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Abstract
It is often thought that the individual is invisible to archaeology. In this paper, we adopt a developmental approach to the 

life history of a single individual nicknamed “Ruler G,” an ancient Maya king who ruled at Pusilha, Belize in the first half of the 
eighth century. Using epigraphic, biological, chemical, and archaeological data, we examine his childhood, adulthood, death, 
and afterlife in order to better understand life in the ancient city of Pusilha and the history of that polity.

Keywords: Pusilha, Belize archaeology, bioarchaeology, epigraphy, life history, human development 

Resumen
A menudo se piensa que el individuo es invisible a la arqueología. Adoptamos en este trabajo un enfoque de desarrollo a 

la historia de vida de un solo individuo que llamamos “Gobernante G”, un rey maya que gobernó en Pusilha, Belice, durante la 
primera mitad del siglo VIII. Utilizando datos epigráficos, biológicos, químicos y arqueológicos, examinamos la niñez, la edad 
adulta, la muerte y la vida futura del Gobernante G con el objetivo de comprender mejor la vida en la antigua ciudad de Pusilha 
y la historia de esa organización política.

Palabras claves: Pusilha, arqueología de Belice, bioarqueología, epigrafía, historia de la vida, desarrollo humano

INTRODUCTION

Between 2001 and 2008, members of the Pusilha Archaeological Project conducted research at the 
Classic Maya city of Pusilha, in southern Belize (Figures 1-2). Artifact analysis, epigraphic studies, 
and radiocarbon dates demonstrate an occupation from the Early Classic to the Postclassic period. 
Within this longer timeframe, Pusilha was an important city for the relatively brief period of ad 574 
until about 800. As such, it was a Late Classic dynastic capital of the ancient Maya.

Our excavations uncovered the remains of 22 individuals within and among the structures of the 
Gateway Hill Acropolis (Figure 3), the elite administrative and ceremonial center of the city. These 
include people of all ages and both sexes. The wide range in the quality and quantity of goods included 
in the burials implies great differences in social status. Of all the interments, Burial 8/4 stands out 
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as unique due to the prominent size and location of the tomb, which was found within the largest 
freestanding platform of the city and at its highest point (Braswell et al. 2005). Moreover, the tomb 
contained a great quantity of associated grave goods and is one of the richest burials yet excavated 
in southern Belize. The stylistic dating of associated artifacts and ceramics, the recent translations 
of hieroglyphic texts from the site, and bioarchaeological studies together suggest that Burial 8/4 
probably contained the remains of the king nicknamed “Ruler G,” one of the last ajaw of Pusilha 
who died in the middle of the eighth century ad (Braswell and Gibbs 2006). Nonetheless, because 
the tomb contained neither a readable text naming the dead nor a hieroglyphic date, and because 
there are a few known rulers of Pusilha whose placement in the dynastic sequence is unknown, other 
individuals cannot, as yet, be definitively ruled out (Prager et al. 2014: 266, 296). With this caveat, 
we proceed under the assumption that Burial 8/4 was indeed the tomb of Ruler G. If it is his tomb, as 
we think highly likely, this is the first and only royal burial of a king whose exploits are known from 
hieroglyphic texts that has been identified in Belize. 

We present different kinds of data in order to provide a rich description of the life history of this 
Late Classic Maya king. We approach this task from the perspective of human developmental theory 
and consider Ruler G’s death and afterlife—including the preparation of his tomb and the choice of his 
grave goods—as phases within the entirety of his lifespan. 

Across the ancient Maya world, rulers played an important role within the political and religious 
life of their communities long after their demise. Indeed, ancestor veneration was and is an integral 
component of Maya religious practice (e.g., McAnany 1995), and the need to legitimize political 

Figure 1. The southern Belize region showing the location of Pusilha and other sites mentioned in the text.
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succession was an ever-present concern of dynastic lineages. An ongoing dialogue with the dead is 
emphasized in art and architecture, including, for example, the famous Altar Q of Copan, Honduras 
(Figure 4), which depicts the founding king K’inich Yax K’uk’ Mo’ passing the staff of office to the 
sixteenth and final ruler (Riese 1988: 72-73). Mortuary data also suggest the continuing importance of 
non-living rulers by demonstrating that, in some regions, tombs were opened and reentered multiple 
times after the initial burial event (e.g., Chase and Chase 1996). Some were used for successive 
burials. In other cases, reliquaries—most commonly in the form of crania, long bones, or teeth—
were removed and eventually reburied as caches or burial goods. The caching of teeth, probably from 
revered ancestors, was a cultural practice particularly common in southern Belize. Within this region, 
a pattern of burial reopening and reentering has been noted not only at Pusilha (Pitcavage and Braswell 
2009:805), but also at Lubaantun (Hammond et al. 1975), Nim li Punit (Manning 1986), and Uxbenka 
(Meredith et al. 2014). In fact, the tomb of Ruler G (Burial 8/4) at Pusilha appears to have been 
reopened, and its location within the largest structure of the site would have been a constant reminder 
of his presence and legacy.

In this chapter, we synthesize recent data from hieroglyphic texts, archaeological studies, and 
bioarchaeological analyses in order to provide greater information about the life of Ruler G across 

Figure 2. Partial map of the ruins of Pusilha, Belize, showing the Gateway Hill Acropolis and the Stela Plaza, 
the location of Ruler G’s monument, Stela E (mapped by Geoffrey Braswell, Ben Volta, and Susan Maguire).
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Figure 3. The Gateway Hill Acropolis showing the location of excavated burials, including the royal tomb, Burial 
8/4 (1-m contour interval; mapped by Geoffrey Braswell, Susan Maguire, and Jose Rash).
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his childhood, adult years, death, and afterlife. Drawing from literature on human development, we 
consider each of these phases according to three contextual scales (microsystem, exosystem, and 
macrosystem), and explore the direct and indirect factors that may have influenced his development. 
More conceptually, this study seeks to exploit the tensions between individual-level motivations and 
population-level structures that constrain and enable behavior. These allow us to interpret the death 
and afterlife of Ruler G with a greater understanding of both the individual and his broader social 
world. 

A DEVELOPMENTAL LIFE-HISTORY APPROACH

An important goal of the social sciences is to reconstruct the dynamic relationship between 
individuals and the broader social structures that enable and constrain behavior. It is often assumed 
that the individual is invisible in archaeological research, but it is possible to construct person-centered 
accounts of past lived experiences (Dobres and Robb 2000; Fowler 2004). Moreover, by studying 

Figure 4. Altar Q, Copan. The figure on the left is the first ruler K’inich Yax K’uk’ Mo’ and the figure on the right 
is the sixteenth ruler Yax Pasaj Chan Yopat (photograph by Geoffrey Braswell).
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individual actors, we can better understand how behavior at the population level emerges and evolves 
over time (Zvelebil and Weber 2013). Research in the Maya region has a rich history of effectively 
employing such osteobiographical approaches (e.g., Buikstra et al. 2004; Saul and Saul 1989).

Human development theory also recognizes that individuals do not form in isolation and that 
multiple nested social systems—including family, institutional, economic, and broader cultural 
norms—all play a role in influencing the developmental trajectory of a person. Such systems enable 
and simultaneously constrain a range of behavioral options. One of the most influential scholars 
of human development, Urie Bronfenbrenner (e.g., 1977, 1979, 2005), popularized an approach 
to studying human development through the lifespan known as bioecological systems theory. This 
perspective emphasizes “the scientific study of the progressive, mutual accommodation, throughout 
the life span, between a growing human organism and the changing immediate environments in which 
it lives, as this process is affected by relations obtaining within and between these immediate settings, 
as well as the larger social contexts, both formal and informal, in which the settings are embedded” 
(Bronfenbrenner 1977: 514). An advantage of this approach is its emphasis on context.

Bronfenbrenner identified four interrelated contexts important for human development: the 
microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem. The microsystem refers to an individual’s 
immediate interactive environment, such as the home, school, or workplace. This system represents 
the most intimate sphere and includes people and objects closest to the individual in a given setting. A 
system of microsystems is considered the mesosystem. It involves the interactions and relationships 
between people from two or more settings in which the individual participates. The quality of a 
developing child’s education, for example, can be influenced by the closeness of the relationships 
between the parents and instructors. An individual does not necessarily participate directly in these 
interactions, but is directly linked to those who do. The exosystem refers to the environments and 
activities that do not include the individual but nevertheless have implications for the immediate 
settings in which they live. Today, external factors such as activities in a parent’s work environment, 
the extent of a family’s social networks, and neighborhood community dynamics can have strong 
impacts on a developing individual. Finally, the macrosystem is the broadest scale and includes larger 
cultural and ideological contexts. In can be considered the overarching configuration of the micro-, 
meso-, and exosystems. This scale has the most indirect impact on individual development, but its 
influence permeates most other aspects of daily life.

In order to provide a more complete picture of the developmental life history of Ruler G from 
Pusilha, we discuss the available data for each stage of his life and use the theoretical approach of 
the bioecological systems model to structure our discussion. To gain a fuller picture of what life 
was like for the Maya elite, we situate Ruler G within the context of what is presently known about 
the associated microsystems, exosystems, and macrosystems relevant to southern Belize during the 
Late Classic period. Mesosystems are not discussed due to uncertainties in the archaeological record 
concerning how different microsystems would have interacted.

Multiple lines of data generated over the last decade allow us to assess the life history of the 
individual interred in Burial 8/4. After Caracol, Pusilha has the greatest number of monumental 
inscriptions known from ancient Belize. Recent readings of these texts provide a wealth of information 
on the dynastic history of the city between the years ad 571 and 798 (Prager 2013; Prager et al. 2014: 
267-298). Archaeological research at the site, including lithic and ceramic studies, have increased our 
understanding of the chronological developments and economic connections of Pusilha during the 
Late Classic (Bill et al. 2005; Braswell et al. 2008; Braswell and Gibbs 2006; Braswell et al. 2004). 
Finally, bioarchaeological studies of the remains of the individuals excavated at Pusilha have produced 
important information on health, diet, cultural behavior, and residential mobility at the city (Pitcavage 
2008; Somerville et al. 2016). We bring together these diverse data sets to provide a rich picture of 
Ruler G across his childhood, adult years, death, and afterlife. 
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CHILDHOOD OF RULER G

Monuments with hieroglyphic texts at Pusilha tell us about Ruler G’s family. The only known 
monument erected during his reign is Stela E, a carved limestone stela whose front portrays him 
with two seated captives (Figure 5). The reverse of the monument is better preserved and includes a 
hieroglyphic account of his ancestry. Although Christian Prager and colleagues (2014: 292-295) have 
provided a translation, sadly, the name of Ruler G can be only partially read because of damage to 
the text. Nonetheless, it includes both K’AK’ and CHAN, perhaps with an infixed K’AWIL (Figure 
5:Ep3-Fp3). These are read as ‘fire’, ‘heavens/celestial’, and the name of a deity (also known as 
God K). All three are exceedingly common elements in royal names and titles throughout the Maya 
lowlands, including at Pusilha. The first ruler of the site was named K’awil Chan K’inich (‘Heavenly 
Radiant K’awil’) and carried the title Huk Chapat Chan K’awil Chan (‘Seventh Celestial Centipede, 
Heavenly K’awil’). The second ruler of Pusilha was named K’ak’ U Ti’ Chan (‘Fire is the Mouth of 
Heaven’), a name he shared with the contemporary 11th Ruler of Copan. Ruler C’s name was Muyal 
Nah K’uhul … K’ak’ U …, perhaps incorporating and ending with his predecessor’s name. Ruler D’s 
name also contains Chan, and Ruler E’s complicated title sequence contains the phrase K’ak’ U … 
K’awil, which may be a reference to an ancestor. Thus, what we can read of Ruler G’s name and titles 
is consistent with those of his predecessors, and it is entirely possible that they could have included 
K’ak’ [U Ti’] Chan K’awil k’uhul Un ajaw, ‘Fire is the Mouth of the Heavenly K’awil, divine lord of 
the Avocado [Pusilha]’ (Prager et al. 2014: 276-7, 283, 286, 289, 291).

Stela E also states that the mother of Ruler G was Ix Ich’ak … K’inich or ‘Lady Paw … Sun 
God/Radiant’ (Figure 5: Fp5-Ep7). Her title identifies her as an ajaw or divine ruler in her own right, 
which is a rarity in the Maya world and may indicate that she ascended to the throne during a crisis 
of succession. Ruler G’s father was K’inich BakVs Mo’ Lajun… (Prager et al. 2014: 292). He was a 
foreign lord who married into the ruling family, perhaps legitimizing the lineage after a break in the 
royal patriline. Stela E also tells us that this foreign lord’s father (i.e., Ruler G’s grandfather) in turn 
was called Junew Chak Muyal Chan Yopat K’ak’ Ti’ K’awil, which includes the theonym Chan Yopat, 
best known from Copan and Quirigua, but also from Naranjo. Just south of the pyramid in which Ruler 
G’s remains were found (Figure 3), we also excavated Late Classic Burial 3/1, which contained a man 
whose isotopic signatures are consistent with Copan, accompanied by a reliquary tooth-cache of a 
second individual from that city (Somerville et al. 2016). It is speculative, but this could be the burial 
of Ruler G’s non-royal father and his own ancestor, both from the Copan region. In sum, what we can 
read of Ruler G’s name and titles is quite common for the Maya lowlands, and reflects particularly 
closely those of his predecessors at Pusilha. Ruler G’s father had foreign roots consistent with Copan. 
Thus, as a child, Ruler G’s microsystem contained important local relatives and, perhaps, nobility from 
the most powerful kingdom in the southeastern Maya periphery.

As the son of a female ruler and an important foreign lord, Ruler G would have grown up in a 
position of privilege relative to other inhabitants of Pusilha. This should be reflected in his physical 
remains. Bioarchaeological data relevant to the childhood of Ruler G and the other examined 
individuals from Pusilha include isotope ratios from tooth enamel (which provide information on 
residential mobility and diet), evidence for the cultural practice of cranial modification, and the 
presence of enamel hypoplasia (that can identify periods of acute stress during enamel formation).

Isotopic studies of strontium (87Sr/86Sr), oxygen (δ18O), and carbon (δ13C) from Ruler G’s second 
molar provide information about his life between the ages of about two and seven years, which is 
the period in which the tooth mineralizes (Hillson 1996). Radiogenic strontium and stable oxygen 
isotope values provide information about the geographic location in which the individual lived based 
on the assumption that 87Sr/86Sr ratios are specific to the local geology of a region (Bentley 2006) and 
that δ18O values reflect local climatic factors, such as temperature and rainfall (Sponheimer and Lee-
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Thorp 1999). These values become incorporated in skeletal tissue through the diet (Bentley 2006) 
and imbibed water (Longinelli 1984; Luz et al. 1990), respectively. For Ruler G, the 87Sr/86Sr value is 
0.7078 and the δ18O values from enamel carbonate is -3.6 ‰. Both values identify the individual as 
reared locally. They fall within the local interquartile ranges of 87Sr/86Sr (0.07077–0.7082) and δ18O 

Figure 5. Stela E, dedicated by Ruler G:  (a) front; (b) reverse (original drawing by Christian M. Prager).
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(-3.7 ‰ to -3.3 ‰) for the site of Pusilha (Somerville et al. 2016). Thus, the isotope data are consistent 
with the hypothesis that Ruler G spent his childhood years at Pusilha. 

An implication of the isotope data is that Ruler G’s father may have moved to Pusilha to marry 
Ruler F. This is unusual. Most typically, female hypogamy was practiced, and more-elite women 
moved to be with their less-elite husbands (Marcus 1993:140-142). We speculate, therefore, that 
Ruler F’s status as (future or present) queen of Pusilha was clear before her son was two years old. 
Otherwise, we might expect Ruler G’s isotopic signature to reflect a foreign childhood and a later 
move to Pusilha. Nonetheless, we caution that isotopic reconstructions of mobility are not exact, and 
we cannot exclude the possibility that Ruler G was born or lived somewhere with similar isotopic 
baseline values, including nearby sites in the southern Belize region.

Stable carbon isotope ratios, which reflect the proportion of maize in the diet, also were obtained 
from the second molar. The resulting δ13C value of -1.7 ‰ implies that the childhood diet of Ruler G 
included exceptional amounts of maize, with perhaps upwards of 85 % of his calories coming from 
maize, maize-fed animals, and maize-derived products. This was the third highest value of the sample 
from Pusilha, indicating that the childhood diet of Ruler G was even more maize focused than many 
of his elite peers, who also consumed high-maize diets. 

Of the 18 skeletons from Pusilha analyzed by Pitcavage (2008), five (28 %) displayed some 
evidence for cranial modification, a cultural practice that may be closely tied to concepts of ethnic 
identity (Tiesler 2013). Interestingly, analysis of Ruler G’s cranial bones show no evidence for 
modification of any kind (Pitcavage and Braswell 2009: Fig. 3), which seems to indicate that a 
modified cranium was not a requirement of a potential king. This observation is somewhat tentative, 
however, due to the preservation of the remains. Ruler G also displays no evidence of linear enamel 
hypoplasia (Pitcavage and Braswell 2009: Fig. 3), typical of the population as a whole. Just two of 
18 individuals, or 11 % of the sample, show this sign of childhood disease or poor diet. Moreover, no 
evidence of porotic hyperostosis, a sign of anemia, was observed on the skull, supporting the notion 
of relatively good health.

Childhood in broader context
Epigraphic and bioarchaeological data suggest that Ruler G was the child of a queen of Pusilha and 

a foreign lord, and that he spent his childhood years at the site. At the microsystem level, much of the 
early development of Ruler G would have included his immediate family unit and any closely affiliated 
relatives, servants, and slaves. It is within the household palace context that he likely consumed his 
daily meals. The relatively high δ13C value observed in Ruler G’s second molar indicates his meals 
included large amounts of maize-based foods. The diet appears to have been sufficiently nutritious and 
reliable, however, as the lack of enamel hypoplasia and porotic hyperostosis indicates no periods of 
severe stress. This is consistent with his status as a member of a royal family.

Exosystemic factors also would have influenced the nature of Ruler G’s childhood. He was born 
during a long period of political crisis and instability at Pusilha that began sometime after ad 672 and 
continued until sometime before ad 731. It is likely that Ruler G was born during a 40-year epigraphic 
hiatus (ad 672-711) when no known monuments were erected in the city. This ended when the founder 
of a new dynastic line and holder of the ochk’in kalomte’ title, Ruler E, established himself as king. 
Ruler E’s text emphasizes his mother’s family rather than his father’s, suggesting that his relationship 
to the old royal family was not through his father (Prager et al. 2014: 291). Sometime within the 
next 20 years, the female Ruler F—whose parentage is unknown—and her son, Ruler G, were both 
inaugurated as ajaw of Pusilha. Thus, Ruler G assumed power during a long period characterized 
by multiple crises of succession. This uncertainty could have created a potentially unstable political 
environment during his earliest years. 
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Because the father of Ruler G was a foreign born lord, his family likely had significant interaction 
with foreign individuals and was intimately connected to the network of regional Maya elites. We 
assume that the royal family did not farm its own food, and the maize-rich diet of Ruler G probably 
reflects food obtained through taxes, tribute, or market exchange. Across the southern lowlands, Maya 
elites appear to have had dietary practices somewhat different from those of commoners (Somerville 
et al. 2013). Ruler G’s diet reflects more reliance on maize than most inhabitants of Pusilha, and more 
than has been observed at many other Maya sites (Somerville et al. 2016).

In the broad macrosystem context, cultural and social factors common across the Maya world 
and Mesoamerica more broadly shaped certain aspects of Ruler G’s development. Cranial modifi-
cation was widespread in the Maya world as a means of embodiment and socialization, but many 
individuals do not show evidence of this practice, including the kings K’inich Yax K’uk’ Mo’ of 
Copan and Ruler G of Pusilha. The physical processes of cranial modification occurred in household 
microsystems. In contrast, the decision of whether or not to modify the cranium and the particular 
morphology desired may have been influenced by a number of factors operating at meso-, exo-, 
and macrosystem levels. Such factors may have included onomastic features of the child’s name, 
traditions associated with a particular date of birth, and ritual requirements of the parents. Duncan 
and Hofling (2011) for example, argue that cranial modification was closely tied to rituals designed 
to protect infants from harm, particularly soul-loss and evil winds. Perhaps the absence of cranial 
modification may mean that a child was not viewed as in need of such special protection. It is in-
triguing, as well, to note that the foreigner in Burial 3/1 whose isotopic signature is consistent with 
a childhood in Copan also lacks evidence of cranial modification. If our speculation that this is the 
burial of the father of Ruler G is correct, then it may be that their lack of cranial modification reflects 
a shared identity.

ADULTHOOD OF RULER G

We lack detailed epigraphic data concerning the adult years of Ruler G, but we can place his 
accession in the 20-year window before his dedication of Stela E in ad 731. We assume that his mother 
either died or stepped down as ruler before he ascended the throne. It is likely that she served as interim 
lord, similar to Lady Sak K’uk’ of Palenque (Martin and Grube 2000:161; Prager et al. 2014:292). The 
text of Stela E states that Ruler G performed a “stone-binding” ritual (Figure 5:Ep2), which Stuart 
(1996) interprets as a ceremony in which stelae would be wrapped in cloth. This was performed to 
mark the end of the k’atun. The two sitting and bound prisoners on the front of the monument suggest 
that Ruler G was a warrior who took captives, another common practice of Maya kings. Nonetheless, 
we cannot be sure if this is a truthful display or merely regal propaganda. It also may be that a vassal 
from another site presented the prisoners to Ruler G.

Many ancient Maya people underwent dental modification as young adults, perhaps as a rite of 
passage into adulthood (Tiesler 2013:21; for a unique case of modification of deciduous teeth, see 
Braswell and Pitcavage 2009). The most common forms of dental modification in the Maya region 
were inlays of precious stones, such as jadeite or pyrite, and the filing of the incisors and canines to 
create desired shapes and patterns (Romero 1970; Williams and White 2006). All four of Ruler G’s 
upper incisors were filed sometime after his childhood on both the lingual and buccal sides, creating 
a sharp ridge running mesio-distally along the midline of the tooth. This form is consistent with Type 
A-4, as defined by Romero (1970). The modification would have served throughout his adulthood as 
a symbol of identity and perhaps status. Oddly, Ruler G does not have inlayed teeth. Such inlays were 
commonly encountered at Pusilha. The presence of pyrite and hundreds of pieces of jade in Burial 8/4 
certainly demonstrates that he had access to these precious materials (Figure 7).
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Additional life history data on Ruler G’s adult years can be derived from his teeth and oral health. 
Pitcavage and Braswell (2009: Fig. 3) note dental caries on four of Ruler G’s teeth (26.9 %). All his 
teeth exhibited mild to moderate amounts of dental calculus. Although multiple factors contribute to 
calculus formation (Lieverse 1999), diets high in carbohydrates and protein appear to correlate with 
higher calculus levels (Hillson 1979). Privileged access to maize and animal products, therefore, is 
consistent with the calculus and isotopic data obtained from the remains of Ruler G. Evidence for 
the general health and wellness of Ruler G during his adult years is limited because of the partial 
preservation of postcranial remains. Arthritic lipping was observed on two cervical vertebrae, evidenced 
by the presence of osteophytes around the circumference of both the superior and inferior aspects of 
the vertebral bodies. His age at death cannot be precisely determined from either the hieroglyphic texts 
or his remains, but the latter are most consistent with an adult in old age.

Adulthood in broader context
During his adult years, the microsystem containing his immediate family and close affiliates may 

have continued to be the most intimately experienced context for Ruler G, but other social settings, 
including the activities of the royal court with its members of local elites, priests, and scribes, also 
would have been important. Although we do not know if Ruler G married or had children, his 
relationship with a possible queen would have been another significant context in his life course. It is 
within such microsystems that the ceremonies of dental modification may have occurred and rituals 
such as “stone-binding” were planned.

Events on the exosystem and macrosystem levels, such as wars with other Maya states and the 
forging and breaking of political alliances, also would have had substantial impact on the life history of 
Ruler G. Indeed, Stela E represents Ruler G flanked by two diminutively depicted captives, suggesting 
the importance of war and conquest to his monumental propaganda. As the last certain ajaw of Pusilha 
(see Prager et al. 2014: 296), Ruler G may have lived during an especially politically tumultuous period.

At the broadest macrosystem scale, cultural and ideological norms would have influenced many 
of the details of daily life for Ruler G, including the style of dress he wore and the modifications he 
made to his body. The stylistic choice of A-4 dental modification, for instance, shows engagement 
with a broader Maya trend of aesthetic modifications to the teeth. The specific style of modification 
certainly indexed various aspects of his identity. In their overview of studies of dental modification 
from other Maya sites, Williams and White (2006) found that A-4 is a very rare form with only two 
out of 922 individuals (0.2 %) exhibiting this type of modification. One of these (Indv. 18) is an adult 
male buried at the northern Belize site of Lamanai (Williams and White 2006). The other (Indv. 201), 
a middle-aged adult of indeterminate sex, was from Late Preclassic (Chicanel phase) Uaxactun in the 
northern Peten (López 2006). At Pusilha, Type E-1 modification, with inlays of jadeite and pyrite, was 
the most common form of dental modification (30 %), and the A-4 style was only observed on Ruler 
G. The dental modification of Ruler G, then, was exceptional both within his home city and also across 
the broader Maya world. It is possible that this rare form of dental modification signaled some aspect 
of his privileged status as an ajaw. 

DEATH OF RULER G

No inscriptions from Pusilha are known that list the year or manner of death of Ruler G, but it 
is likely that he died before an individual nicknamed “Ruler” X5 (who did not employ an emblem 
glyph) dedicated Stela F on the completion of the k’atun in ad 751 (Prager et al. 2014: Fig. 10.26). 
Combining data from inscriptions and bioarchaeological studies, we can determine that Ruler G died 
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and was buried where he was born and where he likely spent the majority of his life. Unfortunately, 
due to the fragmentary nature of the skeletal remains, no obvious pathologies or trauma were observed 
to give us any information on the cause of his death. All we can know is that he died at an advanced 
age.

The tomb of Ruler G (Burial 8/4) is by far the most elaborate excavated by an archaeologist at 
Pusilha, and is one of the richest known from southern Belize. It was located at the top of the tallest 
free-standing structure at the site, itself on top of a natural hill modified in a series of terraces that 
rise some 79 m above the Machaca River and the ancient Maya bridge (Figure 3). The location of the 
tomb in the tallest pyramid at Pusilha, moreover, would have served to remind people of the ongoing 
presence and legacy of this important ajaw.

Burial 8/4 tells us much about the preparation of Ruler G for the afterlife. Outside of the tomb, 
we found several broken cache vessels suggesting the presence of dedicatory offerings placed in the 
pyramid fill outside of the tomb. Nearby, we also found an elaborate anthropomorphic (when viewed 
upside down) chert eccentric (Figure 6a). Braswell has speculated that this special form may represent 
a symbolic human sacrifice meant to accompany the dead, but it also is quite possible that it depicts 
(right-side up) a protecting supernatural with eyes and long rabbit-like ears. This form of eccentric is 
well documented in the Maya region, and a second more elaborate version was recently recovered in 
Tomb 5 of Nim li Punit (Figure 6b).

The stone tomb was accessed from the south end and measured 3.7 m (north-south) by 1.5 m (east-
west), and it stood approximately 1.0 m high (Figure 7). It was closed by large capstones rather than 
a vault, which is typical of southern Belize. The tomb was opened before we excavated it, probably 
in antiquity. There is ample evidence that objects and bones were disturbed. This complicates our 
interpretation of the layout of Burial 8/4.

A single body of an elderly male—which we presume to be that of Ruler G—was found within 
Burial 8/4. He was placed in an extended, supine position with his head to the north. This burial 
position is common in southern Belize and contrasts greatly with the Belize Valley pattern of head 
in the south, prone burials. His face was turned to the east. For the ancient Maya, the north was the 
direction associated with the sun at its zenith and the heavens, while the east was associated with the 
rising sun and, hence, rebirth. It may be that Ruler G—as well as others at Pusilha—was buried in this 
position to reflect a belief in his resurrection and afterlife. 

Ruler G’s face was covered with two Spondylus shells. A particularly large one covered his face. 
A somewhat smaller shell cupped his chin and mouth. Many simple burials in southern Belize have a 
plain stone slab covering the cranium; it may be that the face and head of the deceased were viewed 
as needing protection. To the north and above the head, two obsidian and one chert lunate eccentrics 
were found. A large trilobe obsidian eccentric was recovered to the south, just below waist level. All 
three obsidian artifacts are made of a dark black material that is more consistent with a Mexican source 
(perhaps Zaragoza, but potentially Otumba or Ucareo) than with any of the three most common Maya 
obsidian sources. It seems likely, therefore, that they are imports from central Mexico. A jade earflare 
was found next to the head on the east side, and Ruler G was wearing a small necklace or choker made 
of dozens of small jadeite beads. It is possible that he wore or had placed near him a pyrite back mirror. 
Only four pyrite tesserae were recovered, so either most were removed when the tomb was opened, or 
these few items were placed in the tomb as small items of value. A single pierced pearl was recovered 
near the chest of Ruler G. It probably was worn as a pendant. Ruler G was not coated with cinnabar, 
as many of the burials of the most important Maya kings and queens were. Nothing more can be said 
of the ornaments or clothes worn by Ruler G in death.

A total of 197 jadeite or other greenstone items were found in Burial 8/4. Most of these, including 
43 large to medium size jade beads, were found within a crude cache vessel (designated Vessel B; 
Figure 9a) to the northwest of Ruler G’s head. These jade beads probably formed a necklace. Sixty-
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Figure 6. Large chert eccentrics: (a) Pusilha, found outside Burial 8/4; (b) Nim li Punit, found inside Structure 7, 
Tomb 5 (drawing by Edwin Barnes, photograph by Geoffrey Braswell).
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five small, flat pieces of jade, two small curved pieces, and other carved jadeite elements may have 
formed a small mosaic, perhaps a mask. A total of eight additional fragments of jadeite earflares also 
may have been part of this posited mosaic, or, alternatively, portions of earflares left for Ruler G to 
wear in the afterlife. All of these were found in such a jumbled condition within the cache vessel or 
within the tomb that there is no hope that they can be reconstructed. Indeed, it is possible that the flat 
jade tesserae, curved fragments, earflare pieces, and assorted chunks were waste or broken pieces 
repurposed simply as valuable raw material to be placed in the tomb.

Three jade artifacts are of particular importance. They are the diadems worn by a king (Figure 8). 
Two complete examples, which are single-sided, were found in the plain cache vessel northwest 
of Ruler G’s head, as was a small fragment of the double-sided pendant. Most of the double-sided 
pendant, however, was found against the east wall of the tomb. This provides evidence that the tomb 
was opened and disturbed in antiquity.

Thirteen ceramic vessels were found along the eastern side of the tomb, while nothing at all was 
placed on the western wall (Figures 9 and 10). Interestingly, some sherds of a tripod polychrome plate 
(Vessel C; Figure 9c) were found scattered to the west of Ruler G’s head, but most of the vessel was 
placed against the eastern wall. This provides further evidence of tomb entry in antiquity. Although the 
tomb was disturbed and the pottery recovered was, for the most part, in very poor condition, there is 
an interesting pattern in the arrangement of the 13 vessels. There are two clusters on the eastern wall: 
seven in the north (Vessels A, C, D, E, K, L, and J; Figure 9b-f) and six in the south (Vessels F, G, H, I, 
M, and N; Figure 10). With the exception of Vessel J (which is a polished black/brown cylinder/bowl; 
Figure 9f), all of those in the northeastern cluster are brightly colored polychrome plates, dishes, and 
cylinders. All of those in the southwestern cluster are monochrome polished black/brown cylinders.

We suggest that the number and arrangement of the vessels is deliberate. It may be that the vessels 
represent the 13 divisions of the heavens. They are placed along the eastern wall because this is the 
direction of rebirth, associated with the rising sun. The arrangement (with one exception) of light-
colored polychrome vessels in the northern cluster and dark vessels in the southern group suggests 

Figure 7. Plan of Burial 8/4, Pusilha, the tomb of Ruler G (drawing by Geoffrey Braswell).
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their association with day versus night, and the heavens versus the underworld.
In addition to the items already described, the tip of a chert biface was recovered, as were 17 small 

marine shells and fragments and four carved Spondylus mosaic pieces. A total of 766 obsidian blades, 
flakes, and chunks were found throughout the tomb. Braswell’s visual sourcing of this collection 
identified all but three of them as coming from the El Chayal source (the others did not exhibit sufficient 
diagnostic traits and as such were labeled “unknown”). A recent portable XRF analysis conducted by 

Figure 8. Three jade diadems from Burial 8/4.  Note that the bottom example is a single, double-sided diadem 
(photographs by Geoffrey Braswell). 
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Figure 9. Ceramics from the northern half of Burial 8/4:  (a) Vessel B, in which a large jade cache was placed; (b) 
Vessel A; (c) Vessel C; (d) Vessel D; (e) Vessel E; (f) Vessel J.  Note that with the exception of Vessel B (located 
northwest of the head of Ruler G) and Vessel J, all of these are polychrome vessels. Also from the northeast wall 
of the tomb, Vessel K is a polychrome tripod plate and Vessel L is a polychrome dish; both are too fragmentary to 
draw (drawings by Edwin Barnes).
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Figure 10. Ceramics from the southern half of Burial 8/4:  (a) Vessel F; (b) Vessel G; (c) Vessel I; (d) Vessel N. 
Note that all of these are polished black/brown vessels. Vessel H is a polished black/brown fluted cylinder with 
a glyph band, and Vessel M is a polished black/brown fluted cylinder; both are too fragmentary to draw (drawings 
by Edwin Barnes).
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Ada Colocho sourced 764 pieces to El Chayal, one to Ixtepeque, and one was too small to assign to 
a source (and is therefore classified as “unknown”). These artifacts may originally have been placed 
above the capstones, only to have fallen inwards when the tomb was opened in antiquity. Such deposits 
are well documented, if poorly understood, above Maya tombs at sites such as Tikal. 

Death in broader context
The identification of Burial 8/4 as the tomb of Ruler G is based on several factors. First, the 

presence of the royal diadems (Figure 8) and the central location of the tomb in the highest pyramid of 
the royal acropolis imply that the occupant was a king. Second, the pottery dates to the middle of the 
eighth century ad when Ruler G was king. Third, the individual is an elderly male and not a female, 
and hence, cannot be Ruler F. Although we cannot completely rule out other individuals who are 
named as kings on undated monuments or the problematic “Ruler” X5, who erected Stela F in ad 751, 
Ruler G is the best fit for the occupant of Burial 8/4.

We know nothing about the circumstances surrounding Ruler G’s death, except that he was of 
advanced age and suffered from mild arthritis. His burial in a tomb at the highest point of Pusilha would 
have maintained him forever in the memory not only of the royal family and other members of his 
microsystem, but also in the minds of most inhabitants of the city. His monument, Stela E, was located 
across the river in the center of the city and in the middle of a line of stelae erected by his predecessors. 
This too, would have maintained his memory and situated him literally at the center of the dynasty.

Much more can be said about Ruler G’s death from the contents and structure of his tomb. His 
body was positioned in a manner that is common at Pusilha and which differentiates that site from 
other areas, especially the Belize Valley. The use of capstones instead of a vaulted roof also links 
the tomb of Ruler G to local and regional practices, rather than to the macrosystem of the Maya as a 
whole. At the same time, the arrangement of his body and the ceramic offerings that accompanied him 
may have broader cosmological significances that tie him to religious practice throughout the Maya 
region. Royal burial practices at Pusilha and within southern Belize are not completely unlike those 
of other sites, but merely reflect regional variation. The composition of the tomb suggests that north 
was associated with the heavens and light, that the south was associated with darkness and night, and 
that the east was the direction of rebirth. Moreover, the practice of sealing the top of his tomb with 
obsidian ties Ruler G and Pusilha to the macrosystem of Peten burial practices. The presence of a great 
quantity of jade—at least two necklaces, multiple earflares, three carved diadems, and perhaps the 
pieces of a mosaic mask—is consistent with the burial practices of kings throughout the Maya region. 
The three obsidian eccentrics found within the tomb may indicate participation in an even larger 
macrosystem. The lunates and, especially, the trilobe form are common at distant Teotihuacan, and 
these three obsidian artifacts appear to be imported from a source in central Mexico. Finally, although 
not present in the tomb itself, a figurine head wearing the goggles of the Teotihuacan storm god was 
recovered several meters away in the fill of the structure. Ruler G, then, may have had some exchange 
or ideological ties with distant central Mexico at the dawn of the Epiclassic period.

CONCLUSION: THE AFTERLIFE OF RULER G

We limit our description of the afterlife of Ruler G to events that can be observed by archaeologists. 
After Ruler G died, Pusilha again seems to have entered a political crisis. The final stela of the city, 
erected less than 20 years after Ruler G’s death, bears the name K’ak’ Kalaw (“Ruler” X5), but he 
does not employ the emblem glyph of Pusilha and may not have been its king. By the end of the 
eighth century, it is likely that most of the city was abandoned. The outlying group called Moho Plaza 
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was occupied during the Terminal Classic period, and a hieroglyphic stair there—the only one ever 
discovered in Belize—seems to date to ad 798 (Braswell et al. 2004, 2005). Closer to the Tomb of 
Ruler G, there are several intriguing burials dating to the period of collapse. A family crypt (Burial 8/3) 
was placed in front of the pyramid and on the same axis as Ruler G’s tomb. It appears to have been used 
and opened on three occasions. A double interment (Burial 3/2) was placed at the foot of the Operation 
3 structure, on the same axis as the burial of the individual from Copan who—as a conjecture yet to be 
tested by DNA analysis—might have been Ruler G’s father. A poorly built structure was built against 
the south side of the pyramid, and the lower half of a body (Burial 8/2) was left on the plaza surface 
within it. A lone cranium was placed on the second level of the pyramid (Burial 8/1). Finally, at some 
point after the collapse of city, a dead woman was left on the surface of the plaza and a stone was 
placed over her head. She was a foreigner, perhaps from the Maya highlands (Somerville et al. 2016). 

Burial 8/4 was opened at some point in antiquity. It was entered from the top. Giant capstones were 
found shifted sideways and left on the partially collapsed walls of the tomb. We are not certain why the 
tomb was opened or what was desired from it. The cache vessel full of jade was left in place, but part of 
one of the three diadems—which may already have been broken—was moved to the opposite side of 
the tomb. Broken pottery was moved; two portions of Vessel C were found on either side of the body. 
Some skeletal items also were disturbed; we found fragments of a humerus against the north wall of 
the tomb. Some items may have been moved by small animals, but the capstones surely were not. 
Given the richness of the tomb, it is hard to imagine why all the jade was not taken. Perhaps the tomb 
was opened in order to remove bones to be used as reliquaries; we found no identifiable elements from 
the lower half of Ruler G’s body. But if this was the case, why was the tomb left improperly sealed, 
and why were no new offerings left? We cannot say for certain if the burial of Ruler G was disturbed 
in order to gain riches or for some other purpose.

The next disturbance of Ruler G’s tomb took place in the 1990s, after short-lived projects at Pusilha 
directed by Norman Hammond, Richard Leventhal, and Gary Rex Walters. The last left the site in 
1992, and it is likely that archaeological interest led to looting. At some point in the ensuing nine years, 
inhabitants of San Benito Poite, a Q’eqchi’ village that straddles the central portion of Pusilha, began 
extensive if chaotic and unprofessional looting of the site. There are many stories about hieroglyphic 
monuments that were discovered, taken under threat of death by Guatemalan thieves, or destroyed. We 
documented the remains of a zoomorphic altar in the form of a turtle that was deliberately smashed by 
the alcalde of the village to avoid cross-border bloodshed during the 1990s. More relevant to Ruler G, 
the period after Walters left saw dramatic destruction of Pusilha. Virtually every mound greater than 
one meter in height was significantly looted. During this time, several royal burials in the northernmost 
structure at the top of the Gateway Hill Acropolis were looted. Local looters search only for jade, and 
have many stories about muñecas (‘figurines’) similar to the three diadems discovered with Ruler G. 
Looters from San Benito have no interest in ceramics, and we found the remains of pottery—including 
polychromes and cache vessels—smashed near pits on the acropolis. In addition to destroying some 
of the most important royal burials at Pusilha, looters also came very close to discovering the tomb of 
Ruler G. We chose that pyramid for excavation, in fact, because it was so thoroughly destroyed that 
our work was essentially a salvage operation. On top of the pyramid, a total of seven large trenches 
were located, including a tunnel with an entrance and an exit. When we finally cleared this destruction, 
we realized that a major tomb had been missed by looters by a matter of a centimeters.

The discovery was not without problems. The day it became clear a royal tomb had been found, 
we placed two armed guards at the tomb. At 3 A.M. and after a terrific storm, one of them ran to the 
village to tell us that the tomb had been looted. It appears that only one person entered the tomb, and 
he had no hand tools. He scooped out pottery along the eastern wall and left it in a line of piles along 
the tomb wall, directly above from where they were taken, for us to recover. We do not know what, 
if anything, he removed from the tomb. But the discoveries made the next day—including the cache 
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vessel filled with jade, the eccentrics, the remains of Ruler G, and additional undisturbed vessels in the 
southeastern corner of the tomb—suggest to us it was very little. This was a sad intrusion in the life 
history of Ruler G, and we cannot know what knowledge, if any, was lost because of it. Many Maya 
are now learning that the past of Toledo District is their own history. Nonetheless, a few still see only 
the economic potential of looting, which makes the Q’eqchi’ no different from other impoverished and 
disenfranchised people around the world.

Afterlife in broader context
Within 50 years of the death of Ruler G, Pusilha ceased to be a large city, but small groups 

of people continued to live in certain portions of the site. The Gateway Hill Acropolis was still an 
important place for the burial of elite members of the Terminal Classic community. At some point, 
Ruler G’s tomb was opened and items were moved. We are not certain if anything was taken, but no 
late pottery was left.

The remains of Ruler G were excavated and he currently reposes at the Belize Institute of 
Archaeology facilities of the National Institute of Culture in Belmopan. Select jade items from his 
burial, including two of his royal diadems, are now displayed in the Museum of Belize.

The excavation of Burial 8/4 was a major discovery in the archaeology of Belize. If our 
identification is correct, this is the first Maya king in that country whose tomb has been excavated 
and whose exploits are described in carved hieroglyphs. No such royal tomb of a historically known 
king has ever been found at Caracol. Although not as powerful as K’inich Janaab’ Pakal of Palenque, 
Jasaw Chan K’awil of Tikal, or K’inich Yax K’uk’ Mo’ of Copan, K’ak’ U … K’awil of Pusilha 
occupies a similar role in modern Belize as the first known ancient ruler from that nation whose 
physical remains have been identified. He has become an actant in the new macrosystem of modern 
Belize and beyond. Thousands of Belizeans and foreign tourists now see objects from his royal 
tomb and learn about his life history each year at the Museum of Belize. We hope that these new 
interactions with Ruler G—an ongoing dialogue with the dead—will lead to positive developments 
in the life histories of modern Belizeans.
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