
Cueva Cheve (part)
Concepción Papalo

Oaxaca
Journal of Cave and Karst Studies, v. 59, no. 1, p. 28, 1997

28 • Journal of Cave and Karst Studies, April 1997

CUEVA CHEVE TABLET

Figure 3.
Cueve Cheve
map showing
the four archae-
ological cham-
bers

In Chamber 3, there is a squeeze marked by red pigment
which leads to a ledge (1.5 m x 2 m) just large enough to
accommodate two or three people.  This small ledge is at the
edge of a 30 m sheer drop to the descending stream passage.
Splotches of red pigment were painted on the ledge wall.  A
curious protrusion on the north wall is  outlined in red and has
the size and features of a human face.  This face seems to have
been painted to look upon seven in situ vessels sitting below it
on the ledge next to the south wall.  One vessel is a cylindrical,
tripodal, white alabaster bowl.  The vessel is splashed with the
same red pigment as the chamber walls (Fig. 4).  Another ves-
sel is a black ceramic bowl with a lid in the form of a bird effi-
gy knob.  Each of the seven vessels is intact.  Chamber 3’s ves-
sels help date this portion of the site to the Classic Period.  The
placement of the Chamber 3 vessels on the ledge far from the
light of the entrance represents the deepest pre-Hispanic explo-
ration in the cave.  The Chamber 3 ledge could have been
viewed as the entry to the dark underworld, perhaps similar to
what the Maya called Xibalbá (MacLeod & Puleston, 1978). 

Chamber 4 in Cueva Cheve is being used today for rituals
by the local Cuicatec population.  Current rituals include the
use of chicken eggs, torches, centavo coins, pieces of newspa-
per, red yarn which overlays a list of people’s names, and
chicken bones which are very prominent throughout the pas-
sage.  This chamber was photographed and documented, but
left undisturbed by the archaeologists.  Contemporary ritualis-
tic use in Chamber 4 of Cueva Cheve may serve as an ethno-

Figure 4.  The alabaster vessel has been smeared with red
pigment.  Photo courtesy of Brian Steele.

graphic basis for a pre-Hispanic ceremonial interpretation of
the archaeological evidence.  Elsewhere in the Cuicatec region,
three human sacrificial knives from the Late Postclassic Period
were found stored in a cave and, also, ceremonially used by
modern Cuicatec people in blood sacrifices of chickens and
turkeys (Holland & Weitlaner, 1960).


