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=4 “Pottery for All Reasons:” Ceramics Through Timein the
;'é; ¥ Sibun Valley

Sandra L. Lopez Varela

Pottery making involves a series of decisions made by a potter on what resources to use and
which form to produce in order to meet specific needs. Thereisa*pot for al reasons,” as stated in
thetitle of an edited book by Kolb and Lackey (1988). Understanding the motivation behind pottery
production rarely has been achieved through the type: variety system, a preferred method by
archaeol ogists who study Maya pottery. Ongoing ceramic anaysis from the Sibun Valley
settlements and caves provides a unique opportunity to explore the motivations behind pottery
making and use. Traditional research includes typological descriptions of pottery supported by
archaeometric technigues. When correlated with radiometric and stratigraphic data these techniques
can provide a chronological framework for the studied region. A postprocessual framework guides
our research to address the rational es behind pottery production in order to reach an anthropological
interpretation of the past.

Geolocation of Pottery Collections

Analysis of pottery from the Xibun Archaeological Research Project (XARP) includes
ceramics from both caves and settlements located in the upper, middle, and lower reaches of the
valley. Specifically, collections originate from excavations at the sites of Augustine Obispo, Pakal
Na, Hershey, Pechtun Ha, Samuel Oshon and Cedar Bank, and from explorations in the underground
caverns of Actun Chanona, Actun Ibach, Actun Ik, and EK Waynal caves. The study of pottery from
the caves of the Sibun Valley, in particular, provides an opportunity to explore the ritual and
symbolic meaning of pottery deposition within a cave environment. The goa of thisanalysisisto
arrive at an understanding of how pottery was produced, used, re-used, and discarded by the Xibun
Maya.

Anaysispresented hereprovidesapreliminary interpretation of inter- andintra- regional Maya
networksacrossatemporal sequence spanning the end of the L ate Formativeto theearly Colonia
occupation at Cedar Bank. Local ceramic traditions of the Belize Maya region are represented for
the Late Formative through the Postclassic period. In general, the Sibun Valley pottery types and
varieties demonstrate modal links to the Belize Valley, Central Petén, and the Usumacinta-Pasion
regions throughout the Maya Classic period. Postclassic pottery within the region shares pottery
traditions with the Yucatan Peninsula and Central Petén.

Formativeto Early Classic Pottery in Caves of the Sibun Valley

Pottery from the caves of the Sibun Valley suggestsintermittent visitation from the L ate Formativeto
the Postclassic period. Pottery of Chicago Orange, Flor Cream, Hillbank Red, Monkey Falls, Unnamed
Red-on-orange and Aguacate Orangewasrecognized at Actun Ik cave. At Ek Waynal, pottery typesrefer
totheLate/Terminal Formative (e.g., Hillbank and Monkey FallsBrown) andtothe Early Classic (e.g.,
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MinanhaRed). Thesetypesarereported aspart of the ceramic assemblages of the Lateto Terminal
Formative of avast region extending from northern Bdlizetothe Belize Valley (LOpez Vardl aand McAnany
1998).

Thusfar, Late Formativeto Early Classic pottery hasbeen recovered only from cave explorationsin
the Sibun-Manattee Karst; none hasbeen excavated inthe settlements. Early Classic pottery ispresent at
Actun Ibach, Actun Ik and Ek Waynal caves. Pottery markersof the Early Classic, such asorange glossy
dipsand polychromebasal flangeplates, arewell represented at Actun Ik cave by thefollowing type:
varieties-- AguilaOrange: AguilaVariety; Pitalncised: Unspecified Variety; and Actuncan Orange
Polychrome: Actuncan Variety. Fragmentary Actuncan Orange Polychrome: Actuncan Variety bowlswere
depositedin Actun Ik and Ek Waynd caves, whilevesselsof Caldero Buff Polychrome: Variety Unspecified
vessalswereplaced only in Actun Ibach. Thiscaveaso contained fragmentsof Luchalncised: Unspecified
Variety lid. Thecover, incised withamat design (Figure 20.1), was probably part of amonochrometripod
cylinder vase, aninnovationinthe Early Classic Mayavessd repertoire. Groovesand incisionsof wallshad
been used previoudy to frame aMaya polychrome scene and to decorate monochromevessels.

1 centimeters 5

Figure20.1 Fragmentsof L uchalncised: L uchaUnspecified variety lid and bowl! sherd
found at Actun I bach.

In central Petén, tripod cylinder vasesare said to be symtomatic of contact between Mayadlite
communities and those of Teotihuacan (Culbert 1993). Many of these polychrome vessels have been
excavated at Tikal (Culbert 1993), Uaxactun (Smith 1955), and Copan (Sharer et a. 1999).

However, not all Maya communities adopted the tripod cylinder vessel or expressed through
material symbols a connection with Teotihuacan. In the Sibun Valley, Maya potters grooved and/or
incised thewallsand covers of monochrometripodswith Maya, rather than Teotihuacan, symbols. For
instance, pottery typessuch asL uchalncised, Santa Teresalncised or UritaGouged Incised were
decorated heavily with chevrons, punctuated lines, incisions, and grooves, forming scralls, trianglesdots, or
geometric weave patterns (Figure 20.1).

222



LateClassic Pottery of the Sibun Valley Cavesand Settlements

The founding of communitiesin the Sibun Valley may have occurred sometime during the
Early Classic, but ceramic evidence relating to this time period has not been recovered.
Unambiguous evidence does exist, however, for settlement growth during the Late Classic. The late
growth is comparable to that of Xunantunich, located to the north in the Belize Valley (Le Count et
a. 2002). Correlation of ceramic types between the caves and the settlements is noted from the Late
Classic through the Postclassic.

In general, Late Classic ceramic assemblages are formed by vessels of Cambio, Encanto, and
Tingja groups (Smith 1955; Adams 1971; Sabloff 1975; Lopez Varela 1989; Foias 1996). Thejar
form, in comparison to Early Classic times, increased in size, most likely in response to the food and
ritual needs of an expanding population. Communities of the Sibun Valley acquired or locally
produced the domestic wares of the Late Classic. Jars of Cambio Unslipped, Encanto Striated and
Tingja Red occur in the Sibun caves and at the settlement of Samuel Oshon and Pechtun Ha. Tingja
Red also isincluded in the ceramic assemblage of the Hershey site. Nanzal Red vessels are present
both at Samuel Oshon and Aktun Ik. The presence of the Cambio, Encanto, and Tingja groupsin the
Sibun Valley supports alink to the Central Petén and beyond; thislink is further demonstrated by the
presence of Cubeta Incised at Pechtun Ha, a Late Classic type that also occurs at Pomona and
Yaxchilan (LOpez Varela 1989, 1998).

The Belize region also was producing its own distinctive red wares, specifically a Pine Ridge
Carbonate (classified as Roaring Creek Red: Roaring Creek Variety). The Dolphin Head and Vaca
Falls ceramic groups, characteristic of the Belize Valley and sites in northern Belize, also are part of
the Late Classic assemblage of the Sibun Valley. Distributional patterns vary by group, type, and
form. For instance, Roaring Creek Red isfound in most caves explored by the XARP project and at
the Hershey and Pechtun Ha settlement sites. Bowls of Dolphin Head Red are present at Actun
Ibach and Actun Ik and at Pechtun Ha. Although many types are present both in caves and
settlements, the “domestic formula” changes meaning when avessel is transported to the symbolic
underworld of caves (Stone 1995).

The Late Classic iswell known for the Saxche and Palmar polychrome traditions found in the
Usumacinta, the Pasion, Central Petén, the Belize and Sibun Valleys, and as far south as the Alto
Salama River (Ciudad Ruiz 1988) and Alta Verapaz (Arnauld 1987). Polychrome vessels found at
Actun Ik Cave span the Early and Late Classic periods to include Early Classic Actuncan Orange
Polychrome and Dos Arroyos Orange Polychrome and L ate Classic Bengue Vigjo Polychrome.
Vessels of Palmar Orange Polychrome: Variety Unspecified were found at both Actun Ik and Ek
Waynal, as well as the settlements of Augustine Obispo, Pakal Na and Samuel Oshon. Xunantunich
Black on Orange: Variety Unspecified vessels appeared at Pechtun and Samuel Oshon as well as
Actun Ik. Local pottery of the Belize region also is expressed in Benque Vigjo Polychrome: Variety
Unspecified, Chunhuitz Orange: Variety Unspecified, and Gallinero Fluted: Gallinero Variety.
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“Last Pots’ of theClassic Period in the Sibun Valley

Throughout the Maya lowlands, Terminal Classic pottery expresses strong continuities with
the Late Classic. The domestic formula of the Tingja, Cambio, and Encanto groups endured through
the Terminal Classic at sites such as Seibal (Sabloff 1975), Yaxchilan (Lépez Varela 1989), the
Tayasal-Paxcaman zone (Chase 1984), Macanche Island in El Petén (Rice 1984), Kichpanha (Reese
and Valdez 1987), and Cerro Palenque (Joyce 1987:420).

A noticeablefeature of the ceramic complexesof northern Belizeand the Sbun Valley isalightly
striated, buff undipped olla, named Red Neck Mother Striated (see Chase 1982). Thesejarsare
decorated with deep red dip on short outflaring necks. Inthe Terminal Classic period, however, therims
aredlipped red down to the shoul der, and the bodies of thejars can be striated or plain (Graham 1987: 78).
Similar ollas have been reported in Belizean caves (Pendergast 1974) at San Jose (D. Chase 1982: 138-
139) and at Lamanai and Actun Polbilche (Graham 1987: 79). Thesevesselswere also encountered during
explorations by the XARP Project at Pass-Through cave (Csank 1998: Figures6.1 and 6.5) and Pottery
Cave (Csank 1998: Figure 6.10; compare with Graham 1987: Figure2j found at Actun Polbilche). Graham
(1987: 78) notesthat largejarswith dipped or washed rimsare common in Belizefrom Middle Preclassic
to Postclassic times; however, extension of the dip down onto the vessel shoulder appearsto beahallmark
of the Termina Classic period.

In Belize, another marker of the Terminal Classic period isalargedish with outcurved sides, basa
break, aring base or pedestal base, and awideflared-everted rimthat isflattened on theinterior and
beveled near arounded or squared lip (Gifford 1976: 241). Asnoted by Graham (1987: 78), theformis
widespread in Belizeand occursin avariety of typessuch asRoaring Creek Red and Daylight Orange.
Disgtribution of thisformiswidespread and includesthe Stan Creek District, Actun Tziminin CavesBranch
Valley, Actun Pobilcheinthe Sibun Valley, Altun Ha, and San Jose (Graham 1987: 78). The XARP project
reported smilar vessalsfrom thefollowing cavelocations. Chrissy’s Crawl-Though (Csank 1998: Figure
6.4) and Pottery Cave, where Roaring Creek vessel forms (Csank 1998: Figure 6.7 and Figure 6.9) are
amostidentical to onefoundinaburia at Lamanal (Graham 1987 Figure 2d) and another reported by
Graham (1987: Figure 2f) for Actun Tzimin. Theform can betraced back to the Protoclassic-period
polychromedishwith flared sides, basal break, and ring base. Thebasal break continued throughthe L ate
Classicinthetripod vessel s of Saxcheand PAmar groups. Duringthe Termina Classic, theformis
elongated, and thering base stretched, ending in alarge volumetric formfor the Postclassic. The
widespread use of pedestal basesisacommon trend of the Terminal Classicin Belize, Central Petén, and
the Usumacinta-Pasionregions; it isbest expressed in pyriform vases. A related bottleform, lackinga
pedestal base, was collected from Actun Chanona. Thisreddishyellow (7.5Y R 7/8) conical bowl witha
sagging baseisprobably aDuck RunIncised: Duck Run Variety (Gifford 1976: Figure 148) decorated with
incised half circles.

Atthesiteof Pakal Na, apedestal conical bowl withasmall mouthisan additionto the Termina
Classicrepertoire. Anindividual (Buria 1, Operation 22) wasinterred with two vesselsof thisform. The
reconstructable vessdl hasalight brown (7.5Y R 6/3), brown (7.5Y R 4/2), to black (7.5Y R 2.5/1) color
(Figure5b). Theheight of thisvessel is19.5 cm; thediameter is6.5cm. Theindopingwalsdantina40®
angle. Thebaseisvery interesting, asit hasasagging belly placed ona2.32 cm high pedestal base. The
vessdl isdipped and burnished onthe exterior sideand can beidentified asXukuincised. A seriesof
circumferential linesencirclethevesse immediately below therim, which terminateswitharoundedlip. The
vessal isdecorated with three dimplesthat encirclethevessal. Circular depressionsare not acommon
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decoration; Ichon and Grignon Cheesman (1983: Figure 83c) report Late Classic vesselsfromtheMiddle
Chixoy Valley with circular hand-modeled depressionsor domes. Thisso-called Rio Negro Brun Noir type
wasfoundin Late Classic Tomb 1 at Chirramos. |chon and Grignon Cheesman (1983) consider the
decoration to be anindication of the Postclassic period. IntheMiddle Chixoy Valley, theLateClassic
ceramic assemblage sharesanother Belize Valley marker: vertical walled, ring-based vessels. Suchvessels
werefoundin Pottery Cave (Csank 1998:Figure6.6), Altun Ha(Graham 1987: Figure 2g), and Seibal
(Sabloff 1973: Figures300-302). Commontothe Beizeand Sibun Valleys(Gifford 1976: 146; Csank
1998: Figure 6.3) areimpressed disheswith elongated flaring sides classified as Kaway Impressed: Kaway
Variety and found in Pottery and Actun Ik caves. Thevesselsfollow the Tepeu trend of finger impressed
jarsof the Cambio and Encanto groups.

Fine paste pottery in the Sibun Valley

M odel ed-carved vessalsare exemplified in the Sibun Valley through what Helmke, Colasand Awe
(1998) named Belize Valey M odd ed-carved vessels. The so-called Belize Valley Modeled-carved vessels
arewell known from Chanonaand Footprint Caves (Graham, McNatt and Gutchen 1980). Helmke, Colas
and Awe (1998: 101) report thefinding of these vesselsat Water Fall Cave and at anumber of surface
sites, for example, Ucand, Baking Pot, X unantunich, Maintzunun, Lamanai, San Jose, Altun Ha, Pacbitun
and Actun Balam. Fragmentsof model ed-carved vesselshave been found at Hershey and Paka Naduring
excavationsin Sibun Valley sites. Fragments of aso-called Pabellon M odel ed-carved vaserecently found
at Chanonacave might be part of the so-called Chanonavasereported earlier by Graham, McNatt and
Gutchen (1980: Figure 20.8).

Theiconographic theme of the Belize Valley M odel ed-carved vesselsisfairly standardized as
previously noted by Graham, McNatt, and Gutchen (1980) and Helmke, Colas, and Awe (1998: 96).
The latter authors characterize Belize Valley Model ed-carved vessels as composed of a band of
glyphs or primary standard sequence carved just below the rim, below which arelatively
standardized scene was depicted within two panels. More than decoration, the panels detail a
narrative. According to Helmke, Colas and Awe (1998: 131), the glyphs of the texts were written in
Yucatec Mayan, suggesting a well-defined regional tradition of PSS dedicationsin Yucatén. In
contrast, the iconography of the Ucanal vase, according to Helmke, Colas and Awe (1998: 106) is
Usumacinta/Central Mexico-based. The sceneon the Ucanal vase depictsthe presentation of acaptivetoa
lordwhoisdressedinawarrior’scostume. Theauthorssuggest that prior to the conflict, which resultedin
the capture of thekneeling prisoner, thelord had undergone abl oodl etting ceremony, indicating strong
continuity of Late Classicritua conventions. The Belize Valey M odeled-carved vesselsa so express
confrontational sceneslikethoseof the Usumacintaand Pasién regions.

Sherds of Fine Orange pottery are in the Sibun Valley; this fact supports arguments against the
theory that foreign invaders introduced fine pastes (see Foias 1996; L épez Varela 1998). The
making of Belize Valley Modeled-carved vessels may be afurther clue to the adoption of afine paste
tradition that had been present in the Yucatan since the Late Classic. Chemical characterization and
provenance studies are needed to definethelocus of production of the Belize Valley M odeled-carved
vessdls, ashave been conducted for the Pabellon M odel ed-carved vessel s of the Usumacintazone. Such
studiesare needed before confirming that these vessel sare not rel ated to Pabellon M odel ed-carved as
Helmke, Colasand Awe (1998: 98) have suggested. Significantly finepaste pottery that clearly fallswithin
the Altar Group aso ispresent within the pottery assemblage of the Sibun.
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ThePostclassic Period in the Sibun Valley

The beginning of the Postclassic period in the Sibun Valley is marked by the appearance of
new ceramic modes linked to the Yucatan Peninsula. These modes profilerate during the time
following the Burial 1 mortuary ritual at Pakal Na (see Harrison and Acone, Chapter 10, this
volume). Previous markers of the Terminal Classic, however, continue into the early part of the
Postclassic, for example: pyriform jars, pedestal base cylinders, and open tripod bowls with bulbous
or effigy molded supports. Communitiesin the Sibun Valley followed the Tayasal-Paxcaman
ceramic styles, such as Maskall Undlipped: Maskall Variety (A. Chase 1984: 36). Thistype was
identified at the Samuel Oshon site for the Early Postclassic. Comales are found in the Yalam
ceramic at Colha (Valdez 1987: 252) and within the ceramic inventory of the Samuel Oshon site.

Middle Postclassic pottery in the Sibun River Valley is expressed in the Paxcaman Ceramic
Group found at both Pakal Na and Samuel Oshon sites. Chase and Chase (1987: 61) suggest that the
appearance of Paxcaman Red ceramics during the Middle Postclassic period is the result of local
experimentation in the Tayasal-Paxcaman zone. Valdez places the Paxcaman ceramic group (1987:
253) in the Middle Postclassic Canos Complex of Colha.

The Late Postclassic in the Sibun Valley may be identified by a cylindrical support from a
tripodal bowl or dish that exhibits two circular vents. The support, excavated from the Samuel
Oshon site, may belong to a Payil Red vessel. Identical supports are reported for Los Renegados
(Valdez and Guderjan 1988:Figure 1: 23), Mayapan (Smith 1971: Figure 41), and Watson's Island
(Graham 1994: 197). Graham (1994: 167) also reports a grater bowl from Altun Ha and Lamanai
with similar supports. Graham places these dishes chronologically between the late 14" and 15"
centuriesA.D.

Thusfar, Postclassic pottery from the Sibun Valley isconcentrated at the sitesof Pakal Na, Samuel
Oshon, and Actun Ibach. Typesof Tulum Red (Paxcaman Red), Ixpop Orange Polychrome, and Mama
Red (Papacal Incised) groups have beenidentified within the collectionstogether with Mayapan-style
incensarios. Postclassic pottery may be cons dered scarcein comparison with pottery from other periods;
however, identification of these essential componentsof the Postclassi ¢ sequence servesasbasisfor future
dudies.
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Chapter 21
Pottery Vessels from Chanona, Usrey, and Arch Caves

Alleen Betzenhauser

Cavesarean excellent resourcein the study of archaeological ceramics. They represent oneof the
few environmentsin which wholevessels can be preserved and studied. Thelack of weathering and
relatively constant temperature aid in the preservation of materia sthat would undoubtedly deterioratein
other sectionsof thetropics. Through the Xibun Archaeologica Research Project (XARP), | havebegunto
study thewholevesselsfound inthree of the caves mapped during the 2001 season; Actun Chanona, Usrey
Cave, and Arch Cave. Thesecavesarelocated within walking distance of the Sibun River and are
relatively near to surface Sitesthat were excavated.

Actun Chanonaislocated in the karstic limestone of the upper reaches of the Sibun River, near the
foothillsof theMayaMountains. Itisalarge cavewith animpressive eastern entrance. Theancient Maya
modified many sectionsof the cave, especially an areacalled the Great Platform. Thisregion consistsof a
largenatural rock formation with cracksand crevicesthat werefilled in with limestone breakdown, alayer
of red clay, and finally, alayer of burned material and sherds. Thisareaisanimportant frameof reference
within Actun Chanona

Usrey Cave is much smaller than Chanona and is located in the middle reaches of the Sibun.
It isone of many cavesin the Tiger Sandy Bay district. There are also examples of human
modification, however on amuch smaller scale than Chanona. This section of the valley can be
characterized geomorphologically as cone-karst and cockpit karst. Although Usrey Cave contains an
extremely difficult of access chamber with four vessels, the vessels under study here were found in
an alcove above the main entrance.

Thefinal caveisArch Cavethat islocated inthelower reachesof the SbunRiver. Thisregion
marksthefurthest extent of thekarstic limestone. The caveisrelatively easy to accessbecausethe men
who carefor it built stairsto enablevisitorsto tour thecave. Evidence of ancient modificationisalso
present. Theentrancewascompletely blocked with limestonerubbleat onpointintime. A pathway of
broken sherdsleadsto ajaguar tooth and ahidden room that containsfifteen completevessels. Thispath
hasbeen termed “ sherd dley” and theroomiscalled the* assassin bug chamber” dueto thelarge number of
cone-nosed insectsthat livein and near theroom. The mainfocusof thisresearchisthedistribution of
whole pottery vesselsfound within thesethree caves. Theszeof thevesselsand context inwhich they were
encountered by the caveteamswill shed somelight on the purpose and significance of such vessals,
especidly if thereisstandardization of formor size.

M ethods

Theprocessof studying cave ceramics began with the sel ection of the caves. | sampled thesethree
caveshbecausethey arelocated in three different sectionsof the Sibun River Valley and they contain
examplesof wholevessals. Thenext stagetook placesinsdethe caves. Whileinthe cave, amember of
each team drew asketch of each of thefifteen vessalsusing measurementstaken from the actual artifact.
Theheight and wall thicknesswere recorded with measuring tapesand caliperswherepossible. If thebase
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was missing dueto the presence of akill holethentheactua height could not be measured. If the vessel
waswhol ethen the actual wall thickness of the neck and base could not bemeasured. A sketch of the
surface gppearance was compl eted in the cave along with Munsell colors. Thecolorsaredifficult to record
exactly dueto the poor lighting environment. Theactua vesselswereleft insdethe cavesbecausethey are
believed to be safefrom | ooting and the transport of some vessalswould most likely result infracturing.
Thisstudy presentsasmall sample of the Sibun Valley cave vesselsbecausedl the cavesinthevalley have
not been explored nor mapped and | ooting of some caves has prevented therecording of these vesselsthat
wereremoved. Also, thevessalslocated in the assassin bug chamber could not be studied this season due
to the possible health hazards associated with theinsects. Possibly next season amethod for removing or
repelling the assassin bugswould makethe study of thesevesselsfeasible.

The next step took placein the lab. We used the sketch drawings as templatesin order to
produce afinished drawing of each vessel. The measurements were followed exactly and in the
instances where measurements could not be recorded we estimated wall thickness. | then used the
original drawings along with the cave forms to compare the vessels and their contexts. The drawings
were done on ascale of 1:1 cm originally; however, to be included in the report they had to be scaled
down via a photocopier to 33 % of the original size and then inked.

Data Set Description

All thevesselsweremost likely constructed by hand using acoil method. Sincethe Mayadid not
have apottery whesdl, the vessals could not have been thrown. Thejarsand bowlswere probably madein
afashion similar to that of themodern-day Mayaof Guatemala(Reinaand Hill 1978: 81-86). TheMaya
probably constructed thelarge ollasin sectionsin order to shape and be able to managethe clay on that
scale. Therimsand appendages such as pedestal and ring baseswere added to thevessel forminthethird
stage, after the body had been shaped and smoothed. Thefiring of thesevesselsisacomplicated task. A
certain temperature must bereached in order to baketheclay. Also, tempersadded totheclay aidinthe
firing process by making thevesselsmoredurable. Multiplevessalscan befired at onceinan open-air kiln
whichisthetypeof kilnthe Mayamost likely used. Thetransport of such vesselscan asobeseeninthe
modern ethnographic example of Guatemala. \When bringing ceramicsto market to sell, many Mayapeople
carry thevesselsin anet or cacaste (cargo container) attached to atumplinethat isstrung acrossthe
forehead. Theback of thetransporter supportstheweight of thevessels. A personwould carry asmany
ceramicsasthey physically couldin order to sell asmany vesselsaspossible (Reinaand Hill 1978:26, 208).

Thefollowing isadescription of each vessel | drew during the course of the XARP 2001 field
season and represents my study sample. Thesevesselsrangefrom massive ollasto small bowlsand come
fromthreedifferent caves. All theinformation gathered here hasbeen amassed from the cavevessal forms,
the sketches, and fina drawings. Figures21.1-15 represent the scaled down drawingsand profiles of these
vessals. Thefinal section of the description concernsthe vessalsin the Assassin Bug Chamber of Arch
Cave. Sincewe could not draw nor take exact measurements of these vesselsdueto health concerns, |
have compiled atablethat givesagenera description of each vessdl (Table21.1). Alsoincluded areviews
of thethe Northwest, West, and Southwest sectors of the chamber infigures21.16, 21.17, and 21.18,
respectively. Theinformation wasgathered during the mapping of the assassin bug chamber and isrecorded
inthefield notebook.
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Vessel Descriptions

Table21.1 Vesselsfrom the Assassin Bug Chamber

Vessel No. Brief Description (Taken from M apping Notes)

71 Inverted gray olla between columns

72 Inverted ollawith kill hole on side and top

73 Large black, inverted ollawith akill hole near back wall surrounded by rim sherds

74 Large inverted ollawith large kill hole (bottom missing)

75 Broken red bowl with mend hole (Roaring Creek Red?) in front of Vessel 74

76 Large, complete Roaring Creek Red bowl! with kill hole in the bottom in front of chamber
77 Inverted ollawith calcified, red rim and Kill hole in the bottom, rim of vessel 78 rests on it
78 Inverted olla, same form as Vessel 77 but larger, huge kill hole (bottom missing), resting on Vessel 77
79 Small reddish olla, half missing, onitsside

B0 Inverted ollawith large kill hole in bottom, behind Vessel 77

81 Inverted ring base bowl with large kill hole, stalagmite to the right

B2 Small upright bowl, ring base, medial break, large pieces missing from both sides

B3 Large tan ollabroken in half lying on its side

B4 Large cream colored olla, in half, on its side, left of the room entrance

85 Small bow! broken in half, similar to Vessel 82 but larger, behind Vessels 77 and 78
Vessel No. 45

Location: C 21 Actun Chanona

Form: Olla

Rim Type: Squared

Size: Rim Diameter = 32 cm
Height = 37.8 cm
Maximum Body Width = 37 cm
Rim Thickness = 1.45cm
Neck Thickness=1.15cm
Base Thickness = N/A

Surface: Unslipped and fire-clouded e
Paste: No visible inclusions, oxidized firing environment
Color: 10YR 5/1 Gray
Context: A mid-sized ollawith akill hole located at the western end of the Great Platform in asmall

outcrop.
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Vessel No. 47

Location: C 21 Actun Chanona
Form: Olla
Rim Type Beveled
Size: Rim Diameter = 39 cm
Height = 40 cm
Maximum Body Width = 37 cm
Rim Thickness = 1.43 cm
Neck Thickness = N/A
Base Thickness = N/A
Surface: Undlipped, mottled
Color: 25Y 7/1 Light Gray
Paste: No visible inclusions
Color: 10YR 6/1 Gray, 2.5Y 4/1 Dark Gray
Context: A mid-sized ollalocated in an upper niche along the western edge of the Great Platform.
No kill hole is present, however there are large fissures emanating from the base.

Vessel No. 48

Location: C 21 Actun Chanona
Form: Olla
Rim Type: Squared
Size: Rim Diameter = 28 cm
Height = 35 cm
Maximum Body Width = 34 cm
Rim Thickness = 0.83 cm
Neck Thickness=0.72 cm
Base Thickness= 1.28
Surface: Mottled
Color: 10YR 4/3 Brown, 7.5YR 4/3 Brown
Paste: No visible inclusions, oxidized firing environment
Color: 10YR 6/3 Pale Brown
Context: A mid-sized ollalocated on the western slope of the Great Platform on the approach to the
Western Entrance. A 13.85 cm diameter kill hole is present in the base of the vessel with radiating
fractures toward the mouth.
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Vessel No. 49

Location: C 21 Actun Chanona
Form: Olla
Rim Type: Squared
Size: Rim Diameter =23 cm
Height = 26 cm
Maximum Body Width = 27 cm
Rim Thickness = 0.96 cm
Neck Thickness=0.78 cm
Base Thickness = 0.94 cm
Surface: Undlipped and modeled with fire-clouding
Color - 7.5YR 2.5/1 Black, 7.5YR 4/6 Strong Brown
Paste: No visible inclusions, reduced firing environment
Color - 2.5Y 6/3 Light Yellowish Brown
Context: A small ollalocated 3 m West of Vessel 48 on route to the Western Entrance. 35% of the
vessel is absent due to amassive kill hole that obliterated the base.

Vessel No. 50

Location: C 21 Actun Chanona
Form: Olla
Rim Type: Squared and flared
Size: Rim Diameter = 13 cm
Height = 33 cm
Maximum Body Width = 34 cm
Rim Thickness = 0.77 cm
Neck Thickness= 1.2 cm ——
Base Thickness = 0.65 cm
Surface: Slipped and burnished, calcification and fire-clouding
Color: 2.5YR 4/6 Red
Paste: Fine, white inclusions
Color: 2.5YR 5/6 Red
Context: Thisvessel isamid-sized ollawith avery restricted neck. It wasfound on itssidewith a
large sherd inside the vessel that had been removed viaakill hole. The sherd was placed inside in
antiquity as evidenced by the lack of calcification on the sherd. The vessel islocated in alarge
burned area to the right of and above the Human Remains 1,2, and 5. It was most likely moved to
this position because of the existence of a small speleothem (soda straw) near the neck of the vessel.
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Vessel No. 55

Location: C 17 Usrey Cave
Form: Olla
Rim Type: Squared
Size: Rim Diameter =22 cm
Height = 28 cm
Maximum Body Width =29 cm
Rim Thickness = 0.57 cm
Neck Thickness = N/A
Base Thickness = N/A
Surface: Slipped, striated, calcification, and fire-clouding
Color: 10YR 4/6 Red, 7.5YR 5/6 Strong Brown
Paste: No visible inclusions
Color: 10YR Light Yellowish Brown
Context: A small, red-rimmed ollafound on its side in front of a small depression to the south of
Vessel 56. The vessel islocated in asmall alcove.

Vessel No. 56

Location: C 17 Usrey Cave
Form: Olla
Rim Type: Squared
Size: Rim Diameter = 22 cm
Height = 23.5cm
Maximum Body Width = 24 cm
Rim Thickness = 0.56 cm
Neck Thickness = N/A
Base Thickness = N/A
Surface: Slipped, fire-clouding, eroded
Color: 10YR 4/6 Red, 10YR 5/3 Brown
Paste: Calciteinclusions
Color: 10YR Light Yellowish Brown
Context: A small, red-rimmed olla closely associated with Vessel 55 in the small alcove above the
main entrance. Itisamost identical to Vessel 55 but shorter. It contains small animal bones and
shells. A large, broken stalagmite from the other side of the depression was placed behind the
vessel.
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Vessel No. 57

Location: C 24 Arch Cave
Form: Olla
Rim Type: Beveled
Size: Rim Diameter = 40 cm
Height = 38 cm
Maximum Body Width = 45 cm
Rim Thickness=1.13 cm
Neck Thickness = N/A
Base Thickness= 0.56 cm
Surface: Undlipped and course
Paste: Small, white inclusions, oxidized firing environment
Color: 5YR 4/6 Yellowish Red
Context: A mid-sized ollalocated in an alcove to the left of the main entrance. It isinverted and
contains alarge kill hole that removed about 35% of the base.

[ = = =
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Vessel No. 58

Location: C 24 Arch Cave
Form: Olla
Rim Type: Beveled
Size: Rim Diameter = 51 cm

Height =58.5cm

Maximum Body Width =59 cm

Rim Thickness=2.15cm

Neck Thickness = N/A

Base Thickness = N/A
Surface: Undlipped and course, fire-clouding
Paste: Fineinclusions

Color: 5YR 5/4 Reddish Brown

Context: Thefirst of two huge ollas found in this cave. It islocated in thefirst large chamber to the
right of the entrance. It isclosely associated with afragmented pedestal base vessel and two stone
atars. Theollawasoriginally found on its side.
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Vessel No. 60

Location: C 24 Arch Cave
Form: Olla
Rim Type: Round
Size: Rim Diameter = 26 cm
Height = 28.5cm
Maximum Body Width = 35 cm
Rim Thickness=1.31 cm
Neck Thickness = N/A
Base Thickness=0.61cm
Surface: Undlipped except for rim, course, and fire-clouded
Color: 2.5YR 3/2 Dusky Red
Paste: Fine, white inclusions
Color: 2.5Y 4/1 Dark Gray
Context: Vessdl 60isasmal, overturned vessel with akill hole. Itislocated onthelargeledgeaongtheleft
sideof thefirst large chamber, whichisaso ontheroutetoward sherd alley that |eadsto the assassin bug
chamber.

0 Gem

Vessel No. 61
Location: C24 ArchCave — § ]
Form: Olla
Rim Type: Round
Size: Rim Diameter =23 cm
Height (to kill hole) =23 cm
Rim Thickness=0.95cm
Neck Thickness = N/A
Base Thickness=0.45cm
Surface: Undlipped except for rim, course, and fire-clouded
Color: 2.5YR 4/3 Reddish Brown
Paste: Fine, white inclusions
Color: 2.5YR 5/2 Weak Red
Context: A small, overturned olla near a complete pedestal vessel and stone altar. The base is mostly
missing due to the presence of akill hole. Therimisred with afading brown to black body and fire
clouding.
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Vessel No. 65

Location: C 24 ArchCave — §TTTTTT
Form: Olla
Rim Type: Beveled
Size: Rim Diameter = 47 cm
Height =56 cm
Maximum Body Width = 61.5 cm
Rim Thickness=1.23 cm
Neck Thickness = N/A
Base Thickness = N/A
Surface: Undlipped and course with painted rim and fire-clouding
Color: 2.5YR 4/4 Reddish Brown, 2.5Y 4/1 Dark Gray
Paste: Fine, white inclusions
Color: 5YR 6/4 Light Reddish Brown
Context: The second massive ollafound in this cave. Itisclosely associated with astone atar and a
complete pedestal vessel (Vessel 67). It ispropped up on asmall pile of rocks with alarge bowl
sherd behind it. The vessel does not have akill hole but there are cracks radiating from the base.
The contents of the ollainclude some sediment and small animal bones, possibly rodent. Therim
has been painted red. The vessel islocated next to the wall in a chamber with alow ceiling farther
inside the cave.

Vessel No. 67

Location: C 24 Arch Cave
Form: Bowl with large pedestal base
Rim Type: Round
Size: Rim Diameter = 50 cm
Height = 20 cm
Maximum Body Width = 36 cm
Rim Thickness= 0.9 cm
Neck Thickness = N/A
Base Thickness = 0.62 cm
Surface: Slipped and fire-clouded
Color: 2.5YR 4/8 Red
Paste: No visible inclusions
Color: 7.5YR 6/4 Light Brown
Context: The vessel islocated 7 cm from the stone altar near Vessel 65. It isoverturned and has a
kill holein the center of the base. The pedestal appendage is 1.01 cm thick. The surface treatment is
only visible in patches between calcification.
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Vessel No. 68

Location: C 24 ArchCave &= =--1
Form: Olla
Rim Type: Round
Size: Rim Diameter = 22 cm
Height = 26 cm
Maximum Body Width = 27 cm
Rim Thickness = 0.84 cm i B
Neck Thickness = N/A
Base Thickness = N/A
Surface: Rough and modeled
Color: 7.5YR 2.5/1 Black
Paste: No visible inclusions
Color: 7.5YR 6/8 Reddish Yellow
Context: A small, overturned ollalocated above the cave floor in aniche on aledge. It isblack with
reddish orange swirls and striations across the body. Nothing elseis closely associated with this
vessel.

Vessel No. 69

Location: C 24 Arch Cave
Form: Bowl with ring base
Rim Type: Round
Size: Rim Diameter =21 cm
Height =11 cm
Maximum Body Width = 23.5 cm
Rim Thickness = 0.88 cm
Neck Thickness = N/A
Base Thickness = N/A
Surface: Slipped, modeled, and calcified
Color: 7.5YR 2.5/1 Black
Paste: No visible inclusions
Color: 2.5YR 3/4 Dark Reddish Brown
Context: A complete, small bowl located high on a difficult to access ledge. Thereisone large sherd
1.5 m away that is associated with the bowl. Caked mud and calcification are present on the surface.
It is propped up on asmall pile of rocks. No kill hole and no cracks are visible.

0 Gem

Analysis

Theinformation amassed from these compl ete vessal sthrough the research of the 2001 XARP can
be utilized to compare and contrast the cave ceramicsof the Sibun River Valley. Thetypeof vessel that will
beanalyzed most extensively istheolla, or jar, sincethisformistheonly on ethat can befoundinall three
cavesunder study and isthemost prevalent in general (Table21.2). Anollacan bedefined asaglobular
vessel withrounded walls, asmall flat base, and arestricted mouth (Reinaand Hill 1978: 26). Thedegree
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of restriction canvary fromdight to very narrow. Thesejarsarestill used in Guatemal atoday for food
storage and preparation. Thebowlsare shorter vessel swith unrestricted necksand many timesincludea
ring or pedestal base. These ceramicsare often used to servefoods (Reinaand Hill 1978: 28).

Table21.2 Pottery Formsin Chanona, Usrey, and Arch Caves

Cave Ollas Bowls Totals
Chanona 5 0 5
Usrey 2 0 2
Arch 17 5 22
Total 24 5 29

There are atotal of twenty-four complete ollas in Chanona, Usrey, and Arch Caves
combined. Arch by far outnumbers the other two cavesin olla and whole vessel counts with totals of
seventeen and twenty-nine, respectively. These results may be skewed due to looting and/or human
and natural disturbance within the caves since pre-Colombian times. Also, fragmentary examples of
both types of ceramics are found in each of the caves. However, this study focused on complete
vesselsonly. A complete vessel in this case is characterized as either avessel with no missing
fragments or with basal fragments absent as aresult of aritual killing. Maya animistic beliefs
extended to pottery vessels and it is generally thought that a*“kill hole” in the bottom of avessel not
only terminated the use life of avessel but marked it as part of aritual offering.

Theollasrangein height from 23.5t0 58.5 cm. Themagjority of heightsfor thesevesselstend tofall
between 20 and 40 cm with only two outlying vessels (Figure21.19). Rim diametersof al thevessals
including bowlsrangefrom 13 to 51 cm. Rimwall thickness of the vessel s occupy aspan between 0.56
and 2.15 cmwith most falling within aone centimeter bracket around 1 cmthick. Only onevessdl lies
outsidethisrange, Vessal 58. The potter who madethislarge ollamay have madethewallsthicker in order
to ensurethe stability of thevessal. A comparison of ollaheight to maximum width reveal sthat these
examplesvary dightly inthe category asdemonstrated by the Pearson’sr value of about 0.94 (Figure
21.20). Eight of twelvevesselsarewithin one centimeter of al:1ratio. Thegreatest degreeof variationis
exhibited by Vessel 57 that hasadiameter that is7 cmwider thanitistall.
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Figure21.19 Ollaheight variationsfrom Chanona, Usrey, and Arch Caves.

Of the fifteen complete vessels studied, thirteen were found in difficult to reach/obscured
locations or in aritual context (Table 21.3). For example, Vessel 58 islocated in a section of Arch
Cave that also included two stone altars (Figure 21.21). Also, Vessel 65 is associated with a stone
altar and an overturned pedestal bowl with akill hole (Figure 21.22). Only two vessels, 57 and 60,
were located in the open with no immediately apparent ritual context.

Table21.3 L ocation of Complete Vesselsin Chanona, Usrey, and Arch Caves.

L ocation Vessel Number
Difficult to reach/hidden 47, 50, 55, 56, 68, 69
Ritual/Altar context 45, 48, 49, 58, 61, 65, 67
Neither 57,60

I nferences and Conclusions

Through the comparison of the data collected here | have deduced that there is some
standardization of complete cave vessels within the Sibun River Valley. While at first glance the
vessels may seem to be quite unique and varied in size, a closer examination of the ratio between
vessel height and maximum body width of the ollas revealsthat as the jars increased in height, their
width increased proportionally as demonstrated in the high Pearson’sr value. There seemsto have
been a standardized 1:1 ratio of height to width concerning the production of ollas placed in cavesin
the Sibun Valley.

The rim types are varied but each of the three typesisequally likely to be used. About thirty
percent of the vessels had around or beveled rim with slightly more (about forty percent) exhibiting
asquared rim. These may be regional or site specific style variations on rim type.

Theredso seemsto beuniformity inthe settingsin within the cavesinwhich thevessel swerefound.
| believethat dll thevessalswereoriginally placedinritually significant areas. Their locationstoday may be
dightly different fromtheorigina context and other objectsthat would indicateritua significancemay have
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been removed from the cave. The same preservation that makesthe study of cave ceramicspossibleaso
provideslooterswith excellently preserved examplesof Mayaceramics. Also, ritual itemstend to be of
high quality, an attribute that | ootersprefer. Thefact that many of the vessels somewnhat hidden, are
positioned in difficult to reach sections of the caves, or aredirectly associated with stoneatarsand other
itemsof ritua significance (such asthejade bead near Vessdl 49), supportsthisconclusion that thesevessals
wereplaced inthe cavesaspart of aritual.

Ceramic vessels were an important commodity for the ancient Maya. The existence of mend
holesin Maya pottery illustrates that even after avessel broke, it could still be used if held together
with twine. Perhaps ceramics were curated as long as possible because the procurement of another
was not always feasible economically. The production of asingle large ollarequires great skill and
resources. Properly tempered clay and an open-air firing pit large enough to fire such a vessel
demonstrates the significance of thisolla. Also, the effort required to transport these vessels up the
side of the karstic limestone hill, into the cave entrance, and through the darkened cave passages
reveals that these vessels were | eft here for a purpose, most likely as aritual offering.

TheMayabelieved that caves housed the gods of the underworld such as Chac, thegod of rain
(Bassie-Sweet 1991: 93). Intimesof drought or planting, the Mayawould probably make offeringsto
Chactoask for rain or agood agricultural season. Mayasociety was based on agriculture, therefore water
wasan extremely important resource and the appeasement of Chac wasagrest priority. Many of the
vesselsfound in the caves could be used to store or carry water. Also, the burning of copal incensewasan
important part of ceremonies. Small vesselssuch asVessal 69 may have been used asincense burners
athoughandyssof theinterior of thebowl would giveadefinitiveanswer.

Asaresult of this preliminary study of the cave ceramics of the Sibun River Valley,
conclusions as to significance and uniformity have been drawn. Future research in the caves of this
valley would most likely increase the sample size and shed more light on this aspect of Maya pottery
and ritual. A study of the types of vessels and the time frames within which they were made could
help in dating the used of the caves. Also, acomparison with local surface site ceramics could
possibly provide a connection between specific sites and caves. This correlation would prove
interesting and useful in further research in the Sibun River Valley. A complete study of sherds
found in the caves would be time consuming but very helpful to this area of research.
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