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ABSTRACT 

 

Excavation and Preliminary Analysis of a Maya Burial at the Medicinal 

Trail Archaeological Site, Belize, Central America 

 

Stacy Marie Drake, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Fred Valdez, Jr. 

 

The following report describes the excavation and preliminary analysis of Burial 5 at 

Group A of the Medicinal Trail archaeological site in northwest Belize. The excavation 

of Burial 5 occurred over the duration of the 2009 and 2010 field seasons, and this report 

focuses on the 2010 portion of this excavation, which was conducted within the field 

laboratory at the Programme for Belize Archaeology Project. In this report, I describe the 

methods utilized during the 2010 excavation and preliminary analysis processes. I also 

discuss some of the theory relevant to Maya mortuary practices as they relate to my 

interpretations of the findings from Burial 5. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The practice of mortuary investigation represents an intersection of 

anthropological interests. These studies examine material goods interred with the 

deceased, potential social relations and religious motivations of a society, and biological 

concerns of human health and diet. With particular regard for the study of mortuary 

practices of the ancient Maya, many theories have been developed that commonly, 

sometimes rashly, attribute explanations for mortuary practice to ancient Maya 

communities. This report describes the excavation and preliminary analysis of one Maya 

burial within the Medicinal Trail site in northwest Belize and attempts to apply various 

aspects of previously developed theories concerning Maya mortuary practices to better 

understand the significance this burial may have held to the greater Medicinal Trial 

community. 

The Medicinal Trail archaeological site is located within the Rio Bravo 

Conservation and Management Area (RBCMA) between the La Lucha Uplands and Rio 

Bravo escarpment of northwest Belize. The area is owned and operated by the 

Programme for Belize (PfB). The Medicinal Trail site is located within the Programme 

for Belize Archaeology Project (PfBAP), which operates within the PfB (Fig. 1). Group 

A of the Medicinal Trail site features multiple burials that have been recovered. Group A 

has been excavated by David Hyde since 2004 (Hyde and Atwood, 2007). The subject of 

this report, Burial 5, was recovered from Structure A-4, the largest structure at Group A.  
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Burial 5 was uncovered during the 2009 field season, but excavation of the burial 

was not completed until July of 2010. In order to protect the burial from potential damage 

and weathering that might occur while lying exposed in the field for one year, the 

remaining unexcavated portion of the burial was protected and removed from the field in 

its surrounding matrix, to the field laboratory at the PfBAP (Hyde and McInnis 

Thompson, personal communication). The excavation of Burial 5, as described in this 

report, was completed in the laboratory during the 2010 field season.  

This report includes information recovered from the 2010 portion of the 

excavation. Only a preliminary analysis of the burial was completed during the 2010 

season. Thus, this report will focus primarily on the excavation process and methods, but 

will include a short discussion of Maya mortuary ritual and the preliminary 

interpretations of Burial 5.  

ENVIRONMENTAL AND CULTURAL BACKGROUND 

THE PROGRAMME FOR BELIZE ARCHAEOLOGICAL PROJECT 

The PfB is a conservation organization that is wholly owned and operated by 

Belizeans and works to understand and illuminate the history and cultural development of 

northwest Belize. The PfBAP functions within the PfB to document archaeological sites, 

identify and improve research methods, and advise on how to protect and conserve all 

cultural concerns on the PfB property (Valdez 2007.). The PfBAP currently owns and 

operates more than 260,000 acres of the RBCMA (Valdez 2008), which is the property in 

which the Medicinal Trail site is located. The PfBAP began its work as one research 

project in 1992 and has conducted field work annually since its inception (Valdez 2007). 

Since 1995, the PfBAP has been recognized as an umbrella research entity and includes 

several independent research programs under the project permit from the Government of 
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Belize through the Institute of Archaeology. Of particular interest to the PfBAP is the 

investigation of the development of communities during the Maya period, but other 

research has also been conducted on pre-Maya and historic communities within the 

project area. The projects conducted under the PfBAP serve to assist the PfB in its 

preservation of cultural and ecological resources by helping to identify these regional 

assets. Cultural and ecological resources are increasingly dependent on ecotourism and 

renewable resources strategies, and the identification and investigation of archaeological 

sites can aid in these processes (Valdez 2008). 

THE MEDICINAL TRAIL ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE 

The archaeological site known as Medicinal Trail is located between the Rio 

Bravo Escarpment and the La Lucha Uplands in northwest Belize. The site is a dispersed 

hinterland community, approximately 6–-8 kilometers (km) east of the major regional site 

of La Milpa, and consists of multiple courtyard groups (Hyde and Atwood 2007). 

The Medicinal Trail site has been excavated since 2002. Initially, two separate 

surveys were conducted by Laura Ferries (2002) and Danica Farnand (2002), 

individually. Ferries investigated a small, informal group of mounds recognized as 

Operation 5, while Farnand investigated the series of terraces recognized as Operation 6 

that cross the tourist trail at the PfB. This trail, known as the ―Medicinal Trail‖, lends its 

name to the site (Hyde and Atwood, 2008). To date, three primary areas of platforms 

surrounded by multiple structures (referred to as ―Groups‖) have been identified at 

Medicinal Trail. Excavations at the site continued in the spring of 2004 and were 

conducted at Group A by Hyde (Hyde at Atwood 2008). Additional excavations 

throughout the Medicinal Trail site have been conducted each consecutive year through 

2010. These excavations have identified and investigated the three main platform 
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communities as Groups A, B, and C (Dedrick 2009; Gill 2009; Hyde and Atwood 2008; 

Riddick 2008; Thompson 2008) and their surrounding depressions (Brewer 2007; 

Chimlar 2005). This report will focus primarily on Groups A and B (with a more detailed 

discussion of Group A to follow in Chapter Four). 

Excavations at Group B began in 2007 and were conducted by Lauri Martin 

(2008) and Deanna Riddick (2008). This area of the Medicinal Trail site is located 

approximately 200 meters (200 m) northeast of Group A and serves as a second large, 

formal courtyard group at the site. Group B consists of one formal courtyard (in 

comparison to the three courtyards at Group A, to be further discussed in the following 

chapters) that is built atop an artificial platform. The courtyard contains four mounds that 

are situated in each of the four cardinal directions. The largest structure of these four is 

pyramidal in shape and is located on the eastern side of the courtyard. Four additional 

structures are located to the south of the formal courtyard, and three of these structures 

are in turn organized around a separate courtyard that is not located atop a platform 

(Hyde and Valdez, 2007). A large looter’s trench penetrates the center of the eastern 

temple-like structure. Two of the structures on the northern and western edges of the 

formal courtyard are suggested to have been residential structures, while the southern 

structure (which may actually be two structures) might have potentially served as an area 

for conducting civic functions. Ceramics collected from the 2007 and 2008 excavations at 

Group B suggest that this area was occupied from the Late Preclassic to the Late Classic 

(Riddick 2009). 

The previous excavations conducted throughout the Medicinal Trail site suggest 

the vast extent of the site and the multiple functions it likely served for Maya lesser-elite 

communities from the Middle or Late Preclassic through the Terminal Classic periods. 
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The longest-running consecutive excavations at Medicinal Trial have occurred at Group 

A. Burial 5 was located within this large, formal courtyard group.  

ORGANIZATION OF THIS REPORT 

The following report will elaborate on the excavation of Burial 5 of Group A at 

Medicinal Trail, with a specific focus on the completion of the excavation in 2010 within 

the PfBAP research laboratory and the subsequent preliminary analysis of the burial. In 

this first chapter, I have provided a general introduction to the project area that serves as 

the setting for this report.  

Chapter Two will introduce the research goals and interests of this report: the 

proper excavation and preservation of located burials within the PfB property as 

somewhat of a ―salvage‖ effort. Archaeologists of the PfBAP do not purposefully work to 

locate and excavate burials on their projects. Instead, the process of burial excavation at 

the PfBAP serves to protect discovered burials from further disturbance or destruction 

that might be caused to the newly exposed burial by the continuing excavation or 

unpredictable human interaction or environmental factors. By properly excavating and 

recording burials, archaeologists can glean a wealth of information about ancient Maya 

social, political, and religious practices and beliefs. Chapter Two will also introduce 

some of the ways in which the study of mortuary ritual can help archaeologists form 

hypotheses about the ancient population. 

Chapter Three will introduce some of the theoretical background that strongly 

relates to the study of mortuary ritual. I will address some of the theoretical approaches to 

Maya mortuary ritual that I believe are outdated or are commonly misused or 

misinterpreted when utilized to identify an ancient culture through its burials. In addition, 
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I will introduce some other popular theories and interpretations that I believe are more 

relevant to my analysis of Burial 5. 

Chapter Four introduces Burial 5 by describing the locational background of the 

burial. This chapter includes a description of the previous archaeological work at Group 

A to provide an understanding of the historical and locational context of Burial 5. I will 

introduce the physical structure of the platform group and discuss the history of the 

various buildings and structures and their importance to the group and its history. I will 

also briefly discuss the other burials recovered from Group A to provide a historical 

framework for the mortuary ritual expected from this site. 

In Chapters Five and Six I will discuss the excavation and analysis of Burial 5. 

Chapter Five will focus on the excavation process and will describe the methods, tools, 

and techniques utilized for this task. I will also use this chapter to discuss the somewhat 

admittedly unorthodox method adopted to address the physical damage that the burial 

encountered in the year between its removal from the field and its resumed excavation 

during the following field season. Chapter Six will then discuss the process of analysis. 

Because this analysis is strictly preliminary, I will describe the conclusions that I 

personally made regarding the burial, with the understanding that a final analysis of the 

burial (under the supervision of a PfBAP project osteologist, Lauri Martin) will not be 

conducted until the 2011 field season. 

Finally, Chapter Seven will provide a discussion of my preliminary findings of 

Burial 5. These thoughts are my personal interpretations of the burial and I have noted 

which of my interpretations have been seconded by Martin. After considering the 

characteristics of Burial 5, I will then conclude with a brief discussion of the relationships 

between Burial 5 and the other burials thus far recovered (and analyzed) from Group A at 

Medicinal Trail. Finally, I will synthesize my earlier discussions of theory and the Burial 
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5 analysis to attempt to form a preliminary interpretation of the significance of Burial 5 to 

Group A at Medicinal Trail. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

RESEARCH GOALS AND METHODS 

Archaeologists excavate burials for a variety of reasons, but two particular 

explanations stand out. First, burial excavation in the Maya world is often completed as a 

―salvage‖ event. Burials are not sought after by archaeologists of the PfBAP. 

Nevertheless, their occasional discovery cannot be avoided and the chances of happening 

upon a burial or burial chamber while excavating the various sites in the PfBAP are 

relatively high. Once a burial is uncovered during an excavation, it is in immediate 

danger of decay and destruction. Thus, it is important that an archaeologist with 

experience in osteology and burial excavation be on site to properly remove and protect 

the burial. The processes of weathering and excavation are quite perilous for the 

preservation of bones, and therefore excavation of the burial is often necessary to avoid 

further damage that would occur to the interred if otherwise left in its original context.  

A second rationale for burial excavation is that an excavation—when warranted—

can inform the archaeologist about a broad range of aspects of ancient Maya life, religion, 

and belief systems. Burials or mortuary practices and traditions (if identified) can provide 

a wealth of detail about the lifeways of ancient cultures. By investigating individual 

burials, archaeologists and bioarchaeologists can study the physical characteristics of the 

burial (mainly, the skeleton) to glean information about the deceased. The skeleton can 

illustrate the biological sex of the interred, his or her age at death, the general health of 

the individual at certain points in his or her lifetime, and the physical size of the 

individual. Archaeologists can also utilize chemical analyses of bones and teeth (in 

particular, through DNA, strontium, and isotope analyses) to determine the diet, health, 

DNA characteristics, and geographical regions the individual may have inhabited at 
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certain points of his or her life. Skeletal analysis can also inform the archaeologists of the 

way in which the individual perished. Evidence of physical violence to the skeleton that 

remains unhealed might indicate sacrifice or murder, while incidences of unhealed 

infections might indicate disease. A fairly healthy, but old, skeleton may suggest a well-

cared for elderly individual. 

Other aspects of burials, including location, positioning of the body, and the 

inclusion (or exclusion) of certain artifacts or materials also serve as important indicators 

of a culture. Notions of social and political status, ancestor veneration, sacrifice, and 

ideological importance of the rising and setting sun or moon with ties to the 

―underworld‖ are all interpretations that have been made about Maya burials based on the 

location and positioning of the burial (Gillespie 2000a, 200b; McAnany 2000; Joyce 

1999; Rathje 1970; Welsh 1988). Such implications might also be attributed to interred 

individuals based on the types of artifacts (or total lack thereof) within the burial. By 

noting patterns that arise in burials of a community, archaeologists can begin to develop 

interpretations of the cultural values and beliefs of the community.  

BURIAL 5 – SPECFIC GOALS 

The excavation of Burial 5 during the 2010 field season began with three 

objectives in mind. The first goal was simply to complete the excavation that began in 

2009. Because the burial had been removed from the field at the end of the 2009 season 

and relocated to the laboratory, the 2010 laboratory excavation was conducted under 

much different environmental and spatial settings than in the preceding year. 

Nonetheless, the aim for the 2010 season was to finish the excavation using as efficient 

and accurate methods as possible. The second objective of the 2010 excavation was to 

obtain as much information regarding the interred individual as possible. Through a 
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combination of good preservation and good excavation processes, a wealth of 

information can be assembled from the skeletal remains of an individual (as discussed 

above). Due to the fragmentary nature of Burial 5 at the time of the 2010 excavation and 

the surrounding sascab (a cement-like limestone rubble, sometimes used as cement by 

the Maya (Sharer and Traxler 2006)) matrix in which the bones were encased, such 

information was difficult to collect. The challenges faced by the excavators and the steps 

taken to overcome these difficulties will be discussed in the following chapters. The third 

goal of this excavation relates to the excavation goals of all the researchers at Medicinal 

Trail. As will be discussed in greater detail later in the report, the archaeologists at the 

PfBAP (in particular, Hyde and Martin) are interested in understanding the relationships 

(both familial and political) between the inhabitants of Groups A and B at Medicinal 

Trail. The best form of evidence to help explain these relationships is DNA. Thus, the 

excavation of Burial 5 took great precautions to collect non-contaminated DNA in 

adherence to this site-wide research objective. This process will also be described more 

extensively in Chapter Six. 

In the following chapter, I will discuss some of the common assumptions 

encountered during mortuary analysis of ancient Maya communities. I will introduce 

common theories applied to the study of Maya burial practices, and provide a brief 

historical background for this theoretical field. I will also problematize some of these 

approaches. Finally, I will discuss the theoretical aspects that I believe are appropriate to 

introduce in a discussion of Burial 5.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Maya burials have been investigated in the Lowland Maya region since the late 

19
th

 century (Welsh 1988). Although many of those early examinations took the form of 

treasure hunting, the following century welcomed a flurry of consistent scientific 

approaches, culminating in the modern practice of assessing burial data to analyze 

questions concerning gender and agency (Gillespie 2000b; Grove and Gillespie 2002; 

Joyce 2006). In this chapter, I will introduce some of the methods and ideas associated 

with these investigative techniques of Maya burial patterns (or ―mortuary ritual‖). 

However, throughout this report, I will instead refer to such patterns as mortuary 

practices instead of the more commonly recognized term ―ritual‖ because I am 

uncomfortable with assigning all practices of burying the deceased as a strictly religious 

or ritualistic occurrence dictated by some underlying, regional rules. I will also introduce 

aspects of these theories and techniques that I believe are pertinent to my specific focus 

on Burial 5 in this report; a more in-depth analysis of these theories in association with 

Burial 5 will be discussed in Chapter Seven. Finally, I will provide a brief analysis of 

these theories, and discuss my reservations about some of the assumptions often derived 

from certain features of Maya burials.  

EARLY THEORY IN MAYA MORTUARY ANALYSIS 

The theoretical background of mortuary analysis in the Maya world has a fairly 

nascent history littered with conflicting and dated concepts of sacrifice, ancestor 

veneration, and degradation of women and children in ancient societies. Until the mid-

20
th

 century, mortuary analysis was conducted by a small number of archaeologists, but 

was largely overshadowed by persistent treasure-hunting and looting in major site centers 
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in order to acquire elite objects that would fetch a handsome profit for the looter (Welsh 

1988). When studied scientifically, these early investigations of burials tended to focus 

on the physical aspects – the materials interred with the individual, the body positioning 

of the individual, and the apparent skeletal characteristics of the deceased. It was not until 

later in the history of Maya archaeology that researchers began to apply these physical 

attributes of burials to the broader themes of politics, religion, economy, and society. 

Rathje (1970) presented a study of Classic Maya lowland burials in which he tentatively 

hypothesized about political, social, and economic implications of these burials because 

there was little data available with which to forge arguments. 

Early writings and descriptions of Maya mortuary practices are often utilized to 

aid in interpreting these finds. Ethnohistoric documents such as Diego de Landa’s 

Relación de las cosas de Yucatán (1566) and the Quiché Maya origin story of the Popol 

Vuh (Tedlock 1996) have been referenced by archaeologists in order to find observed and 

recorded examples of Maya burial practices and customs. However, it must be noted that 

the use of such sources involves complications and interpretations that might not provide 

accurate representations of ancient Maya culture. As Cynthia Robin stresses, ―Using the 

present to color the past and the past to legitimate the present robs both of their meaning‖ 

(2006:409). She argues that using ethnographic accounts to ―fill assumed gaps in 

archaeological evidence [results in] the erasure of the contextuality and variability of 

history‖ (2006:420). No culture is static and unchanging and so, although ethnographic 

accounts may help to provide archaeologists with ideas of how certain aspects of culture 

may have occurred in the past, archaeologists should not apply this information directly 

to cultures without caution.  



 13 

CURRENT THEORY IN MAYA MORTUARY ANALYSIS 

Modern analysis of Maya burials remains somewhat lacking in cultural 

interpretation and suggestion. Archaeological reports tend to discuss burials by 

describing patterns visible among them, with particular regard for the arrangement of the 

burial, the materials included, and the types of individuals (determined by sex and age) 

for whom the materials were included. One must commonly retrieve a separate report in 

order to obtain information, conducted by osteologists, regarding the physical state of the 

interred: their general health, daily diet, physical pathologies, etc. In this current report, I 

will attempt to combine the two to create an extensive and more complete description of 

Burial 5 of Group A, Medicinal Trail. 

In 1988, W.B.M. Welsh published the culmination of a large regional study of 

many burials throughout the Maya Lowlands, titled An Analysis of Classic Lowland 

Maya Burials. In this study, Welsh compared aspects of hundreds of burials from 16 sites 

in four countries. While looking at these various features (including grave type, body and 

head positioning and orientation, grave goods, and ―skeletal mutilation‖), Welsh noted 

patterns that emerged between the burials, particularly with regard to regional or 

temporal associations. Specific aspects of this study—such as grave typology and body 

and head positioning and orientation—will be discussed in further detail in Chapter 

Seven as they relate to Burial 5.  

Patricia McAnany has conducted two studies that will be used extensively in 

creating interpretations of Burial 5: an article on the relations between ancestors and the 

Maya built environment (1998) and a comprehensive book about Maya notions of kinship 

and kingship (2000). In these studies, McAnany investigated the ways in which Maya 

burials—in accordance with their patterns of location (both on a regional and local scale), 
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body positioning and orientation, skeletal attributes, time period, and included material 

remains—reflected Maya attitudes of political and cultural affiliation, religious beliefs, 

and ancestor veneration.  

Current studies of mortuary practice tend to situate on the political, economic, and 

religious interpretations. In the following section, I will discuss some other commonly-

cited, contemporary studies of Maya burials that represent some common assumptions 

often associated with Maya society as a result of studying burial practices. Although I 

feel that many of the studies mentioned below represent competently researched and 

executed investigations, there are others that I do not find as compelling or convincing. I 

will introduce this discussion about assumption in mortuary investigations and briefly 

state my involvement with and feelings for these previously conducted studies before 

beginning a discussion of my research on Burial 5. 

COMMON ASSUMPTIONS IN MAYA MORTUARY ANALYSIS 

Questions about the purpose and intent of burying deceased individuals have long 

intrigued archaeologists who study cultures that conducted such rites. Archaeologists 

generically question why these cultures placed such importance on not only interring 

their dead but also preparing the body for its interment and including materials (―grave 

goods‖) with the deceased. With particular regard for the mortuary practices of the 

ancient Maya of Central America, archaeologists strive to determine why certain 

individuals may have been buried underneath household floors. Yet, questions about the 

identity of an interred individual—as reflected through mortuary practices—have become 

a primary concern for mortuary analysis only in the last few decades of Maya 

archaeological investigation. Although the field of mortuary analysis is constantly 
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changing, many archaeologists who analyze burials in the Maya world continue to make 

a number of common assumptions about these burials. 

SACRIFICE 

One of Welsh’s (1988) assumptions pertained to the notion of sacrifice. Welsh 

strongly believed that most instances in which bones were absent from a grave 

represented evidence that the individual was sacrificed (though he did note very few 

instances in which the skull was removed for ―purposes of worship‖ (1998:216)). Bones 

are commonly missing from burials, whether due to intentional removal, poor 

preservation, or some other form of natural interference. When specific bones are missing 

from a burial, particularly the skull and/or femur, (see Gillespie 2000b; Lind and Urcid 

1983; McAnany 2000; Welsh 1988), archaeologists typically question whether the 

individual was sacrificed or venerated by his or her surviving family. In a Zapotec 

example, Lind and Urcid argue that iconographic depictions (associated with tombs) of 

young men carrying human femurs in their hands suggest that the bone is ―the femur of 

his ancestor, a symbol of his hereditary right to rule‖ (1983: 80 and their Fig. 5). 

Likewise, de Landa (1566) notes that the skull of the deceased was removed and kept 

alongside wooden statues in household oratories that were passed down through the 

family. However, the assumption that missing bones from a burial automatically signifies 

sacrifice continues to pervade Maya archaeology, not only because the Maya were well 

known for their practice of human sacrifice, but also because it is often difficult to 

determine osteologically whether bones were removed pre- or postmortem. 

MAYA WOMEN AND CHILDREN 

Another assumption unfortunately common in mortuary analysis is the 

degradation of the social roles of women and children. As Welsh encountered burials of 
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children that were quite rich in their material offerings, he argued that these children must 

have been sacrificed and included in the burial as a dedicatory offering. For women, 

Welsh posited a similar argument in which a woman buried with a child or man must 

have been either the mother of a child (who died at birth) or the wife of the adult male 

with whom she was buried. Although such conclusions are common and justifiable, 

Welsh argues that the women and children interred in multiple- or paired-burials were 

sacrifices included simply as grave goods or offerings to the deceased adult male or 

infant. However, this notion that women and children held little value or significance as 

compared to adult males in Maya society is now challenged by current studies of agency, 

power relations, and gender. These theories will be discussed in greater detail later in this 

chapter. 

ANCESTOR VENERATION 

The most common explanation for the significance of mortuary ritual in the Maya 

world is ancestor veneration. Gillespie (2000b) maintains that ancestor veneration likely 

began in the Preclassic period. McAnany expounds on this suggestion by arguing that this 

practice became ―highly derived and politicized‖ by the Classic Period (2000:53). She 

also stresses that ancestor veneration was important to all strata of society and was not 

restricted to one group. As McNeil states, ―for the Maya…the dead legitimate the rights 

of the living‖ (2010:294). Death is yet another form of creating identity between 

individuals and within a community. Joyce (1999) stresses that mortuary practices 

contribute to these views of residential and communal identity and difference because 

burials are conducted by social groups. By noting genealogical ties to the deceased, 

individuals are able to identify with other members of the same group and those 
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individuals who are closest genealogically to the ancestor may have more access to 

authority and prestige (Gillespie 2000b, McAnany 1998).  

Ancestor veneration is frequently argued to be linked with political and economic 

issues. Families of the great ancestors inherit many rites, including rule, land, prestige, 

resources, and wealth, thus reinforcing the social hierarchies present in both the 

community and within families (Gillespie 2000b; McAnany 1998; McAnany 2000; 

Welsh 1988). As a form of communicating with and connecting to the deceased, the 

ancient Maya often interred the deceased under the floors of lineage homes. By 

conducting a sub-floor burial, the extant family was able to maintain proximity between 

the living and the dead to continue communication and protection (McAnany 2000). 

McAnany also argues that the building of ancestor shrines and burial crypts may have 

served as non-literate or ―text-free‖ (2000:99) documentation of non-elite genealogies.  

As I will expound in Chapter Four, a number of sub-floor and potential ―ancestor shrines 

or crypts‖ have been recovered from Group A at Medicinal Trail.  

Gillespie (2000a) also speculates on the significance of sub-floor burials by 

interpreting the house as a living organism. She argues that the Maya believed the house 

to have a life and soul, just as a human does, and—as a living being—the house has a life 

cycle in which it is born and later dies. A burial within the house was physically 

protected by the structure, and could potentially serve to give the house a soul and 

provide a guardian spirit for the individuals still inhabiting the household.  

CURRENT ISSUES IN MORTUARY ASSUMPTIONS  

Ancestor veneration is an explanation for Maya mortuary ritual that is widely 

accepted among archaeologists. However, one must avoid labeling all mortuary practices 

of the Maya under the broad category of ancestor worship in order to also avoid creating 
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generalizations about the Maya. Although ancestor veneration seems to have been 

practiced among most, if not all, cultures of ancient Mesoamerica, this does not presume 

that all cultures practiced veneration in the same way or for the same purposes. 

I disagree with the definition of ―ancestor veneration‖ commonly used among 

past and contemporary archaeologists alike. McAnany (2000) defines ancestor veneration 

as rituals and practices that commemorate named individuals of kin groups. Throughout 

the materials I have thus far researched, I have not found any articles that investigate the 

biological relationship between deceased individuals interred within Maya households. 

Although my evidence is not have definitive, I argue (in agreement with Gillespie 2000b) 

that the Maya may not have placed such an importance on blood relations to their 

ancestors. I believe that although ancestors may truly have had blood relations to the 

family with which they were interred, this was not a necessary attribute of the deceased. 

Sub-floor burials provided the material evidence with which household members could 

state claims to land, possessions, and prestige. It may have been respectful for family 

members to acknowledge and remember their interred ancestors, but I believe it is 

important to also recognize that perhaps the burial of any individual with ties (not 

necessarily by blood) to the family within or around the household was a valid enough 

claim to lineage rights. In death, burial, and worship, the deceased served the needs of the 

family, particularly in the form of protection and provision. Thus, I would argue that 

ancestor veneration should be defined simply as rituals and practices of the living that 

commemorate deceased individuals who may or may not be recognized by name and 

kinship, in order to legitimize rights to property, honor the dead, and maintain prestige. 

The only method available to obtain substantive evidence in argument for the necessity of 

blood relations in Maya ancestor worship is to collect DNA samples of the individuals 

interred within a structure or site. Such an investigation of biological relationship is 
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currently being conducted with burials from Groups A and B of Medicinal Trial. A more 

detailed discussion of this investigation will follow in Chapters Five and Six. 

AGENCY 

One additional issue encountered, but only occasionally discussed throughout the 

literature on Maya burials concerns the role of agency in mortuary ritual. Plainly stated, 

the deceased have little say in the final outcome of their interments. Mortuary ritual 

among the Maya may have followed a strict tradition, but to argue that such a tradition 

was followed among all Maya groups from the Preclassic into the Postclassic is to argue 

that the Maya culture was continuous and unchanging. While acknowledging the 

potential agency of the living involved in mortuary practice, archaeologists can work to 

better understand not only the interred individual, but also the social and cultural 

constraints or freedoms within Maya mortuary practices. 

FINAL THOUGHTS ON THE TROUBLES OF ASSUMPTIONS IN MORTUARY ANALYSIS 

The Maya exerted considerable effort in the burials of certain individuals and it 

has been suggested by several archaeologists that this effort may have been for personal 

gain: to protect the house and family, and to lay claim to property and goods. However, if 

the burial is not visible by anyone contesting the right to lineage claims, how are such 

claims argued or proven? In her discussion of social memory, Gillespie posits that 

―…memory and forgetting [forge] the intersubjectivity of people and the landscape, and 

of the present with the past‖ (2008:110). She stresses that materials eventually become 

invisible, but memory of place remains. Again, perhaps the interred individual does not 

need to be remembered, but the location or the household itself embodies the power of 

the ancestors.  
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It is also important to note here that although child burials are commonly 

underrepresented in Maya mortuary investigations, so too are adult burials. Excavated 

burials within sites typically do not yield enough individuals to represent the assumed 

past population of the area. It would seem that only certain individuals were interred in 

association to households, public structures, or community plazas, yet thus far I have 

encountered no mention of the discovery of ancient Maya graveyards.   

As the preceding discussion has explained, the purpose of a burial cannot be 

unilaterally and conveniently labeled a sacrifice, an offering, or a remembrance of an 

ancestor. An attempt to claim cultural homogeneity in terms of burial customs is difficult 

because there may be many elements that influence the process or circumstance of 

interment. Burial 5 is only one of many burials recovered from Medicinal Trail’s Group 

A complex, but I will nonetheless attempt to tie this burial in with others from the site to 

highlight similarities and differences. This final discussion of Burial 5 is in Chapter 

Seven. Although potential similarities shared between the burials from Group A will 

prove interesting and provide insight into the cultural practices of the Medicinal Trail 

Maya, I hope that the reader and I can bear the issues associated with assumptions in 

mortuary practice in mind as this report comes to a close. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

LOCATIONAL BACKGROUND OF BURIAL 5 

INTRODUCTION 

The excavation of Burial 5 transpired over the duration of two consecutive field 

seasons. Discovered in 2009 during excavation of a shrine structure at Group A of 

Medicinal Trail, the excavation of Burial 5 was not completed until the following field 

season. At the end of the 2009 field season, the burial was relocated to the field 

laboratory at the R.E.W. Adams Archaeological Research Facility and excavation and 

preliminary osteological analysis were completed during the 2010 season. This chapter 

will introduce the initial field setting of Burial 5, describe the site of Group A at 

Medicinal Trail in greater detail than was provided in Chapter One, and provide further 

background information on the other burials recovered from this site. I will conclude this 

chapter with an introduction to the field excavation of Burial 5 and finally discuss the 

methods and processes utilized during the laboratory excavation of the burial in 2010. A 

brief discussion of the preliminary analysis conducted on Burial 5 will follow in Chapter 

Six. 

GROUP A AT THE MEDICINAL TRAIL SITE 

Approximately six burials have been uncovered at Group A of the Medicinal Trail 

site to date (Hyde, personal communication 2011). This formal courtyard group is the 

largest of its type at Medicinal Trail and consists of multiple structures surrounding three 

courtyards. Three of the burials recorded in Group A were located in the Northern 

Courtyard. Burial 4 was recovered within the Central Courtyard, on the southern side of 

Structure A-4. Burial 5, the subject of this report, was located within Structure A-4, but 

on the northern side of the structure (Hyde 2009). Burial 6 (completion of this excavation 
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is still pending at the time of this report) is also located within this structure. This chapter 

will provide greater detail on the location of Burial 5 and will discuss the excavation 

process and methods conducted on the burial during the 2010 field season. 

The formal courtyard group known as Group A (Operation 7), is the largest group 

of its kind identified at Medicinal Trail to date (Hyde 2009). This portion of the site sits 

atop a ridge lined with numerous terraces along the slopes. The area immediately 

surrounding Group A was likely artificially modified to create a level surface for the 

group (Hyde and Atwood 2008). Ceramics recovered from excavations at Group A 

suggest the site was occupied from the Late Preclassic through the Terminal Classic, with 

a possible Middle Preclassic presence. Due to the location of Medicinal Trail (6-8 km 

northeast) from the major site of La Milpa—the apparent agricultural emphasis of the 

site, as indicated by the extensive terracing surrounding the site, the identification of 

small-scale architecture, and the occasional presence of prestigious artifacts (such as 

obsidian and jade items)—imply that the occupants of Group A were likely part of a non- 

or lesser-elite commoner community in the hinterland of La Milpa (Hyde and Atwood 

2008). 

Group A consists of three contiguous courtyards aligned on a north-south axis, 

around which seven different structures are organized. An eighth structure is located to 

the north of the courtyard group. The outlying area of Group A also contains numerous 

depressions, two of which were investigated in 2004 (Chimlar 2005) and 2007 (Brewer) 

and believed to have served water-management purposes (Fig. 2) (Hyde and Atwood 

2008).  
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THE NORTHERN COURTYARD 

The Northern Courtyard of Group A consists of three mounds that surround a 

shared space. The mounds are located on the western, eastern, and northern side of the 

open space, with the southern border marked by the Middle Courtyard (Hyde and 

Atwood 2007). Although Late Preclassic elements can be found in all areas of Group A, 

the Northern Courtyard contains two construction features characteristic of this early 

period: a plaster floor and a round structure, both located in the center of the courtyard. 

Remnants of red pigment recovered from one portion of the plaster floor suggest that this 

entire floor was painted red. The round structure contains no evidence of the presence of 

any other structure that may have been placed atop it and suggests that it was exposed. A 

secondary burial (Burial 1) covered in sascab and placed with two ceramic vessels was 

recovered during excavation inside the round structure (Hyde and Atwood 2007). 

Another burial (Burial 2) was discovered on the platform on the eastern edge of the 

plaster floor. Finally, to the southwest of the platform, a cist burial (Burial 3) was also 

recovered (Hyde and Atwood 2008). Four caches were associated with the Late 

Preclassic platform. Each cache consisted of two Late Preclassic Sierra Red ceramic 

vessels. Hyde and Atwood (2007) suggest that these caches might represent a termination 

ritual that may have occurred as the platform and round structure were intentionally 

buried. A fifth cache was recovered from the top of a T-shaped platform located off the 

northern side of the Late Preclassic platform. This cache also contained two Sierra Red 

vessels, along with a piece of worked coral, a piece of modified jade, and some seeds 

were also found in Cache 5. This Preclassic area of the site is believed to have been of 

ritual importance to the Maya who inhabited the area. Other structures in the Northern 

Courtyard date to the Late to Terminal Classic and appear to have been rather 
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―expensive‖ (Hyde and Atwood 2008), due to the type of construction and the intensive 

labor required to create such structures. 

THE MIDDLE COURTYARD 

Situated directly to the south of the Northern Courtyard is the Middle Courtyard. 

This courtyard consists of an artificially elevated plaza around which two structures are 

situated. The structure in the northwest corner of the plaza is assumed to serve a 

residential function, whereas the structure on the eastern side of the plaza is the largest 

structure at Group A and is a temple-like structure (Fig. 4) (Hyde and Atwood 2008). 

Ceramics recovered from this courtyard date from the Late Preclassic through the early 

Late Classic. Although this courtyard abuts the Northern Courtyard, access into the 

Middle Courtyard was limited by a narrow passageway up the artificially raised plaza 

(Hyde and Atwood 2008). 

Structure A-4 is the largest structure at Group A and is preliminarily interpreted 

as a shrine- or temple-like structure (although it is not pyramidal in shape) due to its size 

and location on the east side of the Middle Courtyard and to the limited access provided 

to the building (Hyde and Atwood, 2008). Hyde and Atwood (2008) also suggest that 

there may have been two structures located on top of the platform at the top of Structure 

A-4, or that this top area housed two rooms. Structure A-4 features a staircase leading 

eastward up its slope and two landings are located within this staircase. During 

excavation, two separate features were recovered atop each landing. Cache 6 included 

four obsidian blades located on Landing 1 and a single obsidian blade was also recovered 

atop Landing 2. A centrally located, wide doorway was also discovered on the western 

side of Structure A-4 (Hyde 2009).  
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THE SOUTHERN COURTYARD 

The Southern Courtyard of Group A rests on a much lower platform than the 

Middle Courtyard, but the area nonetheless has been artificially leveled. This courtyard 

contains only one structure (Structure A-6), which is nestled on the western edge of the 

leveled patio (Hyde and Atwood 2008). The Southern Courtyard is not only located 

below the Middle Courtyard, but also cut off from the Middle Courtyard by a tall wall. 

Excavations conducted in 2004 revealed no staircase leading up to the elevated courtyard. 

Structure A-6 is a large, rectangular structure that appears to have only one large internal 

room. The door to the structure is also offset to the left side of the center of the front of 

the structure. To date, no interpretations of function have been suggested for this 

courtyard (Hyde and Valdez 2007). 

INTERPRETATIONS OF POSSIBLE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN GROUPS A AND B 

Based on the extensive excavations conducted at Group A of Medicinal Trail 

since 2004 and at Groups B and C and the outlying areas of each defined groups in recent 

years, we can infer some details about the inhabitants of this site. Hyde and Atwood 

(2008), Hyde and Valdez (2007), and Martin (2009) have suggested that agricultural 

productivity and value (as indicated by the extensive terracing surrounding the site) at 

Medicinal Trail produced an economic advantage for the residents at Group A (suggested 

to represent a founding household of the site) over later settlers (a notion that McAnany 

(2000) refers to as ―the Principle of First Occupancy‖). Hyde and Atwood (2008) suggest 

that this advantage may have created a hierarchy among inhabitants of this hinterland 

community, such that residents of the formal courtyard groups at Medicinal Trail may 

have been members of a ―lesser elite‖ social class. The elevated status of these particular 

groups is supported by archaeological findings of prestige items such as obsidian, jade, 

and shell; the presence of public (and labor-intensive) architecture; and the ideal 
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settlement location atop good agricultural land (Hyde and Atwood 2008). Martin’s 

excavations at Group B were conducted with the intent to further investigate the possible 

familial relationships between inhabitants at Groups A and B (2009). Due to the close 

proximity between the two courtyard groups, Hyde and Atwood (2007) suggest that this 

familial relationship may have existed between the two groups. The difference in the use 

of courtyard space between Group A (in which three courtyards with varying degrees of 

access exist) and Group B (in which four structures, including an eastern-facing pyramid 

structure, surround a very open courtyard) suggests to Hyde and Atwood (2007) that a 

shift in power may have occurred at some point between the two families or groups. This 

may explain why the Northern Courtyard of Group A was transformed to serve a ritual 

function following the Late Preclassic. As will be discussed in greater detail below, the 

burials recovered recently from Groups A and B are currently intended to be used to 

collect DNA evidence: an investigation that will hopefully provide quality data to prove 

or deny the relatedness of the inhabitants of the two groups (Martin, personal 

conversation). 

BURIALS PREVIOUSLY RECOVERED FROM GROUP A 

To date, six burials have been recovered from Group A. Three of these (Burials 1, 

2, and 3) were recovered from the Northern Courtyard of Group A and Burials 4, 5, and 6 

(excavation still in process at time of this report) were recovered from Structure A-4 in 

the Middle Courtyard (Hyde and Atwood 2007; Hyde, personal conversation).  

Burial 1 

Burial 1 was discovered during excavation in 2004 of the Preclassic round 

platform (Cavazos and Wren 2008). The interred individual was placed inside the round 

platform underneath a layer of cobble-fill, but on top of the bedrock below. Excavation of 
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this burial was difficult to complete because the individual was encased in sascab. 

Although the poor preservation of Burial 1 inhibits the amount of data that can be 

obtained regarding the interred, it was confirmed that this burial was a secondary burial 

and the individual was interred with two Sierra Red ceramic vessels, most likely placed 

near or around the cranium (Cavazos and Wren 2008; Hyde and Atwood 2007; Grazioso 

2007). 

Burial 2 

Burial 2 was also recovered from the Preclassic structures in the Northern 

Courtyard of Group A. This burial was discovered during the 2005 excavations of the 

square platform directly south of the round platform in the Northern Courtyard (Cavazos 

and Wren 2008). The portion of the platform from which the burial was discovered was 

the platform’s border, just north of Structure A-4 of the Middle Courtyard. This primary 

burial consisted of two Sierra Red ceramic vessels placed on top of and beneath the 

cranium of one interred individual. Few post-cranial remains were recovered due to poor 

preservation, but those that were excavated suggest that the individual was interred with 

flexed arms, oriented in a north-south direction and with the skull facing west (Wren and 

Cavazos 2008). 

Burial 3 

The final burial recovered to date in the Northern Courtyard is Burial 3. This cist 

burial, located within a deliberately placed pile of stones, was discovered in 2007 and 

was located near the southern end of the Late Preclassic square platform of the Northern 

Courtyard (Cavazos and Wren 2008). The single individual located within the burial was 

interred in a flexed position and aligned north-south. Although the legs of the individual 

were bent at the knees and drawn back to the pelvis, the arms were extended (Cavazos 
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and Wren 2008; Cavazos 2009). The head of the individual was oriented north and faced 

east. Osteological analysis conducted during the 2008 field season revealed that the 

individual exhumed from Burial 3 was a young female approximately 20-30 years old 

(Cavazos 2009). Dental analysis revealed that the woman had modified teeth (a practice 

of filing down tooth enamel to form desired shapes that is common among both 

prehistoric and contemporary Maya communities) and, despite the rough maize-based 

diet that causes common dental attrition among Maya individuals, her teeth were in good 

health and showed no signs of childhood malnutrition (Cavazos 2009). Due to the young 

age of the individual, her location within a cist created underneath a Late Preclassic 

platform (and in association with two other Late Preclassic burials and three caches of the 

same period all in the same portion of the Medicinal Trail site), along with certain goods 

that accompanied the body (bits of Sponylus shell ornaments and beads and a piece of 

polished animal bone), led Cavazos (2009) to suggest that this individual was once a 

member of the household that occupied the Northern Courtyard. No definitive 

speculation can be made regarding the woman’s social status or importance in her 

household, but Cavazos (2009) suggests that her burial (in conjunction with Burials 1 and 

2) may have been part of a termination ritual dedicated to the beginning of new 

construction at Group A, or a form of ancestor veneration for the inhabitants of the 

Northern Courtyard.  

The two most recently recorded burials from Group A have both been discovered 

in association with Structure A-4 of the Middle Courtyard.  

Burial 4 

Burial 4 was the first burial recovered from Structure A-4. It was located in the 

southern corner of the structure. A metate fragment had been placed over the deceased. 
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The final analysis of this burial is not yet complete and so at the time of this report, little 

information regarding Burial 4 could be located. 

Burial 5 

Burial 5, the subject of this report, was discovered during the 2009 excavations 

into a side room in the northern portion of the structure. A low shelf was uncovered 

within the room, next to which lay Burial 5. The shelf and its surrounding area (including 

the burial) were covered with cobble-fill and sascab (Hyde, personal communication). 

The excavation and subsequent analysis of this burial is described in greater detail in 

Chapters Five and Six. 

Burial 6 

Excavation of Burial 6 began during the 2010 field season. This burial is located 

near the center of Structure A-4 beneath two plaster floors. The presence of large cut 

stones in the area just to the north of the burial suggests that this individual may have 

been interred within a cist or a tomb, but during initial excavation it was discovered that 

most of the bones are not located underneath these stones. It has been preliminarily 

suggested that the individual may have been initially placed under the cut stones, but the 

bones might have been moved at some point in time by a large tree root or tree fall (Hyde 

and Martin, personal communication). Due to weather, poor preservation, and time 

constraints the excavation of this burial was not completed at the time of this report and 

further information is not currently available. 

The burials thus far recovered from Group A of the Medicinal Trail site have been 

loosely concentrated into two main areas of the site: the Late Preclassic constructions that 

exhibit great ritual importance to the inhabitants of Group A and the internal rooms of the 

large temple-like structure located within the more restricted Middle Courtyard area. A 
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more complete comparison and discussion of these burials as they relate to Burial 5 will 

be discussed in Chapter Seven. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE EXCAVATION/S OF BURIAL 5 

THE 2009 FIELD EXCAVATION 

As mentioned in the previous chapters, excavation of Burial 5 began in 2009. 

Although much of the burial was excavated and recorded by the end of the field season, a 

substantial amount of material remained to be excavated when the season was 

concluding. Due to the fragile and fragmentary nature of the unexcavated portions of the 

burial and the impending end of the field season, Burial 5 was removed from its 

surrounding matrix and relocated to the R.E.W. Adams Archaeological Research Facility 

to better protect it from any potential damage that might occur in the field between the 

2009 and 2010 seasons. The burial was removed on a wooden board, wrapped in layers 

of aluminum foil and plastic, and placed in the lab (Fig. 3) so that the excavation could be 

completed the following year. The board was then carefully transported from the field 

and placed in the laboratory (Martin, personal communication). 

Because the PfBAP serves not only as a project in which graduate students and 

professionals can complete archaeological research, but also as a field school for students 

interested in learning archaeological methods and history, the excavation of Burial 5 

presented an educational opportunity. Students from the University of Texas at Austin 

(UT Austin), Humbolt University, and the University of Texas at San Antonio (UTSA) 

observed and participated in the excavation of Burial 5 under careful supervision. The 

students learned about osteology and human anatomy while researching the bones as they 

were recovered from the excavation and also studied excavation techniques such as 

cleaning and excavating, screening, measuring, mapping, and recording. Stevie Brown 

(currently an undergraduate student in Anthropology at UT Austin), and I instructed and 
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supervised the students as they worked and kept notes on the excavation. We exposed the 

students to specific tasks vital to excavating a burial but also maintained uniformity over 

all aspects of our excavation. For example, students were taught to map and plot the 

measurements of the bones Brown supervised the effort and composed the final mapping 

and sketches of the bones. In addition, the bone analysis was conducted preliminarily 

only by me (and a detailed analysis will be supervised by Martin during the 2011 field 

season). 

THE 2010 LABORATORY EXCAVATION 

Upon initially unveiling Burial 5 at the beginning of the 2010 field season, the 

condition of the packaged burial was not encouraging. During the interment of the 

deceased individual now recognized as Burial 5, the area surrounding the burial and the 

subsequent shelf area near the burial were covered with sascab (Fig. 4). The sascab 

adhered to the bones in Burial 5 and congealed them to the surrounding matrix. During 

transport of the matrix bundle from the field to the lab and over the course of a year 

between the two excavations, the components of the burial had also shifted out of their 

original context.  

Because the directionality of the original position of north during the field 

excavations was not noted on the board on which the burial was placed, the lab 

excavation was oriented to the location of north from within the lab. Upon a subsequent 

review of the 2009 field notes, it was discovered that the orientation used in the lab for 

the 2010 excavation was almost identical to the original field orientation (Martin, 

personal communication). Two datums were set: the first (to record horizontal 

measurements) was placed in the northern corner of the board (at 77 centimeters (cm) 

above the ground surface), and the second (to record elevations) was set on the wall 
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behind the burial. This second datum was located 153 cm above the ground surface. 

Starting elevations of the main clusters of bones were also recorded prior to excavations. 

Typically, burials are excavated as a single lot. However, because the preservation 

of Burial 5 was very poor, the burial was divided into separate lots that could be (and 

later were) combined upon completion. A floating grid was established above the surface 

on which Burial 5 was set and two tape measures were laid along the northwestern and 

northeastern edges of the underlying board. These tapes provided the X- and Y-axes from 

which all measurements were taken. The overlying grid simply helped to organize the 

burial when observing the mass of bones strewn about the board (Fig. 5).  

The first lot removed during the initial excavation of 2009 was Lot 2. This lot 

included a rough-sketch map with elevations of the largest clusters of bones. Lot 3 

marked the beginning of the 2010 excavation of Burial 5. In this lot, the burial was 

cleaned, and at that time it was quickly discovered that much of the bone in Burial 5 was 

congealed to its encompassing matrix, complicating the excavation process. The bone 

fragments that were included in this lot were only those that had been misplaced from 

their original context during transport of the burial from the field to the lab, or during the 

one-year waiting period between the two field seasons. Lot 4 consisted of cleaning the 

area of Burial 5 that was presumed to be the cranium. However, due to the fragmentary 

nature of the cranial bones and the fact that many of them were partially congealed to the 

surrounding matrix, a new method of organizing the excavation within a grid (as is 

described above) was adopted. The four areas of the grid were assigned new lots to better 

define the excavation. Lot 5 consisted of the southwest portion of Burial 5, Lot 6 was 

assigned to the northwest section of the grid (containing the cranium), Lot 7 was assigned 

to the northeast section of Burial 5, and the southeast portion of the burial was referred to 
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during excavation as Lot 8. These lots were recombined following the excavation and the 

field provenience of Burial 5 is now recognized as RB62, 7-GW-1. 

The ―bathtub‖ method of excavation (Saul, et al. 2007), in which the unit is 

excavated in shallow layers while clearing away matrix on an almost level plane 

throughout the entire unit (as if draining water from a tub), was utilized during the 

majority of the 2010 excavation. However, as the cranium became more exposed and 

fragile, this portion of the burial was left to be cleaned and completely excavated last. 

The excavation of the cranium is described in greater detail below.  

A variety of tools were utilized during the 2010 lab excavation of Burial 5. Dental 

picks and other metal implements were utilized only to pick away at pieces of matrix and 

sascab that were too tough to break down with other utensils. Metal tools are avoided 

when directly contacting bone because they can create scars on the bone surface that 

might resemble real taphonomic or cultural processes and can damage the bone. The 

surface of many of the bones had become quite soft and spongy in their matrix 

encasement, and so bamboo skewers and toothpicks were used to clean off the more 

delicate areas of the burial. Some portions of Burial 5 contained soil that was relatively 

soft and easier to work with, and so paintbrushes of differing shapes and sizes were 

utilized to clean away the powdery coating on many of the bones in these areas. 

Loosened dirt was swept into a spoon with a paintbrush and was eventually collected into 

a ―bone screen‖ – a 1/8
th

 inch (in) mesh screen – and the dirt was sifted. Any artifacts 

noted in the screen were recovered and collected for analysis. All fragments of bone 

recovered from the screening process were collected. Although these fragments often do 

not provide substantial information on the burial from which they came, all fragments 

were collected in order to honor the individual(s) to which they belonged and to keep as 

much of the  remains together as possible so that the individual may be re-interred later. 
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Once the grid above the burial was set in place and the horizontal and vertical 

datums were established, excavation and mapping of Burial 5 began. As previously 

mentioned, the initial excavation consisted of a general cleaning of the burial. Loose dirt 

surrounding the major bone clusters and sitting atop the bones was swept up and sifted, 

initial photographs were taken (using a Nikon D3000 digital camera), and the main 

clusters of bones were mapped. These photographs were recorded in a running photo log. 

Once Burial 5 was sufficiently cleaned so that the top-most bones that remained in situ 

were visible, excavation and more detailed mapping of the burial began. 

As bones were exposed throughout the excavation of Burial 5, the bones that were 

large and easily identifiable  or that had potential diagnostic characteristics were mapped 

and given an identifying number so that the bones’ original locations and directionality 

could be noted following their removal from their original context. Many of these bones 

were also photographed in situ. Mapping in this laboratory setting proved troublesome, 

but we attempted to be as precise as possible during this process. One archaeologist was 

in charge of standing over the bone to be mapped and dangling a plumb-bob (and later, a 

bamboo stick) directly over certain points on the bone while another archaeologist 

measured the distance of this point from both axes of our ―unit‖ that were marked by the 

tape measurers. These points were recorded and plotted by a third archaeologist and 

sketched onto the map. Each of these bones was numbered separately in order of when 

they were mapped, and each quadrant of the grid started with new numbers. These 

numbers were later combined into one running count as the lots were themselves 

combined. If it was necessary to remove a bone in order to gain access to further aspects 

of the burial located beneath the mapped bone, this bone was placed inside an aluminum 

foil packet and placed in the same position in which it was originally recorded. An 

outline of the bone was drawn on the foil packet and the directionality (orientation of the 



 36 

bone in relation to north) was also recorded. Finally, the packet was marked with the 

assigned bone number and one region of the bone was marked with an ―x‖ on the packet 

so that the origin of the bone could always be noted, even during analysis. This method of 

bone packaging protects the bones from damage following their removal and while in 

storage, and is also useful during analysis because the original positioning and 

directionality of the individual can be easily reconstructed. This packaging process 

follows the instructions described by Saul et al. 2007.  

Although many bones of Burial 5 were well-preserved at the time of the 2010 

excavation, several others were badly damaged. A wealth of miniscule bone fragments 

was recovered throughout the excavation process, and many clusters of potentially 

identifiable bone fragments were measured, mapped, and assigned numbers (the same 

process used for individual bones as they are mapped). When necessary, these clusters 

were removed from their context and placed together in a foil packet marked with the 

cluster number.  In the area surrounding the cranium, several clusters of thin, smooth 

bone fragments that appear to be facial fragments were recovered. Very thick bone 

fragments were also recovered from the southeastern portion of the excavation unit 

(previously, Lot 8) and are preliminarily assumed to belong to leg bones (tibia or femur) 

because of their location (south of the cranium) in the burial.  

Excavation of Burial 5 began with the cranium because this was the highest-

located cluster in relation to the rest of the burial. As the matrix was cleaned away and 

the cranium and the skull became more visible, this area also became more fragile. In 

order to preserve as much of the cranium as possible, further excavation of the cranium 

was abated and concentration was placed on the next highest portion of the burial. A final 

map of the bones recovered from Burial 5 is represented in Figure 6. 
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DIAGNOSTIC BONES RECOVERED FROM THE 2010 LAB EXCAVATION OF BURIAL 5  

Excavations in the northwestern region of the burial (just west of the cranium) 

revealed multiple identifiable rib and vertebra fragments. A fragment of what was 

interpreted to be a scapula was also recovered from this region.  

While excavating farther west from this area, a nearly complete radius was 

uncovered. Effort was momentarily focused in this area and subsequently two additional 

long bones were exposed. These bones were soon identified as an ulna (based on the 

presence of the identifiable olecranon process of the ulna) and humerus (based on the 

characteristic distal end of this bone). The ulna was located parallel to the radius and both 

were positioned on an east-west axis with the heads of each bone facing west. The radius 

was positioned (as expected) medially to the ulna. Located just north of the radius and 

ulna was the humerus, which was aligned on a north-south axis with the distal end of the 

shaft facing south, just 2 cm north of the radius and ulna.  Based on field analysis of the 

arm bones present and their position relative to each other in situ, it was preliminarily 

determined that this group of bones represented a fully-articulated left arm, flexed at the 

elbow (Fig. 7). A second radius, presumed during excavation to be the right radius, was 

later discovered lying parallel and in the same position as the left radius, but 

approximately 6 cm to the north of the left arm bones. Due to the flexed nature of what 

was preliminarily identified as the left arm, it was estimated that the entire individual was 

interred in a flexed position. Larger fragmentary bones (wider in width than any of the 

arm bones previously exposed), with thicker cortical bone than that present in the arm 

bones, were uncovered in the area just south and southwest of the arm bones (south of the 

cranium). These bones were cautiously identified as fragments of leg bones due to their 

size and thickness in comparison to the arm bones. Moreover, small hand and foot bones 
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(including carpals, possible tarsals, and a metatarsal) were recovered from the same area 

as the possible leg bones.  

Excavation of the skull suggested possible positioning of the cranium. A 

concentration of facial bone fragments was located in the crumbled matrix on the eastern 

side of the intact cranium, but some facial fragments were also located to the northwest of 

the cranium. Later excavations revealed that the block of matrix containing the cranium 

held an intact portion of the calvaria with other bone fragments in the area. The intact 

portion of the skull was located on one side, with the concave portion facing up (Fig. 8). 

Based on the location of the facial bones to the east of the calvaria and based off of 

preliminary interpretations of the direction of the meningeal grooves visible inside the 

calvaria, a preliminary estimation was made that the individual had been interred while 

lying on the left side of his or her body and the left side of his or her face. Later recovery 

of the first two cervical vertebrae (C1 – ―atlas‖, and C2 – ―axis‖; Fig. 9) abutting the 

skull on the western side further supported the supposition that the individual was 

interred on his or her left side. Fragments of the left zygomatic and left maxilla recovered 

from the southern portion of the cranium provided additional evidence that the individual 

was lying on the left cheek. Final excavation revealed that the portion of calvaria present 

in Burial 5 contained the left temporal bone with portions of the left parietal. This portion 

of the intact cranium also included the auditory meatus and mandibular fossa and 

portions of the zygomatic process and mastoid process.  

Based on the position of the skull in relation to the arm bones, and on the hand 

and foot bones and the directions in which these identifiable bones faced, we posited that 

the individual of Burial 5 was interred in a flexed position (with the knees drawn to the 

chest and the arms bent towards the knees, possibly placed around the ankles) on his or 

her left side. The cranium of the individual points north and the head faces east. The 
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interpretation of the positioning of the individual was better determined during the 

preliminary analysis. These results will be discussed in the following chapter. 

Alongside the primary block of matrix removed from Medicinal Trail was a 

bucket of un-screened soil leftover from the 2009 season and a second, much smaller 

portion of matrix (approximately 5 × 10 cm). The secondary matrix block was originally 

located in the southwestern portion of Burial 5. Excavation of this block yielded 

additional hand and foot bones and various long bone fragments that were cautiously 

identified as leg bone fragments. The location of these bones in the southern portion of 

the burial furthered our assumption that the individual was buried in a flexed position 

with the head pointing north and the hands and feet oriented south. 

It was unclear what area of the burial the bucket of unscreened soil had originated 

from, so the bones and bone fragments collected from this area were collected in a 

separate foil packet noting that their exact provenience was unknown. During screening 

of Burial 5, we could recover only small fragments of bone. However, the bucket of 

unscreened soil from the 2009 excavation proved to contain three teeth and two remains 

of what were presumed to be the hyoid bone (Fig. 10). The hyoid is a small bone located 

in the neck that forms the structure of the larynx (Steele and Bramblet 1988). It is the 

only bone in the body that does not articulate with another bone, but is instead suspended 

by ligaments (White and Folkens 2005).  

COLLECTION OF TEETH FROM BURIAL 5 

One theoretical concern of the archaeologists working at Groups A and B was to 

investigate potential familial relationships between the inhabitants of these groups. Hyde 

(personal communication) is interested in understanding who the inhabitants of Group A 

were through time and to investigate the idea that perhaps this group operated as a 
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lineage. Because Group B shows evidence that it might have been in conflict with or have 

been established following a defeat or abandonment of Group A, the archaeologists also 

want to investigate any potential familial relations between the people of each group. As 

noted in Chapter Three the most accurate method of investigating potential relations is to 

extract and analyze DNA from individuals buried at each site. Ancient bones and teeth 

can be tested for DNA, although teeth often provide the most reliable results. If secure, 

non-contaminated DNA is extracted from the bones of multiple individuals, the DNA can 

be compared in order to determine what familial relationships, if any, existed between the 

various inhabitants of Medicinal Trail throughout its occupation.  

In addition to using the teeth of individuals from Groups A and B to collect DNA 

samples, teeth were also exported for stable isotope analysis. This chemical analysis is 

used to determine diet changes of the individual over his or her lifetime and can be used 

to determine not only what type of diet the individual enjoyed, but also whether the 

individual moved from region to region between birth and death. By calculating the ratio 

of stable carbon and nitrogen isotopes in teeth, stable isotope analysis can provide a 

profile of a diet: higher ratios of 
12

C/
13

C indicate a diet rich in C4 plants (such as maize), 

and lower ratios of these isotopes indicates a diet of C3 plants (such as potato). Plants 

with a higher ratio of 
15

N/
14

N grow in marine environments whereas lower ratios of the 

nitrogen isotopes grown on land, and thus marine animals tend to have higher ratios of 

nitrogen as well. Thus, an individual with high nitrogen ratios can be assumed to have 

entertained a marine diet. The types of food consumed by the individual can also provide 

clues about where the individual lived at certain times in their life. An early diet rich in 

marine foods that shifts to a diet rich in C4 plants indicates that the individual might have 

spent his or her childhood in a coastal environment, but relocated at a later age to a more 

landlocked area rich in maize (White and Folkens 2005). The uncontaminated teeth 
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collected from Burial 5 will be tested for both DNA analysis and stable isotope analysis. 

However, at the date of the completion of this report, no such tests have been completed. 

With this objective to collect DNA in order to study familial relationships in 

mind, the excavation of Burial 5 was conducted with extreme caution. Because DNA 

samples extracted from burials at Groups A and B during the 2009 season revealed 

contamination with modern DNA, further caution was exercised during the 2010 

excavation. The focus of DNA extraction for the 2010 excavation of Burial 5 was placed 

on extracting uncontaminated teeth. Thus, when working in the area of the cranium, 

sterile surgeon’s gloves were worn to better dictate a clean environment. However, DNA 

contamination can be transferred through even the minutest situations. Tools utilized 

while not wearing gloves pose a threat of contamination when using the same tool while 

wearing gloves and then using the same glove to handle a tooth. DNA might also transfer 

through the air by breathing or coughing, or through contact with sweat, hair, or skin. 

Although several precautions were taken while excavating Burial 5 to ensure the security 

and purity of the DNA, there were nonetheless many opportunities for our extracted 

materials to become contaminated.  

The first tooth recovered from Burial 5 was located in the crumbled matrix that 

abutted the eastern side of the cranium. The student excavating this portion was already 

wearing gloves and had noticed the tooth before any further work was done on this 

portion. Before extracting the tooth from its context, a new, fresh pair of gloves was 

worn. The tooth—a lower, right incisor—was extracted and placed in a sterile foil packet 

and then wrapped in more foil and marked as intended for export. After recovering this 

first tooth, all excavators made sure to wear gloves at all times while working in this area 

of, and surrounding, the cranium. Throughout the remainder of the excavation, three 

additional teeth were recovered from their original contexts and were prepared for 



 42 

analysis. Each tooth was extracted while wearing sterile gloves and was placed 

immediately into sterile foil packets. In total, three of these packets (containing one 

incisor and two premolars, packaged individually) were processed for export to the 

United States for DNA and isotope analysis. At the time of this report, no final results are 

available. 

As previously mentioned in the above section, three teeth were collected from the 

bucket of unscreened dirt from the 2009 season. Within their context and due to the fact 

that the excavator was wearing gloves at the time of the discovery of the teeth, it was 

presumed that the teeth were not contaminated. However, due to their unknown context 

from the in-field burial, they were not prepared for export. 

CONCLUSION 

The 2010 excavation process of Burial 5 proved to be challenging due to the 

damage experienced by the Burial 5. Upon removing the burial’s protective cover, it was 

evident that some of the bones had shifted and broken during the year that passed 

between the initial 2009 field season and the 2010 excavation in the lab. In order to better 

organize the cleaning process of the burial and improve the visibility of the layout of the 

individual, a floating grid was placed over the burial ―unit‖. Each grid quadrant was 

assigned a separate lot number, and these numbers were combined into one lot after the 

excavation completed. Throughout the excavation, the layout of the recovered bones 

suggested the individual was interred on a north-south axis in a flexed position with at 

least one arm placed near the feet. Final excavation of the cranium supported this 

interpretation and further suggested that the head of the individual was placed on the left 

cheek, facing east (Fig. 11).  
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After excavation was complete, the field notes and lot forms were compiled to 

combine the individual lots into a single unified lot and the packages of bone and bone 

fragments were organized into numerical order as they were removed. These packet 

numbers correspond to the maps that were created during the excavation process. These 

packages were then set aside for analysis. The preliminary results of this analysis will be 

presented in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

PRELIMINARY ANALYSIS OF BURIAL 5 

POST-EXCAVATION PROCEDURES 

Following the completion of the Burial 5 laboratory excavation, the packets of 

bone and bone fragments were counted and organized by number and area of the burial 

from which they were recovered. A preliminary analysis of each bone was conducted, 

and photographs were taken of potentially identifiable pathologies or features. This 

analysis was conducted to determine which bones were recovered from the burial, how 

many individuals were interred within the burial, and how many bones of each individual 

were present. Once each bone or bone fragment was identified, a more detailed look into 

the pathologies of the bone was conducted. Osteological analysis was also used to 

determine whether any features of the bones existed that might suggest the biological sex 

and age at death of the interred. It is important to note that, due to time constraints at the 

end of the 2010 field season, the following analysis has not yet been reviewed by the 

PfBAP Project Osteologists. Thus, the information presented in this chapter reflects only 

preliminary interpretation of the bones. A final osteological analysis of Burial 5 will be 

conducted in conjunction with Martin during the 2011 field season and a report will be 

published thereafter. 

The analysis of Burial 5 began by organizing the bone packets in the order of the 

number assigned to them in association with the completed maps. A total of 106 bone and 

bone fragments was analyzed during this process, and 57 packets of unidentifiable bone 

fragments were also recorded. After the packets were organized according to number and 

location, each packet was individually considered. A table was created to organize the 

information from the packets; the table included the packet number, the determined type 
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of bone within the packet, an indication of whether the bone was complete or fractured, 

and a description of any features, pathologies, or preservation conditions present on the 

bone. The osteological manuals of Bass (1995), Steele and Bramblett (1988), and White 

and Folkens (2005) were referenced for this analysis. 

POTENTIAL INTERESTING OSTEOLOGICAL CHARACTERISTICS OF BURIAL 5 

Due to the poor preservation conditions and fragmentary nature of Burial 5 during 

the 2010 excavation, I did not expect the burial to yield much physical information about 

the interred individual. Many bones were identifiable during excavation, but the poor 

preservation of the burial was unlikely to provide a very detailed analysis of the physical 

state of the individual at the time of his or her death. However, the initial analysis of 

Burial 5 did indeed preliminarily identify multiple characteristics that might enable the 

osteologists to construct a more detailed description of the interred than was previously 

imagined. 

Determinations of Biological Sex 

There are several physical features of the human skeleton that osteologists can use 

to relatively accurately determine the sex of an individual. Traditionally, features of the 

pelvic girdle provide the most consistent assessment of the sex of individuals, because the 

female pelvis is adapted to better accommodate child bearing (Bass 1995, Steele and 

Bramblett 1988). Such features of the pelvis that are proven to accurately determine sex 

include the size and shape of the pelvic girdle (including the ilium, ischium, pelvis, 

sacrum, and coccyx) and the shape of the greater sciatic notch of the ilium. In addition, 

the general size and robusticity of the cranium can also help to determine sex. A general 

understanding of the expected variations of the physical characteristics of the culture 

under study must be available in order to make such determinations about sex. It should 
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also be acknowledged that these determinations primarily apply to adult specimens. 

Different bones of the human skeleton fuse at different years of age, but sexually 

dimorphic features do not tend to differentiate in human development until late 

adolescence or adulthood (Steele and Bramblett 1988). 

Unfortunately, the preliminary analysis of Burial 5 yielded no identifiable pelvic 

remains. Due to the extremely fragmentary nature of the cranium and the inability to 

identify remains of the pelvis, the most acceptably accurate methods of sex determination 

were not available for this individual. Although no observable features that may provide 

accurate sex estimations were noted during the preliminary analysis of Burial 5, one 

small feature may offer a clue. According to Bass (1995), the length of the glenoid cavity 

of the scapula has been demonstrated to be useful in sex determinations. Thankfully, the 

full glenoid cavity of the right scapula of Burial 5 was recovered and measured to be 

35.59 millimeters (mm) (as confirmed by Martin). According to Bass (1995), 

measurements less than 34 mm are typically attributed to female specimens and 

measurements of 37 mm or greater are typically attributed to males; a measurement of 

34-36 mm is considered ambiguous. However, Martin compared the glenoid 

measurement of Burial 5 to that of a comparative skeleton from Saktunja, Belize. The 

Saktunja individual is identified as a female and has a glenoid cavity measurement of 

32.01 mm (Martin, personal communication). Based on these measurements, it can be 

cautiously suggested that the individual of Burial 5 is a male. 

Determinations of Age 

Over the course of an individual’s lifetime, the skeleton undergoes a series of 

changes. Although these changes are always individual-specific, they are nonetheless 

sequential and chronological and can thus be evaluated and predicted within skeletal 
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populations (White and Folkens 2005). In particular, the fusion of the shafts of long 

bones to their epiphyses and the eruption of adult teeth (processes that occur in childhood 

and adolescence) occur during certain age ranges depending on the bone or tooth. Cranial 

sutures also fuse at distinguishable ages, and deterioration of bones can help to determine 

aging during adulthood (Bass 1995; Steele and Bramblett 1988; White and Folkens 

2005).  

As noted above, the fragmentary nature of Burial 5 made age determination 

difficult. The majority of the long bone fragments recovered from the burial offered no 

evidence concerning the presence or absence of epiphyseal fusion, requiring me to rely 

on looking at other areas of the skeleton for evidence of the individual’s age at death. 

Due to the apparent fusion of the acromion process to the left scapula, I preliminarily 

argue that this individual died as an adult, at least 22 years of age. However, further 

analysis of the post-cranial and dental attributes in the 2011 season may provide more 

detailed information. In particular, the teeth may represent an interesting contrast to the 

estimated age of the post-cranial bones.  

A total of six teeth were analyzed during the 2010 field season (two additional 

teeth were recovered from the burial, but exported back to the United States for DNA and 

stable isotope analysis). The recovered teeth show indications of extensive enamel wear, 

which is particularly evident in the left maxillary canine (Fig. 12). A fragment of the left 

maxilla with one tooth still embedded was discovered, and this tooth was initially 

identified as an incisor due to its flat occlusal surface. Further investigation of the tooth 

indicated that it was indeed a canine with advanced enamel wear. All of the teeth 

recovered from Burial 5 exhibit this deterioration of the occlusal surfaces. Although 

accelerated wear patterns on teeth often indicate old age, they also reflect diet. Diets rich 

in carbohydrates and grit often wear down tooth enamel over time, a process termed 
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attrition (Bass 1995). Grit may be added to a diet through the food type or methods of 

food processing, such as grinding grains into meal. In Mesoamerica, the common practice 

of grinding maize kernels into flour was accomplished through the use of manos and 

metates. These tools were typically made of stone, and the grinding process would wear 

down not only the grain, but also the tool. With the unintentional addition of stone grit 

into the diet, prehistoric Mesoamerican cultures (such as the Maya) are today often 

recognized by extensively worn teeth as a result of this maize-based diet (Bass 1995, 

Steele and Bramblett 1988, White and Folkens 2005). 

The consideration of apparent physical health of the skeleton and dentition must 

be considered in association with skeletal characteristics of growth patterns. Although the 

teeth of the Burial 5 individual might suggest an individual of great age, the apparent 

fusion of the scapula and lack of evidence for severe pathological deterioration on other 

portions of the skeleton suggest that this Maya individual died in ―his‖ earlier years of 

adulthood. For the purposes of this report, I will claim that the interred individual of 

Burial 5 is a young adult male. 

Pathologies 

In instances of infection or disease, the skeleton may sometimes be affected and 

modified. These indicators of disease or infection in the bone are referred to as 

―pathologies‖ (White and Folkens 2005). During the analysis of Burial 5, each bone and 

bone fragment was individually assessed for the presence of pathologies.  

Many of the bones and bone fragments recovered from Burial 5 had been 

damaged in the years since their initial deposition. Acidity in the soil slowly deteriorated 

the organic components in the bone and burrowing animals and insects and roots cut into 

the bone, creating scratches, scars, and holes, and even breaking the bones into pieces. It 
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is often difficult to determine osteologically if a bone has been altered post-mortem by 

natural elements, or if the modifications noted were due to pre- or peri-mortem disease or 

cultural processes. Many of the bones from Burial 5 exhibit scratches, holes, and pitting 

on the cortical surfaces of bones (particularly long bones and ribs), but at the time of this 

report, there is not enough evidence to conclude whether these marks were caused by pre-

mortem disease of the individual or post-mortem natural or cultural events. Currently, 

such marks on the cortical surfaces of the bones are labeled as naturally occurring ―root 

etching‖, in which the roots of plants gently scratch away at the surface of the bone over 

time (Martin, personal communication). 

Although a more detailed analysis of Burial 5’s pathologies must wait until an as-

yet uncompleted final analysis, the preliminary analysis did identify a few potential 

markers of disease. One manual phalanx exhibited a small hook-shaped growth of bone 

on its palmar surface (Fig.13). I am not able to identify what may have caused this 

strange growth, but this will be further analyzed in the future. It was not possible to 

determine from which side of the body this phalanx came, and no other phalanges from 

Burial 5 were noted to contain similar pathologies. 

The most interesting pathology of Burial 5 exists on the left radius. This bone 

exhibits an obvious periosteal infection, as evidenced by cortical pitting on the dorsal side 

of the shaft of the left radius (Fig. 14). This pitting (as acknowledged by Martin, personal 

communication) is evidence of some sort of disease, but this disease is currently 

unknown and the pathology will simply be referred to in this report as a ―generalized 

bone disorder‖ (Martin, personal communication). 
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Cultural Modifications 

The many cultures of Mesoamerica are well-recognized in the bioarchaeological 

community for their practices of cranial modification (―head-shaping‖). The Maya are no 

exception, and many sites within Belize have reported instances of this intentional, 

cultural practice. One of the most notable of these Belizean examples is the ―skull pit‖ of 

Colha (Massey 1989). At Burial 5, despite the poor preservation of the cranium (only the 

left portion of the skull remained intact) that complicated analysis, several photographs of 

the skull suggest a strange shape. When the skull of Burial 5 was placed in the Frankfurt 

Horizontal Plane position (Bass 1995, Steele and Bramblett 1988) for photographing, the 

skull did not appear to be as rounded as a typical, unaltered skull might look. The odd 

shape of the skull was also noted by Martin and so it is preliminarily suggested that 

Burial 5 exhibits some indication of intentional cranial modification. I will provide 

further description of this feature of Burial 5 in Chapter Seven. In this following chapter I 

will also introduce some of the popular theories surrounding cranial modification of the 

Maya, and discuss how this theory applies to Burial 5. 

CONCLUSION 

Upon my initial view of the physical state of Burial 5 at the beginning of the 2010 

field season, I feared there was little hope of recovering any identifiable bones within the 

mess of sascab and cobble-fill. The majority of the bones recovered from Burial 5 were 

indeed fragmentary, but the excavation yielded a number of welcome surprises 

throughout the process: nearly complete arm bones, both patellae, multiple teeth, a large 

portion of the cranium, articulated scapula and vertebrae, and the majority of the hyoid. 

The following chapter will summarize the information that was retrieved from the 

excavation of Burial 5 and provide a brief discussion on the ways in which this burial 
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might help to identify the social and ritual characteristics of the Maya population at 

Group A of Medicinal Trail and potentially the Belizean Maya as a regional entity. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The excavation and analysis of Burial 5 from Group A of Medicinal Trail proved 

to be a complicated process, spanning two field seasons. Although a complete analysis of 

the skeletal materials has yet to be completed and the results of DNA and stable isotope 

analysis results are yet to be received, some cautious inferences may be made regarding 

the burial practices of the residents at Group A and the individual interred within Burial 

5.  

By understanding methods of mortuary customs and identifying potential patterns 

that occur between the burials within a single society or a group of neighboring 

communities, archaeologists can begin to piece together images of the social, religious, 

and political mechanisms of these ancient Maya communities. Skeletal analyses may also 

provide information regarding the physical and nutritional health of individuals from 

various aspects of society. Relationships between burial structure, body position, 

particular material items included within the grave, and the age, sex, and health of the 

interred individual may also suggest consistent cultural or ritual traditions across social 

groups. Patterns between these groups may indicate broader cultural practices and beliefs. 

Many archaeologists have focused mortuary research on the burial customs of the elite, 

but examining the ways in which mortuary customs were conducted within hinterland 

communities (such as those at Medicinal Trail) can provide a better understanding of the 

interrelationships between these economically diverse social groups. This chapter will 

summarize the results from the 2010 excavation and preliminary analysis. I will also 

synthesize some of the theory surrounding Maya burial customs and cultural modification 

of the body, and how this information relates to Burial 5. 
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DISCUSSION OF BURIAL 5 OBSERVATIONS 

Burial 5 was located during an excavation into the large, eastern-facing Structure 

A-4 of Group A at Medicinal Trail in 2009. While investigating a side room within the 

northern portion of Structure A-4, archaeologists located bone fragments lying near a 

shelf within the room. The area around and including the shelf (and the subsequent 

burial) had been filled with sascab and cobble-fill, indicating that the room had been 

closed at some point during construction or remodeling of the structure. A number of 

ceramic sherds from different vessels were recovered from atop the shelf, but have yet to 

be analyzed by the project ceramicist. However, previously excavated and analyzed 

ceramics recovered from Structure A-4 indicate that the structure (and the Middle 

Courtyard in general) dates to the Late to Terminal Classic periods.  

2010 LABORATORY EXCAVATION 

Excavation of the burial located within the side-room of A-4 began during the 

summer field season of 2009, but were not completed by the close of the season. 

Therefore, the matrix surrounding and including Burial 5 was removed from its field 

context on a board, and relocated to the laboratory at the R.E.W. Adams Field Station to 

be protected until the 2010 field season. This subsequent excavation in the laboratory was 

conducted by me (Stacy Drake), Stevie Brown, and various field school students from 

UT Austin, Humbolt University, and UTSA under the observation and guidance of 

Martin.    

Due to the sascab and cobble-fill covering and intermixed with the skeleton, in 

combination with the removal of the burial from its context and transport through the 

Belizean jungle to the lab, the preservation of Burial 5 was less than ideal. The majority 

of the bones were fragmented, and this fragmentation only increased during excavation 

when attempts were made to separate the bones from the sascab that had congealed to 
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their outer surfaces. Although some of the excavation techniques were unconventional 

(such as separating the excavation process into multiple lots and delaying work on the 

cranium until the end of the excavation), the laboratory excavation of Burial 5 proved to 

be a wonderful learning experience for me and the participating students and yielded a 

significant quantity of useful data.  

POTENTIAL FINDINGS OF 2010 PRELIMINARY ANALYSIS 

Unfortunately, no pelvic remains were identified during the 2010 excavation, and 

only a small portion of the long bones and cranium preserved, limiting the methods 

available to accurately determine the sex of the interred individual. However, based on 

the size of the glenoid cavity of the right scapula, the individual is tentatively identified 

as an adult male. Further analysis of the skeleton—including the evident fusion of the 

acromion process of the scapula and the lack of evidence for great deterioration or aging 

on the remaining bones of the skeleton—suggest that the individual of Burial 5 died as a 

young adult.  

Conversely, the recovered teeth suggest a much different age at death. Advanced 

enamel attrition was identified in all of the recovered teeth, suggesting that the individual 

actually died at an older age. However, such advanced attrition can also be explained 

through a diet rich in gritty foods. The process of grinding maize with stone manos and 

metates, as is commonly attributed to the Maya, is a known method of introducing grit 

into a diet, and this form of grit-induced attrition is commonly recognized among ancient 

and modern Maya populations (Bass 1995).  

The preliminary analysis of Burial 5 identified only a few pathologies of the 

skeletal remains. The left radius exhibited evidence of an unidentified bone disorder or 
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disease, and one un-sided manual phalanx presented a small hook-shaped bone protrusion 

on its palmar surface.  

The dental, cranial, and postcranial remains from Burial 5 exhibited no further 

identifiable indications of great malnutrition or injury during the preliminary analysis. 

However, the skeleton did present some evidence for possible cultural body modification. 

Although none of the teeth recovered from Burial 5 exhibit evidence of cultural 

modification, the shape of the skull might suggest some form of alteration. 

Approximately one-third of the skull was recovered intact and articulated from Burial 5, 

including a small portion of the left maxilla, the left temporal, and small portions of the 

left parietal and the occipital. The presence of the intact zygomatic process, mastoid 

process, and external auditory meatus of the left portion of the skull also provide helpful 

visual guidance to orient the skull and observe its interesting shape. The odd shape of the 

skull will be discussed in relation to theory on ancient Maya cranial modification 

practices briefly below. 

CRANIAL MODIFICATION AMONG THE ANCIENT MAYA 

Individuals familiar with the ancient Maya often associate this culture with its 

known practices of cranial and dental modification. Portrayals of this practice among the 

Maya have been circulated through television documentaries on the Mitchell-Hedges 

crystal skull (and its regional variants) and even modern mainstream Hollywood films – 

notably Mel Gibson’s Apocalypto (2006) and Stephen Spielberg’s Indiana Jones and the 

Kingdom of the Crystal Skull (2008). Unfortunately, these modern depictions of one of 

the many fascinating aspects of Maya culture attach notions of inhuman grotesqueness, 

savagery, or extraterrestrial origins and divination. These ahistorical replications of 
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physical modification do not accommodate interpretations or discussions of beauty, 

cultural and individual identity, and spirituality.  

Within the archaeological community, many trained professionals have 

investigated the intriguing practices of cranial and dental modification. These 

investigations have yielded substantial information about the many styles in which 

cranial modification can manifest and the methods utilized to create these shapes (Dembo 

and Imbelloni 1938, Massey 1989, Romero 1975, Stewart 1975). However, few 

archaeologists have taken interest in identifying the potential social, religious, economic, 

or political reasons for conducting such practices.  

OVERVIEW OF EXISTING THEORIES 

Dembo and Imbelloni (1938) created an identification system for the differing 

modes of cranial modification that is still widely used by archaeologists today. Using 

visual inspection and measurements, this system divided cranial modification into two 

main modes: tabular and orbicular (Fig. 15). These categories could then be further 

subdivided into erect or oblique subcategories. These categorizations are determined by 

the method in which the cranial shape was created (French 2010). Because I am less 

interested in identifying these specific modes of modification until the final analysis 

confirms that Burial 5 contains evidence that cranial modification actually occurred, I 

will not overburden the reader with a description of these different styles in this report.  

 

Outside of contemporary theory, historical and archaeological resources also 

provide information regarding the practice of cranial modification. In his Relación de las 

cosas de Yucatan, Friar Diego de Landa provided a brief mention of this process, stating: 

―They [Maya individuals] also have their heads and foreheads flattened from infancy by 

their mothers‖ (translation by Gates 1978:35). In a separate sixteenth century account, de 
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Landa noted that newborn infants were ―stretched out upon a sort of little bed made of 

reeds or strips of other material, and then the head was placed between a couple of 

boards, one at the back and one at the front. These were then pressed together and 

fastened‖ (Dingwall 1931:153).  

POSSIBLE CRANIAL MODIFICATION AT BURIAL 5 

The intact cranial bones of Burial 5 provide us with a view of the left ear of the 

deceased, with our portion stopping just before the formation of the face and back of the 

skull. However, when one orients this skull fragment along the Frankfurt Horizontal 

Plane (Bass 1995; Steele and Bramblett 1988; White and Folkens 2005), one might note 

that the occipital and parietal bones present in this sample do not slope as far anteriorly as 

an unmodified skull does. Instead, this intact portion of Burial 5’s skull seems to slope 

slightly up and back (superior-anteriorly) (Fig. 16). When this shape is compared to a 

non-modified human cranium, the same bones as those shown in Burial 5 would appear 

more ovular, with the slope of the skull directed anteriorly, and not superiorly (Fig. 17). 

In comparison with an image of a modified skull from Isla del Idolo, Veracruz (Romero 

1975:65) the Burial 5 skull appears to potentially exhibit the tabular erect form of cranial 

modification (Fig. 18). 

Considering the historical and archaeological documentation of modification 

processes among members of Maya society, most modern theory concerning ―head-

shaping‖ (as it is commonly termed) entertains the notion that this was a practice of only 

the elite members of society (Chase and Chase 1992, Dingwall 1931, Massey 1989, 

Welsh 1988). As mentioned earlier in this report, the site of Medicinal Trial is believed to 

represent a hinterland community of lesser-elite groups. The individuals living at this site 

(and particularly, at Group A) were likely not slaves or poor agriculturalists, but they also 
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were not the powerful rulers and elites living in the nearby site-center of La Milpa. As 

noted by de Landa (Dingwall 1931), cranial modifications could be achieved by simply 

strapping an infant to a flat surface—a process known as ―cradle-boarding‖ (Saul and 

Saul 1989)—or by strapping boards to the front and back of the head. Stewart (1975) 

identifies a third method of cranial modification completed by wrapping the infant’s skull 

in cloth or bandages to create a conical shape. These methods of modification can only be 

completed on infants and young children because the bones of the cranium are not yet 

fused and remain highly malleable at this stage of development (Steele and Bramblett 

1988).  

Regardless of the economic status of a group or individual, I argue that cranial 

modification is a not a marker of exclusively high-status individuals. The materials 

required to conduct these modifications on infants—flat boards and cloth—were likely 

articles that could be found around any household of any social or economic standing. 

Thus, I argue that even if head-shaping was commonly practiced among the elite, 

researchers cannot disregard the possibility that lesser-elite or commoner communities 

were also practicing these methods as a form of mimicry, identity, or reverence. 

Few studies have been conducted on the potential catalysts for Maya cranial 

modification beyond economic limitations, but a small number have begun to probe 

regarding group identification, religious influences, and aesthetics. French (2010), 

Romero (1970), and Stewart (1975) have conducted broad studies to identify potential 

patterns in the spatial and temporal distribution of differing types of cranial modification. 

Hyde and Shifrer (2004) proposed a study of such distributions to investigate possible 

notions of social identity and boundary formation. Others have theorized that cranial 

modification was practiced among the Maya as a form of group aesthetic and beauty 
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(Saul and Saul 1989). Houston et al. (2006) have even suggested that the practice of head 

shaping was developed to resemble the Maize God. 

Regardless of the potential rationale behind the practice of head-shaping among 

the Maya, evidence of this modification reaches as far back as the Preclassic Period 

(French 2010). It is still yet to be determined whether the interred individual of Burial 5 

exhibits this cultural form of body modification. However, if the cranium of Burial 5 

indeed shows evidence of this practice, it will be interesting to conduct a follow-up report 

on the practice of body modification among lesser-elite communities in the Maya world. 

THE PRACTICE OF BURIAL AND MORTUARY RITUAL AMONG 

THE ANCIENT MAYA 

Osteological attributes of a burial are only one avenue of gathering information 

about the interred individual and the culture to which he or she belonged. Aspects of 

body positioning, burial location, and material items interred in the burial can also 

provide a wealth of information regarding the culture of study. In this section, I will 

briefly explore some of the common interpretations of burial type and body positioning 

as they pertain to social, political, or ritual practices a culture. 

TYPES OF BURIALS 

With regard to Burial 5 at Medicinal Trail, I will briefly discuss the attributes 

most relevant to features noted with this burial: in particular, grave typology, body and 

head positioning, and orientation.  

Although many archaeologists have developed classifications for grave types, 

these classifications vary greatly from one another based on the archaeologist, site, and 

types of burials recovered from the site. Thus, Welsh (1988) developed an (albeit, 

ideally) all-encompassing classification system for the numerous types of graves 
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represented in his regional study. Welsh identified six main types of graves, each of 

which can be further classified into multiple varieties: Type 1 – Simple; Type 2 – 

Chultun; Type 3 – Cist; Type 4 – Crypt; Type 5 – Tomb; Type 6 – 

Unknown/Unclassifiable. He also provided brief descriptions of the features of each of 

these types and varieties. In the interest of space and not overburdening the reader with 

detail, I will refrain from listing and describing the various varieties of each of these 

types in this report. Saul et al. (2007) compiled a short list of burial types, including in 

their report only Cist, Crypt, Tomb, and Simple. 

Welsh also created a taxonomy for the various locational and structural contexts 

of Lowland Maya burials. In this system, Welsh identified seven locations: house 

mounds/house platforms, elite or vaulted residences, palaces, ceremonial 

platforms/household shrines/temples, plazas, plaza stelae, and temple altars.  

BODY POSITIONING WITHIN BURIALS 

Finally (with regard to the subject of this report), Welsh conducted a study of the 

positional aspects of the osteological remains in a burial. Before further developing his 

analysis of body positioning in Maya burials, Welsh introduces the definitions of 

―primary‖ and ―secondary‖ burials. Primary burials, described by Welsh, are burials ―in 

which the skeletal remains of one or more individuals are more or less complete and 

articulated. The body should not have been manipulated after death nor before burial‖ 

(1988:35). A secondary burial is defined as a burial ―in which the skeleton has been 

intentionally disarticulated and been moved or manipulated after death, but before burial‖ 

(1988:35). In a slightly more simplified version, Saul et al. (2007) also define these types 

of burials. In this more recent definition, a primary burial is defined as a burial in which 

the individual was originally interred in the same position and location in which they 
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were discovered by archaeologists. Saul et al. add that ―the bones, or fragments of bones, 

will be in an anatomically logical position‖ (2007:19). Conversely, secondary burials are 

identified as instances in which the individual, or part of the individual, was moved to the 

location of discovery from an initial location following the total decay of the deceased. 

Bones in this type of burial will ―not be in logical anatomical position‖ (2007:19).  

Body positioning in the investigated Maya burials occurred in three main types: 

extended (lying flat with the legs stretched out from the body), flexed (legs and/or arms 

drawn in towards the body), typically in the ―fetal position‖ (Saul et al. 2007:21)), and 

seated. Head orientation, meaning ―the direction to which the head of the deceased 

pointed in a grave‖ (Welsh 1988:52), was also discussed in order to determine whether a 

group, site, or region tended towards a certain orientation of the deceased, and if this 

orientation correlated to any specific grave type. In the conclusion of his study of 

orientation, Welsh noted that regional patterns indeed existed in the Maya Lowlands: ―in 

each case the prevailing orientation was similar to its neighbors, thus producing an 

interesting regional pattern‖ (1988:55).  

ANCESTOR VENERATION 

In Chapter Three, I provided a discussion of the common occurrence in Maya 

mortuary analysis to conclude that all recovered Maya burials can be attributed to 

practices of religious or political sacrifice, or to practices of ancestor veneration. 

Although I do not subscribe to the view that all burials recovered in the Maya world can 

be attributed to only these two forces, I nonetheless would agree that previous arguments 

of in-structure burials—in particular, sub-floor burials—as representative of practices of 

ancestor veneration (Gillespie 2000a, 2000b; McAnany 1998, 2000; Welsh 1988) are 

justifiably supported with substantial evidence and hypotheses. When considering 
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Gillespie’s (2000a) depiction of houses and structures as living beings, one might 

imagine dedicatory practices of Maya elites sacrificing an individual and placing the 

body within a wall or underneath the corner of a newly constructed building. At the end 

of this chapter, I will explore the possibilities of such dedicatory sacrifice or ancestral 

worship occurring within the large, eastern-facing structure of Group A at Medicinal 

Trail. 

DISCUSSION OF THEORY IN RELATION TO BURIAL 5 

The information I have provided above, both in this chapter and in Chapter Three, 

has provided a framework of the common theories and interpretations attributed to Maya 

burials. In the final portion of this report, I will apply the formerly discussed theory (and 

my aforementioned aversions to them) to my preliminary understanding of Burial 5. 

Because my analysis of the burial is preliminary and has not yet been approved by the 

PfBAP Project Osteologists, the following interpretations represent my own opinions and 

perceptions.  

Burial 5 was initially located within the Late to Terminal Classic Structure A-4: 

the largest structure at Group A. Within a small room on the northern side of the 

structure, archaeologists came across a stone shelf. A plethora of ceramic sherds had been 

placed atop this shelf, and the burial had been placed next to the shelf. The individual 

placed within the room (currently interpreted as a young adult male) was laid to rest on 

his left side. The knees of the deceased were brought up to the chest and at least one arm 

was draped across the legs, with the hand (or hands) draped over the ankles. The head of 

the individual was oriented north and the face looked east (Fig. 11). It would appear that, 

except for the ceramic sherds placed atop the shelf within the room, the individual was 
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not interred with any material items. At some point after these events occurred, the room 

was filled in with cobbles and sascab and walled off (Hyde, personal communication).  

According to the burial-type classifications identified by Welsh (1988) and Saul 

et al. (2007), Burial 5 seems to be representative of a simple cobble-fill burial. The burial 

does not seem to have been outlined with any stones and the presence of various cobbles 

and sascab (with an occasional chert flake or ceramic sherd) intermixed with the skeleton 

suggests a cobble-fill burial. Saul et al. also note that the bones within a cobble-fill burial 

are often fragmented (2007:15), a feature that Burial 5 certainly possesses. 

After completing the preliminary osteological analysis of the Burial 5 skeleton, 

the remains offered few features that might further indicate the identity of the deceased. 

According to this analysis, the interred individual of Burial 5 was a possible male. The 

individual possessed only a few pathologies, including a bone disease on the left radius 

(likely caused by an as-of-yet unidentified infection; Fig. 14), a possible bone-spur or 

growth on one finger (Fig. 13), and high amounts of dental attrition (likely caused by a 

gritty diet of ground maize, not by age; Fig. 12). The analysis did not reveal any instances 

of arthritis, broken bones, malnutrition, or other indications of disease, and thus (in 

combination with the degree of fusion present on the larger bone fragments) I have 

preliminarily estimated that this individual died as a young adult and was in fairly good 

health throughout ―his‖ lifetime. 

With the information presented above, the case of the interred individual of Burial 

5 is a puzzling one. Hyde (2009) has argued that Structure A-4 may have served as a 

temple or shrine for the residents of Group A. According to the previously mentioned 

common assumptions of burials, this particular individual could potentially have served 

two purposes in this community: as a sacrificial victim to dedicate and provide life to a 

newly-constructed building, or as a revered ancestor of the Group A family, interred 
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within the shrine or temple to provide power and wealth to the community (Gillespie 

2000b; McAnany 1998).  

When viewing the condition of the burial when it was uncovered at the beginning 

of the 2010 field season, it seemed as if the individual had been placed within the room, 

covered in sascab, and then rocks were subsequently and unceremoniously tossed on top 

of ―him‖. Typical Western modes of thinking might assume that a potentially ―revered 

ancestor‖ would be not be treated in such a way when interred within a ―family shrine‖. 

This assumption is solidified when the remaining burials at Group A are compared with 

Burial 5. Each of the previously excavated burials from Group A (described in Chapter 

Four) were located within the Preclassic Northern Courtyard, and thus it should be noted 

that these burials date to a much earlier time period than the Late to Terminal Classic date 

of Burial 5. However, Burials 1 and 3 share interesting characteristics with Burial 5. 

Burial 1, recovered from the Preclassic round structure, was located atop bedrock, and 

underneath a layer of sascab and cobble-fill. However, this burial possessed two large 

Sierra Red vessels that had likely been placed near the cranium of the deceased. Burial 3, 

located in the Late Preclassic platform of the Northern Courtyard, was interred within a 

cist underneath a deliberately placed pile of stones. The interred individual was a young 

female (20–30 years of age), laid to rest with her legs drawn back to her buttocks and her 

arms extended. Like Burials 2 and 5, her body was oriented north-south, with her head 

pointing north. The skull of Burial 2 faced west, but the skulls of Burials 3 and 5 were 

directed east. Finally, Burial 6 was located within Structure A-4 during the 2010 field 

season. However, much unlike Burial 5, Burial 6 is located beneath two plaster floors in 

the center of the structure. The presence of large cut stones near the burial also suggests 

that this individual was interred within a cist or a tomb. Further excavation and analysis 

of this burial will be conducted during the 2011 field season. 
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With this comparison of all the burials uncovered at Group A in mind, I find 

myself unsure of how to make further assessments of Burial 5. Burials 1, 2, and 3 all date 

to a much earlier time period (roughly 300 BC–AD 250) than Burials 5 and 6 (dating 

from AD 600–925), and thus some (or all) of the differences (such as the Sierra Red 

vessels in the Preclassic burials) might be explained by temporal cultural changes. Thus, 

perhaps it is more appropriate to compare Burial 5 with its seemingly contemporary 

Burial 6. However, because of the impending completion of the excavation and analysis 

of Burial 6, very little information is currently available. Cavazos (2009) interpreted 

Burial 3 as a possible dedicatory termination ritual or a form of ancestor veneration for 

the inhabitants of the Northern Courtyard. However, when the features of Burial 5 are 

considered, such arguments are inconclusive. Because Burial 5 is located within a small 

side-room of Structure A-4 and Burial 6 is located in the center of the structure within a 

possible cist or tomb, it could be suggested that the individual interred in Burial 6 might 

have been of greater importance to the Group A community. However, any further 

assessment of Burial 6 will have to follow the completion of its excavation and analysis. 

Finally, the absence of any apparent grave-goods (aside from the ceramic sherds placed 

atop the shelf) within Burial 5 adds an additional complication to common interpretations 

of dedication or veneration because one typically imagines these rituals involving some 

sort of offering with the interred. Perhaps the presence of the shelf and plethora of sherds 

in the side-room are special features of the burial that held certain meanings to the 

community of which archaeologists are, as yet, unaware.  

This report has described the methods used to conduct a laboratory excavation of 

a Late to Terminal Classic Maya burial and summarized interpretations of the burial 

following preliminary skeletal analysis. Using preexisting theory regarding Maya burial 

patterns, I questioned many of the typical assumptions that pertain to mortuary practices 
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of the ancient Maya and the investigative techniques applied to those practices. Such 

theories are difficult to apply when investigating a single burial from a lesser-elite site. 

The ―unexpected‖ way in which Burial 5 was interred—within a side room lacking many 

grave goods, and encased in sascab and cobble-fill (both quite damaging to the 

preservation of the individual)—does not indicate that this individual was particularly 

revered by the local community. However, if the individual of Burial 5 had just been a 

body dedicated to the shrine or community itself, what are we to think about the possible 

presence of a modified cranium, a feature so often associated with elite status? Yet, 

Western preconceptions of respect for the dead through elaborate grave goods, proper 

burials in large open rooms, and veneration of the dead by interring blood relatives 

cannot easily apply, nor should they be willingly applied, to the diverse ancient Maya 

communities. It should be recognized that many other possible explanations for the 

activities surrounding Burial 5 likely exist.  

I do not yet have a conclusive argument to form for the future investigation of 

burials, except to emphasize that all aspects of a burial must be thoroughly analyzed 

before any conclusions can be made about mortuary practices or the interred individual. 

A combination of archaeological investigation of materials, osteological analysis of the 

individuals, DNA analysis to determine the lineage of the deceased, and location and 

orientation of the grave should all be examined in unison before any suggestions, 

conclusions, or hypotheses about the deceased individual, their position in their family 

and society, and the mortuary practices of the ancient Maya can be competently 

exercised. 

Burial 5 is one of many burials located within the vast space of the Medicinal 

Trail communities. I completed excavation and preliminary analysis of the burial in the 

laboratory during the 2010 field season at the PfBAP. Through this effort, I gained 
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immeasurable experience and knowledge about the methods and processes behind burial 

excavation in the Maya world, and was also able to demonstrate and teach this 

knowledge to field school students. Although the excavation and analysis processes were 

frustrating at times, I am pleased with the amount of data I and my team of archaeologists 

and students were able to recover from the process. I hope that this information will 

prove useful for any future studies on the Medicinal Trail burials, and hope that the DNA 

and isotope analyses will provide biological information that can one day—when 

combined with DNA analysis retrieved from future Medicinal Trail burials—illuminate 

the biological relationships between the varying groups of Medicinal Trail both over 

space and through time. 
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APPENDIX – FIGURES 

 

Figure 1. Map of archaeological sites in the PfBAP area (adapted from Valdez, Jr. 2007) 
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Figure 2. Site map of Group A, Medicinal Trail (adapted from Hyde and Atwood 2008) 
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Figure 3. Original board and packaging around Burial 5 
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Figure 4. Physical state of Burial 5 after protective covering was removed 
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Figure 5. Grid extended over Burial 5 
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Figure 6. Plan map of Burial 5 
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Figure 7. Articulated left arm of Burial 5 
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Figure 8. Exposed calvaria of Burial 5 
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Figure 9. Exposed atlas (C1) and dens of  axis (C2) just southeast of the calvaria of 

Burial 5. 
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Figure 10. Fragments of hyoid bone - recovered from bone-screen 
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Figure 11. Artist's concept of Burial 5 positioning (illustrated by Tom Drake) 
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Figure 12. Advanced attrition on left maxillary canine of Burial 5 
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Figure 13. Illustration of modes of cranial modification (from Torres-Rouff 2003) 
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Figure 14. Example of tabular erect form of cranial modification (Romero 1970:65) 
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Figure 15. Cranial fragment of Burail 5 (including left temporal, left parietal, and left 

occipital) 
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Figure 16. Unmodified cranium of young adult (Steele and Bramblett 1988) 
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