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cave functioned as an important water-gathering site.
Unlike Actun Toh, Actun Tacbi Ha, and Actun Tam Ha,
the pools within Akab Ch’en were relatively acces-
sible. Nevertheless, the altar associated with the pools
attests to the cave’s sacred nature. Why the ancient
Maya chose to carve an entrance through the wall of
the sinkhole rather than use a ladder to reach its floor
is unclear. The bedrock that at one time separated the
gully from the sinkhole was apparently not particu-
larly thick. Perhaps the ancient Maya expanded an
incipient opening between the two spaces and were
easily able to create the portal that provides access
today. The portal has the added effect of making the
expansive openness of the sinkhole zone accessible
only through a single, purposefully configured
entryway.

4.5: PAK CH’EN

Pak Ch’en is located approximately 4 km south-
west of the ancient Maya site and modern town of
Kantunilkin (see figure 1.2). This relatively small,
single-room cave contains the most extensive and
elaborate corpus of rock art yet reported in the region.

The numerous engraved or pecked images (petro-
glyphs) range from simple motifs to more sophisticated
and diagnostic figures. This section provides descrip-
tions and illustrations of the petroglyphs as well as a
comparative analysis and interpretation of the imag-
ery. Pak Ch’en is one of only four reported caves with
rock art in the Yalahau region. Due to the overall lim-
ited number of reported rock art sites in northern
Quintana Roo, the images cannot be evaluated within
the context of a local style or tradition. Therefore, a
consideration of the region’s prehistory will be paired
with a broader contextual and stylistic analysis of
Maya cave art.

 I first visited the cave in the spring of 1997 at the
suggestion of Jennifer Mathews and Julie Bell, who
visited the cave while on a regional cenote recon-
naissance. Motivated by the presence of vandalism, I
returned to Pak Ch’en in summer 1998 to produce a
map and record the images. The pottery was collected
the following year.

Description

The cave is essentially a single-chamber collapse

Figure 4.5.1. Map of Pak Ch’en.

dome with an average diameter of 15 m
(see figure 4.5.1) and may be classified as
a twilight cave—as no part of the cave is
in total darkness during the daytime. The
interior of the cave is accessed via a bed-
rock slope beneath an ovoid opening along
the cave’s northeastern edge (see figures
4.5.1 and 4.5.2). The entrance is steep, and
shallow steps, which were carved into the
bedrock, facilitate the initial passage into
the cave. At the base of these steps is a
narrow landing, from which the pathway
through the caves begins.

The well-marked path through the cave
contains steps of roughly dressed limestone
blocks and makes use of natural flowstone
and rimstone dams (which are now dry).
After two switchbacks, the path meets the
first of the rock art panels that adorn the
western wall of the cave (figure 4.5.3).
These panels will be discussed in greater
detail below. A final series of steps leads
past panels A through D to the west, and
the boulder, which holds panel G to the
east.

The final destination of the pathway
is a low room which contains a small pool
(figures 4.5.1 and 4.5.3). Directly above the
entrance of the room are panels E (superior)


