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small pyramidal structure located an additional 80 m
or so in the same direction. This arrangement appears
to place the buildings over the tunnel as it extends
120 m to the north. Unfortunately, the significance of
this intentional positioning was not realized in the field
and therefore more specific information and detailed
measurements were not recorded. Nevertheless, given
the absence of other structures in the immediate vi-
cinity, it is reasonable to assume that these particular
structures mark the cave as a place of some impor-
tance.

Two wells associated with a small site 500 m to
northwest of Actun Pech confirm the specialized na-
ture the cave. The site consists of a dense cluster of
megalithic residential platforms. The first well (W/N-4)
is located in the midst of these structures. The second
(W/N-3) is found 100 m to the west. This well is most
certainly ancient as evidenced by a recessed collar of
well-dressed blocks. A local guide informed me that
the well as always been in use by ejidatarios from

Naranjal and contains water year-round. The water
level (when recorded) was 13.4m below the ground
surface. This is consistent with the subsurface depth
of the pool in Actun Pech, further suggesting that the
cave’s tiny pool does in fact mark the water table. More
importantly, it begs the question of why someone
would venture into an inaccessible cave for the pur-
pose of collecting drinking water from a remote pool,
when serviceable wells exist in the area and are lo-
cated closest to the densest settlement. The physical
morphology of Actun Pech and the cave’s larger cul-
tural context provide evidence par excellence for the
specialized appropriation of watery caves in the
Yalahau region. This pattern is discussed in more de-
tail in the final chapter of the dissertation.

4.8: ACTUN TSUB

Actun Tsub (“cave of the agouti”) is the closest
known cave to the site center of El Naranjal. The cave
is located 500 m northeast of the main architectural
core of the site and 163 m south of Structure 22 (which
is a large elite residential platform). The cave was first
visited in 1996. The following year I returned with
Julie Bell to produce a profile of the cave pool. During
the same trip, Ms. Bell conducted a snorkel survey of
the pool but no material was observed. A second at-
tempt was made by Kurt R. Heidelberg in 1998, with
the same result. The main pool is 4–5 m deep and is
connected to a submerged cavern system.

Description

The cave is a roughly circular collapse dome av-
eraging approximately 30 m in diameter. In the center
of the cave are prominent stalagmitic and stalactitic
formations. Steep, natural slopes drop down into deep
pools around the cave’s periphery. The cave has two
vertical entrances. The first (to the right in figure 4.8.1)
appears to be entirely natural and provides access into
the main chamber of the cave. The second entrance is
used as a well and currently has a masonry collar and
windlass.

A bucket lowered from this secondary entrance
would pass through the main chamber of the cave,
through a narrow shaft in the cave floor and finally
emerge in a large water-filled chamber below. The
water level was 15.2 m below the ground surface when
recorded. It appears as if the ancient Maya aug-
mented what was probably an incipient aperture in
the cave floor to facilitate a rope and bucket retrieval
method from above (see photos in figures 4.8.2 and
4.8.3). It is also possible that the secondary entranceFigure 4.8.1. Profile of well area in Actun Tsub.


