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Osteology of the ElDiablo Complex: 
Burial9 and Associated Caches

Andrew K. Scherer

Chapter 4

This chapter provides an overview of the osteological analysis of 
the Burial 9 tomb and its associated cache deposits. As will be 
detailed below, the tomb contained the remains of seven indi-

viduals: the primary occupant (adult) and the sacrificed remains of six 
children. At the time of the recovery, the human remains from the tomb 
were found commingled. Remains of an adult were scattered across the 
length of the tomb (Figure 4.2). The remains of the six children were 
found more or less in clusters, each associated with one of six lip-to-lip 
cache vessels (Figure 4.3). In some cases the children’s remains were 
contained within the vessel. In others, they were found partially spilled 
from the vessel, owing to both the original placement of the bodies (de-
scribed below) and wall collapse that had disturbed some materials on 
the tomb floor. 

Outside of the tomb, a series of caches consisting of eleven lip-to-lip 
vessels and one single bowl have been found that can be stratigraphical-
ly associated with the interment (eight paired vessels and the unpaired 
bowl recovered in the 2010 field season and three pairs of lip-to-lip 
vessels from 2012). Two of those caches contained complete, articulated 
child skeletons. Eight of the caches contained manual phalanges and 
teeth. One of the vessel pairs (Caches 1C and 1D) may have contained 
human remains, though none were identified during laboratory analy-
sis. The project excavated the contents of all cache vessels in the field. 

Figure 4.1.  Caches 4 and 5 arranged around the stone altar outside the tomb. Photo: Arturo Godoy.
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Figure 4.2. Remains of the single adult individual found 
within Burial 9, scattered along the length of the tomb. 

Drawing: Stephen Houston.

Methodology
As explained in Chapter 1, the interior of the tomb was 
gridded by excavators into 25 x 25 cm sectors; each 
north-south column (lengthwise across the tomb) was 
given a letter designation (A through F), and each east-
west row (across the breadth of the tomb) received a 
number designation (1–12). Each bone fragment was as-
signed a unique number by sector (e.g., Bone 4 of Sector 
A7), drawn and labeled on the burial plan, and individu-
ally packaged after recovery. In the case of two of the 
cache vessels that contained human remains, the entire 
contents were stabilized underneath a layer of cyclodo-
decane wax, which Scherer and Houston later excavated 
in the project laboratory. Chelsea Garrett Ellis and Sarah 
Newman assisted greatly, helping with lab analysis of 
human remains from the 2010 and 2012 field seasons, 
respectively. 

The skeletal elements from the cache deposits located 
outside of the tomb are generally well preserved. How-
ever, the remains from inside the tomb are quite frag-
mentary and fragile. In the laboratory Scherer and Ellis 
unpacked each skeletal element and carefully brushed 
the remains to remove any adhering dirt (careful not to 
disturb traces of red pigment or other cultural material). 
In light of the fragility of the remains and the presence 
of pigment, no element from the caches or the tomb 
was washed with water. We treated each element with a 
dilute solution of Paraloid B-72 to conserve the remains. 
After consolidation was complete, we reconstructed the 
fragmentary bones using concentrated B-72 as an adhe-
sive.

Having reconstructed the tomb remains, Scherer 
worked with Houston to locate each skeletal element on 
the field drawing. The location of fragments, coupled 
with each bone’s size and associated age, made it pos-
sible to attribute fragments to a particular skeleton and 
thus to discern and assemble the seven individuals 
located within the tomb. With each element attributed to 
an individual, Scherer was able to work with Houston’s 
field drawing to establish: (1) the original position of 
the bodies and their level of completeness (whole bod-
ies versus isolated body parts); (2) the displacement of 
some elements during the process of natural decomposi-
tion; and (3) the final disturbance of some remains as a 
result of the collapse of the bier and falling stone from the 
tomb’s walls. Analysis indicates a total of seven individu-
als within the tomb: a single adult individual (Skeleton 
A) and the remains of six subadult individuals (Skeletons 
B through G). Each skeletal fragment was assigned to one 
of the seven individuals. The original bone identification 
numbers (example, Bone 4 from Sector A7) were main-
tained, however, so as not to lose information about origi-
nal context. After analysis, each element was re-packaged 
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and labeled with both its field identification (e.g., Bone 
4 from Sector A7) and its corresponding laboratory 
identification (e.g., Skeleton A, right hamate). 

After reconstructing the skeletons, Scherer con-
ducted a standard bioarchaeological analysis of the 
remains. Each individual was studied to determine age 
at death (Baker et al. 2005; Smith 1991; Ubelaker 1999), 
cultural body modification (Romero Molina 1986; 
Tiesler Blos 1998), antemortem pathology (Buikstra 
and Ubelaker 1994; Ortner 2002), perimortem pathol-
ogy (Buikstra and Ubelaker 1994; Ortner 2002), post-
mortem damage (Schmidt and Symes 2008), dental 
metrics (Buikstra and Ubelaker 1994), and dental 
non-metrics (Turner et al. 1991). The adult individual 
was too incomplete to establish stature and sex beyond 
basic observations of robusticity. Sex cannot be reli-
ably determined for subadult skeletal remains without 
ancient DNA (aDNA) analysis. The poor preservation 
of the remains also frustrated any wish to undertake 
dietary and migratory stable isotope analyses. In the 
case of migratory isotopes, there was no archaeological 
or epigraphic evidence to suggest the primary tomb 
occupant or the sacrificed children originated outside 
the Central Peten (the point at which migratory iso-
topes demonstrate variability). Moreover, ancient DNA 
analysis has yet to prove reliable in the Maya area 
because of the poor preservation of remains (Iglesias et 
al. 2001). As noted, nuclear aDNA would be useful for 
the determination of sex, but any analysis was unlikely 
to yield results. Mitochondrial DNA is more reliable 
in situations of poor preservation, yet it is only useful 
for tracing the matriline. Refinements in stable isotope 
research or aDNA analysis may facilitate future testing, 
assuming that there is a research question significant 
enough to warrant the destruction of such fragile yet 
important human remains. 

El Diablo Caches
To date, ten caches have been found in excavations 
within Str. F8-1 of the El Diablo Complex. Caches 1 and 
9 each include two pairs of lip-to-lip bowls and Cache 
8 featured only a single, unpaired vessel, but the seven 
remaining caches each consisted of a single pair of lip-
to-lip bowls containing various human remains. The 
ten caches therefore contained a total of 23 individual 
vessels. As noted earlier in this volume, analysis of 
the stratigraphy indicates that all of these caches are 
associated with the events immediately before or after 
the construction of the Diablo tomb and the interment 
of its primary occupant. Most of the caches contained 
isolated skeletal elements (adult manual phalanges and 
permanent teeth). However, two caches housed the 
nearly complete skeletons of children. 

Figure 4.3. Remains of the six children found within 
Burial 9, each associated with a pair of cache vessels. 

Drawing: Stephen Houston.
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Cache 1 (EZ 5B-23-2)
Cache 1 consisted of two pairs of lip-to-lip ves-
sels. The upper pair (Cache Vessels 1A and 1B) 
contained a single adult distal manual phalanx 
(Figure 4.4). There was no evidence of trauma or 
pathology. No human remains were found in the 
lower pair of vessels (Caches 1C and 1D).

Cache 2 (EZ 5B-23-3)
Human remains from Cache 2 consist of three 
adult manual phalanges: a proximal phalanx, 
an intermediate phalanx, and a distal phalanx 
(Figure 4.5). The phalanges are all likely from 
the same individual and presumably represent 
a single finger. No cutmarks or other pathology 
were observed.

Cache 3/Burial 6 (EZ 5B-28-9)
Cache 3/Burial 6 contained the remains of a 
two- to four-year-old child placed within a 
lip-to-lip vessel cache (Figure 4.6). Age estima-
tion was based on dental development. Because 
the skeleton is nearly complete, the excavators 
co-designated the deposit Burial 6. The bones 
are well preserved but fragmentary. To judge 
from the position of the skeletal elements at the 
time of recovery, the child was in a supine posi-
tion, although the arrangement of the limbs is 
less clear. The bones of the skull had collapsed 
over the thorax, making it likely that the child’s 
head was resting on the vertical wall of the 

Figure 4.6. Child’s skeleton from Cache 3/Burial 6. 
Photo: Andrew Scherer.

vessel. Many of the elements exhibit thermal 
exposure. What follows is a summary of the 
skeleton with details on its pattern of thermal 
exposure.

The skull is partially complete. The frontal 
bone and the bones of the face are largely de-
stroyed by exposure to heat. The frontal consists 
primarily of a fragment of the right squama 
along the coronal suture. The five other frontal 
fragments are severely blackened, warped, and 
shrunken. A mostly complete left zygomatic is 
present. The parietals are largely complete and 
well preserved. A right temporal is represented 
by the mastoid process and a significant por-
tion of the squama, including a portion of the 
bone along the external auditory meatus. The 
petrous portion is missing. Other small cranial 
fragments are present. Some are clearly frag-
ments of the vault, and some may include the 
otherwise missing occipital. Almost all demon-
strate heat exposure similar to that noted above. 
The majority of the mandible is present, in two 
fragments.

The post-cranial skeleton includes fragments 
of both humeri, an unsided radius, an unsided 
ulna, both scapulae, the distal half of the right 
clavicle, the left femur (both epiphyses, me-
taphyses, and the lateral aspect of the diaphy-
sis), the left tibia (length of diaphysis, including 
both metaphyses, but missing the entire anterior 
aspect of the bone), the right femur (length 

Figure 4.4. Distal 
manual phalanx 

from Cache 1A/1B 
(dorsal view). 

Photo: Andrew 
Scherer.

Figure 4.5. Proximal, 
intermediate, and 

distal manual 
phalanges from Cache 

2. Photo: Andrew 
Scherer.
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fragments and bodies from at least ten 
thoracic vertebrae, neural arch and body 
fragments from at least two lumbar 
vertebrae, the superior two segments of 
the sacrum, the manubrium and body of 
the sternum, four metacarpal fragments, 
and two metatarsal fragments.

Cultural Modification
The cranium was modified to produce 
the tabular oblique form. The deciduous 
teeth are not modified.

Pathology
There was no observable antemortem 
pathology. There are two perimortem 
defects of the right temporal bone. The 
first perforation is located superior to 
the external auditory meatus (Figure 
4.7). The second is a fracture posterior 
to the mastoid process. Both exhibit 
ectocranial and endocranial discolor-
ation, indicating these fractures were 
present at the time of heat exposure and 
are not the result of later postmortem 

of diaphysis including the proximal 
metaphysis and a fragment of the distal 
metaphysis; anterio-medial aspect of 
the femur is fractured and missing), the 
right tibia (length of diaphysis is com-
plete, including the distal metaphysis; 
entire anterior aspect of bone is miss-
ing), fragments of both fibulae, frag-
ments of both ilia, the right ischium, 
fragments of at least nine left ribs and 
eight right ribs, the neural arches from 
all of the cervical vertebrae, neural arch 

Figure 4.7. Right temporal from Cache 3/Burial 6: (a) ectocranial view with right greater wing of the sphenoid; (b) endocranial view. Note 
ectrocranial and endocranial thermal discoloration, particularly at the large perforation superior to the external auditory meatus. Also note 

endocranial and ectocranial discoloration at small crack posterior to the mastoid process. Photos: Andrew Scherer.

Osteology of the El Diablo Complex

0 1 32 4 5 6 7 cm

0 2 4 6 mm

0 2 4 6 mm

0 .5 1.0 1.5 cma b

Figure 4.6. Child’s skeleton from Cache 3/Burial 6. 
Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.4. Distal 
manual phalanx 

from Cache 1A/1B 
(dorsal view). 

Photo: Andrew 
Scherer.

Figure 4.5. Proximal, 
intermediate, and 

distal manual 
phalanges from Cache 

2. Photo: Andrew 
Scherer.

Figure 4.7. Right temporal from Cache 3/Burial 6: (a) ectocranial view with right greater wing of the sphenoid; (b) endocranial view. Note 
ectrocranial and endocranial thermal discoloration, particularly at the large perforation superior to the external auditory meatus. Also note 

endocranial and ectocranial discoloration at small crack posterior to the mastoid process. Photos: Andrew Scherer.

Temple of the Night Sun  184 185 Osteology of the El Diablo Complex
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stroyed by exposure to heat. The frontal consists 
primarily of a fragment of the right squama 
along the coronal suture. The five other frontal 
fragments are severely blackened, warped, and 
shrunken. A mostly complete left zygomatic is 
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by the mastoid process and a significant por-
tion of the squama, including a portion of the 
bone along the external auditory meatus. The 
petrous portion is missing. Other small cranial 
fragments are present. Some are clearly frag-
ments of the vault, and some may include the 
otherwise missing occipital. Almost all demon-
strate heat exposure similar to that noted above. 
The majority of the mandible is present, in two 
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The post-cranial skeleton includes fragments 
of both humeri, an unsided radius, an unsided 
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Pathology
There was no observable antemortem 
pathology. There are two perimortem 
defects of the right temporal bone. The 
first perforation is located superior to 
the external auditory meatus (Figure 
4.7). The second is a fracture posterior 
to the mastoid process. Both exhibit 
ectocranial and endocranial discolor-
ation, indicating these fractures were 
present at the time of heat exposure and 
are not the result of later postmortem 
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damage. These fractures may have been caused by 
blows to the child’s head and thus relate to the cause 
of death. Alternatively, they may have formed as a 
result of the thermal exposure and thus do not relate 
to the cause of death. Unfortunately, it is impossible 
to determine which scenario is correct, particularly 
since the manner of child sacrifice among the Maya 
remains poorly understood. Because of the typically 
poor skeletal preservation at Maya sites, it is un-
clear if most child sacrifice involved violent trauma 
or more subtle acts such as suffocation or poison 
(Houston and Scherer 2010). 

Thermal Exposure and Body Position
The majority of the skeleton demonstrates exposure 
to significant heat that occurred while the body was 
still in a cadaverous (fleshed) state. The body was 
not, however, cremated. Rather, the thermal altera-
tion is consistent with brief exposure to flame in 
only isolated areas; the flame or heat was sufficient 
to burn away part of the soft tissue and affect the 
underlying bone. Much of the thermal alteration 
consists of brown discoloration of the bone coupled 
with some surficial cracking due to rapid loss of 
moisture. In some cases, the exposure to heat black-
ened the bone. However, no bones exhibit the effects 
of calcination—the glassy texture that results from 
the complete or near-complete loss of moisture and 
organic content from prolonged exposure to very 
high temperatures (Syms et al. 2008). Quite likely, 
the source of heat was smoldering copal or a simi-
larly slow-burning substance. 

Overall, the dorsal surface of the skeleton dem-
onstrates greater evidence of thermal alteration—
particularly color change—relative to the ventral 
surface. The first and second cervical neural arches 
are discolored brown-black on their dorsal aspects. 
The remaining cervical arches display only very light 
brown discoloration at the spinous processes. All 
of the thoracic neural arches show brown-to-black 
discoloration. The thoracic bodies are unaffected. Of 
the lumbar vertebrae, one of the neural arch frag-
ments has brown discoloration of its dorsal aspect. 
Neither of the two sacral segments exhibits thermal 
discoloration, though the neural arches are absent. 
However, the left ilium presents significant brown 
discoloration and longitudinal fracturing on both 
of its aspects. The right ilium has fracturing of its 
dorsal aspect and brown discoloration of its internal 
aspect. The right ischium reveals brown discolor-
ation and longitudinal fracturing of all of its surfac-
es. Ribs three through ten all show brown discolor-
ation of their vertebral ends and along much of their 
inferior margins. The floating ribs are dark brown in 
coloration on all of their aspects. The elements of the 
sternum are, however, unaffected. The distal edge 
of the right clavicle manifests dark brown discolor-
ation. The dorsal aspect of the left scapula is discol-

Figure 4.8. Close-up of ectocranium of right parietal from Cache 3/Burial 6: (a) 
parietal boss; (b) extreme close-up. Visible in both photos are blackened areas 

of localized burning, longitudinal cracks from thermal alteration, and adhering 
brown material and black striae that may be thermally altered soft tissue of the 
scalp and hair (respectively) fused to the ectocranium. Photos: Andrew Scherer.

ored brown. The right scapula is only represented by fragments near the 
acromion process and the coracoid process; neither are thermally altered. 
From the pattern of thermal alteration of the thorax, it is clear that the 
body was resting upon a heat source that burned through the soft tissue 
of the back. Extensive blackening of the interior basin of the cache vessel 
supports this hypothesis.

The pattern of thermal exposure for the limbs is more complex. Frac-
ture margins of both humerus diaphyses demonstrate brown discolor-
ation. There is no discoloration of the unsided radius fragment, though a 
longitudinal fracture suggests exposure to significant heat. The unsided 
ulna fragment exhibits brown discoloration and longitudinal cracking. 
All of the metacarpal fragments are discolored brown and fractured. 
Thus, the shoulders were clearly exposed to the heat as were the upper 
arms. Parts of the lower arms appear to have escaped significant thermal 
alteration, though the hands were affected. Unfortunately, it is impos-
sible to reconstruct the original position of the arms and hands from 
available evidence.

As for the legs, the left femur displays a dark brown discoloration, 
particularly on its dorsal aspect. Much of the medial aspect of the bone 
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is fractured away, and the fracture margins show discoloration. Both me-
taphyses of the left femur are particularly discolored. Though less com-
plete, the right femur is similarly affected. Both the left and right tibiae are 
fractured anteriorly and display brown discoloration along the fracture 
margins. The dorsal aspects of the tibiae are, however, unaffected. Frag-
ments of both fibulae show brown discoloration. Both metatarsal frag-
ments demonstrate brown discoloration and fracturing. To reconstruct the 
thermal alteration of the legs, it is relevant to consider their arrangement 
at the time of discovery. Field photographs show that the tibia and fibula 
were still articulated at the time of recovery and stratigraphically posi-
tioned somewhere underneath the left femur, not far from an ulna (unsid-
ed). This would suggest a flexed position, most likely with the lower legs 
tucked someplace under the body. The pattern of thermal alteration of the 
bone corroborates this hypothesis. From the destruction of the femora it 
would appear that the greatest source of heat was between the thighs. The 
anterior surfaces of the tibia must have been tucked in such a manner as 
to be in close proximity to the heat within the vessel.

Considering that the cranial elements and teeth were found scattered 
atop the rest of the skeletal remains, it is likely the child was in a reclin-
ing position within the vessel, legs folded under the body; the head was 
propped against the wall of the vessel interior, such that when decom-
position occurred the cranial vault fell forward onto the rest of the body. 
Notably the occipital is completely destroyed, presumably because the 
back of the head rested on or near the burning material. The destruction 
of this bone was further facilitated by the lack of soft tissue on the back of 
the head relative to other dorsal surfaces of the body.

The parietals, however, show only moderate effects of thermal altera-
tion. Both parietals demonstrate areas of brown and black discoloration 
of the ectocranial surface. Blackening is most apparent on their posterior 
aspects, and much of the bone along the lambdoidal suture is missing, 
corresponding to the destruction of the posterior cranium. The posterior 
ectocranial surfaces also exhibit surficial fractures, the result of shrink-
age of the outer table of the skull during heat exposure. The ectocranial 
surfaces of both parietals also display adhering brown material near the 
coronal suture. The right parietal demonstrates adhering black striae 
anterior to the parietal boss (Figure 4.8). This attached substance may be 
the child’s soft tissue of the scalp and hair. The endocranial surfaces of 
the frontal and parietals have thermal alteration only along the fractured 
edges near the coronal and lambdoidal sutures (Figure 4.9). The lack of 
endocranial thermal alteration indicates that the skull remained articu-
lated throughout much of the burning process. That, combined with the 
minimal alteration of the ectocranial surfaces of the cranium, indicates 
that the head, as with the rest of the body, was fleshed when thermal 
exposure began.

In contrast to the parietals but like the occipital, the bones of the face 
were largely destroyed in the burning process. The few facial fragments 
that remain are blackened, warped, and shrunken. As with the occipi-
tal, the loss of much of the facial skeleton likely reflects direct exposure 
to flame or a smoldering substance. Of the facial fragments present, all 
visible surfaces are discolored indicating destruction of not only the soft 
tissue of the face but also the underlying skeletal architecture. A large 
squamosal fragment of the frontal bone, including a portion that pre-
serves the coronal suture, is less affected, indicating diminished thermal 
exposure superior to the face. Indeed, the lack of thermal alteration of the 
parietals (despite the thin overlying soft tissue) confirms that the extreme 
heat affecting the face was localized. Quite likely, the burning or smol-
dering substance was placed directly onto the lower forehead, eyes, and 
nose of the child. It is possible that the child was dressed with a mask that 

Figure 4.9. Endocranium of the child from Cache 3/
Burial 6: (a) left parietal; (b) right parietal; (c) fragment 

of frontal along the coronal suture. Note that the 
thermal discoloration is isolated to the fracture margins 
and is much less significant than with the ectocranium 

as shown in Figure 4.7. Photos: Andrew Scherer.
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is fractured away, and the fracture margins show discoloration. Both me-
taphyses of the left femur are particularly discolored. Though less com-
plete, the right femur is similarly affected. Both the left and right tibiae are 
fractured anteriorly and display brown discoloration along the fracture 
margins. The dorsal aspects of the tibiae are, however, unaffected. Frag-
ments of both fibulae show brown discoloration. Both metatarsal frag-
ments demonstrate brown discoloration and fracturing. To reconstruct the 
thermal alteration of the legs, it is relevant to consider their arrangement 
at the time of discovery. Field photographs show that the tibia and fibula 
were still articulated at the time of recovery and stratigraphically posi-
tioned somewhere underneath the left femur, not far from an ulna (unsid-
ed). This would suggest a flexed position, most likely with the lower legs 
tucked someplace under the body. The pattern of thermal alteration of the 
bone corroborates this hypothesis. From the destruction of the femora it 
would appear that the greatest source of heat was between the thighs. The 
anterior surfaces of the tibia must have been tucked in such a manner as 
to be in close proximity to the heat within the vessel.

Considering that the cranial elements and teeth were found scattered 
atop the rest of the skeletal remains, it is likely the child was in a reclin-
ing position within the vessel, legs folded under the body; the head was 
propped against the wall of the vessel interior, such that when decom-
position occurred the cranial vault fell forward onto the rest of the body. 
Notably the occipital is completely destroyed, presumably because the 
back of the head rested on or near the burning material. The destruction 
of this bone was further facilitated by the lack of soft tissue on the back of 
the head relative to other dorsal surfaces of the body.

The parietals, however, show only moderate effects of thermal altera-
tion. Both parietals demonstrate areas of brown and black discoloration 
of the ectocranial surface. Blackening is most apparent on their posterior 
aspects, and much of the bone along the lambdoidal suture is missing, 
corresponding to the destruction of the posterior cranium. The posterior 
ectocranial surfaces also exhibit surficial fractures, the result of shrink-
age of the outer table of the skull during heat exposure. The ectocranial 
surfaces of both parietals also display adhering brown material near the 
coronal suture. The right parietal demonstrates adhering black striae 
anterior to the parietal boss (Figure 4.8). This attached substance may be 
the child’s soft tissue of the scalp and hair. The endocranial surfaces of 
the frontal and parietals have thermal alteration only along the fractured 
edges near the coronal and lambdoidal sutures (Figure 4.9). The lack of 
endocranial thermal alteration indicates that the skull remained articu-
lated throughout much of the burning process. That, combined with the 
minimal alteration of the ectocranial surfaces of the cranium, indicates 
that the head, as with the rest of the body, was fleshed when thermal 
exposure began.

In contrast to the parietals but like the occipital, the bones of the face 
were largely destroyed in the burning process. The few facial fragments 
that remain are blackened, warped, and shrunken. As with the occipi-
tal, the loss of much of the facial skeleton likely reflects direct exposure 
to flame or a smoldering substance. Of the facial fragments present, all 
visible surfaces are discolored indicating destruction of not only the soft 
tissue of the face but also the underlying skeletal architecture. A large 
squamosal fragment of the frontal bone, including a portion that pre-
serves the coronal suture, is less affected, indicating diminished thermal 
exposure superior to the face. Indeed, the lack of thermal alteration of the 
parietals (despite the thin overlying soft tissue) confirms that the extreme 
heat affecting the face was localized. Quite likely, the burning or smol 
dering substance was placed directly onto the lower forehead, eyes, and 
nose of the child. It is possible that the child was dressed with a mask that 
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damage. These fractures may have been caused by 
blows to the child’s head and thus relate to the cause 
of death. Alternatively, they may have formed as a 
result of the thermal exposure and thus do not relate 
to the cause of death. Unfortunately, it is impossible 
to determine which scenario is correct, particularly 
since the manner of child sacrifice among the Maya 
remains poorly understood. Because of the typically 
poor skeletal preservation at Maya sites, it is un-
clear if most child sacrifice involved violent trauma 
or more subtle acts such as suffocation or poison 
(Houston and Scherer 2010). 

Thermal Exposure and Body Position
The majority of the skeleton demonstrates exposure 
to significant heat that occurred while the body was 
still in a cadaverous (fleshed) state. The body was 
not, however, cremated. Rather, the thermal altera-
tion is consistent with brief exposure to flame in 
only isolated areas; the flame or heat was sufficient 
to burn away part of the soft tissue and affect the 
underlying bone. Much of the thermal alteration 
consists of brown discoloration of the bone coupled 
with some surficial cracking due to rapid loss of 
moisture. In some cases, the exposure to heat black-
ened the bone. However, no bones exhibit the effects 
of calcination—the glassy texture that results from 
the complete or near-complete loss of moisture and 
organic content from prolonged exposure to very 
high temperatures (Syms et al. 2008). Quite likely, 
the source of heat was smoldering copal or a simi-
larly slow-burning substance. 

Overall, the dorsal surface of the skeleton dem-
onstrates greater evidence of thermal alteration—
particularly color change—relative to the ventral 
surface. The first and second cervical neural arches 
are discolored brown-black on their dorsal aspects. 
The remaining cervical arches display only very light 
brown discoloration at the spinous processes. All 
of the thoracic neural arches show brown-to-black 
discoloration. The thoracic bodies are unaffected. Of 
the lumbar vertebrae, one of the neural arch frag-
ments has brown discoloration of its dorsal aspect. 
Neither of the two sacral segments exhibits thermal 
discoloration, though the neural arches are absent. 
However, the left ilium presents significant brown 
discoloration and longitudinal fracturing on both 
of its aspects. The right ilium has fracturing of its 
dorsal aspect and brown discoloration of its internal 
aspect. The right ischium reveals brown discolor-
ation and longitudinal fracturing of all of its surfac-
es. Ribs three through ten all show brown discolor-
ation of their vertebral ends and along much of their 
inferior margins. The floating ribs are dark brown in 
coloration on all of their aspects. The elements of the 
sternum are, however, unaffected. The distal edge 
of the right clavicle manifests dark brown discolor-
ation. The dorsal aspect of the left scapula is discol-

ored brown. The right scapula is only represented by fragments near the 
acromion process and the coracoid process; neither are thermally altered. 
From the pattern of thermal alteration of the thorax, it is clear that the 
body was resting upon a heat source that burned through the soft tissue 
of the back. Extensive blackening of the interior basin of the cache vessel 
supports this hypothesis.

The pattern of thermal exposure for the limbs is more complex. Frac-
ture margins of both humerus diaphyses demonstrate brown discolor-
ation. There is no discoloration of the unsided radius fragment, though a 
longitudinal fracture suggests exposure to significant heat. The unsided 
ulna fragment exhibits brown discoloration and longitudinal cracking. 
All of the metacarpal fragments are discolored brown and fractured. 
Thus, the shoulders were clearly exposed to the heat as were the upper 
arms. Parts of the lower arms appear to have escaped significant thermal 
alteration, though the hands were affected. Unfortunately, it is impos-
sible to reconstruct the original position of the arms and hands from 
available evidence.

As for the legs, the left femur displays a dark brown discoloration, 
particularly on its dorsal aspect. Much of the medial aspect of the bone 

Figure 4.8. Close-up of ectocranium of right parietal from Cache 3/Burial 6: (a) 
parietal boss; (b) extreme close-up. Visible in both photos are blackened areas 

of localized burning, longitudinal cracks from thermal alteration, and adhering 
brown material and black striae that may be thermally altered soft tissue of the 
scalp and hair (respectively) fused to the ectocranium. Photos: Andrew Scherer.
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subsequently combusted, leading to 
the localized burn pattern. 

It is notable that the mandible is 
less affected by thermal alteration. 
The mandible is discolored brown-
black along the inferior surface and 
is significantly fragmented. The 
facial and lingual aspects of the 
mandible show only isolated areas 
of brown discoloration. The left 
ascending ramus is, however, very 
dark brown. Thus, the lower jaw, 
despite its proximity to the face, 
appears to have escaped much of 
the heat, as did the chest of the child 
(recall the sternum and proximal 
clavicle were unaffected). Despite 
the fact that the maxilla was never 
recovered, the upper and lower jaws 
remained largely intact during the 
burning process as evidenced by the 
thermal alteration of the teeth. In 
the case of the permanent dentition, 
which was still in the alveolus at the 
time of the heat exposure, there is 
only slight browning of the dentine 
of a few teeth. The deciduous teeth 
are, however, mottled brown and 
black as a result of their more direct 
exposure to heat.

The right temporal bone is for the 

Figure 4.10. 
Intermediate and 

distal manual phalanges 
from Cache 4. Photo: 

Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.12. Close-up of the proximal manual 
phalanx from Cache 5. A cutmark is located 

on the dorsal surface of the proximal end. 
Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.11. Tooth (LI1) and 
manual phalanges from Cache 5. 

Photo: Andrew Scherer.
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most part unaffected by heat exposure. 
The notable exception is the discol-
oration around the fracture defects, 
including the squamosal fracture site 
above the external auditory meatus and 
the fracture posterior to the mastoid su-
ture, noted earlier. Other isolated areas 
of discoloration include the mastoid 
process and a location superior to the 
temporomandibular joint. There is also 
an isolated area of blackening superior 
to the broken (postmortem) petrous 
portion of the endocranium. A second 
area of thermal discoloration is visible 
on the endocranial surface adjacent to 
the fracture site. The endocranial dis-
coloration may be due to flame entering 
the large defect superior to the auditory 
meatus and through the smaller frac-
ture posterior to the mastoid process. 
The lack of diffuse thermal exposure to 
the endocranial surface of the tempo-
ral indicates the skull was still largely 
intact. As noted previously, this pattern 
suggests the fractures are perimortem, 
either associated with the death of the 
child or the subsequent exposure to 
heat. 

As a final note, it is worth revisit-
ing the disposition of the vessels when 

Figure 4.13. Intermediate and distal 
manual phalanges from Cache 6. 

A third fragmentary phalanx is not 
shown. Photo: Andrew Scherer.

the excavators found the cache. The 
lower vessel was cracked, creating a 
gap between the rims of the upper and 
lower vessels. This gap corresponds to 
the “foot end” of the cache. The op-
posing end was intact and the rims of 
the vessels were in contact. It is likely 
that the crack in the vessel and the gap 
opened between the base and the lid 
date to the original deposition of the 
vessel and were created (presumably 
unintentionally) as a result of the extra 
space needed to accommodate the legs 
of the child. The head of the child must 
have separated from the body prior to 
its internment in light of the limited 
space.

Cache 4 (EZ-5B-28-14)
Human remains from Cache 4 consist 
of an intermediate and a distal manual 
phalanx (Figure 4.10). The size of the 
phalanges and their articulation indi-
cate they are from a single finger of the 
same adult individual. Sex is indetermi-
nate. No cutmarks or any other form of 
pathology were observed. 

Cache 5 (EZ 5B-28-18)
Skeletal elements recovered from Cache 
5 include six adult phalanges of the 
hand and a single tooth (LI1) (Figure 
4.11). The incisor is fully developed, 
indicating that it is from an individual 
older than 9–10 years. Further, the 
presence of substantial lingual calculus 
indicates the tooth is quite likely from 
an adult. Dental wear is minimal, and 
there is no artificial modification.

The phalanges include a proximal 
phalanx, three intermediate manual 
phalanges (one of which was broken 
post-mortem), and two distal hand 
phalanges. All of the phalanges appear 
to be from the same individual based 
on general size and articulation. It is im-
possible to know whether the phalan-
ges and the incisor come from the same 
individual.

The phalanges do not exhibit ante-
mortem pathology. However, a small 
cut occurs on the dorsal aspect of the 
proximal end of the proximal phalanx 
(Figure 4.12). The cut is fine and shal-
low, and the color within the cut is the 
same as that of the surrounding bone. 
There are no signs of healing. The cut 
is almost certainly associated with 
the removal of the finger from either 
a living person or a recently deceased 

Figure 4.14. Intermediate manual 
phalanges from Cache 8. Damage to 
the proximal and distal ends of the 

larger phalanx may be perimortem or 
postmortem. Photo: Andrew Scherer.

individual. The fineness of the cut sug-
gests it was likely made by an obsidian 
implement, though microscopic analy-
sis is needed to confirm that hypothesis. 
None of the other elements demonstrate 
cutmarks. 

Cache 6 (EZ 5B-28-19)
Human remains from Cache 6 consist 
of three adult manual phalanges: an 
intermediate phalanx, a distal phalanx, 
and fragments of an unknown phalanx 
(Figure 4.13). The two complete phalan-
ges articulate and appear to be from the 
same finger of a single individual. Be-
cause of fragmentation in the third pha-
lanx, it is impossible to determine if it 
is from the same finger/individual. No 
antemortem pathology was observed. 
The intermediate and distal phalanges 
are discolored consistent with heat ex-
posure. Further, both phalanges exhibit 
a blackened substance on their surfaces 
that presumably consists of a smolder-
ing material (copal?) that adhered to the 
bone.

Cache 7 (EZ 5B-28-16)
Cache 7 contained a single mandibu-
lar incisor. Laboratory analysis is still 
pending, and a full identification and 
photograph are not yet available.

Cache 8 (EZ 5B-28-20)
Cache 8 contained two intermediate 
adult manual phalanges (Figure 4.14). 
No antemortem pathology or trauma 
was observed. Their size suggests they 
could be from the same individual.
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Figure 4.12. Close-up of the proximal manual 
phalanx from Cache 5. A cutmark is located 

on the dorsal surface of the proximal end. 
Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.11. Tooth (LI1) and 
manual phalanges from Cache 5. 

Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.13. Intermediate and distal 
manual phalanges from Cache 6. 

A third fragmentary phalanx is not 
shown. Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.14. Intermediate manual 
phalanges from Cache 8. Damage to 
the proximal and distal ends of the 

larger phalanx may be perimortem or 
postmortem. Photo: Andrew Scherer.
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subsequently combusted, leading to 
the localized burn pattern. 

It is notable that the mandible is 
less affected by thermal alteration. 
The mandible is discolored brown-
black along the inferior surface and 
is significantly fragmented. The 
facial and lingual aspects of the 
mandible show only isolated areas 
of brown discoloration. The left 
ascending ramus is, however, very 
dark brown. Thus, the lower jaw, 
despite its proximity to the face, 
appears to have escaped much of 
the heat, as did the chest of the child 
(recall the sternum and proximal 
clavicle were unaffected). Despite 
the fact that the maxilla was never 
recovered, the upper and lower jaws 
remained largely intact during the 
burning process as evidenced by the 
thermal alteration of the teeth. In 
the case of the permanent dentition, 
which was still in the alveolus at the 
time of the heat exposure, there is 
only slight browning of the dentine 
of a few teeth. The deciduous teeth 
are, however, mottled brown and 
black as a result of their more direct 
exposure to heat.

The right temporal bone is for the 

most part unaffected by heat exposure. 
The notable exception is the discol-
oration around the fracture defects, 
including the squamosal fracture site 
above the external auditory meatus and 
the fracture posterior to the mastoid su-
ture, noted earlier. Other isolated areas 
of discoloration include the mastoid 
process and a location superior to the 
temporomandibular joint. There is also 
an isolated area of blackening superior 
to the broken (postmortem) petrous 
portion of the endocranium. A second 
area of thermal discoloration is visible 
on the endocranial surface adjacent to 
the fracture site. The endocranial dis-
coloration may be due to flame entering 
the large defect superior to the auditory 
meatus and through the smaller frac-
ture posterior to the mastoid process. 
The lack of diffuse thermal exposure to 
the endocranial surface of the tempo-
ral indicates the skull was still largely 
intact. As noted previously, this pattern 
suggests the fractures are perimortem, 
either associated with the death of the 
child or the subsequent exposure to 
heat. 

As a final note, it is worth revisit-
ing the disposition of the vessels when 

the excavators found the cache. The 
lower vessel was cracked, creating a 
gap between the rims of the upper and 
lower vessels. This gap corresponds to 
the “foot end” of the cache. The op-
posing end was intact and the rims of 
the vessels were in contact. It is likely 
that the crack in the vessel and the gap 
opened between the base and the lid 
date to the original deposition of the 
vessel and were created (presumably 
unintentionally) as a result of the extra 
space needed to accommodate the legs 
of the child. The head of the child must 
have separated from the body prior to 
its internment in light of the limited 
space.

Cache 4 (EZ-5B-28-14)
Human remains from Cache 4 consist 
of an intermediate and a distal manual 
phalanx (Figure 4.10). The size of the 
phalanges and their articulation indi-
cate they are from a single finger of the 
same adult individual. Sex is indetermi-
nate. No cutmarks or any other form of 
pathology were observed. 

Cache 5 (EZ 5B-28-18)
Skeletal elements recovered from Cache 
5 include six adult phalanges of the 
hand and a single tooth (LI1) (Figure 
4.11). The incisor is fully developed, 
indicating that it is from an individual 
older than 9–10 years. Further, the 
presence of substantial lingual calculus 
indicates the tooth is quite likely from 
an adult. Dental wear is minimal, and 
there is no artificial modification.

The phalanges include a proximal 
phalanx, three intermediate manual 
phalanges (one of which was broken 
post-mortem), and two distal hand 
phalanges. All of the phalanges appear 
to be from the same individual based 
on general size and articulation. It is im-
possible to know whether the phalan-
ges and the incisor come from the same 
individual.

The phalanges do not exhibit ante-
mortem pathology. However, a small 
cut occurs on the dorsal aspect of the 
proximal end of the proximal phalanx 
(Figure 4.12). The cut is fine and shal-
low, and the color within the cut is the 
same as that of the surrounding bone. 
There are no signs of healing. The cut 
is almost certainly associated with 
the removal of the finger from either 
a living person or a recently deceased 

individual. The fineness of the cut sug-
gests it was likely made by an obsidian 
implement, though microscopic analy-
sis is needed to confirm that hypothesis. 
None of the other elements demonstrate 
cutmarks. 

Cache 6 (EZ 5B-28-19)
Human remains from Cache 6 consist 
of three adult manual phalanges: an 
intermediate phalanx, a distal phalanx, 
and fragments of an unknown phalanx 
(Figure 4.13). The two complete phalan-
ges articulate and appear to be from the 
same finger of a single individual. Be-
cause of fragmentation in the third pha-
lanx, it is impossible to determine if it 
is from the same finger/individual. No 
antemortem pathology was observed. 
The intermediate and distal phalanges 
are discolored consistent with heat ex-
posure. Further, both phalanges exhibit 
a blackened substance on their surfaces 
that presumably consists of a smolder-
ing material (copal?) that adhered to the 
bone.

Cache 7 (EZ 5B-28-16)
Cache 7 contained a single mandibu-
lar incisor. Laboratory analysis is still 
pending, and a full identification and 
photograph are not yet available.

Cache 8 (EZ 5B-28-20)
Cache 8 contained two intermediate 
adult manual phalanges (Figure 4.14). 
No antemortem pathology or trauma 
was observed. Their size suggests they 
could be from the same individual.

Figure 4.10. 
Intermediate and 

distal manual phalanges 
from Cache 4. Photo: 

Andrew Scherer.
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Cache 9 (EZ 19A-10-2)
Of the two pairs of vessels form-
ing Cache 9, the first pair excavated 
(Cache Vessels 9A and 9B) contained 
two pedal phalanges and a tooth 
(Figure 4.15). The phalanges are an 
intermediate and a distal pedal pha-
lanx, presumably from the same toe 
of an adult individual. The interme-
diate phalanx demonstrates two light 
cuts across the dorsal surface (Figure 
4.16). Damage around the proximal 
articular surface may also relate to 
removal of the toe. The tooth is a left 
second mandibular incisor, with its 
enamel covered in dental calculus, 
suggesting it is from an adult. 

The second pair of vessels includ-
ed in the cache (Cache Vessel 9C and 
9D) contained an adult intermediate 
manual phalanx and a left man-
dibular central incisor (Figure 4.17). 
The phalanx exhibits damage to its 
distal end, which may have occurred 
during removal of the finger. The 
moderate buildup of calculus on the 
lingual aspect of the tooth suggests 
that it is also from an adult. The root 
of the incisor is remarkably well pre-
served, showing little to no organic 
degradation. The lack of decay can 
be attributed to protection by a white 
matrix that filled the vessel and 
would suggest that this tooth was 
removed from a living person (as 
opposed to recovered from a mortu-
ary deposit) prior to its deposition in 
the cache. 

Cache 10/Burial 15
Cache 10/Burial 15 is a deposit of 
two lip-to-lip vessels that contained 
the remains of a mostly complete, 
well-preserved infant skeleton (Fig-
ure 4.18). The child was deposited in 
a prone position, the cranial end of 
the body “pointing” to the west. The 
arms were flexed at the individual’s 
sides, wrists oriented to the west. 
The legs were flexed at the knees 
such that the distal ends of the lower 
legs rested near the pelvis. The skull 
was found atop the pelvis. Judg-
ing by the position of the mandible, 
the head was resting on its basilar 
surface, face looking to the south-
west. However, the skull rolled back 
such that the cranium was found 

Figure 4.15. Proximal and distal pedal 
phalanges and left mandibular second 

incisor from Vessels 9A and 9B of Cache 9. 
Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.16. Dorsal surface of 
proximal pedal phalanx with 

cutmarks from Vessels 9A and 9B 
of Cache 9. Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.17. Intermediate manual 
phalanx and a left mandibular central 

incisor from Vessels 9C and 9D of 
Cache 9. Photo: Andrew Scherer. 

with the face looking slightly upward 
and the maxillae had spilled forward 
from the cranium. The positioning of 
the cranium makes it unlikely that the 
skull rolled from its point of articula-
tion with the cervical vertebrae; rather, 
it was placed as a severed head over 
the lower back of the infant.

The skull is complete but fragmen-
tary and is represented by the frontal 
bone, divided at the metopic suture, 
a left parietal, a fragmentary right 
parietal, a heavily fragmented occipi-
tal, largely complete temporal bones, 
the sphenoid, both zygomatics, the 
ethmoid, highly fragmented maxillae 
and palatines, and a very fragmentary 
mandible. All deciduous teeth are 
present and unerupted, as is the tip of 
a permanent canine.

The post-cranial skeleton is com-
plete, missing only parts of the neural 
arches of the vertebrae, five ribs, six 
manual phalanges, 22 pedal phalan-
ges, two metacarpals, and two meta-
tarsals. Sixteen epiphyses, tarsals, 
and other small bones are present but 
unidentifiable.

Sex and Age
Sex is indeterminate. The infant was 
four- to eight-months-old at the time 
of death based on dental develop-
ment.

Other Observations
Much of the skull demonstrates co-
alescing porosity and much of the cra-
nium’s cortical bone is either poorly 
formed or non-existent. The poor 
ossification of the cranium suggests 
the child was suffering from a serious 
infectious or metabolic disease at the 
time of death. 

The frontal bone demonstrates flat-
tening of its superior aspect, consis-
tent with cranial modification. Unfor-
tunately, the parietals and occipital 
are too fragmentary to determine the 
particular form of the modified skull.

The left parietal exhibits a series 
of cutmarks. The longest begins just 
posterior to the coronal suture and 
continues posteriorly towards the 
lambdoidal suture and is 46.6 mm 
long. Inferior to the longest defect is 
a cut that measures 9.6 mm. Superior 
to the long cut, also near the coronal 
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suture, is a 4.4 mm cut. 
Aspects of the cranium show evidence for 

thermal alteration. Much of the surface of the 
frontal bone demonstrates brown discoloration, 
whereas the corresponding endocranial surface 
is unaffected. The left parietal exhibits brown 
discoloration along the coronal suture and also 
at the parietal boss. The endocranial surface 
also is light brown. A fragment near the bregma 
demonstrates longitudinal splitting. Fragments 
of the right parietal show light brown coloration 
on their ectocranial surfaces only. The highly 
fragmented occipital is discolored to a light 
brown on both ectocranial and endocranial 
surfaces. The left temporal bone exhibits brown 
discoloration with longitudinal cracking near 
the occipital-mastoid suture. The right tempo-
ral bone is discolored to a light brown on the 
ectocranial surface. The zygomatics are largely 
unaffected, with some brown discoloration of 
their posterior aspects. The maxilla is largely 
destroyed. The heavily fragmented mandible 
shows focal areas of dark brown discoloration. 
The incisors are mottled white-brown and dark 
brown, whereas the posterior teeth are dark 
brown to black, the difference in coloration 
reflecting the lower enamel content of the poste-
rior teeth (due to their later development). 

Small black accretions are evident on much 
of the cranium but are especially concentrated 
on the squama of the frontal bone, an anterior 
fragment of the right parietal (the ectocranial 
surface), on both the ectocranial and endocrani-
al surfaces of the left parietal, and the endocra-
nial surface of the left temporal. The frontal was 
found with a substantial amount of an unknown 
black substance adhering to its ectocranial 
surface. 

Although thermal alteration is evident on 
much of the post-cranial skeleton, it is most sig-
nificant in the area of the os coxae and proximal 
femora. Both os coxae are discolored brown and 
are longitudinally cracked, especially on their 
ventral surfaces. Both femora show localized 
areas of brown discoloration and longitudinal 
cracking of the proximal thirds of the diaphyses, 
particularly on the ventral aspects. The neural 
arches of the lumbar vertebrae are discolored 
brown and are especially fragmentary rela-
tive to the other neural arches. The two tibiae 
and fibulae also show brown discoloration, 
with some longitudinal cracking on the tibiae. 
The bones of the right arm are discolored light 
brown whereas only the left radius shows simi-
lar discoloration. Some ribs demonstrated local-
ized brown discoloration. In general, the feet are 
more discolored than the hands. Both scapulae 
are discolored light brown. 

Figure 4.18. Infant skeleton from Cache 10/Burial 15. 
Photo: Andrew Scherer.
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Cache 9 (EZ 19A-10-2)
Of the two pairs of vessels form-
ing Cache 9, the first pair excavated 
(Cache Vessels 9A and 9B) contained 
two pedal phalanges and a tooth 
(Figure 4.15). The phalanges are an 
intermediate and a distal pedal pha-
lanx, presumably from the same toe 
of an adult individual. The interme-
diate phalanx demonstrates two light 
cuts across the dorsal surface (Figure 
4.16). Damage around the proximal 
articular surface may also relate to 
removal of the toe. The tooth is a left 
second mandibular incisor, with its 
enamel covered in dental calculus, 
suggesting it is from an adult. 

The second pair of vessels includ-
ed in the cache (Cache Vessel 9C and 
9D) contained an adult intermediate 
manual phalanx and a left man-
dibular central incisor (Figure 4.17). 
The phalanx exhibits damage to its 
distal end, which may have occurred 
during removal of the finger. The 
moderate buildup of calculus on the 
lingual aspect of the tooth suggests 
that it is also from an adult. The root 
of the incisor is remarkably well pre-
served, showing little to no organic 
degradation. The lack of decay can 
be attributed to protection by a white 
matrix that filled the vessel and 
would suggest that this tooth was 
removed from a living person (as 
opposed to recovered from a mortu-
ary deposit) prior to its deposition in 
the cache. 

Cache 10/Burial 15
Cache 10/Burial 15 is a deposit of 
two lip-to-lip vessels that contained 
the remains of a mostly complete, 
well-preserved infant skeleton (Fig-
ure 4.18). The child was deposited in 
a prone position, the cranial end of 
the body “pointing” to the west. The 
arms were flexed at the individual’s 
sides, wrists oriented to the west. 
The legs were flexed at the knees 
such that the distal ends of the lower 
legs rested near the pelvis. The skull 
was found atop the pelvis. Judg-
ing by the position of the mandible, 
the head was resting on its basilar 
surface, face looking to the south-
west. However, the skull rolled back 
such that the cranium was found 

Figure 4.15. Proximal and distal pedal 
phalanges and left mandibular second 

incisor from Vessels 9A and 9B of Cache 9. 
Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.16. Dorsal surface of 
proximal pedal phalanx with 

cutmarks from Vessels 9A and 9B 
of Cache 9. Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.17. Intermediate manual 
phalanx and a left mandibular central 

incisor from Vessels 9C and 9D of 
Cache 9. Photo: Andrew Scherer. 

with the face looking slightly upward 
and the maxillae had spilled forward 
from the cranium. The positioning of 
the cranium makes it unlikely that the 
skull rolled from its point of articula-
tion with the cervical vertebrae; rather, 
it was placed as a severed head over 
the lower back of the infant.

The skull is complete but fragmen-
tary and is represented by the frontal 
bone, divided at the metopic suture, 
a left parietal, a fragmentary right 
parietal, a heavily fragmented occipi-
tal, largely complete temporal bones, 
the sphenoid, both zygomatics, the 
ethmoid, highly fragmented maxillae 
and palatines, and a very fragmentary 
mandible. All deciduous teeth are 
present and unerupted, as is the tip of 
a permanent canine.

The post-cranial skeleton is com-
plete, missing only parts of the neural 
arches of the vertebrae, five ribs, six 
manual phalanges, 22 pedal phalan-
ges, two metacarpals, and two meta-
tarsals. Sixteen epiphyses, tarsals, 
and other small bones are present but 
unidentifiable.

Sex and Age
Sex is indeterminate. The infant was 
four- to eight-months-old at the time 
of death based on dental develop-
ment.

Other Observations
Much of the skull demonstrates co-
alescing porosity and much of the cra-
nium’s cortical bone is either poorly 
formed or non-existent. The poor 
ossification of the cranium suggests 
the child was suffering from a serious 
infectious or metabolic disease at the 
time of death. 

The frontal bone demonstrates flat-
tening of its superior aspect, consis-
tent with cranial modification. Unfor-
tunately, the parietals and occipital 
are too fragmentary to determine the 
particular form of the modified skull.

The left parietal exhibits a series 
of cutmarks. The longest begins just 
posterior to the coronal suture and 
continues posteriorly towards the 
lambdoidal suture and is 46.6 mm 
long. Inferior to the longest defect is 
a cut that measures 9.6 mm. Superior 
to the long cut, also near the coronal 

suture, is a 4.4 mm cut. 
Aspects of the cranium show evidence for 

thermal alteration. Much of the surface of the 
frontal bone demonstrates brown discoloration, 
whereas the corresponding endocranial surface 
is unaffected. The left parietal exhibits brown 
discoloration along the coronal suture and also 
at the parietal boss. The endocranial surface 
also is light brown. A fragment near the bregma 
demonstrates longitudinal splitting. Fragments 
of the right parietal show light brown coloration 
on their ectocranial surfaces only. The highly 
fragmented occipital is discolored to a light 
brown on both ectocranial and endocranial 
surfaces. The left temporal bone exhibits brown 
discoloration with longitudinal cracking near 
the occipital-mastoid suture. The right tempo-
ral bone is discolored to a light brown on the 
ectocranial surface. The zygomatics are largely 
unaffected, with some brown discoloration of 
their posterior aspects. The maxilla is largely 
destroyed. The heavily fragmented mandible 
shows focal areas of dark brown discoloration. 
The incisors are mottled white-brown and dark 
brown, whereas the posterior teeth are dark 
brown to black, the difference in coloration 
reflecting the lower enamel content of the poste-
rior teeth (due to their later development). 

Small black accretions are evident on much 
of the cranium but are especially concentrated 
on the squama of the frontal bone, an anterior 
fragment of the right parietal (the ectocranial 
surface), on both the ectocranial and endocrani-
al surfaces of the left parietal, and the endocra-
nial surface of the left temporal. The frontal was 
found with a substantial amount of an unknown 
black substance adhering to its ectocranial 
surface. 

Although thermal alteration is evident on 
much of the post-cranial skeleton, it is most sig-
nificant in the area of the os coxae and proximal 
femora. Both os coxae are discolored brown and 
are longitudinally cracked, especially on their 
ventral surfaces. Both femora show localized 
areas of brown discoloration and longitudinal 
cracking of the proximal thirds of the diaphyses, 
particularly on the ventral aspects. The neural 
arches of the lumbar vertebrae are discolored 
brown and are especially fragmentary rela-
tive to the other neural arches. The two tibiae 
and fibulae also show brown discoloration, 
with some longitudinal cracking on the tibiae. 
The bones of the right arm are discolored light 
brown whereas only the left radius shows simi-
lar discoloration. Some ribs demonstrated local-
ized brown discoloration. In general, the feet are 
more discolored than the hands. Both scapulae 
are discolored light brown. 

Figure 4.18. Infant skeleton from Cache 10/Burial 15. 
Photo: Andrew Scherer.
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The general pattern of thermal 
alteration suggests that the source 
of heat was located closest to the 
pelvis and had its greatest effect 
on the lower back, upper legs, and 
the head that was situated atop the 
lower back. However, the substance 
adhering to the anterior aspect of 
the skull may indicate that burning 
material was placed directly on the 
head or that a combustible material, 
such as a mask, was placed over the 
face and caught fire.

Synthesis
The caches associated with the 
Diablo tomb can be categorized 
into two groups. The first consists 
of child sacrifices: Cache 3/Burial 
6 and Cache 10/Burial 15. The 
second includes the remains of 
adults as either phalanges (manual 
and pedal) or anterior teeth. The 
cutmarks on the phalanges from 
Caches 5 and 9 indicate that these 
elements were severed from either 
a living person or a fleshed corpse. 
Presumably, the other fingers were 
similarly extracted from fleshed 
bodies, as opposed to being recov-
ered from dry skeletons. In a simi-
lar fashion, the consistent selection 
of mandibular incisors indicates 
that these teeth were not randomly 
pulled from a dry skull, but rather 
were likely evulsed from a fleshed 
(and probably living) head due to 
their ease of access. The remarkable 
preservation of the tooth in Cache 9 
confirms this. Notably, fingers, toes, 
and mandibular incisors are all 
parts of the human body that can be 
extracted from the living with much 
blood loss and dramatic effect, 
but with little risk of death. It is 
unknown, however, whether these 
offerings were made by compliant 
mourners within the community at 
El Zotz or were forced on unwill-
ing victims. The slicing of captives’ 
fingers in Room 1 of the Bonampak 
murals certainly comes to mind. Yet 
if these body parts were removed 
from tortured captives, it seems un-
usual that no element found in the 
Diablo caches is from a part of the 

body whose removal would have been 
particularly debilitating or would have 
required significant dismemberment: 
posterior teeth, thumbs, entire hands or 
feet, etc.

Of the adult remains, at least two 
or more individuals are represented by 
the phalanges. The nine intermediate 
manual phalanges are the most dupli-
cated element. A normal human body 
has eight intermediate phalanges—one 
for each finger, except for the thumbs. 
More likely, each intermediate phalanx 
represents a single finger cut from a dif-
ferent individual, though this proposi-
tion cannot be substantiated osteologi-
cally.

Burial 9 (EZ 5B-29-1)
Skeleton A
Skeleton A consists of the fragmentary 
and largely incomplete remains of the 
only adult in the tomb. The only cra-
nial remains attributable to Skeleton 
A are fragments of the mandible and 
a partially complete dentition (Figure 
4.19). Teeth consist of LI2, LP3, RP3, 
LM1, RM3, LC1, and LP3. The post-cra-
nial skeleton includes the body of the 
hyoid, proximal fragments of the right 
radius and ulna, a small diaphyseal 
fragment of the right femur, a possible 
fragment of the left femur, portions 
of the right hand (capitates, hamate, 

Figure 4.19. Anterior teeth, Skeleton A, Burial 9. RM3 and LP3 are also present 
but not shown. Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.20. Arthritis of the vertebrae of Skeleton A, Burial 9: (a) lower cervical or 
upper thoracic vertebra, anterior view; (b) upper thoracic vertebra, superior view. 

Photos: Andrew Scherer.
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scaphoid, pisiform, first metacarpal, 
second metacarpal, fourth metacarpal, 
fifth metacarpal, three proximal phalan-
ges, one intermediate phalanx, one dis-
tal phalanx), portions of the left hand 
(trapezium, scaphoid, third metacar-
pal, an unidentifiable metacarpal, two 
proximal phalanges, one intermediate 
phalanx), fragments of the right scapula 
(portion of glenoid fossa, acromion pro-
cess, small body fragment), fragments 
of the left innominate (including the 
acetabulum, but lacking the pubis and 
the greater sciatic notch), fragments of 
most of the cervical vertebrae (includ-
ing a complete axis), fragments of the 
upper thoracic vertebrae, at least one 
rib fragment, the right patella, elements 
of the feet (the right third metatarsal, 
four proximal phalanges, a sesamoid 
bone), and roughly 200 or more tiny 
unidentifiable bone fragments.

Sex
Probable male. Unfortunately, no diag-
nostic elements of the pelvis or cranium 
are present for sex determination. The 
radius and ulna are relatively large 
and robust and the ulnar tuberosity is 
notably rugged. The bones of the hand, 
particularly the phalanges, are large. 

Age
Adult (> 35 years). All epiphyses are 
fused with no observable line of union. 
The teeth are fully developed with 
slight to moderate dental wear. The 
presence of vertebral arthritis, arthritis 
of the glenoid fossa, and arthritis of the 
pedal phalanges (see below) suggests 
the individual was at least 35 years old, 
if not older, at the time of death.

Antemortem Pathology
Aside from the atlas, the only vertebral 
bodies present are a partially preserved 
thoracic body and the anterior aspect of 
a lower cervical or upper thoracic body 
(Figure 4.20). Both demonstrate osteo-
arthritis. The anterior body fragment 
demonstrates moderate osteophyte 
development (Figure 4.20a). The tho-
racic body fragment shows osteophyte 
development on the anterior margin, 
porosity of the superior and inferior 
surfaces (Figure 4.20b), and slight com-
pression of the body.

A fragment of the glenoid fossa of 
the scapula (inferior, ventral) has poros-
ity of its surface and osteophytic lip-
ping around its margins (Figure 4.21). 
Osteophytes circumscribe the entire 
visible fossa and much of the surface 
displays fine porosity.

The pedal phalanges also exhibit ar-
thritis. An intermediate and distal pha-
lanx of the right foot are fused, while 
the proximal aspect of the intermediate 
phalanx reveals moderate osteophyte 
development. Two of the four observ-
able proximal phalanges of the right 

foot present osteophytes on their lateral 
aspects (Figure 4.22).

Of the few observable long bone 
surfaces, there was no evidence for 
antemortem pathology. 

Body Modification
The cranium is too incomplete to de-
termine if it was modified. Of the few 
observable teeth, the anterior maxillary 
teeth have inlays (see Figure 4.19). Two 
jade inlays were placed in the labial 
surface of LI2 in an unusual arrange-
ment. The inlay closest to the incisal 

Figure 4.22. Proximal view of the proximal phalanges of the right 
foot, Skeleton A, Burial 9. Note the osteophyte development (arrows) 

on the central two phalanges. All damage is postmortem. Photo: 
Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.21. Porosity and 
osteophyte development on 

an inferior fragment of the 
glenoid fossa of the right 

scapula, Skeleton A, Burial 9. 
Photo: Andrew Scherer.
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The general pattern of thermal 
alteration suggests that the source 
of heat was located closest to the 
pelvis and had its greatest effect 
on the lower back, upper legs, and 
the head that was situated atop the 
lower back. However, the substance 
adhering to the anterior aspect of 
the skull may indicate that burning 
material was placed directly on the 
head or that a combustible material, 
such as a mask, was placed over the 
face and caught fire.

Synthesis
The caches associated with the 
Diablo tomb can be categorized 
into two groups. The first consists 
of child sacrifices: Cache 3/Burial 
6 and Cache 10/Burial 15. The 
second includes the remains of 
adults as either phalanges (manual 
and pedal) or anterior teeth. The 
cutmarks on the phalanges from 
Caches 5 and 9 indicate that these 
elements were severed from either 
a living person or a fleshed corpse. 
Presumably, the other fingers were 
similarly extracted from fleshed 
bodies, as opposed to being recov-
ered from dry skeletons. In a simi-
lar fashion, the consistent selection 
of mandibular incisors indicates 
that these teeth were not randomly 
pulled from a dry skull, but rather 
were likely evulsed from a fleshed 
(and probably living) head due to 
their ease of access. The remarkable 
preservation of the tooth in Cache 9 
confirms this. Notably, fingers, toes, 
and mandibular incisors are all 
parts of the human body that can be 
extracted from the living with much 
blood loss and dramatic effect, 
but with little risk of death. It is 
unknown, however, whether these 
offerings were made by compliant 
mourners within the community at 
El Zotz or were forced on unwill-
ing victims. The slicing of captives’ 
fingers in Room 1 of the Bonampak 
murals certainly comes to mind. Yet 
if these body parts were removed 
from tortured captives, it seems un-
usual that no element found in the 
Diablo caches is from a part of the 

body whose removal would have been 
particularly debilitating or would have 
required significant dismemberment: 
posterior teeth, thumbs, entire hands or 
feet, etc.

Of the adult remains, at least two 
or more individuals are represented by 
the phalanges. The nine intermediate 
manual phalanges are the most dupli-
cated element. A normal human body 
has eight intermediate phalanges—one 
for each finger, except for the thumbs. 
More likely, each intermediate phalanx 
represents a single finger cut from a dif-
ferent individual, though this proposi-
tion cannot be substantiated osteologi-
cally.

Burial 9 (EZ 5B-29-1)
Skeleton A
Skeleton A consists of the fragmentary 
and largely incomplete remains of the 
only adult in the tomb. The only cra-
nial remains attributable to Skeleton 
A are fragments of the mandible and 
a partially complete dentition (Figure 
4.19). Teeth consist of LI2, LP3, RP3, 
LM1, RM3, LC1, and LP3. The post-cra-
nial skeleton includes the body of the 
hyoid, proximal fragments of the right 
radius and ulna, a small diaphyseal 
fragment of the right femur, a possible 
fragment of the left femur, portions 
of the right hand (capitates, hamate, 

Figure 4.19. Anterior teeth, Skeleton A, Burial 9. RM3 and LP3 are also present 
but not shown. Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.20. Arthritis of the vertebrae of Skeleton A, Burial 9: (a) lower cervical or 
upper thoracic vertebra, anterior view; (b) upper thoracic vertebra, superior view. 

Photos: Andrew Scherer.

scaphoid, pisiform, first metacarpal, 
second metacarpal, fourth metacarpal, 
fifth metacarpal, three proximal phalan-
ges, one intermediate phalanx, one dis-
tal phalanx), portions of the left hand 
(trapezium, scaphoid, third metacar-
pal, an unidentifiable metacarpal, two 
proximal phalanges, one intermediate 
phalanx), fragments of the right scapula 
(portion of glenoid fossa, acromion pro-
cess, small body fragment), fragments 
of the left innominate (including the 
acetabulum, but lacking the pubis and 
the greater sciatic notch), fragments of 
most of the cervical vertebrae (includ-
ing a complete axis), fragments of the 
upper thoracic vertebrae, at least one 
rib fragment, the right patella, elements 
of the feet (the right third metatarsal, 
four proximal phalanges, a sesamoid 
bone), and roughly 200 or more tiny 
unidentifiable bone fragments.

Sex
Probable male. Unfortunately, no diag-
nostic elements of the pelvis or cranium 
are present for sex determination. The 
radius and ulna are relatively large 
and robust and the ulnar tuberosity is 
notably rugged. The bones of the hand, 
particularly the phalanges, are large. 

Age
Adult (> 35 years). All epiphyses are 
fused with no observable line of union. 
The teeth are fully developed with 
slight to moderate dental wear. The 
presence of vertebral arthritis, arthritis 
of the glenoid fossa, and arthritis of the 
pedal phalanges (see below) suggests 
the individual was at least 35 years old, 
if not older, at the time of death.

Antemortem Pathology
Aside from the atlas, the only vertebral 
bodies present are a partially preserved 
thoracic body and the anterior aspect of 
a lower cervical or upper thoracic body 
(Figure 4.20). Both demonstrate osteo-
arthritis. The anterior body fragment 
demonstrates moderate osteophyte 
development (Figure 4.20a). The tho-
racic body fragment shows osteophyte 
development on the anterior margin, 
porosity of the superior and inferior 
surfaces (Figure 4.20b), and slight com-
pression of the body.

A fragment of the glenoid fossa of 
the scapula (inferior, ventral) has poros-
ity of its surface and osteophytic lip-
ping around its margins (Figure 4.21). 
Osteophytes circumscribe the entire 
visible fossa and much of the surface 
displays fine porosity.

The pedal phalanges also exhibit ar-
thritis. An intermediate and distal pha-
lanx of the right foot are fused, while 
the proximal aspect of the intermediate 
phalanx reveals moderate osteophyte 
development. Two of the four observ-
able proximal phalanges of the right 

foot present osteophytes on their lateral 
aspects (Figure 4.22).

Of the few observable long bone 
surfaces, there was no evidence for 
antemortem pathology. 

Body Modification
The cranium is too incomplete to de-
termine if it was modified. Of the few 
observable teeth, the anterior maxillary 
teeth have inlays (see Figure 4.19). Two 
jade inlays were placed in the labial 
surface of LI2 in an unusual arrange-
ment. The inlay closest to the incisal 

Figure 4.22. Proximal view of the proximal phalanges of the right 
foot, Skeleton A, Burial 9. Note the osteophyte development (arrows) 

on the central two phalanges. All damage is postmortem. Photo: 
Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.21. Porosity and 
osteophyte development on 

an inferior fragment of the 
glenoid fossa of the right 

scapula, Skeleton A, Burial 9. 
Photo: Andrew Scherer.
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edge is loose at present. LP3 and RP3 both 
have single pyrite inlays. The remaining 
maxillary teeth (all posterior) are unmodi-
fied. None of the mandibular teeth were 
modified.

Red Pigment
A number of skeletal elements have red 
pigment on their surfaces. In contrast to 
the children’s skeletons, which demon-
strate only flecks of red pigment, Skeleton 
A exhibits thick deposits. The heaviest 
amount of pigment is on the surfaces of 
the bones of the right arm, especially the 
radius but also the ulna (Figure 4.23), the 
proximal fourth metacarpal, a proximal 
phalanx, the proximal and distal pha-
langes of the first digit (Figure 4.24), the 
capitate (Figure 4.25), and the acromion 
process and body fragment of the right 
scapula. Other bones that show traces of 
red pigment are the right femur diaphysis, 
the left third metacarpal, a proximal and 
intermediate phalanx of the left hand, as 
well as some of the unidentifiable frag-
ments. 

As is true of most cases in which red 
pigment was applied to the Maya dead, 
the pigment appears to have been applied 
to the skin while the body was still intact. 
After decomposition of any garments, 
skin, and underlying soft tissue, the pig-
ment disseminated to the bone below. As 
can be best observed on the right capitate 
(Figure 4.25), there appear to have been 
two layers of pigment. First, a layer of 
red specular hematite was applied. The 

Figure 4.23. Right ulna and radius, Skeleton A, Burial 9. Both bones demonstrate areas of dark red 
pigmentation (specular hematite). One of the radius fragments also exhibits an area of bright red pigment 

(cinnabar, indicated by an arrow). Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.24. Dorsal view of the right hand, Skeleton A, Burial 9. 
Traces of red pigment are visible on many of the elements. 

Photo: Andrew Scherer.
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of its surfaces. Following decomposition 
of the body and collapse of the funerary 
bier (see below), both the specular he-
matite and cinnabar spread to artifacts, 
as well as some of the subadult remains 
that were in the vicinity of Skeleton A. 
Unlike Skeleton A, none of the subadult 
skeletons (Skeletons B–G) appear to 
have been directly painted with red 
specular hematite. Many do, however, 
show flecks of red cinnabar. It is unlike-
ly that the cinnabar was applied directly 
to the subadults, but rather spread to 
the remains following decomposition 
of Skeleton A and subsequent disin-
tegration of the contents of the tomb. 
Some of the tomb objects may also have 
been painted with specular hematite or 
cinnabar, or cinnabar may have been 
scattered throughout the tomb after the 
grave goods were arranged within.

Original Position of the Body
The remains of Skeleton A were recov-
ered in columns A–D and rows 1–10 
(see Figure 4.2). The cervical vertebrae 
were excavated in the laboratory by 

Houston and Scherer and were located 
underneath the large shell necklace near 
the north end of the tomb. The teeth 
were also recovered from this same 
area. The right radius and ulna were 
articulated and located near the obsid-
ian blade found along the western wall 
of the tomb. The bones of the right hand 
were located just to the south in Sectors 
A7 and B7. Elements of the left hand 
were recovered from Sector C7. The 
left hand occurred near the remains of 
the left pelvis. A fragment of the right 
femur appeared south of the right hand 
in Sector B8, relatively near the right 
patella in Sector A8. Finally, the remains 
of the feet were found in Sectors A10, 
B9, and B10. From this arrangement 
it is clear that, despite the significant 
degree of fragmentation, the body was 
found in general anatomical position. 
The decedent was interred in a supine 
extended position, hands either at the 
sides or placed over the pelvis. The head 
was oriented to the north and the feet to 
the south.

Final Observations
There were no cutmarks or any other 
evidence of perimortem trauma or 
postmortem modification visible on the 
skeletal remains. There is no evidence 
of heat exposure for any of the elements 
associated with Skeleton A.

Also found among the skeletal 
remains was a brown clayey substance. 
Some of the fragments have a thin layer 
of stucco on one side and red pigment 
on the other. One possibility is that this 
substance was spread over the body of 
the deceased, suggested by impressions 
of bone in the material noted by Hous-
ton. The red pigment is presumably the 
cinnabar and specular hematite that was 
painted over the body. The function of 
the substance is not clear but may have 
served to protect the body and diminish 
the smell of decomposition as the tomb 
was prepared. A similar substance was 
labeled as “grey clay” in Pendergast’s 
(1982a:67-68) analysis of Altun Ha Tomb 
B-4/7. The analysts of that tomb could 
not conclude whether the clay was a 
substance placed in the deposit or the 
result of decomposition of organic mate-
rials, especially cloth.

Some of the skeletal elements have 
flecks of brownish-black substance on 

specular hematite appears as a dark red 
coating that is visible on the majority of 
the bone surfaces, particularly the right 
radius (see Figure 4.23). The specular 
inclusions are still visible within the pig-
ment adhering to the bone. Presumably, 
the specular hematite was applied as a 
viscous liquid that then dried. The color 
matches cubes of the same substance 
that were recovered as offerings within 
the tomb. Presumably these blocks or 
cakes were put into solution and then 
painted on the body. The pigment 
overlaying the specular hematite is cin-
nabar. Unlike the hematite, the cinnabar 
is powdery and does not adhere as well 
as specular hematite, leaving much less 
cinnabar on the bone.

Because of the incompleteness of 
the skeleton it is difficult to reconstruct 
which parts of the body were painted 
and which were not. Of the hand bones, 
the pigmentation seems concentrated 
on the dorsal surfaces (the back of the 
hand). Otherwise, not enough of the 
skeleton survives to determine if the 
body was painted on one side or on all 

Figure 4.25. Close-up of the right capitate, Skeleton A, Burial 9. Dark red 
pigment (specular hematite) overlain by bright red pigment (cinnabar). 

Photo: Andrew Scherer.
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Figure 4.23. Right ulna and radius, Skeleton A, Burial 9. Both bones demonstrate areas of dark red 
pigmentation (specular hematite). One of the radius fragments also exhibits an area of bright red pigment 

(cinnabar, indicated by an arrow). Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.24. Dorsal view of the right hand, Skeleton A, Burial 9. 
Traces of red pigment are visible on many of the elements. 

Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.25. Close-up of the right capitate, Skeleton A, Burial 9. Dark red 
pigment (specular hematite) overlain by bright red pigment (cinnabar). 

Photo: Andrew Scherer.
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edge is loose at present. LP3 and RP3 both 
have single pyrite inlays. The remaining 
maxillary teeth (all posterior) are unmodi-
fied. None of the mandibular teeth were 
modified.

Red Pigment
A number of skeletal elements have red 
pigment on their surfaces. In contrast to 
the children’s skeletons, which demon-
strate only flecks of red pigment, Skeleton 
A exhibits thick deposits. The heaviest 
amount of pigment is on the surfaces of 
the bones of the right arm, especially the 
radius but also the ulna (Figure 4.23), the 
proximal fourth metacarpal, a proximal 
phalanx, the proximal and distal pha-
langes of the first digit (Figure 4.24), the 
capitate (Figure 4.25), and the acromion 
process and body fragment of the right 
scapula. Other bones that show traces of 
red pigment are the right femur diaphysis, 
the left third metacarpal, a proximal and 
intermediate phalanx of the left hand, as 
well as some of the unidentifiable frag-
ments. 

As is true of most cases in which red 
pigment was applied to the Maya dead, 
the pigment appears to have been applied 
to the skin while the body was still intact. 
After decomposition of any garments, 
skin, and underlying soft tissue, the pig-
ment disseminated to the bone below. As 
can be best observed on the right capitate 
(Figure 4.25), there appear to have been 
two layers of pigment. First, a layer of 
red specular hematite was applied. The 

of its surfaces. Following decomposition 
of the body and collapse of the funerary 
bier (see below), both the specular he-
matite and cinnabar spread to artifacts, 
as well as some of the subadult remains 
that were in the vicinity of Skeleton A. 
Unlike Skeleton A, none of the subadult 
skeletons (Skeletons B–G) appear to 
have been directly painted with red 
specular hematite. Many do, however, 
show flecks of red cinnabar. It is unlike-
ly that the cinnabar was applied directly 
to the subadults, but rather spread to 
the remains following decomposition 
of Skeleton A and subsequent disin-
tegration of the contents of the tomb. 
Some of the tomb objects may also have 
been painted with specular hematite or 
cinnabar, or cinnabar may have been 
scattered throughout the tomb after the 
grave goods were arranged within.

Original Position of the Body
The remains of Skeleton A were recov-
ered in columns A–D and rows 1–10 
(see Figure 4.2). The cervical vertebrae 
were excavated in the laboratory by 

Houston and Scherer and were located 
underneath the large shell necklace near 
the north end of the tomb. The teeth 
were also recovered from this same 
area. The right radius and ulna were 
articulated and located near the obsid-
ian blade found along the western wall 
of the tomb. The bones of the right hand 
were located just to the south in Sectors 
A7 and B7. Elements of the left hand 
were recovered from Sector C7. The 
left hand occurred near the remains of 
the left pelvis. A fragment of the right 
femur appeared south of the right hand 
in Sector B8, relatively near the right 
patella in Sector A8. Finally, the remains 
of the feet were found in Sectors A10, 
B9, and B10. From this arrangement 
it is clear that, despite the significant 
degree of fragmentation, the body was 
found in general anatomical position. 
The decedent was interred in a supine 
extended position, hands either at the 
sides or placed over the pelvis. The head 
was oriented to the north and the feet to 
the south.

Final Observations
There were no cutmarks or any other 
evidence of perimortem trauma or 
postmortem modification visible on the 
skeletal remains. There is no evidence 
of heat exposure for any of the elements 
associated with Skeleton A.

Also found among the skeletal 
remains was a brown clayey substance. 
Some of the fragments have a thin layer 
of stucco on one side and red pigment 
on the other. One possibility is that this 
substance was spread over the body of 
the deceased, suggested by impressions 
of bone in the material noted by Hous-
ton. The red pigment is presumably the 
cinnabar and specular hematite that was 
painted over the body. The function of 
the substance is not clear but may have 
served to protect the body and diminish 
the smell of decomposition as the tomb 
was prepared. A similar substance was 
labeled as “grey clay” in Pendergast’s 
(1982a:67-68) analysis of Altun Ha Tomb 
B-4/7. The analysts of that tomb could 
not conclude whether the clay was a 
substance placed in the deposit or the 
result of decomposition of organic mate-
rials, especially cloth.

Some of the skeletal elements have 
flecks of brownish-black substance on 

specular hematite appears as a dark red 
coating that is visible on the majority of 
the bone surfaces, particularly the right 
radius (see Figure 4.23). The specular 
inclusions are still visible within the pig-
ment adhering to the bone. Presumably, 
the specular hematite was applied as a 
viscous liquid that then dried. The color 
matches cubes of the same substance 
that were recovered as offerings within 
the tomb. Presumably these blocks or 
cakes were put into solution and then 
painted on the body. The pigment 
overlaying the specular hematite is cin-
nabar. Unlike the hematite, the cinnabar 
is powdery and does not adhere as well 
as specular hematite, leaving much less 
cinnabar on the bone.

Because of the incompleteness of 
the skeleton it is difficult to reconstruct 
which parts of the body were painted 
and which were not. Of the hand bones, 
the pigmentation seems concentrated 
on the dorsal surfaces (the back of the 
hand). Otherwise, not enough of the 
skeleton survives to determine if the 
body was painted on one side or on all 
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their surfaces, similar to that noted 
for the phalanges in Cache 6. This 
adhering substance is most apparent 
on the proximal articular surfaces of 
one of the proximal foot phalanges il-
lustrated in Figure 4.22 (second from 
the left). Considering that it is located 
at a point of articulation, it must have 
adhered to the bones after decompo-
sition.

Skeleton B
Skeleton B consists of a largely 
incomplete and fragmentary infant 
skeleton (Figure 4.26). The cranium is 
represented only by a single fragment 
of the superciliary arch of the right 
frontal bone (Figure 4.27). The denti-
tion includes rm1, lm2, rm2, ri1, li2, ri2, 
rm2, LI1, RI1, LI2, LC1, RC1, LM1, RM1, 
LI1, RI1, LI2, RC1, LM1, and RM1. Frag-
ments of additional teeth are present. 
The post-cranial skeleton consists 
of the third right metatarsal, two 
unidentifiable metatarsal diaphyses, 
four proximal pedal phalanges, three 
distal pedal phalanges, two prob-
able tarsal fragments, and 21 miscel-
laneous unidentifiable fragments 
(the majority of which are long bone 
fragments). 

Sex and Age
Sex is indeterminate. Age is esti-
mated at 1.5 to 2.5 years according 

Figure 4.26. Skeleton B, Burial 9. 
Photo: Andrew Scherer.

to dental development (Smith 1991; 
Ubelaker 1999). The epiphyses of 
the metatarsals are unfused and 
absent. 

Other Observations
None of the teeth from Skeleton B 
are artificially modified, which is to 
be expected from the young age of 
the individual. The skeleton is too 
incomplete to detect antemortem 
pathology.

The right frontal fragment was 
thermally altered (see Figure 4.27). 
A localized area of the orbit near the 
zygomatic arch shows a small area 
of blackening (6.0 mm) along the 
fractured edge. The discoloration 
permeates slightly into the underly-
ing trabecular bone. There is some 
linear cracking associated with the 
burned area. The brown-black color-
ation of the burned area coupled with 
the lack of significant subperiosteal 
discoloration indicates that the expo-
sure to heat was relatively brief and 
localized. The lack of burning along 
the fractured edge indicates that the 
post-mortem fracture of the cranium 
occurred sometime after the burning 
event. This in turn indicates the strong 
likelihood that the individual was still 
fleshed at the time of exposure to heat. 

There is no evidence pertaining to 
the cause of death.

Figure 4.27. Right frontal, Skeleton B, Burial 9. Brown-black discoloration and 
cracking from heat exposure. Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Skeleton C
Skeleton C is represented only by the dentition (Fig-
ure 4.28). There are no skeletal remains. The teeth 
include li2, ri2, lc1, rm1, lm2, rm2, ri2, lc1, rm1, lm1, rm2, 
LI1, RI1, LI2, RI2, LC1, RC1, LP3, RP3, LP4, RP3, LM1, 
RM1, RM2, LI1, RI1, LI2, RI2, LC1, RC1, LP3, RP3, LP4, 
RP4, LM1, RM1, and RM2. Fragments of other teeth 
are present. The roots and dentin of the deciduous 
teeth are not present; these teeth are represented 
only by thin enamel shells.

Age and Sex
Sex is indeterminate. Using Ubelaker’s (1999) 
standards, I estimate the age at 3–5 years. Based on 
Smith’s (1991) standards, age at death was 4 to 4.5 
years. Thus, a final age at death estimate is 4–5 years.

Other Observations
None of the teeth are artificially modified. No 
enamel hypoplasia or other pathology was observed, 
though full enamel formation was not complete for 
most of the permanent dentition and the deciduous 
teeth are generally quite fragmentary.

Original Body Position
Skeleton C was located within the lip-to-lip pair of 
Vessel 11. The inferior vessel (11B) was lifted in the 
field and its contents were excavated in the labora-
tory by Houston and Scherer. Photographic compari-
sons of the vessel in situ and during excavation indi-
cate very little shifting of vessel contents between the 
field and laboratory. Surprisingly, the dentition was 
still largely in correct anatomical position, despite 
the complete degradation of the alveolus. The teeth 
were generally located with the left maxillary and 
mandibular teeth towards the north and the right 
teeth to the south. The maxillary teeth were situated 
slightly east of the mandibular dentition. To judge 
from the arrangement of the teeth, the dentition was 
deposited as an intact maxilla and mandible. Fur-
ther, the general position of the teeth suggests the 
mandible and maxilla were articulated, most likely 
as part of a complete skull. In light of the complete 
lack of skeletal material, however, it is most likely 
that only an isolated skull was placed within the 
vessel, with no post-cranial skeleton. The position of 
the dental remains suggests that the skull was placed 
to rest either on the inferior surface of the mandible 
or face down into the bowl. The positioning of the 
teeth indicates that a skull positioned on its posterior 
surface (looking up) or on its side is highly unlikely. 
It cannot be determined if the skull was deposited as 
a dry skull or as a fleshed, severed head.

The teeth demonstrate exposure to heat (see Fig-
ure 4.28). The exposed deciduous teeth show a great-
er degree of discoloration relative to the unerupted 

Original Body Position
The dental remains and some post-cranial remains were en-
countered within Vessel 2 (Sector C4). The bones of the feet 
and additional fragments were found spilling out of that ves-
sel, into Sector C3. Originally, the entire body lay within the 
vessel. At some point in time after decomposition of the soft 
tissue, Vessel 2’s base and lid (2A and 2B) were disturbed by 
collapse from the tomb’s walls, spilling part of their contents 
onto the tomb floor. As a result, the original positioning of 
the body is uncertain. However, in light of the presence of 
cranial, post-cranial, and dental remains it is quite probable 
that the child was originally interred as a complete, fleshed 
body and that subsequent decomposition within the tomb 
accounts for the incomplete nature of the skeleton. 

Figure 4.28. Dentition, Skeleton C, Burial 9. 
Photo: Andrew Scherer.
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Figure 4.26. Skeleton B, Burial 9. 
Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.27. Right frontal, Skeleton B, Burial 9. Brown-black discoloration and 
cracking from heat exposure. Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.28. Dentition, Skeleton C, Burial 9. 
Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Skeleton C
Skeleton C is represented only by the dentition (Fig-
ure 4.28). There are no skeletal remains. The teeth 
include li2, ri2, lc1, rm1, lm2, rm2, ri2, lc1, rm1, lm1, rm2, 
LI1, RI1, LI2, RI2, LC1, RC1, LP3, RP3, LP4, RP3, LM1, 
RM1, RM2, LI1, RI1, LI2, RI2, LC1, RC1, LP3, RP3, LP4, 
RP4, LM1, RM1, and RM2. Fragments of other teeth 
are present. The roots and dentin of the deciduous 
teeth are not present; these teeth are represented 
only by thin enamel shells.

Age and Sex
Sex is indeterminate. Using Ubelaker’s (1999) 
standards, I estimate the age at 3–5 years. Based on 
Smith’s (1991) standards, age at death was 4 to 4.5 
years. Thus, a final age at death estimate is 4–5 years.

Other Observations
None of the teeth are artificially modified. No 
enamel hypoplasia or other pathology was observed, 
though full enamel formation was not complete for 
most of the permanent dentition and the deciduous 
teeth are generally quite fragmentary.

Original Body Position
Skeleton C was located within the lip-to-lip pair of 
Vessel 11. The inferior vessel (11B) was lifted in the 
field and its contents were excavated in the labora-
tory by Houston and Scherer. Photographic compari-
sons of the vessel in situ and during excavation indi-
cate very little shifting of vessel contents between the 
field and laboratory. Surprisingly, the dentition was 
still largely in correct anatomical position, despite 
the complete degradation of the alveolus. The teeth 
were generally located with the left maxillary and 
mandibular teeth towards the north and the right 
teeth to the south. The maxillary teeth were situated 
slightly east of the mandibular dentition. To judge 
from the arrangement of the teeth, the dentition was 
deposited as an intact maxilla and mandible. Fur-
ther, the general position of the teeth suggests the 
mandible and maxilla were articulated, most likely 
as part of a complete skull. In light of the complete 
lack of skeletal material, however, it is most likely 
that only an isolated skull was placed within the 
vessel, with no post-cranial skeleton. The position of 
the dental remains suggests that the skull was placed 
to rest either on the inferior surface of the mandible 
or face down into the bowl. The positioning of the 
teeth indicates that a skull positioned on its posterior 
surface (looking up) or on its side is highly unlikely. 
It cannot be determined if the skull was deposited as 
a dry skull or as a fleshed, severed head.

The teeth demonstrate exposure to heat (see Fig 
ure 4.28). The exposed deciduous teeth show a great-
er degree of discoloration relative to the unerupted 

Original Body Position
The dental remains and some post-cranial remains were en-
countered within Vessel 2 (Sector C4). The bones of the feet 
and additional fragments were found spilling out of that ves-
sel, into Sector C3. Originally, the entire body lay within the 
vessel. At some point in time after decomposition of the soft 
tissue, Vessel 2’s base and lid (2A and 2B) were disturbed by 
collapse from the tomb’s walls, spilling part of their contents 
onto the tomb floor. As a result, the original positioning of 
the body is uncertain. However, in light of the presence of 
cranial, post-cranial, and dental remains it is quite probable 
that the child was originally interred as a complete, fleshed 
body and that subsequent decomposition within the tomb 
accounts for the incomplete nature of the skeleton. 
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their surfaces, similar to that noted 
for the phalanges in Cache 6. This 
adhering substance is most apparent 
on the proximal articular surfaces of 
one of the proximal foot phalanges il-
lustrated in Figure 4.22 (second from 
the left). Considering that it is located 
at a point of articulation, it must have 
adhered to the bones after decompo-
sition.

Skeleton B
Skeleton B consists of a largely 
incomplete and fragmentary infant 
skeleton (Figure 4.26). The cranium is 
represented only by a single fragment 
of the superciliary arch of the right 
frontal bone (Figure 4.27). The denti-
tion includes rm1, lm2, rm2, ri1, li2, ri2, 
rm2, LI1, RI1, LI2, LC1, RC1, LM1, RM1, 
LI1, RI1, LI2, RC1, LM1, and RM1. Frag-
ments of additional teeth are present. 
The post-cranial skeleton consists 
of the third right metatarsal, two 
unidentifiable metatarsal diaphyses, 
four proximal pedal phalanges, three 
distal pedal phalanges, two prob-
able tarsal fragments, and 21 miscel-
laneous unidentifiable fragments 
(the majority of which are long bone 
fragments). 

Sex and Age
Sex is indeterminate. Age is esti-
mated at 1.5 to 2.5 years according 

to dental development (Smith 1991; 
Ubelaker 1999). The epiphyses of 
the metatarsals are unfused and 
absent. 

Other Observations
None of the teeth from Skeleton B 
are artificially modified, which is to 
be expected from the young age of 
the individual. The skeleton is too 
incomplete to detect antemortem 
pathology.

The right frontal fragment was 
thermally altered (see Figure 4.27). 
A localized area of the orbit near the 
zygomatic arch shows a small area 
of blackening (6.0 mm) along the 
fractured edge. The discoloration 
permeates slightly into the underly-
ing trabecular bone. There is some 
linear cracking associated with the 
burned area. The brown-black color-
ation of the burned area coupled with 
the lack of significant subperiosteal 
discoloration indicates that the expo-
sure to heat was relatively brief and 
localized. The lack of burning along 
the fractured edge indicates that the 
post-mortem fracture of the cranium 
occurred sometime after the burning 
event. This in turn indicates the strong 
likelihood that the individual was still 
fleshed at the time of exposure to heat 

There is no evidence pertaining to 
the cause of death.
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permanent teeth, suggesting that all of 
the teeth were still in associated alveoli 
at the time of heat exposure. There is no 
evidence for direct, prolonged exposure 
to fire, suggesting the individual may 
have been fleshed at the time of burn-
ing. Unlike Vessel 16B (associated with 
Skeleton F, described below), Vessel 11B 
shows no obvious evidence of exposure 
to fire; the sediment inside the vessel 
was black and ashy, somewhat similar 
to but not as extensive as the ash within 
Vessel 16B. Thus it is probable, though 
not certain, that the burning event hap-
pened within the vessel. Alternatively, 
the burning may have occurred outside 
of the vessel with the contents (includ-
ing Skeleton C) added afterward.

Skeleton D
The skeleton is fragmentary and largely 
incomplete (Figure 4.29). Remains of the 
skull include two associated fragments 
of an unsideable parietal (Figure 4.30) 
and a partially complete dentition, in-
cluding lm2, rm2, li1, li2, ri2, lc1, lm1, rm1, 
lm2, rm2, LI1, RI1, LI2, LI2, LC1, RC1, LM1, 
RM1, LI1, RI1, LI2, RI2, LCI, RC1, LM1, and 
RM1. The post-cranial skeleton includes 
a right clavicle; five left rib fragments 
(including the first rib); the head of 
an unsideable humerus (plausibly a 
right based on its in situ association 
with the right clavicle); the head, distal 
epiphysis, and diaphyseal fragments of 
the right femur; a single unidentifiable 
metacarpal; and additional unidentifi-
able fragments. 

Age and Sex
Sex is indeterminate. Age at death is 
estimated as 2 to 4 years based on dental 
development (Smith 1991; Ubelaker 
1999). The femoral head, distal femoral 
epiphysis, proximal epiphysis of the 
humerus, and epiphyses of the unidenti-
fiable metacarpal are all unfused.

Other Observations
There is no evidence for antemortem 
pathology. The cranium is too incom-
plete to observe for cranial modification. 
None of the teeth are artificially modi-
fied.

The parietal fragments demonstrate 
thermal alteration along their fracture 
edges (Figure 4.30a). There is brown 
discoloration coupled with cracking per-

Figure 4.29. Skeleton D, Burial 9. 
Photo: Andrew Scherer.
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Figure 4.30. Parietal fragments, Skeleton D, Burial 9: (a) 
both fragments, demonstrating approximate articulation 
and burned edges, indicated by red arrows; (b) close-
up of inferior fragment showing probable cut mark 
(yellow arrow), irregular linear defect (white arrow), 
and flecks of cinnabar; (c) close-up of superior fragment 
with irregular linear defects indicated by white arrows. 
Photos: Andrew Scherer.

pendicular to the broken edge. The smaller 
of the two fragments is also discolored on 
the endocranial surface, suggesting the skull 
may have been fragmented at the time of heat 
exposure. Among the post-cranial remains, a 
single unidentifiable fragment is discolored 
in a manner consistent with heat exposure.

The parietal fragments also demonstrate a 
series of linear defects that may be cutmarks. 
A probable cut (3.75 mm long) and a possible 
cutmark are located along the smaller of the 
two fragments (Figure 4.30b). Two possible 
cutmarks are situated parallel to one another 
on the larger of the two fragments, 4.55 and 
2.78 mm in length and ending at the fracture 
margin (Figure 4.30c). Overall, the defects 
shown in Figure 4.30b are more likely to 
be human-made with a cutting implement, 
whereas the defects visible in Figure 4.30c 
may simply result from postmortem damage.

It is difficult to interpret the fracture pat-
tern of the parietal fragments because of the 
overall incompleteness of the skull. Some of 
the fracturing likely relates to burning, par-
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Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Temple of the Night Sun  198 199 Osteology of the El Diablo Complex

Figure 4.30. Parietal fragments, Skeleton D, Burial 9: (a) 
both fragments, demonstrating approximate articulation 
and burned edges, indicated by red arrows; (b) close-
up of inferior fragment showing probable cut mark 
(yellow arrow), irregular linear defect (white arrow), 
and flecks of cinnabar; (c) close-up of superior fragment 
with irregular linear defects indicated by white arrows. 
Photos: Andrew Scherer.

permanent teeth, suggesting that all of 
the teeth were still in associated alveoli 
at the time of heat exposure. There is no 
evidence for direct, prolonged exposure 
to fire, suggesting the individual may 
have been fleshed at the time of burn-
ing. Unlike Vessel 16B (associated with 
Skeleton F, described below), Vessel 11B 
shows no obvious evidence of exposure 
to fire; the sediment inside the vessel 
was black and ashy, somewhat similar 
to but not as extensive as the ash within 
Vessel 16B. Thus it is probable, though 
not certain, that the burning event hap-
pened within the vessel. Alternatively, 
the burning may have occurred outside 
of the vessel with the contents (includ-
ing Skeleton C) added afterward.

Skeleton D
The skeleton is fragmentary and largely 
incomplete (Figure 4.29). Remains of the 
skull include two associated fragments 
of an unsideable parietal (Figure 4.30) 
and a partially complete dentition, in-
cluding lm2, rm2, li1, li2, ri2, lc1, lm1, rm1, 
lm2, rm2, LI1, RI1, LI2, LI2, LC1, RC1, LM1, 
RM1, LI1, RI1, LI2, RI2, LCI, RC1, LM1, and 
RM1. The post-cranial skeleton includes 
a right clavicle; five left rib fragments 
(including the first rib); the head of 
an unsideable humerus (plausibly a 
right based on its in situ association 
with the right clavicle); the head, distal 
epiphysis, and diaphyseal fragments of 
the right femur; a single unidentifiable 
metacarpal; and additional unidentifi-
able fragments. 

Age and Sex
Sex is indeterminate. Age at death is 
estimated as 2 to 4 years based on dental 
development (Smith 1991; Ubelaker 
1999). The femoral head, distal femoral 
epiphysis, proximal epiphysis of the 
humerus, and epiphyses of the unidenti-
fiable metacarpal are all unfused.

Other Observations
There is no evidence for antemortem 
pathology. The cranium is too incom-
plete to observe for cranial modification. 
None of the teeth are artificially modi-
fied.

The parietal fragments demonstrate 
thermal alteration along their fracture 
edges (Figure 4.30a). There is brown 
discoloration coupled with cracking per-

pendicular to the broken edge. The smaller 
of the two fragments is also discolored on 
the endocranial surface, suggesting the skull 
may have been fragmented at the time of heat 
exposure. Among the post-cranial remains, a 
single unidentifiable fragment is discolored 
in a manner consistent with heat exposure.

The parietal fragments also demonstrate a 
series of linear defects that may be cutmarks. 
A probable cut (3.75 mm long) and a possible 
cutmark are located along the smaller of the 
two fragments (Figure 4.30b). Two possible 
cutmarks are situated parallel to one another 
on the larger of the two fragments, 4.55 and 
2.78 mm in length and ending at the fracture 
margin (Figure 4.30c). Overall, the defects 
shown in Figure 4.30b are more likely to 
be human-made with a cutting implement, 
whereas the defects visible in Figure 4.30c 
may simply result from postmortem damage.

It is difficult to interpret the fracture pat-
tern of the parietal fragments because of the 
overall incompleteness of the skull. Some of 
the fracturing likely relates to burning, par

a

b

c

0 1 32 4 5 cm

0 1 2 3 4 5 mm

0 1 2 3 4 5 mm

0 .5 1.0 1.5 cm



Temple of the Night Sun  200 

ticularly along the edge that demonstrates ther-
mal alteration. The semicircular fracture defect 
along the inferior edge of the larger of the two 
fragments may relate either to the burning event 
or to skull trauma (recall Cache 3/Burial 6). 

Traces of cinnabar are located on the parietal 
fragments and are most apparent on the smaller of 
the two cranial fragments (Figure 4.30b).

Two deciduous mandibular incisors (ri1 and ri2) 
and two permanent mandibular incisors (LI1 and 
RI2) are fused (see Figure 4.29). 

Original Body Position
Skeleton D was associated with the fragmented 
remains of lip-to-lip Vessel 12. The cranial frag-
ments, ribs, and right clavicle were encountered in 
anatomical position, indicating that the individual 
was deposited as a complete body. The body was 
originally placed within the bottom vessel (12B). 
According to the orientation of the right clavicle 
and ribs, the body lay supine with the head to-
wards the northwest. The vessel assemblage was 
lifted from the field with its contents still in situ 
and then excavated in the laboratory by Houston 
and Scherer. Unfortunately, the vessel assemblage 
was already disturbed in antiquity (presumably 
by rock fall from wall collapse), and the original 
position of the teeth was too disturbed to deter-
mine precise positioning of the skull.

During laboratory excavation of the contents of 
Vessel 12B, four shell micro-beads (similar to those 
recovered from Vessel 16A/16B) and two green 
micro-beads of unknown material were recovered.

Skeleton E
Skeleton E is a partially complete, fragmentary 
skeleton (Figure 4.31). The skull consists of frag-
ments of the cranial vault, the left zygomatic, the 
right maxilla, the mandible, and a partially com-
plete dentition including, ri1, lc1, rc1, lm1, rm1, lm2, 
rm2, li1, ri1, li2, ri2, lm1, rm1, lm2, rm2, RI1, LM1, RM1, 
LI1, LI2, LM1, and RM1. The post-cranial skeleton 
includes the proximal epiphyses and distal end 
of the right humerus, fragments of the left radius 
and ulna, the diaphysis and distal epiphysis of the 
left femur, and the distal epiphysis of the right fe-
mur. Also included are the proximal epiphysis of 
the left tibia, the proximal epiphysis and diaphy-
seal fragments of the right tibia, a portion of each 
fibula diaphysis, an unfused sternal body, por-
tions of both clavicles, unfused coracoid processes 
for both scapulae, a fragment of the right scapula 
body, the left scapular notch, fragments of at least 
five ribs including the left first rib and a nearly 
complete left rib, fragments of at least two cervical 
vertebra arches, fragments of at least three thorac-
ic vertebra arches, one cervical vertebra body, one 

Figure 4.31. Skeleton E, Burial 9. 
Photo: Andrew Scherer.
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thoracic vertebra body, three lumbar vertebra 
bodies, the upper two sacral bodies, fragments of 
the first sacral arch, fragments of both ilia, all of 
the metacarpals of the left hand, one unidentifi-
able metacarpal of the right hand, three proximal 
hand phalanges, three intermediate hand pha-
langes, three distal hand phalanges, both tali, a 
fragment of the left calcaneus, two unidentifiable 
metatarsal fragments, five proximal foot phalan-
ges, one intermediate foot phalanx, and the distal 
phalanx of the first pedal digit. There are also an 
estimated 200 or more delicate, tiny fragments 
that likely represent the majority of the skeleton 
not noted in the inventory above.

Sex and Age
Sex is indeterminate. Age at death is estimated at 
1 to 2 years on the basis of dental development 
(Smith 1991; Ubelaker 1999). The two halves of 
the neural arches of the cervical vertebrae are 
fused. However, the bodies of the cervical, tho-
racic, and lumbar vertebrae are all unfused to the 
neural arches. 

Other Observations
There was no evidence of antemortem pathology. 
The cranium is too fragmentary to determine if it 
was artificially modified. None of the teeth were 
artificially modified. 

There is evidence of thermal alteration on 
numerous elements of Skeleton E. Fragments 
of the cranial vault, including a fragment of the 
left superciliary arch, are discolored brown. The 
right zygomatic demonstrates brown discol-
oration and significant longitudinal fracturing 
(Figure 4.32). There are a few areas of significant 
blackening consistent with localized areas of 
burning—perhaps as flecks of burning substance 
adhering to the right cheek of the individual. The 
right maxilla and the mandible show significant 
areas of brown discoloration and longitudinal 
fracturing, especially on the anterior aspects, but 
also on posterior aspects of the mandible. The 
teeth are slightly discolored brown, generally 
less so than the other skeletons. The exposed 
deciduous teeth demonstrate a greater degree of 
discoloration, whereas the permanent teeth that 
were in the crypt are generally unaffected by 
thermal exposure. A left first rib and left thoracic 
arch show significant brown discoloration and 
some longitudinal fracturing. The left femur is 
significantly discolored brown with some black-
ening distally (Figure 4.33). The bone is warped 
and longitudinally fractured. Fragments of the 
right tibia and the right fibula display significant 
brown discoloration, warping, and longitudinal 
fracturing. 

Figure 4.32. Right zygomatic, right maxilla, and right 
and left mandible fragments, Skeleton E, Burial 9. 

Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.33. Left femoral diaphysis 
demonstrating heat exposure, Skeleton E, Burial 

9. Photo: Andrew Scherer.
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Figure 4.31. Skeleton E, Burial 9. 
Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.32. Right zygomatic, right maxilla, and right 
and left mandible fragments, Skeleton E, Burial 9. 

Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.33. Left femoral diaphysis 
demonstrating heat exposure, Skeleton E, Burial 

9. Photo: Andrew Scherer.
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ticularly along the edge that demonstrates ther-
mal alteration. The semicircular fracture defect 
along the inferior edge of the larger of the two 
fragments may relate either to the burning event 
or to skull trauma (recall Cache 3/Burial 6). 

Traces of cinnabar are located on the parietal 
fragments and are most apparent on the smaller of 
the two cranial fragments (Figure 4.30b).

Two deciduous mandibular incisors (ri1 and ri2) 
and two permanent mandibular incisors (LI1 and 
RI2) are fused (see Figure 4.29). 

Original Body Position
Skeleton D was associated with the fragmented 
remains of lip-to-lip Vessel 12. The cranial frag-
ments, ribs, and right clavicle were encountered in 
anatomical position, indicating that the individual 
was deposited as a complete body. The body was 
originally placed within the bottom vessel (12B). 
According to the orientation of the right clavicle 
and ribs, the body lay supine with the head to-
wards the northwest. The vessel assemblage was 
lifted from the field with its contents still in situ 
and then excavated in the laboratory by Houston 
and Scherer. Unfortunately, the vessel assemblage 
was already disturbed in antiquity (presumably 
by rock fall from wall collapse), and the original 
position of the teeth was too disturbed to deter-
mine precise positioning of the skull.

During laboratory excavation of the contents of 
Vessel 12B, four shell micro-beads (similar to those 
recovered from Vessel 16A/16B) and two green 
micro-beads of unknown material were recovered.

Skeleton E
Skeleton E is a partially complete, fragmentary 
skeleton (Figure 4.31). The skull consists of frag-
ments of the cranial vault, the left zygomatic, the 
right maxilla, the mandible, and a partially com-
plete dentition including, ri1, lc1, rc1, lm1, rm1, lm2, 
rm2, li1, ri1, li2, ri2, lm1, rm1, lm2, rm2, RI1, LM1, RM1, 
LI1, LI2, LM1, and RM1. The post-cranial skeleton 
includes the proximal epiphyses and distal end 
of the right humerus, fragments of the left radius 
and ulna, the diaphysis and distal epiphysis of the 
left femur, and the distal epiphysis of the right fe-
mur. Also included are the proximal epiphysis of 
the left tibia, the proximal epiphysis and diaphy-
seal fragments of the right tibia, a portion of each 
fibula diaphysis, an unfused sternal body, por-
tions of both clavicles, unfused coracoid processes 
for both scapulae, a fragment of the right scapula 
body, the left scapular notch, fragments of at least 
five ribs including the left first rib and a nearly 
complete left rib, fragments of at least two cervical 
vertebra arches, fragments of at least three thorac-
ic vertebra arches, one cervical vertebra body, one 

thoracic vertebra body, three lumbar vertebra 
bodies, the upper two sacral bodies, fragments of 
the first sacral arch, fragments of both ilia, all of 
the metacarpals of the left hand, one unidentifi-
able metacarpal of the right hand, three proximal 
hand phalanges, three intermediate hand pha-
langes, three distal hand phalanges, both tali, a 
fragment of the left calcaneus, two unidentifiable 
metatarsal fragments, five proximal foot phalan-
ges, one intermediate foot phalanx, and the distal 
phalanx of the first pedal digit. There are also an 
estimated 200 or more delicate, tiny fragments 
that likely represent the majority of the skeleton 
not noted in the inventory above.

Sex and Age
Sex is indeterminate. Age at death is estimated at 
1 to 2 years on the basis of dental development 
(Smith 1991; Ubelaker 1999). The two halves of 
the neural arches of the cervical vertebrae are 
fused. However, the bodies of the cervical, tho-
racic, and lumbar vertebrae are all unfused to the 
neural arches. 

Other Observations
There was no evidence of antemortem pathology. 
The cranium is too fragmentary to determine if it 
was artificially modified. None of the teeth were 
artificially modified. 

There is evidence of thermal alteration on 
numerous elements of Skeleton E. Fragments 
of the cranial vault, including a fragment of the 
left superciliary arch, are discolored brown. The 
right zygomatic demonstrates brown discol-
oration and significant longitudinal fracturing 
(Figure 4.32). There are a few areas of significant 
blackening consistent with localized areas of 
burning—perhaps as flecks of burning substance 
adhering to the right cheek of the individual. The 
right maxilla and the mandible show significant 
areas of brown discoloration and longitudinal 
fracturing, especially on the anterior aspects, but 
also on posterior aspects of the mandible. The 
teeth are slightly discolored brown, generally 
less so than the other skeletons. The exposed 
deciduous teeth demonstrate a greater degree of 
discoloration, whereas the permanent teeth that 
were in the crypt are generally unaffected by 
thermal exposure. A left first rib and left thoracic 
arch show significant brown discoloration and 
some longitudinal fracturing. The left femur is 
significantly discolored brown with some black-
ening distally (Figure 4.33). The bone is warped 
and longitudinally fractured. Fragments of the 
right tibia and the right fibula display significant 
brown discoloration, warping, and longitudinal 
fracturing. 0 2 64 8 10cm
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Although it is difficult to reconstruct 
the precise pattern of burning, the most 
significantly affected areas were the face, 
thorax, and legs. Other elements, notably 
the bones of the arms that are present, are 
unaffected. The pattern suggests proxim-
ity to significant heat, but not complete 
immolation of the body. The burning 
in the vessel suggests that a combusted 
object was placed into the vessel with the 
child. 

Flecks of red cinnabar are visible on 
two cranial elements and the right zygo-
matic. As with the other subadult indi-
viduals, it is highly unlikely that cinnabar 
was applied to the body; rather, the pig-
ment probably fell from Skeleton A above.

Original Body Position
The remains of Skeleton E are associated 
with Vessel 13. Unlike the other paired 
cache vessels, which were placed lip-
to-lip, 13A was stacked inside of 13B. 
Human remains were found within 13A 
(the upper vessel) and none were recov-
ered from 13B. Human remains were also 
found both south and north-northeast of 
the vessels. When archaeologists entered 
the tomb they found the Vessel 13 as-
semblage tilted to the north, such that the 
northern rim of 13B rested on the floor 
of the tomb. This was probably not the 
original position of the vessel assemblage 
but the result of tomb collapse.

Because of rock fall and the distur-
bance of the vessel, the remains of Skel-
eton E were in general disarray. The re-
mains located south of the vessel include 
the distal epiphyses of both femora, the 
proximal epiphyses of the tibia, fragments 
of both tibial diaphyses, and both fibula 
diaphyses. The fragments that spilled 
out of the vessel to the north include the 
cranium, teeth, ribs, the sternal body, the 
right humerus, left radius, fragments of 
the scapulae, and other unidentifiable 
fragments. Within the vessel were frag-
ments of both ilia, the sacrum, lower ver-

Figure 4.34. Skeleton F, Burial 9. 
Photo: Andrew Scherer.
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LI2, RI2, LC1, RC1, LP3, RP3, LP4, LM1, 
and RM1. Additional tooth fragments 
representing many of the remaining 
deciduous teeth are present. 

Sex and Age
Sex is indeterminate. Age is estimated 
at 4 to 5 years according to measures 
of dental development (Smith 1991; 
Ubelaker 1999).

Other Observations
None of the teeth are artificially modi-
fied. Both deciduous incisors have 
small defects along the incisal edge. 
The lack of wear indicates that these 
fractures occurred perimortem or 
postmortem.

Original Body Position
Prior to removal from the tomb, the 
contents of Vessel 16B were encased 
in cyclododecane wax, allowing the 
vessel to be excavated in a controlled 
environment. The orientation of the 
vessel was noted in the field so that it 
would be possible to reconstruct the 
orientation of materials within the 
vessel in the laboratory. Houston and 
Scherer sublimated the cyclododec-
ane and excavated the vessel contents 
in the project laboratory. We found 
that the vessel was filled with a black 
silty-ash substance, likely the remains 
of burned organic material within 
the vessel, including the remains of 
the individual represented by Skel-
eton F. Resting atop this layer of ash 
were fragments of Skeleton A as well 
as large green stucco fragments, a 
few of which showed red paint. Also 
recovered from within the vessel were 
flecks of specular hematite, cinnabar, 
textile fragments, possible wood frag-
ments, and a small quartz spall. 

The teeth of Skeleton F were lo-
cated in the north-northeast edge of 
the base of the vessel. The teeth were 

tebral bodies, lower vertebral arches, 
the left ulna, the left hand, metatarsals, 
pedal phalanges, cranial fragments, 
and other unidentifiable fragments. 
Within the vessel, the remains of the 
arm were highest, followed by the pel-
vis (ilia and sacrum), and finally, the 
remains of the feet underneath.

Despite the disturbance of the skel-
etal remains, it is possible to recon-
struct the original body position. The 
child was placed in the vessel, lying 
supine, with the head to the north. 
The position of the arms and hands 
is difficult to discern, but consider-
ing that radius fragments were found 
with the majority of the cranium and 
pelvis, spilled outside of the vessel, 
we suspect the arms were placed 
crossed over the chest, not extended 
at the individual’s sides. The knees 
(distal femoral epiphyses, proximal 
tibia epiphyses, and fibula fragments) 
were found outside the other side of 
the vessel, yet the remains of the feet 
were found below the pelvis inside 
the vessel. This suggests that the child 
was placed in the vessel with the 
knees extending out of the bowl; the 
feet, tucked below the buttocks, were 
possibly in cross-legged position. 

Judging by the burning patterns on 
the skeletal elements, it appears that 
there were at least two concentrations 
of burned objects within the ves-
sel, one located in the vicinity of the 
child’s pelvis and legs (perhaps on the 
lap of the child) and a second located 
close to the head (perhaps placed on 
the face; see Cache 3/Burial 6). 

Skeleton F
Skeleton F consists of only dental 
remains, found within the lip-to-lip 
bowls of Vessel 16 (Figure 4.34). The 
teeth present are li1, ri1, li2, ri2, lm2, lm2, 
rm2, LI1, RI1, LI2, RI2, LC1, RC, LP3, RP3, 
LP4, RP4, LM1, RM1, LM2, RM2, LI1, RI1, 

mixed within the ash layer and par-
tially below the stucco fragments. The 
teeth were generally arranged ana-
tomically, with the left teeth located in 
the northern aspect of the vessel and 
the right dentition continuing to the 
east. The maxillary teeth were largely 
found north of the mandibular teeth 
and as a group were shifted slightly to 
the east. The lack of skeletal elements, 
along with the presence of a complete 
and articulated dentition, echoes the 
arrangement of Skeleton C. 

As with Skeleton C, the teeth are all 
that remains of what was once either 
an isolated head or skull. The discol-
oration of the dentition is consistent 
with exposure to heat. The exposed 
deciduous teeth demonstrate a greater 
degree of discoloration relative to the 
unerupted permanent teeth, sug-
gesting that all teeth were still in the 
associated alveoli (no longer present) 
at the time of heat exposure. Given the 
evidence for burning apparent on the 
vessel itself, the remains of Skeleton F 
were doubtless exposed to heat within 
the vessel. Since there is no evidence 
for direct, prolonged exposure to fire, 
it is likely that the Skeleton F cranium 
was fleshed at the time of burning. 
In other words, Skeleton F was likely 
placed in the vessel as a fleshed, sev-
ered head that was exposed to heat 
shortly thereafter.

The teeth were found resting atop 
a shell necklace consisting of 400 
micro-beads. When the beads were re-
moved during laboratory excavation, 
they were strung on a single thread, 
measuring 75 cm in length (see Figure 
3.84, page 170). Some of the beads 
were still articulated, clearly forming 
part of a necklace or set of necklaces. 
There are generally two kinds of 
beads: one type is 3–4 mm wide and 2 
mm thick, while the other is more ir-
regularly shaped and about 1–2 mm in 

Figure 4.34. Skeleton F, Burial 9. 
Photo: Andrew Scherer.
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Although it is difficult to reconstruct 
the precise pattern of burning, the most 
significantly affected areas were the face, 
thorax, and legs. Other elements, notably 
the bones of the arms that are present, are 
unaffected. The pattern suggests proxim-
ity to significant heat, but not complete 
immolation of the body. The burning 
in the vessel suggests that a combusted 
object was placed into the vessel with the 
child. 

Flecks of red cinnabar are visible on 
two cranial elements and the right zygo-
matic. As with the other subadult indi-
viduals, it is highly unlikely that cinnabar 
was applied to the body; rather, the pig-
ment probably fell from Skeleton A above.

Original Body Position
The remains of Skeleton E are associated 
with Vessel 13. Unlike the other paired 
cache vessels, which were placed lip-
to-lip, 13A was stacked inside of 13B. 
Human remains were found within 13A 
(the upper vessel) and none were recov-
ered from 13B. Human remains were also 
found both south and north-northeast of 
the vessels. When archaeologists entered 
the tomb they found the Vessel 13 as-
semblage tilted to the north, such that the 
northern rim of 13B rested on the floor 
of the tomb. This was probably not the 
original position of the vessel assemblage 
but the result of tomb collapse.

Because of rock fall and the distur-
bance of the vessel, the remains of Skel-
eton E were in general disarray. The re-
mains located south of the vessel include 
the distal epiphyses of both femora, the 
proximal epiphyses of the tibia, fragments 
of both tibial diaphyses, and both fibula 
diaphyses. The fragments that spilled 
out of the vessel to the north include the 
cranium, teeth, ribs, the sternal body, the 
right humerus, left radius, fragments of 
the scapulae, and other unidentifiable 
fragments. Within the vessel were frag-
ments of both ilia, the sacrum, lower ver-

LI2, RI2, LC1, RC1, LP3, RP3, LP4, LM1, 
and RM1. Additional tooth fragments 
representing many of the remaining 
deciduous teeth are present. 

Sex and Age
Sex is indeterminate. Age is estimated 
at 4 to 5 years according to measures 
of dental development (Smith 1991; 
Ubelaker 1999).

Other Observations
None of the teeth are artificially modi-
fied. Both deciduous incisors have 
small defects along the incisal edge. 
The lack of wear indicates that these 
fractures occurred perimortem or 
postmortem.

Original Body Position
Prior to removal from the tomb, the 
contents of Vessel 16B were encased 
in cyclododecane wax, allowing the 
vessel to be excavated in a controlled 
environment. The orientation of the 
vessel was noted in the field so that it 
would be possible to reconstruct the 
orientation of materials within the 
vessel in the laboratory. Houston and 
Scherer sublimated the cyclododec-
ane and excavated the vessel contents 
in the project laboratory. We found 
that the vessel was filled with a black 
silty-ash substance, likely the remains 
of burned organic material within 
the vessel, including the remains of 
the individual represented by Skel-
eton F. Resting atop this layer of ash 
were fragments of Skeleton A as well 
as large green stucco fragments, a 
few of which showed red paint. Also 
recovered from within the vessel were 
flecks of specular hematite, cinnabar, 
textile fragments, possible wood frag-
ments, and a small quartz spall. 

The teeth of Skeleton F were lo-
cated in the north-northeast edge of 
the base of the vessel. The teeth were 

tebral bodies, lower vertebral arches, 
the left ulna, the left hand, metatarsals, 
pedal phalanges, cranial fragments, 
and other unidentifiable fragments. 
Within the vessel, the remains of the 
arm were highest, followed by the pel-
vis (ilia and sacrum), and finally, the 
remains of the feet underneath.

Despite the disturbance of the skel-
etal remains, it is possible to recon-
struct the original body position. The 
child was placed in the vessel, lying 
supine, with the head to the north. 
The position of the arms and hands 
is difficult to discern, but consider-
ing that radius fragments were found 
with the majority of the cranium and 
pelvis, spilled outside of the vessel, 
we suspect the arms were placed 
crossed over the chest, not extended 
at the individual’s sides. The knees 
(distal femoral epiphyses, proximal 
tibia epiphyses, and fibula fragments) 
were found outside the other side of 
the vessel, yet the remains of the feet 
were found below the pelvis inside 
the vessel. This suggests that the child 
was placed in the vessel with the 
knees extending out of the bowl; the 
feet, tucked below the buttocks, were 
possibly in cross-legged position. 

Judging by the burning patterns on 
the skeletal elements, it appears that 
there were at least two concentrations 
of burned objects within the ves-
sel, one located in the vicinity of the 
child’s pelvis and legs (perhaps on the 
lap of the child) and a second located 
close to the head (perhaps placed on 
the face; see Cache 3/Burial 6). 

Skeleton F
Skeleton F consists of only dental 
remains, found within the lip-to-lip 
bowls of Vessel 16 (Figure 4.34). The 
teeth present are li1, ri1, li2, ri2, lm2, lm2, 
rm2, LI1, RI1, LI2, RI2, LC1, RC, LP3, RP3, 
LP4, RP4, LM1, RM1, LM2, RM2, LI1, RI1, 

mixed within the ash layer and par-
tially below the stucco fragments. The 
teeth were generally arranged ana-
tomically, with the left teeth located in 
the northern aspect of the vessel and 
the right dentition continuing to the 
east. The maxillary teeth were largely 
found north of the mandibular teeth 
and as a group were shifted slightly to 
the east. The lack of skeletal elements, 
along with the presence of a complete 
and articulated dentition, echoes the 
arrangement of Skeleton C. 

As with Skeleton C, the teeth are all 
that remains of what was once either 
an isolated head or skull. The discol-
oration of the dentition is consistent 
with exposure to heat. The exposed 
deciduous teeth demonstrate a greater 
degree of discoloration relative to the 
unerupted permanent teeth, sug-
gesting that all teeth were still in the 
associated alveoli (no longer present) 
at the time of heat exposure. Given the 
evidence for burning apparent on the 
vessel itself, the remains of Skeleton F 
were doubtless exposed to heat within 
the vessel. Since there is no evidence 
for direct, prolonged exposure to fire, 
it is likely that the Skeleton F cranium 
was fleshed at the time of burning. 
In other words, Skeleton F was likely 
placed in the vessel as a fleshed, sev-
ered head that was exposed to heat 
shortly thereafter.

The teeth were found resting atop 
a shell necklace consisting of 400 
micro-beads. When the beads were re-
moved during laboratory excavation, 
they were strung on a single thread, 
measuring 75 cm in length (see Figure 
3.84, page 170). Some of the beads 
were still articulated, clearly forming 
part of a necklace or set of necklaces. 
There are generally two kinds of 
beads: one type is 3–4 mm wide and 2 
mm thick, while the other is more ir-
regularly shaped and about 1–2 mm in 
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width. Many of the beads show burn-
ing. The vessel itself is scorched on its 
interior walls, though the interior base 
is unaffected, suggesting the base was 
lined with a material that resisted the 
flames or smoldering. The exterior of 
the vessel is also unaffected. 

Skeleton G
Skeleton G is a partially complete, 
fragmented skeleton (Figure 4.35). 
The cranial remains consist of a single 
fragment of the right zygomatic and a 
mostly complete dentition, including 
li1, ri1, li2, ri2, lc1, rc1, lm1, rm1, lm2, rm2, 
li2, ri2, lc1, rc, lm1, rm1 ,lm2, rm2, LM1, 
RM1, LM1, and RM1. The post-cranial 
skeleton includes a fragment of the 
diaphysis of the left humerus, the left 
radius and ulna, the right clavicle, the 
left and right femoral diaphyses, the 
right tibial diaphysis and proximal 
epiphysis, a fragment of an unsided 
fibula diaphysis, the manubrium and 
two body segments of the sternum, 
fragments of both scapular bodies, 
the unfused coracoid process of the 
left scapula, fragments of at least two 
cervical vertebra arches, fragments of 
at least two thoracic vertebra arches, 
six lower vertebral bodies (thoracic or 
lumbar), large fragments of seven ribs 
(including both first ribs) and at least 
20 additional rib fragments, fragments 
of five metacarpals, five proximal man-
ual phalanges, six intermediate manual 
phalanges, two distal phalanges, one 
unidentifiable metacarpal diaphysis, 
and roughly 100 other various tiny 
post-cranial skeleton fragments.

Sex and Age
Sex is indeterminate. Age at death is 
estimated to be 8 to 16 months from 
dental development (Smith 1991; 
Ubelaker 1999). The coracoid processes 
of the scapulae are unfused, as are all 
observable vertebral bodies to the neu-
ral arches. The sternal body segments 
and the manubrium are also unfused.

Other Observations
No antemortem pathology was ob-
served. The cranium is largely absent, 

Figure 4.35. Skeleton G, Burial 9. 
Photo: Andrew Scherer.
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and it is impossible to observe whether 
the skull was modified. None of the 
teeth are artificially modified. There is 
no evidence of trauma.

The majority of the skeletal elements 
have small flecks of cinnabar on their 
surfaces. These elements include the 
right clavicle, a right cervical vertebra 
arch, at least five rib fragments (includ-
ing the left first rib fragment), both the 
radius and ulna, nine of the phalanges, 
the manubrium, and four vertebral bod-
ies (Figure 4.36). The only parts of the 
skeleton that do not have red flecks of 
paint are the bones of the legs. Presum-
ably the red pigmentation fell into the 
broken remnants of Vessel 23 following 
the collapse of the Skeleton A’s funerary 
bier. Importantly, the red pigmentation 
on the vertebral bodies is on the supe-

Figure 4.36. Vertebral bodies, Skeleton G, Burial 9. 
Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.37. Right zygomatic 
fragment, Skeleton G, Burial 9. Photo: 

Andrew Scherer.

rior or inferior aspects of the body and 
thus could not have been applied to a 
fleshed body, confirming that the pig-
mentation was intrusive from above.

Some elements of the skeleton also 
reveal exposure to heat. The most signif-
icantly affected is a fragment of the right 
portion of the frontal bone (Figure 4.37), 
which is discolored to dark brown, with 
patches of blackening and longitudinal 
cracking quite similar to the zygomatic 
of Skeleton E. Both likely represent in-
tentional burning of the face or perhaps 
specifically of the eyes. The deciduous 
teeth are slightly browned as a result 
of heat exposure. Of the post-cranial 
skeleton, the left humerus is lightly 
browned. The left femur is discolored 
brown and shows longitudinal cracking 
and some warping. The right tibia dis-

plays a focal area of brown discoloration 
on the proximal third (laterally) and 
some warping and cracking. The fibula 
fragment presents some brown discolor-
ation. There is blackening of one of the 
lower vertebral bodies (see Figure 4.36).

As a result of the incompleteness of 
the skeleton, it is difficult to reconstruct 
the nature of the heat exposure. None-
theless, the overall pattern is similar to 
that of Skeleton E with focal areas of 
heat exposure to the face and legs. 

Original Position of the Body
Skeleton G was located among the 
broken remains of the lip-to-lip pair 
of bowls making up Vessel 23. Only a 
few of the elements of Skeleton G were 
documented in situ. Because of time 
constraints, the majority of the remains 
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Figure 4.35. Skeleton G, Burial 9. 
Photo: Andrew Scherer.

Figure 4.36. Vertebral bodies, Skeleton G, Burial 9. 
Photo: Andrew Scherer.
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Figure 4.37. Right zygomatic 
fragment, Skeleton G, Burial 9. Photo: 

Andrew Scherer.

width. Many of the beads show burn-
ing. The vessel itself is scorched on its 
interior walls, though the interior base 
is unaffected, suggesting the base was 
lined with a material that resisted the 
flames or smoldering. The exterior of 
the vessel is also unaffected. 

Skeleton G
Skeleton G is a partially complete, 
fragmented skeleton (Figure 4.35). 
The cranial remains consist of a single 
fragment of the right zygomatic and a 
mostly complete dentition, including 
li1, ri1, li2, ri2, lc1, rc1, lm1, rm1, lm2, rm2, 
li2, ri2, lc1, rc, lm1, rm1 ,lm2, rm2, LM1, 
RM1, LM1, and RM1. The post-cranial 
skeleton includes a fragment of the 
diaphysis of the left humerus, the left 
radius and ulna, the right clavicle, the 
left and right femoral diaphyses, the 
right tibial diaphysis and proximal 
epiphysis, a fragment of an unsided 
fibula diaphysis, the manubrium and 
two body segments of the sternum, 
fragments of both scapular bodies, 
the unfused coracoid process of the 
left scapula, fragments of at least two 
cervical vertebra arches, fragments of 
at least two thoracic vertebra arches, 
six lower vertebral bodies (thoracic or 
lumbar), large fragments of seven ribs 
(including both first ribs) and at least 
20 additional rib fragments, fragments 
of five metacarpals, five proximal man-
ual phalanges, six intermediate manual 
phalanges, two distal phalanges, one 
unidentifiable metacarpal diaphysis, 
and roughly 100 other various tiny 
post-cranial skeleton fragments.

Sex and Age
Sex is indeterminate. Age at death is 
estimated to be 8 to 16 months from 
dental development (Smith 1991; 
Ubelaker 1999). The coracoid processes 
of the scapulae are unfused, as are all 
observable vertebral bodies to the neu-
ral arches. The sternal body segments 
and the manubrium are also unfused.

Other Observations
No antemortem pathology was ob-
served. The cranium is largely absent, 

and it is impossible to observe whether 
the skull was modified. None of the 
teeth are artificially modified. There is 
no evidence of trauma.

The majority of the skeletal elements 
have small flecks of cinnabar on their 
surfaces. These elements include the 
right clavicle, a right cervical vertebra 
arch, at least five rib fragments (includ-
ing the left first rib fragment), both the 
radius and ulna, nine of the phalanges, 
the manubrium, and four vertebral bod-
ies (Figure 4.36). The only parts of the 
skeleton that do not have red flecks of 
paint are the bones of the legs. Presum-
ably the red pigmentation fell into the 
broken remnants of Vessel 23 following 
the collapse of the Skeleton A’s funerary 
bier. Importantly, the red pigmentation 
on the vertebral bodies is on the supe-

rior or inferior aspects of the body and 
thus could not have been applied to a 
fleshed body, confirming that the pig-
mentation was intrusive from above.

Some elements of the skeleton also 
reveal exposure to heat. The most signif-
icantly affected is a fragment of the right 
portion of the frontal bone (Figure 4.37), 
which is discolored to dark brown, with 
patches of blackening and longitudinal 
cracking quite similar to the zygomatic 
of Skeleton E. Both likely represent in-
tentional burning of the face or perhaps 
specifically of the eyes. The deciduous 
teeth are slightly browned as a result 
of heat exposure. Of the post-cranial 
skeleton, the left humerus is lightly 
browned. The left femur is discolored 
brown and shows longitudinal cracking 
and some warping. The right tibia dis-

plays a focal area of brown discoloration 
on the proximal third (laterally) and 
some warping and cracking. The fibula 
fragment presents some brown discolor-
ation. There is blackening of one of the 
lower vertebral bodies (see Figure 4.36).

As a result of the incompleteness of 
the skeleton, it is difficult to reconstruct 
the nature of the heat exposure. None-
theless, the overall pattern is similar to 
that of Skeleton E with focal areas of 
heat exposure to the face and legs. 

Original Position of the Body
Skeleton G was located among the 
broken remains of the lip-to-lip pair 
of bowls making up Vessel 23. Only a 
few of the elements of Skeleton G were 
documented in situ. Because of time 
constraints, the majority of the remains 
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were removed by the archaeologists 
without photography or drawing. 
Even prior to excavation, however, the 
remains were badly disturbed as a result 
of the destruction of the Vessel 23 as-
semblage by tomb collapse. This makes 
the original position of the skeleton 
difficult to discern. The majority of the 
remains were recovered from two large 
sherds in Sectors B11 and C11. Notably, 
the teeth were located in Sector C11, 
while the majority of the other remains 
occurred in B11, suggesting the head 
was oriented to the north. The archae-
ologists report that the bones were 
scattered over a large enough area that, 
much like other burials, the body was at 
least partially extended. 

Synthesis
Burial 9 contained the remains of seven 
individuals, a probable adult male and 
six children of indeterminate sex, all of 
whom died by the age of five or earlier 
(Table 4.1). Each of the children was 
placed in a lip-to-lip cache assemblage. 
The primary occupant was presumably 
laid out in a supine position on a bier 
made of wood. Unfortunately, because 
of poor preservation and the fragmen-
tary nature of the skeleton, the only 
conclusion that can be drawn from the 
osteological analysis is that the remains 
derive from a probable male, of middle 
to old age. The body was covered in at 
least one layer of specular hematite, fol-
lowed by another of red cinnabar. How-

ever, in light of the materials recovered 
throughout the tomb, it is clear that the 
painting of the body was only a small 
component of a much more elaborate 
preparation of the corpse. There is no 
indication of the cause of death of the 
primary tomb occupant.

As for the six other individuals, it 
is clear that these children were sacri-
ficed as part of the funerary rites for the 
primary tomb occupant. Although only 
Skeleton D demonstrates possible cut-
marks (on the skull), a lack of cutmarks 
is typical of juvenile sacrificial remains 
from Classic Maya tombs elsewhere in 
the southern lowlands—presumably 
because these individuals were killed 
with minimal violence, but also because 
of poor skeletal preservation. The over-
lapping age of these individuals further 
indicates that they likely did not die of 
natural causes, but were intentionally 
selected because of their young age. 
Notably, the two oldest individuals (4–5 
years) are represented only by teeth—all 
that remained, probably, of what were 
once severed heads. Their lack of bodies 
may simply be a practicality, in that an 
intact five-year-old would not fit inside 
of a vessel, yet the full significance of 
these paired severed heads remains to 
be discerned. Moreover, the very young 
age of these child sacrifices is in marked 
contrast to the “typical” pattern at other 
Maya sites, where the sacrificed youths 
tend to be older, around 8–12 years of 
age (Houston and Scherer 2010:182).

Over the course of the osteologi-
cal analysis, we identified heat expo-
sure among the remains of each of the 
children. In all cases, it appears that the 
children lay within their vessels (in two 
instances as heads only) and some sort 
of burning material was also placed 
within the vessel assemblage. This pat-
tern echoes that observed for Cache 3/
Burial 6 and Cache 10/Burial 15, which 
were deposited outside of the tomb. 
Another commonality is that none of the 
remains are calcined and instead dem-
onstrate only discoloration and some 
surficial cracking. This is consistent with 
bodies that are briefly exposed to flame 
or smoldering material such that the 
flesh is burned and bone is exposed in 
only isolated locations. In other words, 
these children were not immolated 
with the intent to cremate their bodies. 
A further consistency is that Cache 3/
Burial 6, Skeleton E, and Skeleton G all 
demonstrate heat exposure that targeted 
the face and lower body. Facial burning 
hints that these children may have been 
wearing masks, perhaps a composite of 
wood and other combustible materials. 
Such a pattern would explain why this 
part of the skeleton demonstrates greater 
thermal alteration. There is a blackened 
substance attached to the bones of both 
Skeleton E and Skeleton G that may be 
carbonized copal or some other resinous 
material burned within the vessels.

Finally, red pigment was noted on 
some skeletal elements from nearly all 
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of the individuals. Red specular hema-
tite was applied directly to the body of 
Skeleton A, presumably as a viscous 
paint. With the decomposition of the 
body, the hematite appears to have 
transferred to the bone where it still 
adheres quite well. None of the skeletal 
remains of the children demonstrate 
traces of specular hematite. In the case 
of Skeleton A, a layer of red cinnabar 
was applied over the hematite. Un-
like the hematite, the cinnabar is quite 
loose and can easily be brushed off the 
bone. Cinnabar was detected on the 
remains of Skeletons D, E, and G and 
also within the vessel that contained 
Skeleton F. In addition to the primary 
occupant’s body, many of the tomb 
objects were also covered in cinnabar. 
However, in the case of the children’s 
skeletons, the cinnabar is present only 
in trace amounts and appears to have 
fallen onto the remains following the 
collapse of the funerary bier that held 
Skeleton A. 

The sacrifice of children and the of-
fering of adult body parts at El Diablo 
is an example of a widespread Classic 
Maya tradition of corporal offerings as 
part of royal mortuary rites and post-
mortem acts of veneration. However, 
the young age of the child sacrifices 
at El Zotz is significant. In a sample of 
twenty-two elite tombs with mortu-
ary sacrifices from Kaminaljuyu, Tikal, 
Piedras Negras, and Palenque, three 
of the victims were infants (0–2 years), 
seven were children (2–10 years), 34 
were adolescents (10–18 years), and ten 
were adults. Of the three infants in this 
sample, each was found in a different 
tomb. El Zotz Burial 9 is rare, if not 
unique, in that it contained the bodies 
of multiple infants. 

In the Central Peten, the practice of 
youth sacrifice was most widespread 
during the Late Preclassic and Early 
Classic periods. At El Zotz, Burial 1, an 
Early Classic tomb that was ransacked 
by looters, contained fragments of 
both an adult individual and a child 
aged 5–9 years. At Tikal, a series of 
Late Preclassic and Early Classic tombs 
produced infant and child sacrifices, 
including Burials 10, 48, 160, 162, and 
167 (Coe 1990). Burial 10, the probable 
tomb of Yax Nuun Ahiin I, contained 
the remains of at least nine human 

sacrifices, eight of which ranged in age 
from 5–6 years to adolescence (ca. 15 
years old) and the ninth seems to have 
been an adult (Wright 2005). At Tikal, 
only the Late Preclassic Burial 167 
and Early Classic Burial 162 contained 
infants, both apparently placed within 
bowls. A child from Burial 160 (paired 
with an adolescent) reportedly dem-
onstrated thermal exposure similar to 
El Zotz Burial 9 (Lori Wright, personal 
communication, 2013). 

At the start of the Late Classic 
period, the practice of child sacrifice 
declined in the Central Peten. Follow-
ing over a century of royal mortuary 
rites involving the sacrifice of youths 
at Tikal, around the end of the sixth 
century, Animal Skull (Burial 195) was 
entombed alone. All subsequent royal 
tombs were void of sacrificial remains. 
If youths were still sacrificed as part of 
royal mortuary ritual at Tikal, their re-
mains have not been found by archae-
ologists. At El Peru, Burial 39 contained 
the remains of an approximately seven-
year-old child, placed atop a series of 
ceramic dishes, head oriented to the 
south in opposition to the orientation of 
the primary occupant (Rich 2011:276). 
Dating to the first half of the seventh 
century, the El Peru tomb presents one 
of the latest examples of child mortuary 
sacrifice in the central Peten. Outside 
of the Central Peten, child and ado-
lescent sacrifice persisted throughout 
the Classic period, as at Palenque and 
Piedras Negras, for example (Cucina 
and Tiesler 2006; Escobedo 2004).

The placement of anterior teeth 
and hand phalanges in lidded cache 
vessels has been documented through-
out the Central Peten and western 
Belize, though it is not a practice found 
throughout the Maya lowlands, sug-
gesting a regionally circumscribed 
ritual tradition (Chase and Chase 
1998; Cheetham 2004; Taschek and 
Ball 1999). Diane Chase and Arlen 
Chase note that deposits of phalanges 
and teeth at Caracol span the Late 
Preclassic through Late Classic periods 
and were placed primarily in lightly 
fired bowls, apparently crafted for the 
express purpose of caching human 
remains (Chase and Chase 2011:10; 
Chase and Chase 1998:319). They also 
report that, by the Late Classic period, 

bowls with finger bones and teeth 
were located in both elite and non-elite 
contexts at Caracol and are associ-
ated primarily with eastern structures 
that house human interments (Chase 
and Chase 2004:141). At Cahal Pech, 
David Cheetham reports a deposit of 
200 small bowls that contained 225 
proximal, intermediate, and distal 
manual phalanges associated with an 
entombed stela (Cheetham 2004:137). 
At the base of the stela, 36 permanent 
mandibular incisors were deposited.

The general absence of visible 
trauma on the Cahal Pech remains led 
David Cheetham (2004:137) to sug-
gest that the phalanges and teeth must 
have been collected from burials and 
other deposits of already skeletonized 
remains. Although a cut was found 
on one of the El Zotz phalanges, if the 
fingers were cut from fleshed bodies 
it is unlikely they were removed by 
careful cutting but were more likely 
chopped off with an axe, large knife, 
or some other heavy stone implement. 
The removal of fingers by machete in a 
modern forensic case documented by 
John Verano (personal communication, 
2013) resulted in angular fragmenta-
tion of the proximal and intermedi-
ate phalanges similar to patterns of 
fragmentation noted on three of the 
El Zotz phalanges (see Figure 4.5). 
Furthermore, these caches consistently 
contain only anterior teeth (never pos-
terior) and are strongly biased towards 
phalanges of the hand. The phalanges 
of the foot (with cutmarks) from Cache 
9 are an exception. Either the Maya 
had superior anatomical knowledge 
and specifically selected these elements 
from within the grave, or, more likely, 
these corporal elements were extracted 
from fleshed bodies, presumably living 
people. Mandibular incisors are among 
the easiest teeth to evulse and the least 
likely to impair masticatory function if 
missing. Of any body part, fingers and 
toes are among the few that may be cut 
off without seriously impairing a per-
son, especially if some fingers are left 
intact. At Tikal, Cache 14D contained 
39 phalanges, of which all but two were 
distal (Coe 1990:2:493). A preference for 
fingertips (not the bases of the finger) is 
further evidence that these were body 
parts cut from living people.

Osteology of the El Diablo Complex

Table 4.1. Osteological Summary of Burial 9

Skeleton Sex Age Postcranial 
Skeleton? Hematite Cinnabar Heat Exposure

A Probable male > 35 years Yes Yes Yes No

B Indeterminate 1.5–2.5 years Yes No No Yes

C Indeterminate 4–5 years No No No Yes

D Indeterminate 2–4 years Yes No Yes Yes
E Indeterminate 1–2 years Yes No Yes Yes
F Indeterminate 4–5 years No No No Yes

G Indeterminate 0.75–1.25 years Yes No Yes Yes
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Skeleton Sex Age Postcranial 
Skeleton? Hematite Cinnabar Heat Exposure

A Probable male > 35 years Yes Yes Yes No

B Indeterminate 1.5–2.5 years Yes No No Yes

C Indeterminate 4–5 years No No No Yes

D Indeterminate 2–4 years Yes No Yes Yes
E Indeterminate 1–2 years Yes No Yes Yes
F Indeterminate 4–5 years No No No Yes

G Indeterminate 0.75–1.25 years Yes No Yes Yes

were removed by the archaeologists 
without photography or drawing. 
Even prior to excavation, however, the 
remains were badly disturbed as a result 
of the destruction of the Vessel 23 as-
semblage by tomb collapse. This makes 
the original position of the skeleton 
difficult to discern. The majority of the 
remains were recovered from two large 
sherds in Sectors B11 and C11. Notably, 
the teeth were located in Sector C11, 
while the majority of the other remains 
occurred in B11, suggesting the head 
was oriented to the north. The archae-
ologists report that the bones were 
scattered over a large enough area that, 
much like other burials, the body was at 
least partially extended. 

Synthesis
Burial 9 contained the remains of seven 
individuals, a probable adult male and 
six children of indeterminate sex, all of 
whom died by the age of five or earlier 
(Table 4.1). Each of the children was 
placed in a lip-to-lip cache assemblage. 
The primary occupant was presumably 
laid out in a supine position on a bier 
made of wood. Unfortunately, because 
of poor preservation and the fragmen-
tary nature of the skeleton, the only 
conclusion that can be drawn from the 
osteological analysis is that the remains 
derive from a probable male, of middle 
to old age. The body was covered in at 
least one layer of specular hematite, fol-
lowed by another of red cinnabar. How-

ever, in light of the materials recovered 
throughout the tomb, it is clear that the 
painting of the body was only a small 
component of a much more elaborate 
preparation of the corpse. There is no 
indication of the cause of death of the 
primary tomb occupant.

As for the six other individuals, it 
is clear that these children were sacri-
ficed as part of the funerary rites for the 
primary tomb occupant. Although only 
Skeleton D demonstrates possible cut-
marks (on the skull), a lack of cutmarks 
is typical of juvenile sacrificial remains 
from Classic Maya tombs elsewhere in 
the southern lowlands—presumably 
because these individuals were killed 
with minimal violence, but also because 
of poor skeletal preservation. The over-
lapping age of these individuals further 
indicates that they likely did not die of 
natural causes, but were intentionally 
selected because of their young age. 
Notably, the two oldest individuals (4–5 
years) are represented only by teeth—all 
that remained, probably, of what were 
once severed heads. Their lack of bodies 
may simply be a practicality, in that an 
intact five-year-old would not fit inside 
of a vessel, yet the full significance of 
these paired severed heads remains to 
be discerned. Moreover, the very young 
age of these child sacrifices is in marked 
contrast to the “typical” pattern at other 
Maya sites, where the sacrificed youths 
tend to be older, around 8–12 years of 
age (Houston and Scherer 2010:182).

Over the course of the osteologi-
cal analysis, we identified heat expo-
sure among the remains of each of the 
children. In all cases, it appears that the 
children lay within their vessels (in two 
instances as heads only) and some sort 
of burning material was also placed 
within the vessel assemblage. This pat-
tern echoes that observed for Cache 3/
Burial 6 and Cache 10/Burial 15, which 
were deposited outside of the tomb. 
Another commonality is that none of the 
remains are calcined and instead dem-
onstrate only discoloration and some 
surficial cracking. This is consistent with 
bodies that are briefly exposed to flame 
or smoldering material such that the 
flesh is burned and bone is exposed in 
only isolated locations. In other words, 
these children were not immolated 
with the intent to cremate their bodies. 
A further consistency is that Cache 3/
Burial 6, Skeleton E, and Skeleton G all 
demonstrate heat exposure that targeted 
the face and lower body. Facial burning 
hints that these children may have been 
wearing masks, perhaps a composite of 
wood and other combustible materials. 
Such a pattern would explain why this 
part of the skeleton demonstrates greater 
thermal alteration. There is a blackened 
substance attached to the bones of both 
Skeleton E and Skeleton G that may be 
carbonized copal or some other resinous 
material burned within the vessels.

Finally, red pigment was noted on 
some skeletal elements from nearly all 

of the individuals. Red specular hema-
tite was applied directly to the body of 
Skeleton A, presumably as a viscous 
paint. With the decomposition of the 
body, the hematite appears to have 
transferred to the bone where it still 
adheres quite well. None of the skeletal 
remains of the children demonstrate 
traces of specular hematite. In the case 
of Skeleton A, a layer of red cinnabar 
was applied over the hematite. Un-
like the hematite, the cinnabar is quite 
loose and can easily be brushed off the 
bone. Cinnabar was detected on the 
remains of Skeletons D, E, and G and 
also within the vessel that contained 
Skeleton F. In addition to the primary 
occupant’s body, many of the tomb 
objects were also covered in cinnabar. 
However, in the case of the children’s 
skeletons, the cinnabar is present only 
in trace amounts and appears to have 
fallen onto the remains following the 
collapse of the funerary bier that held 
Skeleton A. 

The sacrifice of children and the of-
fering of adult body parts at El Diablo 
is an example of a widespread Classic 
Maya tradition of corporal offerings as 
part of royal mortuary rites and post-
mortem acts of veneration. However, 
the young age of the child sacrifices 
at El Zotz is significant. In a sample of 
twenty-two elite tombs with mortu-
ary sacrifices from Kaminaljuyu, Tikal, 
Piedras Negras, and Palenque, three 
of the victims were infants (0–2 years), 
seven were children (2–10 years), 34 
were adolescents (10–18 years), and ten 
were adults. Of the three infants in this 
sample, each was found in a different 
tomb. El Zotz Burial 9 is rare, if not 
unique, in that it contained the bodies 
of multiple infants. 

In the Central Peten, the practice of 
youth sacrifice was most widespread 
during the Late Preclassic and Early 
Classic periods. At El Zotz, Burial 1, an 
Early Classic tomb that was ransacked 
by looters, contained fragments of 
both an adult individual and a child 
aged 5–9 years. At Tikal, a series of 
Late Preclassic and Early Classic tombs 
produced infant and child sacrifices, 
including Burials 10, 48, 160, 162, and 
167 (Coe 1990). Burial 10, the probable 
tomb of Yax Nuun Ahiin I, contained 
the remains of at least nine human 

sacrifices, eight of which ranged in age 
from 5–6 years to adolescence (ca. 15 
years old) and the ninth seems to have 
been an adult (Wright 2005). At Tikal, 
only the Late Preclassic Burial 167 
and Early Classic Burial 162 contained 
infants, both apparently placed within 
bowls. A child from Burial 160 (paired 
with an adolescent) reportedly dem-
onstrated thermal exposure similar to 
El Zotz Burial 9 (Lori Wright, personal 
communication, 2013). 

At the start of the Late Classic 
period, the practice of child sacrifice 
declined in the Central Peten. Follow-
ing over a century of royal mortuary 
rites involving the sacrifice of youths 
at Tikal, around the end of the sixth 
century, Animal Skull (Burial 195) was 
entombed alone. All subsequent royal 
tombs were void of sacrificial remains. 
If youths were still sacrificed as part of 
royal mortuary ritual at Tikal, their re-
mains have not been found by archae-
ologists. At El Peru, Burial 39 contained 
the remains of an approximately seven-
year-old child, placed atop a series of 
ceramic dishes, head oriented to the 
south in opposition to the orientation of 
the primary occupant (Rich 2011:276). 
Dating to the first half of the seventh 
century, the El Peru tomb presents one 
of the latest examples of child mortuary 
sacrifice in the central Peten. Outside 
of the Central Peten, child and ado-
lescent sacrifice persisted throughout 
the Classic period, as at Palenque and 
Piedras Negras, for example (Cucina 
and Tiesler 2006; Escobedo 2004).

The placement of anterior teeth 
and hand phalanges in lidded cache 
vessels has been documented through-
out the Central Peten and western 
Belize, though it is not a practice found 
throughout the Maya lowlands, sug-
gesting a regionally circumscribed 
ritual tradition (Chase and Chase 
1998; Cheetham 2004; Taschek and 
Ball 1999). Diane Chase and Arlen 
Chase note that deposits of phalanges 
and teeth at Caracol span the Late 
Preclassic through Late Classic periods 
and were placed primarily in lightly 
fired bowls, apparently crafted for the 
express purpose of caching human 
remains (Chase and Chase 2011:10; 
Chase and Chase 1998:319). They also 
report that, by the Late Classic period, 

bowls with finger bones and teeth 
were located in both elite and non-elite 
contexts at Caracol and are associ-
ated primarily with eastern structures 
that house human interments (Chase 
and Chase 2004:141). At Cahal Pech, 
David Cheetham reports a deposit of 
200 small bowls that contained 225 
proximal, intermediate, and distal 
manual phalanges associated with an 
entombed stela (Cheetham 2004:137). 
At the base of the stela, 36 permanent 
mandibular incisors were deposited.

The general absence of visible 
trauma on the Cahal Pech remains led 
David Cheetham (2004:137) to sug-
gest that the phalanges and teeth must 
have been collected from burials and 
other deposits of already skeletonized 
remains. Although a cut was found 
on one of the El Zotz phalanges, if the 
fingers were cut from fleshed bodies 
it is unlikely they were removed by 
careful cutting but were more likely 
chopped off with an axe, large knife, 
or some other heavy stone implement. 
The removal of fingers by machete in a 
modern forensic case documented by 
John Verano (personal communication, 
2013) resulted in angular fragmenta-
tion of the proximal and intermedi-
ate phalanges similar to patterns of 
fragmentation noted on three of the 
El Zotz phalanges (see Figure 4.5). 
Furthermore, these caches consistently 
contain only anterior teeth (never pos-
terior) and are strongly biased towards 
phalanges of the hand. The phalanges 
of the foot (with cutmarks) from Cache 
9 are an exception. Either the Maya 
had superior anatomical knowledge 
and specifically selected these elements 
from within the grave, or, more likely, 
these corporal elements were extracted 
from fleshed bodies, presumably living 
people. Mandibular incisors are among 
the easiest teeth to evulse and the least 
likely to impair masticatory function if 
missing. Of any body part, fingers and 
toes are among the few that may be cut 
off without seriously impairing a per-
son, especially if some fingers are left 
intact. At Tikal, Cache 14D contained 
39 phalanges, of which all but two were 
distal (Coe 1990:2:493). A preference for 
fingertips (not the bases of the finger) is 
further evidence that these were body 
parts cut from living people.
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