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cleft are located on bedrock slope
rather than on the risers of carved
steps.

Although I find many of the
glyph-like elements carved into the
stairway highly idiosyncratic and
difficult to interpret, I do not agree
with Lothrop’s assessment that they
are without meaning. Certainly
these images had symbolic signifi-
cance to the individuals who carved
them. If nothing else, their very
presence along the water’s edge
speaks to the importance or sacred-
ness of the cave itself. With respect
to the tiny “faces” along the top-
most riser of the stairway, their re-
semblance to the Ahau glyph is
likely coincidental. They are essen-
tially what they appear to be, faces.
Simple frontal faces, like those
found in Tancah cave, are ubiqui-
tous in caves across the Yucatan
Peninsula (see Rissolo 2001) and
appear to be associated with stair-
ways or pathways that lead to water,
and Tancah Cave is further evidence
of this association. The ladder- or
step-like elements beneath the faces
are intriguing, but not without
precedent. Most notably, similar
carvings on boulders in Loltun
Cave were reported by Edward H.
Thompson (1897:plates IV and V).
Another example can be found in
Aktun Ch’en Chin (Bonor Villarejo
and Sánchez y Pinto1991:fig.6). A
single example of a small face atop
ladder- or step-like elements strik-
ingly similar to what we see in

Tancah Cave was recorded in the
Gruta de Calcehtok (Uc González
and Canche Manzanero 1989:fig.4d).

The locations of these stepped mo-
tifs in certain caves of the Oxkutz-
cab area have led Bonor Villarejo
and Sánchez y Pinto (1991:48-49) to
suggest that they might function as
a sort of directional signage for visi-
tors to the cave. This does not ap-
pear to be the case in Tancah; nor
do the stepped motifs in Tancah
Cave seem likely to represent a
form of numerical notation, as sug-
gested by Robina (1956:184). Rather,

they appear to represent or function
as metaphorical stairways, as al-
luded to, but not directly suggested
by Miller (1982:87). In the case of
Tancah Cave, Miller believes that
the Ahau glyphs (i.e. faces) atop the
step-like motifs might represent the
rising sun (1982:fig.119 [caption]).
He cites an example of an architec-
tural “model” (or maqueta) of a stair-
way carved on a rock near Texcoco
in the Valley of Mexico, as reported
by Cook de Leonard (1955:fig.8).
The purpose of carving these min-
iature steps is elusive, though

The petroglyphic stairway in
Tancah Cave. Drawing by Kees
Groonboer, after Miller 1982:
fig. 119.
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