maya architectural techniques. Because most Maya masonry structures were
successively modified and/or completely covered (several times) by subsequent architectural
activity, previous construction phases, particularly the earliest levels of occupation, are
generally buried under tons of later monumental architecture (cf. von Falkenhausen 1985).
The problems caused by this situation are best described by Culbert (1977:28) who, in his
analysis of Formative remains from the Peten, emphasized that:

..summarizing Preclassic data for Tikal is a far less satisfying task than
dealing with late levels of occupation, for most early remains, even after



16

fourtcen years of excavation, still lie hidden and unsampled under massive
levels of later construction.

In a more recent article Hester et al. (1983:13) added that:

An intensive examination of Middle Preclassic culture has rarely been achieved
for several reasons. Primary among these is the unfortunate fact that Preclassic
remains, in general, tend to be buried and obscured by later Classic Period
construction at most sites, and therefore these deposits cannot be easily
located. For the same reasons, Middle Preclassic deposits are often deeply
buried, and sampling is a logistically difficult and very expensive task, limiting
sampling size.

In cases where there have not been considerable architectural modifications overlying
Formative occupation levels, access to the latter may also be constrained by the development
goals of the cultural resource management of Central American countries. Since these goals
are generally tourism oriented there is often an understandable bias towards the preservation,
and minimal destruction, of the larger, more complex, but more recent phases of Maya
architecture. Archaeological investigations are therefore limited by these constraints and quite

often archaeologists are unable to excavate the Formative occupation levels at most Maya

centers.

Fortunately, in the last few years, several sites in Belize (i.e. Cuello, Lamanai, Cerros and
Colha) and in the Peten (i.e. Yaxha-Sacnab, Nacbe and El Mirador) have provided unique
instances where Preclassic architecture and occupation levels have been accessible to
investigation. The partial excavation of these sites has provided some information on the
Formative stages of Maya development, but as the discussion that follows indicates, this new
knowledge is hampered by several controversies and there still remain more questions than

answers.
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1.2 Culture-Historical Discussion of Formative Period

Occupation in the Central Maya Lowlands.

In the brief synthesis that follows it will be evident that most interpretations of the earlier
segments of the Formative period are primarily derived from ceramic data. As Andrews
(1990:3-4) recently acknowledged:

The broken and discarded ceramics of a human society create a poor window
through which to glimpse its history or to fathom the reasons for its change.
They are, however, a large part of what we have...

Consequently, most reconstructions of the seminal period of Maya prehistory, including this

one, "are based almost entirely upon them" (Andrews 1990:4).

It should also be noted that the area of particular interest to this study is that which is
defined as the Central Zone by Adams and Culbert (1977, Figure 1). However, since the
Pasion Zone sites of Altar de Sacrificios and Seibal play an integral role in any discussion,
or reconstruction, of Formative development in the Maya subarea I have decided to include

both zones in this study of the central Lowlands (Fig. 2).
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The Early Formative Period (2000-1000 B.C.)

In his summary of the 1974 Santa Fe conference on the Origins of Maya Civilization,
Willey remarked that:

There is, as yet, no clearly defined cultural horizon for the Maya Lowlands
prior to or during the Early Preclassic Period...(Willey 1977b:384-385).

In the mid 1970s Willey’s statement accurately reflected the nature of the data then
available for the region. Prior to this date indications of Archaic and Early Formative
occupation in the Central Lowlands, and the Maya subarea in general, had been rare and
largely questionable. These claims included Brainerd’s (1951, 1958) Early Preclassic
assignation for ceramics from the Mani Cenote in Yucatan; Puleston’s (1974, 1975) aceramic
dating of lithic tools from Richmond Hill in northern Belize; plus Cowgill and Hutchinson’s
(1966) and Brooks’ et al. (1973) suggestion of environmental disturbance and the
domestication of Zea mays between 3000 to 2000 B.C. (based on sediments and pollen cores

taken from Lakes Petenxil and Quexil) in the central Peten region.

By the mid-1970s, ceramicists working in the Yucatan had dispelled Brainerd’s temporal
assignment of the Mani ceramics (Ball 1977), and Puleston’s claim for an aceramic date for
Richmond Hill was, at best, considered tenuous (Hammond 1974). Conversely, the pollen
data from the Peten lakes had not been refuted, but as Willey (1977b) pointed out, data
regarding the cultural context in which these environmental changes had occurred was still

lacking.

In the decade following the Santa Fe conference a number of projects recovered data
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which, for the first time, produced evidence supporting the tentative establishment of an Early
Formative and Archaic period in the area’s chronological sequence. Primary among these
discoveries were the location of several Paleo-indian or Archaic sites and artefacts in
Highland Guatemala (Gruhn and Bryan 1977; Bray 1978; Brown 1980), the discovery of a
fluted projectile point at Ladyville in Belize (Hester et al. 1981), and the recovery of an
interesting assemblage of stone tools associated with extinct fauna at Loltun Cave in the
Yucatan (Velasquez V. 1980; Alvarez 1982). Along the coastal plains of Belize, MacNeish
and others (MacNeish et al. 1980; MacNeish 1982; Zeitlin 1984) also located several sites
with an artefactual assemblage which was subsequently seriated into a six phase sequence that
spanned the entire Archaic period (9000-2000 B.C.). Since a large part of MacNeish’s data
were not isolated stratigraphically, the validity of his Archaic sequence was, and still is,
treated with some scepticism (Hammond 1986a:401). The more accurately dated sites, and
the discovery of several fluted points, nonetheless provided convincing evidence that the

Maya Lowlands were occupied prior to 2000 B.C.

In the latter half of the 1970s, new discoveries in northern Belize also challenged Willey’s
(1977b) statement regarding the absence of Early Formative occupation in the Central Maya
Lowlands. Between 1974 and 1980, Hammond (1974, 1977a, 1977b; Hammond et al. 1976,
1979) uncovered several levels of occupation at the small site of Cuello which, he suggested,

spanned the entire Formative period. More important, it was argued that:

A series of stratified and internally consistent radiocarbon dates from structural
deposits at the base of a Late Formative ceremonial platform (Platform 34)
suggested that the earliest ceramic complex, called Swasey, dated to the Early
Formative period, a span previously unidentified in the Maya Lowlands
(Hammond 1975, 1977b, 1984; Pring 1975, 1977a; Hammond et al. 1979;
Pring and Hammond 1982). These dates placed the beginning of the Swasey
phase before 2000 B.C., possibly not long after 2500 B.C., about a thousand
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pottery, always just above limestone bedrock of the site, reinforces the primacy
of the Mai complex as the earliest at Pacbitun.

This initial phase is dated by close typological comparisons with the Jenny
Creek complex of Barton Ramie and by a pair of radiocarbon dates: 800 B.C.+
100 and 770 B.C. + 170. These samples were recovered from two separate
spots in similar deposits, and are consistent with intersite ceramic comparisons
and with one another. Habitation at Pacbitun, therefore, may have begun as
early as 900 B.C.

Unfortunately, like most other sites in the Central Lowlands, the Mai complex at Pacbitun is
represented by little more than ceramic remains. As a result, the cultural morphology of the

early Middle Formative inhabitants of the Belize Valley region continues to be fairly obscure.

Northern Belize

In comparison with other regions of the Maya Lowlands, northern Belize has produced
the largest number of sites with early Middle Formative occupation. This situation, however,
probably reflects the recent concentration of archaeological research here rather than an actual
pre-eminent concentration of early Middle Formative settlements. It should also be noted that
although a large part of the Formative data in northern Belize derives from investigations at
Cuello and Colha, other sites such as Nohmul, Kichpanha, El Pozito, San Estevan and Santa
Rita have all contributed to our knowledge of the early prehistory of this area (Hammond

1974, 1986a; 1986b; Pring 1977a; Kosakowsky 1987; Reese and Valdez 1987; Valdez 1987).

Following Andrews’ (1990) reassessment of the Cuello occupation dates, it is now
understood that the Swasey and Bladen complexes reflect the early Middle Formative, rather
than the Early Formative, period at that site. According to Hammond and Gerhardt (1990)

the early Middle Formative inhabitants at Cuello lived in apsidal-shaped houses constructed
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of poles, lime-plaster and thatch, perched on low limestone platforms. They practised maize
agriculture, and buried their dead with simple grave goods beneath the floors of their houses.
The presence of obsidian from highland Guatemala, plus fragments of manos and metates
made from granitic rock originating in the Maya Mountains, suggest that the early Cuello
inhabitants were involved with inter-regional exchange and trade (Hammond 1986a). These
first Cuello villagers also produced the aforementioned Swasey and Bladen ceramics which
are characterised by glossy red and orange slipped pottery with simple forms (Pring 1977a,

1977b; Kosakowsky 1983, 1987).

At Colha, the artefactual assemblage of the early Middle Formative Period displays a
similar degree of cultural complexity with that of Cuello (Hester et al. 1983; Valdez 1987).
Valdez (1987:255) states that, "The earliest settlement is represented by low simple house
platforms, a wide range of ceramic material, and a series of formal lithic tools." Unlike
Cuello, the early Middle Formative ceramics from Colha (Valdez and Adams 1982), and more
recently from Kichpanha (Reese and Valdez 1987), are grouped under the Bolay ceramic
complex. This pottery shares many modal and stylistic attributes with Swasey/Bladen at
Cuello, which is understandable considering the proximity of the two sites. Conversely, the
Swasey/Bladen and Bolay ceramics appear to share little more than modal similarities with
pottery from other Lowland regions. According to Andrews (1990:17), "The northern Belize
tradition of glossy reds and blacks and of pale, thin orange-buffs is sufficiently different from
the Xe and Real complex matte, glittery, and micaceous reds and whites that I consider it
likely they derive from different ceramic traditions." Andrews (1990) adds that the stylistic
differences between the early ceramic complexes from northern Be 1ze, the Pasion zone and

the central Peten strongly suggest that the first settlers in these separate sub-regions
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immigrated to the Lowlands from different places of origin.

In summary, the evidence for early Middle Formative occupation in the central Maya
Lowlands can be described as quantitatively and geographically limited. The repertoire of
material culture is equally poor. Artefact assemblages are dominated by relatively simple
pottery, a few stone tools, and a scattering of ceramic figurines. In many cases a large
percentage of these artefacts have not been recovered from stratigraphically sealed, early
Middle Formative contexts. Consequently, dating relies heavily on seriation and comparative
analogy. If we are to improve our current understanding of early Middle Formative
occupation in the Central Lowlands, future investigators will have to expend considerably
more effort in their search for evidence on this presently obscure period of early Maya

prehistory.

Late Middle Formative Period (600-300 B.C.)

Mayanists now unanimously accept that by the beginning of the late Middle Formative
period most of the Central Lowlands was occupied (Willey 1977b:388-390). Investigations
within Belize, the Peten, and adjacent regions have demonstrated that a large number of sites
in this area were either first settled, or already established, by 600 B.C. (Hammond 1988:122-
123). The Pulestons (Puleston and Puleston 1974), and more recently Ball (1977), argue that:
1) a rapid colonization into previously unoccupied areas occurred because of population
pressure within other regions first settled in the early Middle Formative, and 2) that
colonization initially followed a riverine orientation then later spread into the Maya hinterland.

The most readily observable consequences of this fairly rapid increase in population and
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migration were: a) the development of relatively greater cultural homogeneity than was
previously evident in the subarea, b) an increase in trade and inter-regional exchange, and c)

greater cultural complexity.

An increase in the level of cultural uniformity is best represented by the ubiquitous
Mam'om ceramic tradition which replaced the previous unrelated ceramic complexes present
at early Middle Formative sites (Willey et al. 1967; Willey 1977b). Throughout the central
Maya Lowlands, and in the northern, southern and eastern Lowland regions in general, most
sites with late Middle Formative occupation have produced Mamom, or Mamom-related,
ceramics. Indeed, with the exception of paste and temper characteristics, the late Middle
Formative ceramic complexes at Lowland sites practically all share similar diagnostic and

stylistic traits (Andrews 1990).

Although Mamom pottery probably represents the first pan-Lowland Maya ceramic
sphere, it should be noted that regionally-specific style differences still existed from one zone
to the other (Ball 1977:103). Furthermore, while Mamom ceramics were first identified at
Uaxactun (Smith 1955) most Mayanists tacitly accepted the suggestion posited at the
Guatemala City Ceramic Conference (cf. Willey et al. 1967), that Mamom pottery developed
out of Xe then spread to the rest of the Maya Lowlands (Willey 1977b). After conducting
a comprehensive study of Formative period Maya ceramics, Andrews (1990) challenged the
latter position. Citing several ceramic reports from Central Lowland sites he argued that few
ceramicists in the Pasion zone had detected strong "genetic" links between Xe and Mamom.
Conversely, most ceramic analyses in the eastern Lowlands, particularly those from northern

Belize, had recorded the gradual transition of previous ceramic types into Mamom.
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According to Andrews (1990), this pattern provides convincing evidence that Mamom pottery
more likely developed in the eastern section of the Central Lowlands, and was subsequently

introduced to sites in the west and north.

Other developments during the late Middle Formative included a gradual increase in
communication and exchange at the inter-regional level. Sites, such as Cuello, began
importing greenstone or jade objects from the Motagua Valley (Hammond 1986a), while
Altar, Seibal, Barton Ramie, and several other centers, were obtaining obsidian that originated

from the San Martin Jilotepeque source in Highland Guatemala (McKillop and Jackson 1989).

Toward the latter half of the period (450-300 B.C.), changes in the social structure of
some of the larger communities also become more evident. These trends are suggested by
an increase in the complexity of the architectural and spatial configuration of sites in the
Pasion and Belize Zones. At Altar de Sacrificios, for example, a large, four meter high
platform, "in a modest ceremonial-center-type setting of a plaza arrangement with other,
smaller mounds”, was constructed (Willey 1977b:388) at this time. At Nohoch Ek in the
Belize Valley, Coe and Coe (1956) discovered a platform of cut-stone masonry and lime
plaster "larger than would seem necessary for an ordinary house foundation.”" In northern
Belize, an early courtyard group at Cuello:

...was succeeded in the late Middle Formative period by a slightly expanded
patio, on the north side of which stood a rectangular building with stone walls
built of limestone cobbles and covered with plaster. A foundation burial
beneath the threshold, and the ceremonial pattern of demolition of the building,

ca. 400 B.C,, detected by the excavators, both suggest that its function may
have been public rather than domestic (Hammond 1988:121).

The late Middle Formative was, therefore, a period marked by population growth,
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geographical expansion, and increased cultural complexity. Combined with greater interaction
at the inter-regional level, these developments triggered movement towards an increased level

of cultural homogeneity than had previously been evident in the Maya Lowlands.

The Late Formative And Protoclassic Periods (300 B.C.-A.D. 250)

In comparison with the preceding phases, there is a wealth of data and information on the
Late Formative period. Contrary to previous opinion (cf. Hay et al. 1940) recent research
now indicates that it was during the Late Preclassic that the Maya of the Central Lowlands
developed most of the advanced and complex features traditionally associated with their
Classic period civilization. Sites throughout the region provide substantial evidence for a
greater, than hitherto evident, increase in: a) the complexity of politico-religious institutions,
b) population, ¢) interregional exchange, and d) the development of intensive systems of

agriculture.

A stratified and socio-politically complex society is unquestionably manifested in the
architecture and settlement patterns of centers throughout the Lowlands at this time. In
northern Belize a large number of sites, previously settled in the Middle Formative period,
developed into relatively large communities. These transformations are most striking at
Cerros where the entire "ceremonial” precinct of the center dates to the Late Preclassic
(Freidel 1979). Several kilometres to the southwest, evidence of truly large scale monumental
architecture is amply provided by a 30 meter high pyramid known as N10-43 at the site of

Lamanai (Pendergast 1981).
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In the Peten, contemporaneous developments "on an even more colossal scale" have
recently been documented at EI Mirador (Hammond 1986a:408). Investigations by the New
World Archaeological Foundation indicate that the two large architectural complexes in the
one kilometre long by 800 meter wide site core were initially constructed during the Late
Formative (Matheny 1980, 1986; Demarest 1984; Dahlin 1984). The most massive structure
in this group, known as the El Tigre pyramid, is 55 meters tall and contains approximately
"428,000 cubic meters of construction fill" (Hammond 1986a). Elsewhere, considerable Late
Formative construction has been recorded at Tikal, Plaza E at Uaxactun, and at Nacbe,

Holmul, Seibal, Nohmul and Colha.

The architecture and monuments at many of these sites also provide some of the best
evidence for the formalization of religious and political institutions. Large stuccoed masks
representing the sun god "Kinich Ahau", plus other iconographic symbols, flank the stairways
of Late Preclassic buildings at Uaxactun (E-VII-Sub), Lamanai (N10-43) and Cerros (Str. 6b).
Other iconographic evidence indicative of the rise of religious institutions, and even the
development of calendrical and hieroglyphic inscriptions, include the glyphs on the Pomona
jade ear-flare (Kidder and Ekholm 1951), Stela 2 at El Mirador, the "Hauberg" Stela in
Seattle, Stela 1 from Cuello, and Altar 1 from Polol in the Peten (Hammond 1982, 1986a).
Excavations and settlement pattern studies at several of these centers have, in addition,
demonstrated the existence of a highly sophisticated and stratified society (Scarborough and

Robertson 1986).

During the Late Preclassic period trade between the rising Maya polities of the Lowlands

and those of the Highlands became more intensive and extensive. This rise in commercial
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activity resulted in the regional and inter-regional exchange of a wide variety of local and
exotic goods that included such items as salt, ceramics, jade, obsidian and other rocks of
volcanic origin. Several sites, like Komchen in the Yucatan (Andrews et al. 1984), and
Cerros, Moho Caye and Wild Cane Caye in Belize (McKillop and Jackson 1989), flourished
as important ports of trade, and as centers for the distribution of much of the exotica that
found its way into the graves of the elite. Other centers, like Colha, have provided
convincing evidence of manufacturing specialization and surplus production of lithic tools for
export to neighbouring centers in the region (Shafer and Hester 1983; Hester and Shafer 1984;

Hester 1985).

Concomitant with these changes was the introduction and development of wetland
drained-field systems of agriculture. Large expanses of these relic systems have been
discovered throughout northern Belize, and in the southern regions of Quintana Roo and
Campeche, Mexico. The excavations of raised fields at San Antonio Albion Island, at Cerros,
and at Pulltrouser Swamp in Belize have all yielded radiocarbon dates that place the initial
construction of these relic systems within the Late Preclassic period (Bloom et al 1983;

Scarborough 1983; Turner and Harrison 1983).

The Late Formative is also marked by the introduction of a new Lowland Maya pottery

tradition whose diagnostic types are grouped together in the Chicanel ceramic sphere.
According to Ball (1977:113):

Local ceramic assemblages of the Late Preclassic Chicanel sphere are
remarkably alike in vessel forms, surface finishes, and decorative treatments
from the northeastern tip of Yucatan to the southern edge of the Peten. The
relative intensity of this similarity is signif cantly greater than that exist'ng
among the complexes of the Mamom sphere. Whereas the latter 1s
characterized by extensive local diversity with an apparent areal similitude,
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Chicanel seems to represent genuine areal homogeneity locally differentiated

by minor variations.
Most Mayanists agree that Chicanel pottery shares strong genetic ties to the previous Mamom
ceramics from which it clearly developed (Willey 1977b:388). The presence and frequency
of Chicanel pottery at most sites in the Central Lowlands further indicate that most centers
were occupied at this time, probably as a result of a marked increase in population over the

preceding Middle Formative period.

For most of the central Peten, Chicanel ceramics persisted as the major diagnostic pottery
of the Late Formative. To the east, and to a lesser degree along the Pasion River, however,
a new ceramic assemblage classified as the Floral Park complex makes its appearance in the
first century A.D. This pottery was first identified by Merwin and Vaillant (1932) at the
eastern Peten site of Holmul, and subsequently at Barton Ramie, Nohmul, Cerros and Colha

in Belize, and at Altar de Sacrificios in the Pasion zone (Pring 1977b).

The diagnostic types within the Floral Park complex are Usulutan-like ceramics and
Aguacate Orange. Since Usulutan ceramics were known to occur in Middle Formative
contexts in the southeastern highlands, and since no "specific developmental precursors” for
Usulutan and Aguacate Orange had been identified in the Late Preclassic Barton Ramie
ceramics, Sharer and Gifford (1970:456; also Gifford 1970 and Willey et al. 1967:309)
initially argued that the Floral Park complex probably constituted a "site unit intrusion".
Sharer and Gifford (1970) also proposed the Chalchuapa region of El Salvador as the most
likely source of origin for this "intrusion”. They, and later Sheets (1971, 1976), suggested

that the Floral Park ceramic tradition was introduced by either highland immigrants or
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invaders who moved into the eastern Lowlands with a more advanced level of cultural
complexity than was previously present. Thus was born the idea that Lowland Maya
civilization was introduced, or profoundly stimulated, by foreign Highland Maya groups
(Gifford 1970; Sharer and Gifford 1970; Ball 1977), and that the span of time between the
start of the Christian era and 250 A.D. be classified as the Protoclassic period (Willey et al.

1965:309-310, 1967, Gifford 1976:326-327).

The Protoclassic intrusion hypothesis prevailed for well over a decade until it was
eventually challenged by Pring (1977b) and Robertson-Freidel (1980:337-341). In an
extensive analysis of Lowland Maya Protoclassic ceramics Pring (1977b) argued that: a) local
precursors to Aguacate Orange were indeed present in the Lowlands; b) that the pottery could
have been developed in the Belize Valley then introduced to the north and west, and; c) that
the characteristic features of Floral Park pottery, particu'arly the Usulutan material, more
likely constituted cross-cultural influence rather than population intrusion. Pring’s conclusions
were supported by Robertson-Freidel’s (1980) subsequent analysis of the pottery from Cerros
which demonstrated that many of the diagnostic attributes of the Floral Park ceramics were

introduced prior to the Protoclassic period.

Several years later, the Protoclassic intrusion theory was invalidated following an
extensive comparative analysis of highland and lowland Usulutan and Aguacate Orange
ceramics by Demarest (1986:176-180). In his reassessment of this data, Demarest (1986)
supported Pring’s earlier observations and noted that inter-regional similarities between these
ceramic types were either nonexistent or extremely limited. He concluded that "there is little

basis for theories of a Salvadoran or southeast highland origin for the Floral Park complex



39

or for any other Protoclassic components in the Maya Lowlands’ (Demarest 1986:177). The
recent discovery of possible precursors for Aguacate Orange and other Protoclassic ceramic
types at Naj Tunich Cave in the Peten (Brady 1987) provides additional evidence for Pring’s
(1977b) and Demarest’s (1986) conclusions. These studies therefore suggested "continual
interaction with the highlands rather than any single event or period of intense influence”

(Demarest 1986:178).

These studies, plus a growing interest in the cultural processes of the Formative period,
are gradually providing evidence for the in situ development of many of the great
achievements of Lowland Maya civilization. Hopefully, future investigations will continue
to search for answers to the many other enigmatic problems that beset this important, early
stage of Maya development. Presently, however, there is no longer any doubt that in the first
few centuries before and after zero A.D., the Maya of the central Lowlands established one

of the pre-eminent and most innovative cultures in all of Mesoamerica.

1.3 Summary

As the previous review indicates, our knowledge of a large part of the Formative period
of Maya prehistory is relatively limited, sometimes controversial, and generally obscure.
Following the reassessment of the Swasey phase at Cuello scholars are once again confronted
with the same situation faced by the Santa Fe conferees in 1974; that is, a lack of substantial
evidence for occupation during the Early Formative period. That people were present in the
region before this time is, nevertheless, a certainty; the presence of preceramic sites and

artefacts support this argument. Early Preclassic sites should therefore be present but,
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considering the lack of concerted research effort to locate them, it will probably be some time

before these are actually discovered.

The earliest period for which there is conclusive evidence of occupation in the central
Maya Lowlands dates to the early Middle Formative (1000-600 B.C.). The number of sites
and the data available for this period are, nevertheless, limited and sporadic in distribution.
Furthermore, the origins of these pioneering people has always been, and continues to be, a
highly debateable topic. The origin of the Xe culture bearers is a particular case in point.
Arguments favouring a source in the Olmec sub-area, the southern Highlands and, more

recently, the Chiapas region have each been proposed.

A similar level of controversy exists with other contemporaneous cultural traditions in the
region. This is particularly true with pottery. Since the Xe ceramic complex was historically
the first early Middle Formative complex to be established, most ceramicists at other sites
subsequently attempted to establish links between their pottery and that of the Xe sphere.
Only recently have researchers accepted that Xe ceramics are distinct from other Lowland
Maya pottery and that, alternatively, these differences probably argue for multiple places of
origin for the first immigrants, or for the multi-regional evolution of early ceramic traditions
in the area. Unfortunately, with the except'on of MacNeish and his colleagues (1980), most
archaeologists have ignored the role that preceramic people may have played in this early
stage of Lowland Maya development. Whether this sin of omission stems simply from a lack
of evidence, or whether it reflects a traditional preference for less problematic explanatory
paradigms (i.e. diffusion), is difficult to ascertain. Future studies should investigate this issue,

for if researchers continue to ignore the possible developmental role of preceramic cultures,
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future students may yet be confounded by our lack of insight and amazed by our ignorance.

More is known about the late Middle Formative than the preceding period. Few areas
of the Central Lowlands remained unoccupied at this time. According to the Pulestons (1974)
and Ball (1977), Middle Formative colonizers gradually moved into the hinterland via several
of the major river systems in the area. Subsequently, there was a marked increase in
population, cultural complexity, and inter-regional and regional communication. Evidence for
the latter is provided by a pan-Lowland membership in the Mamom ceramic sphere, and by
the discovery of local variants of this diagnostic pottery throughout the central Maya

Lowlands.

Although most Mayanists initially accepted that Mamom pottery "developed out of Xe"
in the Pasion zone (Willey 1977b:387), this position was recently challenged by Andrews
(1990). Rejecting the existence of genetic links between the two ceramic complexes, he
argued that Mamom pottery developed in the eastern section of the Lowlands, then was
introduced to the west and north. These debates indicate that although our data base for the
Middle Formative is steadily improving, there is still a great lack of information on this stage

of Maya development. This situation is accurately described by Hammond who states that:

...the latter part of the Middie Preclassic, is however still obscure, although
from what we now know of the Early (Middle) and Late Preclassic it was in
these centuries that the cultural development of the Maya began to accelerate.
Archaeological deposits of this period are in most cases that we know buried
beneath the constructions of the Late Preclassic, with or without a further
increment of Classic period activity, and will be difficult to investigate on any
reasonable scale. Nevertheless, what happened in the late Middle Preclassic,
and why, is one of the most crucial research topics in Maya archaeology today:
here lies the key to the genesis of Maya civilization (Hammond 1986:402).
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The Late Formative, which begins about 300 B.C,, is heralded by the introduction of
Chicanel ceramics. This diagnostic pottery has been found at almost every site excavated in
the Central Lowlands, and it provides the first genuine expression of cultural homogeneity in
the region (Ball 1977). In the first few centuries before and after the start of the Christian
era the Maya had also developed one of the most advanced and complex cultures in
Mesoamerica. The discovery and investigation of Cerros, El Mirador, Lamanai, Nacbe, and
other large and complex Late Preclassic centers provide tangible testimony for this
phenomena. In addition, these sites have yielded convincing evidence for the in situ
development of Maya civilization and have refuted arguments for its introduction by a
Highland Protoclassic intrusion. Questions regarding the development and function of the
Floral Park ceramics nevertheless remain with us, and unless future research continues to
investigate this and a host of other enigmatic topics, given these historical conditions, it likely
will be some time before Mayanists can grasp and fully understand the cultural processes that

transpired during the Formative period of Lowland Maya prehistory.
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CHAPTER 2

THE CAHAL PECH PROJECT (1988-1991):

OBJECTIVES AND RESEARCH ORIENTATION

The site of Cahal Pech is located on the outskirts of San Ignacio, capital of the Cayo
District of Belize, Central America. During the 1970s and early part of the 1980s the rapid
expansion of the town, plus a simultaneous increase in the frequency of looting, posed a
serious threat to the preservation of the center. By 1985 the southern limits of the town were
within 50 meters of the central precinct and many of the structures at the site had been
vandalized or partially destroyed. The damage caused by these activities became a major
concern to members of the Cayo Branch of the Belize Tourism Industry Association
(B.T.ILA.) who were interested in developing the center for its cultural and tourism potential.
As the situation exacerbated, members of the B.T.I.A. approached the author in the summer
of 1987 requesting that archaeological investigations be initiated at Cahal Pech, and for
assistance in developing the site as a National Park. One year later, and with financial
support from the Canadian Commission for UNESCO and Trent University, the first season

of the Cahal Pech Project was launched in the summer of 1988.

Initially, the reasons for investigating Cahal Pech were developmental and research
oriented (Awe and Campbell 1988). The developmental objectives were: 1) to halt further
destruction of the center, 2) to produce a map of the site demarcating an area to be

established as a national park, 3) to develop the site for tourism, and 4) to obtain the data for
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publishing a preliminary guide book which could be sold to tourists and help to increase local

cultural awareness (Awe and Campbell 1989).

The research objectives were concerned with the site’s diachronic development, and with
a study of the architectural, stylistic, and socio-political relationship between Cahal Pech and
sites in the upper Belize River Valley. Although several scholars (Satterthwaite 1951; Willey
et al. 1965; Ball and Taschek 1986; Schmidt n.d.) had conducted limited and sporadic studics
of Cahal Pech the chronology of the site was still undetermined. Since several ongoing
projects (Ford 1985; Ball and Taschek 1986) were investigating the prehistoric regional
development of the Belize Valley it was imperative to ascertain the diachronic history of this

relatively large and important site in order to achieve any meaningful regional reconstruction.

In a recent publication on Maya settlement patterns Hammond (1981:162) also stated that
most research in Belize has concentrated:
on small sites, on residential as well as ceremonial structures, and on the
relationships between settlement and environment. Some emphasis on the
architectural, artistic and intellectual superstructure of Classic civilization, the
traditional focus of Maya archaeology, remains, however, and these objectives
are still worthy of attention.
The first season of research at Cahal Pech therefore focused on these problems, and attempted

to provide the type of information Hammond suggested was lacking in the upper Belize

Valley region.

By the end of the first field season it was noted that there was extensive Formative period
occupation at the site. Cultural remains in secure stratigraphic sequence suggested that this

occupation spanned from early Middle Formative times (900 B.C.) to the Late Classic (A.D.
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900) period (Awe et al. 1990a, 1990b). In view of the paucity of data on Formative
occupation in the Maya sub-area, and particularly because the sample of Middle Preclassic
sites in the central Lowlands "is pitiful small" (Willey 1981:414), the research goals and focus

of the project were re-oriented in the summer of 1989 (Awe et al. 1990a).

The research objectives from the second field season onwards (1989-1991), and
particularly those with which this dissertation is concerned, thus focused primarily on the
Formative period of occupation at Cahal Pech. The major goals of this investigation were:
1) to determine the temporal limits of Formative occupation, and 2) to ascertain the socio-

political morphology and complexity of Cahal Pech during the Preclassic period.

The data procured by these investigations would subsequently enable us to address several
of the other enigmatic problems that beset an understanding of lowland Maya culture during
the Formative period. At the regional level, for example, early Middle Formative occupation
is currently represented by little more than ceramics belonging to the Jenney Creek Complex
(Willey et al. 1965; Gifford 1976; Ball and Taschek 1986; Healy 1990). This earliest known
Belize Valley pottery has also never been documented stratigraphically, and its early Middle
Formative date is still based on Gifford’s (1976) ceramic seriation at Barton Ramie. In his
discussion of early facet Jenney Creek pottery Sharer (1976:61) acknowledged this problem
by noting that:

It should be stressed that the following facet definitions are minimal, that is,

further excavations in the Belize Valley area should add to and refine this
picture of the initial pottery tradition in the eastern Maya Lowlands.

The recovery of Jenney Creck related cultural remains in primary stratigraphic contexts at
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Cahal Pech would enable amplification of the Formative period data base for the Belize
Valley, and help to verify and/or modify the typological sequence established by Gifford at

Barton Ramie.

At the inter-regional level there was an interest in determining the cultural relationship
between Cahal Pech and sites in northern Belize, the northeastern Peten and the Pasion Zone.
In his recent study of Middle Formative ceramics, Andrews (1990) argued that there was
little, if any, relationship between the early Middle Formative pottery from the Xe, Ah
Pam/Eb, Swasey/Bladen/Bolay and Jenney Creek complexes. Pring (1977a:364), and
Andrews and Hammond (1990:580) previously added that there was a lack of similarity
between the pre-Mamom complexes of northern Belize and the Belize Valley. By studying
the characteristic attributes of the artefacts from Cahal Pech we hoped to determine whether
the site was culturally affiliated with Middle Formative centers in the Peten, the Pasion zone,

or northern Belize.

Finally, and as the preceding summary in Chapter 1 indicated, the sheer lack of
information on Early and Middle Formative occupation in the Maya Lowlands makes any
investigation focusing on this topic worthwhile. Unless greater research effort is directed
toward the explanation of this pioneering stage of Maya culture, the appellatives of
"enigmatic" and "obscure" will continue to characterize this developmental phase of Maya
prehistory. The study that follows, therefore, is a step, albeit a small one, in the search for

more evidence of Middle Formative occupation in the central Maya Lowlands.
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CHAPTER 3

CULTURAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING OF CAHAL PECH

3.1 Site Location and Environmental Setting

Location

Cahal Pech is located on the southern outskirts of San Ignacio Town, in the upper Belize
Valley region of western Belize (Figs. 3 and 4). The site core sits on the crest of a steep hill
on the west bank of the Macal River, two kilometres upstream from the latter’s confluence
with the Mopan, and some 200 river kilometres from the Caribbean coast. The central
acropolis is approximately 270 meters above sea level and provides a commanding view of
the Maya Mountains to the south, and the interfluvial bottomlands between the Macal and

Mopan Rivers to the north.

Hydrography

The Macal and Mopan are the principal tributaries of the Belize River and together they
represent the most prominent hydrographical features in the region. The Macal originates in
the central Maya Mountains and flows in a northerly direction along the western edge of the
Mountain Pine Ridge. Throughout most of its length this river flows swiftly through the
Macal Gorge which ends approximately 800 meters east of Cahal Pech’s central precinct.
North of the site the river flows through a relatively flat alluvial valley before joining the
Mopan River two kilometres downstream. The Mopan is the major drainage for the

southwestern Maya Mountains and a series of swamps in the eastern section of the
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Department of Peten, Guatemala. For several miles the Mopan flows fairly parallel to the
Macal then turns east to meet the latter just north of Cahal Pech. From this juncture the
Belize River subsequently meanders in an east-northeasterly direction to the Caribbean coast

of Belize.

Both the Macal and Mopan are subject to seasonal flooding and have been known to rise
as much as 10 meters (e.g. during Hurricane Hattie in 1960) above their normal level. These
seasonal changes in water level often result in flooding over the lower river terraces,
particularly in the interfluvial bottomland in the northern periphery of Cahal Pech.  While
this flooding can be fairly destructive its periodic deposition of river silt helps to maintain the
fertility of soils in the interfluvial plain (Wright et al. 1959; Jenkin et al. 1978; Birchall and

Jenkin 1979).

Climate

The climate for this region of Belize is best described as tropical to sub-tropical (Wright
et. al. 1959). The average rainfall recorded in the last few decades ranges between 50 to 70
inches per annum (Birchall and Jenkin 1979). Most of this precipitation occurs between May
and February with the wettest periods falling in July and September. The rest of the year,
particularly March and April, is very hot and dry. Average annual temperatures fluctuate
between 24 and 26 degrees Celcius. Occasionally, cold northeasterly winds moving down the
gulf coast of Mexico may cause the temperature to drop to about 12 degrees Celcius during
January and early February. In the height of the dry season heavy fogs are also known to
blanket the river valleys in the early hours of the morning. While the amount of precipitation

rovided by these fogs is unknown, "their moisture contribution to growing plants is by no
P y g g gP y
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means inconsiderable" (Wright et al. 1959:18).

Environment

The sustaining area of Cahal Pech encompasses two major environmental zones: relatively
flat alluvial bottomlands, and hilly limestone country. As indicated above, the alluvial
bottomlands are located on the northern and northeastern peripheries of the site. They cover
the interfluvial valley between the Macal and Mopan Rivers and a narrow strip beyond the
eastern banks of the Macal. The only relief in this area is a series of terraces which were
formed by the previous meander channels of the river (Jenkin et al. 1978). Since "no
geological studies have been undertaken to determine the... history of these terraces and the
rate of shift of the rivers" (Willey et al. 1965:23), the actual prehistoric channels of these
streams are unknown. It should be noted, however, that the higher terraces on which
prehistoric settlements are located are seldom inundated today. It is therefore possible that

these settlements may have been safe from flooding during ancient Maya occupation as well.

While relatively limited in their distribution, the well-drained alluvial soils of the river
valley are among the deepest and most fertile in the region (Birchall and Jenkin 1979; Fedick
and Ford 1990). Under normal conditions they support a tall broadleaf forest which, although
fairly similar to the vegetation on the hilly slopes, contains several environmentally specific
species. This is particularly true of the river banks and lower terraces. These two niches
support several water-loving and economically viable trees, including such species as cacao
(Theobroma cacao), bribri (Inga edulis), and fig (Ficus radula). The valley is also the habitat
of arich and varied terrestrial and aquatic animal population. The rivers contain several small

and large edible fish, freshwater molluscs and crustacea, iguanas (fguana iguana rhinolopha),
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turtles (several species) and crocodiles (Crocodylus moreletii). Terrestrial fauna that prefer
this habitat include the howler monkey (Alouta villosa), the tapir (Tapirella bairdi) and

several species of waterfowl.

The hilly section of Cahal Pech begins at the site core and extends to the south and
southeast towards the Maya Mountains. This area is characterised by rolling hills and ridges
which are bisected by a few seasonal and perennial creeks and streams. The pedology of
these foothills consists primarily of Upper Cretaceous limestones capped by shallow but fertile
soils (Fedick and Ford 1990). Like the river valley, the well-drained upland soils are
primarily represented by mollisols. These mollisols have a "high productive capacity under
hand cultivation systems" and are considered to be among the most fertile soils in the world

(Fedick and Ford 1990:6).

Under natural conditions the uplands are dominated by a closed canopy, broad-leaf forest
with an average height ranging from 30 to 50 meters. Within this flora there are many
species that were domesticated or exploited by the ancient Maya. Most prominent among
these species are the cohune palm (Orbignya cohune), avocado (Persea americana), sapodilia
(Achras sapota), allspice (Pimenta officinalis), copal (Protium copal), ramon (Brosimum
alicastrum) and the cedar (Cedrela mexicana). A recent survey conducted by members of the
Cahal Pech Project noted that many of these trees are particularly common in and around the
site core. This distribution suggests that these trees either thrive in anthropogenically
modified environments, or that their frequency has been influenced by anthropogenic

selection.
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The fauna of the hilly limestone country is as rich as its flora. It contains many large and
small mammals, plus a variety of colourful and edible birds. Some of the larger mammals
include deer (Odocoileus truei), brocket (Mazama americana), several cats (i.e. Felis
jaguarondi, Felis onca, Felis concolor, Felis pardales) the peccary (Dicotyles tajacu),
armadillo (Tatusia novemcincta), gibnut (Coelogenys paca) and a variety of large edible
rodents. Many parrots, the ocellated turkey (Agriocharis ocellata) and chachalaca (Ortalis
vetula) also make this forest their home. Iconographic and archaeological evidence indicates
that most of these animals were exploited for their feathers pelts, or food value by the ancient

Maya.

3.2 Cultural Setting

In comparison with other subregions of the central Maya Lowlands the upper Belize River
Valley "exhibits relatively high settlement density" (Ford 1990a:7). Within the valley there
are several known medium-size and small centers with continuous settlements interspersed
between them (see Fig. 4). From east to west the larger centers include Black Man Eddy,
Baking Pot, Pacbitun, Cahal Pech, El Pilar, Buena Vista and Xunantunich. Some of the minor
centers include Floral Park, Barton Ramie, Yaxox, Bacab Na, Cayo Y (Xualcanil), Nohoch

Ek, and Negroman (Tipu).

Except for El Pilar, which is possibly the largest center in the region, most of the major
sites in the upper Belize Valley are relatively similar in size. They generally consist of multi-
plaza groups with large non-domestic structures and range-type buildings, and several sites

contain carved or plain monuments. Linear distances between centers range between six and
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12 kilometres. Differences in the proximity to major rivers also exist from site to site.
Pacbitun and El Pilar, for example, are situated six and 10 kilometres from the Macal and
Mopan Rivers respectively, while Buena Vista and Baking Pot lie directly on the banks of the

two rivers. The other major centers are all located on foothills overlooking the river valleys.

Geographically, the nearest large centers to Cahal Pech are Buena Vista and Xunantunich.
These sites are located along the Mopan River to the west, and are approximately six and 10
linear kilometres respectively from Cahal Pech. If communication between centers relied on
water transportation during ancient times, however, the "real" distance between them would
have been much greater. It would also place Baking Pot, which is 12 kilometres downstream
- or 10 linear kilometres to the northeast - much closer to Cahal Pech. The distance between
Cahal Pech and Pacbitun to the southeast is also about 10 linear kilometres, but since
Pacbitun lies some six kilometres east of the Macal River it is possible that communication

between that site and Cahal Pech depended on a combination of overland and riverine travel.

Within the last 50 years there have been sporadic and intensive investigations at most
sites in the upper Belize River Valley area. These studies indicate that all the major, and
many of the minor, centers were first occupied sometime during the Formative Period. It
should be noted, however, that although Coe and Coe (1956) previously suggested that
Nohoch Ek contained Early Preclassic material, the present consensus is that the earliest
occupation for the region actually dates to the Middle Formative period. Evidence for this
phase of occupation was previously found only at Barton Ramie (Willey et al. 1965:562;
Gifford 1976:61), but recently Healy (1990:256-257) also recorded occupation levels which

date to this period at Pacbitun. Other sites, such as Xunantunich (Thompson 1940) and Buena
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Vista (Ball and Taschek 1986) have produced tentative scquences commencing in the late
Middle Formative, and all have yielded Late Formative and Classic period deposits (Ricketson
1929; Thompson 1940; Willey et al. 1965; Bullard and Bullard 1965; Ford 1985; Ball and

Taschek 1986; Healy 1990; Jones 1989; E. Graham personal communication, 1991).

3.3 History of Archaeological Research

Although the actual date that Cahal Pech was discovered is unknown, the first published
record of the site dates to the late 1930s. In his map and "Index of Maya sites in British
Honduras", Thompson (1939:278-282) listed Cahal Pech, under the name of El Cayo, and
reported that references to the center had been made by St. George Gray (1916), Gann (1918),
and Mason (1928). After reviewing the above publications it is my opinion that none of these

early explorers actually referred to the site of Cahal Pech.

In the St. George Gray article (1916:155) the author simply remarks that:
Another stone implement having serrations, labelled
El Cayo, British Honduras may be seen in the Bristol
Museum.
Nowhere in the article does St. George Gray report that he actually visited Cahal Pech.
Furthermore, the artefact he refers to could have come from any of the hundreds of mounds

in the vicinity of El Cayo (which was the previous name for San Ignacio), or from anywhere

in the Cayo District.

In Gann’s report there is no doubt that he was referring to a different site from Cahal

Pech. He (Gann 1918:133) states that:
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Mound No.35 was situated near the Cayo, on the Mopan River; it forms one

of a group of 30 mounds scattered over a considerable area. It was 12 feet in

height and seemingly had been about 30 feet in diameter, but situated as it

was, immediately on the river bank, nearly half of it had been washed away

by the floods of successive rainy seasons...
Cahal Pech is not located on the Mopan River, and neither is it situated "immediately on the
river bank". Alternatively, Gann’s geographical references are a perfect description of the

location of Buena Vista. That site is located directly on the banks of the Mopan River and,

coincidentally, its full name is Buena Vista del Cayo.

In Mason’s case there is no question that he is referring to either one of the five Rio Frio
caves in the Mountain Pine Ridge, or to a small site he refers to as "San Felipe" which is
located several kilometres south of Cahal Pech. In his description of these sites, Mason
consistently reports their location as being near to El Cayo. Like previous investigators,
Mason was in effect referring to the town of San Ignacio, not to Cahal Pech. Since most
early explorers used San Ignacio (or El Cayo) town as a base for their expeditions into the

interior, the location of many sites were generally calculated in distances from the town.

Following Thompsons’s (1939) report the next accurate reference to Cahal Pech dates to
the 1950s. At this time Linton Satterthwaite from the University Museum of the University
of Pennsylvania conducted preliminary mapping and excavations within the site core. Except
for two brief paragraphs in a 1951 publication, Satterthwaite (1951:22) never produced a
detailed report of this work. Fortunately, a copy of his notes were subsequently retrieved from
the University Museum and are presently stored in the library of the Belize Department of
Archaeology. These notes and Satterthwaite’s brief publication indicate that his investigations

had focused on several mounds in Plazas B and C in the site core (see Figs. 6 and 7). In
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Plaza B, which he called the Central Plaza, Satterthwaite discovered three plain stelac and an
uncarved altar, and he excavated several small units in Structures B-1, B-5, B-6 and B-7. In
Plaza C he excavated the ballcourt (Strs. C-4 and C-5) and Structure C-1, and found two other
plain stelae between Strs. C-5 and C-6. In his brief summary of this research Satterthwaite

concluded:

Cahal Pech is a site with an unpropitious Maya name meaning "Place of the
Ticks", but it seems to meet the requirements perfectly. This ceremonial
center measures only about 150 by 250 yards, yet includes pyramid temples,
palaces, and a ball court. Five stelae and an altar (plain) show presence of the
stela cult. Some major buildings were roofed with the Maya vault, some
apparently not. There was a gradual architectural growth, the occupation
probably running through the entire Classic Period, and we have ceramic hints
of a longer occupation. Though previously unknown to Archaeologists, it is
only about a mile from the suspension bridge at El Cayo (Plate X, Fig.1).
Finally, it is on the lands of Mr. Henry Melhado of Belize, an extremely kind
gentleman who permits us to dig it (Satterthwaite 1951:22).

Between 1953 and 1955 Gordon Willey of Harvard University visited Cahal Pech during
his settlement survey of the middle Belize River Valley region. Although Willey and his
colleagues did not conduct investigations in the site core, they subsequently wrote a brief
description of Cahal Pech and incorporated the center in their discussion of settlement
hierarchy in the Belize River Valley. Willey et al. (1965:313) stated that:

The ruins of the ceremonial center known as Cahal Pech occupy a
commanding position on a hilltop about one kilometer south of the town of El
Cayo. Unknown to archaeologists until recently, the ruins were named and
briefly tested by Linton Satterthwaite in 1950 (Satterthwaite 1951, p.22)....
In terms of relative size Cahal Pech is roughly comparable to the Baking Pot
ceremonial center (Willey et al. 1965:313).

In their settlement hierarchy, Willey et al. (1965:577-579) classified Cahal Pech as a

major ceremonial center and capital of one of the four (Benque Viejo [Xunantunich], Cahal

Pech, Baking Pot and Cocos Bank) districts they identified in the upper Belize Valley region.
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They (Willey et al. 1965:577-579) also indicated that the Cahal Pech district probably covered
an area of about "150 sq. km.", and that it drew support from settlements along the Macal

River "as well as from the upper Belize River proper and the lower Mopan branch."

In 1953, Willey and Bullard (1956) actually investigated a small group of mounds in the
northern periphery of Cahal Pech. These mounds, which Willey and Bullard called the
Melhado Site (and which will henceforth be referred to as the Melhado Group), are located
approximately one kilometer north of the Cahal Pech site core, within the interfluvial
bottomland between the Macal and Mopan Rivers. Willey and Bullard (1956:313-315)
reported that similar groups of mounds occurred "along the entire distance” between the
Melhado Group and the central precinct of Cahal Pech. They further suggested that these

settlements were part of the larger site’s sustaining area, and therefore under its control.

During the 1960s, A.H. Anderson, Belize’s first archaeological commissioner, made
several visits to Cahal Pech. Because of its easy access and location Anderson recommended
to the government that: a) the site be left unaffected by private lands, and b) that the center
and its immediate periphery be developed as a National Park. Due to financial constraints

Anderson’s recommendations were, unfortunately, never implemented.

Following Anderson’s death in 1968, Peter Schmidt became Belize’s second
archaeological commissioner. A year later (in 1969) he visited Cahal Pech to appraise the
damage caused by looters, and to conduct small-scale salvage operations within the site core.
His work concentrated on a simple burial and an elite tomb within a building at the summit

of Structure B-1. Unfortunately, Schmidt, like Satterthwaite, never published a report of his
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investigations, but some of his notes and the artefacts recovered from the tomb are still
available in the Belize Department of Archaeology. The grave goods which Schmidt
recovered from the two burials indicate that both interments were deposited during the Late

Classic period.

During the 1970s the site was pillaged on numerous occasions by looters. In 1978,
several of these vandals were caught and arrested by the author and members of the local
police force. The looters were tried in court and subsequently convicted under the Belize

antiquities legislation.

Except for brief visits by Joseph Ball and Jennifer Taschek in 1986-87, no scientific
investigations were conducted at Cahal Pech in the first half of the 1980s. During this time
looting continued unabated. The destruction by these wvandals, and by the gradual
encroachment of the site by an expanding San Ignacio Town, eventually prompted members
of the Cayo Branch of the Belize Tourism Industry Association to seek assistance for the
preservation of the site. After several requests for help from the latter group I eventually
organized the first major archaeological investigation of Cahal Pech in the summer of 1988.
Since then I directed four seasons of excavation at the site, and Ball and Taschek tested
several structures in the site core. This dissertation is, in part, a report of the investigations

conducted under my supervision between 1988 and 1991.
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3.4 Site Description

Settlement survey and investigations at Cahal Pech indicate that during the Classic period
the site and its sustaining area may have encompassed a realm of approximately 16 square
kilometres. At the nucleus of this territory was the central precinct or site core. This area
consists of some 34 large structures which are densely compacted on an imposing acropolis
slightly larger than one hectare in size (Figs. S, 6 and 7). The architecture of the central
precinct includes several tall non-domestic structures, a number of large range-type buildings,

two ballcourts, and possibly a sweathouse (Awe and Campbell 1988, 1989).

Most of the structures in the site core are located around seven plazas. The largest of
these is Plaza B, or what Satterthwaite (1951:22) previously referred to as the Central Plaza.
The principal Classic period courtyard, however, is Plaza A. Together with Plazas D and E,
it is located on the western half of the acropolis. All of the structures bordering Plazas A,
D and E are tightly clustered, they completely enclose their courtyards, and they provide
limited access to and from the other plazas within the central precinct. The other courtyards
(Plazas B,C,F, and G) are relatively more open and mounds are less clustered, but the
structures are located in a position that would have provided limited access to the site core
in general. There are, in fact, only two areas which provide access into the site core. These
are located to the north and south of the juncture between Plazas B and C. This
configuration, plus the acropoline nature of the central precinct, suggests that during the
Classic period the site core may have served for defence in times of conflict, or for limiting
public access into areas that had been exclusively set aside by and for the elite (Awe,
Campbell and Conlon 1991). (A detailed description of the individual plazas is provided in

Chapter 4 under the subheading: Plaza Description and Excavations).
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Cahal Pech 1990
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Figure 5: Contour Plan of Cahal Pech Site Core
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Rectified plan of Cahal Pech site core
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Figure 7: Plan of Cahal Pech site core and immediate periphery
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Just below the southern base of the acropolis there is a large spring that flows eastward
to the Macal River. Presently this stream is seasonal, but it may have been a perennial source
of water during ancient times. The site core also includes two large reservoirs. The first lies
about 300 meters southwest of the central precinct, and the other is approximately 60 m to

the west of the acropolis. Both of these reservoirs still hold water all through the year.

The density of prehistoric settlements around the southern reservoir, and within the
southern periphery in general, is relatively high. These settlements are located on top of
knolls and well-drained terrain, and are particularly concentrated along the crest of a ridge
that extends for several kilometres to the south of the site core. They generally consist of
mound clusters that vary in their overall size, morphology and configuration. The settlement
with the largest architecture in the southern periphery is known as the Zopilote Group. It
contains an 11.5 m high structure, and is connected to the site core by a raised causeway
which runs approximately 750 meters. About 1000 meters south of Zopilote is the Tzubin
Group. This patio-focused settlement cluster consists of two centralized courtyards (see Fig.

51) and more than a dozen other plazuela groups.

The second largest mound cluster, the Tzinic Group, is situated approximately 500 meters
south of the site core. It contains two large terraced platforms (one with a vaulted
superstructure), several long mounds, a small reservoir, and an uncarved stela (see Fig. 46).
Approximately 100 meters southwest of the main reservoir there is another cluster of mounds
labelled the Figueroa Group. The latter contains several mounds and patios dispersed around
the sacbe which leads to the Zopilote Group. A smaller causeway may connect the southern

access into the site core with either the southwestern reservoir, or with two small plazuelas
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(the K’ik’ and Zotz Groups) which lie about 70-100 meters south of the acropolis. Several
smaller patio groups have been noted in the southern periphery, particularly along the western

highway and on the banks of the Macal River.

To the east of the central precinct prehistoric settlements are fewer and more dispersed
than to the south. This pattern is probably due to the sharp relief and uneven terrain that
predominates on both sides of the Macal gorge. Most of the settlements recorded in this
peripheral zone are located on the higher river terraces to the northeast, or along the crests
of hills and small river valleys east and southeast of the site core. The largest settlements
presently known in this area are the Tolok Group, the Cristo Rey Group, and a major patio
group often referred to as "Cayo Y" in the literature (Willey et al. 1965:313), but more
appropriately renamed Xualcanil by Schmidt in 1970 (Belize Department of Archaeology

files).

The Tolok Group is comprised of 11 mounds clustered on a small hill about 350 meters
southeast of the site core (see Fig. 52). The group contains four chultuns, and its structures
range from 0.4 to 5.0 m in height. The Cristo Rey mounds include several patio groups on
a small alluvial valley on the eastern bank of the Macal River. These mounds are
approximately 1.5 km southeast of the Cahal Pech site core and are similar in size to the

structures at Tolok.

Unlike the more dispersed Cristo Rey mounds, Xualcanil is composed of four large
structures which enclose a spacious courtyard. The tallest mound is a 10 meter high non-

domestic structure from whose summit the central precinct at Cahal Pech is clearly visible
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some two kilometres due west. Volumetrically, the largest mound is represented by a 4.0 m
tall by 15 m long vaulted, range-type building. The size of the architecture at Xualcanil led
Willey et al. (1965:313) to describe the settlement as a "small ceremonial ruin."
Alternatively, this group of mounds may have served as residence for a wealthy elite family
who were semi-autonomous from, but related to, the el'te residents of the Cahal Pech site

core.

The configuration of settlements on the northern periphery of Cahal Pech is, and has
been, very difficult to determine due to the location of San Ignacio Town in this area.
Previous archaeological reports, the nature of the topography, and personal familiarity with
this region nevertheless indicate that the density of settlement in this zone was considerably
lower than that of the southern and eastern peripheries. There are two possible reasons for
this deduced settlement pattern. First of all, a large part of this area is situated in the
bottomlands between the Macal and Mopan Rivers and therefore is susceptible to periodic
flooding. Secondly, the interfluvial terraces between the rivers contain some of the most
fertile soils in the region. Consequently, this area may have been used for agricultural
pursuits rather than for residential purposes. The majority of settlements that do occur in the
northern periphery are generally located on the higher, but flat, eastern bank of the Macal,

and on the uppermost terraces of the interfluvial valley between the Macal and Mopan Rivers.

Within the interfluvial bottomlands Wil ey and Bullard investigated the Melhado Group
in 1953. They (Willey and Bullard 1956) reported that this settlement consisted of 13
mounds situated on the "second (highest) river terrace." The mounds included a "small

pyramidal temple" and several "low house platforms.” A few years later Willey and his
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colleagues (1965:313-314) added that:

The river-terrace edge on which the site is located continues south through the
town of El Cayo, and mounds occur along the entire distance, specifically in
the grounds of the Cayo Hospital, around the Catholic church buildings, and
among the modern houses near the base of the hills which rise up to the ruin
of Cahal Pech. The Melhado Site may be merely part of a continuum of
mounds strung along this terrace edge.

Unfortunately, many of the mounds reported by Willey and Bullard (1956) no longer exist.

Those near the hospital were bulldozed to make way for modern buildings in the 1960s. The

same fate befell the mounds near the Catholic church.

The settlement pattern to the west of the site core resembles, to a large degree, that of the
southern periphery. Most of the mounds in this area cluster in small groups on top of low
hills and on the crest of an east\west ridge overlooking the river bottomlands to the north.
One of largest groups in this area is located in Graceland farm, about a kilometer and a half
west of the central precinct. Another large cluster, the Cas Pek Group, is located just west
of the site core along the perimeter of the western reservoir (see Fig. 53). Several of the
mounds at Cas Pek were salvaged in 1991 just prior to their destruction by land development
activities. Plans and detailed descriptions of the peripheral groups which were investigated

are provided in Chapter Four.
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CHAPTER 4

RESEARCH METHODS AND INVESTIGATIONS

4.1 Mapping: Objectives and Procedures

At the start of the Cahal Pech Project the only map of the center was an unpublished tape
and compass plan of the site core that had been drafted by Ball and Taschek in 1986-87.
Since this map was preliminary in nature we decided to conduct a more accurate survey of
the central precinct and its topography, and to reconnoitre and plot settlements and cultural
features within the site’s immediate periphery. The major objectives of this survey were: a)
to determine the configuration of the plazas and structures within the site core, b) to ascertain
the relationship between these courtyards, and c) to record the density and pattern of
settlement within the center and its sustaining area. This information would subsequently be
used to draft a more accurate plan of Cahal Pech and, when combined with artefactual data,
would help to determine the temporal changes in the patterns of settlement within the central

precinct and the periphery.

During the first season of investigation the site survey focused on the mapping of the
central acropolis. After clearing the underbrush within the core area, several stations and
permanent datums were established along an east\west transect which cut across the entire
long axis of the acropolis. All structures within the central precinct were then plotted from
the datums, and a larger zone encompassing the site core was mapped and demarcated for
reservation as a National Park. The boundaries of the reserve were "tied in" with permanent

stations laid out by the Belize Survey Department. This provided considerable help for
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determining the positional accuracy of the site plan, and for measuring the altitude of the site.
All measurements for the reserve and the site plan were conducted with a standard transit

and stadia. Topographic features and contours were also taken at one meter intervals.

During the next three seasons (1989-1991) of research the survey concentrated on the
plotting of settlements and other cultural features in the site’s immediate periphery. In order
to conduct this survey with a high degree of accuracy the surveyors established several new
(500 m long) transects that originated from the datums along the original east\west baseline.
Two of these new transects had a north\south orientation and the others extended to the east
and west of the central precinct. Once these transects were completed all the mounds and
cultural features between them were plotted from stations established along the lines. Since
the site of Cahal Pech covers a fairly extensive area, the peripheral survey is still ongoing and
it will be sometime before it is fully completed. The site plans provided herein will
nevertheless remain unchanged, and new data will only provide a more extensive coverage

of the site’s sustaining area.

4.2 Excavations: Sampling Techniques and Procedures

Between the 1988-1991 field seasons 12 structures in the site core (at least one in every
plaza) were excavated, test units were placed in each of the seven courtyards, and 24 mounds
in the periphery were investigated. Mounds were selected for excavation based on several

factors: the presence or absence of looting, location, size, and chronological considerations.

In the first instance some looted mounds were selected for testing because the large

looter’s tunnels provided a quick and relatively inexpensive way for obtaining stratigraphic
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data deep within massive monumental architecture. The reason for selecting at least one
mound in each courtyard, and for excavating a unit in all of the plazas within the site core,
was to obtain a large sample (33%) of the architecture and construction sequence in the
central precinct. Other structures were selected for investigation primarily because they could
be excavated with the time and money available to the project, and because ceramics collected
from looter’s tunnels and surface collections indicated that they were occupied during the

Formative period.

The excavations generally consisted of either: a) axial trenches placed across the frontal
section of mounds, or b) units of various dimensions into the summit of structures and at
plaza level. On several mounds large sections of preserved architecture were exposed in order
to consolidate the building for tourism, and in order to determine the morphology and possible
function of the structure. In these cases smaller units were subsequently excavated within the
buildings so as to enable us to test and date previous phases of construction. Because the
majority of the excavations were located on some form of architecture, stratigraphic control
was based on cultural levels rather than arbitrary ones. The advantage of the former over the
latter is that it provides a more realistic sequence of culture change, and it is a more accurate

method for determining the diachronic changes of attributes within different artefact types.

4.3 Excavations in the Site Core
Plaza A: Description, Excavations, and Construction History
Description of Plaza A
Plaza A is the principal courtyard within the site core (Figs. 6 and 7). It is rectangular

in shape, measures about 20 m by 30 m, and is enclosed by some of the largest architecture
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at the center. To the south the plaza is bordered by a massive non-domestic structure
designated as Structure (henceforth Str.) A-1. To the east, north, and west are three range-
type buildings (A-2, A-3, and A-4). Two other small mounds (A-5 and A-6), one on the
northwestern corner of the courtyard and another which joins Strs. A-2 and A-1 at the
southeastern base of the latter, add to the complement of structures around the plaza. Three
of the mounds in Plaza A were excavated in 1988 (Strs. A-1, A-2, and A-4), and the

courtyard was tested in 1990.

Structure A-1

Standing approximately 24 m tall, Str. A-1 is the most prominent mound in the site core.
Its large size also made it the choice target of vandals. Prior to the Cahal Pech Project, a
large east\west looter’s trench had partially b sected the structure from its summit to its
eastern base. Several other tunnels penetrated the mound to depths that ranged between 1-3.5
m. In 1988, four units were excavated in Structure A-1. The first two units were located at
the summit of the mound (Operation A-1:1 and A-1:2), and the second and third units

(Operation A-1:3 and A-1:4) were placed along the northern midsection of the structure.

Operation A-1:1

This 2.0 m X 1.5 m unit was placed in the center of an abandoned looters trench at the
summit of the mound (Fig. 8). The excavation descended 4.0 m below surface then had to be
terminated due to the instability of the destroyed architecture and the danger posed by falling

rocks.

The only architectural feature recorded in this deep unit was a small section of a plaster
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floor, 0.33 m below surface. It is possible that this floor originally spanned the entire summit
of Str. A-1, but most of it had been destroyed by the careless excavation of the looters.

Pottery recovered below the level of destroyed architecture consisted primarily of Middle and
Late Formative types, plus a smaller quantity of Classic period ceramics. Artefacts from
above the floor were minimal, and included five potsherds. Two of these were non-diagnostic

and the other three were Late Classic in date.

Operation A-1:2

This 4.5 m X 1.0 m axial trench was excavated along the upper northface of Str. A-1.
The goals of the excavation were: a) to search for, and define, any architecture that may have
been associated with the small section of preserved floor in Operation A-1/1; and b) to

determine whether the architecture could be consolidated.

Directly below the humus layer there were several cut-stones associated with the
collapsed terminal phase structure. Beneath this architectural debris there were remnants of
a wall pertaining to the building platform, plus a small section of a collapsed stairway. Both
features had been destroyed by tree roots and by the gradual deterioration of the structure.
Artefacts below the two features consisted primarily of potsherds and a few chert flakes. The
pottery included both Formative and Classic period material, but, unlike the case in Operation

A-1\1, Late Classic ceramics outnumbered those of the Formative period.

Operation A-1:3
This excavation was placed along the north face of Str. A-1, approximately 5.0 m above

the present plaza level. A large section of the area covered by this unit had been damaged
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by looters. In their careless excavation the looters had exposed a section of a vaulted room
which was associated with the terminal phase of construction. They subsequently tunnelled
through this building and exposed part of a well preserved stairway associated with an earlier

substructure (see Fig.9).

Investigation in this area had two main purposes: a) to define the morphology of the
terminal phase vaulted room, and b) to locate and penetrate the stairway of the penultimate
phase of construction. The latter was particularly interesting because the architecture appeared

to be Preclassic in style.

The operation initially consisted of a 7.0 m X 3.5 m excavation that stripped the humus,
collapsed construction debris, and looters backdirt, from off the terminal phase building.
Subsequently, a smaller 1.5 m X 1.5 m unit probed below the floor of this building to search
for the penultimate phase stairway. Four steps belonging to the latter were discovered
between 2-2.5 m below the floor of the vaulted room. The alignment of these steps matched
that of the steps exposed by the looter’s tunnel above, suggesting that they were both
associated with the penultimate phase of construction. Pottery below the stairs were solidly
Formative period in date thereby conforming the previously assumed date of construction for

this architecture.

The larger excavation unit cleared the remains of the vaulted room that had been damaged
by the looters, and it partially exposed a second similar room to the east. Although the
western room was heavily damaged by the gradual deterioration of the building, and

particularly by the aimless destruction of the vandals, the form of the building was still
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discernible. A description of the latter is provided below under the section entitled

"Construction History".

Operation A-1:4

Operation A-1:4 consisted of a 1.0 m X 1.0 m unit that was placed within a looter’s
tunnel on the upper north face of Str. A-1. The tunnel had penetrated both the final and
second last construction phases of the structure. The primary reason for placing this
excavation within the tunnel was to recover cultural data which could help to determine the

date of the penultimate construction phase.

The unit descended 1.5 m below the platform of the penultimate structure then had to be
discontinued due to the unstable nature of the tunnel. The operation nevertheless indicated
that the penultimate construction phase was very well preserved. At its summit this structure
had two thick plaster floors which had consecutively served as the surfaces of a fairly wide
platform. The platform was approximately 15 m above the present Plaza A surface. A
relatively wide stairway provided access from the plaza to the top of the platform. The
descending angle of the stairway also suggested that it was connected to the steps exposed
in the small sub-unit described in Operation A-1:3. These steps had rounded contours, they
were constructed of large limestone blocks, and were covered with a thick layer of plaster.
Below the steps and platform the fill was composed of marl, small nodules of limestone, and
the occasional large boulder. Cultural remains within this matrix consisted of a few chert
flakes and pottery. The latter included ceramic types of both the Middle and Late Formative

periods.
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Construction History of Str. A-1
Although the excavations on Str. A-1 did not reach sterile level they partially uncovered

and penetrated two major construction phases.

The penultimate phase (A-1 Sub 1) was a relatively large non-domestic structure. It stood
approximately 15 m tall and had a wide stairway that ascended from Plaza A to a large
building platform. No postholes were recorded in the small area exposed by Operation A-1:4,
but it is possible that the platform supported a perishable superstructure. Pottery within the
construction fill of the platform consisted of Middle and Late Formative ceramics, including
such types as Jocote Orange-brown, Savana Orange, Pital Cream, Iguana Creck White,
Polvero Black and Sierra Red. This ceramic data indicates that A-1 Sub 1 dates to the Late

Formative period.

Because of the large size of A-1 Sub 1, it is quite possible that several earlier construction
phases may lie below this Late Formative structure. However, the massive size of this
architecture, and the financial and temporal costs of excavating this mound, made it

impossible to investigate and expose these earlier substructures.

The terminal phase of A-1 completely altered the previous Late Formative construction.
The end result was a much larger pyramidal structure that may have stood approximately 20
m above Plaza A. Unlike its predecessor, terminal phase A-1 did not appear to have a
building at its summit. Instead, the building platform was crowned by a small cross-shaped
altar or platform. Directly in front, and to the north, of this feature a wide stairway

descended to a second platform or landing which was approximately 5.0 m above plaza level.
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The lower platform supported a vaulted, range-type building.

The range-type building had three vaulted rooms with central doorways facing Plaza A.
The middle room (Fig.9), which was tested by unit 3, measured 1.8 m in width, 5.8 m in
length, and was approximately 3.5 m high. A 1.15 m wide by 0.70 m high bench spanned
the rear section of the room. At the top of the bench, and just east of the central axis, there
was a low wall which curved upward to a height of approximately 0.45 m. A second similar
wall may have been located to the west of the central axis, but most of this area had been
destroyed by looters and the feature was no longer preserved. The low height (.45 m) of the
out-curving wall, the fact that it does not support any architecture, plus its axial location atop
of the bench, strongly suggest that this feature represents a throne akin to those described by

Satterthwaite (1937) at Piedras Negras.

On the spinewall of the room, directly behind the bench or possible throne, a small
section of a poorly preserved hieroglyphic text or graffiti (Fig. 10) was discovered. The
glyphs had been incised, or carved, in low relief on the plaster surface of the wall prior to the
room being painted in bright red. According to Peter Mathews (personal communication
1989) one, and possibly two, of the figures on the preserved text may represent a seating
glyph. If the axial located bench is indeed a throne, the glyphs may have been intentionally

carved in this location to record the accession of a Classic Period ruler at Cahal Pech.

The architectural style of terminal phase A-1 (Fig. 11) is reminiscent of the Lamanai Type

Building identified by Pendergast (1981:41) at Altun Ha (Str. B4 2nd A) and at Lamanai
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Figure 10: Preserved section of graffiti on Str. A-1 wall
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(N10-43). This similarity suggests that the final phase of A-1 may be coeval in date with
both the Altun Ha and Lamanai structures. The latter were assigned a construction date
between the sixth and seventh centuries A.D. by Pendergast (1981, 1982). It is important to
note that a fragment of pyrite and an ear-plug of hard limestone were recovered in the looter’s
backdirt at the summit of Str. A-1. The presence of these items indicate that the looters may
have discovered a burial in this area. Interestingly, the San Ignacio police recovered a black-
slipped, Teotihuacan-style, cylinder vase from looters who were caught on the mound in 1978.
If this vessel actually came from a burial at the summit of the structure, it would support a

sixth to seventh century date for the construction of terminal phase A-1.

Structure A-2

Structure A-2 is a large range-type building which separates Plaza A from Plaza B. The
mound is approximately 50 m long by 20 m wide and 6.0 m high. Prior to excavation,
looters had trenched through the upper midsection of the mound exposing part of the terminal
construction phase. Since the exposed architecture was in a fairly good state of preservation
we decided to investigate the mound in 1988. During this .nitial season, eight units were
excavated in A-2. The first six units focused on the termina phase of construction, and the
last two units tested two earlier substructures. This approach was selected because the

terminal phase building was slated for consolidation.

Operation A-2:1
This major operation was designed to remove the humus cover and collapsed architectural
debris overlying the northern half of the terminal construction phase of A-2. The excavation

measured 10.5 m from north to south, and 3 m to the east and 3 m to the west of a central
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spinewall that had been exposed by looters.

Excavation on the eastern side of the building uncovered three rooms with central
doorways facing Plaza B. The two southernmost rooms were also connected by a narrow
doorway through the transverse wall that divided them. The northern room was not directly
connected to the others. In contrast, it had a vaulted doorway which penetrated the spinewall,
and which provided access between the rooms facing Plaza A and those facing Plaza B. All

three eastern rooms contained benches.

Excavations on the western side of the building completely uncovered one room and
partially exposed a second. The two rooms were separated by two rectangular pillars with an
unusually high bench between them. These pillars marked the center of Str. A-2. Both of the
western rooms had central doorways facing Plaza A, and both contained benches. Above the
bench of the southwestern room, fragments of several pottery vessels were recovered. Most
of the pottery were jar sherds, and their location above the bench probably represents post-

abandonment activity at the site.

Operation A-2:2

This 0.5 m by 0.5 m unit was placed on the bench between the two centrally located
pillars on the west side of Str. A-2. The purpose of the excavation was to determine whether
the bench was a later addition to the room, and to search for enclosed caches or burials.
According to Bill (1987), the presence or absence of burials within the benches of range-type
buildings may be indicative of the domestic, or non-domestic, function of these multi-room

structures.
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At 0.68 m below the top of the bench the excavation exposed the plaster floor of the
room. This indicates that the bench was added sometime after the room had been
constructed. No cache or burial was recovered, but pottery within the fill suggests that the

bench was constructed during the first half of the Late Classic period.

Operation A-2:3

Operation A-2:3 was placed on the bench in the northwestern room of Str. A-2. This
bench is one of the largest in the building and, unlike most of the others which are long and
narrow, it is practically square in shape. The purpose for this excavation was to explore

whether there were any burials in the bench, and to determine its date of construction.

Data recovered from the excavation indicates that the bench had been constructed in two
segments. The earliest segment was similar to most of the other benches found within the
building. It was long and narrow, and had been constructed against the spinewall that divided
the Str. A-2 building. The subsequent modification changed this pattern by extending the
width of the earlier bench across the entire northern end of the room. The presence of a
plaster floor beneath both benches indicates that the latter were added to the room sometime
after the building had been constructed. Dating of pottery recovered in the excavation

suggests that both benches were constructed during the Late Classic period (A.D. 700-800).

Excavation below the first floor uncovered a second floor and the verge of a well
preserved apron. The latter was part of an earlier substructure but it could not be investigated
more thoroughly due to the small size of the unit, and because a large section of the preserved

architecture of terminal phase A-2 would have been destroyed. (The substructure was
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Operation A-2:4

This small (0.5 m X 0.5 m) unit was excavated in the bench between the narrow doorway
connecting the two rooms on the east side of Str. A-2. Its purpose, like that of the previous
bench excavations, was to search for possible burials or dedicatory caches, and to recover

evidence suitable for dating the benches.

The unit descended 0.48 m from the top of the bench and was terminated when the floor
of the terminal construction phase was discovered below. The presence of the floor indicated
that this bench, like others on the west side of the structure, was a later addition to the
building. No cache or burial was found, and pottery recovered in the unit consisted mostly

of Late Classic types.

Operation A-2:5

This excavation was placed at the center of a large bench that covered the entire floor
space within the northeastern room of Str. A-2. The purpose of the operation was similar to
that of the other bench excavations in the building. Initially the unit beganasa 1 m X 1 m
square, but it was eventually expanded in order to investigate the sequential construction of

the large bench.

Data from this operation indicates that the northeastern room of Str. A-2 underwent four
sequential modifications. During the first stage the room did not contain a bench, but it had

a doorway which penetrated the spinewall of the building. This, and possibly two other
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doorways, provided the only access between the east and west sides of the building, and
between Plazas A and B. In the second stage the doorway was sealed off and a long narrow
bench was constructed along the base of the spinewall. The third modification converted the
shape of the bench from a linear to an L-shaped form. Within the new extension there was
a simple burial of an adult persona with no grave goods. The position of the skeletal remains
suggests that the individual had been placed on its side in fetal position. It is also possible

that the original bench had been purposely extended to contain the burial.

The last modification extended the bench over the remaining floor space. In its final
stage the room then had a central doorway facing Plaza B, and a single step provided access
from the doorway to the top of the large bench. Cultural remains recovered in the fill of
these construction phases indicate that all modifications to the room were conducted during

the Late Classic period.

Operation A-2:6
Operation A-2:6 was a 1 m X 1 m unit placed in the center of the doorway of the
northeastern room of Str. A-2. The purpose of this excavation was to penetrate the terminal

phase architecture in an effort to determine its date of construction.

Approximately 22 c¢cm below the floor of the terminal phase building the excavation
exposed a second plaster floor. This sequence of floors is similar to that observed on the
west side of the structure (in Operations A-2:7 and A-2:8), and indicates that the original floor
of the building platform was resurfaced during the final stage of occupation. About 12 cm

below the penultimate floor there was a cache containing two ceramic vessels. The latter
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included a small plain jar which was standing upright, and an unslipped miniature dish which
had been placed over the mouth of the jar. Both vessels are Late Classic in date and may
have been deposited as part of a dedicatory ritual commemorating the complet on of terminal
phase A-2. Below the cache the matrix changed from ballast to large core {11. Due to the
small size of the unit it was very difficult to extract the large boulders from this core, thus

the excavation was terminated 80 cm below the terminal floor.

Operation A-2:7
This excavation was essentially an expansion and continuation of Operation A-2:2. It
began by extending the latter unit across the bench between the pillars on the west side of the

building, then descended below the terminal phase of architecture.

At 14 cm below the floor of terminal phase A-2 the excavation uncovered a section of
the penultimate construction phase. The excavation followed the contours of this substructure
for 3.60 m below the first floor, then had to be terminated due to the difficulties and hazards
involved with the extraction of large core fill. The operation nevertheless provided
considerable information on the form and size of penultimate phase A-2. This substructure
was between 5.0-6.0 m tall. Below a relatively large building platform, the structure had at
least two terraces with aprons and subaprons (Fig. 12) similar in style to those found on
monumental architecture in the central Peten. The building platform probably served as the

base for either a perishable or masonry building, but no evidence for the latier was recovered.

Operation A-2:8

This unit was excavated in the center of the large, northwestern, room of Str. A-2. Its



Spine
Wall

Floor 1

Floor P SC)
Ballast E

EAST/WEST PROFILE
OPERATION A-2/7
STRUCTURE A-2
CAHAL PECH, BELIZE

Surface

3'--

Aprons

2o
‘@l
QQ =
Q im.
™ s ™ ™ ™ o =}

Figure 12: Cross-sectional profile of Operiation A-2:7

87



88

purpose was to penetraic and determine the date of the final and penultimate phases of

architecture, and to search for earlier substructures.

The surface of the penultimate building platform (A-2 Sub 1) was discovered 15 ¢m
below the floor of terminal phase A-2. Beneath this floor there was a layer of ballast followed
by a deeper layer of core (Fig. 13). Below the core the excavation exposed five steps of a
well preserved stairway. The stairway was associated with the large terraces (of the
penultimate structure) exposed in Operation A-2:7. Pottery within the fill of this architecture

consisted primarily of Classic period types.

Beneath the stairs of the A-2 substructure the excavation exposed part of another stairway
and building platform (A-2 Sub 2). The steps of this earlier stairway were both lower and
smaller than those of A-2 Sub 1, and its associated platform was 1.65 m below the floor of
the terminal phase structure. Because the season of investigation was coming to a close,
excavation below the steps of A-2 Sub 2 did not descend to sterile level. The excavation
nevertheless recovered pottery which indicated that A-2 Sub 2 was erected between the Late

Formative and Early Classic periods.

Construction History of Str. A-2

Due to the small size of Operation A-2:8 it is difficult to provide an accurate description
of the architectural style and form of A-2 Sub 2. The data presently indicates that this
substructure consisted of a low platform, approximately 2.20 m in height. A short flight of
steps provided access from Plaza A to the top of the platform. The latter may have supported

a perishable building, but no evidence of this superstructure was recorded by the excavation.
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Cultural remains recovered below the stairway suggests that A-2 Sub 2 was built between the

Late Formative and Early Classic Periods (150-350 A.D.).

The subsequent construction in the A-2 sequence (A-2 Sub 1) completely altered the
previous structure (A-2 Sub 2). This penultimate phase consisted of a raised platform with
a central stairway that led down to Plaza A. Although no excavations penetrated the eastern
side of this substructure, it is possible that a similar stairway on the eastern face provided
access to Plaza B. Flanking the western stairway there were two terraces with sub-aprons and
basal moulding similar in style to those on B4 2nd A at Altun Ha (Pendergast 1982), and to
those on the structures within the central plaza at Tikal (Coe 1988). These architectural
parallels, and the predominance of Middle Classic pottery in the associated stratigraphy,
suggest that the penultimate phase of A-2 was constructed between 500-700 A.D. This date

is contemporaneous with that of the terminal construction phase on Str. A-1.

The final construction on A-2 is represented by a large, range-type, structure. The
structure spanned the entire length of Plaza A, and supported a long double-vaulted building
with multiple rooms (Fig. 14). Although excavations only uncovered one doorway through
the spinewall separating the eastern and western sections of the building, it is possible that

two other doorways provided access between the rooms facing Plaza A and Plaza B.

Most of the rooms in the final phase of A-2 contained one or more benches. The
majority of these were added to the rooms after the building had been constructed. During
the first field season four of the benches were excavated, but only one contained a simple

burial in fetal position. The absence of grave goods within the burial makes it difficult to
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ascertain the date of interment. The two pottery vessels recovered in the cache in Operation
A-2:5, nevertheless, indicate that the terminal phase of A-2 was constructed during the eighth

century A.D.

Structure A-4

Structure A-4 is a long, range-type building which borders Plaza A to the west. Prior to
the 1988 season, looters had damaged several sections of the mound. Since these haphazard
excavations indicated that the architecture was well preserved, we decided to strip most of

the southern half of the building and to probe the terminal phase of architecture.

Operation A-4:1

Operation A-4:1 removed the humus and collapsed construction debris over the southern
half of Str. A-4. At the close of the 1988 field season this excavation had completely
exposed two rooms and uncovered most of a third room within the terminal phase building.
A description of these rooms, and the final architectural phase, is provided below (see

Construction History of Str. A-4).

Operation A-4:2

This small 1.0 m X 0.80 m unit was placed on a bench in Room 2 of Str. A-4. No burial
or cache were discovered and the floor of the building platform was exposed 82 cm below
the surface of the bench. Interestingly, the floor beneath the bench was 10 cm lower than the
level of the floor in front of the bench. This indicates that sometime after the original floor,
room, and bench had been constructed, the section of floor in front of the bench was

resurfaced. Pottery recovered during the excavation suggests that these minor alterations were
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all conducted between the eighth and ninth century A.D.

Operation A-4:3
This 1 m X 1 m unit was excavated in front of a blocked doorway in the central room
of Str. A-4. Its purpose was to determine the construction date of terminal phase A-4, and

to search for evidence of earlier occupation.

Four floors were uncovered in the 1.75 m deep unit. The first three floors were no more
than 10 cm apart, and they were clustered just below the terminal phase building (Fig. 15).
The fourth floor was 1.19 m below the base of the doorway. The position and distance
between the top three floors indicate that they were all associated with the terminal structure,
and that the two topmost floors represent a replastering of the original floor. Conversely, the
fourth floor is associated with an earlier building platform. Pottery from beneath the floor
of this earlier construction phase suggests that this structure was built between Late Formative

and Early Classic times.

Construction History of Str. A-4

Because Str. A-4 was not excavated to sterile level the entire construction sequence of
this structure is presently unknown. The traditional Maya practice of erecting buildings along
the four sides of courtyards, and the presence of the large Late Preclassic substructure beneath
A-1, indicate that there may be an undiscovered Late Formative structure below the

predominantly Classic period architecture of A-4.

The earliest structure exposed by the A-4 operations dates to the Late Formative/Early
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Classic transition. This penultimate construction phase probably consisted of a raised
platform with a perishable building, and it may have had a central stairway that ascended

from Plaza A to the summit of the structure.

Terminal phase A-4 completely modified the earlier structure. This last construction
phase is represented by a large raised platform with a vaulted masonry superstructure (see Fig.
11). The vaulted building contains four, and possibly five, interconnected and modally

different rooms and has a central outset stairway leading down to Plaza A.

The southeastern room (Room 1) is rectangular in shape and was originally connected to
Room 2 via a low vaulted doorway. This doorway was subsequently sealed off and benches
were constructed in both rooms. The bench in Room 1 practically covers the entire floor
space. It has a small rectangular niche in its center, and a step on the southwestern corner

provides access to the top of the bench.

Room 2 has two benches which join together in an L-shape. Excavation into the southern
bench indicates that it was constructed after the eastern bench. Room 2 is also connected to
Room 3, and possibly to Room 4, via a narrow passageway along the western wall of the

building.

Room 3 is the central room. It does not contain any benches, but has a basal moulding
along the entire perimeter of the room. Originally, Room 3 had a central doorway facing
Plaza A to the east. This door was subsequently sealed, probably at the same time that the

doorway between Rooms 1 and 2 was blocked off and the benches in those rooms were
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constructed.

Ceramics from structural fill indicate that terminal phase A-4 was constructed during the
early part of the Late Classic period. Above the floor of Room 3 there were also fragments
of several pottery vessels which may have been purposely smashed during abandonment of

the site. Comparative analysis of this material suggests an eighth century date for this event.

Plaza A Operation

This 1.5 m X 1.5 m unit was one of several excavations placed within the seven
courtyards in the central precinct of Cahal Pech. The major goal of these units was to
penetrate the plazas from surface to sterile level. This would provide the data necessary for
determining the construction history of each courtyard, and it would yield information that

could be used to plot the diachronic growth and expansion of the site core.

The Plaza A unit descended 3.0 m below surface (Fig. 16). Sterile level was reached at
2.77 m down, and five floors were recorded in the unit. Floor 5 was located at 1.93 m below
the present plaza level. Instead of the typical Classic period lime-plaster, the floor consisted
of a tamped clay/marl surface placed over a thick layer of black organic dirt. Cultural
remains below Floor 5 included several jute shells (Pachychilus sp.) and a variety of Middle

Formative pottery.

Unlike the earlier floor, Floor 4 consisted of a 6 cm thick lime-plastered surface. Cultural
remains below Floor 4 were more diverse and numerous than below Floor 5. They consisted

of two types of freshwater snails (Pomacea flagellata and Pachychilus sp), chert flakes, and
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pottery which was predominantly from the Late Formative period. The latter date indicates
that Plaza Floor 4 is contemporaneous with the penultimate phase of Str. A-1 and with A-2

Sub 2.

The plaster surface of Floor 3 was better preserved and thicker than that of Floor 4.
Pottery below Floor 3 included both Early Classic and Late Formative types, indicating that
Floor 3 is coeval in date with A-2 Sub 1 and A-4 Sub 3. Floors 1 and 2, like terminal phase

A-1, A-2, and A-4, date to the Late Classic period.

Plaza B: Description, Excavations, and Construction History
Description of Plaza B

Plaza B is the largest courtyard within the site core. It is about 3.0 m lower in elevation
than Plaza A, and measures approximately 50 m from north to south and 60 m from east to
west. The courtyard is bordered on the north by Structures B-6 and B-7, to the south by B-4
and B-5, to the east by B-1, B-2 and B-3, and by Structure A-2 to the west. In 1950,
Satterthwaite discovered three stelae and one altar in Plaza B. These monuments were located
in front of Structures B-1 (Stela 3), B-3 (Stela 4 and Altar 1), and B-4 (Stela 5). In 1988 we
found a large fragment of a sixth stela (Stela 6) in front of Str. B-2, but like the other
monuments at the site this stela had a plain surface. The mounds selected for excavation in

Plaza B included Structures B-2, B-4, and B-5.

Structure B-1
Located on the east side of Plaza B, Str. B-1 is a large (12 m high) pyramidal mound

which is flanked by two smaller structures (B-2 and B-3). During the 1988 season, two old
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excavation units were discovered on B-1. The first unit, which was axially located at the
eastern base of the mound, had been excavated by Satterthwaite in the 1950s. Satterthwaite
never produced a report of this work. Therefore, there is no information regarding the results
of his investigations. The second unit was discovered at the summit of the structure and
represents the salvage excavation conducted by Peter Schmidt in 1969. Information on file
in the Belize Department of Archaeology indicates that Schmidt uncovered two burials in his
excavation. The first contained the remains of an adult female with teeth that had been filed
and inlaid with jade. According to Schmidt’s notes, this terminal Classic burial was intrusive
and "effected sometime after major construction activity had ceased" at the site (Schmidt
n.d.). The second burial contained the remains of an elite male with sumptuary grave goods
in a poorly preserved tomb. Comparative dating of the ceramics within the grave suggests that

the burial, and the terminal construction phase of B-1, date between 600 and 800 A.D.

During the summer of 1989 Joseph Ball of the University of California at San Diego also
conducted an axial excavation on Str. B-1. According to Ball (personal communication,
1990) these investigations located an early Late Formative (400-200 B.C.) substructure below
two Classic period construction levels. Within the Late Formative structure, Ball recovered
a center line cache containing several stingray spines. Ball indicated that the stingray spines

represent one of the earliest "shaman outfits" ever discovered in the Maya subarea.

Structure B-2
Structure B-2 was selected for investigation because, unlike most of the pyramidal
mounds at the site, it had not been vandalized or previously excavated. Furthermore, the

excavation of B-2 could help to determine the architectural relationship of B-1, and its two
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flanking structures (B-2 and B-3).

Operation B-2:1

This operation consisted of an axial trench placed on the west face of Str. B-2. Its chicf
purpose was to expose the terminal phase of construction and to record information on the
form, style, and date of the architecture. The trench was 1.5 m in width and it extended from

Plaza B to the summit of the mound.

The excavation revealed that the terminal phase of B-2 did not have a central stairway
on the west face of the structure (Fig. 17). Instead, the unit exposed a series of at least three
aprons which ascended from Plaza B to a small platform at the summit of the mound. There
was no masonry superstructure above the platform and the poorly preserved floor retained no
evidence of postholes or other features associated with perishable buildings. Ceramic artefacts

placed the date of this terminal construction phase to the Late Classic period.

Operation B-2:2

This 1.25 m X 1.5 m unit was excavated just west of the building platform at the summit
of Str. B-2. Its purpose was to penetrate the topmost apron or terrace in an effort to test and
expose earlier phases of architecture.

The excavation descended 3.0 m then was discontinued due to the instability of one of
the excavation walls. Five plaster floors were recorded in the unit. The lowermost floor was
2.05 m below that of the terminal phase of construction. It was also aligned with Floor 8 in
Operation B-2:3, suggesting that the two floors are part of the same construction phase.

Ceramics below the floor indicate a Late Formative to Early Classic date for this architecture.
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The stratigraphic position of the two overlying floors parallels that of Floors 7 and 6 in
Operation B-2:3. Both of these construction phases date to the middle part of the Classic
period. The penultimate floor uncovered in Operation B-2:2 has no equivalent in Operation
B-2:3, but the stratigraphy indicates that it may represent the surface of the topmost apron of
Str. B-2. This apron and the final floor are both associated with the last phases of

construction on B-2, and they both date to the Late Classic period.

Operation B-2:3

Operation B-2:3 was located in the center of the terminal phase platform at the summit
of Str. B-2. The operation began as a 2 m X 2 m unit, but was subsequently decreased in
size to facilitate moving in and out of this 7.0 m deep excavation. The purpose of the
operation was to penetrate Str. B-2 (from top to sterile level) in an effort to search for

Formative occupation levels, and to ascertain the structure’s full architectural sequence.

As indicated above, the unit descended 7 m below surface. Sterile level was reached just
above this point at 6.78 m down. Sections of 11 floors, plus two burials, were uncovered in
the excavation. The earliest platform (Floor 11 or B-2\1st) was 4.0 cm thick, it was
constructed of lime plaster, and was 5.72 m below the surface of the terminal phase platform.
Cultural remains within this first architectural level included pottery, ceramic figurine
fragments, chert flakes, a fragment of a grinding stone, plus shells of the fresh-water snail
Pachychilus sp., and the fresh-water mussel Nephronaias ortmanni. Comparative cross-dating
of the ceramic artefacts places the initial construction on Str. B-2\lst in the late Middle

Formative period.
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The second earliest construction phase (B-2\2nd) was again only represented by a well
preserved plaster floor (Floor 10) and its associated fill. Cultural remains in this strata
duplicated that of the previous level, but the ceramics were more typical of material dating

between the late Middle Formative and Late Formative periods.

The third construction phase (Floor 9) increased the height of B-2 by 2.30 m, and raised
the overall height of the structure to approximately 3.55 m above natural ground level.
Within the fill of B-2\3rd there were a few figurine fragments, and a large collection of
pottery which was predominantly of Late Formative date. The next construction phase (B-
2\4th [Floor 8]) slightly increased the overall size of Str. B-2, and probably dates between

Late Formative and Early Classic times.

During the Early Classic period B-2 was modified twice (B-2\5th and B-2\6th). In Unit
3, B-2\5th is represented by the surface (Floor 7) of a raised structure and the floor (Floor 6)
of a building platform. The latter was partially destroyed during the subsequent construction
of a large cist associated with the B-2\6th (Floor 5) substructure. The cist was lined and
caped with cut limestone blocks, and was sealed by the B-2\6 building platform (see Fig. 17).
Within the cist there was the skeletal remains of one individual, a fragmented stingray spine,
several jade artefacts, shell beads, a bone tube, and a late Early Classic polychrome dish. A

second brown-slipped vessel was found just outside of the grave at the north end of the cist.

The last three architectural phases all date to the Late Classic period. Below the
penultimate phase (B-2\8th [Floor 3]), and cutting into B-2\7th (Floor 4), a second burial was

discovered. This grave contained the poorly preserved remains of a single individual who had
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been interred within structural fill. The grave goods associated with this burial included three
fragmented pottery vessels, two large pieces of conch shell, two modified marine shell
artefacts, and two obsidian blades. All three ceramic vessels, and the burial, are Late Classic

in date.

Construction History of Str. B-2

Investigations on Str. B-2 revealed a construction sequence that spans from the late
Middle Formative to the Late Classic period. The presence of ceramic types such as Jocote
Orange-brown, Joventud Red, Chacchinic Red, and Savana Orange, plus hand-modeled
figurine fragments with affinities to Middle Formative material from Uaxactun and the Tok
complex at Chalchuapa, suggest that the first construction phase of B-2 dates between 650
and 350 B.C. Unfortunately, the size of the unit and the depth at which the floor of B-2\1st
was discovered inhibits conclusive statements regarding the architectural style of this Middle
Formative structure. The recovery of a few pole-impressed briquette fragments just above
floor level nonetheless suggests that the platform may have supported a wattle and daub

building.

During the Late Formative, B-2 was renovated at least twice (B-2\2nd and B-2\3rd), but
once again the small size of the excavation makes it difficult to provide any extensive
description of the architecture. Artefacts below the platforms of B-2\2nd and B-2\3rd were
predominantly represented by Middle and Late Formative pottery, and also included a few

ceramic figurine fragments, fresh-water snail shells, and several chert flakes.

Between the Late Formative and the Early Classic period, Str. B-2 was modified twice.
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These construction phases are represented by the floors of B-2\4th (Floor 8), and the structure
floor (Floor 7) and building platform (Floor 6) of B-2\5th. The latter structure probably had
two aprons on its west face, and a fairly large building platform at its summit. Except for

size, this architecture resembles the basic form of the final construction phase (see bclow).

Built during the first half of the Late Classic period, the next two construction phases (B-
2\6th & B-2\7th) primarily modified the summit of B-2. During this time two new building
platforms (Floors 5 and 4) were constructed at the summit of B-2. Below the floor of B-
2\6th, and intruding into B-2\Sth, there was a large cist burial which contained the remains

of a single individual with elite related grave goods.

At the construction of the penultimate phase (B-2\8th [Floor 3]) another apron was added
to the raised structure of Sth and a small building platform crowned its summit. These
changes increased the height of B-2 by approximately 1.5 m. Below the floor of 8th there
was a simple cist burial with few grave goods and the poorly preserved remains of one adult

individual.

The final construction phase (B-2\%th [Floors 2 and 1]) resembled the architecture of 5th
and 8th. At the summit of this 6.0 m high, Late Classic structure there was a small building
platform (Floor 1) which may have supported a perishable superstructure. B-2\9th also had
no central stairway. Instead, there were three terraced aprons which descended from the
summit to the base of the structure. The summit of B-2 may have therefore been accessed via
B-1, This architectural style, and the connection of B-1 to B-2 and B-3 is similar to the form

of Strs. A-1, A-4 and A-5 at Pacbitun (Healy 1990), to A-1, A-2 and A-4 at Black Man Eddy
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(Garber et al. 1991), and Str. E at Baking Pot (Ricketson 1931). The frequency of this

configuration at other Belize Valley sites suggests that these structures probably represent a
regional architectural style. The position, location, and orientation of the three adjoining
structures may also be a variant of the "E Group" complex which has been identified at

Uaxactun and several other sites in the central Maya lowlands (Ruppert 1940).

Structure B-4

Structure B-4 is a relatively small (5.5 m high) mound on the southeastern corner of Plaza
B, yet it provided some of the most important and early data recorded at Cahal Pech. Prior
to the 1988 season, looters had excavated a pit at the summit of the structure (see Figs. 18
amd 31), and another at plaza level (between the northern base of the mound and Stela 5).
The first pit had mostly caused superficial damage and had exposed part of the wall of a
Classic period building. The second looter’s excavation exposed part of the stairway of the
terminal phase structure and three plaza floors. During their excavation the looters also broke
Stela 5 into several fragments. The only reasonable explanation for this act of vandalism is

that the stela was destroyed in order to facilitate excavation at the base of the monument.

Investigations on B-4 initially consisted of a wide axial trench on the north face of the
mound. Two large, and three small, units were subsequently placed into the platform and
stairway of an earlier sub-phase (B-4\10th) of the structure. As indicated below, these
investigations produced a large collection of Formative cultural remains, and they provided

the most comprehensive evidence of early Middle Formative occupation at the site.
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Operation B-4: Axial Trench

During the 1988 field season the axial trench on Str. B-4 measured 2 m wide and it
extended from the summit to the northern base of the mound (Fig. 18). In subsequent years
this large excavation was widened at several locations, but its depth was generally maintained
at the level of the of B-4\10th construction phase (Floor 3). The latter is a well preserved

Late Formative substructure that was consolidated in 1991 (see Fig. 32).

During the first season of investigation two construction phases (11th and 12th) and a
burial were uncovered by the axial trench. The final construction phase was represented by
the poorly preserved stairway, platform floor (Floor 1), and collapsed masonry building, of
a small non-domestic structure. The burial was located along the primary axis of this
construction phase (B-4\12th), directly below Floor 1. It contained the remains of a single
male individual, in extended position, with head to the south. The only grave good associated
with the interment was a tall polychrome vase with a poorly preserved anthropomorphic

design.

Like the terminal construction phase, B-4\11th (Floor 2) was not very well preserved or
defined. The only conspicuous architectural feature of this substructure was a small section
of the floor of the building platform and two steps. It is possible that these steps were part
of a stairway which was later incorporated in the architecture of 12th, but very little of this
architecture remained preserved. Artefacts recovered below Floor 2 were numerous and
varied. They included fragments of two metates and one mano, several hand-modelled
figurine fragments, some chert flakes, and a large collection of pottery. The latter included

both Middle and Late Formative types.
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Unlike the aforementioned construction phases, B-4\10th (Floors 3 and 4) was in excellent
condition (see Fig. 18). The axial trench exposed part of the structure’s northern stairway,
and a large section of the building platform (Floor 3). A second small platform, or landing,
was uncovered on the north face of the structure, about 1.2 m above the final Plaza B floor.
Six steps rise from the landing to the building platform at the summit. In 1988, two postholes
were uncovered atop of the building platform (see Fig. 18). One of these was axially located
at the center of the structure, and the second was in the northwestern section of the platform,
just south of the first step. When the last two phases of construction were stripped off in
1991 it was also noted that the stairway of B-4\10th was flanked by two balustrades. Each
balustrade had a pair of masks facing Plaza B, but the masks were in such a poor state of

preservation that it was impossible to accurately identify their iconographic significance.

Operation B-4: Unit 1

This 1 X 1 m unit was excavated into the building platform (Floor 3) of B-4\10. Because
the operation began near the end of the 1988 season, it was realized that the unit would have
to be terminated before reaching sterile level. The objective of the excavation was therefore
to ascertain the construction date of B-4\10th, and to provide preliminary data on earlier

construction phases.

The unit descended 2.0 m and exposed two earlier floors (Floors 4 and 5). Floor 4
extended across the entire area exposed by Unit 1 and, as Unit 2 subsequently indicated, it
was aligned with the base of the topmost B-4\10th step. This position suggests that Floor 4
represents the summit of the B-4\10th structure, while Floor 3 represents the surface of the

building platform.
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Floor 5 was located 45 cm below Floor 4, and represents the building platform of the 9th
construction phase. Two, low, cut-stone walls above the floor may have served as the base
of a rectangular superstructure. Since the western wall was only one course high and the
southern wall contained two courses of cut-stones, it is possible that the superstructure had
been destroyed during the construction of B-4\10th. Both walls also extended beyond the

limit of the unit, thus it was impossible to determine the exact size of the B-4\9th building.

Pottery below Floors 3 and 4 was predominantly Late Formative in date. Conversely, the

ceramics below Floor 5 consisted primarily of Middle Formative types.

Operation B-4: Unit 2
Unit 2 was a 0.5 X 0.5 m excavation that was placed on the frontal inset of the B-4\10th
building platform (Fig. 19). The purpose of the unit was to explore whether there were any

axial caches in this section of the structure.

Although no cache was discovered, the unit produced additional information on Floors
4 and 5, and it increased the sample of cultural remains from these levels. In regards to Floor
4, the excavation confirmed that this plastered surface was aligned with the topmost step of
the B-4\10th stairway, and that Floors 3 and 4 are part of the same construction phase. Floor
5 in Unit 2 was also aligned with the fifth floor in Units 1 and 4 and represents the surface

of a late Middle Formative platform.

Operation B-4: Unit 3

This 1.0 X 1.5 m unit was placed on the small basal platform or landing of the B-4\10th
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substructure. The main purpose of the unit was to determine if the landing was
contemporaneous with the upper stairway, or if it was a later addition to the structure.
Pottery from this excavation would also help to confirm, or negate, the assumed Latc

Formative date of B-4\10th.

Like Unit 1, excavation in Unit 3 commenced toward the end of the 1988 season and had
to be closed before reaching sterile level. The operation exposed two floors below the surface
of the landing (see Fig. 19). The earliest floor was 1.5 m below the surface of B-4\10th and
was associated with an earlier subphase that predated those exposed in Units 1 and 2. Pottery
from the fill below this floor was purely Middle Formative in date. The subsequent floor was
associated with the upper stairway of B-4\10th and was connected to two other steps which
dropped towards Plaza B. This association suggests that the landing, or basal platform, may
have been a later modification of the original B-4\10th structure. Why such a modification,
which did little to alter the form of the original structure, was erected is difficult to ascertain.
It could have been built in order to expand the size of the original landing, or as an aesthetic

modification.

Operation B-4: Unit 4

Unit 4 was a large 1.5 X 2.0 m excavation that was begun 1n 1989 and completed during
the 1990 field season. The objective of this excavation was to penetrate Str. B-4 from surface
to sterile level in order to determine the construction sequence of the mound, and to recover

information on Formative period occupation at the site.

The excavation descended 7.2 m below surface and exposed sections of 13 floors which
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were associated with 10 construction phases (Fig. 20). This architectural sequence spans from

the early Middle Formative to the Late Classic period (1000 B.C. - A.D. 750).

The southern extensions of Floor 1 and Floor 2 were the most recent architecture recorded
by the excavation. These floors were poorly preserved in Unit 4, and no additional evidence
of the collapsed terminal phase building (previously noted in the axial trench) was recorded

in the unit.

Floor 3 was approximately 2.2 m below surface and in direct alignment with the well-
preserved surface of the third floor exposed in the axial trench. Artefacts within the levels
above Floor 3 were also typologically and chronologically similar in the two excavations
(axial trench and Unit 4). This confirmed the Classic period dating of the terminal
construction phase (B-4\12th), and supported the terminal Late Formative assignation of Floor

2 (B-4\11th).

Excavation below Floor 3 produced a large number of shells of the fresh-water snail
Pachychilus sp., several chert flakes, and numerous potsherds. The pottery contained both
Middle and Late Formative types, including Chunhinta Black, Flor Cream, Consejo Red,
Reforma and Laguna Verde Incised, and a local variety of Tower Hill Red-on-cream.
Together with the pottery from previously excavated units, these ceramics indicated that Floor

3 was constructed during the early part of the Late Formative period (300-100 B.C.).

Floor 4 was approximately 45 cm below Floor 3 and aligned with the fourth floor

exposed in Units 1 and 2. The fill below Floor 4 also contained a mix of Middle and Late



WEST PROFILE OF UNIT 4, 114

STRUCTURE B4s GROUND LEVEL
CAHAL PECH 1990 = TOP SOIL

MDC 1891

f\“\

0,%6> " ‘.-". : A ‘ 8
o, 5 AT S Rt 2 R LI W e 1) B I PR S WL M i
(B g e el aten et oy
£psdfyaRrd i L L B L .{}';“j’o‘t RS
-'-‘_.i o0 ATy, Lo .':}.‘ "..,.M...n‘d."";“' 'ﬁi' o ® '
SO ISTELI G+ DT A ] TN Ao D X ) S °
B A e RN R e S
kit v * Sttt i ol o e

LEGEND
MEDIUM FILL
[(({MIXED CLAY FILL
A MARL
PLASTER

‘Ebhge e S dacite el —FLOOR 6
S T L —FLOOR 7A
e —FLOOR 7B
== Sy

FLOORS8

e e il FLOOR O
FLOOR 10 e e 2R FLOOR 10A
(ASH) g VBN et . o - :.‘ e .--- s LOOR 1OB

> e ‘. ). a.._ . . PR ' g
G o FLOOR 11

Figure 20: Cross-sectional profile of Unit 4, Str. B-4



115

Formative pottery, but there was a slight increase in the frequency of Middle Formative
Savana and Jocote group types. Non-ceramic artefacts included several chert flakes, fresh-

water snail shells, and an obsidian blade fragment.

Unlike in Units 1 and 2, Floor 5 was poorly defined in Unit 4. This is interesting,
particularly when we consider that in Unit 1, Floor 5 was represented by a well-preserved
plaster floor, and two low walls of a small building. The most plausible explanation for the
divergence in the two units is that since the area investigated by Unit 4 lies at the rear of the
building, the excavation may have either missed Floor 5, or the floor may have been partially

destroyed during the construction of the subsequent architectural phase.

Ceramic remains below Floor 5 were plentiful and primarily Middle Formative in date.
They included pottery common to the Belize Valley, a few types that are more typical of the
early Middle Formative period in northern Belize (i.e. Tower Hill Red-on-cream, and possibly
Chicago Orange, and Ramgoat Red), plus a small sample of sherds (with a vitrified greenish
slip) which may be anomalous to the area. The fill below Floor 5 also yielded a few burnt
fragments of human bone, several chert flakes, and a number of hand-modeled figurine
fragments. Together with the pottery, these artefacts suggest a late Middle Formative date

for Floor S.

Floor 6 was slightly better preserved than Floor 5. In several areas the plaster surface was
fire-clouded, but there was no evidence of any building above the section of floor exposed
by the unit. The artefact assemblage below Floor 6 duplicated that from previous levels. The

major difference was the temporal placement of the ceramics. Whereas pottery from below
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Floor 5 contained a few Late Formative sherds amidst a predominantly Middle Formative

collection, those below Floor 6 were exclusively Middle Formative in date.

The surface of Floor 7A was plastered, well-preserved and almost entirely fire-clouded.
Along the southern limit of the excavation, the floor abutted a low wall of roughly-shaped
limestone blocks. The wall was two to three courses high, and the blocks were cemented
together with mortar. At the base of the wall, and along the eastern edge of the unit, there
was a single posthole. On the northern perimeter of the excavation the burnt plaster floor
ended abruptly along a broken edge. In order to investigate whether there were any
associated architectural features in this area, a 25 cm deep undercut was excavated into the
north face of the unit. The undercut exposed the topmost steps of a low stairway that
dropped towards Plaza B (Fig. 21). After exposing two of the steps the undercut was
discontinued and excavation proceeded below Floor 7A. This exposed another plaster floor
20 cm below 7A. The floor extended across the entire length of the unit and ended at the
base of the topmost step leading up to the 7A platform. Since this floor obviously
represented the surface of the structure on which the 7A building platform had been
constructed it was labelled as Floor 7B. Artefacts recovered below the two floors were
primarily ceramic and included a mixture of both early and late Middle Formative types. This
indicated that the small structure above Floor 7A was constructed between 600-300 B.C. A
single Radiocarbon date ([Beta-40863] 2470 + 90 B.P. which calibrates to 791 (757, 689, 656,
645, 590, 577, 545, 458, 452) 407 B.C.), obtained from a large charcoal sample below Floor

7B, supports this temporal assignation.

Floor 8 was 0.5 m below Floor 7B, and 2.86 m below Floor 3. Most of the floor was
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covered with lime plaster, but in several sections the surface was rough and uneven. Directly
above the floor, particularly in the northeastern section of the unit, there were several roughly-
shaped limestone blocks in a curvilinear pattern (Fig. 22). This alignment, plus the presence
of two postholes along the southern edge of the cut-stones, suggest that the wall was part of
an apsidal building. A break in the wall near the north face of the unit may have also served

as the doorway of this building.

Excavation below Floor 8 produced a relatively large collection of early Middle
Formative artefacts and animal remains, and it exposed a ninth floor with a masonry structure.
Most of the pottery from this level displayed affinities with Jenney Creek material from the
Belize Valley and with contemporaneous types from sites in northern Belize. Non-ceramic
artefacts included two pieces of obsidian, a fragment of a metate, three pieces of slate, lithic
debitage, a few shell beads and discs, plus several hand-modeled figurine fragments. The
animal remains consisted primarily of fresh water shellfish and a small number of mammalian

bones. The only human remains present were small fragments of burnt long bones.

The wall of the structure above Floor 9 had an average height of 70 cm high and was
oriented in an east/west direction. It was nine courses high and had been constructed of
roughly-shaped limestone blocks that were mortared together. During excavation it was noted
that the section of wall abutting the east face of the unit was poorly preserved and slumped.
Upon removing the cut-stones in this section a large burnt oval area was discovered just
below floor level. This burnt oval feature was bordered by several stones. Within the area
encircled by the stones the feature contained soft loose soil m'xed with ashes and a large

concentration of charcoal flecks. The concentration of charcoal and ash, and the fact that the
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Figure 22: Plan of Floor 8, Unit 4, Str. B-4
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oval area was substantially greater than that of the postholes identified at the site, indicate that
the feature may have functioned as a hearth. (Similar hearths have been reported in northern

Belize and the central Maya Lowlands [Pyburn 1989)).

At the base of the wall there were several briquettes with pole impressions. These
briquettes may have either been part of a building that had been constructed above or below
the raised wall, or they could have been brought from elsewhere and used as fill during the

construction of the platform.

Excavation below Floor 9 uncovered many more daub (or briquette) fragments. The flat
outer face of several of these briquettes had wide vertical bands of dull red paint on a dull
white plaster background. It is possible that the briquettes were part of a building with walls
that had been painted in red and white (candy cane fashion). Other finds below Floor 9
included several chert flakes and a small quantity of pottery. The most striking characteristics
of the pottery was the complete absence of Mars Orange ware. A charcoal sample collected
below Floor 9, and next to the hearth, produced a date of (Beta-40864) 2720 + 60 B.P. which
calibrates to 970 (893, 878, 835) 816 B.C. This date is firmly within the early Middle
Formative period (1000-600 B.C.) and correlates chronologically with the pottery from this

level.

Below Floor 9 there were three successive floors with very little fill between them.
Because of this stratigraphy the floors were labelled as 10A, 10B, and 10C. Floors 10A and
10B were 28 cm and 33 cm respectively below Floor 9. Both floors extended (from west to

east) about 3/4 of the way across Unit 4, then curved upward to a building platform which
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was practically at the same level as Floor 9. Directly below Floor 10B, and just above Floor
10C, there was a thick lens of ash and carbonized material mixed with a large concentration
of broken and burnt briquettes with pole impressions (Fig. 23). Two of the briquette
fragments had vertical bands painted in red and cream. Along the southern border of the unit,
at the base of the building platform, lay a large carbonized fragment of a wooden post which
may have been part of a support beam for a wattle and daub structure. (A fragment of the
burnt beam produced a radiocarbon date of (Beta 40865) 2740 + 70 B.P which calibrates to
999 (898, 858, 850) 827 B.C. Within the ash lens we recovered several fragments of burnt
Tower Hill Red-on-cream pottery, some buff-coloured and cream-slipped sherds, several

pieces of lithic debitage, and a few charred mammalian bones.

Although there was no standing architecture above Floor 10C, the large concentration of
pole-impressed briquettes, the fragment of the sLpport beam, and the thick lens of charred and
carbonized material, suggest that a wattle and daub building may have stood above the floor,

and that the building was subsequently destroyed by fire.

Excavation below Floor 10C exposed an eleventh and final floor in Unit 4. Floor 11
consisted of a tamped layer of marl that had been laid directly over a sterile layer of clay and
soft limestone. Within the original limits of the unit there were two postholes and three
roughly-shaped blocks of limestone along the western edge of the excavation. Since the latter
appeared to be of architectural significance, an undercut was excavated (40 cm and 50 cm
respectively) into the western and southern walls of the unit in order to determine the form
and function of the feature. (The depth of the undercut was not increased because of concern

for the excavators who were working 7 m below surface).
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The undercut revealed that Floor 11 continued towards the south. To the west it exposed
a double row of roughly-shaped stones in an oval alignment (Fig. 24). Between two of the
boulders there was a single posthole. Several briquette fragments were also recovered along
the outer base of the wall. The position of the limestone boulders, and the location of the
postholes, suggest that this construction phase may have included an apsidal wattle and daub

building and possibly a second pole and thatch structure above Floor 11.

Along the east face of the low apsidal wall a variety of animal remains, several fragments
of burnt human bone, and a cache (Cache 1) containing a diverse collection of artefacts were
recovered. The cache included a smashed (Chitam Zoned Incised) pottery vessel, 18 marine
shell disks, an oval-shaped mano or mortar, 77 chert flakes, a canine tooth pendant, 27 chips
of obsidian, a small spherical red stone, one piece of slate and three, jadeite, mosaic
fragments. The form of one of the jade pieces (see Fig. 910) resembles that of a "flaming
eyebrow" motif. The pottery vessel was represented by the broken fragments of a Chitam
Zoned-Incised, flat-base dish with out-sloping walls and wide everted rim (see Fig. 56).
While few similarities exist between this pottey and other contemporaneous types in the
central Maya Lowlands, similar forms have been reported in Early Formative contexts in the
southern and northwestern highlands (Peterson 1963:30-32; Sharer 1978:11; Sharer and Sedat

1987:305).

Because of the absence of dateable charcoal samples, it was not possible to obtain an
absolute date for the construction of Floor 11. The pottery recovered above the floor, plus
the radiocarbon dates for Floors 9 and 10, nevertheless suggest that Floor 11 was constructed

and used during the early Middle Formative penod.
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Figure 24: Plan of Floor 11 with apsidal structure,



Operation B-4: Unit 5

Unit 5 was excavated into Str. B-4 during the 1991 season. Like Unit 4, the excavation
was designed to penetrate B-4 to sterile level in order to increase the sample of Formative
period data. The operation was placed just west of Unit 4, it measured 2 m by 2 m and

descended 8.27 m from surface.

Unit 5 confirmed the diachronic sequence recorded in Unit 4. As in the latier unit, the
strata directly below the terminal phase of construction in Unit 5 contained artefacts that were
primarily Classic period in date. Thereafter the cultural levels produced material that ranged

from the Late Formative/Early Classic transition to the early Middle Formative period.

The architectural record in Unit 5 was, for the most part, also similar to that of Unit 4
(Fig. 25). Floors 1 to 6 were identical in the two units. On Floor 7 the excavation uncovered
two more post holes and a large, burnt, circular area above this late Middle Formative
platform (see Fig. 30). The cut-stone base of the apsidal structure recorded above Floor 8 in
Unit 4 did not extend into Unit 5. Instead, there was a second building which was bordered

with cut-stones along its base.

The large wall above Floor 9 was present in both units. Unlike in Unit 4, however, a
plaster floor extended