
Actuncan
Archaeological Project

Report of the fifth season
2012

L i s a  J .  L e C o u n t



 
 



 

 
The Actuncan Archaeological Project: 

Report of the 2012 Field Seasons 
 

 

 

Lisa J. LeCount 

Department of Anthropology, University of Alabama  
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Report submitted to the Belize Institute of Archaeology 

April 2013 





i 
 

Acknowledgements 

Major funding for the Actuncan Archaeological Project was provided by a National Science Foundation 
grant (BCS0923747).  David Mixter (Washington University at St. Louis) and Angela Keller (University of 
Texas, Arlington) made available funds from their institutions for their specific research projects.  The 
University of Alabama’s Department of Anthropology also provided logistical and financial support.  I 
also thank Elizabeth and Stephen Mixter for their financial support and friendship.  We gratefully 
acknowledge this aid.   
 
Investigations at Actuncan took place through the permission and generous support of the director and 
associate directors of the Belize Institute of Archaeology (IA), especially Drs. Jaime Awe, John Morris, 
and Allan Moore.  We appreciated their visit to our excavations of the palace complex in the winter 
since we are always glad when they provide their expertise on tricky archaeological issues.  We also wish 
to thank the staff of the IA, especially Sherilyne Jones and Melissa Badillo for their help exporting 
materials from Belize to the US and organizing the BAS papers and manuscripts.  Our thanks also go to 
Jason Yaeger, Kat Brown, and Bernadette Cap who offered advice on excavation strategies and early 
pottery types.  Bernadette Cap also was kind enough to float samples for botanical residues.  Their 
continued good will as friends and colleagues made the summer field season along the Mopan River 
more enjoyable and successful. 
 
The Galvez and Juan families gave permission to excavate on their lands, and we appreciate their 
patience for any inconveniences that our work might have caused them.  Chena Galvez's hospitality and 
excellent food sustained us through the summer, and we thank her for all her hard work and patience.  
The entire Galvez family---Chena, Mark, Linda, Anna, Alfonso, and Ramon---provided us with more than 
just food and shelter, but truly a home away from home.  As always, Rudy Juan was a source of valuable 
information, and we want to thank him for not only giving us permission to work on his land but his 
hospitality as well.     
 
We were assisted in our research by many dedicated individuals from San José de Succotz and Benque 
Viejo del Carmen.  The information in this report was the result of skilled local excavators whose hard 
work, collaboration, and enthusiasm made this field season a success.  Carlos Cocom served admirably 
as our foreman, and we relied heavily on the experience and collegiality of our crew members including:  
Merle Alfaro, Ismael Chan, Elmer Cocom, Reynaldo Cunil, Glen Daniels, Jorge Itza, Benedicto Jimenez, 
Andres Matus, Cruz Puc, Hugo Romero, Victor Salam, Amirto Uck, Feliz Uck, Jose Uck, Rene Uck, and 
Gorge Yacab.   We were assisted in the laboratory by Yolanda Chi-Camal, Julie Cunil, Luby Morales and 
Joanni Chi, Mirza Itza, and Nerini Guzman.   
 
This winter I was lucky to have a crack team of archaeologists working at the palace complex including 
Dr. Carolyn Freiwald (University of Mississippi), Dr. Thomas Jamison (Hartgen Associates, Inc.), David 
Mixter (Washington University, St. Louis), and Dr. John Blitz (University of Alabama).  I would especially 
like to thank my husband John for his continued interest in Actuncan and his tireless emotional, 
intellectual, and financial support of my research.  Tom Jamison helped copy edit the final report, as did 
Carolyn Freiwald and David Mixter. 

Angela Keller (University of Texas, Arlington) pulled off a first-ever field school at Actuncan with great 
success during the summer.  Her field school students settled into Clarissa Falls lodge with few problems 



ii 
 

and struggled up the hill to the site daily to dig without complaint.  I appreciate their work and their 
energies towards making the plazas and patios of Actuncan more understandable.  Field school students 
from University of Wisconsin included Melissa Seidl and Brian Joyce, and from UTA included Gabriel 
Escobedo, Evan Ellis, Leonel Giron, Russell Jones, Amy Patton, Lori Phillips, Stephanie Lucas, Heather 
Cvitanovich, Kim Grey, and Freya MacDonald.  Carolyn Freiwald, David Mixter, Emma Koenig (University 
of Alabama) and Destiny Micklin (UTA) supervised them admirably, and Krystal Craiker (UTA) helped 
with organizing the field school while she excavated in Plaza F.   

Independent research conducted under the umbrella of the project also happened in the summer.  
Under the direction of David Mixter, Allison Nick (Washington University at St. Louis) dug walls on the 
eastern edge of the site as part of her senior thesis project.  Bobbie Simova (University of Alabama) 
returned to collect ceramic data for her thesis, and Destiny Micklin excavated and analyzed the remains 
from another burial in Group 1’s patio near the eastern shrine for her thesis.  Carolyn Freiwald 
continued her analysis of osteological and faunal remains while doing double duty as a supervisor on the 
field school.  Chester Walker (Archaeo-Geophysical Associates, LLC.) also came for a brief visit to do 
some drone photography of the site and the cobble mounds near the river. 

The project greatly benefited from this smart and talented group of researchers, and I greatly appreciate 
their dedication to the success of the project.   

 

Lisa LeCount, Tuscaloosa 



iii 
 

 

 

Table of Contents 

Acknowledgements          i 

Chapter 1: The 2012 Field Seasons of the Actuncan Archaeological Project: Research  
Questions         01 

  Lisa J. LeCount with Angela H. Keller and David W. Mixter  
  
Chapter 2: Excavations at Structure 19       15  
  Thomas R. Jamison 
 
Chapter 3:  Excavations at Group 8        35 
  David W. Mixter and Carolyn Freiwald 
 
Chapter 4: Burial Excavations in Group 1 Patio       81 
  Carolyn Freiwald and Destiny Micklin 
 
Chapter 5: Reconstructing Burials: Strategies for Excavating Maya Human Remains 93 
  Carolyn Freiwald 
 
Chapter 6: Excavations in the West Plaza                  109 
  Emma Chambers-Koenig 
 
Chapter 7: Sampling and Excavations in Plazas C and F                 119 
  David W. Mixter and Krystal Craiker 
 
Chapter 8: Excavation of Two Walls on the Eastern Periphery of Actuncan              131 
  Allison Nick and David W. Mixter 
 
Chapter 9: Things that Fall Through the Screen: Microartifact Analysis of the  
 West Plaza of Actuncan                      145  
  Krystal Craiker



 
 



1 
 

Chapter 1: The 2012 Field Season of the Actuncan Archaeological Project: Research Questions 

 
Lisa J. LeCount (University of Alabama) with contributions by Angela H. Keller (University of Texas, 

Arlington) and David W. Mixter (Washington University at Saint Louis)  
 

The goals of the 2012 season are numerous and reflect the growing research program centered on all 
aspects of the site.  The winter research project centered on Structure 19, the central range structure 
located in Plaza C, and its northern ancillary structures (Structures 20-25) now called Group 8.  
Specifically, the project proposed to a) determine the layout of Str. 19-1st, b) investigate the 
construction history of the range structure, c) explore the history of Group 8 structures, especially 
Structures 19b, 21 and 22,  and d) map and explore some of the nearby low platforms, particularly Strs. 
24 and 25.  These excavations are designed to determine whether Structure 19 and Group 8 was the 
residential palace and court of the Actuncan rulers, and if so, when it first came to function as such.  The 
summer excavations focused on two projects: David Mixter’s explorations of Group 4 (Structures 32 
through 38) and Angela Keller’s summer University of Texas, Arlington (UTA) field school in Plazas C and 
F and the patio of Group 1.  Concurrent with these summer explorations, two lab projects were 
undertaken by a) Borislava Simova who conducted her Master’s thesis research on Late Preclassic to 
Early Classic pottery and b) Carolyn Freiwald who continued her faunal and human osteological analyses.  
The following is a brief summary of the research proposals and major questions written by the directors 
of the individual projects. 
 

Major Research Questions 
 
 The goal of the Actuncan Archaeological Project is to examine the processes that led to the 
institutionalization of kingship and the rise of state-level society during the Late Preclassic through Early 
Classic periods from B.C. 400 to A.D. 500.  To examine the rise of Maya states, the Actuncan 
Archaeological Project is exploring the organizational changes that occurred in households coeval with 
the centralization of authority of local rulers.   
 In previous field seasons, LeCount has concentrated resources on excavating elite and common 
households to understand strategies used to resist or participate in the ambitions of Maya leaders to 
consolidate power.  But what processes allowed leaders to successfully institutionalize their positions?  
LeCount suggests that kings would have engaged in two social processes to consolidate power: 1) 
coalition building (strategies to create unity among non-kin supporters) and 2) moral separation 
(strategies to legitimize the leader’s right to rule and order society).  This year’s field season focused on 
these processes as they relate to activities in an elite palace. 
 Coalition building is a vital strategy to consolidate authority because leaders face threats to their 
power from many different factions including would-be usurpers within the highest-ranked families of 
the polity, would-be conquerors from neighboring groups, would-be independent paramounts in the 
polity’s hinterlands, and would-be commoner separatists from their own group (Brumfiel 1992:557).  
The threat of renegade factions requires leaders to develop strategies to keep them in the fold, and one 
way to achieve or maintain coalitions, besides coercion, is through transactional politics in which leaders 
exchange goods and services for supporters’ loyalty (Brumfiel 1994:10; Salisbury 1978:111).  As a result 
of transactional politics, households gain or lose status because of their allegiance to, or alienation from 
leaders and political largess. Because transactional politics pertain to the ways leaders manage the 
production and distribution of goods and services that supports the polity, in the broadest sense, 
transactional politics concerns to the political economy of early states.  But here LeCount uses the term 
transactional politics because it pertains to strategies that pre-date the rise of state-level institutions 
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that lock into place rules concerning obligations between leaders and supporters.  Leaders would have 
attempted to manipulate economic relations, including redistributive arrangements, spheres of 
exchange, and more informal transactions involving reciprocal trade or service.  Sponsoring large-scale 
public ceremonies and performing religious rites would have also consolidated coalitions.    
 Exchange relationships between leaders and households in the Late Preclassic and Early Classic 
periods are not well understood.  According to Paul Healy (2006:20-21), we know little about the actual 
mechanisms for trade for imported items, such obsidian, and even less about the way items were 
redistributed within groups once they were obtained by traders.  Local craftsmen may have been 
sponsored by elites to produce fine cloth, pottery, figurines and beads to mark and legitimize privileged 
status (Hendon 1999; Joyce 2000), but the role leaders played in many aspects of the political and 
subsistence economies is still debated (McAnany 2004).   
 The institutionalization of kingship involved not only “ideologies of domination and the 
economic tools with which they are materialized” (Van Buren and Richards 2000:3), but a conscious 
escalation of strategies that separated leaders from elite rivals.  Moral separation is one of many 
exclusionary practices that distinguished rulers from other households and naturalized social 
hierarchies.  Baines and Yoffee (2000) focus directly upon the establishment and maintenance of order, 
legitimacy and wealth as manifested in regal-ritual activities.  Separate life-styles and high standards of 
living helped segregate and naturalize elevated positions.  Such practices revolved around strategies 
that severed extensive kin ties and conferred elevated status on a single family.   
 Mayanists have long documented the fact that Late Classic kings preserved world order through 
ritual practices that recreated the universe, maintained segregated life-styles by living in elevated 
palaces, and regulated (to a variable extent) the production and exchange of staple and wealth goods 
(Inomata 2001; Potter and King 1995; Robin 2003; Sharer and Golden 2004).  But at what point were 
these exclusionary practices implemented?  Did all Maya leaders practice the same level of exclusionary 
practices or were some Maya polities more corporately organized than others?  When did ruling houses 
privatize and segregate space separating themselves from others?  When did ruling houses specialize in 
the production of regalia?  McAnany (1998) documents the inception of family mausoleums and 
protracted burial treatments in the Late Preclassic period, but did single interments honoring individual 
kings also start at this time? 
 Further, power is not vested solely in individuals but also offices and institutions.  It is the 
structure and practice of administration that determines the nature of the political centralization 
(Baines and Yoffee 2000; Blanton 1987; Claessen and van de Velde 1991; Eisenstadt 1969; Flannery 
1972; Marcus and Feinman 1998).  Centralization is measured by the 1) numbers of levels in the 
hierarchy, 2) extent to which activities are concentrated at the uppermost level, and 3) unequal 
distribution of rewards (de Montomollin 1989; Kowalewski et al. 1989; Smith 1977).  The nature of 
ancient Maya political centralization can therefore be understood by documenting organization and 
structure of bureaucracy in which positions, activities and rewards are funneled into the functionaries of 
the state.   
 Some scholars assumed that bureaucratic positions were filled with loyal supporters of the state 
not connected to leaders by kinship. States are often “characterized by the dominance of administration 
over kinship in the political sector and class over kinship in the social and economic sectors” (Zagarell 
1986:156). However, cross-cultural studies document that rulers rarely create bureaucracies completely 
independent of kin-based authority (Eisenstadt 1986; Foias 2007).  Many incipient bureaucracies were 
relatively small with positions staffed by members of competing elite groups, and sovereigns had only a 
small body of functionaries who were loyal followers (Skalnik 1979).  Hierarchies were volatile, and the 
dynamics between ruler and subordinates was one reason why polities swung between “periods of 
successful centralization and loss of control” (Marcus and Feinman 1998:11). 
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 The key message in the foregoing discussion is that kingship was institutionalized when leaders 
exercised extensive control over all aspects of society; however, authority over kin groups was one of 
the most difficult sources of power to maintain.  To understand how some leaders centralized power, 
this year’s research investigates the mechanisms by which leaders expanded social authority.  
Specifically, coalition building and exclusionary mechanisms can be measured through shifts in 1) 
exchange relationships, 2) feasting and burial practices and 3) architectural space and usage.   
 Exchange relationships: Changes in exchange relationships are best understood through 
Kenneth Hirth’s (1996) distributional model.  It is hypothesized that the shift from the Late Preclassic to 
Early Classic period will be marked by increasing economic complexity, especially the establishment of 
markets and attempts by royal families to more tightly manage wealth and stable goods (Blanton et al. 
1996; Earle 2001; Masson 2002). Reciprocal exchanges of valuables--jade, obsidian, labor-intensive local 
craft items, and far-flung gift items--should parallel the growth of social hierarchies.  As social 
obligations between rulers and functionaries become more expansive, the creation of valuable items 
should proliferate while their distribution becomes more restricted. These practices result in highly 
variable artifact assemblages in terms of the sources of goods.  Maya leaders were particularly 
interested in administering trade items (high-quality chert, greenstone, decorated pottery, forest 
products, and marine fish) and local labor-intensive craft goods (mirrors, decorated pottery, and slate 
items). Implementation of exclusive network strategies would have resulted in the limited distribution of 
prestige goods within the elite stratum.  Redistribution also results in variable household assemblages, 
but in this case, heterogeneity is found in the types and quantities of high-value and imported items that 
map onto social hierarchies.  Market exchange may also have been an elite strategy to increase polity 
prosperity by stimulating household production and rewarding noble families with access to influence 
and wealth.  In market systems, households--regardless of status--had the potential to obtain certain 
kinds of craft goods since markets operate through nonhierarchical provisioning networks.  Therefore, 
the distribution of low-cost goods should be roughly equivalent across households, as well as some 
kinds of high-value, labor-intensive and/or non-local items.  Pottery and obsidian sourcing, as well as 
distributional studies of artifact types can document market systems (Minc 2006; Minc et al. 1994).           
 Feasting and burial practices: Analyses of food ways and burial practice point to shifting social 
relations (Hammond 1991; Hayden 1995, 1996; LeCount 2001; McAnany 1995).  Diacritical feasting is 
characteristic of societies with fully developed civil and social hierarchies.  Ancient Maya feasting is 
recognizable through pottery vessel forms that were used to serve festival fare such as tamales and 
chocolate.  Changes in the production and drinking of chocolate illustrates shifts in feasting practices, 
display items, and wealth distributions during the Classic period, but Preclassic feasting practices have 
not been thoroughly explored.  Ceramic and faunal assemblages across household contexts can be 
examined to determine when and to what degree exclusive feasting practices within ruling houses 
began, as well as community feasting patterns indicative of new integrative strategies.  Household burial 
practices (body position, context, and grave goods) are expected to become homogenous through time 
as ritual practices become a marker of group identity. Further, as emerging royal dynasties attempted to 
separate themselves morally from other households, ancestor shrines would have become elevated, 
separated from the house, and publically commemorated.    
 Architectural space:  Exclusionary practices should be reflected in shifting architectural layouts, 
access and use of space (Hillier and Hanson 1984; Moore 1996). Although certain elements associated 
with house orientation and construction techniques may become more homogeneous through time as 
people create localized identities, household space is expected to become increasingly segregated and 
specialized through the Preclassic to Classic transition.  The development of new architectural layouts 
and access patterns is expected to be promoted by increasingly specialized administrative, economic, 
ritual or social activities.  More specialized and privatized activity space should be limited in access and 
contain features not seen in more multi-functional rooms.  
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Palace Excavations  
 In order to gather data to test these ideas, Dr. Thomas Jamison directed excavations in the 
central range structure (Structure 19) and David Mixter directed excavations in ancillary structures and 
walls nearby to the north (Structures 21-25) at Actuncan in the winter season.  Investigating the history 
and use of Structure 19 and Group 8 is important for the study because these buildings point to the 
establishment of early state-level institutions.  Pyramids, ball courts and E-groups were the locations of 
religious practices that had great antiquity among the Maya dating back to the Middle Preclassic period. 
But range structures, of which Structure 19 is an example, are more enigmatic and must be excavated to 
better understand their specific function as residences, workshops, audiencias or other spaces. 
Residential range structures display more complex room layouts and architectural features, while 
audiencias and other semi-public rooms are more linear and featureless.  Regardless of their specific 
function, range structures in central locations, such as flanking civic plazas, can be thought of 
quintessentially as a building established for the purposes of the ruler and his bureaucracy.  As such, 
their building marks the expansion of leadership roles beyond those tied to the central temple where 
many early kings might have resided and ruled (Harrison 2003).  
 At Actuncan, Structure 19 is the only range structure on the site and the arrangement of Group 
8 appears to conform to the layout of an incipient court.  We know very little about Structure 19 except 
the information we can glean from Jim McGovern’s work.  In 1994, he excavated an 8 x 2 m (in some 
places 3 m) trench up the southern staircase and encountered a poorly preserved Early Classic staircase 
that covered two possible Late Preclassic retaining walls and floors.  He suggests that “the Early Classic 
construction doubled the height of the platform, rending it more pyramidal” (McGovern 2004:136).  
However, from his profile (McGovern 2004: Figure 21) it is difficult to determine if the Late Preclassic 
floors are associated with a building plinth or medial terrace.  Based on the McGovern’s map, the top of 
the platform is about 26 m long and 8 m high.  If the masonry superstructure is composed of a set of 
long, linear rooms, then there could be as many as 5 rooms and doors on a side.  But if it was more 
residential in function with larger rooms arranged with tandem and transverse rooms, then there could 
be as few as 3 rooms.   In Group 8, Structure 22 may have been an eastern shrine, but the buildings to 
the north appear to have been low platforms, possibly associated with domestic or economic activities 
similar to what was found on Structure 20 in 2004 by the project. 
 The goal of the project is to determine the layout, history and functions of Str. 19-1st

 

 and Group 
8 by excavating and gathering artifactual and chemical residues.  These excavations are designed to 
determine whether Structure 19 and Group 8 was the residential palace and court of the Actuncan 
rulers, and if so, when it first came to function as such.   

Actuncan Plazas and Patios Project: University of Texas at Arlington Field School 
 Dr. Angela Keller’s project is a continuation of a multi-year program examining the physical 
correlates of quotidian activity in ancient Maya civic centers and urban households at Actuncan (Keller 
and Craiker 2012). The work was conducted as part of a field school for undergraduate students led by 
Keller with course credit granted through the University of Texas at Arlington. The field school involved 
students in an ongoing project affording them the opportunity to excavate test units under close 
supervision, learn basic survey techniques, and participate in processing and analyzing artifacts. 
 The West Plaza was chosen for initial work because it appeared to be a likely location for an 
ancient marketplace based on its open access and relationship with other site architecture including a 
causeway. Despite Spanish descriptions of a robust market economy in the Maya lowlands at the time of 
Conquest in the 1500s, many scholars continue to doubt the existence of marketplaces and market 
trade during the Classic period (Potter and King 1995; Sanders and Webster 1988). To address this issue, 
Keller (Keller and Craiker 2012) investigated the West Plaza with a combination of traditional 
archaeological collection methods with experimental remote sensing, soil chemistry, and micro-artifact 
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analyses. The work built upon her previous examination of a probable marketplace at the nearby Classic 
center of Xunantunich (Keller 2006, 2007), and parallel work by other scholars (e.g., Cap 2010; Dahlin et 
al. 2007).  
 The proposed Actuncan marketplace is an open area covering roughly 1.5 hectares adjacent to 
the site's central ceremonial plazas. The rectangular, level space is bounded by a causeway to the east, a 
reservoir to the west, and household groups to the north and south. The location, size, and accessibility 
of the proposed marketplace are notably similar to probable marketplaces at other Classic period sites 
including Xunantunich (Keller 2006, 2007), Chunchucmil (Dahlin et al. 2007), Sayil (Tourtellot and Sabloff 
1994), and Caracol (Chase and Chase 1987). With the exception of the formal marketplaces at the sites 
of Tikal and Calakmul, probable marketplaces at Maya centers are large, open spaces with minimal 
formal architecture. The lack of distinctive "market" architecture has contributed to the difficulty of 
identifying ancient marketplaces in the Maya lowlands.  
 Similarly, the generalized lack of suggestive architectural features in plazas makes interpreting 
plaza function difficult. In most instances, archaeologists interpret plaza function on the basis of the 
surrounding architecture and by analogy with ethnohistorical and ethnographic data. While these 
interpretations are excellent starting points, they are not, in themselves, evidence for the actual past 
use of any specific plaza space. Supplementing and testing these analogical interpretations of plazas 
with material evidence is the goal of this research program. 
  In the absence of clear architectural features, recent archaeological work on Maya plazas and 
particularly potential marketplaces has focused on artifactual remains and soil chemistry (e.g., Cap 2010; 
Dahlin et al. 2007; Keller 2007). Specifically, researchers have identified regularly patterned artifact 
distributions and soil chemistry signatures as indicative of the end-stage production of durable goods 
and the chemical residues of perishable goods. These residues are often found in linear patterns 
conforming to our understanding of the spatial organization of ancient Mesoamerican marketplaces in 
rows of vendors, as documented most clearly among the Aztec (Hutson 2000). Thus far, the most 
compelling data derive from two procedures: the analysis of artifact distributions, and the interpretation 
of soil chemistry patterns (particularly elevated levels of phosphates, zinc, and iron). These data, when 
corroborated by targeted probing and clearing excavations, provide a fine-grained perspective on the 
past use of ancient spaces. 
 The 2012 field season is directed at corroborating Keller’s 2011 findings in the West Plaza and 
expanding her data universe by collecting comparable post hole data from two other plazas: Plazas F 
and C.  Combined data sets (geophysical survey data, soil samples for chemical analysis, pH data, and 
macro- and micro-artifact samples) collected from the West Plaza in 2011 suggest several discrete areas 
of activity including a possible pathway and a possible lithic production area. As part of the 2012 UTA 
field school, Keller’s students excavated test units in the West Plaza to investigate the possible lithic 
production area, the pathway, and other notable features identified through artifact, soil chemistry, and 
magnetometry spatial patterning. 
 In Plazas F and C, the project placed test probes (posthole tests) across the plazas at 5-meter 
intervals. Supervised by Krystal Craiker, Belizean field crews used standard, clam-shell type posthole 
diggers to extract the samples. The probes were dug down to the latest plaza surface or other 
architecture.  The project collected artifact samples and soil samples from the final plaza surface from 
the posthole probes.  In a select subset of postholes, the project also collected micro-artifact samples 
that may help identify activities such as lithic production, textile manufacture, trash disposal, and food 
service. Readings of soil pH levels are collected at 20 m intervals. Soil chemistry data could be 
tremendously valuable in planning further test unit excavations.   
 Before the posthole program, field school students excavated 1 x 1 m test pits in each plaza 
space to identify plaza floors and construct a preliminary, working chronology for the plazas. Post hole 
depth was determined with reference to the latest plaza surfaces identifiable in these test units. 
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Students also placed a limited number of 1 x 2 m test pits (excavated in 1 x 1 m subunits) to examine 
areas with high artifact density, unusual artifact assemblages, notable soil chemistry patterns, and/or 
buried architectural features.  
 The plaza research program is designed to document the subtle material traces of activity in 
three distinct plaza spaces at Actuncan using a variety of scientific techniques rarely combined in one 
project. The use of multiple, independent lines of evidence enhances archaeologists’ ability to document 
the fugitive residues of past human action. Ideally, the work will identify discrete activity areas and 
distinct material patterns for the three different plazas, which arguably should have had very different 
functions in the past. 
 In addition to the plaza research, Keller directed continued excavation of a complex set of burial 
features in Group 1.  Individuals were sequentially buried in this location over an extended period of 
time with each interment disturbing previously buried individuals. Many burials were co-mingled with 
others, and it was difficult to associate body parts with particular individuals.  Neither the spatial extent 
nor the depth of the burial deposits was determined because excavations were terminated at the end of 
the field season. Continuing these excavations downward into the earlier floors of the patio will help the 
greater project goals of determining when eastern shrines, mass burials, and possibly ancestor worship 
began.  According to McAnany (1998), ancestor worship and prolonged burial rites proliferated in the 
Terminal Preclassic as a result of increasing socio-political stratification.    
 Dr. Carolyn Freiwald supervised the 2011 and 2012 mortuary work at Group 1.  Freiwald was 
assisted by trained UTA bioarchaeology graduate student, Destiny Micklin, who excavated and analyzed 
burial remains found to the west of the eastern structure at Group 1. The goals of this sub-project are to 
(1) reconstruct the sequence of burials, (2) determine the dates of interments, (3) examine discrete 
burial practices, and (4) explore social and familial relationships between the interred individuals. 
 
The Group 4 Project 
 Excavations during the 2010 field season revealed a surprisingly robust Terminal Classic period 
occupation at the site that appears to extend at least into the beginning of the Postclassic period 
(LeCount et al. 2011).  David Mixter’s investigations during the 2012 summer field season initiated a two 
season program to understand the nature of Terminal Classic society at Actuncan.  Contrary to James O. 
McGovern’s (1994:120-121) initial assessment that Actuncan was abandoned prior to the Terminal 
Classic period, recent excavations revealed the continuation of household renovation through the 
Terminal Classic Period and occupation at least into the beginning of the Postclassic (Antonelli and 
Rothenberg 2011; Mixter 2012a).  Some household structures appear to have been abandoned and 
ritually terminated by the end of the Early Classic and then reoccupied during the Terminal Classic 
period (Mixter 2012b).  Additionally, Terminal Classic peoples of Actuncan undertook a program of civic 
architectural construction that essentially created a new ceremonial center at the site.  These new 
construction efforts referenced the site’s Late Preclassic and Early Classic roots while also constructing a 
new, distinct space disassociated with the site’s Classic period legacy.   
 The largest building constructed during the Terminal Classic is Group 4, a large low platform 
supporting a C-shaped arrangement of superstructural elements aligned along the platform’s north, 
west, and south sides.  The platform’s east side is open to Plaza D to the east.  Three small square 
shrines (Structures 36, 37 and 38) appear to have been constructed in this plaza in association with the 
construction of Group 4.  Rebecca Mendelsohn and Angela H. Keller (2011:38) noted that the 
construction of Group 4 created a new public center for Terminal Classic Actuncan.  While Group 4 rests 
within the earlier site, Classic Period buildings are not incorporated into the design of the Terminal 
Classic complex.  The Terminal Classic shift in public space and architectural styles suggest the 
development of a wholly different set of sociopolitical institutions, perhaps as a reaction to the collapse 
of the k’ul ajaw political system in the upper Belize River Valley region during the middle of the 9th 
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century (LeCount and Yaeger 2010).  Research on Group 4 aims to understand the nature of Terminal 
Classic political institutions formed at Actuncan and the Classic Period traditions they drew on. 
 While the Terminal Classic public center seems to have been constructed apart from Classic 
period strictures, Terminal Classic period people of Actuncan didn’t ignore the site’s Classic period 
legacy.  Throughout the site, the construction of small structures may have served to manipulate the 
Classic period urban landscape in two ways.  First, several low linear structures were built between 
existing structures and across Plaza D.  These walls may have either served to alter access points or 
served as fortifications.  The construction of fortifications has been seen at other Maya sites during the 
Terminal Classic (Demarest et al. 1997).  Determining the use of these walls will aid in understanding the 
pressures on Terminal Classic society at Actuncan.  The second type of small structure that may have 
been built at Actuncan during the Terminal Classic is a number of small low platforms located in front of 
important Classic period buildings.  These buildings likely date to the Terminal Classic because, like 
Group 4, they are constructed in ways that don’t fit the Classic period architectural arrangement of the 
site.  Mixter suspects these buildings to be Terminal Classic shrines, possibly referencing Classic period 
buildings.  Evidence of a reverential Terminal Classic termination deposit was found during the cleaning 
of looters’ trenches on Structure 5, a pyramidal ceremonial structure dating to the Early Classic 
(McGovern 1994:112-113).  This deposit provides evidence that ritual activities referencing Classic 
period loci continued during the Terminal Classic.  Dating and identifying the nature of deposits 
associated with these small platforms may reveal attitudes of the site’s Terminal Classic occupants 
towards their Classic period predecessors. 
 Mixter’s research focuses on two main goals: understanding the function of Group 4 and the 
ways the Terminal Classic Maya at Actuncan manipulated the Classic period urban center they inhabited.  
In order to address the first question, Mixter has designed a program of horizontal excavations across 
the surface of Group 4 aimed at understanding the nature of superstructure elements on the surface 
and identifying activities taking place on the platform.  The second question will be addressed through a 
testing program of probable small Terminal Classic structures at the site and vertical excavations to 
understand earlier buildings below Group 4.  The testing of linear wall structures started in the summer 
of 2012, and this research is designed to precede his primary dissertation field season to take place in 
2013.   
 Based on the shape of the superstructural elements on top of the Group 4 platform, Group 4 
may be comparable to Terminal Classic and Postclassic structures containing C-shaped benches 
constructed during the Terminal Classic at sites including Seibal (Tourtellot 1988) and Ek Balam (Bey et 
al. 1997) and during the Postclassic in the Petén lakes region (Rice 1986), on the island of Cozumel 
(Freidel and Sabloff 1984), and at Mayapán (Smith 1962).  During the 2010 preliminary investigations of 
Group 4 (Mendelsohn and Keller 2011), Angela H. Keller (see LeCount et al. 2011) suggested that Group 
4 may be a popol nah, or council house, following the interpretation of single room structures with C-
shaped benches initially hypothesized by David Freidel and Jeremy A. Sabloff (1984). 
 Unlike these other examples, Group 4 does not have a coherent C-shaped bench.  Instead, it is 
surmounted by at least seven discreet superstructural elements.  Based on surface observation, each of 
these elements appears to have been built in a different form using a different architectural technique.  
Based on the differential construction of the elements, an alternate to Keller’s hypothesis suggests that 
this group is a collection of shrines organized around a patio, similar to those found along the Caribbean 
coast during the Postclassic (Andrews and Andrews 1975; Freidel and Sabloff 1984).  Preliminary 
excavations during the 2010 season (Mendelsohn and Keller 2011) suggested that one of these elements 
may have been a bench feature.  Another appears to have been four stairs leading up to a narrow 
platform.  Only two of these superstructural elements have been excavated to date. 
 Mixter’s research is designed to test whether Group 4 is a popol nah or a shrine group by 
researching both the group’s formal construction and the nature of activities that took place on top of 
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the structure.  While form may provide hints to the use of Group 4, research aimed at understanding the 
activities taking place on top of Group 4 in antiquity will aid in corroborating hypotheses based on 
architecture.   
 Mixter’s research on the small structures at Actuncan focuses both on linear structures blocking 
access points and possibly acting as fortifications, and on small platforms that he has hypothesized acted 
as Terminal Classic shrines.  Investigations will focus on Structures 25 and 32 along with the unnamed 
wall that runs north to south across the center of Plaza D.  The purpose of these excavations is to 
determine the function of these walls.  If the walls are built using limestone block ashlar construction, 
then they are more likely the result of intentional efforts to restrict access or movement within 
Actuncan’s civic core.  Alternatively, if these walls are only rough stone constructions, then they likely 
formed the base for wood post wall constructions.  This kind of wall is often built in a hurry as a 
defensive fortification (Demarest et al. 1997).  The identification of fortifications would suggest that the 
threat of warfare played a role in the formation of Terminal Classic society at Actuncan. 
 

Conclusions 
 
The research questions and goals of the 2012 spring and summer seasons reflect the continued growth 
of the Actuncan Archaeological Project centered on all aspects of the site. Major conclusions for the 
2012 field season include: 
 

• the discovery that Structure 19 was built almost entirely in the Terminal Preclassic period, but 
was renovated in the Late Classic period to serve as a noble palace complex; 

• the confirmation that Group 8, the attached north courtyard of Structure 19, was more complex 
than originally mapped and was built almost entirely in the Late Classic period; 

• the discovery of a substantial number of Middle Preclassic floors in the plaza formed by E-
Group; 

• and the success of rapid, minimally evasive sampling techniques to understand the use and 
organization of plaza surfaces devoid of surface features. 
 

 LeCount is most impressed by the evidence for rapid and punctuated periods of growth at the 
site. Although Maya sites are often characterized as growing accretionally over long periods of time, 
Actuncan’s construction history reflects more dynamic episodes of growth and diminution suggestive of 
political cycling and demographic shifts over the course of the site’s 2000 year history.  Archaeological 
correlates of cycling would include evidence for population decline, change in regional flow of luxury or 
prestige goods, and decline, destruction or abandonment of one center at the same time that others in 
the area were expanding (Anderson 1994:67).  At Actuncan, we have evidence of at least three periods 
of punctuated growth followed by decline: early (Early Preclassic to Late Preclassic periods), middle 
(Terminal Preclassic periods), and late (Terminal Classic periods).  Currently, we are running radiocarbon 
samples on wood carbon and bone to better nail-down the exact timing of these cycles (Mixter and 
LeCount 2013).  The periods of growth are evidenced by rapid civic construction, while the down-cycles 
are not so much evidenced by population diminution as construction hiatuses.  During the early 
occupation of the site, the eastern edge of Actuncan North and Plaza A in Actuncan South were the 
most important loci of civic activities as marked by the building of large plazas, and possibly civic 
constructions such as the earliest stages of the E-Group and the Triadic Temple group (Mixter 2012; 
McGovern 2004).  Late in the Late Preclassic period, some households appear to have been abandoned 
before the massive construction of the civic architecture that defines Actuncan today (Rothenberg 
2012).  The Late Preclassic household structures were not oriented in the same manner as later ones, 
nor were they built the same way.  At Group 1, the two different stages were separated by layers of 
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relatively sterile yellow fill suggesting that earlier populations were unrelated to later ones.  It is 
LeCount’s proposition that it is these later households, first established sometime early in the Terminal 
Preclassic period, that participated in the institutionalization of kingship at Actuncan.   Sometime during 
the Early Classic period, probably during the so-called Middle Classic, the site underwent another hiatus.  
Although populations did not fully abandon the site, many of the buildings---both domestic and civic---
fall into disrepair (Jamison this volume, Mixter 2012).  During the Late Classic period, when the 
population in the Belize Valley reached its peak, the site was fully occupied, but it was not the center of 
power.  Political authority resided at Xunantunich, located just 2 km south of the site.  It was not until 
the Terminal Classic period that the site was a center of authority again, albeit in a more heterarchical 
form of power (Mendelsohn and Keller 2011) and household construction surged to levels seen in the 
past (Mixter et al. 2012).   
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Chapter 2: Excavations at Structure 19 
 

Thomas R. Jamison (Hartgen Archeological Associates, Inc.) 
 
A major focus of the Actuncan Archaeological Project is to develop an understanding of the nature of 
rulership at Actuncan and changes of that status and authority over time.  Identification and excavation 
of the ruler’s residence is a primary element.  Structure 19 was chosen as a likely residence of the ruler 
of the site due to the range structure form, central location overlooking a ball court and the sacbe 
connecting to the triadic temple group and the presence of an auxiliary enclosed plaza and adjacent 
structures (Group 8) attached to the north side of the structure (Figure 2. 1).   
 It was hypothesized that changes to the ruler’s residence over time would reflect changing 
status and authority of the ruler of the site.  Therefore, the excavations at Structure 19 were intended to 
define the layout of the rooms of the structure, to investigate earlier phases of construction if possible, 
to provide chronological and functional data on the various structure phases, and to excavate into the 
plaza at the south centerline of the structure to obtain chronological and architectural information of 
that area.  These goals were met to varying degrees.  The excavation of Structure 19 focused on defining 
Structure 19-1st with limited investigation of 19-2nd and 19-3rd, in large part due to the presence of 
unstable large cobble fill below Structure 19-1st

 Several factors contributed to the choice of excavation locations.  A 1994 trench excavated by 
James McGovern on the south side of the structure had encountered a stairway and two construction 
terraces (McGovern 2004:134-136).  The south side was assumed to be the front of the structure due to 
McGovern’s intersection of the stairway, the very public nature of Plaza C, location on line with the ball 
court alley and the, presumably, private nature of the interaction between Structure 19 and Group 8 to 

.  David Mixter’s excavations of Group 8 (Chapter 3), 
combined with the Structure 19 excavations provide a view of the function of Structure 19 and Group 8 
and the relationship between the two. 

Figure 2.1.  Actuncan site map with detail of Structure 19 and Group 8 excavations. 
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the north.  Upon cleaning the mound and removing the backfill from McGovern’s trench, it became 
apparent that his excavation was slightly west of center, allowing the AAP excavations to be laid out as a 
one meter wide trench up the central axis of Structure 19.  Knowing we wanted to clear any preserved 
architecture at the summit of the structure, we laid out an excavation grid to the east of the center line 
from half way up the south face onto the summit, assuming that one half of the summit architecture 
would provide a good sample to characterize what remained of Structure 19-1st to the west.  Excavation 
of the central trench would allow us to define the stairway and, following it, encounter the building 
platform of Structure 19-1st

 The second focus of work in the area was a 2 x 3 m excavation placed at the base of the central 
trench to investigate Plaza C, designated Operation 21.  The western half of this excavation was placed 
in line with the Op 22 trench, but was designed to sample the fill of Plaza C and investigate the potential 
for special deposits to be located on the structure center line under the plaza surface. 

.  Once the building platform was located, we would have some bearings to 
enter the rooms expected at the top of the structure.  This trench and other excavations on Structure 19 
were designated Operation (Op) 22. 

 Finally, with some time at the end of the field season, Operation 25, was conducted to 
characterize Structure 19B, a small structure extending east off the eastern side of Structure 19.  Units 
were excavated to locate and examine the north and south faces of the structure. 
 As a note, throughout this discussion “chert cobbles” is used as shorthand for the 
microcrystalline limestone typically used for fill in Structure 19 and elsewhere at Actuncan.  This 
material contrasts with the soft limestone generally reserved for structure facades.  It does not indicate 
chert that would have been used for stone tools. 
 

Structure 19 (Op 22) 
 
The sequence of excavation of Op 22 consisted of following the remains of the 19-1st stairway on the 
south side of the structure up the central axis of the building to a medial terrace, continuing up the 
center line following remains of the 19-2nd stairway, where the later stair was not preserved.  With the 
lack of the 19-1st stairway to follow into the rooms at the top of the structure, we moved to the top to 
define the spaces of 19-1st.  After the eastern half of 19-1st was well defined the central trench was 
extended down through the floor of the central room (Room 3) of 19-1st to intersect earlier structure 
phases of 19-2nd and 19-3rd 

 

(Figures 2.2 and 2.3). The entire unit layout for Ops 21 and 22 is shown in 
Appendix 2A. 

Stairway 1 
 The central stairway of the structure was followed up the south face in an effort to locate the 
building platform of 19-1st.  The trench was generally one meter wide, although it was widened to two 
meters toward the middle of the structure slope in an effort to better define the stairway and any 
terrace features (Figure 2.4).  Stairway 1 was exposed in Units 22A-E, JJJ, KKK (and 21A & B) and was 
located under a thin level of overburden that contained very little collapse debris from above.  Stairway 
1 was constructed over the top of the first identifiable plaza floor (Plaza Floor 1), represented by small 
areas of plaster and exposed small cobble ballast in Op 21A and B.  The stairway was fairly well 
preserved in the form of eight steps running up approximately half way to the top of the structure to 
where it overlay a medial terrace (Unit 22E, JJJ).  Between the medial terrace and the rooms of 19-1st

 Stairway 1 was constructed of cut limestone blocks of various sizes, some large forming the 
entire tread and some small being combined to form a tread.  The step risers were composed of the soft 
limestone of the area.  In many instances, chert cobbles were incorporated as backing for the limestone 

 
there were no steps of Stairway 1 preserved in the trench.  This area exhibited some erosion of the 
mound surface that may have destroyed the upper extent of Stairway 1. 
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step riser.  No intact plaster was encountered on Stairway 1, although some areas of small cobble ballast 
were noted on the treads between steps. 

At the very end of the field season we cut through Stairway 1 in Unit 22B in an effort to date the 
stairway construction.  In that location we removed some chert-cobble fill of Stairway 1 and 
encountered a limestone slab that may be the remains of an earlier stairway.  Unfortunately, we did not 
have time to examine it sufficiently to determine if it was a stairway and, if so, if it was Stairway 2 or 
another phase of construction. 
 
Stairway 2 and Medial Terrace   
 While looking for Stairway 1 between the medial terrace and the top of the structure, the 
remains of Stairway 2 were encountered.  This stairway is associated with the medial terrace.  Since it 
was not seen in Unit 22KKK where we excavated below Stairway 1, it is unclear how the two stairways 
relate.  It may be that Stairway 1 replaced Stairway 2 on the lower half of the structure, but covered it 
on the upper half.  Although plaster on the stairway was preserved, it was limited to the intersection of 
the treads and the risers while most of each tread was missing (Figure 2.5).  Three steps were traced in 
Units 22I, J, M, O and P above the medial terrace, but the staircase  did not meet the level of the surface 
of Structure 19-2nd (Purple Floor).  Nonetheless, I assume Staircase 2 is associated with 19-2nd

 
.  

 

 
 

Figure 2.2.  Operation 21 and 22: East profile of Central Trench. 
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The medial terrace was well preserved in Unit 22H, but its surface was badly broken and 
slumped in 22JJJ and not present at all in 22KKK.  The slope of the terrace surface, presumably caused by 
slumping of the underlying large cobble fill, accounts for the degree of fragmentation seen in 22JJJ 
(Figure 2.6). Beneath the terrace the fill consisted of primarily large chert cobbles with poorly 
compacted matrix. 
 
Structure 19-1

The eastern half of the structure associated with Stairway 1 was cleared at the top of the mound 
(Figures 2.3 and 2.7).  Superstructural elements of 19-1

st 

st

The structure is defined by wall blocks (Guanacaste, Elm, Cohune, Mahogany) in the south 
(front) face that are separated by three doorways (Figure 2.3).  The north side of the structure is defined 
by an apparently continuous north (back) wall (Ceiba).  The presence of Group 8 to the north suggests 
the likelihood that some access from Structure 19 into that plaza existed.  However, no evidence of such 
access was encountered and it may have been provided by a side or corner stair, as seen on Structure A-
11 at Xunantunich (Yaeger 2010:150). 

 were generally constructed of small- to 
medium-sized limestone that was shaped to various degrees.  Some small stones exhibited little 
modification while larger stones were generally cut.  The front (south) wall of the eastern end of the 
summit structure (Cohune Wall) was composed of large cut limestone blocks, very different from the 
rest of the excavated construction.  Plaster was preserved on some of the walls, although in limited 
areas.  Plaster floors were preserved in the three rooms excavated, generally in good preservation. 

The eastern half of Structure 19-1st was cleared, exposing three rooms.  The preserved height of 
the walls of 19-1st ranged from 20 to 90 cm, averaging about 52 cm.  The walls of best preservation were 
located near the center of the structure and the less preserved walls were located along the edges, 
especially the southeast corner.  Many of the walls were visible on the surface prior to excavation as 
rough alignments of stone and there was very little collapse evident on the top of the structure or down 

Figure 2.3.  Structure 19-1st plan. 
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Figure 2.5.  Operation 22: Stairway 2 as preserved in 
Units J, M, O, and P.  View to the north. 

the south side.  The significance of these observations 
will be discussed below. 
 
Room 1 

On the eastern end of the structure, Room 1 
was cleared to expose an L-shaped room with a bench 
(Coconut and Pine) in the northwest corner.  The 
eastern wall of the room (Mahogany) was badly 
slumped, and interpreted as a continuous wall 
enclosing the eastern end of the room and structure.  
The room floor (Blue) was in good condition, located 
only about 35 cm below the surface and the material 
over the floor consisted of a limited amount of collapse 
and humus, with no evidence of intentional filling.  
Although the room floor was fairly well preserved, the 
surface of the bench retained no traces of plaster.  A 
concentration of ceramics and fragments of a carved 
shell pendent (Figure 2.8) were found at the eastern 
end of the bench (Pine), resting on the floor (Blue).  
The ceramics included a Terminal Classic Mount 
Maloney bowl.  David Mixter and I interpret this to be a 
termination deposit.   

The western end of the room is defined by a 
low wall (Sapote) that forms a partition between 
Rooms 1 and 2 and is abutted by the bench (Coconut), 
indicating the bench was constructed after the western 
wall.  There is no clear break in the north wall (Ceiba) 
of the structure to indicate that Room 3 was once an exterior space that was later enclosed.   
 

Room 2 
Room 2, to the west of Room 1, is 

more difficult to understand, in part due to 
poor preservation of the eastern half of 
the room.  It includes a bench (Gumbo 
Limbo) that is preserved in the west half of 
the room, but is badly destroyed in the 
east half, probably due to tree root action.  
Excavation of the west half of the room 
exposed a badly preserved plaster floor 
(Red) that had been constructed over the 
top of the bench at a late date, forming a 
raised floor or an extended bench filling 
Room 2.  An earlier floor below (White), 
was associated with the former limits of 
the bench.  Blue Floor appears to have 
extended into Room 2 from the remains of 
an exterior terrace under White Floor, 
although White Floor was not removed to 

Figure 2.4.  Operation 22: Stairway 1 as 
preserved in Units A-D.  View to the north. 
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Figure 2.6.  Operation 22: Medial Terrace as preserved 
in Unit H.  Note broken terrace surface in profile.  
View to the northeast. 

confirm that assumption.  Excavation 
through the upper floor (Red) encountered 
approximately 55 cm of limey fill over the 
earlier floor (White) that incorporated a 
large limestone slab roof capstone found in 
the doorway of the room (Figure 2.9) and a 
few other limestone blocks in a loose 
matrix.  The plaster floor (Red) over this fill 
clearly indicates it was intentional.   

The western wall of the room is 
formed by two constructions.  At the 
doorway, the eastern end of the front wall 
block (Elm) forms the door jamb.  But 
behind (north of) that wall is one (Cedar) 
that fills in the gap between the front wall 
and the bench.  That wall was built after the 
front wall and extends over the bench, so 
the bench of Room 2 and the bench of 
Room 3 may have once been one 

continuous bench.  The eastern end of Room 2 extends east, behind (north) the front wall block 
(Cohune) between Rooms 1 and 2.  However, the bench (Gumbo Limbo) is not preserved in this area and 
neither the late floor (Red) nor the floor associated with the bench (White) in the western half of the 
room, are preserved in the eastern half.  The east end of the room is not defined by a faced wall, but the 
back of the west wall of Room 1 (Sapote), indicating that the west face of Sapote Wall was not 
preserved. 

 
Room 3 

Room 3 is centered on the central axis of the structure.  Extension of the central trench 
excavated up the stairway fell directly in the doorway of the room.  Two wall blocks of the south face of 
the structure form the door jambs of the room (Elm and Guanacaste).  The eastern wall of the room was 
originally the same wall (west face of Cedar) that forms the west end of Room 2 as a partition between 
the two rooms.  However, a later addition filled the east end of the room and moved the eastern wall 
(Maple) into the room about 1.5 m, just short of the east door jamb face.  The western end of the room 
was not located in our excavations, due to time restrictions.  However, the extent that was excavated 
indicates the room was not symmetrical.   

A bench (Cocoyol) extends across the entire back of the room, leaving a 60 cm deep floor space.  
The bench may have once extended as a straight line through Room 3 into Room 2, but that possibility 
was not explored.  It does, however, appear to have later been C-shaped after the partition between 
Rooms 2 and 3 was constructed, as indicated by the west end where it turns (Spruce) and abuts the back 
of the front wall (Guanacaste) and on the east where it was found abutting the west side of Cedar Wall 
and the north side of Elm Wall (Unit 22Y).  A line of stone flush with the bench surface (Mango) was 
found near the western limit of excavation, but its significance is unclear.  On the east end of the room, 
the bench was buried by the later wall addition, disrupting the C-shaped configuration.  Room 3 was 
filled in a similar fashion to Room 2, with limey fill with a large limestone slab roof cap stone in the fill in 
the doorway, like that found in Room 2.  In this case, there was no evidence of a later plaster floor over 
the fill, but the fill was clearly intentional and not collapse.  The fill extended throughout the room and 
over the bench.  Plaster surfaces were well preserved on both the bench and the floor, as well as some 
on Maple Wall. 
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Figure 2.7.  Operation 22: Structure 19-1st plan. View to 
the east with rooms labeled.   

Figure 2.8.  Operation 22: Shell 
pendent fragments from floor of 

Room 1. 

Most of the floor of Room 3 
(Blue) was removed when we began the 
deeper trench to investigate earlier 
phases of Structure 19’s construction.  
The floor ballast consisted of loosely 
packed small to medium chert cobbles.  
The ballast was about 10 to 15 
centimeters thick and overlay large 
cobble fill.  The base of the large cobble 
fill sloped up to the base of the Room 3 
bench (Cocoyol), almost meeting the 
floor ballast.  Therefore, it seems the 
large cobble fill does not extend under 
the bench.  Below the large cobble fill is 
a limestone fill in limey matrix that in 
part derives from demolition of Structure 
19-2nd

 
 and will be described below. 

Structure 19-1st

Structure 19-1
 Discussion 

st

The stability problem of the structure is indicated 
by the angle of some of the walls such as the front wall 
(Elm where it meets Cedar) that is clearly slumping to the 

south (Figure 2.11). The partition wall addition behind it 
(Cedar) fills in the slumped face, indicating the slumping 
occurred prior to the wall addition construction.    The 
sequence of construction includes filling areas along the 

 was modified 
through a series of alterations that David 
Mixter and I believe stemmed from 
structural failure during a period of 
abandonment (Figure 2.10).  Throughout 
the excavation of Structure 19 we were 
struck by the very low amount of 
collapse debris over the final phase of 
construction and down the south face of 
the structure.  Walls, floors and stairs 
were encountered quite close to the 
surface.  We had expected to find a 
vaulted structure, due to the prominent 
location and probable function of Structure 

19.  But the limited collapse over the structure, lack of 
clear vault stones and low and relatively uniform height of 
the remaining walls, at first seemed to indicate to us that 
the building had not been vaulted.  Upon further 
examination, however, the potential for the structure 
having once been vaulted seems high. 

Room 3 
Room 3 

Room 1 

Room 1 

Room 2 
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Figure 2.9.   Roof slab in fill under Red Floor in Op 22 Unit CC 
Lot 3.   View to the north. 

Figure 2.10.  Axiometric drawing of Structure 19-1st, Rooms 1 to 3 showing wall additions.  
Illustration by Merle Alfaro. 

east-west centerline of the structure 
that blocked off parts of Room 3 
(Maple) and probably Room 2 (area 
behind Cohune). 

In the case of Room 3, the 
filling (Maple Wall) covered part of 
the bench, shortening it 
considerably.  In Room 2, the 
preservation is not good, but an 
area similar to the filled space of 
Room 3 may have contained a 
similar wall addition to improve 
stability.  These additions would not 
have provided stability unless the 
structure had been vaulted at the 
time.  Another function for such 
additions is possible, but excavation 
through them did not encounter any 

special deposits or other features that would provide another explanation.  The thickness of the wall 
stubs of Structure 19-1st

The lack of substantial collapse over the top and down the south face of Structure 19 suggests 
that any vault was removed and the structure continued to be occupied. 

 are on the low end of the thickness of vaulted walls, but certainly within the 
range typical for sites such as Tikal (Loten, personal communication, 5/9/2012) and others including 
Xunantunich (Yaeger 1997, 2010), Holmul (Mongelluzzo 2011) and Copan (Andrews et al. 2003). 

  In that case, the vault seems to have been removed, the walls cut down and, presumably, a 
perishable structure was built to replace the stone superstructure.  The failure and removal of the vault 
would have been symbolically important to the occupants of the building and the community.  If 
Structure 19 was the residence of the ruler of Actuncan, such a failure could have prompted serious 
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Figure 2.11.  Operation 22: Elm Wall slumping south 
and Cedar Wall filling in behind (Op 22FF and CC).  
View to the west.   

political maneuvering to retain respect and authority in the community.  The fill of Structure 19-1st itself 
dates to the Terminal Late Preclassic period.  All of the filling episodes, the wall thickening, the room fill 
and probable reworking of Blue Floor in Room 3, date to the Late Classic period.  The termination 
deposit in Room 1 dates to the Terminal Classic period.  Therefore, it appears that Structure 19-1st

 

 was 
constructed during the Terminal Late Preclassic, probably utilized into the Early Classic and abandoned, 
and then remodeled and reoccupied during the Late Classic and finally abandoned during the Terminal 
Classic. 

Structure 19-2
The earlier phases of Structure 19 were investigated through excavation of the central trench 

through the floor of Room 3 and Stairways 1 and 2, ultimately extending down 4.7 m into 19-1

nd 

st, 2nd and 
3rd

Where Stairway 1 presumably would have met the summit, the fill associated with 19-1
 (Figure 2.2).  These excavations were conducted in Units 22O, P, Q, R, S, T, W, and HH.   

st was 
dominated by large chert cobbles with some smaller rocks, but few of limestone.  Under the cobble fill 
was a fill of very limey matrix.  The inclusions in this fill were primarily small to medium limestone with 
very few cobbles.  A noted feature of this limey fill was the presence of stucco fragments near the base 
of the fill and often resting on or just above the remains of the earlier Stairway 2 associated with 19-2nd.  
The stucco fragments were not large, but include a human eye approximately 15 cm long and fragments 
of possible ear flares and fragments of volutes, possibly suggesting clouds, sky, water, smoke, etc.  The 
stucco fragments represent a frieze that once adorned Structure 19-2nd

This limey fill was located over the 19-2

.  The frieze may have been 
intentionally removed from the building based on the fragments being found on the stairway and the 
apparent intentional dismantling of Stairway 2.  However, the sample of this fill is small and may not 
provide a good representation of the nature of the deposit. 

nd stairway (Stairway 2).  Like the stucco sculpture, these 
stairs may have been intentionally dismantled judging by the absence of many of the risers, with only 
the plastered surface remaining at the toe of the riser of some of the steps and the absence of the top 
of the stairway extending to the elevation of the surface of 19-2nd.  The surface of 19-2nd is represented 
by a plaster floor (Purple) located under the limey fill about 2.3 m below the floor of 19-1st in Room 3 
(Blue).  In the area where Purple Floor was cleared, three areas of burning were exposed.  No artifact 
concentrations were encountered on this floor.  Although the trench in this area was originally 2 m wide, 
the fill was not very stable so that the sidewalls continually encroached into the units, reducing the 
exposure of 19-2nd

Immediately under the 19-2

 to between 1.0 to 1.6 m in width.  Plaster and soil samples were systematically taken 
from the floor and are currently undergoing chemical characterization. 

nd floor 
(Purple) was a level of sascab that appears to 
have served as ballast with chert cobble fill with 
some limestone below that extended 
approximately 1 m to a sascab surface (Sac) 
associated with a cobble retaining wall 
(Aguacate).  The Sac sascab caps the retaining 
wall and both are construction elements within 
the fill of 19-2nd, not a finished surface or wall.  
The excavation removed approximately 2.5 m of 
this retaining wall without finding the base of it.  
Due to time constraints the excavation did not 

continue to the base of the retaining wall, but 
was reduced in north to south extent to focus 
south of the wall.   
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Structure 19-3rd 

In this reduced area, the trench continued down through fill consisting of chert cobbles with a 
few limestone inclusions to what appears to be a surface associated with 19-3rd (Figure 2. 2).  This 
plaster floor (Gray) was encountered about 2.65 m below the 19-2nd surface (Purple).  The surface was a 
fairly substantial plaster floor (Gray) that was a replastering of a badly eroded and slumped floor (Tan) 
about 12 cm below.  Such replastering would not occur on a construction surface.  The poor condition of 
the lower plaster (Tan) was probably due to the nature of the fill below.  Upon removal of the floors two 
cobble retaining walls (Chaca and Ixkanan) facing each other on the east and west sides of the trench 
were exposed.  The fill between the walls was excavated to 80 cm below the upper floor of 19-3rd

 

 (Gray).  
The excavation ended there at the end of the last day of excavation.  Although the space between the 
cobble retaining walls could be a feature such as a burial, the only unusual artifact encountered was a 
small marine shell bead found in the fill.  The retaining walls are battered so that at the top they are 1.2 
m apart and at the base of excavation 90 cm apart. 

Structure 19-2nd and 3rd

The limited exposures of Structures 19-2
 Discussion 

nd and 19-3rd do not provide a great deal of information.  
However, a few observations can be made.  Structure 19-2nd

Within the fill of 19-2

 appears to have the potential for having 
functioned as a space for performance of public ritual.  The structure includes a medial terrace that was 
approximately two m deep and of unknown width.  The structure façade apparently sported an 
elaborate stucco frieze depicting minimally a human image with possible associations with the 
underworld or heavens. Burning on the floor of the structure (Purple) may have been within an enclosed 
room, but the associated ritual activities would have been visible through the doorway from Plaza C to 
the south.  Facing the ball court, sacbe and the distant triadic group, this setting would have been an 
important stage for performance of public ritual, in particular, that associated with the ball game. 

nd

Structure 19-3

, Aguacate Wall and Sac Floor are construction phases or enclose some 
sort of special deposit further into the structure.  The latter possibility may be indicated by the presence 
of a concentration of burned limestone within the fill behind (north) of the wall and under the floor.  
However, no definitive indication of such a deposit was encountered in the limited time available during 
the excavation season. 

rd

The ceramics encountered in the fill of Structure 19-2

 was examined within approximately a square meter of excavation, extending 
from Gray and Tan Floors down between Chaca and Ixkanan Walls.  Gray Floor was a resurfacing of Tan 
Floor that appears to have badly slumped due to being constructed on the large cobble fill between the 
two walls.  

nd indicate a Terminal Late Preclassic date 
of construction, while those in Structure 19-3rd

The function of Structure 19 appears to have changed over time.  During the Terminal Late 
Preclassic period Structure 19 probably had a highly ritualized function, judging by the central location, 
the presence of the stucco freize and evidence of ritual burning on the 19-2

 suggest a slightly earlier date within the Terminal Late 
Preclassic period. 

nd floor.  However, after 
Structure 19-1st

 

 was reoccupied during the Late Classic, the association with Group 8 indicates a 
domestic component to the combined complex, giving strong credence to Structure 19 being converted 
into a residential palace.   

Plaza C Excavation (Op 21) 
 

The excavation in the plaza extended to sterile soil through several plaza floors and stone 
concentrations (Figure 2.2).  A 2 (e-w) by 3 (n-s) m excavation was placed at the base and on the central 
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Figure 2.12.  Operation 21: Feature 2, stone concentration and soil 
fill within cut through Plaza Floor 3. View to the west. 

axis of the Structure 19-1st

Plaza Floor 2 was a substantial floor, but the plaster was not preserved more than 20 cm south 
of the stairway.  The floor ballast, however, extended across the entire excavation as a level of small 
limestone rubble.  About 27 cm below PF 2, was PF 3.   

 stairway.  This excavation removed some collapse over Plaza Floor (PF) 1 and 
the lowest steps of Stairway 1.  PF 1 was preserved as a small trace under the lowest step of the 
stairway with Plaza Floor 2, a few cm below.  Presumably a later plaza floor was associated with 
Stairway 1, but is not preserved in this location. 

Approximately 25 cm of PF 3 was preserved in the north edge of the excavation.  It was clearly 
cut along the south side and there were traces of the plaster lipping up to the south, suggesting there 
had once been a feature such as a small platform or altar directly south of the Structure 19 stairway.  
However, PF 3 is about 27 cm below the lowest step of Stairway 1, so PF 3 and any altar would have 
likely been associated with 19-2nd

The stone concentration of Feature 2 corresponded to the south units of the excavation while 
the soil fill corresponded to the units to the north.  These elements of Feature 2 had a depth of about 20 
cm and when removed exposed a hard packed mescla surface under the stone concentration that 
dissipated to the north under the soil fill into a softer soil without the limestone inclusions. 

 and Stairway 2 that probably came down on the plaza further to the 
north.  Approximately 50 cm to the south and at the same elevation of the cut of PF 3 was a 
concentration of chert cobbles, some limestone rubble and some soft green colored siltstone filling the 
cut in PF 3.  Between the floor cut and the stone concentration was soil fill.  On top of the stone 
concentration were several medium-sized ceramic fragments, but no formal artifact deposits that could 
be associated with the stone concentration.  The fill within the cut of PF 3 was designated Feature 2 
(Figure 2.12). 

Removal of the 10 to 20 cm mescla and soil fill under the stone concentration exposed a 
medium- to large-chert cobble fill under the edge of PF 3 and a concentration of limestone blocks and 
sascab to the south (Figure 2.13).  Some of the limestone blocks were aligned east to west, possibly 
faced on the north side, while 
a concentration of limestone 
and sascab was found slightly 
further south in a roughly 
rectangular form 
approximately 1.4 m east to 
west by 70 cm north to south.  
However, the edges of this 
form were not well defined.  
The sascab of this form is not 
confined within the limits of 
the rectangular form.  
Excavation of this limestone 
and sascab concentration did 
not encounter any 
concentration of artifacts or 
deposits.  The limestone 
blocks and sascab were 
approximately 20 cm thick 
and were resting directly on 
PF 4, a well preserved 
plaster floor extending 
across the entire excavation. 
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Figure 2.14. Operation 21, Cabbage Bark Wall under Plaza Floor 4.  
View to the west. 

The five to ten cm 
thick PF 4 plaster and ballast 
was removed, exposing a clay 
fill with small limestone 
inclusions.  The clay fill 
contained abundant 
ceramics, some lithics and a 
large number of jute shells 
that had been processed for 
food, as indicated by broken 
spires.  The concentration of 
jute was greater in the 
southern end of the 
excavation than to the north.  
Approximately five cm of the 
clay fill was removed when a 
line of limestone blocks, cut 
and rough, (Cabbage Bark 
Wall) was encountered 
extending east to west 
through the north end of the 
excavation (Figure 2.14). 

The excavation of the clay fill was continued on the south side of the line of stone.  The south 
face of the line was exposed, revealing a retaining wall about 45 cm tall.  In the western end of the 
excavation, another, less substantial, line of limestone extended to the south perpendicular to the first.  
The clay fill south of and below the base of the retaining wall (Cabbage Bark) continued to contain 
ceramics and jute, but in 
lower quantities than above.  
South of the wall, for about 
13 cm the clay changed from 
yellowish-brown clay to a 
mottled light-gray clay loam, 
yellow silt loam with some 
dark yellowish-brown silt 
loam inclusions.  Below that, 
the fill changed to brown clay 
for 25 to 30 cm.  Finally, in the 
base of the excavation we 
removed 10 cm of mottled 
yellowish-brown, pale-brown 
and very dark-brown clay and 
clay loam.  The number of 
artifacts decreased 
significantly, especially 
toward the base of the 
excavation and it was 
considered that we had 
reached natural soil. 

Figure 2.13.  Operation 21, Feature 2, limestone and sascab 
concentration within cut through Plaza Floor 3 and on top of Plaza 
Floor 4. 
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Figure 2.15.  Operation 25, Granadillo Wall in Units A 
and D.  View to the north. 

 North of the retaining wall, small 
areas were excavated to sample the fill 
behind the wall.  These excavations 
encountered gray and light-gray clay.  A few 
Late Preclassic and Middle Preclassic 
ceramics were encountered in the fill 
behind the wall.  The clay fill below the base 
of the wall also contained Late and Middle 
Preclassic ceramics. 
 
Op 21 Discussion 
 The excavations into Plaza C south 
of Structure 19 were intended to provide 
some chronological information on the 
plaza construction.  They succeeded to the 
extent that they identified chronological 
associations for the various floors and fills.  
However, those associations are not 
clearly sequential with Late Classic 
material appearing in Feature 2 below the Early Classic Plaza Floor 2 and Late Preclassic fill and Cabbage 
Bark Wall appearing below Middle Preclassic Plaza Floor 4.  The complexity of Feature 2, containing 
seemingly Late Classic to Late Preclassic deposits, suggests there has been periodic ancient excavation in 
this area that has created substantial disturbance and combining of deposits of various dates. Certainly, 
the location of Operation 21 was a highly important place full of ritual significance and activity.  The 
slight lip up of the southern edge of Plaza Floor 3 where it was cut, suggests the presence of some sort 
of altar that was removed when Feature 2 was created.  It is likely that Feature 2 extends outside of the 
units as excavated and may include components that would help to interpret the dating as well as the 
function. 
 

Structure 19B (Op 25) 
 
Structure 19B is a small platform apparently appended to the east side of Structure 19 and extending 
out to the east (Figure 2.1).  Units were excavated to examine the north and south faces of the platform.  
The south face of the platform (Granadillo) was approximately 60 cm tall, composed of small to medium 
roughly shaped limestone slabs (Figure 2.15).  Above the base of the wall was a soil change to include 
small limestone inclusions, possibly indicating an informal surface south of the platform.  There was a 
fairly high ceramic count in most of the lots against the wall, but at the base of the wall in the western 
edge of the excavation (Op25A), a concentration of larger ceramics and bone fragments was 
encountered.  The ceramics dated to the Late Classic II period.  The bone included a fragment of human 
radius shaft at the base of Granadillo wall and fragments of white tail deer bone phalanx below the base 
of the wall (Freiwald, personal communication, 3/25/2013).  Therefore, it seems the deer bone was 
deposited before Structure 19B was constructed and the deposit with the ceramic concentration and 
human bone was deposited against the south face of the structure at a later date. 

One unit (25C) excavated on the north face of 19B encountered a more formal limestone facing 
(Craboo) and a plaster floor extending to the north (Pink).  The floor does not extend under 19B.  Only 
two courses of the facing were preserved to a height of about 10 cm and it is possible that this wall was 
a step up from Group 8 onto the platform. Time constraints did not allow for further clearing to 
determine if this was a step or the base of a retaining wall.  However, it would make sense to consider 
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19B a component of Group 8, defining the southeast corner of the group.  This makes particular sense 
due to the predominance of Late Classic and some Terminal Classic ceramics encountered in the Op 25 
excavations, with little other material present. 
 

Conclusion 
 
The excavations conducted at Structure 19 have helped to place the structure, and Group 8, within a 
chronological and social context at Actuncan.  The structure was revitalized during the Late Classic 
period after a hiatus from its Terminal Late Preclassic construction and initial occupation.  This 
revitalization is tied to construction of Group 8 as the assumed household of the ruler of Actuncan with 
Structure 19 as the administrative center of that rule.  The coincidence of these constructions with the 
increased construction at Xunantunich suggests Xunantunich played a role in revitalizing rulership at 
Actuncan in a client/sponsor relationship (Mixter et al. 2012). 

The choice of Structure 19 as the locus of rulership at Actuncan is well founded.  The structure is 
centrally located at the north end of the sacbe connecting the triadic group with Actuncan North with 
the ball court immediately to the south of Structure 19 and the E-Group seemingly connected to Group 
8.  This location for a newly installed Late Classic ruler at Actuncan would automatically associate that 
individual with the mythic past of the community and, presumably, provide important authority for 
ruling the community. 
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Clarrisa Falls Resort were very pleasant and tasty due to the care and attention of Chena Galvez and her 
staff and family.  Merle Alfaro labored over wall elevations and profiles in the field, while Bobbie 
Simova, Emma Koenig and David Mixter converted field drawings into illustrations.  Thank you to all. 
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Appendix 2A: Unit Layouts, Harris Matrices and Analytical Units. 
 

                    Unit layouts for Ops 21 and 22 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Table 2A. 1.   Operation 21 Analytical Units 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

* Plaza Floor 3 was cut through by Feature 2.  No fill of Plaza Floor 3 was excavated. 

Analytical  
Unit 

Analytical Unit Name Lots Included (Unit/Lot) Terminus Post Quem 

AU1 Surface – Plaza C C, D, E, F/1 LC 
AU2 Feature 1 – old backdirt D/3, E/2 LCII, TC? 
AU3 Collapse - Plaza C C/2, D/2, E/3, F/1 LCII 
AU4 Material above Plaza 

Floor 1 
C/3, D/4, E/3, F/1 LCII 

AU5 Plaza Floor 1 C/4, D/5, E/4, F/2 LCII 
AU6 Plaza Floor 2 C/5, D/6, E/5, F/3 EC 
AU7 Feature 2 – Rock 

concentration 
E/6, F/4 LC or LP? 

AU8 Feature 2 – Soil fill 1 C/6, D/7 EC 
AU9 Feature 2 – Soil fill 2 C/7, D/8, E/7, F/5 LP 
AU10 Feature 2 – Sascab/stone 

concentration 
C/8, D/9, E/8, F/6 LP or TLP? 

AU11 Plaza Floor 4 C/9, D/10, E/9, F/7 MP 
AU12 Plaza clay fill 1 C/10, D/11, E/10&11, F/8&9 LP 
AU13 Plaza clay fill 2 E/12, F/10&11 LP 
AU14 Cabbage Bark 

Wall/Platform 
C/11&12, D/13&14 LP 

AU15 Plaza natural clay F/11&12 LP 
AU16 Surface – Stairway 1 A/1, B/1 LCII 
AU17 Collapse on Stairway 1 A/2&3, B/2 LCII 
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Table 2A.2.  Operation 22 Analytical Units 
 

Analytical  
Unit 

Analytical Unit Name Lots Included (Unit/Lot) Terminus Post Quem 

AU1 Surface Stairway 1 A/1, B/1, C/1, D/1, E/1, F/1, H/1, 
K/1, JJJ/1, KKK/1 

LCII&TC 

AU2 Collapse Stairway 1 A/2, B/2, C/2&3, D/2, F/2&3, H/2, 
JJJ/2, KKK/2 

LCII 

AU3 Stairway 1 B/3&4, JJJ/3, KKK/4 LP (& pos. remains of LC 
event on stairs) 

AU4 Fill under Stairway 1 B/4 LP? 
AU5 Medial Terrace H/5, JJJ/4 EC 
AU6 Mixed fill Under Medial 

Terrace 
JJJ/5-8 TLP 

AU7 Surface Stairway 2 F/1, G/1, H/1, I/1, J/1, K/1, L/1, 
M/1, N/1, O/1, P/1, Q/1, R/1 

LCII and TC (on medial 
terrace) 

AU8 Collapse Stairway 2 F/2, G/2, H/2, I/2, J/2, M/2 LC 
AU9 Cobble Fill over Stairway 

2 
M/3, N/1, O/1&2, P/1&2, Q/1&2, 
R/1&2 

TLP (& pos. deflated 
surface over stairs 
containing LCII) 



32 
 

AU10 Limey Fill over Stairway 2 F/3, G/3&4, H/3&4, I/3&4, J/3-5, 
M/4&5, O/2, P/2, Q/3, R/3 

EC or TLP 

AU11 Stairway 2 G/4, I/4, J/4, M/3, O/2, P/2 EC or TLP 
AU12 Cobble Fill under 

Stairway 2 
O/3-6, P/3-6 TLP or EC 

AU13 Surface Summit S/1, T/1, U/1, V/1, W/1, X/1, Y/1, 
Z/1, AA/1, BB/1, CC/1, DD/1, EE/1, 
FF/1, GG/1, HH/1, II/1, JJ/1, KK/1, 
LL/1, MM/1, NN/1, OO/1, PP/1, 
QQ/1, RR/1, SS/1, TT/1, UU/1, 
VV/1, WW/1, XX/1, YY/1, ZZ/1, 
AAA/1, BBB/1, CCC/1, DDD/1, 
EEE/1, FFF/1, GGG/1, HHH/1, III/1 

LCII 

AU14 Collapse Room 1 QQ/2, RR/2, SS/2, TT/2, UU/2, 
WW/2, YY/2, ZZ/2, AAA/2, BBB/2, 
DDD/2, EEE/2, FFF/2, GGG/2, III/2 

LCII & TC 

AU15 Collapse Room 2 CC/2, DD/2, FF/2, GG/2, JJ/2, KK/2, 
LL/2, MM/2 

LC 

AU16 Collapse Room 3 S/2, T/2, U/2, V/2, W/2, X/2, EE/2, 
HH/2 

LC 

AU17 Limestone Fill Room 3 S/3&4, T/2-5, U/3&4, V/3, W/2&3, 
X/3&4, EE/2&3, HH/3, VV/2&3, 
XX/2&3, CCC/2&3, HHH/2&3 

LC 

AU18 Collapse South Terrace AA/2, BB/2, NN/2, OO/2 ND (LC) 
AU19 Collapse North of Ceiba AAA/2, FFF/2 LC 
AU20 Red Floor Room 2 CC/2, DD/2, FF/2, GG/2 LC 
AU21 Limestone Fill Room 2 CC/3, DD/3, FF/3, GG/3, II/3, JJ/3 LC 
AU22 Wall Addition Room 2 KK/3, LL/3 LCII 
AU23 Wall Addition Room 3 Y/3 LCI 
AU24 Blue Floor S/5, T/6, W/4, HH/4 LC 
AU25 Blue Floor Ballast S/6, T/7, W/5, HH/5 LC 
AU26 Blue Floor Large Cobble 

Fill 
S/7, T/8, W/6, HH/6 TLP 

AU27 Blue Floor Limey Fill S/8&9, T/9&10, W/7, HH/7 TLP 
AU27 Purple Floor S/10, T/11, W/8, HH/8 TLP 
AU29 Purple Floor Sascab and 

Cobble Ballast 
S/11, T/12 LP 

AU30 Purple Floor Limestone 
and Cobble Fill 

S/12&13, T/13&14, W/9, HH/9 TLP 

AU31 Sac Floor S/14, T/15, W/10, HH/11 TLP 
AU32 Aguacate Wall W/12&13, HH/12&13 TLP 
AU33 Sac Floor Small Rubble 

Fill 
S/15&16, T/16&17 TLP 

AU34 Possible Sac Floor O/2&3, P/2&3 TLP 
AU35 Mixed Cobble and 

Limestone Fill 
O/3 to 6, P/3 to 6, Q/3 to 6, R/3 to 
6, HH/10 

TLP 

AU36 Gray Floor – 19-3 O/7, P/7 rd Early TLP 
AU37 Gray Floor Small 

Limestone Ballast 
O/8, P/8 LP 

AU38 Tan Floor and Ballast O/9, P/9 Early TLP 
AU39 Tan Floor Cobble and Soil 

Fill 
O/10&11, P/10&11 Early TLP? 
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Table 2.A. 3 Operation 25 Analytical Units 
 

Analytical  
Unit 

Analytical Unit Name Lots Included (Unit/Lot) Terminus Post Quem 

AU1 Surface A, B, C, D/1 LCII 
AU2 Collapse South A, B, D/2, A/3 LCII 
AU3 Prepared plaza surface A/4 LCII 
AU4 Artifact concentration A/5 LC 
AU5 Granadillo Wall fill B/3, 4, 5 LC 
AU6 Limey fill A/6 LCIIb 
AU7 Collapse North C/2, 3 LCII 
AU8 Craboo Wall fill C/4 LC 
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Chapter 3: The 2012 Excavations at Group 8 
 

David W. Mixter (Washington University in St. Louis) and Carolyn Freiwald (The University of Mississippi) 
 

Excavations at Group 8 during the spring season of the Actuncan Archaeological Project (AAP) were 
designed to understand the developmental history of the formal plaza space hypothesized to be the 
ruler’s residence of Actuncan (LeCount and Blitz 2005), and its relationship to the tall attached range 
structure designated Structure 19.  LeCount (2011) hypothesized that comparing the arrangement and 
pace of development of households would point to intra-community negotiations of power, particularly 
during the Late Preclassic establishment of the institution of divine kingship at the site.  By comparing 
the construction sequence and use of domestic space in Group 8 with other patio-focused domestic 
groups (Antonelli and Rothenberg 2011; Hahn 2012; LeCount and Blitz 2001; LeCount et al. 2005; 
Rothenberg 2012; Simova 2012) and large single structure elite house structures (Mixter 2011, 2012; 
Simova 2012) we hope to understand the different trajectories of social, political, and economic 
relations of the people inhabiting these types of households. 
 Prior to the spring 2012 field season, our understanding of Group 8 came from James 
McGovern’s (1994) preliminary mapping of the group and AAP excavations of Structure 20, Group 8’s 
western structure, during the 2004 field season (LeCount et al. 2005).  As originally mapped, Group 8 
was constructed as a single large structure-focused patio group attached to the north side of Structure 
19.  This patio group was composed of Structures 20, 21, and 22 on the group’s west, north, and east 
sides respectively.  Additionally, Structure 25 was thought be a diagonal structure that connected the 
northeast corner of Structures 21 and 22 to the southwest corner of Structure 23, the large western 
pyramid of Actuncan’s E-Group.  During the AAP’s 2012 field season, Group 8 was remapped in an effort 
to better understand the group’s layout (Figure 3.1).  In order to facilitate this mapping, the high grass 
covering Group 8 was cut short.  The remapping efforts led to the recognition that Group 8 was a group-
focused patio cluster with three discrete patio spaces instead of a single patio. 
 We now know that Group 8 was a complex space consisting of eight structures (not including 
Structure 19) arranged around three patios.  Structure 21 was divided into two discrete structures: 

Figure 3.1. Remapped Group 8 showing the location of all excavations discussed in the text. 
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Structure 21A and 21B.  Structure 25 was included as part of Group 8 and remapped to orient with the 
rest of Group 8, rather than appended diagonally.  This structure still articulates with Structure 23 by 
way of a narrow diagonal wall.  Structure 83 was previously unmapped and was only recognized as a 
structure following close chopping of the vegetation in this area of the site.  Finally, Structures 24 and 
19B were identified as part of Group 8, rather than unassociated low platforms. 
 The three patios were named Patios 1, 2, and 3 based on their distance from the center of Patio 
1.  Patio 1 consists of a square space delineated by Structures 20, 21, and 22 on its west, north, and east 
sides and the oversized Structure 19 to the south.  Structure 19’s large size does not fit the standard 
mold of a domestic group where each of the structures typically grows in a developmental cycle 
commensurate to the others.  While one structure may grow slightly larger than the others in order to 
serve as the home of the head of household, Structure 19 is a large range structure, an architectural 
type typically associated with civic, not domestic, architecture.  One goal of our research was to 
understand the relationship between Group 8 and Structure 19.  To this end, we will compare the 
construction sequence of Structure 19 (Jamison this volume) with that of Group 8. 
 Structure 22 is situated in the eastern position in the group’s primary patio, making it the most 
likely location for a household ancestor shrine within Group 8 (Becker 1999).  This year’s research also 
targeted Structure 22 to determine whether or not it was an ancestor shrine used in the same manner 
as the eastern patio of Group 1 (Freiwald 2012; Rothenberg 2012).  Operation 20 included nine units 
east of Structure 22 in Patio 1 and a trench running east from the patio into the structure. 
 Structures 20, 21A, and 21B most likely served as the primary dwellings and activity spaces 
located around the edge of Patio 1.  In 2004, an east-west trench across Structure 20 revealed a low 
platform with complex internal architecture that dates to the Samal phase (AD 600-670) based on 
ceramic diagnostics.  During the 2012 field season, Operations 23 and 24 included excavations in 
Structures 21A and 21B that were designed to evaluate the arrangement of activity spaces on these 
buildings and to penetrate the structures at strategic points in order to understand their construction 
histories.  Operation 23 focused on a north-south trench into Structure 21B.  Operation 24 focused on 
horizontal excavations across Structure 21A and the western edge of Structure 21B.  In addition 
excavations in Operation 24 uncovered earlier phases of Structure 21A and penetrated entirely through 
Structure 21B. 
 Patios 2 and 3 are located east of Structure 22.  They are formed by Structures 22 and 19B to the 
west, Structure 25 to the north, and Structures 83 and 24 to the east.  These two patios are separated 
by a slight change in elevation between Structure 83 and the eastern edges of Structures 25 and 19B.  
Patio 2 is a well defined secondary patio in Group 8, while Patio 3 mostly connects Structure 24 to the 
rest of the group.  The identification of Patios 2 and 3 raises the possibility that Group 8 was abandoned 
during the early stages of its development and only later developed into a palace complex similar to, 
though significantly smaller than, those at Tikal, Copan, Cahal Pech, and Buenavista del Cayo  (Andrews 
et al. 2003; Ball and Taschek 2001; Harrison 1970; Harrison and Andrews 2004).  In order to test the 
relationship between these two patios and Patio 1, Operations 27 and 28 were initiated on Structures 24 
and 25 respectively to ascertain their construction sequences.  Jamison (this volume) reports on related 
test excavations in Structure 19B. 
 This report is organized into three sections, each related to one of the major excavation 
programs undertaken within Group 8.  Operation 20 focused on the investigations of Structure 22, the 
eastern structure and potential locale for ancestor veneration in the group.  Operations 23 and 24 
investigated the arrangement and antiquity of the architecture in Structure 21A and 21B.  Operations 27 
and 28 trenched into Structures 24 and 25, respectively, in order to investigate the possible elaboration 
of Group 8 into a palace-style group-focused patio complex like those seen elsewhere in the Maya 
world.  In each section, the goals of the research are detailed and are then followed by a summary 
description of the architectural phases, a description of the analytical units, and, finally, a few 
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concluding thoughts on the results of the investigations.  Excavations and recording follow protocols 
previously described by Mixter (2012).  All terminus post quem (TPQ) dates are based on ceramic 
analysis by LeCount.   
 

Operation 20: Excavation of Structure 22  
 

Structure 22 is the eastern structure of Group 8, which may have been the residence of the ruling family 
during the Late and Terminal Classic.  While previous excavations by McGovern (1995) focused on 
understanding the use of Structure 19 and its dates of construction, we are not aware of formal 
excavations in the eastern structure.  The main disturbance to the building is a large looter’s pit in the 
center of the structure that may have been part of a systematic disturbance to buildings across the site 
prior to the 1970s, as described to McGovern (1995) by Jaime Awe (Figure 3.2). 
 Our excavations focused on two questions: Did the residents of the group utilize the patio space 
adjacent to the eastern structure of the group as a burial ground like the one identified in the eastern 
patio of Group 1 (Freiwald and Micklin this volume; Freiwald 2012; Rothenberg 2010)?  Could we 
recreate construction sequences and use of the structure by examining the looter’s pit?  More 
specifically, was a burial or tomb disturbed?  If so, it would indicate that the interior of the structure was 
used as a burial location.  Operation 20 included 15 excavation units and 105 lots with TPQ dates ranging 
from the Middle Preclassic to Terminal Classic periods (Figure 3.3).  We found no burials or burial 
contexts in the eastern patio of the group or in the interior of the structure, providing an interesting 
contrast to the use of similar space in the Group 1 household, where the project has excavated more 
than 11 individuals to date in the patio west of the eastern building.  
 Freiwald supervised the first eight analytical units of the excavation, exposing the western 
portion of the building’s terminal architecture and the adjacent patio.  Mixter completed these 
excavations and trenched into the building, exposing a number of floors and walls below the final patio 
surface and identifying three discrete construction phases of Structure 22.  We did not reach sterile 
levels, but identified a series of 
deposits that suggest that this 
space was initially used during the 
Preclassic period and then 
reoccupied later during the Late 
and Terminal Classic periods. 

Excavations uncovered a 
total of three phases of Structure 
22’s construction (Structures 22-
1st, 2nd, and 3rd), three patio floors 
associated with Structure 22, and 
one possible deeply-buried 
structure.  Because we did not 
excavate all the way through 
Structure 22 or to sterile soil 
beneath the patio to the west of 
the structure, earlier unidentified 
versions of Structure 22 and 
deeper cultural deposits may exist.  
Here, we briefly describe the 
sequence of patio floors and each 
version of Structure 22 in 

Figure 3.2. Looter’s pit in Structure 22 prior to scientific 
excavation. 
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chronological order from oldest to newest.  We will 
then describe each analytical unit individually in 
stratigraphic order (Figure 3.A.1; Table 3.A.1). 
 The earliest architectural feature uncovered 
was a buried Terminal Late Preclassic structure in 
Units A and D.  This structure’s east and west platform 
edges faced outward near the limits of our 
excavations (Figure 3.4).  This low structure was 
approximately 60 cm tall and filled with 10YR 6/3 clay 
loam with few inclusions.  The platform’s surface, 
George Floor, was eroded and it is unclear if it was 
ever plastered.  It was constructed on a ballast of flat-
laid limestone blocks that may have served as a 
pavement.  On top of George Floor, a single course of 
aligned stones referred to as Beans Wall created a 
raised portion of the buried structure (Figure 3.5). 
 The top of this buried structure was 
encountered 50 cm below the earliest of the three 
identified patio surfaces, Cruz Floor.  This heavily 
eroded plaster patio floor was only preserved in a 
small portion of Unit A (Figure 3.4).  Based on ceramic diagnostics from the fill below this floor, it likely 
dates to the Terminal Late Preclassic period. 
 The construction of Elmer Floor 2 raised the patio level 35 cm above Cruz Floor.  Structures 22-
1st and 22-2nd were constructed on this well-preserved plaster patio floor.  Ceramics from beneath the 
floor date its construction to the Late Classic period.  The final patio floor, Elmer Floor 1, was likely a 
resurfacing of Elmer Floor 2.  No matrix was encountered between these two floors.  This later floor also 
passes under Structure 22-1st, but it is unknown if the floor predates Structure 22-2nd. 

Figure 3.3. Arrangement of excavation units 
in Operation 20. 
 

Figure 3.4. North profile of Operation 20 excavations. 
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 Structure 22-3rd was the 
earliest known construction phase 
of Structure 22, but neither its form 
nor its construction date are known.  
This building was identified only in a 
narrow 180 cm by 85 cm excavation 
test into the center of Structure 22-
2nd

 Structure 22-2

 (Figure 3.6).  Excavations 
identified the face of a south facing 
wall (Figure 3.4).  The excavation 
units were narrow, so we could not 
uncover the whole wall or 
penetrate into the fill behind it.  
Because of the wall’s orientation, it 
either represents the southern edge 
of a significantly smaller platform or 
the edge of a free-standing wall.   

nd was the 
most complex version of Structure 
22 revealed during our excavations.  This building is a 90 cm tall platform with a preserved plaster 
surface called Andres Floor.  A three step stair could have been used to access the platform’s summit 
from Patio 1 to the west (Figure 3.4).  This surface led down to Elmer Floor 1.  On the eastern edge of 
the structure, a stand-alone stone wall with a 30 cm tall basal molding likely formed the eastern wall of 
a part-masonry superstructure in antiquity.  The wall is preserved to a height of 70 cm.  Based on the 
wall’s uneven edge, it seems likely that the wall was truncated in antiquity during the construction of 
Structure 22-1st.  Excavations below Andres Floor indicate that Structure 22-2nd

 Structure 22-1

 had a Late Classic 
construction date. 

st is a 2 m tall substructure.  Perhaps because of the looting activity on its surface, 
we could not identify any architecture of a superstructure.  The structure’s eastern platform edge, 
known as Uck Wall, was placed in front of Structure 22-2nd

 Because Structure 22-1

’s western staircase and appears to have 
blocked this point of access (Figure 3.4).  This wall was constructed of two separate alignments of large 
limestone blocks set on edge, known respectively as Uck Walls 1 and 2.  Uck Wall probably originally 
extended the full 2 m in height of the structure.  Uck Wall 1, the western alignment, was preserved to 70 
cm in height, while Uck Wall 2 is preserved to 90 cm in height.  Most likely, Uck Wall 1 formed a 
decorative outset to the west of Uck Wall 1.  Other scenarios for the relationship between Uck Walls 1 
and 2 are discussed in AU11 below.   

st is the building’s terminal construction phase, its architecture is heavily 
disturbed and, as a result, difficult to envision.  To date, we have not identified a stair used to access the 
summit of this construction phase.  Excavations into Structure 21-1st

 

 provide an ambiguous date of 
construction because the looters’ activity resulted in mixed deposits.  Ceramics dating to the Samal, Hats 
Chaak (AD 670-870), and Tsak’ (AD 870-900) phases were recovered, suggesting that the building was 
constructed during the Late or Terminal Classic period. 

Operation 20: Analytical Unit (AU) list 
 
West side of Structure 22 and Patio 
 Structure 22-1st west side humus and overburden – AU1. Lots excavated: A1; B1; C1; D1; E/1; F/1; 
G/1; H/1; I/1.  Analytical Unit 1 (AU1) was the uppermost level of the excavation and consisted mainly of 

Figure 3.5. Photograph showing George Floor and Beans Wall 
of the buried structure encountered beneath Patio 1.   
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the humus layer and overburden from 
looting activity in the center of 
Structure 22.  This included ceramics 
from the later portion of the Late 
Classic (LCII) and the Terminal Classic 
periods, as well as lithics and jute in all 
units.  The matrix was a 10YR 2/2 
organic soil containing limestone and 
chert boulder overburden.  We did not 
note any cut-limestone blocks that 
would indicate destruction of a 
superstructure or tomb walls during the 
looting activity.  Most of the 
overburden was noted in units A and B, 
although the looting extended to the 
units further to the west. 
 Structure 22-1st

The uppermost strata, Lot 2 in each unit, contained mainly Late Classic ceramics with LCI, LCII, 
and LCIIb materials in the units closest to the structure.  Lot 3 ceramics include LCII ceramics, with a 
Terminal Classic TPQ date in Unit D/3.  Lot 4 TPQ dates are mainly LCII (Units D/4, G/4, and H/4) with 
LCIIb ceramics in Units A/4, B/4, and F/4, and Terminal Classic ceramics in Units G/4 and F/4.  This 
indicates that the final use of the plaza space to the east of Structure 22 occurred during the Terminal 
Classic period.  That said, the mixture of dates likely means that the ceramics are either a mixture of 
terminal use debris from the building’s abandonment, or possibly post-abandonment, mixed with 
materials spilling out of the collapsed western wall of Structure 22.  No in situ assemblages were 
identified, but the collapse material rested directly on the patio floor, Elmer Floor 1.   

 collapse - AU2.  
Lots excavated include A/2,3,4; B/2,3,4; 
C/2,3,4; D/2,3,4; E/2,3,4; F/2,3,4; 
G/2,3,4; H/2,3,4; I/2,3,4.  AU2 consisted 

of building collapse that was excavated as distinct horizontal strata in lots 2, 3, and 4.  The matrix graded 
from 10YR 3/2 at the top to 10YR 5/3 at the base.  The analytical unit consisted of a 70 cm thick layer of 
limestone block collapse from Structure 22 western wall.  The change in matrix color is explained by the 
higher density of eroding limestone blocks at the base of the analytical unit. 

 Our initial goal was to locate the western wall of the structure.  An alignment of stones 
appeared to represent the upper portion of the wall in Units D/2, E/2, and F/2, and we noted an 
increasing amount of cut limestone in the architectural collapse.  We took one microartifact sample 
from the level where we expected to find remnants of the patio floor, at the bottom of level 2 in Unit H.   
 We began a new lot upon identifying the structure’s west wall in Units A/3, B/3, and C/3 and 
continued to remove the structural collapse.  We collected the lowest levels of the collapse as Lot 4, 
which was directly below Lot 3, and excavated to the patio floor.  We designated the western wall of the 
structure as Uck Wall 1 (Figure 3.4).  Uck Wall 1 was constructed using large cut-limestone masonry 
blocks set on edge rather than laid flat, similar to the masonry style used to construct the Pine, 
Mahogany, and Redwood Walls uncovered in Operation 24 (described below).  The lowest three courses 
of stone remained, resting directly on top of the Elmer Floor 1 patio floor (Figures 3.3 and 3.6).  Several 
centimeters of plaster remained affixed to the wall at the base of the lowest course of stones in Unit 
A/4.  In addition, Elmer Floor 1 was plastered up to the base of Uck Wall 1, indicating that its 
construction postdated that of the wall.     

Figure 3.6. Photograph of exposed portion of Structure 22-
3rd. 
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 It appears that the pressure of the structural fill pushed the Uck Walls outward, causing its 
upper levels to collapse directly onto the patio surface.  Based on the maximum height of the structure, 
Elmer Wall 1 might originally have been as tall as 2 m, which explains the large volume of collapse we 
removed to the west of the wall.  There is no evidence of intentional destruction, but there was no 
humus or matrix on top of the patio surface to suggest that the floor remained exposed for a long period 
of time.  In fact, the collapsed architecture on top of the floor in the units closest to the wall resulted in 
excellent preservation of the floor adjacent to the structure.  The floor deteriorated into patchy plaster 
fragments two meters to the west in Units G/4, H/4, and I/4 and was no longer visible in the western 
portions of those units.  The remnant of a second wall was visible just east of Units A, B, and C.  We 
named this Uck Wall 2 and cleaned 5 to 10 cm beyond the eastern edge of the units (B and C) to partially 
expose the wall.  Uck Wall 2 will be described in more detail in the AU11 and AU12 sections.  
 Patio floor, Elmer Floor 1 – AU3.  Lots excavated: A/5; B/5; C/5; D/5; E/5; F/5; G/5; I/5.  Elmer 
Floor 1 was a largely unbroken floor extending from the structure into the eastern portions of units G, H, 
and I where it had deteriorated (see the description of AU4 for an explanation of the missing H5 unit).  
Although there were cracks and patches of broken plaster, the floor was not intentionally cut.  No 
designs or incisions were visible, and the floor lacked paint or coloration beyond the pinkish hue of some 
of the limestone.  We also found no in situ artifact assemblages resting directly on the surface of the 
floor, and the lack of artifacts associated with the floor results in no date for this level.  Elmer Floor 1 
appears to be a 1 to 3 cm thick resurfacing of a portion of the floor below it, which we named Elmer 
Floor 2 (Figure 3.7).  
 Patio floor and ballast, Elmer Floor 2 – AU4.  Lots excavated: A/6; B/6; C/6; D/6; E/6; F/6; G/6; 
H/6; I/6.  Elmer Floor 2 was a 2 to 3 cm thick layer of plaster located directly below Elmer Floor 1.  Only a 
patchy light brown matrix was in between the two floors, but this likely filtered in through cracks and 
patchy portions in the floors.  The condition of the floor was worse than that of Elmer Floor 1, which 

Figure 3.7.  Architectural features in Operation 20, Structure 22 and western patio.  Key to 
unit locations in lower left of photo. 
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may explain why parts of it were removed during the excavation of the upper floor.  The upper floor 
(Elmer Floor 1) covered the central and southern units of the excavation (B, C, E, F, H, and I).  However, 
it extended only 20 cm into the northern units (A/6, D/6, and G/6).  Elmer Floor 1 may have been placed 
over Elmer Floor 2 to make the floor more level or to refinish a worn surface.  Fragments of cobble floor 
ballast were visible in a number of areas in the Elmer Floor 2 where the plaster had worn away.   
 Both floors were visible in Unit I, although in Units G and H the floors were sufficiently 
deteriorated that they could not be differentiated.  In Unit H, we excavated both floors as H/6 because 
we didn’t yet realize that there were two distinct levels.  These lots also include ballast for the patio 
floor, which provides a general Late Classic terminus post quem date for the floor construction.  Samal 
phase ceramic diagnostics were encountered in Lot C/6, while Hats Chaak diagnostics were found in Lot 
H/6.  Generally, these findings allow for a broad Late Classic designation for Elmer Floor 2. 
 The floor construction consisted of plaster on top of a layer of cobbles and artifacts.  While 
artifacts were not abundant, the lower level of matrix contained significantly smaller fill material and 
artifact inclusions.  Freiwald suspects that the Cruz Floor (see next section) formed the top of the lower 
level of ballast in Units A/6, B/6, and C/6; but, because the upper and lower levels of floor ballast were 
visible in the profile, it proved difficult to separate them during excavation.  No diagnostic artifacts were 
found to differentiate the layers in a comparison of the upper and lower levels of ballast in Unit F/6. 
 Patio floor, Cruz Floor - AU5.  Lot excavated: A/7.  A plastered surface fragment approximately 
1.5 cm thick and only 25 x 20 cm wide was discovered leading under the structure adjacent to the wall in 
the northeast corner of the excavation.  Excavation of this lot consisted only of removing the plaza floor, 
and terminated excavations at a layer of stone ballast located immediately beneath it.  Similar inclusions 
and ballast suggest that Cruz Floor once extended across the excavated portion of the patio.  However, 
the floor was only uncovered intact along the western face of Structure 22 (Figure 3.4). 
 We collected samples for soil chemistry analysis from the two plastered floor surfaces in the 
center of the unit and in each of its corners.  We took one sample from the Cruz Floor in Units A6 and 
C6, and collected the small amount of matrix on top of the floor for a microartifact sample.  
Microartifact samples were collected above Elmer Floor 1 in Units F/4, G/4, I/4, and C/4 as well.  Since 
Elmer Floor 1 was placed directly on top of Elmer Floor 2, there was no matrix to sample in association 
with this surface.  
 Cobble/gravel compact layer patio fill – AU6.  Lots excavated: A/8; B/7; C/7; D/7; E/7; F/7; G/7; 
H/7; I/7.  This layer extended beneath the elevation associated with Cruz Floor and consisted of a very 
compact layer of decomposing cobble and gravel size limestone fragments within a 10YR 4/3 clay loam 
matrix.  We interpret this analytical unit as ballast for the Cruz Floor.  At the base of this analytical unit, 
the top of a larger boulder fill was visible.  The ballast rested in the crevices between these boulders, 
indicating that they could relate to the same construction event.  Alternatively, this could be the result 
of an eroded occupation surface exposing the layer beneath it.  With the exception of Units D/7 and 
G/7, we excavated the compact layer and boulder layer as separate levels.  While Early Classic and Late 
Classic ceramics were identified in Units F/7 and B/7, Terminal Late Preclassic ceramic diagnostics 
dominate the assemblage.  We suggest that the later ceramics are intrusive due to the uncapped 
boundary between this deposit (Cruz Floor’s eroded state) and the fill between Elmer Floor and Cruz 
Floor.  This would date Cruz Floor’s construction to the Terminal Late Preclassic period. 
 Boulder level patio fill – AU7.  Lots excavated: A/9; B/8; C/8; D/7; E/8; F/8; G/7; H/8; I/8.  This 
level consisted of a layer of small limestone and chert-cobble fill dating to the Terminal Late Preclassic 
period.  This analytical unit terminated directly above a layer of large boulder patio fill that forms an 
even layer on which the compact sediment described in AU6 was placed in preparation for Cruz Floor.  
TPQ dates come from well-preserved ceramics in the loose matrix between the boulders in Units A, B, 
and C.  Units D and G were excavated with AU6, and therefore are mixed with later materials.  
Recovered ceramic diagnostics date mainly to the Terminal Late Preclassic period.  There were gaps with 
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no stones or cobbles in two units, one aligned east-west at the center of unit G/7 and another aligned 
north-south in Unit E/8.  Mixter cleared the boulders in the three northern units (A, D, and G) to look for 
potential features and reach the next cultural layer, described in the next section. 
 Boulder level patio fill – AU8.  Lots excavated: A/10; D/8; G/8.  In this analytical unit, the layer of 
large boulder fill was removed and a layer of small cobbles was identified beneath it (Figure 3.4).  This 
analytical unit consists of a 10YR 4/3 clay loam matrix containing a single layer of large 25 to 50 cm chert 
boulders.  Diagnostic ceramics from Unit A/10 date to the Late Preclassic period, but those in Unit D/8 
and G/8 father from the structure date to the Late Classic period.  Based on the loose nature of the fill 
and the predominance of Preclassic ceramics above and below this level, we are tempted to wonder if 
these ceramics are intrusive or if their presence relates a disturbance that we did not recognize, such as 
activities that would have created the empty spaces between the boulders in those units. 

George Floor and Beans Wall, cobbles below boulders and patio fill – AU8.  Lots excavated A/11; 
D/9; G/9.  This analytical unit consists of is a layer of small chert cobbles over an even pavement-like 
surface of undressed broken limestone.  Mixter interprets this level as a floor surface (George Floor).  In 
Unit D, an alignment of three stones with a single stone serving as a second course, runs north-south 
and is referred to as Beans Wall (Figure 3.5).  This wall rests on George Floor and faces west.  Because 
we only exposed a small portion of this wall, it is difficult to evaluate its initial size or form.  Given its 
burial beneath a massive Preclassic filling episode (described in AU6, AU7, and AU8), Mixter suggests 
that it does not directly relate to the later construction of Structure 22.  Ceramic diagnostics indicate a 
Late Preclassic construction date for the fill covering George Floor and Beans Wall. 
 Fill below George Floor – AU10.  Lots excavated: A/12; D/10; G/10.  This Late Preclassic layer is 
comprised of a thick 10YR 6/3 clay loam fill that formed the ballast for George Floor.  Beneath the 
ballast, excavations continued through a layer of mixed limestone and cobbles that Mixter interprets as 
structure fill.  Alignments of boulders along the northern and western limits of the excavations may be 
the interior of outward facing platform walls.  Cocom Wall 1 was aligned north-south and faced west, 
with cut-limestone backing stones behind it.  Cocom Wall 1 separated the fill layer from a 10YR 7/8 
orange clay deposit at the western edge of G/10, which Mixter interprets as plaza fill exterior to this 
buried structure.  A second alignment of boulders, Cocom Wall 2, ran north-south along the northern 
edge of the unit.  Mixter suspects that this represents the inside of a buried structure topped by George 
Floor.  Beans Wall may have formed the foundation of a superstructural element associated with this 
buried building.  Ceramic diagnostics date this buried construction to the Terminal Late Preclassic 
period. 
 
Looter’s disturbance and excavations in the center of Structure 22 
 Collapse associated with Uck Wall 2 and looter’s disturbance – AU11.  Lots excavated: J/1, 2; K/1, 
2; L/1; M/1; N/1; 0/1.  These lots consist primarily of backdirt and overburden from the looting in the 
center of the structure.  In addition, these excavations continued into the disturbed eastern, northern, 
and western edges of the looter’s pit down to its base.  We removed all the disturbed materials from 
these excavation units and created straight excavation walls for north and east profiles.  The north 
profile is contiguous with the excavations to the west of the structure, providing a continuous view of 
Structure 22’s construction.  Ceramic diagnostics from this analytical unit date to the Late and Terminal 
Classic period.  Unfortunately, these ceramics cannot be used to accurately date Structure 22-1st

Excavations removed primarily large limestone rubble and chert cobble within a 10YR 2/2 to 
10YR 4/3 soil matrix.  A large tree stump and root network at the base of the unit marks the maximum 
depth of the looter’s trench, and likely creates substantial disturbance deeper into Structure 22. 

 
because of their proximity to the looter’s disturbance.  However, no burials or evidence of disturbed 
burials were found during documentation of the area around the looting activity.   
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Our excavations revealed the composition of Structure 22-1st’s fill, the construction sequence of Uck 
Wall, and the surface of the buried Structure 22-2nd.  The fill of Structure 22-1st

 Uck Wall itself clearly formed the eastern edge of Structure 22-1

 is composed primarily of 
large (>50 cm) chert boulders and limestone rubble under a level of smaller limestone rubble fill that 
likely served to form the prepared level for the surface of the substructure.  On the western side of the 
structure, several particularly large chert boulders seem to form a retaining wall that may have originally 
formed the core face east of Uck Wall. 

st, as described in AU2.  
Excavations in Units J and K indicate that Uck Wall was initially constructed as a double-faced masonry 
wall.  Uck Wall 2 is located east of Uck Wall 1 and separated by 20 to 30 cm of fill.  Uck Wall 2 will be 
described in more detail In AU12 below.  It appears likely they were constructed contemporarily, 
although this is not entirely clear.  Uck Wall 2 was preserved to 95 cm in height, while Uck Wall 1 was 
only preserved to 60 cm.  It is possible that this was the original height of Uck Wall 1 and that it was 
primarily a decorative wall outset.  Alternatively, the construction of Uck Wall 1 may have been a 
narrow addition slightly modifying the size of Structure 22-1st’s platform.  Or, the walls may simply have 
been built together as a sturdy set of retaining walls to contain the fill placed over Structure 22-2nd.  
Unfortunately, the collapse of the western edge of Structure 22-1st

At the base of this analytical unit, excavations in Units M, N, and O terminated at the plastered upper 
surface of the Structure 22-2

 precludes a secure interpretation. 

nd surface, known as Andres Floor.  In the southern portion of Units M and 
N, it is evident that the tree roots penetrate through this floor.  That said, clearing appears to indicate 
that this floor was not penetrated by the looters.  In Unit L, the upper surface of Daniels Wall forms the 
western edge of Andres Floor.  This wall is the uppermost riser of Structure 22-2nd

 Matus Wall is a free-standing 70-cm tall west-facing wall encountered in the eastern edge of 
Units M and O (Figures 3.4, 3.8).  Three courses of stone are preserved, although the top course appears 
irregularly broken and was 
likely dismantled either in 
antiquity or by the looters.  
The lowest course of stones 
is a 10 cm wide basal molding 
extending west 10 cm from 
the face of the two courses of 
stone above it.  The southern 
edge of the wall ends 
abruptly and may have been 
destroyed by the looting 
activity.  This wall appears to 
have been the exterior wall 
of a masonry superstructure 
associated with Structure 22-
2

’s staircase and will be 
described in more detail in the AU12 section.  Overall, the exposed section of Andres Floor extends 220 
cm east from Andres Wall until it runs into, and possibly under, Matus Wall. 

nd.  Because of the wall’s 
poor state of preservation 
and the possibility that it was 
truncated in antiquity, Matus 
Wall only provides a hint into 
the construction of the 
superstructure.  Most likely 
the building was constructed 

Figure 3.8. Photograph of Matus Wall, the free-standing wall 
associated with Structure 22-2nd’s superstructure. 
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of masonry walls with perishable 
walls on the other sides.   
 Construction fill behind 
Uck Wall 2 – AU12.  Lots 
Excavated: J/3, 4; L/3,4.  This was 
the fill placed east of (behind) 
Uck’s Wall 2, below AU11, and 
on the western stair of Str. 22-
2nd. This fill was undisturbed by 
the looting activity and thus 
provides a secure context for 
dating Structure 22-1st and 
the construction of Uck Wall 
2.  The fill consists of a 10YR 
5/3 to 10YR 5/4 clay loam matrix 
containing 25 to 50 cm chert 
cobbles.  Ceramics form this 
deposit date the construction of 
Structure 22-1st securely to the 
Late Classic period.  The 32 sherd 
sample from 20L/3 provides a 
tentative Samal phase date. But 
because of the small sherd count and the strong sample of Hats Chaak and Tsak’ phase ceramics in the 
mixed contexts located above, Mixter is hesitant to positively place the construction of Structure 22-1st

 In the western portion of these analytical units, excavations uncovered the eastern face of Uck 
Wall 2, which forms the eastern half of a double-faced wall.  This wall is 3 courses high and 95 cm tall.  It 
was built using the same on-edge limestone block construction as Uck Wall 1.  We noted the possible 
interpretations of this double wall in the description of AU11.  It does seem strange that such a well-
constructed wall would serve only as a retaining wall for fill, never to be seen.  Uck Wall 2, like Uck Wall 
1, rests on Elmer Floor.  It is difficult to tell whether Elmer Floor 1 or 2 passes under Uck Wall 2, but 
elevations indicate that one or the other forms the foundation for the Uck Walls. 

 
in the Samal phase. 

 This analytical unit terminated 50 cm to the east of Uck Wall 2 at a three step staircase 
constructed as part of Structure 22-2nd (Figure 3.9).  Elmer Floor terminated at Yacob Wall.  The first stair 
riser is 20 cm tall and continuously plastered from Elmer Floor, such that the plaster lips up from Elmer 
Floor, across the face of Yacob Wall, and up over the first stair tread, Glen Floor.  Glen Floor forms a 40 
cm wide stair tread.   East of Glen Floor was Puc Wall, the second stair riser.  Puc Wall is 35 cm tall and 
was constructed with five courses of flat-laid cut-limestone blocks.  The only plaster on this wall is a thin 
lip up from Glen Floor at the wall’s base.  At the top of this riser, Felix Floor forms the second 40 cm 
wide stair tread.  This floor shows evidence of preserved plaster across its surface.  This third and final 
stair riser is Daniels Wall, a 30 cm tall stair riser constructed of four courses of cut, flat-laid limestone 
blocks.  At the base of this wall, the plaster of Felix Floor lips up slightly onto Daniels Wall.  The final stair 
tread at the top of Daniels Wall is Andrus Floor, the substructure surface of Structure 22-2nd.  Together, 
this set of stair risers and treads form the primary access from Patio 1 to the surface of Structure 22-2nd

 Looter’s disturbance, center of structure, structural fill – AU13.  Lots Excavated: M/2; N/2.  
Excavations continued through Andres Floor to obtain diagnostic ceramics that would allow us to date 
the construction of Structure 22-2

. 

nd.  This analytical unit consists of a 10YR 4/3 clay fill matrix containing 
large 25 to 50 cm chert boulder inclusions.  In order to be sure we avoided any matrix disturbed by 

Figure 3.8. Photograph of Matus Wall, the free-standing wall 
associated with Structure 22-2nd’s superstructure. 

 

Figure 3.9. Photograph of Puc and Yacob Walls, the upper two 
risers of Structure 22-2nd’s eastern staircase. 
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either looters or the tree, we only excavated in a narrow 180 cm by 85 cm space.  Unfortunately, 
ceramic diagnostics only provided a generic Late Classic construction date. 
 Forty centimeters below Andres Floor, Mixter documented Freiwald Wall, a south-facing wall 
that is likely part of Structure 22-3rd.  Because excavations did not continue into the fill behind this wall, 
no date can be presented for this earliest identified construction phase.  In addition, small excavation 
units and the end of the field season allowed us to expose only the top three courses of Freiwald Wall, a 
30 cm high segment.  We did not identify an intact surface to Structure 22-3rd, indicating that this wall 
and the earlier construction phase were likely truncated prior to the construction of Structure 22-2nd

 
. 

Discussion 
 
 Eastern structures often were used to bury members of the household or community during the 
Late and Terminal Classic periods in the Belize River Valley, including Pook’s Hill, Zubin, Baking Pot, 
Bedran, Buenavista del Cayo, Esperanza, and Cahal Pech’s Zotz and Tolok groups (Helmke 2000; Iannone 
1996; Mitchell 2006; Powis and Hohmann 1994; Schubert et al. 2001).  During the same time period, 
individuals were interred in eastern structures in Xunantunich’s Group D Structure D-6 and Chaa Creek 
Group CC5 (Braswell 1998; Connell 2000).  That is, nearly every site where extensive excavations have 
occurred has an eastern structure that was used as a burial ground.   
 Unlike most Belize Valley sites, Structure 22-1st

 LeCount (2011) has suggested that ancestral ties to land were closely linked to control of 
resources, and that founding households may have provided symbolic locations for the community. She 
suggested that Group 1 might have been the home of an important founding family of the area.  It is 
possible that prominent members of the community were buried at Group 1 even though they lived 
elsewhere in the Northern Neighborhood or beyond.  Freiwald wonders whether Group 1 might have 
served as a burial ground for select members of the extended community during the Late and Terminal 
Classic periods, rather than just household or family members. Changes in burial patterns, location, or 
the type and quantity of burial goods might support this idea.  Scopa Kelso (2005) describes crypt burials 
from the Terminal Late Preclassic (Burials 1 and 4) in the northwest corner of the patio; however, all 
individuals identified to date in the patio near the eastern building were buried in cists and simple 
graves with only a few grave goods associated with either the people or the place (Freiwald 2012; 
Rothenberg 2012).   

 and the eastern portion of Patio 1 do not appear 
to have served as a burial location during the Late and Terminal Classic period.  Mixter identified a small 
number of bone fragments in the lowest Preclassic excavation levels, but no burial or burial context was 
identified in or around Structure 22 and Patio 1.  In fact, we have not found a significant number of 
burials in any of the residential groups excavated at Actuncan, with the exception of Group 1.  Both 
Group 8 and Group 1 have evidence of early occupation, a subsequent hiatus in use during the Early 
Classic period, and then renewed construction and activity during the Late and Terminal Classic periods.  
We are exploring several explanations for the difference in use of eastern buildings in patio-focused 
groups at the site.    

 A second possibility is that there was sequential use of the space by different community 
factions during the Late and Terminal Classic periods.  Might this explain the seemingly irreverent 
disturbance of some of the earlier graves by later ones?  This possibility also is hard to evaluate without 
more specific dates for each burial or for use of the eastern structures of each group.  Intimate details of 
funerary treatment (e.g., the position of the right arm) also argues against a change in the people using 
the space to bury their dead and instead suggests some continuity over generations.   
 Excavations in 2013 may provide more insight into sociopolitical changes at the site, especially in 
the link between ancestors and use of space.  We also plan to obtain more specific dates for the Group 1 
burials, as well as assess the origins and relatedness of the individuals interred there that might provide 
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more insight into a possible connection with Group 8 residents and continuity or disjunction between 
early and late occupants of households at the site.   
 

Operations 23 and 24: Excavations on Structures 21A and 21B 
 

Following the initial hypothesis that Group 8 functioned as part of Actuncan’s ruler’s palace centered on 
Structure 19, excavations in Structures 21A and B aimed to understand their construction history and 
function.  Operation 23 targeted Structure 21B, while Operation 24 primarily targeted Structure 21A 
(Figure 3.10).  These investigations are reported here together because Operations 23 and 24 connected 
along the southern edge of Structure 21B and because the two buildings are physically connected into a 
common substructural platform in their final form.  In fact, all structures located around Patio 1 were 
connected during the terminal construction phase, creating an entirely enclosed patio.  This very formal 
construction created a private, visually inaccessible space that could have formed the core of a ruler’s 
domestic space at Actuncan.  Investigations combined broad horizontal exposures of the terminal 
phases of these structures with penetrating excavations aimed at understanding the construction 
history of each structure and Patio 1. 
 Structure 21B is a low broad platform that forms most of the northern edge of Patio 1 (Figure 
3.1).  Based on its form, it likely held one or more perishable superstructures, although direct evidence 

Figure 3.10. Plan map of excavations in Operations 23 and 24 showing Structures 21A-1st and 21B-1st-
A, the terminal phases of each building’s construction. 

 



48 
 

of these buildings is limited.  Attached to the building’s north side is a broad terrace and a higher L-
shaped terrace is attached to its eastern side.  This L-shaped terrace connects Structure 21B to both 
Structures 22 and 25. As configured, Structure 21B could have served domestic or crafting functions 
common in buildings within palace spaces (Inomata 2001; LeCount 2010; Widmer 2009).   
 To its west, Structure 21B is directly connected to Structure 21A.  During its final construction 
phase, Structure 21A was a small, square platform raised above the level of Structure 21B.  Excavations 
along the southern edge of Structure 21B confirmed that these two structures rest on a continuous 
platform with a continuous southern wall.  This substructure is connected directly to Structure 20 to the 
south and to a low terrace at the building’s northern edge.  Additionally, it seems likely that a western 
staircase descended from Structure 21A’s summit, allowing access to the West Plaza outside Group 8.  
Based on Structure 21A’s form, Mixter suggests it likely functioned either as an oratorio or a formal 
entrance structure.  Even after excavation the function remains ambiguous given the lack of 
architectural features and in situ artifacts.  Therefore, a more precise functional attribution is pending 
detailed analysis of associated artifacts and microarchaeological investigation of the building’s activity 
surfaces. 
 Excavations were initiated first in Operation 23 where a trench 4 m north-south by 3 m east-
west was placed stretching from the edge of Patio 1 north into Structure 21B.  These excavations had 
three purposes.  First, the trenching excavations were aimed at understanding the construction 
sequence of Structure 21B.  Second, sampling for macro-artifacts, microartifacts, and soil chemistry on 
the structure and patio’s surfaces were designed to understand activities taking place on the structure.  
Third, deep penetrating excavations into the patio just to the south of Structure 21B were designed to 
gain an understanding of the patio’s sequence of construction and to evaluate whether earlier 
construction phases lay buried beneath the patio floor. 
 These excavations determined that Structure 21B was entirely built in a single construction 
phase, a find later corroborated by excavations in Operation 24.  However, a number of small 
modifications to the structure were encountered along the southern edge of the Structure 21B platform, 
in Operation 23, Units F, G, J, and K.  These modifications relate to the addition of a staircase in this 
section of the structure’s southern edge. 
 These excavations also documented a sequence of three floors within Patio 1, only one of which 
postdates the initial construction of Structure 21B.  The latest floor, known as Squash Floor in Operation 
23 and Lettuce Floor in Operation 24, was built as part of an effort to raise the level of Patio 1 sometime 
after the construction of Structure 21B, but prior to the construction of Structure 21A.  The penultimate 
floor was Potato Floor, on which Structure 21 B was constructed.  Only these two patio floors directly 
relate to the Late Classic construction of Group 8.  Beneath Potato Floor, a Late Preclassic floor known as 
Kale Floor was encountered.  Additionally, Jalepeño Floor was encountered buried below Structure 21B.  
It is tempting to believe this floor was related to Kale floor, but the two are not continuous, so it is 
difficult to say.  Importantly, neither Kale nor Jalepeno Floor is clearly associated with architecture. 

Additional excavations were placed to investigate the northwest corner of Patio 1 to look for a 
possible intact midden deposit and to place an east-west oriented trench into Structure 21A from its 
junction with Structure 21B.  To look for a midden, Operation 24, Units A, B, C, D, O, P, Q, R, and S were 
placed in the corner of the patio created by the intersection of Structures 21A and 20.  Rather than a 
midden deposit, we encountered a dense Terminal Classic termination deposit.  We initiated Operation 
24, Units T, U, V, W, X, Y, and Z to follow the extent of the ritual deposit eastward and to determine the 
interrelationship between Structures 21A and 21B by connecting Operation 23 to Operation 24.  To 
understand Structure 21A’s construction history, Operation 24, Units E, F, G, H, I, J, M, N, AA, and BB 
were initiated.  Here, excavations dug deeply into both Structures 21A and 21B, confirming that the 
latter had only one construction phase and that Structure 21A, the earlier structure, was built in three 
major construction phases.  These excavations indicate that Structures 21A and 21B were built on top of 
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a common massive plaza fill event.  Structure 21B was constructed first and Structure 21A-3rd

 Smaller goals in Operation 24 were met by excavating Units K and L, which documented the 
northern edge of Structure 21B’s platform.  The edge of this structure was built with an unusual triple 
line of upright cut stones that likely supported a perishable wall blocking the view into Group 8.  
Excavations in Units CC and DD connected the main Structure 21A trench with the patio excavations in 
an effort to clarify the nature of any possible superstructural architecture on Structure 21A.  Finally, 
excavations in Units EE and FF were aimed to investigate the construction and use of the terrace 
attached to the northern side of Structure 21A. 

 (the 
earliest version of Structure 21A) was later added to the western edge of Structure 21B. 

 The sections that follow begin with a description of our findings by laying out a description of 
each architectural phase of Structures 21A and B.  These descriptions focus on looking at each 
architectural phase holistically based on Mixter’s best possible reconstruction of the architectural 
layout.  We begin by looking at the earliest known construction phase and progress through time by 
construction phase.  Throughout the description, references to specific analytical units reference both 
Operations 23 and 24, so these will be named by OperationAULot, 23AU2 for example.  A detailed 
description of each analytical unit and a discussion of its interpretation follows the description of 
Structure 21B’s architectural evolution. 
 
Early plaza levels underneath Structures 21A and 21B 
 Penetrating excavations at several places in Operations 23 and 24 revealed cultural stratigraphy 
predating the construction of these two buildings.  Here Mixter will briefly layout the sequence of plaza 
floors encountered. 
 In Operation 23, excavations in AU14 penetrated Potato Floor, the patio surface on which 
Structure 21B was built, and uncovered a 10YR 4/3 clay loam fill layer about 30 cm thick.  Similarly, in 
Operation 24, excavations in AU13 and AU20 beneath the earliest construction phases of both 
Structures 21A (in Unit G) and 21B (in Units E and H) uncovered a 40 cm thick stratum of 10YR 4/3 clay 
loam on which Structure 21A was built.  Ceramic diagnostics from both investigations in Operation 24 
indicate that this stratum dates to the Samal phase.  Based on their similarities, it seems likely that 
24AU13 and 24AU20 are part of a coherent deposit.  The dating of 23AU14 is less clear, with a clear 
terminus post quem date in the Early Classic period.  A few Late Classic sherds may indicate a later date 
or mixing from above the 
eroded, unsealed, Potato 
Floor.  While it is tempting 
to suggest 23AU14 is the 
same as 24AU13 and 
24AU20, further research 
is needed to confirm this 
relationship. 
 Each of these early 
fill deposits rested on the 
eroded remains of a 
plaster floor: Kale Floor in 
Operation 23 and Jalapeño 
Floor in Operation 24.  
Embedded in Jalapeño 
Floor, our investigations 
encountered two deposits of 
dark organic sediments, which 

Figure 3.11. Organic or carbonized features embedded in Jalapeño 
Floor. 
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are possibly the remains of unknown anthropogenic activities (Figure 3.11).  See 24AU14 for further 
details about these deposits.  These floors are the earliest identified human occupation surfaces 
currently known under Structures 21A and 21B; however, excavations did not penetrate through them, 
so their dates of construction are unknown. 
 
Structure 21B-1st

 Structure 21B-1
-C 

st-C is the earliest known construction within Group 8.  This building appears to 
be a large low basal platform measuring approximately 11 m east-west by 6 m north-south (Figure 3.12).  
Excavated portions revealed that the structure was initially at least 80 cm tall based on its height above 
Potato Floor, the Patio 1 occupation surface on which the structure was built.  Later, the patio surface 
was raised through the construction of Squash Floor, thereby lowering 21B-1st

 Structure 21B-1

-C’s height to 15 cm.  
Structure 21B’s basal platform was surmounted by a low building platform bounded on the south by 
Cypress Wall that likely served as the foundation for a perishable superstructure. 

st-C’s southern platform edge (the platform facade on the interior of Patio 1) was 
built from a series of abutted masonry wall segments.  All these segments were built using flat-laid 
limestone masonry.  Although these segments likely were constructed contemporaneously as a single 
continuous wall, portions of the wall were given different names during the excavation process (Figure 
3.12).  Identified portions of the southern platform edge are formed by Maple Wall, Magnolia Wall, and 
Fir Wall (running east to west).   Magnolia Wall consists of three discrete segments facing east, south, 
and west respectively, which form a U-shaped outset along Structure 21B-1st-C’s southern edge.  The 
three segments are connected by outset corners.  At the east and west ends of Magnolia Wall, it 
connects respectively to the south-facing Maple and Fir Walls.  Together, Maple, Magnolia, and Fir Walls 
form the continuous southern edge of the Structure 21B-1st

 The west edge of Structure 21B-1
-C platform edge. 

st-C is formed by Ceiba Wall, a 100 cm tall wall constructed of 
cut-stone blocks (Figure 3.12).  Mixter suspects Ceiba Wall connects to Fir Wall via a connecting wall 
within the unexcavated area between Units X and DD.  Later, Ceiba Wall articulates with the eastern 
edge of Structure 21A.  However, all architecture associated with the eastern edge of Structure 21A 
attach to or overlay Ceiba Wall, indicating that Structure 21B-1st

 Off the northern side of 
Structure 21B-1

-C predates all construction on Structure 
21A. 

st- C is a low, broad 
terrace that levels the downward 
sloping natural terrain on this side of 
Group 8.  The structure’s north wall was 
identified in Operation 24 Units K and L, 
where it joins the terrace below.  The 
north wall was constructed using a 
triple line of cut-limestone blocks (Pine, 
Chechem, and Gumbolimbo Walls from 
north to south).  Pine Wall forms a 30 
cm wide platform outset, such that the 
platform edge steps down 
approximately 20 cm from its maximum 
height at Chechem Wall.  This 
architectural feature appears to be 
mostly aesthetic.  The third wall 
segment, Gumbolimbo Wall, is a single 
line of large, flat cut-limestone blocks 

Figure 3.12. Plan Map of Operations 23 and 24 showing 
Structures 21A-2nd and 21B-1st-C. 
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set on edge into the surface of Structure 21B, such that their top edge is level with the building’s ancient 
occupation surface (Figure 3.13).  Because these stones were structural and not visible to the public, 
they do not appear to have decorative properties.  Rather, Mixter hypothesizes that they formed the 
southern boundary of a trench located between Chechem and Gumbolimbo Walls.  This space would 
have accommodated upright wood posts, which could have been covered in bajareque and paint to 
form the northern edge of a perishable superstructure.  Alternatively, this trench was used to construct 
a stand-alone wall intended to block outsiders’ view into Group 8.  Mixter believes the latter scenario to 
be more likely because this construction was only encountered along the building’s northern face. 
 Structure 21B-1st-C was constructed with large chert cobbles that were used as fill between 
informal construction walls (such as Rosewood Wall).  Penetrating excavations into the platform 
(23AU12 and 24AU12) recovered ceramic diagnostics that date the construction of this building to the 
Hats’ Chaak phase of the Late Classic period.  This date means that all later construction stages of 
Structures 21A and 21B date to this period or later, a fact supported by the ceramics recovered from 
excavations in Operations 23 and 24.  Additionally, sometime after the construction of Structure 21B-1st

 

-
C, the level of Patio 1 was raised approximately 15 cm above the level of Potato Floor, covering the basal 
courses of Structure 21B’s southern platform edge.  This filling activity led to the construction of a thick 
plastered patio surface known as Squash Floor in Operation 23 and Lettuce Floor in Operation 24.  
Squash/Lettuce Floor dates to the second half of the Hats’ Chaak phase, indicating that any architectural 
modifications to Structure 21B date to this brief time period.  Squash/Lettuce Floor appears to be the 
terminal patio surface. 

Structure 21B-1st

 Following the construction of 
Squash/Lettuce Floor, Structure 21B was 
subject to a sequence of minor 
modifications along its southern edge, 
mostly related to the construction of two 
sets of stairs from Patio 1 up to the 
surface of the structure.  The addition of 
these two sets of stairs to Structure 21B-
1

-B 

st-C makes Structure 21B-1st

 The first set of stairs is composed 
of two low stairs constructed along the 
face of Maple Wall where it joins to 
Magnolia Wall (Figure 3.14) in the eastern 
most portion of the Operation 23 
excavations.  The result is three risers 
approximately 20 cm high (the upper 
portion of Maple Wall forms the third 
riser).  Each of the stairs has a tread 
approximately 35 cm wide.  The exposed 
portion of these stairs is approximately 
1.7 m long; however, they continue into 
the eastern excavation boundary, so the 
total length is unknown.  The lower tread 
and the lower two risers both had 
preserved plaster remaining on them. 

-B. 

Figure 3.13. Northern platform edge of Structure 21B should 
the triple alignment of Pine, Chechem and Gumbolimbo Walls. 
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 A second stair was also 
constructed on Squash/Lettuce 
Floor in the inset corner formed 
by Magnolia and Fir Walls.  This 
stair consists of two low stairs 
approximately 25 cm high and 
30 cm wide.  The stairs are 
approximately 1 m long and are 
formed by Conifer Wall on the 
south and west sides, with 
Lodgepole Wall forming the 
second tread (Figure 3.10, 3.15).  
This low stair would have 
provided an alternate access to 
Structure 21B.  Ceramic 
diagnostics from the excavation 
of these stairs indicate that they 
were constructed during the 

Late Classic Hats Chaak phase.  Because these stairs postdate Squash/Lettuce floor, they must be the 
second half of this ceramic phase based on ceramics recovered from 23AU6. 
 
Structure 21B-1st

 Additional modifications to the eastern stair along the southern platform edge of Structure 21B 
resulted in Structure 21B-1

-A 

st-A, the structure’s final construction phase.  This stair was modified to 
become a staircase with only two risers rather than three.  The elevation of the stair built against Maple 
Wall was raised level with the top of Structure 21B’s platform, essentially making the step an extension 
of this platform.  The lower stair was raised approximately 10 cm so as to form two 30 cm high risers 
with one 35 cm wide tread.  These treads and risers both had preserved remnants of plaster on them.  It 
is possible that an additional low, wide stair was added to the foot of the stair.  This possibility can be 
seen in Figure 3.14 and described below in the descriptions of 23AU3 and 23AU4.  The construction of 
this stair was also accompanied by the addition of Cohune Wall, a low, 20 cm wide wall segment built 
against Magnolia Wall up to the elevation of the Structure 21B-1st

 The final modification 
to Structure 21B resulted in 
the burial of Ceiba Wall, Fir 
Wall, and the western step 
located between Magnolia 
Wall and Fir Wall.  The burial 
of Ceiba Wall will be discussed 
in more detail in the 
description of Structures 21A-

-A stair tread (Figure 3.10).  This 
narrow addition appears to be 
entirely decorative with no 
additional functional value.  
Because this modification 
postdates Squash floor, it 
must date to the second half 
of the Hats Chaak phase. 

Figure 3.14. East profile of Operation 23.  Note the possible 
lowest step. 

 

Figure 3.15.Low step added at the corner of Magnolia and Fir 
Walls as part of Structure 21-1st-B. 
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2nd and 21A-3rd.  The burial of Fir Wall and the step was the result of the construction of Structure 21A-
1st

 

.  During this construction, the southern wall of Structure 21A aligned with the southern face of 
Conifer Wall and Magnolia Wall, forming a single long, straight platform edge running 8 m from the 
northwest corner of Patio 1 to the corner of Magnolia Wall in Unit 23F (Figure 3.16).  In order to make 
this possible, the height of Conifer Wall must have been raised to be even with Magnolia and Redwood 
Walls.  The dating of this modification has not been established beyond the Late Classic period. 

Structure 21A-3
 Structure 21A-3

rd 
rd, the earliest known version of Structure 21A, is generally poorly understood.  

Excavations indicate that Structure 21A-3rd

 

 was a low (sunken?) space just to the west of Structure 21B.  
It is defined by an inset corner formed by the 90 cm tall west facing Ceiba Wall and the 140 cm tall south 
facing Sapote Wall.  It is likely that these walls formed two sides of a roofed interior space or, less likely, 
they served to define the limits of an external activity terrace associated with Structure 21B.  Onion 
Floor forms the base of this space.  Preserved red painted plaster indicates that Onion floor was most 
likely an interior floor.  Excavations concluded that Sapote Wall, Onion Floor, and likely Ceiba Wall were 
built contemporaneously.  Ceramic diagnostics from the fill of Onion Floor may date its construction to 
the Samal phase – possibly during the transitional period to the Hats Chaak phase around 660 AD. 

Structure 21A-2
 This construction phase was the result of two contemporaneous architectural additions.  The 
first was the construction of Manioc Floor approximately 20 cm above Onion Floor.  Like Onion Floor 
below it, Manioc Floor was painted red, perhaps indicating that this was internal space.  The second was 
the addition of a low step formed by Soscha Wall and Tomato Floor along the western face of Ceiba Wall 
(Figure 3.12).  This step is approximately 25 cm tall and 50 cm wide.  The top 30 cm of Ceiba Wall form a 
second stair riser.  The stair creates a clear access point into Patio 1 from the north and west.  It is 
possible that during this early construction phase, this space was covered, as noted for Structure 21A-
3

nd 

rd.  Future research may shed light on this possibility.  The fill below Manioc Floor was made of large 

Figure 3.16. Photo overview of excavations highlighting the continuous southern platform edge of 
Structures 21A-1st and 21B-1st-A.  Note the location of the preserved portion of Ginger Floor. 
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chert cobbles.  This fill contained Late Classic ceramic diagnostics, but not those distinctive enough to 
place the construction of Structure 21A-2nd

 
 in either the Samal or Hats Chaak phase. 

Structure 21A-1
 The architectural arrangement of Structure 21A-1

st 
st represented a substantial departure from its 

predecessors.  Structure 21A-1st is a two tiered platform with the upper level raised 60 cm above 
Structure 21B (Figure 3.10).  This upper building platform was constructed over the sunken room 
previously described.  Rather than accessing Structure 21B by stepping up from Structure 21A-2nd, 
occupants would have reached the highest point of Structure 21A-1st

 Structure 21A-1

 by stepping up from the western 
edge of Structure 21B. 

st

 Excavations into Structure 21A-1

’s building platform was square, approximately 4 m to a side.  Excavations in 
Units G and AA uncovered the preserved remnants of a plaster floor on top of the structure.  The floor 
entirely covered the north face of Sapote Wall, which played a prominent role in earlier construction 
phases.  The eastern edge of the building platform was made of a two step stair used to access the 
summit from Structure 21B.  The lower of these two steps, Chestnut Wall, was constructed over Ceiba 
Wall, Structure 21B’s western edge.  Both Chestnut Wall and the upper stair, Cedar Wall, were heavily 
disturbed due to bioturbation from tree roots.  The northern edge of the building platform was formed 
by Flamboyant Wall.  Along the northern edge, a low plastered terrace attached to the building’s 
northern side.  The southeast corner of the building platform may have been formed by the east facing 
edge of Sapote Wall.  Chestnut and Cedar Walls appear to have been constructed against this end of 
Sapote Wall such that the earlier wall forms a stair-side outset to the south of the stairs.  In Unit CC, 
Sapote Wall turns to face south, perhaps indicating the building platform’s southern edge. 

st’s building platform indicate that it was constructed in a single 
massive construction event by depositing a 1.2 m thick layer of large chert cobbles that filled in 
Structure 21A-2nd.  Unfortunately, ceramic diagnostics from this fill date the construction ambiguously 
to the Late Classic period, not specifically to the Samal or Hats Chaak phase.  Curiously, excavations in 
this fill revealed an incised limestone monument (Figure 3.17).  Mixter hypothesizes that this monument 
was placed as a dedication offering aimed at ensouling 
Structure 21A-1st

 Structure 21A-1

 (sensu Freidel and Schele 1989).  This 
monument is described in more detail under 24AU17 
below. 

st’s building platform was 
constructed on a lower substructure platform bounded to 
the south by Redwood Wall and topped by Ginger Floor 
(exposed in Units CC and DD).  This terrace was 
constructed at the same height as Structure 21B.  In fact, 
Redwood Wall was constructed to form a continuous 
southern terrace edge with Magnolia and Conifer Walls.  
As noted in the description of Structure 21B-1st-A above, 
this formed an 8 m long basal platform edge that clearly 
defined the northern boundary of Patio 1 (Figure 3.16).  
The eastern end of this basal platform edge terminates at 
the corner of Magnolia Wall in Unit E, while the western 
edge ends where Redwood Wall runs into Mahogany 
Wall, the eastern platform edge of Structure 20.  
Mahogany Wall passes north under Structure 21A-1st; 
however, it is unclear how this wall relates to any earlier 
construction phases of Structure 21A.  Ginger Wall forms 

Figure 3.17. Drawing of the incised 
monument recovered from the fill of 

Structure 21A-1st. 
 



55 
 

the surface of this basal platform and likely corresponds to the maximum original height of Redwood 
Wall. 
 Both Redwood and Mahogany Walls were constructed on Squash/Lettuce Floor.  Based on the 
dating of these floors to the south of Structure 21B in Operation 23, the construction of these walls can 
be placed in the second half of the Hats Chaak phase.  Penetrating excavations into the platform north 
of Redwood Wall did not produce a definitive date based on an initial ceramic analysis. 
 
Structure 21A and 21B abandonment 
 Excavations in the northwest corner of Patio 1 where Structures 20 and 21A meet uncovered a 
dense deposit of smashed ceramic vessels and assorted other artifacts.  These materials date to the 
Tsak’ phase and form the only strong evidence for Terminal Classic occupation within Group 8.  Rather 
than true occupation, Mixter interprets this deposit as a termination event.  Details of the deposit can 
be found in the description of 24AU4. 
 
Discussion 
 Overall, excavations in Operations 23 and 24 uncovered three major construction phases of 
Structure 21A and one major construction phase with three subphases of Structure 21B.  Two patio 
surfaces were identified in association with this architecture and one buried fill strata in association with 
penetrating excavations below each structure.  Each of these buried fills was constructed on an undated 
plaster floor.  It appears that the preparatory filling took place during the Samal phase.  The large 
quantities of Late Classic I ceramics associated with the fill of Structure 21B suggest activities taking 
place in the area during that time, likely those associated with Structure 20.  Unfortunately, no 
architecture can be securely dated to that period.  Rather, most deposits include at least a few Hats 
Chaak phase ceramics.  Structures 21A-1st, 21B-1st-A, and 21B-1st

 No Terminal Classic ceramics were recovered from fill deposits.  Instead, the large, Terminal 
Classic termination deposit in the northwest corner of the patio point to Group 8’s abandonment.  In the 
section that follows, each analytical unit from Operations 23 and 24 is described in detail. 

-B all likely date to the second half of 
the Hats Chaak phase because they were constructed over Squash/Lettuce Patio Floor.  This date is 
clearly defined in the fill below Squash Floor in Operation 23 (23AU6). 

 
Operations 23 and 24: List of Analytical Units 

 
In the sections that follow, analytical units of each construction phase are divided roughly into sections 
by operation, building, and construction phase.  At the beginning of each sub section, we will describe 
the construction phase holistically then enumerate each analytical unit one by one.  We will begin with 
Operation 23 and then move on to Operation 24.  Since the division between the operations is an 
artifact of the supervisor’s choice in field recording, we attempt to correlate the stratigraphy between 
the operations whenever possible.  The relationship between the various analytical units can be seen 
diagrammed in the Harris Matrix of the excavations (Figure 3.A.2; Tables 3.A.2 and 3.A.3). 
 
Operation 23 – Structure 21B-1st

 Structure 21B Modern Surface – AU1.  Lots Excavated: B/1, C/1, D/1, G/1, H/1, K/1, L/1.  This 
analytical unit consists of the modern soil accumulation resting on top of Structure 21B.  The matrix 
consists of a 10YR 2/2 clay loam with small (0 to 6 cm) stone inclusions.  It was separated from AU2 
because artifacts recovered from AU1 may be related to terminal use debris on the structure, while 
those in AU2 are from collapse on the patio surface.  These excavations exposed the upper courses of 
Maple Wall, Cypress Wall, and a portion of Magnolia Wall, each described in more detail below.  
Additionally, it exposed the tops of two kinds of fill.  The northern portion of the structure, north of 

-A 
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Cypress Wall, is constructed of large chert cobbles, while the fill between Cypress Wall and the southern 
edge of the platform consists of medium sized limestone rubble.  The fill to the north of Cypress Wall is 
slightly raised, suggesting that this wall may be the southern edge of a raised building platform.  
Excavations terminated at the surface of the building’s core fill.  No evidence the building’s terminal 
preserved surface remains, likely destroyed by bioturbation.   
 Patio 1 Modern Surface – AU2.  Lots Excavated: A/1; E/1; F/1; I/1; J/1.  AU2 consists of the 
modern soil accumulation resting on top of collapse located to the south of Structure 21B on top of the 
Patio 1 surface.  The matrix of this soil humus is the same 10YR 2/2 clay loam that composed AU1 with 
small (0 to 6 cm) stone inclusions.  Excavations were terminated in this analytical unit when we 
encountered the surface of the collapse to the south of Structure 21B. 
 Upper  Collapse South of Structure 21B – AU3.  Lots Excavated: A/2,3; E/2,3; F/2,3; I/2; J/2.  This 
lot consists of the upper portion of the collapse to the south of Structure 21B.  These excavations consist 
of a 10YR 3/2 clay loam containing dressed and undressed limestone inclusions between 1 and 25 cm in 
size.  The cut stones in this matrix makes sense since the likely origin of the collapse were the cut-stone 
walls that form the steps and southern walls of the Structure 21B platform. 
 Excavations halted at an even level of broken limestone, which Mixter originally believed to be a 
soil floor surface.  While it continues to be possible that his layer is a tamped floor, excavations across 
the southern face of Structure 24 indicated that this level did not continue across the patio.  Rather, a 
large termination deposit (described under Operation 24 AU4) rests on an intact plaster patio floor 
(known as Squash and Lettuce Floor in Operations 23 and 24 respectively) that is continuous across the 
patio.  This termination dates to the Terminal Classic period, and, based on the paucity of Terminal 
Classic ceramics associated with Group 8, this action appears to be the final action associated with the 
domestic group’s use.  This floor rests below AU4, the lower, more densely packed collapse deposit 
described next, indicating that this deposit postdates this termination event, and thus the abandonment 
of Group 8. 

Lower Collapse South of Structure 21B – AU4.  Lots Excavated: A/4; E/4; F/4; I/3; J/3.  This 
analytical unit consists of a 10YR 4/3 clay loam containing 6 to 25 cm undressed limestone inclusions.  As 
noted in the description of AU3, AU4 was originally thought to be a terminal plaza floor constructed of 
tamped sediments rather than plaster.  We now believe this analytical unit was a lower, differently 
packed layer of collapse rather than an intentional patio fill. 

An alternative interpretation relates this layer of sediment to the termination event described in 
Operation 24 AU4.  This termination deposit is covered by substantial limestone collapse, perhaps more 
than could have fallen naturally from the surrounding structures.  Furthermore, the limestone inclusions 
in Operation 23 AU4 (this analytical unit) appeared to be neatly packed, and cut-limestone blocks had 
fallen face down onto the surface of this compacted deposit.  Rather than natural collapse, this material 
could instead have been part of a massive, 10 to 15 cm thick infilling of Patio 1 during the group’s 
abandonment.  Such an infilling event would be similar to the final construction noted on the summit of 
Structure 19 (Jamison, this volume) and seen in the abandonment of structures elsewhere (Iannone 
2005; Schortman and Urban 2011).  Another possibility, seen in the east profile of Operation 23, is that 
this difference in matrix corresponds to a low step that extended south 80 cm from the base of the 
structure’s inset stairs during the building’s final phase (Figure 3.14). 

At the base of this analytical unit, excavations uncovered the final construction form of 
Structure 21B’s southern platform edge (part of Structure 21B-1st-A).  This construction phase consists of 
a well built cut-limestone platform edge facing south that is interrupted by a 2 step inset staircase in 
Units F and J.  This architecture is anchored by Magnolia Wall, a continuous platform edge preserved to 
a maximum of 5 courses made of cut stone located in Operation 23 Units A, D, E, F and Operation 24 
Units Y and Z (Figure 3.10).  Magnolia Wall was built of limestone blocks in a mix of sizes constructed in 
the flat-laid style.  As we will see, Magnolia Wall was built using standard architectural techniques with a 
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cut-block facing in front of a core face (Rosewood Wall) with fill behind (Loten and Pendergast 1984:21).  
In Units A and E, Magnolia Wall faces south into Patio 1. 

Magnolia Wall forms a 90 degree corner in Unit E, turning to face east and forming the western 
edge of an inset stair. Located in Units F and J, this inset stair was not original to the structure, but 
rather was constructed in an inset corner between Magnolia and Maple Walls after the building’s initial 
layout was set (see Stair Treads 1 and 2 in Figure 3.10; Figure 3.14).  Stair Tread 2 is at the same height 
as either Magnolia or Maple Walls and represents an extension of the platform’s surface.  Stair Tread 1 
splits the difference in elevation between the terminal patio surface, Squash Floor, and the platform 
surface, creating two stair risers approximately 30 cm high.  The tread and riser of Stair 1 both had 
preserved plaster remaining on them.  A 20 cm wide extension of Stair 1’s tread (Cohune Wall in Figure 
3.10) ran south from the stair to the corner of Magnolia Wall. 

At the base of AU4 excavations encountered Squash floor, a mostly preserved plaster patio 
floor.  This patio floor is the same as Lettuce Floor in Operation 24 and appears to be the terminal patio 
surface.  This surface was clearly constructed after Magnolia Wall and the stairs because its plaster lips 
up to these architectural features.  Cohune Wall, on the other hand, was built later because the floor 
runs underneath it. 

Collapse on the Surface of Structure 21B – AU5.  Lots Excavated: C/2; D/2; G/2; H/2.  This 
analytical unit consists of collapse cleared from the surface of Structure 21B in order to clarify Cypress 
Wall, which marks the southern edge of a slightly elevated building platform located in the center of 
Structure 21B.  Crew removed large 6 to 25 cm uncut-limestone and chert cobbles from the surface of 
the structure.  The cobbles appear to mostly have come from north of Cypress Wall, especially in Unit D 
where a root appears to have blown out the wall and allowed this cobble fill material to spill out.  Chert 
cobbles form the fill of the building platform while the limestone blocks form the fill of the main 
platform. 

Structure 21B Fill – AU12.  Lots Excavated: C/3,4; D/3.  Excavations in this analytical unit began 
penetrating excavations into Structure 21B aimed at understanding the building’s construction method, 
materials, and history.  Here we removed the top layer of fill in Units C and D to the south of Cypress 
Wall.  Matrix consisted of large 25 to 50 cm chert cobbles and small 1 to 6 cm undressed limestone in a 
10YR 2/2 clay loam.  At the base of this analytical unit, we encountered the top of Rosewood Wall, a 
chert cobble retaining wall that forms the core face of Structure 21B, and a sediment color change.  
AU12 consists of a uniform fill placed on top of the platform’s core fill in preparation for the building’s 
surface. 
 In addition to understanding the construction of Structure 21B, penetrating excavations were 
aimed at recovering ceramics from the fill that would allow for dating the building’s construction.  
Ceramics diagnostic of the Hats’ Chaak phase were recovered from this fill date the building’s 
construction to the second half of the Late Classic period. 

Magnolia Wall Fill – AU13.  Lots Excavated: C/5,6.  This analytical unit consists of excavations 
into the 1.8 m thick masonry backing behind Magnolia Wall and in front of Rosewood Wall, Structure 
21B’s southern core face.  These excavations dug through a 10YR 4/3 to 10YR 5/3 clay loam filled with 
large (25 to 50 cm) chert cobbles.  Excavations included Late Classic ceramics.  We believe this 
construction phase to be part of the same construction episode as AU12, which dates more specifically 
to the Hats’ Chaak ceramic phase. 

At the base of this analytical unit, we encountered a layer of soft sediment with a few, small (0 
to 1 cm) inclusions.  The elevation of this level is similar to the base of Magnolia Wall and Potato Floor 
found in the patio (described below).  This could either be the remains of a continuous plaza floor that 
underlies Group 8 or simply a level construction surface created to support Structure 21B.  Because no 
buried architecture was found, these excavations strongly suggest that Structure 21B was only built in 
one major construction phase during the Hats’ Chaak phase.  While we do see a sequence of minor 
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modifications to the building (described in the next section), the construction’s main mass was never 
modified.  This finding was verified by penetrating excavations as part of Operation 24.  The lack of 
architectural accretion is unusual for Maya domestic architecture and speaks to the short lived 
occupation of this space. 
 
Operation 23 – Architectural Modifications to the Southern Façade of Structure 21B. 
 Cohune Wall Outset – AU8.  Lot Excavated: F/6.  This lot consisted of removing Cohune Wall, the 
20 cm wide outset from Magnolia Wall that extended south from the lower stair.  The excavated matrix 
is a 10YR 5/3 clay loam situated between the cut blocks of the well constructed Cohune Wall.  The wall 
was constructed to the south of the stair and on Squash Floor, indicating that this modification was the 
latest construction in this section of Structure 21B, associated with the addition of the inset stairs to the 
southern side of Structure 21B. 
 Lower Stair 1 – AU9.  Lots Excavated: F/7; J/5.  Excavations in AU9 removed the top course of 
stones from the lower of the two inset steps attached to the south of Structure 21B.  The tops of the 
second course form a level even with a plastered surface that lips up to the second stair riser (Figure 
3.14).  Clearly, this relates to an earlier version of the stairs.  As noted below, there is no corresponding 
plaster on what might be an earlier version of the upper stair, though this lack of plaster may be due to 
erosion and bioturbation.  The construction phase associated with the earlier stair is known as Structure 
21B-1st

 Upper Stair 1 – AU10.  Lots Excavated: F/8; G/3; J/6; K/2.  Similar to AU9, excavations in AU10 
consisted of removing the top course of stones from the upper of the two inset steps attached to the 
south of Structure 21B.  The tops of the second remaining course form a level surface and may have 
related to an earlier version of these stairs (Figure 3.14).  No plaster was encountered associated with 
the top of this intermediate level.  While this was likely the level of an earlier stair, this hypothesis 
cannot be positively verified.  Because of the proximity of this level to the modern surface and evidence 
of heavy root activity, it is likely that the plaster on this earlier step has been eroded.  This step would be 
contemporaneous with the step described in AU9 as part of Structure 21B-1

-B.  The matrix removed in this lot consisted of 10YR 4/3 clay loam with dressed stone inclusions 
from the stair’s constructed southern face. 

st

 Stair 2 – AU11.  Lots Excavated: F/9; G/4; J/7; K/3.  These excavations consisted of the removal 
of the staircase from Structure 21B-1

-B.  The matrix of this 
excavation lot is 10YR 3/2 clay loam with large dressed stone inclusions from the constructed southern 
face of the stair.  

st-B to expose the inset corner between Magnolia and Maple Walls 
(Figure 3.12).  These excavations removed the stairs down to the level of Potato Floor.  Although the 
stairs were constructed on Potato Floor, the lowest course of cut-stone blocks was encountered 20 cm 
above this floor.  Below this, a layer of small 1 to 6 cm undressed limestone chunks were laid as a 
construction foundation.  Even though the stairs were built on Potato Floor, they clearly postdate the 
construction of Squash Floor, which was cut to accommodate the deep setting of stairs.  A preserved, 
cut portion of Squash Floor was preserved under the stairs in Unit J adjacent to Maple Wall.  Squash 
Floor was then patched together outside the stairs, such that the plaster from this floor lips up onto the 
lower riser of the stair.  This construction phase consists of 10YR 4/3 clay loam with large dressed 
limestone inclusions (from the stair faces) and smaller 1 to 6 cm undressed limestone.  The removal of 
this construction phase exposed the southern façade of Structure 21B-1st

 

-C, the building’s first 
construction phase.   

Operation 23 – Patio 1 Investigations. 
 Squash Fill – AU6.  Lots Excavated: A/5; E/5; F/5; I/4; J/4.  This analytical unit consisted of the 
removal of Squash Floor and the plaza fill beneath this floor.  The matrix of this analytical unit consists of 
10YR 5/3 clay loam with mostly small 1 to 6 cm limestone inclusions.  This analytical unit was terminated 
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at Potato Floor, a heavily eroded plaster floor visible only as a dense, sticky surface with the remnants of 
white plaster flecks resting on a small, pebble ballast.  This construction fill was likely contemporaneous 
with AU7, though the difference in fill type is clearly noticeable.  Diagnostic ceramics from this analytical 
unit date it to the second half of the Hats’ Chaak phase, indicating that both Structures 21B-1st-A and 
21B-1st-B date to this time period or later.  Based on the general paucity of Terminal Classic ceramics 
from Group 8, it is most likely that these both date to this ceramic subphase.  Removing this patio fill 
uncovered the earliest version of Structure 21B.  Structure 21B-1st

 Squash Cobble Fill – AU7.  Lot Excavated: A/6.  This analytical unit is likely contemporaneous 
with AU6.  It is a different kind of patio fill encountered under Squash Floor, but only located in Unit A.  
This fill is composed of a dense layer of 6 to 25 cm chert cobbles surrounded by a 10YR 5/3 clay loam 
matrix.  Like AU6, this fill rests on Potato Floor and abuts Magnolia Wall. 

-C was constructed on top of Potato 
Floor, which passes beneath the bases of Magnolia and Maple Walls. 

 Potato Fill – AU14.  Lots Excavated: A/7; E/6; F/10; G/5.  Below Potato Floor, excavations 
proceeded through a compact 10YR 4/2 clay loam patio fill with few, small (0 to 1 cm) limestone 
inclusions.  At the base, we encountered a layer of small (1 to 6 cm) chert cobbles forming an even level 
topped by small limestone flecks.  A few ceramics found directly on these cobbles had plaster pressed 
onto their surfaces, indicating that this level was originally a plaster floor (known as Kale Floor).  Ceramic 
diagnostics from this analytical unit are mixed and indicate a terminus post quem construction date in 
the Early Classic period. 
 
Operation 24 – Structure 21A-1st and Structure 21B-1st

 Patio 1 Modern Surface – AU1.  Lots Excavated: A/1; B/1; P/1; Q/1; R/1; S/1.  This analytical unit 
consists of the modern soil accumulation over areas of Patio 1 excavated as part of Operation 24.  The 
matrix consists of 10YR 2/2 clay loam with 0 to 6 cm limestone inclusions.  Excavations terminated at the 
surface of the collapse from Structure 21A into the plaza south of the structure.  This collapse appears to 
consist of heavily eroded cut-limestone blocks, likely the eroded and collapsed remains of Structure 
21A’s southern edge.  As described in AU2 and AU3, this edge was partially preserved; however, the 
large mass of collapsed material indicates substantial collapse of the southern facade.  This analytical 
unit is the same as AU7 and AU8.  We separated the three because they represent the surface over 
distinct portions of the excavations and artifacts represent abandonment process associated with 
different kinds of architecture. 

-A 

 Patio Collapse 1 – AU2.  Lots Excavated: A/2; B/2; C/2,3; D/2,3; Q/2; S/2; T/1; U/1; V/1; W/1; 
X/2; Y/2; Z/2.  This analytical unit consists of the excavation of the upper level of collapse originating 
from Structures 21A and 21B that fell into Patio 1.  The matrix consists of 10YR 3/2 clay loam with many 
large (25 to 50 cm) chert cobbles.  Especially in Units A, B, C, and D, AU2 also consists of a second phase 
of collapse, in other words, it contains core fill material resting on top of the initial platform edge 
collapse.  As such, this analytical unit terminated at a level of collapsed cut-limestone blocks.  Most of 
the architecture exposed by these excavations is described below as part of AU3.  Lots X/7, Y/2, and X/2 
also exposed a portion of Structure 21B-1st-B, a construction phase which predates the construction of 
Structure 21A-1st

 Patio Collapse 2 – AU3.  Lots Excavated: A/3,4; B/3,4; D/4; P/2; R/2; S/3; T/2; U/2; V/2; W/2.  
This analytical unit consisted of the removal of the second level of collapse from Structure 21A and 21B 
south into Patio 1.  This lot consists of densely packed cut-limestone blocks fallen from the southern 
façade of Structures 21A-1

.  These findings will be described as part of AU15 below. 

st and 21B-1st-A.  These blocks are contained within a 10YR 4/3 clay loam 
sediment.  In the northwest corner of Patio 1, this collapse is up to 40 cm thick and it extends at some 
depth across the exposed southern façade of Structures 21A and 21B.  This is the same as Operation 
23AU4 further to the east.  Excavations in this analytical unit were terminated when the terminal 
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architecture of Structures 21A and 21B was defined and upon encountering a large deposit of in situ 
material resting on the terminal patio surface in the northwest corner of Patio 1. 
 In the northwest corner of Patio 1, excavation in this analytical unit uncovered the junction 
between Structures 21A and Structure 20 (Figure 3.10), the structure on the western side of the 
platform.  Mahogany Wall is a 2.4 m long section of Structure 20’s eastern platform edge while 
Redwood Wall is Structure 21A’s southern platform edge. Unlike the flat laid limestone blocks used to 
construct Structure 21B, these platform edges were constructed using large limestone blocks flat on all 
six sides and laid on edge lengthwise.  This construction technique is similar to Uck Walls 1 and 2 on the 
western façade of Structure 22 uncovered in Operation 20 (see above).  Mahogany Wall is preserved to 
a maximum height of 80 cm and three courses of stone.  Redwood Wall was only preserved to a 
maximum of two courses and approximately 60 cm of height.  The maximum preserved height of 
Mahogany Wall appears likely to be near its original height.  Redwood Wall, on the other hand, likely 
was originally significantly taller than its current height based on the large quantities of collapse found in 
Patio 1 to the south of the wall and the extant elevation of Structure 21A’s core fill to the north of the 
excavated area.  Redwood Wall was probably at least 110 cm in height originally. 
 Excavations in Units S and D indicate that Mahogany Wall, and thus the construction of 
Structure 20, predates Redwood Wall and Structure 21A-1st.  This phenomenon is seen more clearly in 
the excavations behind Redwood Wall described below as AU15.  In brief, Redwood Wall was built along 
the eastern face of Mahogany Wall, which continues north under Structure 21A-1st’s core fill.  This 
earlier wall may have terminated at the southern side of Sapote Wall during the times of Structure 21A-
2nd

 Importantly, both Redwood and Mahogany Walls were constructed on top of the well-preserved 
plaster patio floor known as Lettuce Floor, indicating that these construction phases postdate this floor’s 
construction.  Excavations determined that Lettuce Floor matches Squash Floor encountered in 
Operation 23.  Earlier versions of Structure 20 may predate this floor, as Structure 21B-1

, described below. 

st

 The preserved portion of Redwood Wall is 1.4 m long stretching from the face of Mahogany 
Wall east towards Magnolia Wall.  During the final version of Structure 21A, Mahogany Wall joined with 
Conifer and Magnolia Walls in Unit X to form a single, unified platform edge approximately 8 m long 
(Figures 3.10 and 3.16).  Within Operation 24, Magnolia Wall is the continuation of the same wall 
defined first in Operation 23.  Within Operation 24, it is preserved to four courses and 40 cm above the 
elevation of Lettuce Floor. 

-C does.  
Perhaps this floor extends north to the southern face of Sapote Wall. 

Conifer Wall is an approximately 90 cm south facing wall that abuts Magnolia Wall in Unit Y and 
would have abutted Redwood Wall in Unit X.  This wall served as the south face of a low step used to 
access the surface of Structure 21B-1st-B.  With the construction of Structure 21A-1st, this section of wall 
was incorporated into the continuous southern wall of Structures 21A and 21B.  Based on the even level 
formed by the surface of Structure 21B’s fill at the base of Lot X/1, it is likely that Conifer Wall was raised 
to the same level as Redwood and Magnolia Walls during the building’s final construction phase.  The 
earlier version of this wall will be discussed in more detail under the description of AU15.  Excavations in 
Units U, V, W, X, Y, and Z indicate that at this time, the surface of Structure 21B was continuous up to 
where Structure 21A-1st

 Finally, removing this collapse revealed Feature 1, a dense deposit of smashed materials left on 
Lettuce Floor during or after the abandonment of Group 8.  This material is most dense in the patio’s 
northwest corner, but it extends east all the way to Unit U.  The contents of this deposit are described in 
AU4, below.  It is important to note that some artifacts belonging to the deposit were likely removed in 
lots associated with AU3 because they were not initially recognized as part of this feature. 

’s raised building platform rose. 

 Feature 1 – AU4.  Lots Excavated: A/5; B/5; P/3; Q/3; R/3.  This analytical unit consists of 
materials left in situ on Lettuce floor in the northwest corner of Patio 1, either during the building’s 
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abandonment or soon after.  The specific identifications of these materials are pending detailed 
laboratory analysis.  The materials appear to have centered in the corner between Redwood and 
Mahogany Walls, centered in Unit B; however, they extended throughout the patio in Units A, B, C, D, Q, 
R, S, T, and U.  The deposit included three fragments of groundstone manos, large portions of several 
ceramic vessels that appear to have been smashed in situ, obsidian fragments, daub, lithic material, and 
at least one piece of slate.  Identified ceramic vessel types include Alexander and Mount Maloney jar 
rims and the rim of a large Belize Red incurving bowl.  The most spectacular piece associated with the 
deposit was a post-fire incised Belize Red ocarina carefully halved lengthwise (Figure 3.18).  The 
ceramics from this deposit date to the Terminal Classic period.  We interpret these materials as a 
termination deposit, related to the final ritual killing of this patio group during its abandonment. 
The artifacts associated with this feature were encountered smashed below the cut-stone block collapse 
falling from Mahogany and Redwood Walls.  Additionally, the materials were found embedded in a 10YR 
5/3 clay loam sediment.  Importantly, the materials from this deposit were not solely collected in the 
lots associated with this analytical unit.  Rather, they are likely also mixed into units excavated as part of 
AU3 and AU5. 

Material on Lettuce Floor – AU5.  Lots Excavated B/6; P/4; Q/4; R/4.  This analytical unit consists 
of a thin (1 to 2 cm) layer of sediment located between the base of Feature 1 and Lettuce Floor.  This 
sediment accumulation is likely the result of weathering of Lettuce Floor and consists of a 10YR 5/3 clay 
loam with few inclusions.  Lettuce Floor was mostly eroded, with the exception of small portions in Units 
B and P.  In Units R and Q, small portions of preserved plaster lip up onto Mahogany Wall.  But where 
this lipping isn’t present, it is clear that the earliest version of Lettuce Floor runs under Redwood Wall.  
The lipping was likely the result of a resurfacing of Lettuce Floor during normal maintenance.  Any 
material recovered in these lots likely relate to the feature described in AU4. 
 Structure 21B Modern Surface – AU7.  Lots Excavated: C/1; D/1; E/1; H/1; K/1; L/1; M/1; N/1; 
X/1; Y/1; Z/1; CC/1.  This analytical unit consists of the modern soil accumulation above the portions of 
Structure 21B excavated as part of Operation 24.  The matrix consists of 10YR 2/2 clay loam with 0 to 6 
cm limestone inclusions.  The excavation of these lots exposed the eroded surface of the fill of the 
western edge of Structure 21B.  As in Operation 23, all that remains of this surface is the top of a 
massive cobble core fill built of large (25 to 50 cm) chert cobbles.  The base of this analytical unit also 
uncovered the tops of the platform’s edges, including the continuation of Magnolia Wall west from 
Operation 23 at the platform’s southern 
edge and Pine Wall at its northern edge.  
Additionally, excavation uncovered the 
collapse falling east from the raised 
Structure 21A onto the terminal surface 
of Structure 21B.  Importantly, 
excavations in Lot CC/1 likely uncovered 
a line of cut stones facing east, which 
likely were the remains of the heavily 
collapsed southeastern portion of 
Structure 21A.  They may have been a 
southern extension of Chestnut Wall 
running south, and thus a portion of 
Structure 21A-1st.  The wall 
encountered in Lot CC/1 may turn west 
and form the southern edge of 
Structure 21A-1st’s top platform, which 
rest on a larger platform faced to the 

Figure 3.18. Carefully-halved post-fire incised Belize Red 
ocarina found in Operation 24, Feature 1. 
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south by Redwood Wall as described in AU3.  The significance of these stones is described in more detail 
below in AU9. 
 Structure 21A Modern Surface – AU8.  Lots Excavated: F/1; G/1; I/1; J/1; AA/1; BB/1.  Like the 
other surface excavations, this analytical unit consists of a 10YR 2/2 clay loam with small (0 to 6 cm) 
limestone inclusions.  The excavation exposed both the top surface and eastern edge of Structure 21A.  
The terminal occupation surface exposed in Units J, G, AA, and BB is a plastered platform surface raised 
approximately 60 cm above Structure 21B, to which it is attached.  Portions of preserved plaster were 
encountered on top of the structure at the base of G/1 and AA/1.  Units I and F were focused on 
understanding the eastern edge of Structure 21A, particularly in relation to the building’s articulation 
with Structure 21B.  Excavations in Lots F/1 and I/1 suggested to us that this edge of Structure 21A may 
have been a stair providing access to the summit of Structure 21B.  Further excavations in AU9 would 
indicate that this scenario was likely.  Generally, however, this platform edge is heavily disturbed and 
lines that may once have been well constructed out of cut stones have collapsed. 
 It is important to note that our investigations of Structure 21A were hindered substantially by a 
large amount of bioturbation related to tree growth on top of the structure.  A large tree root was found 
in Lot BB/1 and a large pit-like disturbance attributed to cohuneroots was encountered in Lot AA/1.  
High densities of palm nuts encountered in excavations on top of Structure 21A confirms that these 
trees grew on top of this structure and were likely highly destructive to the archaeological remains. 

Structure 21A East Collapse – AU9.  Lots Excavated: E/2,3; F/2; H/2,3; I/2; CC/2; DD/1.  This 
analytical unit consisted of collapse falling from the eastern edge of Structure 21A onto the surface of 
Structure 21B.  Removing this material resulted in exposing the terminal architecture that made up this 
edge of Structure 21A-1st

Sapote Wall, on the other hand, serves as a stairside outset to the south of the stair formed by 
Chestnut and Cedar Wall.  As noted in the description of Lot CC/1 as part of AU7 above, Sapote Wall 
appears to corner towards the east in Unit CC, possibly forming the edge of Structure 21A-1

.  The collapse material removed consisted of 10YR 2/2 clay loam with large (6 
to 25 cm) undressed and cut-limestone inclusions.  The material is mostly the remains of collapse from 
the highly disturbed east-facing Chestnut, Cedar, and Sapote Walls (Figure 3.10).  These walls were very 
badly preserved.  Chestnut and Cedar Walls appear to form two stairs of a staircase leading from the 
western portion of Structure 21B to the surface of Structure 21A.  These walls do exist, but they were 
heavily disturbed by tree roots.  This is especially true of the northern portion of Cedar Wall.  Chestnut 
Wall was preserved to a maximum height of 30 cm and five courses, while Cedar Wall was preserved to 
a maximum height of 50 cm and seven courses of stone.  Cedar Wall would have risen approximately 20 
cm above the tread created by the top of Chestnut Wall. 

st’s elevated 
building platform.  Excavations in Lots CC/2 and DD/1 also revealed that the exposed east facing side of 
Sapote Wall is also related to the north facing side of the same wall described in AU18 and AU19.  This 
side of the wall forms part of Structures 21A-2nd and 21A-3rd

Additionally, excavations in Unit DD exposed the southern edge of Ceiba Wall.  This wall formed 
the original western face of Structure 21B-1

.  As such, the wall clearly predates the stair 
formed by Chestnut and Cedar Wall.  Chestnut Wall’s placement was likely determined by the 
preexistence of Sapote Wall’s east face. 

st-C and will be discussed in more detail in AU12, AU16, and 
AU17.  It does appear as though the south-facing portion of this wall was the original edge of Structure 
21B-1st

Finally, the east facing section of Sapote Wall rests on a partially preserved plaster floor known 
as Ginger Floor.  This floor appears to be the terminal occupation surface of the platform formed atop 
Redwood Wall and would have been exposed as part of Structure 21A-1

-C prior to the construction of Structure 21A. 

st.  How this floor relates to the 
earlier phases of Structure 21A remains unclear.  The floor would have terminated at the exposed 
portion of Ceiba Wall, making this wall a low step after the construction Structure 21A-1st. 
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Structure 21A North Collapse – AU6.  Lots Excavated: EE/1; FF/1.  This analytical unit consists of 
two 1 m by 1.5 m excavation units located on the northern edge of Structure 21A (Figure 3.10).  These 
units were located with the hope of understanding the northern terrace that sticks out from the 
northern edge of Structure 21A.  The matrix excavated consisted of 10YR 2/2 clay loam with 6 to 25 cm 
cut-stone inclusions, likely the collapse of the northern edge of Structure 21A-1st

 

’s northern building 
platform edge.  Excavations encountered the remains of Flamboyant Wall, a north facing platform wall 
disturbed by large tree roots located in the southwest corner of Unit EE.  This wall was preserved to a 
height of 60 cm and was built on Chive Floor, the terrace’s terminal plastered surface.  Additionally, the 
top of Teak Wall was uncovered, a buried platform edge facing east.  Too little of this earlier wall was 
uncovered to provide any understanding of its relationship to any known construction phases. 

Operation 24 – Investigations related primarily to Structure 21B 
 Structure 21B North Collapse – AU10.  Lots Excavated: K/2,3.  This analytical unit consists of 
collapse on the northern terrace of Structure 21B originating from the building’s northern platform 
edge.  The collapse consists of a clay loam matrix grading from 10YR 2/2 at the top of the analytical unit 
to 10YR 5/2 at its base.  This matrix is mostly located between a pile of large (6 to 50 cm) dress 
limestone blocks that make up most of the collapse.  These blocks fell from Pine Wall, the building’s 
northern platform edge.  This wall is preserved to a height of 60 cm and a maximum of four courses.  
They rest on the preserved plaster remains of Zucchini Floor, the north terrace’s terminal occupation 
surface.  This wall forms the northern edge of all known phases of Structure 21B. 
 Structure 21B Surface Collapse –AU11.  Lots Excavated: K/4, L/2.  This lot consists of the removal 
of material from the northern edge of Structure 21B.  This material may be the disturbed terminal 
structure of Structure 21B or collapse material which has rolled down from Structure 21A.  This 
analytical unit was initiated to delineate the edge of the platform and its architectural elaboration.  
These excavations uncovered the surface of Pine Wall, described in AU10, but also two more parallel 
lines of cut stones located immediately to the south of Pine Wall (Figure 3.13).  In order to better define 
these lines of stones, excavations penetrated slightly between each of the two lines of stones. 

Chechem Wall, the middle alignment of stones, rises about 10 cm above the level of Pine Wall 
and may have served to create a decorative outset design for the northern wall.  Additionally, it appears 
to continue below our excavations.  Perhaps this superpositioning indicates that Chechem Wall was a 
predecessor to Pine Wall.  On the other hand, Gumbolimbo Wall consists of only a single course of large 
cut stones set on end.  This wall only rises to the terminal surface of Structure 21B and would have 
served no practical aesthetic purpose.  Instead, Mixter proposes that Chechem and Gumbolimbo Walls 
served as the supports for a wall trench for posts.  This construction technique would have supported a 
substantial wall.  While such a wall could have formed one side of a perishable superstructure, the lack 
of wall trenches on other sides of the Structure 21B platform indicate that this wall may instead have 
been a perishable wall.  The curtain wall restricted people from seeing into Patio 1 and maintained the 
occupant’s privacy. 

The analytical unit consisted of a 10YR 2/2 clay loam with large (6 to 25 cm) undressed-
limestone inclusions.  Excavations terminated when the excavation space between the lines of stones 
became unworkable without removing one of the lines of stones. 
 Structure 21B Cobble Fill – AU12.  Lots Excavated:  E/4,5; H/4,5; M/2,3; N/2,3.  This analytical 
unit consists of a large (>25 cm) dry-laid chert-cobble fill contained within a 10YR 4/3 clay loam.  This 90 
cm thick cobble fill deposit is located on the western edge of Structure 21B, along the back side of Ceiba 
Wall.  Ceiba Wall will be described as part of AU16.  Evidence of construction bins indicates a well-
constructed fill. 

Ceramic diagnostics recovered from this fill indicate a complex dating question.  While it is clear 
that the upper parts of the fill date to the Hats Chaak phase, the large quantities of Samal phase 
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ceramics located near the base of the analytical unit suggest that the building may have been built in 
two phases.  Because of the uniformity of the chert-cobble fill, it may be impossible to distinguish 
between these two construction episodes if they exist. 
 The analytical unit terminated in an abrupt soil change to a layer of 10YR 4/3 sediment with a 
low density of 1 to 2 cm inclusions.  It is possible that this change represents the remnants of an eroded 
plaster floor or perhaps just a prepared construction surface. 
 Redwood Fill – AU15.  Lots Excavated:  D/5; X/3.  This analytical unit consists of fill from two 
separate penetrations directly to the north (behind) Redwood Wall.  Excavations in D/5 were intended 
to follow Mahogany Wall north into Structure 21A and to retrieve a sample of the platform’s fill to 
provide a construction date for Structure 21A-1st.  The second excavations were initiated to better 
understand the junction between Magnolia and Redwood Walls and to uncover the arrangement of 
Structure 21B-1st-B prior to the construction of Structure 21A-1st

 Lot D/5 consisted of a 10YR 5/3 clay loam matrix containing large (6 to 25 cm) undressed-
limestone fill.  Excavations revealed the north (back) side of Redwood Wall and determined that 
Mahogany Wall continues to pass north under Structure 21A, meaning it must predate Redwood Wall.  
Both rest on Lettuce Floor.  The elevation of the floor is lower to the north of Redwood Wall than within 
Patio 1, indicating that Redwood Wall was built on an earlier version of the floor.  Too few diagnostic 
ceramics were recovered from the fill to securely date this fill deposit. 

. 

 Lot X/3 consisted of a 10 YR 4/3 clay loam fill with medium sized (1 to 25 cm) limestone and 
chert inclusions.  This lot specifically excavated the space between the north (back) side of Redwood 
Wall, the south facing Fir Wall, and the western face of Conifer Wall.  Excavations proceeded to Lettuce 
Floor, on which Redwood and Conifer Walls were constructed.  Here, we describe the architecture 
exposed at the base of Units X/3 and Y/2, which documents a progression of three architectural 
subphases of Structure 21B.  During Structure 21B-1st-A, Redwood Wall connected Structure 21A-1st

Constructed as part of Structure 21B-1st-B, the stone alignments uncovered in these two units 
served to form a pair of low steps allowing access up to the surface of Structure 21B (Figure 3.15).  The 
south facing Fir Wall forms an inset corner with the northwest end of Magnolia Wall and a low, 1 m long 
south-facing stair was placed in this corner.  The first stair’s riser is approximately 30 cm high and 
formed by the south facing portion of Conifer Wall.  Its tread is approximately 30 cm wide and has 
preserved plaster, known as Eggplant Floor.  This plaster lips up onto the face of Lodgepole Wall, the 
second stair riser.  This second stair riser is heavily collapsed, so its original height is impossible to 
reconstruct.  Similarly, the tread of this stair is mostly gone; however, it would have been approximately 
35 cm wide.  The west face of Conifer Wall forms the western edge of the stair.  Importantly, the stairs 
were constructed on top of Lettuce Wall, indicating they postdate the construction of this patio floor.  In 
contrast, Magnolia and Fir Walls both pass below Lettuce Floor, indicating they predate this 
construction.  For a more detailed discussion of this construction sequence see 23AU6.  During the 
occupation of Structure 21B-1

 to 
Structure 21B, creating a continuous structure edge.  As a result of the building’s disturbance, an 
approximately 30 cm section of Redwood Wall is missing where it would have adjoined to the south face 
of Conifer Wall (as described in AU3 above). 

st

 

-C, these two walls would have been exposed as an inset corner without 
the attached stair (Figure 3.12).  Fir Wall would then have connected with Ceiba Wall to form the 
southwest corner of Structure 21B. 

Operation 24 – Excavations into earlier construction phases of Structure 21A 
 In this section, we describe analytical units related to the primary east-west trench placed into 
Structure 21A originating from Structure 21B.  These excavations fall within the 2 m by 3 m area that 
encompasses Units F, G, I, J, AA, and BB.  Here, we exposed portions of two earlier versions of Structure 
21A: Structure 21A-2nd and Structure 21A-3rd. 
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 Chestnut Fill – AU16.  Lots Excavated: F/3; I/3.  This analytical unit consisted of the removal of 
Chestnut Wall and the fill between it and Cedar Wall.  The matrix was a 10YR 3/2 clay loam with a high 
density of 6 to 25 cm cut- and undressed-limestone blocks.  Rather than simply a step, these excavations 
confirmed that Cedar Wall was built first as a stand-alone wall that is footed at the same level as the 
base of Chestnut Wall.  While it is possible that Cedar served as the eastern platform edge of an earlier 
construction phase, it is footed insecurely and directly on the top of large chert-cobble rubble.  Typically, 
the exposed bases of walls at Actuncan are footed on a more secure prepared surface.  As such, Mixter 
suspects it never stood exposed from top to bottom. 
 Removing Chestnut Wall revealed that it was footed on the preserved top of the west facing 
Ceiba Wall.  Prior to the construction of Structure 21A-1st, Ceiba Wall was the western platform edge of 
Structure 21B.  This is significant because it clearly shows that the construction of Structure 21A-1st

Cobble Cedar Fill – AU 17.  Lots Excavated: F/4; G/3; J/2; AA/2,4; BB/2.  Here we describe the 
excavations of both AU17 and AU18.  Excavations in these analytical units removed Cedar Wall and its 
associated fill to expose Structure 21A-2

 
postdates Structure 21B. 

nd

These excavations formed a single massive fill event approximately 120 cm deep, terminating at 
Manioc Floor, a well-preserved plaster surface.  Excavations only proceeded to this depth in a 1 m by 3 
m section consisting of Units F, G, and AA.  The depth of this deposit is significant because it means 
Structure 21A-2

.  These two analytical units are part of a single construction 
episode, but were separated because they were two different kinds of fill.  AU17 consists of large chert-
cobbles located within a loose 10YR 5/3 clay loam matrix.  Importantly, the fill matrix from these two 
analytical units was heavily disturbed by trees. 

nd is significantly different in form from Structure 21A-1st

In Unit AA, approximately in the center of the modern day mound, excavations uncovered a 
large, rounded incised limestone monument within the fill (Figure 3.17).  The monument measures 
approximately 40 cm in diameter and 11 cm thick.  It has incised marks on both flat sides, one with only 
a single inscribed circle.  The monument was located within the fill approximately 25 cm above the 
surface of Manioc Floor.  
Mixter suggests that its 
placement was intended as 
part of a dedication cache 
aimed at ensouling Structure 
21A-1

.  While the later structure was 
a tall mound rising above Structure 21B to the east, the earlier version of the structure was a sunken 
space located 60 below Structure 21B. 

st

At the base of this 
analytical unit, excavations 
exposed Structure 21A-2

 (following Freidel and 
Schele 1989). 

nd 
(Figure 3.12).  The faces of 
three walls were exposed: 
Ceiba and Soscha Walls facing 
west and Sapote Wall facing 
north (Figure 3.19).  Manioc 
Floor serves as the primary 
occupation surface associated 
with Structure 21A-2nd.  As 
noted previously, Ceiba Wall 
forms the western edge of 

Figure 3.19. Photo of the exposed portion of Structure 21A-2nd 
showing Ceiba Wall, Sapote Wall, Soscha Wall, Manioc Floor and 
Ginger Floor.  Not that Ceiba Wall also forms the western edge of 
Structure 21B. 
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Structure 21B, likely dating to that building’s initial 
construction.  Ceiba Wall was constructed using a 
similar flat-laid masonry seen on Magnolia Wall 
(described in 23AU4).  The original height of Ceiba 
Wall is unknown.  Only five courses of stone reaching 
30 cm high remain exposed. 

The lower portion of Ceiba wall is obscured 
by a single step constructed to provide access from 
Manioc Floor to Ceiba Wall below.  The riser of this 
step, known as Soscha Wall is approximately 25 cm 
tall.  While no plaster was preserved on the stair’s 
riser, remnants of the plaster Tomato Floor were 
encountered on its 50 cm wide tread.  The 30 cm 
portion of Ceiba Wall that rises above Tomato Floor 
forms a second stair riser.  The stair’s southern edge 
runs up against Sapote Wall, while the north end was 
not uncovered. 

Sapote Wall forms the southern boundary of 
the sunken space that makes up Structure 21A.  This 
wall is made using a combination of flat-laid stones 
and large stones on edge.  It is preserved to a 
maximum height of 120 cm above Manioc Floor.  It 
was not constructed using even courses of stone, but its full height is approximately eight to twelve 
courses high.  Unfortunately, because of the limited exposure at this depth, Sapote Wall and Structure 
21A-2nd are difficult to interpret.  This wall could either have been the southern platform wall of 
Structure 21A-2nd, which would have been located in the unexcavated area to the south, or it could have 
served as the northern masonry wall of a small, sunken interior space focused on Manioc Floor.  
Alternatively, Manioc Floor may have served as an early terrace constructed in the northwest corner of 
Patio 1.  Because of the stair, the exposed portion of Structure 21A-2nd

Limestone Cedar Fill – AU18.  Lots Excavated: G/2; AA/3.  AU17 and AU18 are likely both part of 
the same construction deposit.  The excavation in these two analytical units removed Cedar Wall and 
excavated into the fill of Structure 21A-1

 must have been used as an entry 
point to gain access to Patio 1.  Further excavations towards the north could expose more of Soscha 
Wall and Tomato Floor and possibly determine if Sapote Wall has a match to the north that would 
indicate this was a standing masonry structure.  Ceramics from AU17 and AU18 indicate a Late Classic 
construction.  While both lots have a high density of Samal ceramics, these must relate to the trash dug 
up to be used as fill.  AU20, which predates AU17 and AU18, dates to the Hats Chaak phase, probably 
early in this phase. 

st to uncover the remains of Structure 21-A-2nd

 Manioc Fill – AU19.  Lots Excavated: G/4; AA/5.  This analytical unit consists of excavations 
below Manioc Floor aimed at uncovering Structure 21A-3

.  This fill was 
created using two different kinds of materials.  In the southern portion of Units G and AA, this fill 
consisted of a dense 10YR 4/3 clay loam filled with haphazardly stacked cut- and undressed-limestone 
blocks.  While it is impossible to know the purpose behind this differential fill, the limestone fill may 
have been placed to protect the north face of Sapote Wall described in detail in AU17 above. 

rd.  The matrix consists of a 10YR 6/3 clay loam 
containing 25 to 50 cm chert cobbles.  Twenty cm below Manioc Floor, our excavations encountered 
Onion Floor, a well preserved plaster floor.  These excavations indicate that the step formed by Soscha 
Wall and Tomato Floor was never contemporaneous with Onion Floor.  Onion Floor supports a single 

Figure 3.20. Diagram of Operation 27 
showing the location of the excavations on 
Structure 24. 
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course of cobbles that form the 
stair’s foundation.  Further, Manioc 
Floor does not pass under Soscha 
Wall, indicating that the two were 
built contemporaneously. 
 Sapote Wall, on the other 
hand, is footed just below Onion 
Floor, indicating that these two 
constructions are 
contemporaneous.  The level of 
Onion Floor is also level with the 
base of Structure 21B’s fill 
suggesting that Ceiba Wall was 
similarly footed just below Onion 
Floor.  This would make Ceiba Wall approximately 90 cm tall at its highest.  Regardless, Sapote Wall 
appears to postdate Ceiba Wall because it abuts the latter wall.  As part of Structure 21A-3rd, Sapote and 
Ceiba Walls form an inset corner.  During this construction phase, Mixter hypothesizes that this corner 
was external to Group 8 and that Structure 21A-3rd

 Ceramic diagnostics recovered from this analytical unit date to the Late Classic period; however, 
AU20 below it dates to the Hats Chaak phase, indicating that Onion Floor dates to this time period also. 

 actually may have been part of a low terrace. 

 
Operation 24 – Excavations below Structures 21A and 21B 
 Fill below Structure 21B – AU13.  Lots Excavated: E/6; H/6.  This analytical unit consists of a 40 
cm thick compact layer of 10YR 4/3 clay loam located below AU12.  Unlike the large chert-cobble 
structure fill above, this fill contains only very small (0 to 1 cm) limestone inclusions.  AU13 includes a 
high density of artifacts.  This analytical unit is located beneath Structure 21B and may be a massive fill 
deposit intended to create a level surface on which to construct Group 8.  Ceramic materials from this 
lot date this deposit to the Samal phase of the Late Classic period. 
At the base of this analytical unit, Jalapeño Floor was encountered. This floor is heavily eroded; 
however, evidence of plaster was found in the northeast corner of Unit H.  A number of roughly cut 
stones appear to have been placed on Jalapeno Floor so that they face inwards towards a pair of burned 
features (Features 2 and 3).  These features are concentrated in Unit E and are described in more detail 
as part of AU14. 
 Onion Fill – AU20.  Lot Excavated: G/5.  This analytical unit appears likely to be the same context 
as AU13 based both on elevation and matrix.  Excavations in AU20 were undertaken in order to 
determine the construction date of Onion Floor.  The top of AU20 and AU13 are at the same level, 
indicating that this fill probably passed under Ceiba Wall.  The matrix consists of a 10YR 4/3 clay loam 
with very few small (0 to 1 cm) limestone inclusions.  Ceramic diagnostics from this fill date mostly to 
the Samal phase of the Late Classic period.  One Mount Maloney rim sherd may date to the Hats Chaak 
phase, but with a sample of 486 sherds, it is possible that this sherd is transitional.  Further excavations 
and analysis will be required to confirm this.  A Samal date makes more sense because it accords well 
with the date indicated by the ceramics in AU13.  Excavations in this analytical unit terminated at the 
end of the field season before the base of the analytical unit was reached. 
 Features 2 and 3 – AU14.  Lots Excavated: E/4,8.  Features 2 and 3 are shallow (4 to 6 cm deep) 
areas of dark 10YR 3/2 soil encountered at the level of Jalapeño Floor (Figure 3.11).  Most of the 
sediment from each of these features was collected for flotation.  These two features rest on limestone 
cobbles similar to those that line the features edges.  Unfortunately, the use of these features is 
unknown.  Perhaps the flotation samples will provide further insights.  Analysis of the seven ceramic 

Figure 3.21. North profile of Operation 27. 
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sherds recovered from AU14 indicates a 
Middle Preclassic date.  Unfortunately, the 
small sample size makes this dating very 
tentative. 
 
Excavations outside Patio 1: Operations 27 

and 28 
 
As noted previously, visual inspection and 
remapping of Group 8 after the vegetation 
was cut short led to the recognition that 
Group 8 was a group-focused patio cluster 
(sensu Ashmore 1981:51), unlike previously 
mapped (McGovern 1994).  To the east of 
Patio 1, an irregularly shaped patio, Patio 2, 
is situated between Structures 22, 25, 19B, 
and the newly identified 83 (Figure 3.1).  
Patio 2’s eastern side is almost entirely 
defined by a line of stones demarcating a 
change in elevation from the surface of 
Plaza C into the depression created by 
Patio 2.  Along the edges of Patio 2 where no elevated building platform is visible, the patio may have 
been separated from Plaza C though the construction of a low wall or perishable structure built on the 
plaza floor (Johnston 2004).  A possible third patio, Patio 3, stretches east from the eastern edge of Patio 
2 to Structure 24.  Patio 3 appears to be at the same elevation as the surrounding Plaza C.  While 
Structure 24 clearly is part of the Group 8 complex, the ancient relationship between Patios 2 and 3 is 
not clear.  They may have been portions of a continuous space divided only by a low step or different 
spaces separated by a barrier or perishable structure along this modern elevation change. 
 To understand the nature of these patios, trenching investigations targeted Structures 24 and 
25.  Like the penetrating excavations into Structures 21A, 21B, and 22, these excavations were aimed at 
understanding the construction sequence of each structure.  These investigations, in combination with 
Thomas Jamison’s (this volume) excavations into Structure 19B, were designed to understand the 
relationship between the construction dates of Patios 2 and 3 with Patio 1 and Structure 19.  This 
relative sequence will point to the pace and end state of Group 8’s evolution from a single range 
structure (Structure 19) to a nascent multi-patio palace group. 
 
Operation 27 – Structure 24 Trench 
 Structure 24 is a low building platform that measures approximately 8 m north to south by 4 m 
east to west.  This building is the eastern-most structure in Group 8 and forms the eastern boundary of 
Patio 3.  On Structure 24’s south and east sides the building fronts Plaza C.  If the structure was 
constructed contemporaneously with Group 8, it may have served as an entry point from the public 
plaza into increasingly privatized palace spaces of Group 8.  Additionally, the building is located roughly 
on the centerline of Structure 23’s southern edge.  Rather than serving as a part of the Group 8 complex, 
it is possible that Structure 24 was primarily used as a semi-public platform for ritual activities directed 
towards the larger pyramidal structure or as the footing for a stone monument, for which there is no 
evidence.  

Taking into consideration the two possible functions of Structure 24, excavations in Operation 
27 were designed to test both the history of the platform and its possible ritual use.  A total of 8 units 

Figure 3.22. Buried structure encountered in the base of 
Operation 27. 
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were opened within Operation 27 (Figure 3.20).  Units A through E form a 1 m by 5 m trench from 
Structure 24’s western side into the structure.  Units F through H form a 1 m by 3 m extension that 
connect to the northern edge of Unit D to Structure 24’s northern edge.  This extension follows the 
centerline of the structure and would have passed over any stela butt or ritual deposit that may have 
been associated with Structure 23.  We did not find any evidence for any of these activities, indicating 
that Structure 24 most likely was constructed as a part of Group 8 rather than in association with 
Structure 23. 

Excavations into Structure 24 revealed one major construction phase built on top of the 
terminal constructed surface of Plaza C.  Structure 24 itself is a 1.4 m tall platform built with masonry 
block façade walls on the north and west sides.  Four courses of the platform’s western wall (Cocoyol 
Wall) remained in situ, although originally the wall likely rose higher.  The bulk of the platform was filled 
entirely with large (25 to 50 cm) chert cobbles topped by a thin layer of smaller 1 to 5 cm limestone 
chunks used to form the platform’s flat surface (Figure 3.21).  Presumably, a prepared or plaster surface, 
and possibly a perishable superstructure, topped this ballast; unfortunately, no direct evidence of 
architectural feature remains.  The plaza surface encountered to the east of the structure runs 
continuously under Structure 24 and likely was originally constructed of plaster.  Analysis of ceramic 
from the building’s fill dates Structure 24’s construction to the Hats’ Chaak phase, , but the lack of 
ceramic diagnostic places the construction of the plaza surface more broadly to the Late Classic period. 

Excavations through the terminal plaza floor revealed a major surprise.  A two-course high wall 
facing east embedded into Plaza C’s penultimate plaza floor speaks to the presence of buried 
architecture beneath the plaza surface in this location (Figure 3.22).  This wall is not an early version of 
Structure 24, rather it had a distinctly different footprint.  Unfortunately, only a small portion of this 
enigmatic earlier structure was exposed.  Because we didn’t excavate into this buried structure, we have 
no sense of the building’s antiquity, although we would suggest it represents a wholly different use of 
this space predating Group 8. 
 Modern Surface – AU1.  Lots Excavated: A/1; B/1,2; C/1,2; D/1; E/1; F/1; G/1; H/1.  This 
analytical unit consists of the recent soil accumulation on the surface of Structure 24.  The matrix is a 
10YR 2/2 clay loam containing a low density of 1 to 6 cm chert cobbles.  In Unit A, we uncovered the top 
of Cocoyol Wall, the structure’s western platform edge.  In Unit H, we uncovered the top of a cut-
limestone block wall facing north, likely the northern platform edge.  A pile of cut-limestone blocks was 
encountered on top of the structure in Unit D.  Mixter suspects that these relate to a raised masonry 
feature on the surface of the structure, indicating that Structure 24 may have had a raised plinth on the 
structure’s eastern edge.  Unfortunately, too little of this feature was uncovered or remains intact to 
make any clear interpretation at this time.  This analytical unit terminated on top of Structure 24’s large 
chert-cobble fill. 
 West Collapse – AU2.  Lots Excavated: A/2; E/2,3.  This analytical unit consists of the structural 
collapse located to the west of Structure 24’s Cocoyol Wall.  This collapse consists mostly of 6 to 25 cm 
undressed limestone within a loose 10YR 3/2 matrix.  A few cut stones encountered on their face clearly 
fell from Cocoyol Wall.  Curiously, the matrix of this collapse was particularly dense in artifacts, obsidian 
blades in particular.  Tsak’ ceramics were also found in this analytical unit, dating the final use of 
Structure 24 to at least the Terminal Classic period.  This analytical unit terminated at a soil change 
indicated by a darker, more even surface containing a high density of small limestone flecks.  We 
interpret this soil change as the heavily eroded terminal surface of Plaza C, known as Maize Floor. 
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 Structure Fill – AU3.  Excavated Lots: B/3; 
C/3.  The lots within this analytical unit consisted of 
the excavation into and through Structure 24’s fill.  
The matrix consisted almost entirely of large (6 to 
25 cm) loosely packed chert cobbles.  The fill 
includes Hats’ Chaak ceramics, which tentatively 
date the building’s construction to the Late Classic 
II period.  Excavations in this analytical unit 
terminated at the same Maize Floor found below 
the collapse to the west of Cocoyol Wall.  It is 
important to note that the fill is not sealed and the 
fill artifacts are likely subject to substantial mixing.  
This is evidenced by the discovery of a historic 
period kaolin pipe stem resting on Maize Floor 
below a meter of large cobble building fill. 
 Maize Fill – AU4.  Excavated Lot: E/4.  In 
this analytical unit, we excavated through Maize 
Floor into the plaza fill below.  The intention was to 
recover ceramics from the fill to better date this 
plaza surface and possibly to gain a more detailed 
understanding of underlying plaza stratigraphy.  
Two distinct strata were excavated in this analytical 
unit.  The first was a single layer of large (6 to 25 cm) greenish silt-stone cobbles, which appear to form 
the ballast on which Maize Floor was constructed.  This ballast rests on top of a fill of compact 10YR 5/3 
clay loam with few inclusions.  Together, these two strata form a 50 cm thick plaza fill episode.  Ceramics 
from this deposit date this fill episode broadly to the Late Classic period. 
 This analytical unit terminated when excavations reached the penultimate plaza surface, the 
preserved plaster Spinach Floor, and a low wall, Mangrove Wall, that is likely the remains of a buried, 
partially dismantled structure.  Only two courses of Mangrove Wall remained intact, the lower stone 
may have formed a decorative basal molding.  The construction of Spinach Floor buried half of the lower 
stone.  Given how deeply the stones of this lower course were sunk into Spinach Floor, it seems likely 
that they were initially constructed in association with an earlier plaza floor now buried by Spinach 
Floor.  Mixter believes Mangrove Wall is a stair riser based on the remains of Sorghum Floor seen in the 
southern profile of Unit E above and to the west of Mangrove Wall (Figure 3.21).  Because Mangrove 
Wall, Spinach Floor, and Sorghum Floor were only unveiled in a small 1 m by 1 m space, this early 
structure remains an enigma.  That said, the footprint of this earlier structure is wholly different and 
outside Structure 24, indicating that the buried structure is not an earlier version of Structure 24.  
Because we did not dig through Mangrove Wall or Spinach Floor, the construction date of this earlier 
structure remains unknown. 
 
Operation 28 – Structure 25 Trench 
 Structure 25 is a low building platform that measures approximately 6 m north to south by 10 m 
east to west.  Originally, this structure was mapped as a long wall-like structure oriented diagonally to 
Group 8 connecting Structures 21B and 22 to Structure 23.  Remapping determined that this building is 
on the same orientation as the rest of Group 8 and forms the northern boundary of Group 8’s Patio 2.  It 
is connected to Structures 21B and 22 by a low, broad terrace and to Structure 23 by a low structure 
only wide enough to be a wall.  Thus, the construction of Structure 25 likely served a dual purpose: to 
serve as part of the Group 8 household space and to block a previously open pathway into Plaza C 

Figure 3.23. Diagram of Operation 28 
showing the location of the excavations on 

Structure 25. 
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between Structure 19 and 
Structure 23.  In the second 
function, Structure 25 may 
have replaced a previous 
perishable barrier. 
 Like the central 
trench into Structure 24, 
excavations were primarily 
designed to understand 
Structure 25’s construction 
history. To this end, 
Operation 28, a long, 
narrow trench (1 m wide by 
3 m long) was placed into the centerline of the building’s southern façade (Figure 3.23 and 3.24).  These 
excavations indicate that Structure 25 was likely built in a single construction phase during the Late 
Classic period on top of a poorly preserved Late Classic patio floor surface (Bokchoy Floor).  Like 
Structure 24, Structure 25 was built with a cut-stone façade containing a homogenous large (6 to 25 cm) 
chert-cobble fill.  Excavations proceeded through Bokchoy Floor to the eroded plaster remains of the 
penultimate plaza surface, known as Chaya Floor.  Excavations terminated at this point due to the end of 
the field season. 
 Modern Surface – AU1.  Excavated Lots: A/1; B/1; C/1.  This analytical unit consists of the lens of 
post-abandonment soil development on top of Structure 25.  The matrix was a 10YR 2/2 clay loam with 
1 to 6 cm undressed limestone inclusions.  Excavations in Unit A identified a retaining wall constructed 
of particularly large chert cobbles, while the cut-stone façade wall (Guanacaste Wall) was found just to 
the south in Unit E (Figure 3.24).  Both lines of stones face south into Patio 2.  Guanacaste Wall is a well-
constructed wall of cut-stone blocks standing 44 cm high at its maximum extant height.  Excavation 
terminated at the top of the building’s large chert-cobble fill in Units A and B and the collapse to the 
south of Guanacaste Wall in Unit C.  Ceramic diagnostics found in this analytical unit included some 
Tsak’ phase materials that place final activities on this building to the Terminal Classic period. 
 Collapse – AU2.  Excavated lot: C/2.  This analytical unit consists of the collapse from Structure 
25 found to the south of Guanacaste Wall.  Here, the matrix consisted of a loose 10YR 4/4 clay loam 
containing 6 to 25 cm sized dressed limestone blocks, likely fallen from Guanacaste Wall.  Excavations 
halted at the eroded remains of Bokchoy Floor.  Only a small patch of preserved plaster remained in the 
southwest corner of the unit.  This floor appears to run under Structure 25 and formed the foundation 
for the building’s construction. 
 Structure Fill – AU3.  Excavated lot: B/2.  In this analytical unit, we excavated into Structure 25’s 
core fill in order to search for earlier construction phases and recover ceramics to date the building’s 
construction.  The matrix in AU2 consisted of an 80 cm thick layer 10YR 3/2 clay loam containing large 
(25 to 50 cm) chert-cobble inclusions.  Artifacts recovered included ceramics diagnostic to the Late 
Classic period, indicating the building’s likely timeframe of construction. 
 Excavations halted at the base of this fill, which rested on a sediment layer with white lime 
flecks.  This layer is at the same elevation as Bokchoy Floor south of Structure 25 and is likely the eroded 
remains of that same plaster floor.  This indicates that Structure 25 was built on Bokchoy Floor. 
 Bokchoy Fill – AU4.  Excavated lot: B/3.  Excavations in this analytical unit proceeded through 
Bokchoy Floor underneath Structure 25.  This analytical unit actually consisted of two distinct strata that 
both form part of this fill episode.  The upper part of the fill is a dense 10YR 4/4 clay with few inclusions, 
while the lower part is a looser 10YR 3/3 clay loam.  The lower fill is similar to the sediments found 
deposited in the deepest excavations under Structures 24 and 21, suggesting a possible coherent 

Figure 3.24. East profile of Operation 28. 
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construction episode intended to prepare the entire area of Group 8 for its construction.  Excavations 
terminated when we encountered the eroded plaster remains of the penultimate plaza floor, known as 
Chaya Floor. 
 
Discussion 
 Excavations into Structure’s 24 and 25 reveal similar patterns to those seen in the excavations of 
Structures 21A and 21B.  Each has only one construction phase directly associated with the Late Classic 
timeframe of Group 8.  Furthermore, the lack of raised structures on all sides of Patios 2 and 3 point to 
these patios as incomplete construction projects, semi-public spaces, or most likely, lower status 
housing and activity areas for servants or family members. 

While Patio 1 probably served as the center for domestic life at Group 8, Patios 2 and 3 could 
have served to house attached individuals and provide space for mundane activities such as cooking.  
Further, because they only have one construction phase, these building platforms were probably only 
occupied for a short time, possibly only one generation following models of developmental growth 
(Haviland 1988).  Following this logic, Mixter suggests that rather than just auxiliary spaces constructed 
to house a burgeoning household, these attached patios probably marked the incipient transformation 
of Group 8 from a simple structure-focused patio group to a more complex palace-style group-focused 
patio cluster reminiscent of Late Classic royal and noble complexes throughout the Maya Lowlands 
(Andrews et al. 2003; Martin 2001; Webster 2001).  While such a complex would have been a significant 
marker of power, the occupants of the Actuncan noble household didn’t have the authority and 
historical influence to access labor and other resources to build the much larger and more elegant 
palace complexes seen at other sites, such as Cahal Pech, Tikal, and Dos Pilas (Ball and Taschek 2001; 
Demarest et al. 2003; Harrison 1970).  However, based on the construction of Structures 24, 25, and 
their associated patios, the trajectory towards such a palace is clear. 
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Appendix 3A: Harris Matrices and Analytical Unit Tables 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.A.1. Operations 20, 23 and 24 Harris Matrices 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.A.2.Operations 27 and 28 
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Table 3.A.1. Operation 20 analytical units. 
 
Analytical 
Unit Number 

Analytical Unit Name Lots Included (Unit/Lot) Terminus Post 
Quem 

AU1 Humus and 
backdirt/overburden   

A/1; B/1; C/1; D/1; E/1; F/1; G/1; H/1; I/1 Late Classic 

AU2 Structure 22-1st A/2,3,4; B/2,3,4; C/2,3,4; D/2,3,4; 
E/2,3,4; F/2,3,4; G/2,3,4; H/2,3,4; I/2,3,4 

 west 
collapse 

Late and 
Terminal Classic 

AU3 Patio floor, Elmer Floor 
1  

A/5; B/5; C/5; D/5; E/5; F/5; G/5; I/5 Undetermined 

AU4 Patio floor and ballast, 
Elmer Floor 2  

A/6; B/6; C/6; D/6; E/6; F/6; G/6; H/6; I/6 Late Classic 

AU5 Patio floor, Cruz Floor A/7 Undetermined 

AU6 Cobble/gravel compact 
layer  

A/8; B/7; C/7; D/7; E/7; F/7; G/7; H/7; /I7 Likely Terminal 
Late Preclassic 

AU7 Patio fill above the 
boulder level 

A/9; B/8; C/8; D/7; E/8; F/8; G/7; H/8; I/8 Terminal Late 
Preclassic 

AU8 Boulder level patio fill A/10; D/8; G/8 Late Classic? 

AU9 Cobbles below 
boulders patio fill 

A/11; D/9; G/9 Late Preclassic 

AU10 Fill below George Floor A/12; D/10; G/10 Terminal Late 
Preclassic 

AU11 Str. 22 Fill and looter 
disturbance 

J/1,2; K/1,2; M/1; N/1; 0/1 Terminal Classic 
and Late Classic 

AU12 Str. 22-1st J/3,4; L/3,4  structural fill Late Classic (I?) 

AU13 Fill below Andre Floor M/2; N/2 Late Classic 

 

Table 3.A.2. Operation 23 analytical units. 
 

Analytical 
Unit Number 

Analytical Unit Name Lots Included (Unit/Lot) Terminus Post 
Quem 

AU1 Str. 21B Modern 
Surface 

B/1; C/1; D/1; G/1;H/1; K/1; L/1 Late Classic II 

AU2 Modern Surface over 
Patio 1 

A/1; E/1; F/1; I/1; J/1 Late Classic II 

AU3 Str. 21B South 
Collapse I 

A/2,3; E/2,3; F/2,3; I/2; J/2 Late Classic II 

AU4 Str. 21B South 
 Collapse II 

A/4; E/4; F/4; I/3; J/3 Late Classic II 

AU5 Str. 21B Surface 
Collapse 

C/2; D/2; G/2; H/2 Late Classic 

AU6 Squash Fill A/5; E/5; F/5; I/4; J/4 Late Classic IIb 

AU7 Squash Cobble Fill A/6 Not Established 

AU8 Cohune Wall Outset F/6 Late Classic 
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AU9 Lower Stair 1 F/7; J/5 Late Classic I 

AU10 Upper Stair 1 F/8; G/3; J/6; K/2 Late Classic 

AU11 Stairs 2 F/9; G/4; J/7; K/3 Late Classic II 

AU12 Str.21B Fill C/3,4; D/3 Late Classic II 

AU13 Magnolia Wall Fill C/5,6 Late Classic 

AU14 Potato Fill A/7; E/6; F/10; G/5 Late Classic or 
Early Classic 

 

Table 3.A.3. Operation 24 analytical units. 
 
Analytical 
Unit Number 

Analytical Unit Name Lots Included (Unit/Lot) Terminus Post 
Quem 

AU1 Modern Surface over 
Patio 1 

A/1; B/1; P/1; Q/1; R/1; S/1 Terminal Classic 

AU2 Patio Collapse 1 A/2; B/2; C/2,3; D/2,3; Q/2; S/2; T/1; 
U/1; V/1; W/1; X/2; Y/2; Z/2 

Terminal Classic 

AU3 Patio Collapse 2 A/3,4; B/3,4; D/4; P/2; R/2; S/3; T/2; 
U/2; V/2; W/2 

Terminal Classic 

AU4 Feature 1 A/5; B/5; P/3; Q/3; R/3 Terminal Classic 

AU5 Material on Lettuce 
Floor 

B/6; P/4; Q/4; R/4 Late Classic, 
Terminal Classic? 

AU6 Str. 21A North Collapse EE/1; FF/1 Not Established 

AU7 Str. 21B Modern 
Surface 

C/1; D/1; E/1; H/1; K/1; L/1; M/1; N/1; 
X/1; Y/1; Z/1; CC/1 

Late Classic II 

AU8 Str. 21A Modern 
Surface 

F/1; G/1; I/1; J/1; AA/1; BB/1 Not Established 

AU9 Str. 21A Collapse E/2,3; F/2; H/2,3; I/2; CC/2; DD/1 Late Classic II, 
Terminal Classic 

AU10 Str. 21B North Collapse K/2,3 Late Classic II 

AU11 Str. 21B Surface 
Collapse 

K/4, L/2 Late Classic 

AU12 Str. 21B Cobble Fill E/4,5; H/4,5; M/2,3; N/2,3 Late Classic I or 
Late Classic II 

AU13 Fill below Str. 21B E/6; H/6 Late Classic I 

AU14 Features 2 and 3 E/7,8 Middle Preclassic 

AU15 Redwood Fill D/5; X/3 Classic 

AU16 Chestnut Fill F/3; I/3 Late Classic I 

AU17 Cobble Cedar Fill F/4; G/3; J/2; AA/2,4; BB/2 Late Classic 

AU18 Limestone Cedar Fill G/2; AA/3 Late Classic I 

AU19 Manioc Fill G/4; AA/5 Late Classic 

AU20 Onion Fill G/5 Late Classic I 
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Table 3.A.4. Operation 27 analytical units. 
 
Analytical 
Unit Number 

Analytical Unit Name Lots Included (Unit/Lot) Terminus Post 
Quem 

AU1 Modern Surface A/1; B/1,2; C/1,2; D/1; E/1; F/1; G/1; H/1 Late Classic II 

AU2 Str. 24 West Collapse A/2; E/2,3 Terminal Classic 

AU3 Str. 24 Fill B/3; C/3 Late Classic II 

AU4 Maize Fill E/4 Late Classic 

 
 

Table 3.A.5. Operation 28 analytical units. 
 
Analytical 
Unit Number 

Analytical Unit Name Lots Included (Unit/Lot) Terminus Post 
Quem 

AU1 Modern Surface A/1; B/1; C/1 Terminal Classic 

AU2 Str. 25 Collapse C/2 Late Classic 

AU3 Str. 25 Fill B/2 Late Classic 

AU4 Bokchoy Fill B/3 Late Classic 
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Chapter 4: Group 1 Patio Excavations (Burials 13 and 14) 
 

Carolyn Freiwald (University of Mississippi) and Destiny Micklin (University of Texas at Arlington) 
 

Ancient Maya settlements typically lack formal cemeteries; instead, the dead were interred in places 
with social and ritual significance such as residences, patios, and plazas (Becker 1993; Gillespie 2002).  
Households and communities often re-used graves and returned repeatedly to the same places to bury 
their dead, resulting in complex taphonomic patterns that complicate interpretation of funerary 
treatment.  The patio in Actuncan’s patio-focused Group 1 appears to have served as a burial ground for 
generations.  Three burials were excavated in and around Structures 59 and 62 in the west side of the 
group during excavations in 2001 and 2004, and a number of unexcavated graves also were identified 
(LeCount and Blitz 2002; Scopa Kelso 2005).  However, the patio adjacent to the eastern structure 
(Structure 60) served as a focal point for burial of the dead, with a minimum of nine individuals 
identified in five burials excavated during the 2011 field season.  During these excavations, the full 
extent of the burial ground was not discovered as human bones were found extending beyond the limits 
of the excavations.  This report describes the remains of two additional burials identified during the 
2012 field season.  Our excavation efforts focused on Burial 13, which contained the remains of one 
individual interred in a supine position.  The skull was missing; however, portions of a cranium interred 
below the feet may represent either the missing skull or the remains of a second individual.  An 
additional individual in Burial 14 was exposed, but was not excavated due to time constraints. 

LeCount (2011) suggests that ancestral ties to community land were intertwined with religious 
authority and control over resources.  Identifying changes---or continuity---in burial practices as 
hereditary kingship became institutionalized may evidence the manner in which these sociopolitical 
changes were manifested at the household level.  We are particularly interested in potential changes in 
the population during the Late and Terminal Classic, or even Postclassic periods.  Mendelssohn and 
Keller (2011) describe a C-shaped set of structures at Actuncan and suggest that this style of 
architecture might signal in-migration from the northern or central lowlands.  Mixter (2011) associates 
Terminal and Postclassic period reoccupation of Structure 41 with a different group of residents, 
although the changes also may represent a change in status or use of the structure.  Group 1 is the only 
residence at the site with multiple burials in a single locale, and we hope it will inform us about the 
origins of individuals living at Actuncan and how they maintained or changed burial traditions through 
the profound social, political, and economic changes that occurred in lowland Maya society during the 
Classic period.    

 
2012 Excavation Strategy 

 
Structure 60 is one of four patio-focused structures positioned on a raised platform that comprise Group 
1 (Rothenberg 2012).  The patio and each of the structures in Group 1 were excavated during previous 
seasons, and burials were associated with the patio and Structures 59, 60, and 62 (Antonelli and 
Rothenberg 2011; Freiwald 2012; LeCount and Blitz 2002, 2005; Rothenberg 2012; Scopa Kelso 2005).   
However, the location of Structure 60 on the eastern side of the residential group, and the large number 
of burials identified in the patio in front of the structure, suggest that it may have served as a shrine for 
the burial and veneration of ancestors (Helmke et al. 2006; McAnany 1995).  Excavations during the 
2012 field season explored two questions generated during research in 2011: Did the burial ground 
extend into or under the structure?  Did the burials extend into lower levels of the patio, showing use of 
the space to bury the dead during earlier periods?  Seven 1 x 1 m units (D, E, F, G, I, U, and V) excavated 
during the 2011 field season west of Structure 60 were reopened and cleaned to the lowest previously-
excavated level (Freiwald 2012; Rothenberg 2012) (Figure 4.2).  In 2012, excavations focused on the 
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three units immediately west of 
Structure 60 (I, U, and V) in which we 
recovered the remains of at least one 
individual in Burial 13 and portions of 
one individual in Burial 14 (Figure 
4.1). 

 
Methods 

 
Actuncan excavators are organized in 
teams of two, consisting of one 
excavator and one screener.  Micklin 
supervised one excavation team and 
mapped and recorded excavation of 
the burial with the assistance of 
Freiwald, in consultation with Dr. 
Angela Keller, the director of the 
University of Texas, Arlington (UTA) 
field school working under the 
umbrella of the Actuncan 
Archaeological Project.  The method 
for recovering the human remains is 
described in detail by Freiwald in 
Chapter 5.  Osteological analysis of 
the skeletal elements was 
performed by Micklin in the field 
laboratory with the assistance of UTA field school student Lori Phillips.  A complete report of the burial, 
skeletal remains, and pathological conditions will form the basis for Micklin’s Master’s thesis at UTA. 
 

Burial 13 
 

Excavation of Burial 13 was carried out in three 1 m x 1 m units (Operation 12, Feature 7, Units I, U, and 
V) extending north to south in the patio west of Structure 60.  Ceramic sherds screened from the soil 
matrix immediately surrounding Burial 13 have been identified as primarily Late Classic diagnostics from 
the Late Classic I or very late Tzakol III phases, most likely around AD 500 to 660 (Lisa LeCount, personal 
communication February 8, 2013).  However, while the ceramics associate Burial 13 with Late Classic use 
of the patio, the date does not provide a spatial or temporal boundary for the extended use of the patio 
as a burial ground.  The sequence of burials and disturbed burials in the patio near Structure 60 is shown 
in Figure 4.2.  

Layers of rocky fill to the north and east of Burial 9 (excavated in 2011) were removed and a 
large, flat capstone was exposed.  Consistent with typical burials in the Belize River Valley, the grave is 
oriented north to south (Weiss-Krejci 2006; Willey et al. 1965).  The grave construction most closely 
matches Welsh’s (1988:17) description of a partial cist, where stones from existing fill and walls form an 
incomplete lining around and over the body.  Flat and upright chert and limestone boulders lined the 
grave.  Some of the limestone boulders were cut, but most stones were unshaped, and cobbles were 
interspersed with the bones within the grave (Figure 4.3).  While some stones clearly were placed with 
the purpose of creating a formal burial space, boulders and cobbles that formed part of the patio fill also 
were used.   

Figure 4.1. Maler depiction of units excavated during 2012, 
2011 excavation units that were re-opened with no new 
excavation, and units excavated during 2001, 2004, and 2011. 
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A previously 
unidentified wall was 
exposed in the western side 
of Unit I, at the northern 
limit of the excavation.  
Wall 5 (Figure 4.4) consists 
of three courses of stone 
extending partway across 
Lot I/6, where the wall then 
ends or turns to form the 
southeast corner of 
unknown architecture.  It 
appears that the wall 
stones were incorporated 
into the burial cist, but it is 
unclear if this action was 
one of intention or 
convenience.  Wall 5 is 
constructed of large, tight-
fitting naturally rounded 
boulders and river cobbles.  
This differs from the 
construction of the west 
wall of Structure 60 (Wall 
3), which is made of small 
cut-limestone blocks.  Wall 
5 may represent the face of 
a wall, staircase, or 
retaining wall of a new structure extending northwest to southeast into unexcavated units to the north.   

Burial 13 consists of one mostly complete articulated individual and a concentration of bone 
fragments and teeth to the west.  While no duplicate elements were recovered, the relationship 
between the concentration of bones and the main burial is unclear, and the burial is interpreted as the 
interment of a single individual (MNI = 1).  The skeletal elements are highly fragmented, possibly 
resulting from the weight of a number of heavy stones covering the grave (Figure 4.3).   

Long bone diaphyses of both humeri, femora, tibiae, and fibulae are present, as are the left 
radius and ulna and most metatarsals.  The right forearm is highly fragmented, with several shaft bone 
fragments present.  None of the ends of the long bones were preserved.  Nor were the vertebrae, 
sacrum, or most of the manual and pedal phalanges, carpals, metacarpals, and tarsals.  In addition, 
there was a gap in the skeleton where the distal femora, patellae, and proximal tibiae and fibulae would 
have been.  Most notable is the absence of the skull.  A large oval-shaped cobble was located near the 
skull’s anatomical position in an articulated skeleton, along with a concentration of bones that includes 
the odontoid process of the second cervical vertebra, the axis (which Micklin identified on top of the 
cobble), one mandibular fragment, a tooth root, and a few cranial flat bone fragments.   

While it is not uncommon for Maya burials to lack crania or other skeletal elements, contain 
additional bones, or have parts of the body out of anatomical position within the grave, it is unclear if 
the skull was intentionally removed or if it was disturbed when a later grave was prepared.  Burial 9 
contained two crania (Freiwald 2012); however, the remains were stratigraphically higher than the 
individual in Burial 13 and located further to the south (Figure 4.2).  Burials 8 and 10 also lacked crania, 

Figure 4.2. Burials 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, and 13 west of Structure 60.  Image by 
Kara Rothenberg. 
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and it is possible that subsequent analysis 
might associate the second cranium in 
Burial 9 with one of these individuals.  Also 
present were a total of five teeth (including 
two roots lacking crowns) recovered 
mostly from Lot U/10, the excavation unit 
containing the body from the thorax to 
upper legs.  Several rib and pelvic 
fragments were visible in situ, but they 
fragmented during excavation and were 
not sufficiently preserved for 
determination of sex.   

The articulated lower legs and feet 
also remained in approximate anatomical 
position, although the left fibula was 
positioned below and slightly to the west 
of the left tibia.  The distal end of the right 
tibia was positioned nearly 10 cm below 
the right metatarsals, which were aligned 
in anatomical order approximately 80 
cmbd 2.  Below the feet, we identified 
portions of a cranium.  Articulated facial 
bones, including nasals and the eye orbit, 
were situated under the feet and lower 
legs of the Burial 13 individual (Figure 4.5).  
It appears that the facial bones were 
attached to a cranium, but were removed 
for analysis in the field laboratory due to 
their fragility.  It is possible that this is the 
cranium for the Burial 13 individual.  If this 
were the case, the cranium would have 
been removed and placed in the cist before 
the rest of the remains were interred since 
the articulated lower legs and feet show no 
signs of post-depositional disturbance.  This positioning would require removal of the skull while the 
body remained articulated since the second cervical vertebra remained attached to the vertebral 
column.  This connection is one of the most persistent articulations of the body, which only separates 
during later stages of decomposition (Duday and Guillon 2006).  Alternatively, these remains may belong 
to a different individual.  A large capstone extends from this lot (I/6) into Unit K to the north, which may 
indicate the presence of another burial that could be associated with this cranium.  The skull also could 
belong to a second individual in Burial 13, similar to the placement of bodies in Zopilote Tomb 1, where 
the cranium of a young adult male was placed between two partial bowls at the feet of the primary 
individual (Cheetham 2004; Song 1995). 

Macroscopic analysis of Burial 13 by Micklin under natural light in the field laboratory revealed 
evidence of multiple pathologies.  The combination of periostitis, active lesions, healed lesions, and 
remodeled bone observed in this individual is representative of long-term infection, inflammation, and 
healing processes.  Periosteal lesions are present on both humeri and fibulae, as well as most of the rib 
and radius fragments (Figure 4.6).  Periostitis of the humeri is particularly severe, resulting in a brittle 

Figure 4.3.  Individual in Burial 13. 
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and weakened cortex that is highly porous.  
Indication of healed periosteal inflammation 
of the tibiae is present in the form of cortical 
remodeling.  These skeletal elements were in 
anatomical position and reflect the 
pathological condition of a single individual.  
Several other bones were excavated in this 
burial that exhibit a similar level of disease 
processes, however, these were not found in 
anatomical position and are not further 
described here.   
 Micklin also observed changes in 
bone that indicate either an infection or an 
independent injury.  One manual proximal 
phalanx shows a misarticulation with the base 
of the intermediate phalanx, as well as 
remodeling and significant periostitis 
including an active lesion, possibly from a 
poorly healed injury that caused prolonged 
inflammation and infection (Figure 4.7).  While 
none of the joint surfaces were preserved, a 
distal phalanx and a number of other bones 
exhibit marked porosity, likely from a developing arthritic condition.  At this time, this is the only 
individual in the Actuncan burial population with multiple observed pathologies.  
 A difference in body position also is notable.  The other individuals interred in the plaza west of 
Structure 60 were buried in a prone, extended position, with the head to the south, following Classic 
period burial norms in the Belize Valley (Schwake 2008; Weiss-Krejci 2006; Willey et al. 1965; Yeager 
2003).  While the Burial 13 individual had a southern orientation, the body was placed in a supine 

position.  Schwake (2008) states that 93% of 
the individuals in Barton Ramie burials 
described by Willey and colleagues (1965) 
were oriented to the south during the Late 
Classic, while only 6% were placed in a 
supine position.  Freiwald (2011) describes 
the same pattern in a sample of 148 
individuals buried at 15 sites in the Belize 
River Valley.  Body position for 100 
individuals was compared to strontium 
isotope values that indicate an individual’s 
place of birth: 89 % of individuals with 
isotope values suggesting a Belize Valley 
origin also had a southern orientation.  Also, 
more than half were interred in an extended 
and prone position, with the remainder 
either extended or prone, suggesting a 
correlation between body placement and an 
individual’s place of birth. 

 

Figure 4.4.  Western profile of Unit I/6 
showing face of Wall 5. 

 

Figure 4.5. Facial bones excavated beneath the lower 
legs and feet of the individual in Burial 13. 
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 It is possible that the supine burial position is an indicator of a non-local origin.  Schwake (2008: 
33) suggests that the extended, supine position was the most common burial position in the southeast 
Peten, with the head generally oriented to the north or east.  This positioning was true for 58% of 253 
individuals in 213 burials where body position and orientation were recorded.  She described the most 
common grave type as a cist, though this is common across the Maya area.  Only a small number of 
burials  (n=13) in Freiwald’s (2011) study were buried in a supine position at Xunantunich, Baking Pot, 
Barton Ramie, San Lorenzo, Zubin, and Saturday Creek (Adams 1998; Audet 2006; Iannone 1996; Lucero 
2006; Piehl 2006; Willey et al. 1965; Yaeger 2000).  While some were oriented to the south, five supine 
individuals were oriented to the west (n=1 Xunantunich), east (n=1 Xunantunich), or north (n=3 
Xunantunich, Zubin, and Baking Pot).  All but one individual were interred during the Classic period, and 
the burial locations include temples, residential shrines, and residences.  However, strontium isotope 
values show that all of these individuals may have origins in the Belize Valley or foothills of the Maya 
Mountains, or possibly another place with similar isotopic values such as the northern lowlands.  We 
hope to undertake isotope assays on Burial 13 and the other individuals in Group 1 to better understand 
the relationship between the individuals buried in the patio and Classic populations already analyzed by 
Freiwald.  

 
Burial 14 

 
During excavation of Burial 13, bone fragments of another individual were identified in the western wall 
of Lot V/10.  These were documented as Operation 12, Burial 14, Feature 7.  If excavated in the future 
they will be assigned a new feature number.  A portion of the left innominate and one carpal of the 
wrist were exposed but left unexcavated.   Freiwald examined the sciatic notch of the innominate in situ 
and suggests that the remains belonged to a female.  Two small os coxa fragments and a triquetral were 
collected and the remainder of the pelvis was left in situ for future excavation. 
 

Grave Goods and Associated Artifacts 
 

Several objects identified in the vicinity of the burial may have been associated with the individual in 
Burial 13 or one of the burials excavated in 2011, including obsidian and chert artifacts and a ceramic 
bowl with one human distal manual phalanx.  Grave offerings in Maya interments range in content from 
rich deposits of pottery, jewelry, shells, and eccentrics to absolutely no inclusions, but contain many 

Figure 4.6.  Pathological processes on humerus (left) and ribs (right). 
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common elements (Kunen et al. 2002).  
Flaked obsidian and chert blades were 
frequently included in burial deposits, often in 
large numbers (Lucero 2005; Moholy-Nagy 
1997).  Finger-bowls (with or without fingers) 
also are found in caches near residential 
burials, especially associated with eastern 
structures (Braswell 1998; Chase and Chase 
1998).   

Above the grave, a small slate square 
with worked edges and a central depression 
was collected from the screened soil in Lot I/4 
(Special Find #29).  The square appears to 
have linear depressions on the surface that 
require further analysis.  A total of nine 
obsidian blades were excavated in Feature 7.  

Special Finds # 30, 31, and 33 were located approximately 68 cmbd 2 in the south central end of Lot I/5.  
These blade fragments were located near a bifacially worked chert point measuring 12 cm x 3.7 cm and 
0.93 cm thick (Special Find #28).  The point is intact with the exception of a broken tip on the distal end 
(Figure 4.8) and was collected in foil for future residue analysis.  The association of artifacts with this 
burial is unclear.  The lower limb bones and feet were 15 to 20 cm below the artifacts which extended 
over an area of 50 cm east to west across the unit. 
  Two stacked obsidian blades of similar length and width were found in Lot V/9 (Special Find 
#37) at the same level as the skeletal remains on the southern end of the burial.  A small brown, 
undecorated ceramic vessel, commonly referred to as a finger bowl, was located approximately 30 cm 
to the south (Figure 4.9).  The vessel was placed upside down in the grave and was cracked, but intact 
(Special Find #36).  The vessel was transported to the lab in foil where it was photographed and its 
contents were excavated and analyzed.  A human distal manual phalanx was identified in the soil matrix 
within the vessel, close to its rim.  Phalanges were typically included in plain small bowls, some of which 
were covered with other vessels as a set of lip to lip bowls, containing either a distal phalanx or 
combination of proximal, intermediate, 
and distal phalanges (Chase and Chase 
1994, 2001; Chase and Chase 1998).  
Although the ceramic vessel from Burial 
13 did not have a lid and was only a 
single bowl, the possibility remains that 
it was a finger bowl included in the 
grave as an offering.  An additional 
worked piece of chert and a flaked red-
chert tool were excavated from the 
burial, both within close proximity to the 
skeletal remains.  In addition, a large 
jute snail shell was found between the 
femora at 91 cmbd 2.  While this may 
have simply been an inclusion in the fill, 
it was excavated at the same level as the 
femora.  The vessel offering, combined 
with the presence of the obsidian blades 

Figure 4.7.  Proximal manual phalanx with 
evidence of misarticulation and periostitis. 

 

Figure 4.8.  In situ chert point associated with Burial 13. 
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and large chert point may indicate that this was the burial of an individual with some significance to the 
community or household group.  Funerary goods directly associated with later burials in this deposit 
were uncommon.    

 
Conclusions 

 
Burials within household structures and under associated patios reinforced the claim the living had on 
that domestic space by emphasizing the temporal dimension of property possession (Gillespie 2002).  
Use of the space in front of Structure 60 as a burial ground continued for generations, beginning at least 
as early as the early Late Classic period and likely continuing into the Terminal Classic period.  Elsewhere 
in the patio, Burials 1 and 4 occurred as early as the Terminal Preclassic period, demonstrating use of 
the patio as a burial ground for hundreds of years, albeit not necessarily continuously.  One of the key 
questions we hope to address in the future is whether there was a shift in burial location from the 
western to the eastern portion of the patio, and whether or not this represents an influx of new people 
establishing their claim to place by using the patio to bury their dead.   

While Freiwald notes continuity in body position in many of the Group 1 burials, the body 
position of the individual in Burial 13 deviated from standard Belize Valley burial treatment.  The 
orientation was to the south, but the individual was placed in a supine, rather than prone, extended 
body position.  Variation from standard funerary treatment could indicate a change in social norms, 
diffusion of cultural practices from one region to another, changing perception of the importance of this 
custom, a difference in social status, or a non-local origin of the individual.  Supine positioning of the 
person in Burial 13 could have reflected one or more of these factors.   

Considering the frequency with which the Maya relocated across the landscape, the possibility 
exists that a difference in burial positioning signals a non-local origin for Individual 13 (Freiwald 2011).  
We hope to evaluate this possibility using a combination of biogeochemical assays, such as oxygen and 
strontium isotope ratios, and continued study of Group 1’s burial contexts and stratigraphy.  
Understanding the origins of individuals buried at Actuncan will provide substantial insight into Mixter’s 
(2012) research on re-use of structures during the Terminal Classic period, the possible Postclassic 
structure identified by Mendelssohn and Keller (2011), and LeCount’s broader questions about the role 
of households in the origins of kingship at Actuncan that form the basis for this project (LeCount and 
Blitz 2002, 2005; LeCount 2011, 2012, Chapter 1 this volume).       
 

   

Figure 4.9.  Exterior (left) and interior (right) view of ceramic vessel containing a distal manual 
phalanx. 
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Appendix 4A: Analytical Units and Harris Matrix 

 
Table 4A.1.  Description of Operation 12 Analytical Units for Structure 60 and adjacent patio.   
 

Analytical 
Unit 

Location Cultural Context Associated 
Lots 

Terminus Post 
Quem  

AU1 
 

Structure 60-1st Removing backfill 
from units excavated 
as G/2, E/4, D/2, F/2, 
in 2011 

 and 
adjacent patio to 
west 

G/3, E/5, 
D/3, F/3  

G/2 TC* 
F/2 TC* 
E/4 EC* 
D/2 LCII* 

AU2 
 
 

Patio west of 
Structure 60, Burials 9 
and 10 

Cleaning base of units 
excavated as Burials 9 
and 10 U/6, V/6, I/3 
in 2011 

U/7, V/7, 
I/4 

I/3 LCII  
 
 

AU3 
 

Patio west of 
Structure 60 

Cache above Burial 13 I/5 No diagnostic 
ceramics 

AU4 
 

Patio west of 
Structure 60 

Burials 13 and 14 I/6, U/8, 
U/9, U/10, 
V/8, V/9, 
V/10 

LCI or Tzakol III 
(AD 500-660) 

* these TPQs refer to the original excavation lots, not the backfill. 
 
 

 Surface 
  

 AU1 
Backfill from 2011 excavations 

  
 AU2 

Same as analytical unit Burials 
9&10 from 2011 excavations 

  
 AU3 

Cache above Burial 13 
  

 AU4 
Burials 13 and 14 

 
 

Figure 4A.1.  Harris Matrix of Operation 12.   
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Chapter 5: Reconstructing Burials: Strategies for Excavating Maya Human Remains 

 
Carolyn Freiwald (University of Mississippi) 

  
Archaeologists learn a great deal about the Maya from the burials they excavate in households, 
monumental architecture, caves and rock shelters, and myriad other locations in and around Maya sites.  
The life histories of each individual can be pieced together to form broader patterns that make it 
possible to explore ancient health and epidemiology, status differentiation, funerary practices, religious 
beliefs, and migration networks, and may even illustrate how identity was expressed by an individual 
and his or her community.  Many of these patterns can only be discerned by study of minute details: the 
orientation of a bone, a small mark on its surface, or its elevation in relation to other parts of the body.  
It is the smallest burial details that provide the most information, and separate conclusions with strong 
evidential support from ad-hoc fallacies.  Was a grave re-entered?  Were remains disturbed or re-
deposited?  Was the body placed in an empty space, or one that was filled in at the time of burial?  This 
report describes a detailed excavation method that focuses on taphonomy – understanding all the 
factors affecting the burial context from the time of death to the present – to maximize the amount of 
information collected.  It draws both from zooarchaeological studies and the anthropologie de terrain 
methodological approach, which also has been described as archaeothanatology, or the archaeology of 
death (Duday 2006; Duday and Guillon 2006; Duday and Sellier 1990; Duday et al. 1990).  Additional 
consideration is given to environmental and preservation issues affecting burials in tropical 
environments.  
 

Maya Burials 
 
There is a large body of literature describing Maya burials. Some studies focus on reconstructing life 
histories of rulers and reporting the contents of richly adorned tombs that evidence trade, status, the 
emergence of kingship, and even craft specialization (e.g., Houk et al. 2010; Price et al. 2010; Rathje 
1970).  Veneration of ancestors is a well-described topic, along with the specific burial locations where 
the Maya interred their household and family members (Aimers et al. 2000; Chase and Chase 1994; Ek 
2006; Gillespie 2002; Graham 2011; McAnany 1995, 1998; Weiss-Krejci 2003, 2004), as is desecration of 
ancestral human remains (e.g., McAnany et al. 2004).  Differentiating funerary from non-funerary 
treatment includes actualistic studies (Tiesler and Cucina 2006a) and detailed osteological analysis of 
bones, behavior, and burial contexts (Barrett and Scherer 2005; Berryman 2007; Cucina and Tiesler 
2007; Jacobi 2007; Price et al. 2007; Tiesler 2007).     
 Other information derived from burials and skeletal remains includes reconstruction of diet, 
migration, and health (Danforth 1997; Freiwald 2011; Gerry 1997; Gerry and Krueger 1997; Price et al. 
2008; Scherer 2007; Scopa Kelso 2005; White 1997; White et al. 2001a, 2001b; Whittington 1997; 
Wright and Bachand 2009; Wright 2005a, 2005b, 1997), along with site and region-specific descriptions 
of burial and demographic patterns (Adams 1998; Healy et al. 1998; Schwake 2008, Welsh 1988; Willey 
et al. 1965; Wright 2006; Yaeger 2003).  Analysis of dental decoration and cranial modification also 
derive from the human remains found in burials (Braswell and Pitcavage 2009; Romero 1970; Tiesler 
1999, 1998).  Studies also discuss problems of poor preservation and difficult excavation conditions 
(Hammond et al. 1975).   
 Nearly all studies focus on creating a biological profile of the burial population.  Anthropologie 
de terrain, which combines forensic and archaeological methods, can be used to create taphonomic 
profiles of the deceased and their burial contexts that supplement biological information derived from 
study of the skeleton alone (Nawrocki 2011).  Tiesler and colleagues (2010) have used taphonomic 
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analyses to understand burial contexts in Mesoamerica, and although burials from many sites in the 
Belize Valley remain unpublished, Novotny (2012) has applied anthropologie de terrain principles to 
differentiate primary from secondary interments at the site of Chan, Belize.  She reconstructed burial 
practices by comparing bones with labile connections that deteriorate rapidly to those with persistent 
articulations which may take months – or even years – to deteriorate to explain burial practices (Duday 
and Guillon 2006).  
 At Actuncan, use of both biological and taphonomic profiles of burials may provide insight into 
the ways that ancestral sources of authority were used and manipulated by rulers of the site (LeCount 
2012).  Burial grounds were mediators of kin relations (Devlin 2007), and kin-based sources of power 
may have changed over time in different households at the site.  Eastern structures in the Belize Valley 
were often used as burial grounds and locales for ancestor veneration (Helmke 2006; Iannone 1996).  
The Maya curated their dead in what might be termed domestic mausolea (Gillespie 2002), and textual 
and iconographic evidence show that the Maya re-entered graves to add or remove bones or entire 
bodies (Harrison 1997; Helmke and Awe in press).     
 The patio area in Group 1, a household group in Actuncan’s northern neighborhood, was used as 
a burial location for hundreds of years, from the Early Classic to the Late or Terminal Classic period 
(Freiwald and Micklin, Chapter 4 this volume; LeCount and Blitz 2005; Rothenberg 2012; Scopa Kelso 
2005).  Three burials containing the remains of three individuals were excavated in the patio adjacent to 
Structure 59 in 2001 and 2004, the group’s northernmost structure.  Six burials with a minimum of 10 
individuals were excavated in the six 1 x 1 m units west of Structure 60, the eastern structure in the 
plazuela group.  At least two additional burials were identified in the same area, along with human 
remains within or below the structure, but the graves were not excavated (Freiwald 2011; Freiwald and 
Micklin, Chapter 4 this volume; Rothenberg 2012).  Stone alignments adjacent to the excavation units 
may also indicate additional graves extending north and into the center of the patio.     
 In contrast, no burials were encountered on the west side of the eastern structure of Group 8, a 
household group interpreted as the royal residence (Mixter and Freiwald, Chapter 3 this volume).  In 
fact, no other residential groups have this many burials suggesting that the lineage associated with 
Group 1 was an important founding family or that prominent members of the community living in 
different households were buried here (LeCount 2012).  However, an interesting pattern is emerging at 
Group 1 and other burial grounds: the extent to which each grave disturbed the next.  The repeated use 
of tombs and burial grounds resulted in encounters with the skeletons of previously buried individuals, 
which raises questions about how long the body was associated with the social persona of the individual 
who died (Freiwald 2012).  At what point was it acceptable to disturb the remains of venerated 
ancestors, and when were they transformed from an individual into a skeleton (Nilsson Stutz 2008)?   
 Employing a detailed analysis of the burial location and creating a taphonomic, as well as a 
biological profile, is one way to recreate the burial process itself.  It also provides insight into the length 
of time that passed between the burial and the subsequent disturbance of the body.  The body remains 
an active agent long after death, one that continues to interact with its environment.  It forms part of 
the context bioarchaeologists analyze and is as important as the activities associated with the burial 
itself.  The following sections describe the excavation method employed in 2011 and 2012 and presents 
examples of how it can be used to reconstruct funerary practices at Actuncan and other ancient 
societies.   
 

Burial Methods 
 
Planning 
 The osteologist should be involved in planning the field season, including developing strategies 
for the types of burials that may be encountered, e.g., tomb, simple grave, etc., selecting trained 
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excavation assistants, and ensuring that the field laboratory has protected space for processing and 
analysis of fragile bone materials.  Forms may be modified according to the key questions the 
osteologist wants to address.  As much information should be collected as possible since in many cases 
human remains are studied by multiple researchers with different questions over a period of years, or 
even decades.  Burials at each site should be numbered sequentially regardless of the context or the 
year they are recovered.  For example, if there are 5 burials recovered from three operations excavated 
during five years, there will only be one Burial 1 designation for the site.  However, the most important 
factor is to allocate a sufficient amount of time for both excavation and analysis: the skeletal analysis in 
the field laboratory may require as much or more time as the excavation.   
 
Exposing the burial and/or skeletal remains 
 The initial goal of the excavation is to expose the skeletal remains with as little contact as 
possible with the bone.  The excavator should first delimit the extent of the bone, including portions of it 
that may have decomposed.  The bone is not initially cleaned: this is the final step before the excavation 
team is ready for the formal drawing and photographs.  Bamboo skewers are inexpensive tools that 
work well to remove dirt around human remains and other fragile artifacts without dislodging or 
damaging them.  Brushing the bone itself should be avoided unless necessary as the matrix around the 
bone is cleaned. Dustpans are often too bulky to fit in the small spaces in and around bones, so useful 
substitutes are plastic bottles or folder covers, which are flexible and can be rolled to collect small 
amounts of matrix in odd-shaped spaces.    
 Once each bone is exposed, it receives a number that will be included on the formal drawing of 
the burial.  If it is not possible to isolate an individual bone, the same process can apply to each group of 
bones that can be distinguished.  Each bone/bone cluster is then marked and protected while work on 
the remainder of the burial continues.  A small, numbered flag serves the dual purpose of 1) marking the 
location of each bone for specialists, students, or other excavators who enter the burial area during the 
excavation, and 2) displaying the number of each bone for up-close photographs of each bone or bone 
cluster.  Additional protection may be required to preserve the exposed bones during excavation.  This 
may include covering the bone to protect it from sunlight and to keep it moist until it is removed to the 
lab for cleaning and analysis.    

 
Excavation steps:  
  Each bone/bone cluster is exposed and protected  
  Each bone/bone cluster is numbered 
  Each bone/bone cluster is flagged 
  Each bone/bone cluster is photographed 

 
Example: 
A tomb containing the remains of multiple individuals takes 2 ½ weeks to excavate.  The 
osteologist and an assistant focus on exposing the bones, taking turns with other specialists to 
record and collect information in the small space.  Marking each bone provides ongoing 
communication of the location of fragile materials to all members of the excavation team.  The 
bones remain only partially exposed until the team is ready to photograph and draw the skeletal 
remains, which also are covered to keep them from drying out and protect them from damage 
due to inadvertent contact with tools, matrix, or other materials.   

 
Field notes 
 In addition to the information recorded on each project’s excavation and burial forms, the 
osteologist should record the position and orientation of each bone, creating a narrative of the 
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skeletonization of the remains and what this suggests about the original burial position.  If no one 
trained in human osteology and excavation techniques is present, much of this information can be 
captured in photographs, the drawings, and the excavation techniques that are described in the 
Recovery section.  
 It is critical to include information on all observable and inferred taphonomic processes, such as 
ashy matrix resulting from burned plant material, tree stumps and roots, ant hills, rodent burrows, and 
disturbances that occur during the excavation, like rain or farm animals that may cause damage to the 
excavation unit.  
 Each project has a set of procedures for field forms and notes, and this should include a process 
for duplicate recording while in the field.  Field notebooks and forms should be scanned before the end 
of the field season, and if a specialist is not present at the time of the excavation, the notes should be 
scanned and sent to the expert at the end of each day to 1) ensure that no information is lost, and 2) to 
receive guidance for the subsequent day’s work.  
 

Field note steps:  
  The position and orientation of each bone is recorded, along with notes about the   
   current position of the skeleton and possible original position of the body 
  All disturbances and their specific locations are included in the notes, including  
   those that occur during excavation 
 
Example: 
The posterior surface of the upper leg (femur) is visible, and the linea aspera is facing up.  This is 
a clear marker of an individual in a prone (face-down) position.  If the linea aspera were shifted 
to the side, but the bones remained in anatomical position, a small change in position may have 
occurred as bone moved within the empty space left by decomposition of the soft tissue.  The 
osteologist creates a description of the position of each bone in order to differentiate the body’s 
decomposition processes from the original burial activities.  The skull is slightly out of 
anatomical position, and cervical vertebrae are associated with it, separate from the rest of the 
vertebral column.  Several observers suggest that it represents a decapitation.  However, later 
lab analysis shows no evidence for trauma.  The osteologist states that the skull separated from 
the body before it became fully skeletonized, this provides more information about the grave 
than the cause of death.  This is one of the last articulations of the body to decompose, a 
process that can take months or years (Duday and Guillon 2006), so it tells researchers that the 
grave was not immediately filled in.  Additional information is provided by observing the 
position of the ribs, which may show significant postmortem movement as the body 
decomposes.  The osteologist notes that there is little consistency in the most superior, 
posterior, or anterior surface position of the individuals ribs, which provides further support for 
open space in the grave.  

 
Screening 
 The matrix associated with each bone is screened separately within the excavation units in the 
burial.  Minute fragments with no visible markers, such as muscle insertion points, often are impossible 
to identify in the laboratory without additional contextual information.  Even small fragments can offer 
useful information: pathologies may be visible on bone surfaces and can demonstrate the extent of a 
systemic infection if the fragment can be associated with an identified bone. If matrix from different 
parts of the skeleton is simply combined in the screen, the result is a skeletal jigsaw puzzle consisting of 
hundreds or even thousands of pieces that likely will never be completely analyzed.      
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 It is common knowledge that screen size affects the recovery of bone, especially in burials with 
small bones, such as those that are highly fragmented or contain the remains of juveniles.  While not all 
bones provide useful information, it is good practice to collect all bone fragments due to ethical 
considerations.  The consistency of the matrix, visibility, and availability of water for wet screening or 
flotation all are important factors.  In some cases, it may be advisable to remove bones in block for 
excavation in the lab.  This can be problematic for two reasons: first, excavators removing fragile 
subadult remains may underestimate the size of the individual and remove only part of the body.  
Second, they may only remove the upper layer of the deposit, damaging bones or artifacts placed 
underneath the bone or bone cluster.  Every attempt should be made to delineate the full extent of the 
burial with the assistance of the osteologists, who may be able to estimate the approximate age and 
body position in the field. 
 

Screening steps:  
  Matrix from each part of the bone/bone cluster is screened and labeled separately  
  All bone is collected  
 
Example:  
The excavator cleans the lower arm bone (the ulna and radius) and notes that the ends of the 
bones are highly fragmentary.  The excavator and screener work together to collect bone 
fragments from the upper (proximal) portion of the bone, labeling and curating them separately 
from those collected from the lower (distal) end of the bone.  Subsequent analysis reveals a 
periosteal reaction on the distal end, but not the proximal one, a finding supported by 
observation of the fragments as well as the bone shaft.  An additional benefit is that artifacts 
collected in the screen and not found in situ can be assigned an approximate provenience, 
allowing burial goods that were intentionally included in the burial to be separated from those 
found in the burial matrix. 

 
Drawings and photographs 
 The drawing setup includes graph paper and a clip board large enough to include a 1:5 scale for 
an adult burial, or a 1:2 scale for an infant or a close-up drawing of the hand or the foot (Duday and 
Guillon 2006).  “The drawing technique records precisely the position of the remains, and it gives time 
for thought before removing the bones, but it has to be completed with photographs” (Duday and 
Guillon 2006: 123).  Two transparencies are useful, one to record the elevations of the top and the 
bottom of each bone and another to record the bone numbers, along with items like grave goods that 
may also be assigned a “special find” number. 
 The three-dimensional location of each bone (or bone cluster) is recorded, including the X, Y, 
and Z coordinates.  Multiple elevation measures may be needed if there is a change of more than 5 cm 
in elevation in the same bone.  In situ measurements may be taken as part of the drawing process, and 
many references offer detailed procedures on field methods (e.g., Bass 2005).  Additional photographs 
and notes might be useful if there is better visibility of the bone or bone cluster after the skeletal 
remains are completely cleaned.  A separate drawing and set of photographs are made for each level of 
bones that are removed, and most burials will have at minimum 2-3 levels.   
 It is critical to number each bone and identify the exact location of the bone on the drawing.  
This is the most important evidence needed to support designation of a primary or secondary burial.  A 
body may appear to be in anatomical position, but only an experienced osteologist may observe a bone 
that is out of place in the field.  Bones were sometimes replaced in some approximation of anatomical 
order when graves were reentered in antiquity (Nilsson Stutz 2003).  Analysis in the lab requires a 
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detailed burial map to recognize complex burial practices like secondary burials or intentional 
disturbance of skeletal elements.  
 Each bone or bone cluster should be photographed, and plan, perspective, and zenithal views 
captured for the feature at each stage of excavation.  Perspective views give an idea of depth, and 
rectification programs may allow for a better zenith view of the feature (Duday and Guillon 2006).  The 
north arrow and bone number should be visible in each photograph.  Automated mapping programs 
may be useful if funding, expertise, and space are available.  Automated measurement of multiple 
points can be used to produce three dimensional images and aid in manual drawings (e.g., Cosmas et al. 
no date; Pollefeys et al. 2003).   
 

Drawing steps:  
  The clipboard has graph paper and two additional sheets of vellum or tracing paper to  
  record 1) elevations, and 2) the number of each bone in the drawing  
  Each bone (or bone cluster) is numbered and measured in three dimensions, including  
  multiple elevation measures, as part of the drawing process 
  Top and bottom elevations are recorded for each bone 
  A separate drawing and photo are made for each level of bones that are removed 
 
Example:  
Figure 5.1 shows long bones designated as Actuncan Operation 12 Burial 7 Individual 2, which 
are positioned nearly vertically. This would not be obvious in a plan view drawing or 
photograph.  Changes in elevation 
might suggest very different 
interpretations: patterned changes 
suggest that the individual’s grave was 
placed over an empty space that 
subsequently collapsed, such as 
another grave.  Burial 7 individual 2 
would be the more recent burial.  
Alternatively, a lack of patterning 
suggests that the burial of Individual 2 
occurred first, and then was disturbed 
when another person was buried later.  
In the lab, the osteologist can confirm 
field observations about the position 
and orientation of each bone, and 
relate the numbered bones to the map 
to try and recreate the taphonomy of 
the disturbed burial.  

 
Recovery and transport 
 Burials usually require multiple days to 
expose, document, and remove.  The longer 
the bone is exposed, the more potential there 
is for damage to bone surfaces and for the 
bone to deteriorate.  Each time the burial 
context is covered and re-opened also creates 
potential for damage to the bone, as does the 

Figure 5.1. Actuncan Burial 7 Individual 2.  Note 
the nearly vertical placement of the long bones. 
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danger of looting or other disturbances, such as tropical storms.  However, it is critical to fully document 
the burial.  Options for excavating in unstable conditions include removing the burial unit by unit, 
placing semi-permanent covers over the context, or even having staff onsite overnight to reduce the 
risks of damage to sensitive contexts during the excavation season.  After the drawing and formal 
photographs are completed, the bones can be removed, and it is at this step that information can be 
collected for later analysis by the osteologist even if he or she is not present.  The bones are collected 
and placed in foil with their position retained, and the orientation and context labeled on the interior 
and exterior of the foil.   
 Name brand foil (not the non-stick brand) is pre-labeled with the contextual information, along 
with flagging tape or Tyvek tags  that serve as an interior label and are used to mark the bottom of the 
bone (the part that was facing down).  The north direction is marked.  The bone is wrapped in the foil, 
retaining its original position and orientation.  Removing bones intact retains the same information 
preservatives or consolidants would, avoiding the lengthy cleaning process those treatments require, 
and without causing permanent damage to the bone. 
 This collection technique also eliminates the need for field preservatives because it allows the 
final phase of excavation to occur in the field lab.  There the data can be recorded without the need to 
damage the bone using chemical supplements, which is important if archaeometric analyses, such as 
DNA and isotopic assays, are planned.  It also maintains the relatively constant moisture and provides 
cushion for the bone(s) that reduces the potential for damage during transport. Bones should be 
transported from the field in boxes sufficiently large that they lay flat.  Bones and other fragile objects 
always should be separated from ceramics, lithics, or groundstone, including animal bones.       
 
Laboratory analysis 
 The careful removal of the bones in the field means that the osteologist or a trained assistant 
must initially process the bones as the final stage of the excavation process.  The orientation and 
position of the bone are recorded in a location where references are available to supplement or correct 
field identifications (e.g., Bass 2005; Baker et al. 2006; Scheuer et al. 2010; White and Folkens 2005).  
The bones are then cleaned.  Most projects likely have washing procedures that include using fine mesh 
to catch tiny bone fragments, then emptying it and changing the water after processing each bone or 
context (e.g., Bass 2005).  Assistants also should be trained to only hold fragile material low, over a soft 
surface, and with two hands.  A light brush may be used for cleaning if it will not damage the bone.  It is 
necessary to remove the matrix from both the interior and exterior of the bone. Contact with organic 
material causes the bone to decompose more quickly. CAUTION: If the fragments are held together by 
the matrix in the bone’s medullary cavity, it is advisable to record measurements for the bone at this 
stage. 
 Retain the relative position of the bone fragments and bones in relation to each other. That is, 
highly fragmented bones are washed piece by piece and placed back in the same position to dry.  This 
prevents unnecessary refitting of bones by the osteologists during analysis after the bone is dry.  Bones 
should be dried in a secure location, out of the sun and away from potential disturbances (animals, 
insects, or curious onlookers).  A light screen can be placed over the drying bone fragments for 
protection from breezes that are common in open field laboratories in tropical environments.  It may be 
a challenge to find a dry and warm location for the bones to dry in a humid environment, especially if 
the excavations occur during the rainy season.  A light fan may be used if it does not disturb the bone 
fragments, but every effort should be made to maintain a relatively constant temperature and humidity 
as soon as possible after the bone is dried to minimize further deterioration.   
 After analysis, bones may be stored flat in their approximate position wrapped in Tyvek, plastic, 
or another non-perishable material for future analysis.  The bone may no longer be identifiable if dozens 
of broken fragments are piled together in a plastic bag, which also can cause additional damage to the 
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bone.  Under no circumstance should toilet paper or paper be used to wrap perishable materials. 
Because it also is perishable, it may encourage the growth of molds and bacteria that are hazardous 
both to the researchers and the skeletal materials.  It is becoming more common to have multiple 
analysts work with the same bone collections, sometimes decades later.  This process helps preserve 
information apparent to the first researcher for subsequent analysts who may need the same data to 
answer different questions.    
 

Laboratory analysis steps:  
  Remove materials that will be sampled for biogeochemical tests, like DNA, elemental or 
  isotopic analyses, and consult the specialist to see if special processing is recommended 
  (preferably before removal of the bone in the field) 
  Test bones to see if they are well-preserved enough to rinse surfaces with water 
  Rinse bones (not fully submerging them) gently in water 
  Record measurements of the bones during washing process if needed 
  Dry bones in a secure location 
  Conduct qualitative and quantitative analysis 
  Re-house bones in non-perishable materials, retaining all provenience information and   
  as much of the information about the bone as possible 
 
Example: 
The left innominate is removed with the bone exposed, but not removed, from the surrounding 
matrix. The analyst records the exact position and orientation of the bone in the lab, recording 
features like the shape of the sciatic notch and other sex or age identifiers before the fragile 
bone is washed.  The bone is then washed and kept intact as much as possible. It is dried on a 
piece of Tyvek, or other non-perishable material, then analyzed once more for pathologies or 
other features.  Once analysis is complete, it is placed flat into high-quality plastic material, 
sealed to create a mini stable environment not subject to changes in relative humidity, and 
stored flat in a padded plastic container protected from heavy objects that might damage it for 
future analysis.  

 
Storage 
 A guide for curation in tropical environments can be found in Freiwald (2011).  In general, bone 
fragments should be curated ONCE FULLY DRY in polyethylene curatorial 2-ply or 4-ply sealed plastic 
bags with interior and exterior tags (e.g., Tyvek) that retain all provenience information, including the 
number assigned to the bone.  If paper tags are used, each tag should be placed within a plastic bag so 
that no perishable material remains in contact with the bone.  Foil may be used to temporarily house 
materials, but should be replaced with high-quality curatorial non-perishable storage materials as soon 
as possible.  As noted in the Laboratory Analysis section, the careful method of restoring bones retains 
more information for future analysis.  In addition to the sealed context for each bone, each burial should 
be housed separately in a sealed plastic container that will protect it from changes in relative humidity 
and pests. 
 
Recording osteological information 
 Most osteologists working in North America use the forms published by Ubelaker and Buikstra 
(1994), which provide prompts for detailed qualitative analysis of every part of the body, as well as a 
standardized recording system all osteologists should be familiar with. Two aspects of the recording 
system that may not be adequate for analysis of Maya burials are the form for recording comingled 
burials and form to record quantitative information.  Zooarchaeological and forensic science can be 
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combined to record observations for each bone in order to create a taphonomic profile that 
complements the biological profile bioarchaeologists are accustomed to as the main focus of their 
analysis (Nawrocki 2011; Redding et al. 1978).    
 Most osteologists supplement these forms with drawings of specific bones, or with summary 
spreadsheets useful for quantitative analysis.  Bass (2005) also offers excellent lab and field instructions: 
one key modification is that bones should not be labeled or marked. This prevents chemical damage to 
the bone and is in keeping with Native American Graves and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) practices.  
Careful tracking of provenience can be double-checked by recording the weight of the bone or marking 
it with a temporary tag.   
 Zooarchaeologists are accustomed to creating a taphonomic profile of the assemblage, 
recording the presence or absence of animal, human, and natural damage (e.g., animal or plant damage 
to the bone) for each bone element.  The weight and number of each set of bone fragments will not only 
aid in creating the biological profile of the individual(s) in the burial.  It also provides information on the 
fragmentation of the burial (and thus the burial environment), and potentially differentiates human 
activity from trampling, root damage, non-human fire damage, etc.  In addition, a lab notebook should 
be used as a daily log to track the analysis, recording the date, who worked on which burials/bones, and 
the types of work that occurred.  This is useful in the event of errors (as there always are errors), like lost 
tags, poorly calibrated scales, etc.   
 

Recording steps:  
  A paper or computerized spreadsheet is developed to record osteological information 
  All data are backed up frequently, and all observations are dated in case information is   
  lost or recorded incorrectly and needs to be re-checked 
  Qualitative and quantitative observations are recorded for each bone element: all   
  bones, even fragments, are observed, counted, weighed, and recorded 
  Data are collected so that all types of analysis can be completed; however, for each   
  study, the researcher may record only those observations appropriate to the study 
  Photographs are taken of each worked bone element, pathology, and age or sex   
  marker, along with an illustrative example of each type of observation (e.g., gnaw   
  marks) 
 
Example: 
Each bone in a highly disturbed 1x1 m burial context is recorded separately, along with 
observations about taphonomic processes in the burial context. A large tree had dislodged 
smaller cobbles and some of the bones, but the boulders lining the grave and the structure walls 
remained in place.  One bone was coated in a limestone accretion, but surface preservation of 
the other bones was good. No evidence for water or root damage was observed on adjacent 
bones, and several duplicate elements were present.  The excavators can explore the possibility 
that this bone was brought in from a cave context where similar preservation exists because it is 
unlikely that these changes occurred in situ.  Detailed mapping and photographs of the bone 
allow a determination of primary v. secondary burials for the individuals in the grave.  

 
Reconstructing Behavior by Studying Bones 

 
L’anthropologie de terrain (Duday and Sellier 1990) has been used by researchers to interpret the 
meaning of burial treatment in prehistoric Europe.  Studies by Nilsson Stutz (2008, 2003) and Duday and 
colleagues (Duday and Sellier 1990; Duday et al. 1990) illustrate two benefits of applying forensic 
principles to archaeological contexts. First, they provide detailed evidence about funerary practices, 
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such as how the body was prepared for burial or how long the community waited to bury the deceased.  
More important, they draw broader interpretations about the transition between life and death and 
how that reflected ancient belief systems.  In-depth taphonomic and actualistic analysis is not new to 
the Maya world (e.g., Tiesler and Cucina 2006a; Tiesler et al. 2010), but should be more broadly applied 
because the method can alter interpretations of important burial contexts like that of the Red Queen at 
Palenque (Tiesler and Cucina 2006b).   
 For example, a Protohistoric grave in Corsica contained the remains of a single individual buried 
in a supine position. The post-mortem movement of the bones show that the grave was not filled in, 
allowing the hand and foot bones to scatter and the limb bones to shift as the body decomposed.  The 
movement of the cranium in relation to the mandible and cervical vertebrae show that it originally was 
elevated (Duday et al. 1990:38).  Based on detailed analysis of the length of time needed for labile and 
persistent articulations to decompose, Duday and colleagues could surmise that the grave was an open 
space for months, or even years.  The body remains a dynamic entity even after the initial stages of 
burial have occurred.     
 Minute details about the fossilized remains also can provide information about the social 
processes that shaped the body during life (Nilsson Stutz 2008).  Decomposition is part of the body’s 
transformation of the social being into a corpse, and funerary treatment at the Mesolithic site of 
Skateholm reflects this gradual change.  The articulations of the body that decompose first (Duday and 
Sellier 1990) were intact, demonstrating that bodies were interred not long after death.  Some corpses 
were wrapped, perhaps hiding the early stages of decomposition.  The pits were immediately filled in, a 
finding that is based on the lack of movement of labile articulations, like the hands and feet.  Bones 
connected by persistent articulations moved only within the space of the body (Nilsson Stutz 2003, 
2008).  Nilsson Stutz (2008) draws the conclusion that the dead were placed in lifelike positions, seated 
or on their sides, but that as some graves were re-accessed over time, there was no attempt to re-
position disturbed bones.  This is a particularly salient observation for burials in the Maya lowlands, 
where bodies were disturbed to construct new graves, and burials were re-accessed to remove or add 
bones, or even entire individuals.  At what point did the fossilized remains no longer represent the living 
person?  After time passed, was the place more important that any particular ancestor buried there? 
 
Actuncan Burial Practices 
 At Actuncan, the burials in the patio area adjacent to the eastern structure in Group 1 suggest 
that similar attention to taphonomic processes can offer insight into Maya burial treatment despite poor 
preservation in which nearly all the ends of long bones and axial skeletal elements had decomposed.  
Most Group 1 graves may have been filled when the burial occurred.  For example, metatarsals and 
phalanges of both feet were found in anatomical position in Op 1 Burial 10.  In an open space, they 
would have scattered as the body decomposed (Duday and Guillon 2006).  In Op 1 Burial 6, the 
preserved portions of the lower legs appeared to be straight, but the right foot was crossed over the 
left, allowing some of the pedal phalanges to fall out of position into the small, empty space create by 
the slight elevation as the body decomposed.  
 At first glance, one small aspect of the body position does not appear to be especially 
significant.  However, the prone body position and southern orientation was strongly patterned in 
burials in the Belize Valley (Schwake 2008, Yaeger 2003: Willey et al. 1965).  Nearly 90% of the 
individuals buried in this manner had strontium isotope values local to the Belize Valley, suggesting that 
the burial position may have been a regional marker of a person’s place of birth (Freiwald 2011).  
However, most burials are not published in sufficient detail to identify patterns within the valley.  At 
Actuncan, lower right arm was crossed behind the back in Op 1 Burials 1, 6, 7 (Individual 1), 8 (Individual 
1), and 10.  Was this the standard practice at Actuncan, particular to this household only, or a more 
widely-used custom in the Belize Valley?    
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 A more striking pattern in the ten burials excavated in the Op 1 household is the manner in 
which new graves disturbed old ones (Freiwald 2012).  The left arm of Op 1 Burial 8 was dislodged and 
left lying haphazardly over the body.  The left arm of Op 1 Burial 10 was missing and likely forms part of 
the comingled remains in Op 1 Burial 9 that have yet to be completely analyzed.  The mix of seemingly 
reverential and sacrilegious behavior also is apparent in Op 1 Burial 9.  The dressed stone lining the 
grave was placed directly on top of facial bones, even as the remainder of the cranium was placed next 
to the skull of the more recently deceased, both in the appropriate place on the south end of the grave 
in a prone position (Freiwald 2012).   
 Human remains are commonly identified in construction fill in Maya structures, and might be 
interpreted as unintentional disturbance of graves or caches.  However, burial locations were often used 
for centuries (Helmke 2006; Powis and Hohman 1994) and the Maya surely could recognize the types of 
locations that served as burial grounds even better than modern archaeologists.  While the initial 
disturbance of a burial may have been accidental, treatment of the bones was an intentional decision.  
At some point the bones may have ceased to represent an individual and may have become an object 
that could be circulated, replaced, or left in disarray once disturbed.   
 

Conclusion 
 

The final analysis will provide detailed information on each of the burials, and the method improved 
upon as excavations continue at Actuncan.  In many ways, anthropologie de terrain simply expands upon 
careful excavation techniques. However, only by focusing on this level of detail will we understand if any 
of the bodies were wrapped, if the grave fill was loose or tightly packed, or the sequence of deposition 
of burials with more than one individual.  More novel is the ability to measure the length of time that 
passed before a grave was disturbed, and how the dislodged bones were treated.  Anthropological 
interpretations of burials inform us about many aspects of society (Parker Pearson 1999), but 
incorporating forensic studies into Maya bioarchaeology can recreate aspects of funeral and burial 
process, which is a fascinating but underexplored aspect of an individual’s history (e.g., Blau and 
Ubelaker 2011; Dupras et al. 2011). 
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Chapter 6: Excavations in the West Plaza 
 

Emma Chambers-Koenig (University of Alabama) 
 
During the 2011 season, Dr. Angela Keller directed the Plaza Research Project under the aegis of the 
larger Actuncan Archaeological Project in the interest of examining everyday uses of Maya plaza spaces.   
The West Plaza at Actuncan was the first plaza selected for testing because it demonstrated 
characteristics of a marketplace based on its openness and its association with civic architecture and a 
causeway (Keller and Craiker 2011:190).  
 Because evidence of the everyday uses of plazas is ephemeral, especially the use of the plaza as 
a marketplace, Keller used several rapidly implemented and minimally evasive methods to collect 
multiple lines of evidence for specific activity areas.  First, she utilized data from the geophysical survey 
by Dr. Chet Walker, who found the plaza to be relatively ‘quiet’ compared to ‘noisier’ residential groups.  
However, potential buried structures, floors, pit features and pathways were located (Keller and Craiker 
2011:192; Blitz and Nelson 2011).  Next, test units were placed throughout the plaza to reveal the 
plaza’s stratigraphy so as to guide posthole tests (Keller and Craiker 2011:194-197).  Once the relative 
stratigraphy was known for the plaza, 364 posthole tests were placed across the plaza at 5 m intervals 
using posthole diggers.  Postholers were used to excavate uniform (19 cm diameter) holes, which in this 
case, were dug down to the latest plaza surface or other architectural features.  Macroartifacts and soil 
samples were collected from each posthole.  In addition, microartifact samples and soil pH readings 
were taken from a 20 m interval subset of postholes.  Finally, phosphorus testing was conducted on a 10 
m interval subset of postholes to determine high organic content areas around the plaza (Keller and 
Craiker 2011:199). 
 Combined, the evidence 
suggested areas of specific use in 
the West Plaza.  High phosphorus 
levels in the north and south of 
the plaza signify organic trash, 
possibly placed there to delineate 
public and private space between 
the plaza and residential groups.  
High microartifact densities to 
the west of Structure 12 
indicated a possible in situ lithic 
reduction area.  Finally, the 
magnetometry data suggested a 
buried structural feature aligned 
east-west near the southern end 
of the plaza.  The goal of the 
2012 season was to test these 
hypothetical activity areas 
suggested by the 2011 data. 
 The 2012 summer season 
commenced as a field school for 
the University of Texas, Arlington 
directed by Keller under the 
Actuncan Archaeological Project 
and Principal Investigator Dr. Lisa 

Figure 6.1.  Map of the West Plaza indicating the locations of 
Operation 30 excavation Areas A, B, and C; the unit locations of 
those areas. 
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LeCount.  Twelve undergraduate students supervised by Keller and two graduate students---Emma 
Koenig (University of Alabama) and David Mixter (Washington University)---excavated the hypothesized 
northern trash deposit, lithic reduction area and buried structure areas in the West Plaza. 
 Three general areas were tested: Areas A, B, and C (Figure 6.1).  All were excavated as Operation 
30.  Area A was placed over the hypothesized trash deposit.  Two 1 x 1 m units (A and B) were 
excavated.  Four 1 x 1 m units (C, D, L and M) were excavated in Area B, the hypothesized lithic 
reduction zone.  Eight 1 x 1 m units (E, F, G, H, I, J, K, and N) were excavated in Area C, the predicted 
buried structure.  Appendix A provides the Harris Matrices and Analytical Unit tables for all excavated 
proveniences. 
 

West Plaza Trash Area: Operation 30 Units A and B (Datum 1) 
 

Two 1 x 1 m units (A, B) were placed in the northwest corner of the West Plaza, approximately 15 m 
south of Group 1 and 10 m north of the Plaza Platform found on the far western side of the plaza 
flanking the aguada.  The location of the units was determined based on the high phosphorous levels in 
the area found during the 2011 season.  Trash was found in this area as predicted by the combined, 
minimally evasive methods.  The trash was a concentrated, yet thin (20 cm thick), refuse area covering 
all of Unit A (Figure 6.2) and approximately half of Unit B.  The refuse was the densest in Unit A, 
especially along the eastern unit wall (Figure 6.3).  Most of the ceramic materials in the refuse date to 
the Late Classic II period (Hats’ Chaak phase).  No architectural features were found in association with 
the refuse.  Below the refuse in Unit B, a shallow pit feature was excavated but its function is unclear.  
Two plaza fills composed of clay were excavated below the refuse.  Excavations were terminated in Area 
A due to the end of the field season. 
 
Analytical Units 
Five distinct analytical units—two cultural and three natural— were excavated and defined from Units A 
and B.   
 Datum 1 Modern Surface: [Lots A/1,2 and B/1,2].  The first analytical unit consists of naturally 
accumulated soil.  The matrix was a 10YR 2/1 clay loam, 9 to 17 cm deep.  Ceramic and lithic artifacts 
were present throughout the layer, 
most likely due to bioturbation 
processes.  Ceramic and lithic 
artifacts increased in density at the 
base of the analytical unit (A/2, 
B/2) and it was determined that 
this density indicated the top of 
the midden deposit. 
 Datum 1 West Plaza Refuse 
Area: [Lots A/3,4,5,7 and B/3,4,5].  
The second analytical unit is a 
dense 20 to 24 cm thick refuse 
deposit of ceramic and lithic 
materials. Ceramic types date the 
deposit between Late Classic and 
Late Classic II periods.  The density 
of the refuse was highest in Unit A 
especially along the east wall of the 
unit.  Moving towards the 

Figure 6.2.  Refuse deposit in Unit A. 
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southwest into Unit B the density of artifacts diminished but undressed limestone and chert cobble 
inclusions in the matrix increased.  Munsell readings of the matrix varied between units and lots (A/3 
and B/3- 10YR 2/1, A/4,5- 10YR 3/1, A/7 10YR 4/3, B/4,5- 10 YR 3/2) but the consistency was a clay loam 
throughout.  Based on the increase in stone inclusions in Unit B, the trash was interpreted as possibly 
forming a section of a perishable wall.  Further excavations are needed to support this hypothesis. 
 Datum 1 Clay Plaza Fill 1: [Lots A/8,9,10,11 and B/7,8,9,10,11].  Below the trash analytical unit 
three was marked by a 10YR 4/3- 10YR 4/4 clay loam.  Artifacts were still recovered but in smaller 
numbers and sizes reaffirming that the entirety of the trash deposit was excavated.  Unit A terminated 
excavations at 113 cm below datum.     
 Datum 1 Feature 1- Pit: [Lot B/6].  Analytical unit four is a pit feature found in Unit B.  At the 
base of Lot 5 a slight color change was noticed moving from the northeast corner to the southwest 
corner of the unit.  In the northeast corner the Munsell reading was 10YR 4/4 and in the southwest 
corner the Munsell reading was 10YR 3/2.  Excavations followed this color change along a gradual slope 
towards the southwest exposing a shallow pit—Feature 1.  At its deepest point Feature 1 was 13 cm (83 
cm below datum) deep.     
 Datum 1 Clay Plaza Fill 2: [Lots B/12, 13].  Analytical unit five is a 2.5Y 4/3 clay with small (0-1 
cm) stone inclusions.  Few artifacts were recovered.  Unit B terminated excavations at 141 to 143 cm 
below datum.     
 Datum 1 Collected Material from Back dirt: [Lot A/6].  Analytical unit six was not excavated.  
Chert cobbles with signs of work were found in the backfill and collected.  
 

Lithic Area: Operation 30 Units C, D, L, and M (Datum 2, 4, 5) 

Two 1 x 1 m units (C, D; Datum 2) were placed approximately 15 m west of Structure 12 on the eastern 
side of the West Plaza.  Micro- and macroartifact analyses from 2011 suggested this area was a lithic 
reduction zone.  Unit C and D excavations exposed little evidence for lithic reduction, so Unit L (1 x 1 m; 
Datum 4) was placed 3 m north of Unit D, and Unit M (1 x 1 m; Datum 5) was placed 2.5 m east of Unit C 
in the hopes that the lithic 
reduction activity area 
hypothesis would be supported 
(Figure 6.1).  Lithic reduction was 
not evident; however, the 
rounded corner of a clay filled 
and plaster lined platform (Figure 
6.4) was found in Unit L and a cut 
limestone wall was found in Unit 
M.  
 Based on the limited 
excavations the dimensions of 
the platform could not be 
determined, however, at the 
uncovered corner the height was 
approximately 30 cm high.  The 
plaza floor found at the base of 
the excavations did not continue 
underneath the platform, which 
means the platform and plaza 
floor were most likely the same 
construction episode.  The 

Figure 6.3. Refuse deposit in Unit A.  Photo showing the density 
of the deposit along the east unit wall. 
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platform was constructed with an interior clay fill that was then capped with chert cobbles and 
undressed limestone.  The cobbles and limestone were then plastered over.  No diagnostic sherds were 
found in the fill of the platform and the cobble, limestone and plaster cap tentatively date to the 
Terminal Late Preclassic Period.  
 Information is also limited on the line of cut limestone blocks found in Unit M (Figure 6.5).  It is 
unclear how, if at all, this construction articulates with the platform found in Unit L.  The stones appear 
to lie on top of an eroded plaster floor, BFF floor.  Excavations were terminated due to the end of the 
season.        
 
Analytical Units   
 Twelve analytical units (AU 7-18)—three natural and nine cultural—were defined in Loci 2, 4, 
and 5. 
 Datum 2 Modern Surface: [Lots C/1, 2, 3 and D/1, 2, 3]. Analytical unit seven is a deep (22 to 24 
cm) natural soil accumulation described as a 10YR 2/1-10YR 3/2 clay loam.  Animal burrows were found 
while excavating, which might explain the presence of ceramic and lithic in the area since burrowing 
animals bring to the surface materials buried at depths between 30 to 50 cm (Johnston 2002:8).  Of 
note, cave pearls were found in Unit C and collected as a special find.  At the base of this layer there was 
in increase in small limestone pebbles that indicated a prepared surface. 
 Datum 2 Accumulated Surface: [Lots C/4,5,6,7 and D/4,5,6,7].  Analytical unit eight was 
determined to be a 26 to 28 cm thick culturally accumulated clay loam (10YR 3/2- 10YR 4/2).  What 
distinguished this matrix from naturally deposited soil was the compaction of the matrix and the 
presence of small (0 to 1 cm) limestone pebbles throughout it.  We predict that the surface accumulated 
through multiple resurfacing events during which the Maya repeatedly laid down mixtures of clay and 
limestone pebbles.  Lithic and ceramic artifacts were still present, however, their frequencies were low 
and it is possible many were trampled into the occupation surface.  Ceramics date the surface between 
the Late Classic and Late Classic 
II periods.     
 Datum 2 Cobble Fill: 
[Lots C/8,9 and D/8,9].  
Analytical unit nine is a cobble 
fill layer just below the 
accumulated surface.  Few 
artifacts were found in this 
layer.  The fill appears to slope 
downward toward the 
southwest from Unit C to Unit 
D.   Due to time restraints 
excavations were terminated 
before the bottom of the fill 
layer could be found.   
 Datum 5 Modern 
Surface: [Lots M/1,2].  
Analytical unit ten is a 15 to 20 
cm deep natural soil 
accumulation of a 10YR 2/1 clay 
loam.  
 Datum 5 Accumulated 
Surface: [Lots M/3,4].  

Figure 6.4.  Corner of the clay filled and plaster-lined platform found 
in Unit L. 
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Analytical unit eleven is most likely the same accumulated surface found in Units C and D marked by the 
small limestone pebble inclusions in a 10YR 2/1-10YR 3/2 clay loam matrix.  The artifact density 
increased in this layer compared to the previous analytical unit.  Ceramics from this layer date between 
the Late Classic IIb and Terminal Classic periods.  At the base of the accumulated surface an eroded 
plaster floor was discovered.   
 Datum 5 Eroded Plaster Floor: [Lot M/5].  Analytical unit twelve is an eroded plaster floor 3 cm 
thick that dates to the Middle Preclassic, or more probably, the Late Preclassic period based on ceramics 
from the fill.  This floor may represent the final plastering event of the West Plaza.  The accumulated 
surface seems to have built up directly on top of this plaster floor.  The floor was very eroded to the 
point that sections of ballast were easily seen. 
 Datum 5 Cobble Floor Ballast: [Lot M/6,7].  Analytical unit thirteen is the cobble ballast (15 to 20 
cm thick) just below the plaster floor.  Ceramics date the ballast between the Middle and Late Preclassic 
periods.  We expected the depth of this ballast to be similar to the depth of the cobble fill found in Units 
C and D.  The top of the cobble fill in Unit C was only 5 cm below the surface (cmbs) deeper than the 
floor ballast in Unit M; however, the top of the cobble fill in Unit D was 25 cmbs deeper than the ballast 
in Unit M (estimates are based on cmbd since multiple datums were used in Area B excavations and the 
surface was relatively level).  This difference could be accounted for given the noted downward slope of 
the cobble fill in Units C and D.  Taking this into account, it is possible that the cobble fill from Units C 
and D (AU 9) is actually the floor ballast found in Unit M.  No diagnostic ceramics were recovered from 
the cobble fill in Units C and D. 
   As the ballast was removed a line of three cut limestone blocks appeared along the eastern 
wall of the unit.  The ballast ended with the appearance of another eroded plaster floor named BFF 
Floor.   Since excavations only exposed a small portion of this construction, it is unclear if the line of 
stones form a wall to the platform found in Unit L or other construction features.  Due to erosion it is 
also unclear if BFF floor lipped at the wall or continued underneath the stones.   
 Datum 5 BFF Floor and Ballast: [Lot M/8].  The eroded plaster sections and ballast of BFF Floor 
make up analytical unit fourteen.  
The matrix below the floor was a 
10YR 5/6 clay.  Ceramics date BFF 
Floor to the Middle and Late 
Preclassic.  Excavations were 
terminated due to the end of the 
field season. 
  Datum 4 Modern Surface: 
[Lots L/1,2,3].  Analytical unit 
fifteen is a layer of modern soil 
development.  The matrix is a clay 
loam (10YR 2/1-10YR 3/1) with 
small root inclusions.  At the base 
of this layer the accumulated 
surface was found along with the 
appearance of chert cobbles and 
undressed limestone in the 
southeast corner of the unit.        
 Datum 4 Accumulated 
Surface: [Lots L/4,5,6,7].  
Analytical unit sixteen is the 
accumulated surface 

Figure 6.5.  Line of cut limestone blocks found in Unit M—
possible platform. 
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approximately 35 cm thick.  Ceramics from this section of the prepared surface date from the Late 
Preclassic to the Late Classic period.  A pile of chert cobbles and undressed limestone found in the 
southeast corner were left in place and named Feature 3.  As the accumulated surface was excavated 
and Feature 3 was more exposed, Feature 3 seemed to form a rounded corner of a platform.  A burnt 
plaster floor was found at the bottom of the accumulated surface in the northwest corner of the unit.    
 Datum 4 Feature 3, Plaster and Cobble Ballast: [Lot L/8].  Analytical unit seventeen is the chert 
cobble, undressed limestone and plastered surface of Feature 3.  Approximately 15 cm of this outer 
surface was removed exposing an inner clay fill (2.5Y 6/4).  Ceramics from this lot tentatively date the 
feature to the Terminal Late Preclassic period.      
 Datum 4 Feature 3, Fill: [Lot L/9].  Analytical unit eighteen is the clay fill interior of Feature 3.  At 
the base of Feature 3 the soil changed from a yellow (2.5Y 6/4) clay to a brown (10YR 7/6) clay.  There 
was a very low artifact count from the inner fill of Feature 3 and no diagnostic sherds were recovered. 
Excavations were terminated at the base of Feature 3. 
 

Structure 84: Operation 30 Units E, F, G, H, I, J, K, and N (Datum 3) 

The 2011 magnetometry data suggested there was a buried structure at the southern end of the West 
Plaza.  The area was examined and a 4 x 2 m grid was set up based on the presence of limestone blocks 
protruding from the ground.  Excavations commenced on two of the 1 x 1 m units (E, F).  Units E and F 
confirmed some sort of structural feature so the grid was extended 2 x 2 m on the east and west ends.  
Six additional units (G, H, I, J, K, and N) were excavated and a low-lying, almost square platform 
(Structure 84) was uncovered (Figure 6.6).  Since only one entire wall face was excavated dimensions of 
Structure 84 are unclear but it is estimated to be 3 x 4 m in size based on exposed limestone in the 
modern surface.  Structure 84 is oriented approximately 30 degrees north of east and was built on top 
of a plaster plaza floor (Conejo Plaza Floor).     
 Excavations into Structure 84 revealed multiple plaster floor constructions underneath the low 
platform (Figure 6.7).  A large boulder fill was found underneath Conejo Plaza Floor that was 30 cm 
thick.  This fill may have functioned to level the plaza prior to the plastering of Conejo Plaza Floor.  

Figure 6.6.  Plan view of Structure 84. 
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Under the large boulder fill an eroded floor, Uck Plaza Floor, was found.  This floor and ballast layer was 
relatively thin (6 to 8 cm thick).  Another eroded plaster floor, Howler Plaza Floor, was found under the 
Uck Plaza Floor ballast.  Below the Howler Plaza Floor ballast, a pristine plaza floor was found.  This floor 
was named Demaris Plaza Floor.  Excavations were terminated at this point due to the end of the 
season.  
 
Analytical Units   
 Twelve analytical units (19-30)—one natural and eleven cultural—were excavated and defined 
in Excavation Area C.  
 Datum 3 Modern Surface: [Lots E/1,2; F/1,2,3; G/1,2; H/1,2,3,4; I/1; J/1; K/1,2; N/1,2].  Analytical 
unit nineteen is the modern soil that developed over the top and around Structure 84.  The depth 
ranged from 6 to 31 cm depending where the soil developed on or around the structure.  The matrix 
was a dark brown (10YR 2/2) clay loam with chert cobbles and undressed limestone inclusions.   
 Datum 3 East Structure Collapse: [Lots E/3,4,5; G/3; I/2].  Analytical unit twenty is a dense 
cobble and limestone collapse found on the eastern side of Structure 84.  From the low wall found in 
Unit E this collapse extends to the east, slightly downhill, into Unit I and was directly on top of Conejo 
Plaza Floor.  Conejo Floor was well preserved close to the structure wall in Unit E and deteriorated to 
the east. This collapse layer was also excavated on the east side of Unit G in front of the structure wall.               
 Datum 3 West Structure Collapse: [Lots K/3,4].  Analytical unit twenty-one is collapse found on 
the west side of Structure 84.  Immediately it was noted that the collapse layer on the west side of the 
structure was less dense and less extensive than that found on the east side in from of Units E and G, 
giving us reason to believe that the processes of collapse were directed almost entirely to the east.  
There is a slight elevation decrease from west to east suggesting that water, over time, may have eroded 
the eastern side of the structure and carried collapse farther away from the platform; however, the 
collapse processes are still unclear.   
 Datum 3 Unknown Fill to the North of Structure 84: [Lots F/4; N/3].  Analytical unit twenty-two is 
a densely packed cobble and limestone fill to the north of Structure 84 found on top of Conejo Plaza 
Floor.  Since a very small portion of this fill was excavated it is unclear whether this represents a 
construction addition to 
Structure 84 or possibly 
structure fill which collapsed 
like that found on the east and 
west sides of the platform.  
More artifacts were found in 
this small section but no 
diagnostic ceramics to date the 
fill were found.    
 Datum 3 Structure 84 
Terminal Stage Fill: [Lots J/2,3].  
Analytical unit twenty-three is 
the cobble and limestone (1 to 
25 cm) construction fill of 
Structure 84.  The fill was 
approximately 20 cm thick and 
was placed directly on top of 
Conejo Plaza Floor.  Ceramics 
date the construction of 
Structure 84 between the Late 

Figure 6.7.  Western profile of Structure 84 and buried plaza floors. 
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Classic and Terminal Classic periods.  Some Terminal Late Preclassic sherds were recovered probably 
from recycled fill or bioturbation processes. 
 Datum 3 Feature 2, Post Hole: [Lot J/4].  Analytical unit twenty-four is a 20 cm diameter 
posthole, cut into Conejo Plaza Floor.  The posthole was filled with a much darker clay loam matrix (10YR 
2/2) than the surrounding Conejo Plaza Floor (10YR 4/3).  Feature 2 was approximately 20 cm deep and 
terminated at large (15 to 25 cm) chert cobbles.  These cobbles are assumed to have supported the 
post.   Feature 2 tentatively dates to the Terminal Late Preclassic, which means it is probably not 
associated with the Late Classic Structure 84.   
 Datum 3 Conejo Plaza Floor: [Lot J/5].  Analytical unit twenty-five is the thin (2 to 3 cm) plaster 
surface of Conejo Plaza Floor.   During excavations a 5 cm thick portion of the floor was identified along 
the east side of the southern wall of the unit.  This portion of the Conejo Plaza Floor was not removed so 
the floor could be identified in the profile.  It is unclear why the Conejo Plaza Floor shows differential 
preservation.  The ballast below Conejo Floor was made of 1 to 6 cm chert cobbles and undressed 
limestone.  
 Datum 3 Conejo Floor Ballast: [Lot J/6].  Analytical unit twenty-six is Conejo Plaza Floor’s ballast, 
which is between 3 and 18 cm thick.  The ballast was made up of 1 to 25 cm sized chert cobbles and 
undressed limestone in a clay loam matrix (10YR 4/3).  Ceramics date the ballast to the Late Preclassic 
period, but, given the fact that the boulder fill below it dates to the Terminal Late Preclassic period, Lisa 
LeCount suggests that the sample size was too small to contain rare diagnostics associated with the last 
phase of the Preclassic period.  At the base of the ballast large (25 to 50 cm) chert and limestone 
boulders were uncovered.  
 Datum 3 Large Boulder Fill: [Lot J/7].  Analytical unit twenty-seven is the large boulder fill found 
under the Conejo Plaza Floor ballast.  The matrix around the boulders was a clay loam (10YR 5/3).  The 
fill approximately dates to the Terminal Late Preclassic period.  The large fill was placed on top of 
another plaster floor, this one badly eroded, named Uck Floor. 
 Datum 3 Uck Plaza Floor and Ballast: [Lot J/8].  The eroded plaster and ballast of Uck Floor make 
up analytical unit twenty-eight.  The floor and ballast were only 6 to 8 cm thick and the ballast was made 
up of various sizes of chert cobbles (1 to 25 cm) mixed in a 2.5Y 5/4 clay loam matrix.  The floor and 
ballast date to the Terminal Late Preclassic period.  Another eroded floor, Howler Floor, was found 
directly under the Uck Floor ballast.  It is unclear whether these plastering events correspond to the 
entire West Plaza or just this specific area but it is evident that multiple re-plastering and filling events 
took place at the end of the Preclassic period to build up this plaza. 
 Datum 3 Howler Plaza Floor: [Lot J/9].  Analytical unit twenty-nine is the thin (2-5cm) eroded 
plaster of Howler Floor (2.5Y 6/4) that dates to the Terminal Late Preclassic period.   
 Datum 3 Howler Plaza Floor Ballast: [Lot J/10].  Analytical unit thirty is the chert cobble and 
limestone ballast of Howler Floor, which is 3 to 5 cm thick.  The cobbles and limestone were generally 
larger in size (6-25cm) than the ballast between Uck and Howler floors, but it is still a light (2.5Y 6/3) clay 
loam matrix.  The Howler Floor ballast was placed directly on top of an extremely well preserved plaster 
floor—Demaris Plaza Floor.  No diagnostic sherds were found in the ballast.  Excavations were 
terminated at this point. 

Summary 

The 2012 season was highly successful in providing evidence to support hypotheses made during the 
2011 Plaza Research Project.  Both the trash deposit and buried structure suggested from the 2011 data 
were confirmed.  Although a lithic reduction area was not located, other interesting features were found 
in Area B excavations, including a thick accumulated prepared surface and Preclassic structures and 
features.  In Area C, four Terminal Late Preclassic plaza floors were found underneath a buried structure 
(Structure 84), illustrating the considerable effort the Maya expended to raise and construct a plaza on 
the western side of the site between the civic center and patio groups beyond.  While interpretations 
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from these excavations are still ambiguous, they contribute to the importance of using multiple lines of 
evidence (i.e., magnetometry, phosphorous, pH) when looking for activity areas in large plazas. 
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Chapter 7: Excavations and Sampling in Plazas C and F and Other Investigations in Group 4 
 

David W. Mixter (Washington University at Saint Louis) and  
Krystal Craiker (The University of Texas at Arlington) 

 
Investigations into plazas at Actuncan during the summer 2012 field season derived from two separate 
research programs.  First, comparative investigations into the use and significance of Maya plaza spaces 
continued the program of research begun by Dr. Angela Keller (2012; Keller and Craiker 2012) during the 
2011 season.  The investigation of additional plaza spaces using the same methodology allows for 
comparative analysis of different plazas.  Perhaps by comparing the kinds and arrangement of activities 
within different plazas, we may be able to gain a broader appreciation for both the complexity of plaza 
use and the variety of intended uses for plazas in different areas of the urban core.  Second, 
investigations in Plaza C and to the south of Group 4 aim to uncover the presence of midden deposits 
around Group 4 that may point to evidence of the activities taking place on this structure.  The search 
for middens is intended to direct future research by Mixter as part of his dissertation research. 
 Keller’s initial research focused on investigating the spatial arrangement of activities in the West 
Plaza by testing large open spaces through expedient means.  To this end, Keller and Craiker (2012) 
developed a sampling strategy based on using clam-shell style post hole diggers to sample across the 
West Plaza, following a methodology originally developed by Fry (1972).  First, five 1 m by 1 m test pits 
were placed across the plaza to evaluate the depth of the terminal plaza surface.  Second, 19 cm 
diameter postholes were dug on a 5 m interval grid across the West Plaza.  Postholes were dug down to 
either the level of the latest cultural plaza surface or until buried architecture didn’t allow the posthole 
digger to penetrate any deeper.  From each posthole test, all macroartifacts were collected and soil 
samples were taken from the final plaza surface.  Bulk soil samples for microartifacts were taken from a 
select subsample of the posthole tests.  These data were then combined to map out where 
concentrations of artifacts or chemicals created “hotspots” that may point to activity areas. 
 Plaza research in 2012 focused on Plaza F, Plaza C, and in the space to the south of Group 4 
(Figure 7.1).  Operation 31 consisted of all excavations in Plaza F.  Operation 32 consisted of all research 
in Plaza C, while Operation 34 focused south of Group 4.  Plaza F is Actuncan’s “E-Group,” and as such 
we would expect its uses to be primarily ritual in nature. We expect Plaza F will have been well swept, 
leaving few artifacts behind.  On the other hand, Plaza C is the largest civic plaza at the site.  Although it 
likely served as a primary locus for aggregation, its specific uses are unknown and probably multi-
faceted.  Sampling in Plaza C focused on the eastern half, nearest where the plaza bumps up against 
Group 4.  To the south of Group 4, a narrow area of plaster plaza space runs at the same elevation as 
Plaza C, and then the elevation drops suddenly at the edge of Actuncan North’s primary constructed 
platform.  Because this area is shielded by Group 4 from public view, it may be a likely location for refuse 
deposited from activities taking place on Group 4. 
 Our investigations followed the same methodology used in 2011, as outlined above.  The 
remainder of this chapter is divided into three sections.  First, we describe the plaza test units excavated 
in each location.  While these were primarily focused on determining the depth of the final plaza 
surface, they were each taken to the maximum possible depth allowed by time in order to gain an 
understanding of each plaza’s antiquity and sequence of construction.  Craiker directed the Operation 
31 test unit, while Mixter directed those for Operations 32 and 34.  Excavations followed standardized 
procedures used by the Actuncan Archaeological Project (LeCount 2011; Mixter 2012).  Excavations are 
dug in 1 m by 1 m units using naturally (not arbitrarily) defined lots.  Lots are then grouped into 
analytical units (AU) that include lots of similar and contiguous cultural contexts that were excavated 
separately in the field (See Appendix A for Harris Matrices and AU tables).  All excavated matrix was 
screened through ¼ inch screens and all recovered artifacts larger than this size were collected. 
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 Second, we describe the 
posthole investigations directed in 
all three locations by Craiker.  Third, 
we briefly describe a very limited 
investigation undertaken by Mixter 
on the surface of Group 4 as a 
continuation of Operation 8.  In 
order to prepare for intensive 
research on Group 4 during the 
2013 season, backfill was removed 
from a portion of Mendelsohn and 
Keller’s (2011) test excavations 
from the 2010 season, the north 
profile was redrawn, and soil 
columns were collected for 
micromorphology analysis in the 
US. 

 
Plaza Test Units 

 
Operation 31 – Plaza F Test Units 
 Two contiguous test units 
were placed in the center of Plaza F, 
the E-Group plaza.  Unit 31A was 
excavated to sterile, and Unit 31Q, 
directly to the south of the first 
unit, was excavated down through 
analytical units 1 to 5 (Figure 7.2).  
Excavation of the second unit was 
terminated due to the end of the 
field season.  These two units, 
which are discussed together as 
analytical units, revealed eight 
plaster floors in varying states of 
decay, dating from Middle 
Preclassic to Terminal Preclassic 
periods.  Overall, these floors were 
stacked one on top of the other with little fill in between and represent the frequent maintenance of 
this plaza space. 
 Modern Surface – Analytical Unit 1 (AU1).  Lots Excavated: A/1; Q/1.  AU1 consists of a black clay 
loam matrix with much small root disturbance.  Late Classic II ceramic sherd inclusions indicate the 
earliest possible abandonment of Plaza F.  At the base of the analytical unit, a layer of plaster flecks 
indicate the remnants of Pluto Floor. 
 Pluto Ballast – AU2.  Lots Excavated: A/2,3; Q/2.  AU2 appeared to be the stone ballast of Pluto 
Floor.  It contained mostly medium chert and limestone inclusions, and dated to the Terminal Late 
Preclassic period based on included ceramics.  At the base of this lot, the well preserved Eeyore Floor 
was encountered.  A single sherd found resting directly on the Eeyore Floor was taken in lot A/3 as a 
special find and may have significance as part of a termination ritual. 

Figure 7.1. Location of Operation 31, 32 and 34 plaza 
investigations showing both test units (31A,Q; 32A; and 34A) 
and posthole tests.  The portion of Operation 8 that was 
reopened is also marked. 
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 Eeyore Floor – AU3. 
Lots Excavated: A/4; Q/3.  The 
second plaster floor, Eeyore 
Floor, was excavated as AU3.  
Excavations recovered ceramic 
diagnostics dating to the 
broader Late Preclassic period 
associated with the 5 to 10 cm 
thick plaster floor.  At the 
base, this analytical unit was 
closed when large cobble floor 
ballast was encountered. 
 Eeyore Ballast – AU4. 
Lots Excavated: A/5; Q/4.  AU4 
is the ballast of large chert 
cobbles.  The matrix between 
these inclusions is a 10YR 5/3 
clay.  This analytical unit 
includes few artifacts, but the 
datable sherds are Terminal 
Late Preclassic period.  This 
analytical unit halted with the 
identification of the poorly 
preserved Bambi plaster floor. 
 Bambi Floor and Ballast – AU5.  Lots Excavated: A/6; Q/5.  Bambi Floor is poorly preserved and 
was only evident in the southern 30 cm of the unit.  Excavations in this analytical unit included both the 
floor and its associated ballast.  The ballast is constructed of 10YR 5/3 clay containing small to medium 
chert and limestone inclusions.  There are few diagnostic ceramic sherds, but the floor probably dates to 
the Terminal Late Preclassic period.  Excavations halted with the identification of another well preserved 
plaster floor (Cinderella Floor) directly below a single layer of stones that form the Bambi Floor Ballast.  
This was the deepest analytical unit reached in Unit Q.  Excavations there were terminated because of 
the end of the field season. 
 Cinderella Floor – AU6.  Lot Excavated: A/7.  This analytical unit consists of the excavation 
through the 7 to 10 cm thick plaster Cinderella Floor and dates to the Late Preclassic period. 
 Cinderella Ballast – AU7. Lot Excavated: A/8.  This analytical unit consists of a single layer of 6 to 
25 cm stone floor ballast located below Cinderella Floor.  This ballast is set into a 10YR 5/3 clay matrix.  
This context contains mostly Middle Preclassic sherds, therefore it must be a Late Preclassic construction 
based on its stratgraphic location.  Excavations terminated with the identification of a well preserved 
plaster floor below (Mickey Mouse Floor).  Mickey Mouse Floor showed evidence of burning in the 
southwest corner of the excavation unit, suggesting its location on the edge of an area of plaza activity. 
 Mickey Mouse Floor – AU8. Lot Excavated: A/9.  Mickey Mouse Floor is a 5 to 7 cm thick plaster 
plaza floor dating to the Late Preclassic period.  The floor ballast encountered directly under Mickey 
Mouse Floor is constructed of ceramic sherds intentionally laid-flat to form a sort of preparatory 
pavement.  Because the plaster has enveloped these sherds, they were difficult to extract from the 
floor.  Excavations halted at a sudden change in matrix color to brown clay directly below the sherd 
ballast. 
 Mickey Mouse Fill – AU9. Lot Excavated: A/10. AU9 is a thin (approximately 4 cm thick) layer of 
10YR 8/1 clay deposited directly under Mickey Mouse Floor’s sherd ballast. This matrix contained small 

Figure 7.2. West profile of Operation 31A and Q. 
 



122 
 

to medium chert with limestone inclusions and late Middle Preclassic ceramics.  Directly below this fill 
another plaster floor, Simba Floor, was encountered. 
 Simba Floor – AU10. Lot Excavated: A/11. AU10 consisted of the excavation through Simba 
Floor. This floor appears to have been constructed out of a mixture of clay and lime plaster, rather than 
the lime-based plaster typically used to construct later floors. Matrix consists of 10YR 8/1 clay mixed 
with plaster.  Ceramics from this analytical unit date to the Middle Preclassic period. 
 Simba Ballast – AU11. Lot Excavated: A/12. AU11 is the ballast of Simba Floor and consists of a 
10YR 5/3 clay matrix with medium sized stone inclusions. Ceramics dated this ballast and the Simba 
Floor’s construction to the late Middle Preclassic period.  Excavations halted at another plaster floor, 
Aladdin Floor. 
 Aladdin Floor – AU12. Lot Excavated: A/13. Aladdin Floor in AU12 is a thin replastering event 
over an earlier floor (Pinocchio Floor). Aladdin Floor is worn and uneven and probably dates to the 
Middle Preclassic period based on recovered ceramics. A thin layer of 10YR 5/3 marks the separation 
between Aladdin and Pinocchio Floors. 
 Pinocchio Floor – AU13. Lot Excavated: A/14. Pinocchio Floor is the earliest floor encountered in 
the test unit in Plaza F. It was thin and extremely worn, likely due to a long period of use. There were no 
diagnostic sherds in the analytical unit, but lower analytical units contained Middle Preclassic sherds, 
indicating Pinocchio Floor likely dates to the Middle Preclassic period as well. 
 Pinocchio Ballast – AU14. Lot Excavated: A/15. AU14 consists of the ballast located beneath 
Pinocchio Floor: a 3 to 4 cm thick stratum of 10YR 5/3 clay containing chert cobbles and undressed 
limestone. 
 Pinocchio Fill – AU15. Lot Excavated: A/16,17. AU15 consists of a 35 cm thick layer of 10YR 4/4 
clay fill. It contained few artifacts or inclusions.  The few datable sherds place this filling episode in the 
Middle Preclassic period. 
 Sterile Clay – AU16. Lot Excavated: A/18,19,20. AU16 consists of a 10YR 5/8 natural clay deposit. 
A few artifacts at the very top of this deposit likely entered this clay through bioturbation.  Excavations 
terminated once we determined we had reached sterile sediments. 
 
Operation 32 – Plaza C Test Unit 
 In preparation for the posthole survey planned for the eastern portion of Plaza C, a single 1 m by 
1 m test excavation was placed 10 m to the west of Group 4.  The purpose of his unit was to determine 
the depth of the terminal plaza surface and to assess the full construction sequence of the eastern end 
of Plaza C (Figure 7.3).  Overall, excavations encountered 5 plaster plaza floors.  We did not reach sterile 
soil due to time constraints.  We determined that the terminal plaza surface (Orange Floor) rested 
approximately 15 cm below the modern surface.  We used this depth to guide out posthole testing in 
Plaza C. 
 Modern Surface – AU1.  Lots excavated: A/1,2.  AU1 consists of a 20 cm thick section of modern 
humus within Plaza C.  The matrix of this analytical unit is a 10YR 2/2 to 10YR 3/1 silty clay loam.  Two 
large cut stones were removed from the NW corner of the unit and the density of limestone inclusions 
increased in the lower 10 cm of excavation.  The two cut stones were not placed in any alignment.  
Rather, these stones and the higher density of inclusions likely represent the western edge of material 
that rolled away from Group 4 during its natural process of collapse.  Excavation of AU1 terminated at 
the top of a level layer of medium-sized (6 to 15 cm) pieces of broken limestone.  The next layer below 
appears to be intentional fill, suggesting that the now-eroded remains of the terminal plaza surface 
would have been roughly at the elevation of the top of limestone cobble layer.  We named this floor the 
Orange Floor. 
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 Orange Floor Fill – AU2.  Lot 
excavated: A/3.  This analytical unit 
consists of the plaza fill found below the 
entirely eroded Orange Floor.  Matrix 
consists of medium sized (6 to 15 cm) 
limestone chunks within a 10YR 3/1 clay 
loam.  The soil matrix lightens in color 
lower in the analytical unit.  In most of 
the unit, excavations halted at a clear 
soil change to a more dense and lime-
rich fill.  This level soil change may or 
may not have been the prepared top of 
a fill level that supported a plaza floor.  
Resting on the soil change, we 
encountered a stacked alignment of 
stones located in the northwest corner 
of the unit.  Because these stones were 
buried below Orange Floor, it is possible 
that they are the remains of buried 
architecture from within the plaza.  
Unfortunately, only a small portion of 
these stones were exposed.  As a result, 
our understanding of this feature is limited.  This pile of stones was excavated as part of lot A/4 below. 
 Purple Floor Fill – AU3.  Lots excavated: A/4,5.  This analytical unit consists of the limestone-rich 
fill below the possible plaza floor known as Purple Floor.  The matrix consists of a silty clay loam fill, 
which lightens slightly from 10YR 4/2 at the top of the deposit to 10YR 5/2 at its base.  At the base of the 
lot, we encountered the eroded remains of a plaster surface resting on top of a thin layer of fine pebble 
floor ballast.  This floor is known as the Blue Floor. 
 Blue Floor Ballast – AU4.  Lot excavated: A/6.  Below the eroded plaster floor and fine ballast 
identified at the base of AU4, Blue Floor was constructed on top of a single layer of 5 to 10 cm stones.  
This analytical unit is only about 5 cm thick and included the Blue Floor, the fine pebble ballast, and the 
larger cobbles on which the floor was constructed.  Aside from the lime plaster at the top of the 
analytical unit and the two sizes of limestone inclusions, the matrix of this analytical unit consists of a 
10YR 5/2 clay loam. 
 This analytical unit was terminated at the base of the larger, 5 to 10 cm ballast.  Beneath this 
ballast, two distinct deposits were identified.  The largest portion of the unit was filled by a 10Y 7/1 clay 
with few inclusions, while the southeast corner of the unit appears to be separate pit filled by a different 
10YR 5/3 sediment and many cut limestone blocks. 
 Pit Containing Cut Stones – AU5.  Lots excavated: A/9,11.  This analytical unit consists of a 
conically shaped pit filled with a 10YR 5/3 to 10YR 4/2 sediment containing piled cut stone block 
inclusions.  The pit is intrusive into the clay fill described in AU6.  These stones don’t appear to have 
been arranged in any clear manner, but rather are simply piled within this pit.  Both the base of the pit 
and the base of the clay fill in AU6 rests on the plastered Red Floor.  The full extent of the pit is 
unknown, since it continues into the east and south profiles of the excavation unit. 
 Clay Fill – AU6.  Lots excavated: A/8,10.  This analytical unit consists of the 20 to 30 cm thick 
layer of clay plaza fill that the Maya laid between Red Floor and Blue Floor.  This fill consists of a reduced 
10Y 7/1 clay mottled with oxidized streaks of 10YR 6/5 clay.  The pit excavated in AU5 is intrusive into 
this massive clay fill episode. 

Figure 7.3. North and east profiles of Operation 32A. 
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 Mixed Context of Clay Fill and Intrusive Pit – AU7.  Lot excavated: A/7.  This analytical unit 
consists of a single mixed context lot at the top of AU5 and AU6 where these two deposits were 
excavated together.  Starting with AU8, excavations were split into separate lots for each different 
deposit. 
 Red Plaza Floor – AU8.  Lot excavated: A/12.  This lot consists of the removal of Red Floor and a 
thin layer of 10YR 5/4 clay loam below.  The floor itself is relatively well preserved and is up to 5 cm 
thick in place.  The plaza floor slopes slightly from northwest to southeast, possibly as a water control 
mechanism.  At the base excavations terminated at another layer of broken plaster inclusions, which 
form the eroded remains of the Yellow Floor.  Most likely, the later Red Floor is simply a re-plastering of 
the earlier Yellow Floor as part of routine maintenance. 
 Yellow Floor Ballast – AU9.  Lot excavated: A/13.  This lot consists of the removal of Yellow Floor 
and a section of the fill immediately below the floor.  Excavations proceeded through a 10YR 5/4 clay 
containing oxidized pink and red spots.  Like the clay fill described in AU6, this fill contained very few 
stone inclusions and appears to be mostly pure clay.  Excavations terminated arbitrarily at 10 cm and 
were not continued due to the end of the field season.  A low density of eroded ceramic sherds and a 
few jute shells indicated that we were still digging through cultural levels.  Sterile soil was not 
encountered in Operation 32. 
 
Operation 34 – Test Excavation to the South of Group 4 
 Operation 34 was initiated off the southern edge of Group 4 to try and identify the presence of 
midden deposits that might be located in the toss zone off this side of that building.  It was hypothesized 
that this space was a likely location for refuse disposal because it is along the edge of the artificial 
platform that forms Plazas C and D and it would have been shielded from public view by Group 4.  The 
edge of this main platform is about 10 m south of Group 4, at which point the topography plunges down 
into a ravine.  This ravine would have also been a convenient location to dump refuse down and away 
from established public or living space.  Evidence of a possible midden in this ravine zone was 
encountered in the excavation of Operation 5 during the 2004 field season (LeCount et al. 2005). 
In preparation for posthole testing, Unit A, a 1 m by 1 m test unit, was placed just to the South of Group 
4 in order to determine the depth we wanted to use for our posthole efforts.  In contrast to Op. 32A, 
only one analytical unit was excavated in Op. 34A, down to the eroded remains of a plaster plaza floor.  
We removed about 20 cm of 10YR 2/2 silty clay loam humus soil before we reached this plaza surface.  
We used this depth to guide our posthole probing off the south side of Group 4. 
 

Postholes 
 
Three areas at Actuncan North were tested by Craiker in the summer of 2012 using Keller’s posthole 
research design from summer 2011 (Figure 7.1; see Keller and Craiker 2012).  First, test units were 
placed to determine the depth of the first soil change.  Each posthole was then excavated to no more 
than that depth.  Postholes were excavated with a standard clamshell posthole digger with an average 
diameter of 19 cm.  All collected soil was screened through a quarter-inch mesh screen and all artifacts, 
though there were few overall, were collected and counted.  A soil sample was collected at the base of 
each excavated posthole.   
 A grid was established for each area where posthole testing was conducted.  Units ran north to 
south and lots ran west to east. Posthole units began with Unit B because Unit A was assigned to the 
associated 1 m by 1 m test unit. For example a posthole at B3 was on the first row from the north and 
the third hole from the west.  Each posthole was placed 5 meters apart, with a margin of error of no 
more than 10 cm.  Due to being so near the surface on top of floors and architecture, most postholes 
had at least medium levels of disturbance. 
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 Operation 31 postholes were conducted in 
Plaza F.  Units B through P allowed for a total of 104 
postholes, excavated to no more than 10 cm.  Artifact 
density was low, with each posthole yielding at most 
nine sherds and five lithics; most yielded none.  
Operation 32 posthole testing was conducted on the 
eastern side of Plaza D.  Sixty-eight postholes were 
tested at a depth of no more than 15 cm.  Each 
posthole contained no more than eight sherds and 
five lithics.  Operation 34 posthole testing was 
conducted on the southern side of Group 4. This area 
was on a steep slope, and each of the forty-eight 
postholes was excavated to no more than 20 cm.  
Each posthole yielded no more than six ceramic 
sherds and four lithics. 
 Initial quantification of artifacts recovered 
from these postholes indicates generally lower 
densities of artifacts than Keller and Craiker (2012) 
encountered in the West Plaza.  Here, Mixter 
presents a kriged interpolation of standardized 
artifact densities (Figure 7.4).  Because postholes 
were terminated when they hit buried architecture 
or large rocks, they varied in volume.  To account for 
this, Mixter normalized total artifacts counts to the 
maximum depth.  Although overall artifact densities 
are quite low; areas of higher artifact density group 
together in the northern portion of Operation 31, the 
western side of Operation 32, and near the center of 
Operation 34.  These findings will form the basis of 
future test excavations to investigate the nature of 
these areas of high artifact density. 
 

Investigations in Group 4 
 
During the 2010 field season, excavations led by 
Rebecca Mendelsohn (Mendelsohn and Keller 2011) 
began a program of research designed to test 
whether Group 4 was a residential structure.  
Because of Group 4’s unusual arrangement of a 
broad rectangular platform supporting 
superstructural elements on three of its sides, it was 
hypothesized that the group functioned as an 
admittedly unusual residential patio group, or 
possibly a Classic-period administrative building.  If 
this indeed was the case, further excavations would 
have been aimed at understanding its historical 
development in relationship to the origin of divine 
kingship, following LeCount’s (2011; LeCount et al. 

Figure 7.4.  Kriged interpolations of the 
standardized densities of artifacts recovered 
from the posthole tests.  High density 
hotspots will be targets for future 
excavations aimed at finding middens and 
understanding plaza activities. 
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2011) broader set of project goals.  
Excavations quickly determined that 
Group 4 was not residential.  The 
incredibly low density of artifacts 
recovered and lack of subtle 
architectural modifications pointed to a 
non-domestic function.  Further, the 
bulk of the structure dated exclusively 
to the Terminal Classic period.  Rather 
than a residence, we now see Group 4 
as most comparable to platforms 
featuring C-shaped superstructures 
encountered in Terminal Classic and 
Postclassic contexts elsewhere in the 
Maya world (Bey et al. 1997; 
Proskouriakoff 1962; Rice 1986; 
Schwarz 2009).  We now hypothesize 
that Group 4 was constructed to be the 
civic and administrative center of a 
Terminal Classic revival at Actuncan 
following the Maya collapse (LeCount et 
al. 2011; Mendelsohn and Keller 2011; 
Mixter et al. 2012). 
 As part of Mixter’s dissertation 
research into the nature of this Terminal 
Classic occupation at Actuncan, 
extensive excavations of Group 4 are 
planned for the 2013 field season 
aimed at better understanding the form 
and function of this building.  Because of the paucity of artifacts encountered remaining in situ on the 
building’s surface during 2010 testing, Mixter has proposed to undertake broad horizontal clearing of 
Group 4’s patio surface and investigate activity areas through microarchaeological proxies.  In particular, 
investigations will focus on distributional analyses of microartifacts (artifacts smaller than 6.35 mm in 
size) and elemental signatures fixed in the terminal occupation surface (Middleton and Price 1996; 
Sherwood 2001). 
 One challenge presented by this kind of research revolves around the depth from which to take 
samples for chemical and microartifact analysis.  Although the ballast of Group 4’s platform surface was 
identified during the test excavations in 2010, all visible evidence of the floor itself had been destroyed 
through natural processes post-abandonment (Mendelsohn and Keller 2011).  If a plaster floor surface 
had remained intact, Mixter would have been able to sample directly from this floor surface.  However, 
because of the terminal floor ballast’s proximity to the modern surface (approximately 5 cm deep); it is 
likely that this occupation surface has been substantially effected by bioturbation.  While bioturbation 
will substantially disturb the original location of the occupation surface, it tends to result in predictable 
sorting of sediments by particle size.  As a result, any given particle size that was associated with the top 
of the occupation surface often translocates intact to a similar depth across the expanse of the 
occupation surface (Van Nest 2002). 
 Micromorphological analysis of soil thin sections can be used to evaluate the intensity of 
bioturbation and the appropriate depth to collect samples for microartifact (between 6.35 mm and 1.59 

Figure 7.5. Redrawn north profile of Operation 8 A, B, and 
E. Note the location of block samples taken for 
micromorphology analysis. 
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mm) and soil chemistry analyses (Courty et al. 1989).  During the 2012 field season, backfill was 
removed from a 2 m by 6 m area of the 2010 excavations located almost in the center of the Group 4 
platform in order to expose the excavation profile.  Two block soil samples were collected from the 
northern profile of these excavations and have been exported back to the US for analysis (Figure 7.5).  
Additionally, the northern profile of the exposed excavations was redrawn to increase the detail on the 
upper part of the profile.  This research will guide work during the 2013 field season. 
 Prior to the field season, Mixter hoped to take advantage of reopening these excavations to 
continue the deepest sounding to sterile soil, a level never reached in 2010.  Unfortunately, the high clay 
content of sediments under Actuncan and the onset of an early rainy season made these deep 
excavations unworkable. 
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Appendix 7A 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 7A.1 and 2. Operation 31 and 32 Harris Matrices 
 
 

Table 7A.1. Operation 31 analytical units 
 
Analytical Unit 
Number 

Analytical Unit Name Lots Included 
(Unit/Lot) 

Terminus Post Quem 

AU1 Modern Surface A/1; Q/1 Late Classic II 

AU2 Pluto Ballast A/2,3; Q/2 Terminal Late Preclassic? 
Late Classic? 

AU3 Eeyore Floor A/4; Q/3 Late Preclassic? Late Classic? 

AU4 Eeyore Ballast A/5; Q/4 Terminal Late Preclassic 

AU5 Bambi Floor and Ballast A/6; Q/5 Terminal Late Preclassic? 

AU6 Cinderella Floor A/7 Late Preclassic 

AU7 Cinderella Ballast A/8 Late Middle Preclassic 

AU8 Mickey Mouse Floor A/9 Late Preclassic 
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AU9 Mickey Mouse Fill A/10 Late Middle Preclassic 

AU10 Simba Floor A/11 Middle Preclassic 

AU11 Simba Ballast A/12 Late Middle Preclassic 

AU12 Aladdin Floor A/13 Middle Preclassic? 

AU13 Pinocchio Floor A/14 Not Established 

AU14 Pinocchio Ballast A/15 Not Established 

AU15 Pinocchio Fill A/16,17 Middle Preclassic 

AU17 Sterile Clay A/18,19,20 Not Established 

 
Table 7A.2. Operation 32 analytical units 

 
Analytical Unit 
Number 

Analytical Unit Name Lots Included 
(Unit/Lot) 

Terminus Post Quem 

AU1 Modern Surface A/1,2 Not Established 

AU2 Orange Floor Fill A/3 Not Established 

AU3 Purple Floor Fill A/4,5 Not Established 

AU4 Blue Floor Ballast A/6 Not Established 

AU5 Pit Containing Cut Stones A/9,11 Not Established 

AU6 Clay Fill A/8,10 Not Established 

AU7 Mixed Context of Clay Fill and 
Intrusive Pit 

A/7 Not Established 

AU8 Red Plaza Floor A/12 Not Established 

AU9 Yellow Floor Ballast A/13 Not Established 

 
Table 7A.3. Operation 34 analytical unit 

 
Analytical Unit 
Number 

Analytical Unit Name Lots Included 
(Unit/Lot) 

Terminus Post Quem 

AU1 Modern Surface A/1,2 Not Established 



131 
 

Chapter 8: Excavations of Two Walls on the Eastern Periphery of Actuncan 
 

Allison Nick (Washington University at Saint Louis) and David W. Mixter (Washington University  
at Saint Louis) 

 
In ancient Maya cities, walls are constructed to serve a multitude of purposes. We define walls as linear 
structures that primarily function to divide spaces rather than support activities on their upper surface. 
Unlike most urban buildings, which both serve to house specific social functions, as well as delineate 
negative space (Kubler 1961), walls physically define separate bounded spaces. Although the 
construction of walls is typically driven by practical intentions, their erection also has both intentional 
and unintentional social ramifications. Walls can be used to defend the perimeter of a city, to control 
access to and from specific social spaces, to symbolically divide urban space, and to control the access 
and movement of water within a city. By framing the movement of people and access to space, walls 
define the social interactions that take place within a settlement. As a result, understanding the 
construction and organization of walls within and surrounding a settlement provides insights into the 
day to day and ceremonial movement of people and goods. 
 There are several walls (some designated with structure numbers) within the Actuncan site core 
that divided and demarcated the site’s discrete interior spaces (Figure 8.1). By excavating these walls 
and attempting to understand their construction and function we hope to learn more about the social 
and political interactions occurring at Actuncan during the periods when these walls were constructed 
and used.  Although they are small pieces of architecture, these walls can still tell us a lot about 
Actuncan’s social and political history, particularly the movement of people between buildings and the 
temporal occupation of 
structures during in the 
site’s history. Previous 
excavations of walls in the 
Maya lowlands have been 
particularly useful in 
research related to warfare 
and conflict (Dahlin 2000; 
Demarest et al. 1997; Palka 
2001; Rice and Rice 1981; 
Webster 1980).  
 For the 2012 field 
season, our excavations 
targeted two walls or 
narrow structures. The first 
lies along the eastern edge 
of Structure 37 and runs 
north to south from 
Structure 29 to Structure 39 
through the center of Plaza 
D (Figure 8.2). This wall 
creates an important 
demarcation between the 
eastern half of Plaza D, 
associated with two large 
elite houses (Structures 41 

Figure 8.1. Map showing the location of low walls within the Actuncan 
urban core. The bracketed letters indicate the walls tested by 
excavations during the summer 2012 field season: A) The Plaza D wall 
and B) The Plaza F Wall. 
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and 29), and the slightly elevated western half of Plaza D, associated with Group 4 and Structures 36, 37, 
and 38. Based on its location, the Plaza D wall likely reflects an ancient choice to divide this place into 
distinct spaces. The second wall connects Structure 23 and Structure 44 in the northwest corner of Plaza 
F (Figure 8.2). This wall, along with a separate wall connecting Structures 44 and 26, forms a physical 
barrier between Plaza F, a likely E–Group, and Actuncan’s outer neighborhoods, specifically household 
Groups 2 and 3. Because of its location at the border of the site’s civic and ceremonial core, this wall 
may have served as a defensive fortification during times of heightened security in the site’s history. 
Both of these walls may have important implications for the movement of people within the site, 
particularly related to the restriction of access to key parts of the site’s center.  
 Excavation of these two walls was divided into two separate operations, each consisting of 
several contiguous 1 m by 1 m units. Our excavations were placed perpendicularly across each wall in 
order to create a full cross-section in profile. Operation 29 consisted of a 1 m by 4 m trench placed 
across the Plaza D wall. We chose to place these excavation units as close to the wall’s central axis as 
possible, just north of Structure 37. The specific location was chosen because a number of large stones 
protruding from the modern surface indicated that the wall might be better preserved in this location. In 
Plaza F, a 1 m by 4 m trench was initially placed perpendicular to and across the wall. In order to clarify 
our findings, three additional units were added to the northeast of our initial excavations. The goal of 
these excavations was to determine the structural makeup of each wall in order to better understand 
both its possible function, based on the method and materials of construction, and the way in which it 
facilitated or restricted access to and from surrounding structures and plaza spaces. Additionally, by 
looking at ceramics from within the fill of the walls, we approximate the date of their construction in 
order to contextualize their use within our understanding of the site’s history.  
 All excavations followed standardized excavation procedures used by the Actuncan 
Archaeological Project (AAP) ( LeCount 2011; Mixter 2012), excavations were dug in contiguous 1 m by 
1m units using naturally (not arbitrary) defined lots. Lots are then grouped into analytical units that 
include lots of similar cultural contexts which were excavated separately because they cross unit 
boundaries. Excavated matrix was screened through ¼ inch screens and all recovered artifacts larger 
than this size were saved for further investigation. Additionally, all identified floor surfaces were 
sampled for chemical residues using our standard 50 cm sampling strategy. In the remainder of this 
chapter, we describe these 
excavations.  

 
Plaza D Wall 

 
James McGovern (1993:106-107) 
originally hypothesized that Plaza 
D may have served as a large elite 
residential complex during the 
Late Preclassic and Early Classic 
periods, a hypothesis borne out 
by past AAP research on Structure 
41 (Mixter 2011, 2012). Research 
during the 2010 season revealed 
an Early Classic structure under 
Group 4, which would have 
served as the original western 
boundary of this plaza and 
separated hypothesized 

Figure 8.2. Maps showing the locations and alignment of 
excavations on Plaza D and F walls. (A) Plaza D wall and 
excavation units. (B) Plaza F wall and excavation units. 
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residential space from the 
site’s civic core 
(Mendelsohn and Keller 
2011). The construction 
and placement of the wall 
in Plaza D (Figure 8.2), 
situated between Group 4 
and the associated 
Structures 36, 37, and 38 
to the west and Structure 
41 to the east created two 
distinct spaces in what 
may previously have been 
one open plaza. We 
hypothesized that the 
Plaza D wall was 
constructed during the 
Terminal Classic period to 
correspond with the 
construction of Group 4. 
During this later period of 
occupation, the Plaza D wall converted this space into two separate functional places: the Terminal 
Classic civic center (Group 4) located to the west and the reoccupied elite residential complex 
(Structures 40 and 41) located to the east. Our research on the wall aimed to address the question of 
the wall’s date of construction and its construction method. Dating the Plaza D wall’s construction will 
determine whether its construction related to the Terminal Classic repurposing of Plaza D or if we need 
to rethink the complexity of this space during the Classic period. 
 From the modern surface, the Plaza D Wall can be seen as a line of large stones along the edge 
of a change in elevation within the plaza, ascending from east to west. It could have served to block 
access to Structure 41, redefining the edge of the site center and completely cutting off Structure 41 
while enclosing Group 4 and Structures 36, 37, and 38. On the other hand, it could have acted as a step 
up or down between Group 4 and Structure 41, separating Group 4 into a coherent space while 
integrating Structure 41. The presence of openings in the wall would indicate limited access points 
between the eastern and western sections of Plaza D. Also, the possibility of more complex patterns of 
modification should not be overlooked; this wall may represent the final stage in a series of 
modifications and constructions that reflected a series of changing functions or appearances. 
 
Operation 29, Units A, B, C, D 
 The excavations (Operation 29) across the Plaza D wall revealed two separate walls of very 
different composition, King Lear Wall and Hamlet Wall (Figure 8.3), as well as multiple plaza surfaces—
Dalloway Floor, Heathcliff Floor, and Rochester Floor to the east and Darcy Floor and Gatsby floor to the 
west. King Lear Wall is relatively low and crudely built, composed of large 15 to 20 cm pieces of 
undressed limestone stacked on top of each other and reaching a total height of approximately 60 cm, 
approximately four courses of stone high. King Lear Wall appears to have been constructed on top of 
Heathcliff Floor. Darcy Floor, uncovered to the west of King Lear Floor, was located at the same 
elevation as Heathcliff Floor and may be a continuation of that floor; however, we could not verify this 
when we removed King Lear Wall, possibly because of preservation issues.  Nonetheless, if Heathcliff 
and Darcy Floors are the same, this surface covered the western portion of Plaza D. The  

Figure 8.3. Photo of Operation 29 facing southeast. Note that both King 
Lear Wall and Hamlet Wall are shown in this photo. 
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underlying Dalloway Floor is an earlier version of the plaza surface that undoubtedly precedes the 
construction of King Lear Wall. After King Lear Wall was built on Heathcliff Floor, the plaza surface to the 
east was raised to the height of Rochester Floor. On the western side of King Lear Wall, the construction 
of Gatsby Floor raised the level of the portion of Plaza D to the west of the wall above the earlier 
uniform level of the plaza (Figure 8.5). 
 There are two possible configurations for King Lear Wall, one with a step and one without a 
step. King Lear Wall may have been a very wide wall, over 1 m wide, that would have been difficult to 
step over, but the line of smaller, less densely packed rocks that stop about 20 cm below the main 
section of King Lear Wall (identified by the dashed line in Figure 8.4) also suggest the presence of a step 
up on the wall’s east side. This step would have made it much easier to pass over King Lear Wall, 
perhaps allowing access from the east rather than restricting it. At the same time, the step could also be 
a less well-preserved edge of a much higher and wider wall that would have hindered access into Group 
4 from the east.  
 Hamlet Wall, on the other hand, is very low, only about 26 cm high, and is composed of large 
flat pieces of dressed limestone, much more carefully cut and placed than King Lear Wall. The exposed 
portion of Hamlet Wall runs perpendicularly towards the west from King Lear Wall and faces north. 
Based on the placement of stones at the intersection of King Lear Wall and Hamlet Wall, which is slightly 
ambiguous, it seems highly probable that Hamlet Wall was constructed prior to King Lear Wall, perhaps 
as part of Structure 37. Hamlet Wall was most likely built on top of Darcy Floor (Figure 8.5), which may 
be a continuation of Heathcliff Floor on the east side of King Lear Wall. At some point later, the 
construction of Gatsby Floor buried the lower half or so of Hamlet Wall. Later still, Hamlet Wall was 
entirely covered as the western portion of Plaza D was raised during the terminal modification to the 
plaza. The remains of this final plaza floor were not clearly identified. 
 Although the ceramic analyses from Operation 29 are currently incomplete, preliminary analysis 
of ceramics from the fill of King Lear Wall indicates that it was constructed during the early Late Classic 
Samal ceramic phase rather than the Terminal Classic, as originally hypothesized. Ceramics from the 

Figure 8.4. Operation 29 south profile showing the construction of King Lear Wall and its 
articulation with the Hamlet Wall and several plaza floors.  
 



135 
 

modern surface and the wall’s 
collapse indicates that Plaza D was 
occupied during the later Hats’ 
Chaak phase, while evidence from 
nearby Group 4 and Structure 41 
indicates continued use through the 
Terminal Classic and into the 
Postclassic periods. These 
investigations are the first evidence 
of an architectural feature at 
Actuncan primarily constructed 
during the Samal phase. To date, 
ceramic analyses have not identified 
firm dates for the various plaza 
floors uncovered in Operation 29. 

 The following descriptions 
provide more complete 
information concerning the 
Analytical Units of Operation 29. 
 Modern Surface [Analytical Unit 1: Lots A/1, 2; B/1, 2; C/1; D/1,7]. The first analytical unit is 
composed primarily of the thick humus layer of 10YR 4/2 clay loam that forms the modern ground 
surface. No major modern cultural disturbances were identified in the excavation area. A few larger 
rocks peeking above the surface in the center and southeast corner of Unit D signaled the location of 
King Lear Wall below. Unit A contained a mole burrow running along the south wall 7 to 15 cm deep, 
cutting across the southeast corner to the east wall. In Lot A/2 there was a fairly well defined line of 
rocks running from the southwest corner and running along the west excavation wall of Unit A. This line 
of rocks could possibly have been part of the wall, but since the line stopped before the north edge of 
Unit A, most likely they are the top of collapse to the east of King Lear Wall. Near the bottom of Lot A/2 
the soil changed to a 10YR 3/2 clay loam with small limestone inclusions, probably the eroded remnants 
of a plaster floor (Rochester Floor). Soil chemistry and microartifact samples were taken from the 
surface of Rochester Floor. Units B and C were more densely rock filled than Unit A, probably 
representing the top of the wall collapse. Along the boundary between Units D and C, a line of large 
limestone blocks indicated the top of King Lear Wall. 
 East Collapse from King Lear Wall [Analytical Unit 2: Lots A/3; B/3, 6, 8; C/6, 8]. Inclusions in this 
analytical unit consist of collapsed chert cobbles and undressed limestone from King Lear Wall ranging 
from 6 to 25 cm in size. This analytical unit consists of a talus-shaped area of collapse that is 40 cm thick 
along the eastern face of King Lear Wall and diminishes in thickness further to the east. The soil matrix 
begins as a 10YR 4/2 clay loam, but near the bottom of Lots B/8 and C/8 the soil changes to a 10YR 3/2 
silty clay loam. In Lot B/3 excavations encountered an incomplete and loosely formed line of undressed 
limestone rocks ranging in size from about 10 to 30cm, running north to south through the center of the 
unit, but not continuing entirely to the south excavation wall. Though this line of rocks seemed to form a 
line, the rocks are not very densely packed or particularly well placed, indicating that they are probably 
collapse. Rochester Floor found at the bottom of Lot A/2 runs into these rocks suggesting that the rocks 
themselves sit on a lower surface or floor, probably Heathcliff Floor discovered at the base of Lot A/5 
(see below). At the bottom of Lot B/8 the soil became lighter and looser in consistency with smaller, less 
densely packed inclusions with distinct large rocks near the west wall. At the base of this analytical unit 
in the western part of Units B and in C, excavations also found small limestone inclusions, probably a 
continuation of the plaster Heathcliff Floor from Lot A/5. Excavations in Unit C consisted solely of the 

Figure 8.5. Operation 29 west profile showing the Hamlet Wall 
and plaza floors encountered to the west of King Lear Wall. 
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western portion of the unit. In the eastern half of the unit, we encountered a line of large stones that 
could form the eastern edge of King Lear Wall or the face of a low step allowing access to the top of King 
Lear Wall from the eastern part of Plaza D (Figure 8.4).  
 Plaza Fill Below Rochester Floor [Analytical Unit 3: Lots A/4, 5; B/4, 5]. This analytical unit 
includes the remains of Rochester Floor and the plaza fill directly beneath it. The soil matrix was a 10YR 
4/3 silty clay loam. The analytical unit was terminated following the discovery of another plaster surface, 
Heathcliff Floor. Unit A had small 1-6cm inclusions with the soil becoming continually looser and lighter 
brown/yellow in hue. We divided excavations in Unit B at the line of stones found below the East 
Collapse described above. Lots B/4 and B/5 were excavated to the east for this stone, while Lots B/6 and 
8, described above, included the line of stones and the western portion of the excavation unit. When 
this line of rocks was removed in Lot B/8, we determined that they were resting directly on the well 
preserved remains of Heathcliff Floor. In this area, the collapse of King Lear Wall either destroyed the 
remains of Rochester Floor, or this pile of stones is the remains of an identifiable architectural feature. 
In the later case Rochester Floor would have terminated at the eastern edge of this feature. To the east 
of these stones, Heathcliff Floor was heavily eroded and only identifiable through a soil color change, 
indicating that the stones aided the preservation of the underlying floor. 
 Plaza Fill Below Heathcliff Floor [Analytical Unit 6: Lot A/12].  This analytical unit includes the 
excavation of Heathcliff Floor and an underlying 11 cm thick fill of a 10YR 5/3 silty clay loam matrix. At 
the bottom of Lot A/12 we found an area of limestone inclusions in the northwest corner of the unit, 
most likely the remains of another floor surface, Dalloway Floor. 
 West Collapse from King Lear Wall [Analytical Unit 4: Lot D/9]:  In the field, we identified this 
analytical unit as collapse because it contained many large rocks including two particularly large ones 
which were removed in Lot D/9. These large rocks may have been collapse that fell west of the King Lear 
Wall.  Additionally, the proximity of Unit D to Structure 37 indicates that this collapse may have 
originated from Structure 37. The soil matrix of this unit was a 10YR 4/2 clay loam and the unit ended at 
the presence of an even layer of smaller 6 to 10 cm inclusions.  
 The precise elevation of the terminal plaza surface to the west of King Lear Wall remains an 
open question. Because of the observed difference in modern surface elevation of the eastern and 
western halves of Plaza D, the terminal occupation surface of the western portion of the plaza must 
have been higher than Rochester Floor, and possibly near the extant surface elevation of King Lear Wall. 
The most likely possibility is that the even layer of 6 to 10 cm inclusions at the base of Lot D/9 is this 
floor. Thus, we have identified Lot D/9 as collapse and the following Lots D/10 and D/11 as fill. 
 Plaza Fill West of King Lear Wall [Analytical Unit 5: Lots D/10, 11].  Lots D/10 and D/11 are 
similar to Lot D/9 in matrix, but this analytical unit contained a much more densely packed layer of small 
6 to 10 cm rocks with large rocks appearing sparingly. The base of Lot D/10 revealed a second earlier 
wall, the Hamlet Wall, running east to west along the south excavation baulk of Unit D at a right angle to 
the King Lear Wall. The Hamlet Wall is composed of two large pieces of dressed limestone with a flat, 
cut top and north-facing edge. Just a small section in the northwest corner of Unit D was excavated for 
Lot 11. This section included about three to four large sized rocks among many smaller inclusions. The 
analytical unit terminated on remnants of a plaster floor, the Gatsby Floor, at the bottom of Lot D/11. 
This floor may possibly be contemporaneous to Heathcliff floor in Units A and B. 
 Plaza Fill Below Gatsby Floor [Analytical Unit 7: Lot D/13].  This analytical unit continues below 
Gatsby Floor from Lot D/12. The matrix was a 10YR 4/2 clay loam with very small 0 to 1 cm inclusions. 
This lot continued below the two large blocks of limestone that make up the Hamlet Wall, revealing no 
further rocks and implying that this wall was extremely low in height and may have been some sort of 
step related to Structure 37 or intentionally truncated in antiquity. Prior to its possible truncation, 
Hamlet Wall may have continued farther east past where King Lear Wall now lies. Hamlet Wall, with its 
neat, cut-stone construction could also have been a much taller wall that was partially dismantled at 
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some point after its first construction phase. This analytical unit ended with the discovery of small (<1 
cm) bits of limestone inclusions that appear to be remnants of a plaster floor (Darcy Floor). Darcy Floor 
is probably the surface on which Hamlet Wall was built (Figure 8.5) while Gatsby Floor represents a 
higher plaza surface that was built after the construction of Hamlet Wall.  
 King Lear Wall Fill 1 [Analytical Unit 8: Lot C/14; D/15].  The final excavations for this operation 
consisted of the removal of the exposed portion of King Lear Wall in order to obtain ceramics from its fill 
for dating. King Lear Wall was constructed from large pieces of undressed limestone ranging from 15 to 
20 cm in size to much larger rocks greater than 50 cm in a clay loam 10YR 3/2 matrix. We excavated 
slowly, first removing only a few rocks from the top of the wall, in order to gain a better understanding 
of the relationship between Hamlet Wall and King Lear Wall. The rock that marked the corner point 
between the intersections of the two walls was rounded, making it difficult to tell which wall it belonged 
too. However, since this rock was rounded and less uniform than the flat rectangular pieces of limestone 
from the Hamlet Wall, it was most likely placed during the construction of King Lear Wall. Based on the 
placement of another rock, which was underneath part of King Lear Wall and on top of Hamlet Wall 
(Figure 8.4), Hamlet Wall was probably built first and King Lear Wall was then added later, abutting 
Hamlet Wall. Hamlet Wall was later covered when the plaza level to the west of King Lear Wall was 
raised. 
 King Lear Wall Fill 2 [Analytical Unit 9: Lot C/16; D/17].  This second analytical unit of wall fill is 
marked by a distinct color change to 10YR 4/3, probably related to contact with Heathcliff Floor. We 
continued to pull out pieces of undressed limestone greater than 50 cm in size. At bottom of the wall, 
just above Heathcliff Floor, there was a layer of small flat rounded pieces of limestone very different 
from the composition of the wall itself. These stones could have been part of a previous structure or 
wall which was flattened prior to the construction of King Lear Wall. This layer of flat limestone rocks 
rests approximately 10 cm above the elevation of Heathcliff floor in Units A and B In the northeast 
corner of Unit C there is some evidence of limestone plaster remains that is most likely the continuation 
of Heathcliff Floor from Unit B. Originally there may have been a small step resting on top of Heathcliff 
Floor, which was then reconstructed into King Lear Wall and the plaza floor was raised at a later time to 
the higher level of Rochester Floor which runs into the eastern side of the wall. 
 Ceramics recovered from this analytical unit provide a terminus post quem of the Samal phase 
and were used to determine the data of the King Lear Wall. Ceramics from this analytical unit were 
preferred over those from King Lear Wall Fill 1 because the later was an uncapped fill resting directly 
below the modern surface. As a result, bioturbation makes the risk of ceramic contamination likely in 
King Lear Wall Fill 1. Both King Lear Wall Fills contain the same matrix composition and are likely a single 
deposit. Although King Lear Wall Fill 2 is also uncapped, its ceramics are more likely to provide an 
accurate date for the walls construction because it was buried below King Lear Fill 1. 

 
Plaza F Wall 

 
The wall in Plaza F (Figure 8.2), placed between Structure 23 and Structure 44 and connected to a 
second wall that abuts Structure 26, also represents an obvious demarcation of social space. It forms an 
edge of the site center, standing as a physical barrier between the outer neighborhoods and the 
ceremonial center of the site, especially Plaza F which, as an E-Group, would have held ritual importance 
during both the Preclassic and Classic Periods. Situated at the edge of the site and overlooking the 
surrounding areas, this wall, as well as Structure 44, would have held an important surveillance position 
in the event of attack. Thus, the wall may have also served defensive purposes. The location of a related 
wall constructed between Structures 44 and 26 interrupts the traditional layout of the E-Group, 
separating the northern edge of the long eastern structure from the plaza. This interruption presents 
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the possibility that the Plaza F walls 
were expedient constructions built to 
defend this entrance into the site. 
 
Operation 33: Units A, B, C, D, E, F, G 
 Excavations across the Plaza F 
wall ( Operation 33) uncovered Scout 
Wall (Figures 8.6, 8.7, and 8.8), a wide 
(approximately 2 m) low lying wall 
constructed as two lines of large rocks, 
one course of stone high, with densely 
packed fill in between. This core-
veneer wall may have supported a 
wooden palisade constructed between 
the two lines of stones. The western 
line of rocks is less well preserved than 
the eastern line of rocks, but the 
identification of collapse to the west of 
this less well defined line suggests that 
there was a barrier there (Figure 8.8). 
In addition, three floor surfaces were discovered: Dewey Dell Floor and Frankie Floor in Units A and B to 
the east of Scout Wall and Misfit floor in Units D and E to the west. These floors represent the plaza 
surfaces located on either side of Scout Wall.  
 A partial analysis of the ceramics from Operation 33 provides preliminary dates for the 
construction of Scout Wall and the plaza floors on either side of this wall. Ceramics from Scout Wall 
itself indicate a Terminal Classic (Tsak’ phase) construction while Misfit Floor may date to the Early 
Classic and Dewey Dell Floor may date to the Late Preclassic period. The Terminal Classic date of Scout 
Wall’s construction makes sense within the context of increased militarization found at many Terminal 
Classic sites. In this case, this expedient wall would correspond to the site’s Terminal Classic resurgence 
(Mixter et al. 2012). The dates of Misfit Floor and Dewey Dell Floor are less certain because of the small 
ceramic samples analyzed from beneath each floor (n=34 and 28 respectively). Nonetheless, these dates 
would make sense within the context of Actuncan’s Late Preclassic to Early Classic apogee and Plaza F’s 
likely height of use. 
 The following descriptions provide more complete information concerning the Analytical Units 
of Operation 33. 
 Modern Surface [Analytical Unit 1: Lots A/1, B/1, C/1, D/1, E/1, F/1, G/1].  The first analytical 
unit is composed of a thick clay 10YR 3/1-3/2 loam. The modern surface showed no signs of major 
modern cultural disturbances. This analytical unit ends at the start of a layer of fill with 6 to 10 cm 
inclusions. In Lot B/1, this analytical unit contains the top of a line of large rocks near the center of the 
unit—the top of Scout Wall. Behind this line are some small to medium-sized rocks which were probably 
collapse from the western side of Scout Wall. We expanded the original three units west with Unit D and 
North with Units E, F, and G. Lot D/1 contained the original datum, which was moved, but kept at the 
same height. The layer of inclusions in Lot D/1 were not as thick as in Lots A/1, B/1, and C/1, but Lot D/1 
did contain a large rock along the border with Unit C which forms the less well preserved western line of 
Scout Wall. Lots E/1, F/1, and G/1 contained the same densely packed inclusions as Lots A/1, B/1, and 
C/1. Towards the eastern excavation wall of Lot F/1 the eastern line of Scout Wall continued through 
Unit F.  
 

Figure 8.6. Photo of Operation 33 and Scout Wall facing 
northwest with Frankie Floor to the east of Scout Wall. 
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 Collapse East of 
Scout Wall [Analytical Unit 2: 
Lots A/2, 3; B/2, 3].  This 
analytical unit is composed 
of 10YR 4/2 clay loam with 
large 6 to 25 cm inclusions of 
mixed chert cobbles and 
undressed limestone in Units 
A and B. A few much larger 
stones were removed from 
immediately to the east of 
the eastern line of Scout 
Wall. These stones were 
likely the collapsed remains 
of Scout Wall’s eastern 
retaining wall. Only the 
easternmost portion of Unit 
B is included in this analytical 
unit. The western portion of the unit contains Scout Wall and was not excavated. Only one course of 
stones remained from the eastern line of Scout Wall. A tree root in Lot B/3 may have caused disturbance 
to Scout Wall by displacing a few stones from the line. This analytical unit ends with a color change and 
remnants of limestone plaster: Dewey Dell Floor. The eroded remains of Dewey Dell Floor point to the 
terminal constructed elevation of Plaza F’s surface. 
 Plaza Fill Below Dewey Dell Floor [Analytical Unit 4: Lots A/4; B/6].  This analytical unit is made 
up of 10YR 5/4 silty clay loam with very few 1 cm inclusions. This unit remains a much lighter color. Only 
a small section of Unit B, directly east of Scout Wall, was excavated in this analytical unit. At the base of 
these lots was a plaster floor, Frankie Floor, which may represent the prepared surface that Scout Wall 
rests upon, indicating that Dewey Dell Floor was constructed after Scout Wall was built. 
 Scout Wall Fill 1 [Analytical Unit 3: Lots B/4; C/2].  The wall fill, between the eastern and western 
lines of Scout Wall was made up of 10YR 3/1 clay loam with an abundance of large inclusions greater 
than 25 cm. The interior edge of Scout Wall’s western retaining wall is better defined than the exterior 
alignment of these stones. That said, this side of the wall is generally poorly preserved. Because this fill 
is wide and marked by a line of stones on the eastern and western line, it is possible that the fill 
supported a perishable palisade. 
 Scout Wall Fill 2 [Analytical Unit 7: Lots B/5; C/3].  Similar to Scout Wall Fill 1 this analytical unit 
is composed of many large inclusions mixed between cobble and undressed limestone. The soil matrix is 
a clay loam and slightly different 10YR 4/1 color. At the excavation border between Units B and C we 
found possible pieces of plaster floor which is probably an earlier plaza surface on which Scout Wall was 
constructed. It is unclear if this floor matches up with any known floors identified to either the east or 
west of Scout Wall. 
 West Collapse from Scout Wall [Analytical Unit 5: Lots D/2, 3; E/2, 3, 4].   This plaza fill found in 
Units D and E is different than the wall fill found in Units B and C. It is made up of a silty clay 10YR 4/7 
loam with very few and small inclusions rather than large and densely packed collapse stones. The 
western edge of Scout Wall is marked more by a clear change in the matrix between the wall fill and 
collapse outside. Although this boundary is marked by a few large stones, it is not clear whether this 
edge of the wall had a constructed retaining wall like the wall’s eastern line (Figure 8.8). At the base of 
this analytical unit, evidence of remnants of a floor (Misfit Floor) was encountered on top of a denser 

Figure 8.7. Operation 33 south profile showing the Scout Wall. 
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layer of stone inclusions. One large rock 
in the middle of Lot E/4 may have been 
displaced from the western line of the 
Scout Wall.  
 Plaza Fill Below Misfit Floor 
[Analytical Unit 6: Lots D/4; E/5].  This 
analytical unit is made up of a lighter 
colored 10YR 5/3 silty clay loam with 
very few inclusions. Due to time 
constraints we only dug a small (30 cm 
wide) section through Units D and E 
directly west of the western edge of 
Scout Wall in order to gain a better view 
of this side of the wall and to determine 
how much deeper the line of rocks 
continues. In Lot D/4 a few 10 to 15 cm 
sized rocks lie below the original western 
line, but there was no continuation of 
the larger 25 to 50 cm rocks that make 
up the top of this side of the wall. This 
indicates that the wall continues a little 
further below Misfit Floor and that Misfit 
Floor postdates the construction of 
Scout Wall. The base of Scout Wall 
western footing was not clearly 
identified, likely due to the poor 
preservation of this boundary. 

 
Conclusions 

 
Through these excavations we have 
gained a much more detailed picture of both the Plaza D wall and the Plaza F wall; how they were 
constructed and what kind of function they may have served. King Lear Wall in Plaza D definitely had an 
important role in delineating space. It was tall enough that it would have been difficult to step over, 
meaning that it could have blocked or limited access between Structure 41 and Group 4. At the same 
time, the evidence for a possible step could indicate that it facilitated access to Group 4, elevating and 
visually promoting the importance of Group 4. However, the Samal phase construction of King Lear Wall 
indicates that this division of space predates the construction of Group 4. 
 Scout Wall in Plaza F probably also served a social function, marking a barrier between the 
household groups and the rest of the site. However, the nature of the construction of Scout Wall also 
implies a more defensive function. Scout Wall resembles a palisade.  It is wide with an eastern and 
western edge of large pieces of limestone marking a middle section of smaller densely-packed fill that 
may have supported a perishable barrier. Additionally, its location at the edge of the site overlooking a 
view of the outlying area supports a more defensive function. The Terminal Classic construction date for 
Scout Wall supports the defensive interpretation given the militarized nature of Maya society during this 
time period. 
 

Figure 8.8. Plan view of Operation 33 showing the layout 
of the Scout Wall. 
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Appendix A 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Analytical Unit 
Number 

Analytical Unit Name Lots Included (Unit/Lot) Terminus Post 
Quem 

AU1 Modern Surface A/1,2; B/1,2; C/1; D/1,7 Late Classic II? 

AU2 East Collapse from King Lear 
Wall 

A/3; B/3,6,8; C/6,8 Late Classic II 

AU3 Plaza Fill Below Rochester Floor A/4,5; B/4,5 Not Established 

AU4 West Collapse from King Lear 
Wall 

D/9 Not Established 

AU5 Plaza Fill West of King Lear Wall D/10,11 Not Established 

AU6 Plaza Fill Below Heathcliff Floor A/12 Not Established 

AU7 Plaza Fill Below Gatsby Floor D/13 Not Established 

AU8 King Lear Wall Fill 1 C/14, D/15 Late Classic II 

AU9 King Lear Wall Fill 2 C/16, D/17 Late Classic I 

Figure 8.A1 and Table 8.A.1.  Harris Matrix and Analytical Units for Operation 29. 
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Figure 8.A2 and Table 8.A.2.  Harris Matrix and Analytical Units for Operation 33. 

Analytical Unit 
Number 

Analytical Unit Name Lots Included (Unit/Lot) Terminus Post 
Quem 

AU1 Modern Surface A/1, B/1, C/1, D/1, E/1, F/1, 
G/1 

Late Classic II 

AU2 East Collapse from Scout Wall A/2,3; B/2,3 Terminal Late 
Preclassic? 

AU3 Scout Wall Fill 1 B/4, C/2 Terminal Classic 

AU4 Plaza Fill Below Dewey Dell Floor A/4, B/6 Late Preclassic 

AU5 West Collapse from Scout Wall D/2,3; E/2,3,4 Not Established 

AU6 Plaza Fill Below Misfit Floor D/4, E/5 Early Classic 

AU7 Scout Wall Fill 2 B/5, C/3 Late Classic 
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Chapter 9: Things that Fall through the Screen: Microartifact Analysis of the West Plaza of Actuncan 
 

Krystal Craiker (University of Texas, Arlington) 
 
At archaeological sites, thousands of gallons of soil are sifted to unearth artifacts that can reveal stories 
about the people of the past.  Only artifacts that cannot fit through the mesh screens are typically 
collected.  However, many more artifacts fall through the screen and are never collected and studied; 
these are called microartifacts (Sherwood 2001).  Microartifact analysis, when used in conjunction with 
other lines of evidence such as soil chemistry or geophysical survey, can reveal valuable information and 
help paint a more complete picture of the past. My research goals are to provide evidence of craft 
production and other activities that occurred in Actuncan’s West Plaza in the Late Classic period by 
examining the microartifacts, those items that might otherwise have been ignored.   

Actuncan contains several large plaza spaces.  Maya plazas are interesting because they are 
large, open areas that likely were the scene of a myriad of activities.  However, based on current 
archaeological data, it is impossible to say what activities definitively happened in any given area of a 
plaza (Keller and Craiker 2012).  Dr. Angela Keller initiated the Plaza Research project and began testing 
in the Actuncan West Plaza in the 2011 Field Season.  The West Plaza appeared to be a likely locale for a 
marketplace based on its easy accessibility and few obstructions (Keller and Craiker 2012:190).  In 2011, 
a complete geophysical survey was conducted, including a magnetometer survey (Walker 2012).  As part 
of Operation 15, several test units were excavated to confirm the presence of magnetic anomalies and 
better understand the stratigraphy of the plaza (Blitz, Nelson, and Salberg 2012; Keller and Craiker 
2012).  Then, a more rapid and systematic method for investigating a wider area of the plaza was 
undertaken: posthole testing.  The research discussed below is one outcome of the posthole testing. 

Operating from the hypothesis that one of the functions of the West Plaza in antiquity was a 
marketplace, Keller created a research plan that incorporated microartifact analysis because, if ancient 
Maya marketplaces were anything like their historical and modern counterparts, they would have been 
housed in large, open areas with minimal modification and few to no permanent structures (e.g. Cap 
2011; Keller 2006).  Archaeologically, identifying ancient markets is difficult (Cap 2011; Hirth 1998; Keller 
and Craiker 2012).  Marketplaces cannot be identified by a single test unit in a likely location; rather, 
systematic microscopic and chemical analyses of plaza spaces will provide more sound archaeological 
evidence for marketplaces, which in turn could help illuminate the nature of ancient economy (e.g. 
Keller and Craiker 2012). 

 
Field Methods: Posthole testing 

 
To facilitate field testing in the West Plaza, we created an 80 by 120 meter grid across the plaza that 
mapped onto the spatial gird used for the remote sensing study (Walker 2012).  Posthole test units were 
placed at five meter intervals within the grid, allowing for a 30 cm margin of error.  The posthole test 
units were labeled A through Y and ran north to south; lots were numbered 1 through 17 and ran west 
to east.  Therefore, a posthole denoted as B/2 was located on the second unit from the north and the 
second lot from the west (See Figure 9.1).  Rather than cut hundreds of wooden stakes, we temporarily 
marked each posthole test location with cohune (palm) nuts wrapped with flagging tape, and numbered 
them one through seventeen.  With two sets of numbered cohune nuts, we were able to set up two 
lines at a time. 
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As originally devised, the grid included 377 
posthole test locations, but only 363 postholes 
were actually excavated.  Those planned postholes 
that were located directly on top of architecture or 
in test unit backdirt were not excavated.  The 363 
postholes were excavated in just over six work 
days. 

I was assisted by two crews in the 
completion of the posthole testing program (Figure 
9.2).  Each crew consisted of an excavator and a 
screener.  The excavators used standard clamshell 
posthole diggers to excavate the test probes and 
collect the soil.  Most postholes encountered 
deposits with low disturbance levels; these were 
dug to the first soil color change.  A few postholes 
were terminated upon hitting impassable 
inclusions or obstacles such as large rocks and tree 
roots.  Posthole depths ranged from 11 cm to 37 
cm, with a mean depth of 26.4 cm and median 
depth of 20 cm.  The diameters of all postholes 
were approximately 19 cm.  The average volume of 
soil collected and screened per posthole was 
approximately 7,480 cm3

Once the soil was collected from a 
posthole, crew members passed the soil through 
standard 0.25 inch mesh screens.  All identifiable 
artifacts were collected from the screens in the 
field.  Some postholes yielded no artifacts, while 
others yielded many.  All artifacts recovered were counted in the field and recorded on a form, after 
which they were bagged, taken to the lab, and later recounted by Keller.  Keller’s numbers and 
identifications are used for this analysis.  In addition to collecting and counting all artifacts, we collected 
a soil sample from the bottom of each posthole at the contact between the dark A horizon soil and a 
lighter B horizon.  This contact zone was preliminarily interpreted as an ancient surface.  A small, sterile 
Whirl-Pak bag was filled with soil for chemical composition testing.  Some of the soil samples were 
exported to a lab for multi-elemental tests, and a 50% sample of the soil samples was tested for 
phosphorous levels at the Actuncan field lab (see Keller and Craiker 2012). 

 which yielded 1.9 gallons 
of material. 

 
Microartifact Sampling Method 

 
After examining the patterns of macroartifact frequencies from the posthole data, I devised a 
probabilistic sampling method for collecting a small number of microartifact samples.  Microartifact 
sample locations were first selected by ranking the densities of lithic and ceramic macroartifacts that 
were found in the postholes (Table 9.1).  Lithic highs were determined to consist of four or more lithic 
artifacts; we never found more than eight per posthole.  Moderate lithic levels were two to three lithics 
in a posthole, and low lithic levels consisted of one or none.  Ceramic highs had ten or more sherds in a 
posthole.  The most sherds we had in a posthole were fifty-eight.  Ceramic moderates consisted of five 
to nine sherds, and ceramic lows were one to four sherds.    

Figure 9.1.  West Plaza Grid from Keller and 
Craiker 2011). 
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Four microartifact sample 
locations were selected because they 
were both lithic and ceramic highs.  
Two sample locations contained 
moderate levels of both ceramics and 
lithics.  One microartifact sample was 
taken near a posthole that was a lithic 
low and ceramic moderate.  Another 
sample was taken at a lithic low and 
ceramic low.  The remaining four 
samples were taken near postholes 
that yielded no artifacts. Total number 
of samples was twelve.  No more than 
one microartifact sample was taken 
within a 20 m block on the grid, and 
each sample was a minimum of 15 m 
from any other sample.  I enforced 
these distances between sample 
locations to gain a more 
comprehensive picture of activity 
across the entire plaza. 

 
Table 9.1. Posthole Ceramic and Lithic Frequencies 

 

Level Ceramics Lithics 
High 10+ 4+ 
Moderate 5 to 9 2 to 3 

Low 0 to 4 0 to 1 
 

Once the locations were selected, 4 liters of soil were collected within 30 cm of the original 
postholes.  The excavator used a posthole digger to break soil and reach the depth of the original 
postholes.  The soil from each hole was placed in a bucket, and then four liters of it were measured into 
large, cloth artifact bags and returned to the lab.  The soil was not screened or otherwise sorted in the 
field.  Once in the lab, the twelve microartifact samples were individually water screened through a 
1/16th

 Microartifact lab analysis requires only basic, ordinary laboratory supplies.  Small food service 
trays, between fifteen and twenty inches in length, were the perfect size to sort even the largest 
samples.  Standard tweezers and bamboo skewers were useful for sorting the smallest materials.  
Aluminum foil was used to wrap carbon pieces found within a size fraction.  Small funnels and a plastic 
scoop were useful for transferring the sorted materials into their individual bags.  To bag all sorted 
samples, I used 4-mil plastic, zip-top bags in 3 x 5 inches, 4 x 6 inches, and 6 x 9 inches sizes. 

 inch mesh screen using a standard garden hose and nozzle to disaggregate and remove most of 
the soil.  The remaining residues were placed on clean rice or flour sacks and left to dry.  Once 
thoroughly dry, the residues were screened through a three tiered screen set (Table 9.2).  Items (mostly 
dust and tiny roots) that fell through the smallest mesh were not collected.  The materials collected in 
the first fraction are not technically considered microartifacts, but were still collected, processed, and 
analyzed for comparative data.  Each size fraction was bagged separately and exported to the 
archaeology lab at the University of Texas at Arlington for analysis. 

Figure 9.1. Amirto Uck excavating postholes with clamshell 
digger. Photo by Krystal Craiker. 
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Table 9.2. Size of Actuncan Microartifact Fractions 
 

1st Fraction 1/4-inch+ 

2nd Fraction  1/8- to 1/4-inch 

3rd Fraction 1/16- to 1/8-inch 
 

 
Laboratory Methods 

 
During analysis, it was often useful to use a standard halogen lamp to aid in visual identification of 
materials.  A 10x magnification hand loupe and a low-magnification microscope were also used to 
determine the material of smaller remains. 

One of the advantages of microartifact analysis is the simplicity of the analysis and the ease of 
training lab assistants (Sherwood 2001).  Personally, I found it best to start with the larger fractions to 
familiarize myself and my lab assistants with the types of material present.  After working with larger, 
more easily identified items, lab workers were much more confident and accurate in their analysis of the 
smallest fractions.  We conducted preliminary sorts of each fraction, making small piles of the various 
materials identified.  The most common materials were unworked pieces of limestone, lithic debitage 
including shatter and lithic flake fragments (after Whittaker 1994), ceramics, land snails, jutes (riverine 
snails), carbon, and unidentified minerals.   

After sorting, each material type was placed in its own 4 mil bag and was labeled with the 
sample information, as well as the material type and the date the fraction was sorted.  On average, each 
sample took two to three hours to sort, although smaller samples took less time. Generally, the smallest, 
fraction samples took the longest to sort due to the minute size of the materials.  All material classes 
were weighed, and ceramics, lithic debitage, and non-terrestrial shell items were counted.  I took notes 
on material type, and recorded descriptions of macroartifacts from the first fraction.   

The biggest problem encountered during the microartifact analysis was the very clayey 
composition of the soil remaining on or around the microartifacts.  Large clumps of clay with 
microartifacts embedded in them were common in the first and second fractions, and the large 
quantities of clay in the third fraction took considerable time to separate from the rest of the sample.  
While discussing this problem with Dr. Karl Petruso of University of Texas Arlington’s (UTA) 
Anthropology Department, he informed me that he had used Calgon bath beads to disaggregate clay in 
some of his work.  Calgon contains sodium bicarbonate and sodium hexametaphosphate, both of which 
Sherwood (2001) suggests as additives to disaggregate clay in microartifact samples.  Adding store-
bought Calgon to the water and soaking samples in the resulting mix worked considerably better than 
plain, warm water.  However, due to the lack of running water and drying racks in our UTA lab facility, 
the Calgon soaking method was only practical for the smaller samples.  Samples that were soaked in 
water were placed in a mesh kitchen colander lined with coffee filters or paper towels to dry. 

 
Results 

 
Most samples are dominated by burned and unburned limestone (Craiker 2012).  Samples also 
contained a substantial amount of broken terrestrial snail shell pieces.  A few riverine jute shell 
fragments were found.  Lithic microartifacts were broken into three categories: shatter, flake fragments, 
and in one first fraction sample, unmodified chert.  Ceramic sherds were present in every sample.  
Quartz and other non-limestone rock fragments appeared in a few samples, as did very small amounts 
of carbon.  In one sample, two very distinct black bean seeds were found.  Also appearing regularly was  
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Table 9.3. Ceramic and Lithic Counts in First Fraction 

 
Sample Ceramic Lithic Shatter Lithic Flake Fragments 
A/2 11 0 1 
B/12 0 0 0 
J/8 15 5 1 
K/15 7 0 0 
L/3 4 0 0 
N/11 10 3 0 
Q/6 1 0 0 
Q/14 15 36 0 
U/8 14 2 4 
W/17 16 3 2 

 
soft mineral that was usually yellow or orange in color.  During processing, these distinctive pieces were 
classified as “unidentified mineral 1.”  It is possible that some of the smallest pieces are, in fact, daub 
(burnt wall coating made of clay), but the two materials are virtually indistinguishable at the smallest, 
third fraction. 

The first fractions of samples are not technically microartifacts because they are greater than 
one-quarter inch largest dimension.  However, analyzing first fractions is useful for a few reasons.  First, 
by sorting through the largest materials, analysts become familiar with the types of material present in 
any given sample.  Second, certain things can only be seen in the first fraction, such as variations in the 
sizes of rock inclusions or ceramic sherds that are large enough to classify to a particular time period.  
Lastly, analysis of the first fraction can potentially show patterns and relationships between 
macroartifacts and microartifacts (Mixter 2011). 
 We analyzed ten of the twelve first fraction samples due to time constraints (Table 9.3).  In eight 
of the ten, limestone accounted for the majority of the material left; the other two were samples taken 
at postholes from which no artifacts were recovered during the initial posthole sampling program 
(Samples B/12 and K/15).  Sample A/2 consisted of 68.9% limestone by weight.  The fraction also 
contained one lithic shatter piece, eleven ceramic sherds, and one piece of calcite.  Sample B/12, one of 
the sterile macroartifact samples, contained one small piece of limestone, one ceramic sherd, and a 
large piece of unidentified mineral. 

 
Table 9.4. Ceramic and Lithic Counts Second Fraction 

Sample Ceramic Lithic Shatter Lithic Flake Fragments 
A/2 7 10 0 
B/12 1 0 0 
J/8 17 13 2 
L/3 8 8 3 
Q/14 12 16 2 
U/8 9 17 2 
W/17 6 9 6 
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Table 9.5.  Precentages of Limestone by weight in samples 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Sample J/8 contained, among other things, a large flake fragment, many ceramics, and a river pebble.  
The limestone pieces in this sample are considerably larger than in most other samples.  Sample K/15, 
another sterile sample, contained only seven sherds and little else.  Sample L/3 was interesting because 
of the three pieces of seemingly unmodified chert and the piece of quartz.  The limestone in this sample 
was also notably large. 

Samples N/11 and Q/6 possessed burned animal bone indistinguishable to species.  A 
substantial number of lithics (n=36) were present in Sample Q/14, along with fifteen pieces of ceramic 
and one jute shell.  The limestone pieces in Sample U/8 were again very large.  Sample W/17, located at 
the very edge of the plaza, contained an impressive 338.43 grams of limestone and two small pieces of 
sandstone, which is not a local stone. 

Seven of the twelve second fraction samples taken were analyzed (Table 9.4).  Limestone pieces 
made up the majority of each sample, with the exception of Sample J/8, which contained none (Table 
9.5).   Sample J/8 is extremely anomalous; it is the only sample of any fraction size that did not contain 
limestone.  All the limestone from that location fell into either the first or third fractions.  This sample 
did contain substantial amounts of lithic and ceramic pieces, as well as one quartz piece.   

Sample Q/14, in addition to lithics and ceramics, contained two non-identifiable stones.  The 
lithics were both chert and chalcedony.  Sample U/8 contained a piece of cave rock indentified by Dr. 
Keller.  Sample W/17, had over 100 grams of limestone, the most of any second fraction sample. 
 The third fraction represents the smallest materials analyzed for this project.  Materials in these 
samples range in size from one-sixteenth inch to one-eighth inch in largest dimension.  The third fraction 
is the most time consuming of all the fractions to sort due to the tiny nature of the material.  Five third 
fraction samples were analyzed because of time constraints.  Limestone represented the vast majority 
of each sample. 
 
 

Table 9.6. Ceramic and Lithic Counts Third Fraction 
 

Sample Ceramic Lithic Shatter Lithic Flake Fragments 
A/2 35 92 0 
B/12 3 3 0 
J/8 38 55 3 
L/3 54 121 2 
Q/14 76 87 13 

 

 
2nd Fraction 3rd Fraction 

A/2 53.90% 60.30% 
B/12 69% 56% 
J/8 n/a 78.30% 
L/3 83.20% 79.70% 
Q/14 86.40% 85.11% 
U/8 93.97% n/a 
W/17 75.87% n/a 
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 Sample A/2 is the 
only sample of any fraction 
that contained more than 
one one-hundredth of a 
gram of carbon.  
Interestingly, Sample A/2 
contained two very distinct 
black beans seeds and 
Sample L/3 contained an 
astonishing 121 pieces of 
lithic chunk/shatter with 
two flake fragments and 
fifty-four pieces of ceramic.  
The lithic material was both 
chert and chalcedony.  
Sample Q/14 contained 
thirteen flake fragments, the 
most of any sample. 
 

Discussion 
 
Overall, the microartifact data confirms patterns previously suggested by Keller and Craiker’s (2012) 
phosphorous and macroartifact posthole data.  The phosphorous data indicated an area of high activity 
or organic trash at the north end of the plaza. And the initial macroartifact collections suggested a 
probable lithic production area near Sample Q/14.  Therefore, field results of ceramic highs and lithic 
highs correspond closely to the microartifact data.   
 In two instances, however, the microartifact samples revealed a previously unnoticed pattern in 
the macroartifact data: structural collapse.  The limestone in the first fraction of Samples J/8 and U/8 
were comparable in size to the quantities of limestone found in known structural collapse or intact 
architecture (Figure 9.3).  Limestone frequencies in these samples are comparable to Samples Q/14 and 
W/17, which are located in Structure 12’s limestone wall collapse along its western side (McGovern 
1994:113).  In the smaller fractions, the percentages of limestone weight were all above 70%, whereas 
the weights in samples that were not near structures were all below 70%.  This also mirrors Mixter’s 
(2011:9) results of microartifact samples taken on Structure 41 at Actuncan where limestone accounted 
for approximately 80% of his samples.  Since notes on large limestone blocks or chunks encountered in 
the postholes were not taken in the field, the evidence for structural collapse would otherwise have 
been missed. 
 The second fraction of Sample J/8 is anomalous because it had no limestone, but the first and 
third fractions had high amounts.  Whether this is a chance occurrence or a pattern of unknown 
significance is unclear; more microartifact samples from the same area must be analyzed to be certain.  
The third fraction of Sample A/2 contained two unburnt bean seeds and other types of seeds, more than 
any other sample.  It also falls within an area at the north end of the plaza where phosphorous levels in 
the soil suggest an organic trash deposit from the household at Group 1 (Keller and Craiker 2012).  The 
high amounts of lithic shatter and ceramic fragments, along with the presence of macrobotanicals, 
further support a trash deposit.  The beans were some of the smallest items in the third fraction and 
would have been missed without microartifact analysis. 
 Sample Q/14 falls within a probable lithic production area given the percentages of flake 
fragments compared to other samples such as L/3 (Figure 9.3).  Posthole data revealed an approximately 

Figure 9.2. Bar graph of percentages of limestone by weight in 
samples. 
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20 m by 20 m area with high amounts of flaked macrolithics and utilized flakes.  Every other lithic high in 
the plaza was isolated, and many postholes yielded no lithic artifacts.  Also, the only piece of obsidian 
(recovered as a macroartifact) was discovered in Posthole N/13, which is located at the north end of the 
suggested lithic production area.  An area of lithic production would likely include lithic artifacts in 
varying degree of completion, such as flaked tools, chunks, shatter, and flake fragments (e.g. Healan 
1995; Keller 2006; Vandenbosch 1999).  At the microartifactual level, lithic shatter and flake fragments 
would be expected to appear most frequently.  Indeed, the vast majority of lithics in every microartifact 
sample from the West Plaza were lithic shatter, with very few flakes.  Sample Q/14 had a considerably 
higher number of flake fragments in the third fraction than any other sample (n=13).   
 While this evidence is suggestive of a lithic production area, more investigation is needed to 
definitively prove it.  Based on the data from Sample Q/14, test units can be placed strategically to 
investigate this area further.  Also, microdebitage analysis can offer further evidence.  If this area was a 
place of stone tool production, the nature of the production is unknown.  Due to the proximity to the 
“palace,” it may have been large-scale attached household production.  If the plaza functioned as a 
marketplace, then the lithic production could have been part of the market economy.  Until further data 
is gathered, the microartifacts of Sample Q/14 support the hypothesis that a lithic production area was 
located at the eastern edge of the West Plaza. 
 Frequency patterns varied between fractions.  In first fraction samples, ceramic artifacts 
typically numbered considerably more than lithic artifacts.  Second fraction samples showed nearly 
equal numbers of ceramic and lithic microartifacts.  In the third fraction, lithic shatter usually numbered 
significantly more than ceramic microartifacts. 
 

Conclusions 
 
Microartifacts are an often overlooked, yet highly informative part of the archaeological record.  With 
relatively few exceptions, archaeology is not the study of whole ceramic pots, lithic tools, skeletons, or 
even architecture.  Archaeologists rarely find intact artifacts behind in the course of their day-to-day 
excavations.  Ancient people either took their tools with them when they left, or swept away large, 
broken fragments from their houses and civic buildings.  Those items that are left behind are then 
subject to various natural disturbances from soil erosion to animal turbation.  What is left in situ within 
activity areas are often only the smallest of cultural remains, those items that were too small to notice 
and those that were trampled into the ground. 

Figure 9.3.  Pie charts of Samples L/3 and Q/14 Showing Percentages of Flake Fragments in 
the first fraction. 
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 As Sherwood (2001) demonstrates in her seminal methods publication, microartifact analysis is 
a simple, if labor-intensive, method of obtaining rich data.  The results from the Actuncan West Plaza 
microartifact samples show similar results.  However, like any one class of archaeological analysis, 
microartifacts reveal the most information when used in conjunction with other types of data.  In the 
Actuncan case, we combined microartifact analysis with studies of macroartifacts, soil chemistry, and a 
complete geophysical survey of the plaza area (Keller and Craiker 2012).  Any single data set is much less 
compelling without the context provided by the other data. 
 Microartifact analysis is a time-consuming process, but the basic techniques are easy to teach to 
novice laboratory assistants.  Of course, examining microartifacts from every excavated location in a site 
is unrealistic, but random or probabilistic sampling methods can establish a reasonable number of 
samples while maximizing the potential for conclusive data.  Microartifact analysis is also significantly 
cheaper, in terms of material costs, than other types of analyses such as soil chemistry or large-scale 
excavation. 
 In the future, I would suggest a few addenda to our sampling and collecting techniques.  The 
data here were microartifact samples taken vertically from the surface downward.  It would be 
interesting to conduct horizontal excavations in the area to retrieve a more spatially extensive sample of 
microartifact collections from below the terminal surface of the West Plaza.  This could reveal evidence 
for trampling (Nielson 1991).  Also, placing the field samples in nylon bags and soaking them in a 
disaggregating solution before they are water screened could end up greatly decreasing the quantity of 
soil remaining in the samples and save hours of sorting in the lab (Sherwood 2001).  A lighted, table 
magnifying glass in the lab would also decrease analysis time. 
 If Actuncan had a marketplace, the West Plaza would be a likely location (Cap 2011; Keller 
2006).  However, this microartifact data does not offer any illumination on this matter.  Other 
distributional approaches (Hirth 2009) are necessary to investigate the nature of the economy at 
Actuncan.  Further testing of the data presented here—the building, the midden, and the probable lithic 
production center—was conducted in summer 2012 (Mixter and Craiker; this volume). 
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