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Archaeologists in the Maya area have traditionally
shown great interest in public architecture, if for
no other reason, than that it represents a major,
easily recognizable activity area. As archaeology
began focusing on ideology and beliefs, public ar-
chitecture was once again scrutinized as resear-
chers attempted to read symbols and meaning en-
coded in the form and layout of the built
environment (Ashmore 1991). Recent interest in
sacred landscapes has tended to stress the interpre-
tation of architecture within the context of lands-
cape. Advancesin hieroglyphic decipherment have
also helped to erode the dichotomy between cultu-
ral as opposed to natural space. Stuart's reading of
the kawak monster as witz or ‘hill' (Stuart 1987) ap-
pears to verify Vogt's suggestion that pyramids re-
presented sacred mountains (Vogt 1964). Stuart
and Houston remark that, “(...) the idiom for re-
ferring to human construction is often a metaphor
for ‘hill'. The geography of the Classic Maya appa-
rently involved a conceit in which there existed
substantial overlap between natural and artificial
categories” (Stuart & Houston 1994: 86). The reco-
gnition of the close relationship between pyramid
and mountain enhances our appreciation of the im-
portance of landscape features for the ancient Ma-
ya. Nor is this a peculiarity of Maya ideology; the
Nahuatl term for community, altepetl, literally
means ‘water filled mountain' (Broda 1996: 460).
Thus, features of place form the point of reference
for architecture and even identity.
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Along with mountains, ethnographic accounts
generally mention caves as being the other lands-
cape feature of central importance in Maya ideolo-
gy (e.g. Vogt 1981). David Stuart's reading of the
‘impinged bone' glyph, one of the most common
glyphs in Maya inscriptions, as ch'en or ‘cave' sug-
gests that there is a second natural feature that re-
sonates strongly in ancient Maya cosmology. It is
not surprising, but also not well recognized, that,
justaswith mountains, caves have their artificial or
architectural forms.

ARTIFICIAL CAVES IN THE
ARCHAEOLOGICAL LITERATURE
Reports of artificial caves have only appeared in
the archaeological literature in the last quarter
century. The first case to be mentioned in any
detail is Fox's discussion of the principal cave at
Utatlan. He says: “Finally, there is a man-made
cave in the west cliff side just below the plateau
surface, extending for about 90 meters and en-
ding in the vicinity of the civic plaza. Intere-
stingly, the cave is hewn in the shape of a corbe-
led arch, and has several 'dead end' side
passages, each projecting a short distance from
the main tunnel” (Fox 1978: 24). Despite its ob-
vious monumental scale and association with
the central plaza, the cave was apparently not
considered significant enough to map.

Another artificial cave associated with a site's
central plaza was discovered by Ichon at La Laguni-



ta. In this case, the cave and its content were repor-
tedin detail (Ichon & Viel 1984, Ichon & Arnauld
1985) and Ichon proposed that the feature re-
presented the cave of origin for La Lagunita's in-
habitants.

In a series of articles published in the early
1990s, I presented data on artificial caves at Es-
quipulas and the sites of Mixco Viejo and Utatlan
(Brady 1990, 1991, Brady & Veni 1992). The re-
study of Utatlan, contained maps of the two ex-
tant caves at the site and a note about a third
that had collapsed during the 1976 earthquake.
I concluded that artificial caves should be reco-
gnized as an actual architectural form and part
of a larger pattern of cave construction.

While not Maya, Manzanilla's et al. (1994) re-
study of the cave beneath the Pyramid of the Sun at
Teotihuacan demonstrating that it was also artifici-
al has made a significant contribution. Here, the
structure in question is of such importance in the
larger scheme of Mesoamerican archaeology that
there should be little question that cave constructi-
on was a matter of first importance in ancient ti-
mes. The documentation of artificial caves in Cen-
tral Mexico also suggests that we are looking at a
pan-Mesoamerican pattern of use.

It should be noted, however, that two more re-
cent publications on artificial tunnels in Central
Mexico depart from a ritual model but both have se-
rious problems. Manzanilla et al. (1996: 246) propo-
se that a number of tunnels found just behind the
Pyramid of the Sun at Teotihuacan were created
through the mining of volcanic scoria for construc-
tion material. If this were an economic activity one
would expect it to obey economic laws of efficien-
cy. No attempt was made to explain why tunnel mi-
ning, as opposed to pit or open-face mining, was
used to extract this largely undifferentiated mate-
rial. On visiting the caves, speleologist Allan Cobb
noted that the tunnels subtly undulate so that one
quickly enters the dark zone. This is the last thing
that one would expect in a purely economic activi-

ty, particularly because it was avoidable. We must
assume, therefore, that it was deliberate. Finally,
the authors note that “the plazas of these [pyra-
mid] complexes seem to be deliberately located on
top of the tunnels” (Manzanilla et al. 1996: 246).
Thisisinterpreted asaritual relationship elsewhere
in Mesoamerica. The more fundamental question is
why, if these were simply mining tunnels, would
one position architecture over an area that has
been destabilized through tunneling?

The Xochicalco Mapping Project recorded large
numbers of artificial caves of various sizes. The
most important is their class of “large caves in pu-
blic or administrative areas” (Hirth 2000: 112). On-
ly one of these, the Observatorio Cave, isrecognized
as having a ritual function and the analysis of this
feature's multifaceted ritual use is quite good
(Hirth 2000: 222-223). While the function of the
others is left somewhat open, it is clear that Hirth
favors the position that they were storage areas
(Hirth 2000: 73, 216, 222). Considering that the ca-
veswere constructed in the site's “upper ceremonial
zone'and at tremendous labor cost, this suggestion
must be treated with skepticism. In stressing the
cave's dry environment, Hirth appears to be unawa-
re that such features generally have high humidity,
which makes the storage of perishables impossible
(Hirth 2000: 73). Finally in stating that, “except for
the observatory, none of the other caves appear to
have had ceremonial uses” (Hirth 2000: 216), oneis
left wondering what type of model of ceremonial
behavior is being applied.

ARTIFICIAL CAVES — RECENT DISCOVERIES

Since the publication of my earlier articles, a
number of other examples of artificial caves
have come to light. Guided by Bancroft's (1875:
128-129) comment that the site of Zaculeu was
popularly known as ‘Las Cuevas', a reconnaissan-
ce was undertaken. The contact period Mam capital
is located just outside the modern city of Huehue-
tenango on a plateau surrounded by barrancas. The
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remains of three caves were found approximately
a half-kilometer north of the central plaza along
the river that runs below the site. Caves 1 and 2
were mostly destroyed when the face of the hill
in which they were located was bulldozed to
create alevel area on which to build a house (fig.
1). Some 100 meters to the west of these caves is
a third cave only 8-10 m long (fig. 2).
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Fig. 1: Plan and Profile views of Zaculeu, Huehuetenango,
Caves 1 and 2
Draft: John Fogarty

Although local people have mentioned the pre-
sence of caves at the contact period Kaqchikel
capital of Iximche, a preliminary search has only
been able to locate a single small feature, 3 m deep
by 5mhigh, called the Cueva dela Campaiia. A small
pseudo-karst tunnel, 35 cmin diameter, in the back
of the cave penetrates several meters deeper into
the hillside and may have been the feature that was
modified to make the cave. The excavation itself
was not a major undertaking as the matrix is a
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Fig. 2: Plan and Profile views of Zaculeu,
Huehuetenango, Cave 3
Draft: John Fogarty

loosely compacted mixture of volcanic ash and pu-
mice. The walls and ceiling show some fire blak-
kening and the guard said that costumbre was
still practiced here but was more active in the
past. The form of this cave is considerably diffe-
rent than those at Zaculeu and Utatlan so I am
reluctant to propose this cave as a focus of an-
cient site ritual.

To sum up, recent investigations have docu-
mented artificial caves at Utatlan, Zaculeu, Mix-
co Viejo and perhaps Ixmiche. In addition, Ter-
mer (1957: 178) mentions that there was an
artificial gallery excavated at the foot of one of
the mounds at the site of Mixco and was told of
another at Chinautla (Viejo ?). These data pre-
sent an interesting pattern in which it appears
that artificial caves were a regular component of



the important contact period settlements in the
non-karstic area of the Guatemala highlands
(fig. 3). In addition, the cave at La Lagunita sug-
gests that the pattern has its origins in at least the
Late Preclassic. Thus, the pattern was both wi-
despread and of long duration.

an nodules and there is a great deal of debitage
indicating that the hill was the site of obsidian
collection and preliminary reduction.' Two caves

were encountered. The first is a single passage ap-
proximately 30 m in length that turns sharply at
the back of the cave (fig. 4). Today the more intere-
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Fig. 3: Map of the Guatemalan Highlands with the location
of artificial caves
Draft: James Brady

Another set of artificial caves was discovered at
Llano Largo on the outskirts of Guatemala City
just off the road to the Atlantic coast. No settle-
ment was seen on the hill where the caves are loca-
ted but the surface of the hillis covered with obsidi-

sting of the caves ap-
pears to have two sepa-
rate tunnels at the
entrance. It is apparent
from the scar on the hill,
however, that the roof
of the cave once exten-
ded out at least an addi-
tional 6-7 meters so that
both branches were part
of the same cave (fig. 5).
The tunnels were exca-
vated along a fault line
so that water percola-
ting through the soil
drips from the ceiling.
A shallow pool has
been excavated at the
entrance to the cave to
catch the run-off. All of
our informants agreed
that the water drips all
year long and an older
man stated that re-
sidents at the base of the
hill uses to draw water
from this source. On

1 Materialist archaeologists seem to be enamoured with

the idea that any hole in the ground must be a mine.
The possibility that the tunnels were excavated to

extract obsidian was examined but road cuts along the
hill and the cave walls indicate that the obsidian

occurs only on the surface while the caves were

excavated into a homogeneous, fine-grained white

volcanic ash.
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both of my visits to the site I found large numbers of
frogs and toads in the tunnels which is probably si-
gnificant given their widespread association with
rain in Maya cosmlogy.

{_J_

Fig. 4: Plan and Profile views Cave 1 at Llano Largo, Gua-
temala City, by James Brady and Allan Cobb, 9 April 2001.
Draft: Allan Cobb

In 1949, Smith recorded the presence of two small
caves associated with a small mound group called
Xabaj in the Department of Quiche. Smith (1955:
43) noted that: “Just below the top at the
southwest end of the ridge are two small caves, one
above the other, that are used by the Indians for
worship. The sides and the ceilings are blackened
from the smoke of candles and incense. Two of the
platforms, Strs. 2 and 3, each had a small modern
shrine on top; the third, Str. 1, had six. According
tothelocalinhabitants, Xabajisanimportant place
of worship today and Indians come from Quiche,
Chichicastenango, and as far away as Quetzalten-
ango and Huehuetenango” (Smith 1955: 43). Forty
years later, Earle (1989) verified that the caves are
artificial and proposed that Xabaj was one of the
‘dawning places' in K'iche' mythology.

Fray Francisco Ximenez appears to document
another cave at San Sebastian Lemoa in the Depart-
ment of Quiche. He states, “enlos edificios antiguos

Fig. 5: Plan and Profile views Cave 2 at Llano Largo,
Guatemala City, by James Brady and Allan Cobb, 9 April 2001.
Draft: Allan Cobb
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de S[an]ta Cruz del Quiché hay uno de estos. Junto
a Lemoa estd otro, y de aquestos se podrian contar
infinitos que hallan a cada paso” (Ximenez 1967:
144). A search of the area failed to locate the cave
and none of our local informants were aware of the
existence of any. Given the geology of the area, the
cave referred to by Ximenez would have to be artifi-
cial. Isuspect that a cave may have been associated
with the important lake there but it could have
collapsed during one of the many earthquakes sin-
ce Ximenez's time.

Another well-known cave is that described by
Gage (1958: 280-281) in the 17th century as being
associated with the worship of a jet black wooden
idol. The cave is located some six miles north of the
town of Mixco in an area of Tertiary volcanic mate-
rials and Quaternary derived pumice and volcanic
ash deposits. The description of the cave being
small, only about 10 meters deep, and of the tunnel
turning sharply to the left just inside the entrance
is consistent with an artificial cave.

There is good reason to believe that these caves
represent only the tip of the iceberg and that there
are hundreds, if not thousands, of artificial cavesin
the Maya Highlands. Carmack points out a number
of caves mentioned in ethnohistoric sources. These
include Cakapec or ‘Beautiful Red Cave' located
south of Quetzaltenango, Tz'ibampec or ‘Painted




Cave' located near the Volcan de Santa Maria (Car-
mack 1973: 333, n.154), and a cave near Chinautla
Viejo called ‘El Jut' (Carmack 1979: 160). The geolo-
gy of these areas would suggest that the caves are
almost certainly artificial. The Cueva de Pequelé ne-
ar Totonicapan also appears to be artificial based on
the photo provided by Carmack. This cave contains
an altar and is still used by K'iche' chimanes as a pla-
ce of ritual (Carmack & Mondloch 1983: 24; see also
the unnumbered photo between pp. 16-17). Fi-
nally, the Titulo de Totonicapan mentions a place,
Chutanabal Juyup on the western side of Cerro Sija,
thatisassociated with a cave (Carmack & Mondloch
1983: 260). In addition, Allan Christensen menti-
ons that there are a large number of caves in the
area of Lake Atitlan and his photos suggest that
many may be artificial. While these caves have not
been verified as artificial, the non-karstic terrain in
which they occur suggests that most likely they are
not natural.

DiscussION OF HIGHLAND CAVE
CONSTRUCTION

The data presented in the previous section have
a number of implications. First, in discussing
Maya cosmological beliefs surrounding lands-
cape I have suggested that, “the most sacred lo-
cations are those that combine the fundamental
elements of earth and water in a unified sacred
expression of the power of the earth” (Brady
1997: 603). Natural caves, as entrances into the
heart of the earth and as geological conduits for
the movement of ground water, tend to combine
these elements. It is interesting that in the con-
struction of caves there is a clear attempt to uni-
te these elements as well. The Cueva de la Lola at
Mixco Viejo (Brady & Veni 1992: 151) and the ca-
ve at Llano Largo were constructed around na-
tural springs and the cave described by Gage
(1958: 281) was built next to a spring. The caves
at Esquipulas and Zaculeu were built along ri-
vers and the other two caves at Mixco Viejo are

just above a stream bed that appears to carry wa-
ter seasonally. Thus, artificial caves strive to in-
voke the same symbolic elements as natural ca-
ves leaving little doubt that the function and
meaning of the two were similar.

Second, enough examples of artificial caves
are now known that it is obvious that they were
constructed along a fairly standardized model so
that they are clearly a formal architectural type
in the same way as are pyramids or ballcourts. I
make this point because none of the caves asso-
ciated with major sites, with the exception of
the one at La Lagunita, were recorded by the ar-
chaeologists, who nevertheless documented all
of the pyramids and ballcourts.

Third, a number of the artificial caves should be
considered monumental constructions. The two
remaining caves at Utatlan represent nearly 200 m
of excavated tunnels and well over 400 m3 of mate-
rial removed (Brady 1991: 2). The larger cave at Es-
quipulas has over 50 m of tunnel but represents a
huge construction effort because it was excavated
into a hard rhyollte (Brady & Veni 1992: 162). The
monumental nature of the construction needs to
be stressed because such lavish expenditures
should alert the archaeologist to the fact that the
focus of such attention is somehow central to the
concerns of the society.

These central concerns are discussed by Garcia-
Zambrano (1994) in his analysis of foundation ri-
tuals in Mesoamerica. The cave is repeatedly men-
tioned as a key and perhaps an indispensable
feature of the settlement. He states that, “these ca-
vities, when ritually dedicated to the divinities, be-
come the pulsating heart of the new town, provi-
ding the cosmogonic referents that legitimized the
settlers' rights for occupying that space and the ru-
ler's authority over that site” (Garcia-Zambrano
1994:218).IThad independently come to very much
the same conclusion about the role of caves in eth-
nographic situations when I noted, “this suggests
an unwritten contract between the settlement and
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the earth in which the community's right to the
land is validated by cave ritual. The cave thenis the
symbol of that contract and serves to legitimize
space” (Brady 1997: 604). The tremendous quanti-
ty of material found within the caves at Dos Pilas
(Brady et al. 1997:357-359) clearly indicates that
those natural caves functioned as the “pulsating
heart' of that center. On an even more fundamental
level, the need to construct caves at sites lacking
them provides the clearest and most indisputable
evidence of this central importance.

Fourth, the expanded inventory of artificial ca-
ves provide us with data for extending the role of
caves beyond simply legitimizing settlement. Whi-
le alarge number of the artificial caves are directly
associated with site cores, others such as Esquipu-
las, Gage's Cave, and Xabaj are sacred or pilgrimage
locations. The caves in these cases appear to mark
the places as sacred or legitimize their claim to that
status.

Fifth, because the form of artificial caves re-
flects the decisions of its makers rather than the

portant data on exactly what the structures were
designed torepresent. I have argued that the seven
passage terminations in Cave 1 at Utatlan make it a
model of the cave of origin of the K'iche' people
(Brady 1991). During a recent trip to the site of
Acatzingo Viejo in Puebla, Mexico, I recorded six ar-
tificial caves excavated along a small escarpment
and local informants verified that a seventh had
been destroyed by the construction of a road (fig.
6). The linear arrangement of the cavesis very remi-
niscent of the drawing of the Chicomoztoc in the
Vaticanus A (fig. 7). These findings support Garcia-
Zambrano's observation that, “many times, the
grotto was manually excavated to approximate its
shape to that of the mythological cave with inter-
nal niches. The grotto alluded to the mythological
place of origin that preceded all intent of migrati-
on: Chicomoztoc, Apoalo, Tulan Zuyua, and Chal-
chiuitlapazco” (Garcia-Zambrano 1994: 218). I am
unwilling on the basis of so few examples to conclu-
de that all the caves must represent the cave of ori-
ginbut the meager data do, at this point, favor that

whim of nature, elaborate caves may provide im-  position
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Fig. 6: Plan of the six extant caves at Acatzingo Viejo, Puebla, Mexico

Draft: John Fogarty and Allan Cobb
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Sixth, an investigation of natural caves at Dos
Pilas suggested that the placement and configura-
tion of all the major and many of the minor archi-
tectural complexes were determined by the desire
of the Maya to associate them with subterranean
features (Brady 1997). The field asa whole hasheen
slow to accept this position in part because of the
reluctance of processual archaeologists to reco-
gnize the importance of ideology in settlement pat-
(1994:217),
points out that even areas with the best ecological
conditions might be passed up in favor of less well-

terns. Garcia-Zambrano however,

endowed onesif they failed to sufficiently conform
to the sacred landscape configuration. As noted
earlier, his work on foundation rituals makes expli-
cit the ideological basis of the importance of caves
in site settlement. The discovery of artificial caves
isimportant to the discussion of the cave-architec-
ture relationship because the cave's placement was
amatter of a conscious decision and, therefore, its
surface associations must clearly be intentional,
particularly if similar associational relationships
are repeatedly documented. The relationship of ar-
tificial caves with surface architecture at Utatlan,
La Lagunita, Xochicalco, and Teotihuacan all have
close natural counterparts which should remove
any reasonable doubt about the deliberate incorpo-
ration of natural caves into site layout.

Finally, artificial caves have interesting impli-
cations for our appreciation of sacred landscape.
Sacred landscape is often seen as the body of beliefs
or meaning that are attached to the physical lands-
cape. Along the sameline the conceptual landscape
is seen as the idealization of those natural features.

Particularly for those not working with sacred
landscape, the ultimate point of reference is the lo-
cal physicallandscape. It is clear that within Mesoa-
merica there is a widely shared conceptual landsca-
pe that interestingly contains elements that are
missing from huge sections of the region. Most of
the volcanic area of Mesoamerica will have few if
any natural caves. This appears to have no affect on
the shared ideal which seems to be largely indepen-
dent of specific local environments. Rather, the
conceptual landscape is imposed on and reprodu-
ced in local landscapes. In addition to the artificial
caves documented in the Maya Highlands, over the
last several years, I have noted the presence of lite-
rally hundreds of artificial caves in Central Mexico
and examples are known as far east as Tenampua
and the Bay Islands (Strong 1935: 40-41) in Hondu-
ras. Clearly, all of Mesoamerica was involved in this
type of construction.

EXTENDING ARTIFICIAL CAVES INTO THE
SOUTHERN MAYA LOWLANDS

To this point, the focus of our inquiry has been
on non-karstic regions of the Maya Highlands
where caves do not naturally occur. Interestin-
gly, an artificial cave has been reported in the
karstic lowlands in the form of a 12 chambered
subterranean system in the central core area of
Topoxté Island (Hermes 1993: 228). The arti-
facts, including many ritual items, all appear to
date to the Protoclassic. This cave is important
in that it documents the fact that artificial caves
were not limited only to non-karstic areas. The
placement within the site center would also ap-

33Fig. 7: The Chicomoztoc
shown as a linear arrange-
ment of seven caves in the

Codex Vaticanus A.
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pear to make it analogous to many of the caves
in the highlands. Finally, the date of the arti-
facts suggests that the practice began early.
Without other examples, however, it is impossi-
ble to know if the practice of cave construction
was prevalent and whether it continued
through the Classic Period.

At the moment, chultuns represent the only
recognized class of artificial subterranean fea-
tures. The most widely accepted theory for the
function of chultuns in the southern Maya low-
lands is as storage spaces. Puleston's work (Pu-
leston 1965) has shown that they did not functi-
on as water cisterns as they did in the northern
lowlands. His work also demonstrated that al-
most nothing can be stored in these pits because
of the extreme humidity. This point was one of
the central pieces of evidence in his ramon nut
hypothesis since they, almost alone, were able
to survive in chultuns (Puleston 1971). As so-
meone who as spent considerable time under-
ground, I have always found the suggestion that
the Maya invested relatively large amounts of
labor in building subterranean storage units of
such limited usefulness to be ridiculous. There
seems to be little call for such storage especially
in view of the fact that the modern Maya have
far more versatile aboveground storage that re-
quires less effort to construct.

I have suspected for a number of reasons
that chultuns were small artificial caves used in
household, and sometimes public, earth rituals.
Puleston did consider the possibility that the
features could have had a ritual function but ar-
chaeology's understanding of what constituted
ritual behavior and a ritual assemblage was so
embryonic at the time that the possibility was
discarded without giving it a realistic hearing.
There is far more in the artifactual record that
suggests ritual than archaeologists have appre-
ciated. One has to look no farther than Pu-
leston's own article (Puleston 1965). The inver-
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ted and cached vessels in Chultun 3F-6 are posi-
tioned in a manner often found in caves. In the
captions, Puleston calls the vessels both utilita-
rian and unique at the site. Utilitarian vessels
are produced in quantity. If the vessels are in-
deed unique then they are almost certainly not
utilitarian.

The idea that chultuns may have served as
artificial caves was first suggested by the disco-
very in the literature of several hybrid features
that appeared to contain elements of both chul-
tuns and natural caves. Several small natural caves
have been reported that were probablyinaccessible
to human entry. Chultun-style entrances were car-
ved through the bedrock to provide access. The re-
sult was a feature so similar to chultuns that both
examples were listed as chultuns by the ar-
chaeologists. The first of these was recorded by
Alfred Tozzer at Nakum (Tozzer 1913). The
entrance of Chultun 3 was carved into the cave's
central chamber and there were small chambers
on either side. The total length of all three
chambers was only about 7 meters. Tozzer states
that, “nothing of importance was found here”
(Tozzer 1913: 193).

A second example, also designated Chultun
3, was reported at Uaxactun. The artificial
entrance provided entry into a cave that was 7 m
long, 6 m wide and over 2 m high. A small crawl-
way at the southern end gave access to another
small cave and there were also small passage-
ways in the northern and western walls. Pottery
from all time periods was found here and Smith
characterizes it as “some of the best pottery yet
found at Uaxactun” (Smith 1929: 326). In addi-
tion, a laurel leaf flint blade, human bone, a fi-
gurine and a mano and metate were recovered.
Because of the large quantity of ceramics, Smith
proposes that the cave was used as a dump. To
this day, I frequently encounter the ‘cave as city
dump' hypothesis because archaeologists seem
unprepared to believe that large ceramic assem-



blages could accumulate in caves simply as a re-
sult of ritual behavior.

A second piece of critical data in my formula-
tion was finding an analogous use of small natu-
ral chambers. One of the interesting discoveries
at Dos Pilas was that even very small (less than
10 m long) natural caves were consistently
being utilized. These caves were associated with
residential plazas or individual house mounds.
Structures were placed in front of the cave
entrances so that the cave passed beneath the
structure. The reqularity in placement indicates
patterned utilization. Even these very modest
caves appear to have been important enough to
structure architectural layout around them, as
demonstrated by Chamelo's cave. Here the sur-
face structures were irreqularly spaced on the
basal platform in order to create a passage bet-
ween structures N4-19 & 20 that led to the cave
entrance (fig. 8).

re two skull fragments, one of an adult over 40 and
the other of an adult between 35-40. There were no
other human bones to suggest that these represen-
ted primary burials so that they may had some part
in a cult of ancestor veneration.

These artificial chambers may have had a wider
social significance than simply household ritual.
Chultun 5D-6 at Tikal contained an interesting
array of artifacts, including bat bone and 400 ani-
mal teeth, that suggested to Coe (1990: 674) that
the chultun had an ‘esoteric' function. A radiocar-
bon date from charcoal on the floor gave a date of
420-200 B.C. Most importantly, in checking the
map of the North Acropolis it appears that the chul-
tun was dug directly under the center of the earliest
structuresin this complex. The location is certainly
consistent with aritual function and the placement
of a subterranean cavity beneath a pyramid's cen-
terlineis exactly what we have come to expect with
both natural and artifi-

Do we have artificial

counterparts to these
small household caves?
The possibility that |32
such features do exist |-

was first raised by
Chultun 4F-3 at Tikal.
The entrance was pla-
ced behind a residen-

tial structure and |- .
along its centerline |.
(Haviland  1985:13). 1

The entrance was an-
gled so that the cham-
ber was partially below
the structure. In other I 3 5w

words, the relation of
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cial caves.

Finally, the equation
of chultuns with caves
has not been made be-
cause archaeologists ha-
ve tended to conceptua-
lize the digging of a
.. | chultun very much in
the same terms as their
excavation a test pit.

What, however, were

Q the implications of exca-
vating such a feature for
the Maya. We know that
caves are included lin-

guistically under the

Maya term ch'en which

the chultun to the sur-
face structure replica-

signifies most basically

a hole (Laughlin

Fig. 8: Plan view of Chamelo's Cave, Dos Pilas, Guatemala. The

tes that of the small ca- inset shows the relation of the cave entrance to service archi- 1975:132) so we should
ves at Dos Pilas. Onthe  tecture suspect that these two
floor of the chultun we-  Draft: Allan Cobb and John Fogarty types of holes might be
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seen as related. Even where the digging of a hole is
for the extraction of a utilitarian material such as
sascab the resulting cavity often carries ritual si-
gnificance. Redfield and Villa Rojas (1962:109) re-
port that the patron saint of Chan Kom was found in
an abandoned sascabera. I have noted that caves
often functioned as the place of emergence or ap-
pearance of crosses, saints' images and other sa-
cred objects and that the motif of emerging from
the earth seems to be used for establishing the
objects' sacred credentials (Brady 1989:54). Rei-
na (1966: 191) notes that a simple clay mine had
a cross set up next to the entrance and copal and
candles were burned before entering the ‘dange-
rous' place. The implications are clear. As features
that penetrated the sacred earth, chultuns must
have had meaning. Isuspect that the situation may
have been similar to the rich body of meaning asso-
ciated with the other common, earth-related Maya
structure, the temescal, but archaeology has yet to
even consider the question of meaning with chul-
tuns.

Puleston (1965: 26) has made a cogent argu-
ment for there being chultuns associated with
every household group at Tikal and few would
disagree that they occur by the hundreds in many
sites. If these features were shrines and the focus of
household ritual one would expect every house-
hold to have one. The recognition of chultuns as ar-
tificial caves has profound implications for the way
that we view Maya sites. In looking at Tikal, for in-
stance, we would see a landscape filled with lite-
rally hundreds of ritual landmarks. The importance
of religion would be impossible to ignore because
the evidence of it would be everywhere. In short,
the landscape would begin to look very human.

DISCUSSION — A QUESTION OF SCALE

A second theme, very different from that of the
meaning of the caves which was discussed ear-
lier, is drawn from the implications of scale. In
the decade since their first recognition, the

12 1]2004

Ketzalcalli

number of confirmed and possible examples of
artificial caves in the Guatemalan highlands has
grown to between a dozen and 20 despite the
fact that no formal project has been set up to
look for them. Clearly this must be a miniscule
fraction of all that exist. In moving to the
southern lowlands and suggesting that chul-
tuns are actually small artificial caves, I am
again proposing a paradigm shift on a large sca-
le. No one doubts that there are thousands and
perhaps tens of thousands of chultuns in the
southern lowlands. To accept these as artificial
caves would clearly elevate the cave/earth cult
to a matter of first importance to Maya society.
In Central Mexico, the documentation of artifi-
cial caves has advanced rapidly in the last few
years with hundreds of caves already recorded
(Good & Obermeyer 1986, Lazcano Sahagin &
Rousillo-Perret 1984, Manzanilla et al. 1996,
Medina Jaen 2000, Moragas Segura 1998)
although the level of research explicitly orien-
ted to caves is less than in the Maya area. Once
again, however, these are only a fraction of all
the cases that exist.

The point that isheing made in all three areasis
that the rapid expansion of datain a short period of
time clearly indicates that cave construction was
on a far larger scale than currently conceptualized
by archaeologists. It is that conceptualization that
Iwant to address explicitly here. In using the term

‘conceptualization' I am referring to an implicit as-

sumption held about the ‘nature' or ‘construction'
of the natural world. Conceptualizations are gene-
rally seen as being based on known fact' and so
exist at a level below theory, even though they im-
pact theory at numerous points or are the basis on
which theories are built. Conceptualizations be-
cause they exist at the level of known fact' are rare-
ly explicitly questioned.

The conceptualization of caves as rather rare
features in the natural landscape grew out of the
paucity of reported caves and archaeologists' lack



of familiarity with the literature that did exist. I
was forcefully confronted by this conceptualizati-
on while preparing a general article on caves. The
editor, an archaeologist, repeatedly demanded do-
cumentation for statements appearing in my text
while at the same time restricting me to six citati-
ons. I was particularly struck by a note in the mar-
gin of one draft that said, “this implies that each
community has a sacred cave, we know that is not
true in Central Mexico”. How and when, I wonde-
red, did we come to ‘know' such a thing?

It is difficult to determine when this idea deve-
loped or began impacting theory but I suspect that
it had its roots in the Inter-Worldwar Period
[1915-1945] when cave research all but disappea-
red (Brady 1989:16-20). Indeed, a search of the ar-
chaeological literature at that time would suggest
that landscapes lacking caves were more normal
than ones containing caves. Even early projects
such as Mercer's investigation of over 20 caves in
the Puuc area (Mercer 1975) and the Carnegie's re-
porting of two dozen cenotes within the walls of
Mayapan did little to alter this idea. It simply rein-
forced anotion that caves might abound in a fewre-
stricted zones while the majority of regions lacked
caves altogether.

This conceptualization poses an obstacle to
the development of cave archaeology in a num-
ber of ways. If caves are rare, one does not devo-
te survey time to looking for them because the
chances of locating one would appear small and
limited resources would be better devoted to
tasks considered as having a higher potential for
yielding important data. A survey specifically
oriented to investigating caves would be out of
the question because few if any would be expec-
ted to occur. The belief that caves will not occur
justifies not expending effort to search for
them. By not searching, few, if any, are found.
The subsequent lack of cave discoveries simply
vindicates the original decision not to mount a
search. One can appreciate at a glance how this

conceptualization becomes self-reinforcing.

The impact is not limited to field investigati-
on, however, but stifled theory as well. It is dif-
ficult for archaeologists to accept that patterns
of cave use were important on a societal level if
the rarity of caves precluded the bulk of the po-
pulation from participating in them. The resul-
ting conclusion that caves could not be impor-
tant was widely endorsed because it also agreed
with materialist biases concerning the relative
unimportance of religion and ideology. When
the theoretical aspect was wedded to the field
bias, a particularly insidious combination emer-
ged. Even when caves were discovered, they
could be ignored or given cursory, substandard
investigation.

In the 1990s the basic conceptualization be-
gan to change among cave archaeologists, due
in part to a growing familiarity with the speleo-
logical literature. Reddell (1977), for instance,
mentions nearly 200 caves on the Yucatan Pen-
insula and Reeder et al. (1998) discovered over
150 in a small region of the Vaca Plateau in Beli-
ze. The advent of archaeological cave surveys of
small areas (Bonor 1988, 1989, Bonor & Sanchez
y Pinto 1991, Brady 1997, Medina Jaen 2000,
Rissolo 2001, Scott 1992) similarly demonstra-
ted that caves were both extremely common and
regularly utilized. The challenge remains to
communicate that understanding to the ar-
chaeological community as a whole.

Earlier, I made the point that the lavish ex-
penditure of resources in constructing certain
caves should alert archaeologists to the fact
that the focus of such attention is somehow
central to the concerns of the society. Let me
now turn that around and say that these con-
cerns were so central to the value system of the
society that the scale of expenditures for cave
construction far exceeds anything that has even
been suggested in the literature. The data now
clearly point to their being thousands of these
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artificial features through out Mesoamerica.
Considering their clear importance, the great
mystery is why so few have been recorded.

CONCLUSION

The work at Dos Pilas and with artificial caves
suggests that there is a central concern with
earth as a sacred and animate entity. This con-
cern structured the Maya use of landscape. Site
layout was dictated by the need to incorporate
natural landmarks that were imbued with cos-
mological significance. Artificial caves exem-
plify the importance placed on the relationship
of the site to its physical setting because they
document the great effort that was often expen-
ded to modify nature to bring it into greater
conformity with the idealized landscape. The
fact that the placement of the artificial caves re-
plicated associational patterns noted with natu-
ral caves is conclusive proof that the relation-
ship between architecture and natural caves
was not coincidental. Rather, taken together,
the pattern of architectural layout noted with
both artificial and natural caves underscores a
pan-Mesoamerican concern with relating sites
to sacred and mythic space. Several of the elabo-
rate artificial caves appear to be clear models of
the seven chambered cave of origin, confirming
Garcia-Zambrano suggestion that this is what
the caves are meant to represent. As the place of
origin, these features served to ‘center' the site
since human creation always occurs at the cos-
mic center. Finally, the cave appears to be criti-
cal for the establishment of relations with the
supernatural owners of the land. This is funda-
mental to the legitimization of the human occu-
pation of that place and of the ruler's authority
over it.

The association of artificial caves with sacred
locations and pilgrimage sites such as Esquipu-
las adds another dimension to our understan-
ding of the role of caves. The presence of the ca-
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ve would appear to be one of those markers that
alerts visitors to the fact that this a place of su-
pernatural power.

It has also been noted that artificial caves
appear to be constructed along fairly regular
plans so that they should be considered as an ar-
chitectural form. Some of the caves reflect con-
struction on a monumental scale requiring as
much or more labor input as pyramidal structu-
res. The failure to record such features should be
considered a major shortcoming of any report. I
mention this because large archaeological pro-
jects had worked at Mixco Viejo, Utatlan and Za-
culeu without recording the caves.

In examining chultuns in the Southern Maya
lowlands, I have presented a number of reasons
why these features should be considered small
artificial caves that were used for the most part
as the focuses of household rituals.

Finally, I have arqued that artificial cave
construction is on a truly massive scale that re-
flects the central importance of caves in the re-
ligion and society in Pre-Columbian Mesoameri-
ca. The time is overdue for recognizing that fact
and recording the evidence of it.

REFERENCES

Ashmore, Wendy

1991 ,Site-Planning Principles and Concepts of
Directionality among the Ancient Maya”“.
Latin American Antiquity 2: 199-226.

Bancroft, Hubert Howe

1875 The Native Races of the Pacific States of
North America. Vol. IV: Antiquities. New
York: D. Appleton

Bonor Villarejo, Juan Luis

1988 ,Cuevas mayas en Yucatan”. Historia
16,151: 152-60.

1989 ,Las cuevas de Oxkintok: informe prelimi-
nar”. Memorias Del Seqgundo Coloquio In-
ternacional De Mayistas. México: UNAM,
303-09.



Bonor Villarejo, Juan Luis & Ismael Sanches y
Pinto

1991 ,Las cavernas del municipio de Oxkutz-
cab, Yucatan, México: Nuevas aportacio-
nes”. Mayab 7: 36-52.

Brady, James E.

1989 An Investigation of Maya Ritual Cave Use
with Special Reference to Naj Tunich, Pe-
ten, Guatemala. PhD. University of Cali-
fornia, Los Angeles.

1990 Cuevas no naturales: una forma de arqui-
tectura no reconocida en el altiplano ma-
ya”“. In: Héctor L. Escobedo & Sandra Villa-
gran de Brady (eds.): Tercer bimposio de
investigaciones archeoldgicas. Ministerio
de Cultura y Deportes, Instituto de Antropo-
logia e Historia, Asociacién Tikal, 253-65.

1991 ,Caves and Cosmovision at Utatlan”. Cali-

fornia Anthropologist XVIII.1: 1-10.

1997 ,Settlement Configuration and Cosmolo-
gy: The Role of Caves at Dos Pilas”. Ameri-
can Anthropologist 99,3: 602-18.

Brady, James E.et al.

1997 ,Glimpses of the Dark Side of the Petexba-
tun Regional Archaeological Project: The
Petexbatun Regional Cave Survey”. An-
cient Mesoamerica 8,2: 353-64.

Brady, James E. & George Veni

1992 ,Man-made and Pseudo-Karst Caves: The
Implications of Sub-Surface Geologic Fea-
tures within Maya Centers”. Geoarchaeo-
logy 7,2: 149-67.

Broda, Johanna

1996 Calendarios, cosmovision y observaciéon
de la naturaleza. In: Sonia Lombardo &
Enrique Nalda (eds.), Temas Mesoamerica-
nos. México: INAH, 427-69.

Carmack, Robert M.

1973 Quichean Civilization: Ethnohistoric, Eth-
nographic and Archaeological Sources.
Berkeley: University of California.

1979 Historia social de los Quiches. Guatemala:

Seminario de Integracién Social Gua-
temalteca.

Carmack, Robert M. & James L. Mondloch

1983 El titulo de Totonicapdn. México: UNAM.

Coe, William R.

1990 Excavations in the Great Plaza, North
Terrace and North Acropolis of Tikal. Tikal
Report. The University Museum, Vol. 14.
Philadelphia: Uni. of Pennsylvania,.

Earle, Duncan M.

1989 The Drawning Place: Sacred Places from
the 16th Century Documents and their
Use today. Conference paper, American
Society for Ethnohistory Meetings.

Fox, John W.

1978 Quiche Conquest: Centralism and Regiona-
lism in Highland Guatemalan State Deve-
lopment. Albuquerque: University of New
Mexico Press.

Gage, Thomas

1958 [1648] Travels in the New World. Norman:
University of Oklahoma Press.

Garcia-Zambrano, Angel J.

1994 ,Early Colonial Evidence of Pre-Columbian
Rituals of Foundation”. En: Merle Greene Ro-
bertson & Virginia Field (eds.), Seventh Pa-
lenque Round Table, 1989. San Francisco:
Pre-Columbian Art Research Inst., 217-27.

Good, Kenneth & Gerald Obermeyer

1986 Excavations at Oxtotipac (Tt82). En:
William T Sanders (ed.), The Teotihuacan
Valley Project: Final Report — Vol. 4: The
Toltec Period Occupation of the Valley,
Part I - Excavations and Ceramics. Vol. 13.
Occasional Papers in Anthopology 13.
University Park: The Pennsylvania State
University, 195-265.

Haviland, William A.

1985 Excavations in Small Residential Groups at
Tikal: Group 4f-1 and 4f-2. Tikal Report,
Vol. 19, The University Museum. Philadel-
phia: University of Pennsylvania.

12004 15

Ketzalcalli



Hermes Cifuentes, Bernard

1993 ,Lasequencia ceramica de Topoxté: un in-
forme preliminar”. Beitrdge zur allgemei-
nen und vergleichenden Archdologie 13:
221- 52.

Hirth, Kenneth

2000 Ancient Urbanism at Xochicalco: The Evo-
[ution and Organization of a Pre-Hispanic
Society. Archaeological Research at Xo-
chicalco. Vol. 1. Salt Lake City: Uni. of
Utah.

Ichon, Alain & Marie Charlotte Arnauld

1985 Le Protoclassique d La Lagunita, El
Quiché, Guatemala. Paris. Guatemala:
Piedra Santa.

Ichon, Alain & René Viel

1984 La Periode Formative a La Lagunita et
dans le Quiché Meridional, Guatemala. Pa-
ris. Guatemala: Imprenta Gardisa.

Laughlin, Robert M.

1975 The Great Tzotzil Dictionary of San Loren-
zo Zinacantdn. Smithsonian Contributi-
ons to Anthropology. Vol. 19. Washing-
ton: Smithsonian Institution.

Lazcano Sahagtn, Carlos & Elena Rousillo-Perret

1984 ,Las
panotitla”. México Desconocido 92: 36-38.

cuevas chichimecas de Tecam-

Manzanilla, Linda, Claudia Lopez & AnnCorinne

1996 ,Dating Results from Excavations in
Quarry Tunnels behind the Pyramid of the
Sun at Teotihuacan”. Ancient Mesoameri-
ca 7,2: 245-66.

Manzanilla, Linda, et al.

1994 ,Caves and Geophysics: An Approximati-
on to the Underworld of Teotihuacan, Me-
xico”. Archaeometry 36: 141-57.

Medina Jaen, Miguel

2000 Las cuevas de Tepeaca - Acatzingo, Puebla:
estudio arqueoldgico, etnohistérico y etno-
grafico. Tesis de licenciatura. Escuela Nacio-
nal de Antropologia e Historia, México.

Mercer, Henry C.

16 1]|2004
Ketzalcalli

1975 [1896] The Hill-Caves of Yucatan. Norman:
University of Oklahoma Press.

Moragas Sequra, Natalia

1998 ,Cuevas ceremoniales en Teotihuacan du-
rante el periodo clasico”. Boletin America-
nista 38: 179-95.

Puleston, Dennis E.

1965 ,The Chultunes of Tikal”. Expedition 7,3:
24-29.

1971 ,An Experimental Approach to the Func-
tion of Classic Maya Chultuns”. American
Antiquity 36: 322-35.

Redell, James R.

1977 A Preliminary Survey of the Caves of the
Yucatan Peninsula. Austin: Speleo Press.

Redfield, Robert & Alfonso Villa Rojas

1962 Chan Kom: A Maya Village. Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press.

Reeder, Philip, James E. Brady & James Webster

1998 ,Geoarchaeological Investigations on the
Northern Vaca Plateau, Belize”. Mexicon
XX: 37-41.

Reina, Rubén.

1966 The Law of the Saints: A Pokomam Pueblo
and its Community Culture. Indianapolis:
Bobbs-Merrill.

Rissolo, Dominique A.

2001 Ancient Maya Cave Use in the Yalahau Re-
gion, Northern Quintana Roo, Mexico.
PhD. University of California, Riverside.

Scott, Ann M.

1992 Cave Reconnaisance in the Copan Valley.
Copan: Instituto Hondurefio de Antropo-
logia e Historia.

Smith, A. Ledyard

1929 ,Report of A. Ledyard Smith on the Map of
Environs of Uaxactun”. En: Carnegie In-
stitution of Washington (ed.), Carnegie
Institution of Washington Year Book 28.
Washington: CIW, 325-27.

1955 Reconnaissance in Central Guatemala.
Carnegie Institution of Washington. Vol.



608. Washington: CIW.

Strong, William Duncan

1935 Archaeological Investigations in the Bay
Islands, Spanish Honduras. Smithsonian
Miscellanious Collections. Vol. 92, no. 14.
Washington: Smithsonian Institution.

Stuart, David

1987 Ten Phonetic Syllables. Washington: Cen-
ter for Maya Research.

Stuart, David & Stephen D. Houston

1994 (lassic Maya Place Names. Studies in Pre-
Columbian Art and Archaeology. Vol. 33.
Washington: Dumbarton Oaks Research
Library and Collection.

Termer, Franz

1957 Etnologia y etnografia de Guatemala.
Guatemala: Seminario de Integracién So-
cial Guatemalteca.

Tozzer, Alfred M.

EL DINTEL DEL <KOKOM=>
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ocupaban el cargo hereditario de supremo juez u oi-
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fueron levantados en el estilo “de la sierrita” llama-
do <PUUK>. A estas construcciones también per-
tenece el edificio de la “escritura en la oscuridad”
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Ibarra.

llamado <AK'AB TS'IB> en el cual se encuentra el
dintel grabado con su inscripcién que aqui presen-
tamos.

Este dintel todavia se localiza en su lugar origi-
nal en la parte superior del umbral que comunica
los dos cuartos del ala sur. Ya que estos cuartos ca-
recen de ventanas es dificil de apreciar los detalles
de la inscripcién adn a plena luz del dia. Esta cir-
cunstancia ha contribuido a que en el trascurso del
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