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CHAPTER 4

CAVES OF THE YALAHAU ARCHAEOLOGICAL CAVE SURVEY

Introduction

This chapter of the dissertation is divided into
twenty sections—one for each cave in the survey. As
mentioned in Chapter 1, not all caves received the same
degree of archaeological attention during the course
of the study. Consequently, certain sections are quite
detailed while others offer only cursory descriptions.
Those ten caves included in the sub-sample (see Chap-
ter 1) were given the most attention both in the field
and in this chapter. The cursory nature of a few of the

map was made and extensive surface collecting was
carried out, resulting in an abundant and diverse ce-
ramic assemblage. In addition, test excavations were
conducted, which provide both functional and chro-
nological information on the cave and its features.

Description

The vertical entrance shaft of Actun Toh is typi-
cal of many of the region’s caves. Once past the 3 m
of cap rock, the shaft opens into a voluminous chamber,

Figure 4.1.1. Actun Toh plan map.

cave descriptions is not necessarily reflec-
tive of their relative archaeological impor-
tance within the region. Nevertheless, the
obvious importance of caves such as Actun
Toh, Actun Tacbi Ha, and Pak Ch’en was
a factor in my decision to devote more time
and effort to their investigation.

Although the order in which the caves
appear in this chapter is essentially arbi-
trary, those caves with pools are presented
first, followed by dry caves and rock-
shelters. The more detailed sections are
divided into sub-sections. Depending on
the cave, the presentation of the data might
include a general description of the cave,
lot and/or operation descriptions, as well
as descriptions of rock art and other features.
Tabulations of the ceramics recovered from
certain caves appear in this chapter; how-
ever, their illustrations and typological
descriptions are found in Chapter 5. A more
interpretive treatment of the archaeology
described in Chapter 4 is offered in the final
synthesis and discussion of the dissertation.

4.1: ACTUN TOH

Actun Toh (“cave of the mot mot bird”)
is located 1 km north of the community of
San Juan de Dios. As the largest and most
elaborately modified cave in the survey, it
has received a great deal of attention dur-
ing the course of this study. A detailed cave
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shelf. Having identified the co-occurrence of mounds,
stairways, and rock art in other cave in the region, I
anticipated a pool to be the final destination of this
path through the cave (as is typically the case).

Several lines of evidence led to the conclusion
that a pool at one time occupied this now dry portion
of the cave. Immediately noticeable was a layer of
evaporates over the top of the soil, which indicate
periodic water accumulation. By observing this por-
tion of the cave during heavy rains, it was clear that
water follows a course from the entrance to the bot-
tom of operation 6—carrying with it soil and debris.
It was obvious that a small pool could become filled
with such debris if left unattended. Along the south-
ern wall of operation 6 (adjacent to the pool) was a
sizable mound or pile of soil and stones that appeared
to have been the result of ancient pool maintenance
activities. Imbedded in this matrix are numerous
sherds, which attest to feature’s cultural origin. The
depth of the water table, which was measured via wells
in the vicinity of Actun Toh, was consistent with the
depth of the lowest portion of the cave (20.69 m).
An excavation into the flat, soil-covered portion of
operation 6 (excavation unit A) confirmed the cave’s
one-time connection to the water table (at –21.21 m).
The excavation unit did not reach the bottom or floor
of the pool itself. Nevertheless, the dimensions of the
small chamber in which it was located suggest that
the pool was no greater that 1.5 m at its widest point
and likely sumped beneath the southwestern wall of
the chamber.

Operation 5 is reached by a path leading away
from the floor at the base of the pyramidal structure (see
figure 4.1.8). To the south of the chamber’s entrance

Figure 4.1.3. Actun Toh profiles for operations 6 and 7.

Figure 4.1.4. Idealized profile of Actun Toh.

main chamber that have been enclosed or otherwise
delineated by pathways, stairways, or low stone braces.
The structure, floor, and much of the main chamber
occupies operation 1.

Along the southern edge of the floor, a stairway
leads down into operation 6 (see figures 4.1.2, 4.1.3,
and 4.1.8), which is an enclosed sloping room. The
first set of stairs leads to a landing while passing be-
neath a panel of five carved faces. The panel consists
of four circular frontal faces (three of which are vis-
ible in figure 4.1.9) and an additional skull-like image
(figure 4.1.10). A second set of stairs arrives at a small
level patch of soft soil that marks the lowest point
within the cave. Also at the bottom of the stairway is a
niche in the cave wall, which has been modified by
the stacking of stones so as to create a level offertory


