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Abstract
Recent investigations at the Maya centre of Nakum (located in north-eastern Guatemala) included intensive excavations 

of Structure X (a.k.a. Structure 104) – one of the largest pyramidal temples at this site. This research showed that the first major 
version of this building consisted of a three-terraced platform dated to the Middle Preclassic period (750-300 bc), which was part 
of an important complex, the so-called E-Group. Such groups constitute the oldest manifestation of monumental architecture 
in the Maya Lowlands. With time, Structure X was converted into a large pyramidal structure in which several burials were 
situated during the Classic period (ad 250-800), making it an important mausoleum with interments of important elite members 
of local society. One of these burials (no. 8) was discovered below the floor of the temple building located on top of the pyramid 
and was a richly equipped tomb. It is most likely the resting place of one of the Nakum kings reigning during the Early-Late 
Classic transition (c. ad 550-650). This tomb had 11 vessels, including beautiful examples of polychrome Maya ceramics 
(representing different supernatural beings), many marine materials, five stingray spines and other artefacts. The tomb chamber 
was also covered by a deposit consisting of several thousand flint flakes that most probably had some symbolic meaning. In 
this article we discuss ancient Maya burial customs as documented in Structure X and present it in a wider perspective. We 
also describe similar lithic deposits associated with some of the richest Lowland Maya tombs and present their meaning and 
symbolism.

Keywords: mortuary cults, burials, lithic deposits

Resumen
Las investigaciones recientes en el centro maya de Nakum (localizado en el Noreste de Guatemala) incluyeron 

excavaciones intensivas del Edificio X (también conocido como Edificio 104) – uno de los templos piramidales más grandes en 
este sitio. Los trabajos de investigación demostraron que la primera versión mayor de este edificio consistió en una plataforma 
de tres terrazas fechada para el período Preclásico Medio (750-300 a.C.), la que formaba parte de un complejo importante 
de edificaciones al que se denomina como tipo Grupo E. Este tipo de grupos constituyen la manifestación mas antigua de la 
arquitectura monumental en las Tierras Bajas Mayas. Con el tiempo, el Edificio X fue convertido en una piramide grande, 
en la cual durante el período Clásico (250-800 d.C.) fueron depositados varios entierros, lo que le convierte en un mausoleo 
importante que contiene sepulturas de los miembros de la elite local. Uno de estos entierros (No. 8) es una tumba con una rica 
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parafernalia que fue descubierta abajo del piso del edificio del templo ubicado en la cima de la pirámide. Probablemente este es 
el lugar del descanso de uno de los reyes de Nakum, que gobernaba durante la transición del Clásico Temprano y Tardío (aprox. 
550-650 d.C.). Esta tumba  contenía 11 vasijas, incluyendo ejemplos hermosos de cerámica policroma maya (representando 
diferentes seres sobrenaturales), muchos materiales marinos, cinco espinas de raya y otros artefactos. La cámara de la tumba 
estaba también cubierta por un depósito de miles de lascas de silex que probablemente tenían un significado simbólico. En 
este artículo analizamos las antiguas costumbres funerarios mayas documentados en el Edificio X y los presentamos en una 
perspectiva más amplia. También se hace una  descripción de depósitos líticos similares asociados con algunas de las tumbas 
mas ricas de las Tierras Bajas Mayas, y presentamos su significado y simbolismo.

Palabras clave: cultos mortuorios, entierros, depósitos líticos

INTRODUCTION

Recent investigations at Nakum, an important pre-Columbian Maya site located in north-eastern 
Guatemala, concentrated on the excavation and documentation of the architectural evolution of a 
monumental construction designated Structure X (or Str. 104). Structure X is a unique pyramidal 
temple located in the Northern Sector of the site. This research brought about the discovery of a series 
of burials, offerings as well as evidence for the cult of ancestors and other ritual activity. Taken together 
they indicate that Structure X played a very special role in the ritual life of the local community and 
possibly also in the legitimization of the power of the local elites. 

Our research demonstrates that Structure X, along with several neighbouring constructions 
(Structures 103, 105 and 96), was first built during the late Middle Preclassic (ca. 600-300 bc) as part 
of an E-Group complex. However, towards the Classic period (3rd-9th centuries ad), Structure X was 
converted into a kind of mausoleum where elite members were buried and the local inhabitants carried 
out activities associated with ancestor veneration. 

Nakum Structure X is situated on the eastern side of a spacious plaza (North Plaza) (Figure 1). 
Its location may fit a widespread architectural model common in the Maya area and usually described 
as an eastern shrine group or Plaza Plan 2 (PP2) pattern. Such complexes exhibit special function 
structures at the eastern side of plazas: these served as household shrines (or oratorios) where important 
ancestors were buried. In the classical model defined by Marshall Becker (1971, 1999, 2003, 2014) 
and later recognized by several scholars at various other Maya sites (Ashmore 2007: 56, 140; Chase 
and Chase 1994, 2011: 80-81, 84; Welsh 1988: 186-190, Table 105), the eastern part of the plaza in 
various residential groups was flanked by structures – with a more or less square base – that were 
taller than neighbouring structures. All remaining constructions in such complexes/groups define the 
perimeter of a plaza to the north, south and west and conformed to rectangular plans and residential 
functions. This architectural layout and funerary function is typical for the Southern Maya Lowlands. 
At some sites, such as Caracol the same pattern is very widespread: ca. 85 % of all tested eastern 
shrines were found to contain burials or caches (Chase and Chase 2011: 84). 

Nakum Structure X seems to differ slightly from this definition in that it does not form a classic 
residential compound with other buildings (of residential character) distributed around a courtyard. 
Nevertheless, other large and east-flanking pyramidal temples with tombs (e.g. Tikal Temple I) can be 
also ascribed to this model (see Chase and Chase 1994: 55), although they are not part of a ‘typical’ 
Plaza Plan 2 architectural pattern. Of course, it is now known that eastern pyramids are not unique 
structures in containing burials and offerings since funeral temples and other structures that also 
enclose burials may have other orientations (e.g. Chase and Chase 1994: 56, 2011: 84). Nevertheless, 
it is fair to state that the Maya put special emphasis on the rites of veneration and in the custom of 
locating burials, especially of important ancestors, in eastern structures.
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ARCHITECTURAL EVOLUTION 
OF NAKUM STRUCTURE X 

AND ADJACENT CONSTRUCTIONS

At present Structure X is represented by a 
large mound, which stands 16 m above the level 
of the North Plaza. It consists of a pyramidal 
base topped by a multi-roomed temple building, 
which was accessed from the west (Figure 2). 
During archaeological excavations conducted 
at Structure X we faced some methodological 
problems that stemmed from the fact that this 
building was heavily looted and underwent 
(in the late 1980s and early 1990s) some work 
aimed at strengthening the stability of the temple 
located on top of the pyramidal platform (Fuentes 
1991). However, not all these activities were 
documented. 

As part of the work reported on herein 
are the excavations of Structure X conducted 
by the Nakum Archaeological Project of the 
Jagiellonian University between 2006 and 2015. 
At the beginning, these works were limited to 
excavations of test-pits and small trenches at the 
base of the pyramidal temple and in its interior. 
This work was first supervised by Gustavo 
Martínez (2007) and then by Jarosław Źrałka 
between 2012 and 2014, when more intensive 
excavations were carried out. During the latter 
work, two tunnels were excavated on the main 
(western) façade of Structure X; one on its major 
E-W axis and another at its south-western corner. 
Moreover, several trenches were excavated on all 
the sides of this construction in order to expose 
the last architectural phases of the building. 
Besides, excavations were conducted inside the 
major chambers of the temple building located 
on top of Structure X.

Excavations indicate that the first version 
of Str. X was built during the Middle Preclassic. 
Denominated Structure X Sub-1, it was a platform 
that consisted of at least three-terraces or bodies 
with a major inset stair 11.20 m wide located on 
its major, western façade. Terraces of Structure X 
Sub-1 (each one was ca. 1.60 m high) had a form 
of sloping walls with a cornice located more or 
less 0.50 m above its base (Figure 3). Stylistically 
they were very similar to some of the buildings 

Figure. 1. DTM (Digital Terrain Model) map gen-
erated through 3D scanning showing the location of 
Structure X (or Structure 104) and other neighbouring 
constructions of the Northern Sector of Nakum (map 
by Bolesław Zych).
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from the Preclassic North Acropolis at Tikal (e.g. Coe 1990: Figs. 15 and 16a-b). In front and on the 
major axis with Structure X Sub-1 stair we also found a grave that contained the poorly preserved 
remains of one or two individuals accompanied with four jade beads (Burial 7). The latter burial can 

Figure 2. a) Present view of Structures 103, 104 and 105; b) 3D scan of Structure X featuring the location of 
Burial 8 and the temple building; c) N-S cross-section of Structures 103, 104 and 105/106 generated on the 
basis of 3D scanning (a: photograph by Jarosław Źrałka; b-c: by Bolesław Zych and Bogumił Pilarski, Nakum 
Archaeological Project).
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be dated to the late Middle Preclassic or beginning of Late Preclassic period and it may be interpreted 
as a dedicatory interment associated with Structure X Sub-1.

Structure X Sub-1 was connected with two elongated platforms that adjoin it from the north (Str. 
103) and south (Str. 105). Moreover, to the west of Structure 104 and on its major E-W axis there is 

Figure 3. Structure X Sub-1: a) view of the façade of the second body of the substructure; b) view of the first 
terrace of Structure X Sub-1 featuring the lowermost body and the lower steps of the inset stair (marked with 
numbers 1 and 2); c) reconstruction of E-Group formed by Structures X (104), 103, 105 and 96 (a-b: photographs 
by Jarosław Źrałka, c: reconstruction by Breitner González, Nakum Archaeological Project).
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a small platform (Str. 96) whose first version can be also dated to the same period and which, along 
with Structures 103, 104 and 105 formed an early E-Group. E-Groups constitute one of the earliest 
examples of monumental architecture in the Maya lowlands and west of it (area of Zoque culture) 
(Bachand 2013; Bachand and Lowe 2012; Doyle 2012; Inomata et al. 2013; Sullivan 2012). They were 
important public spaces focused especially on astronomical and solar observations (Aimers and Rice 
2006; Aylesworth 2015). E-Groups consisted of a western structure, which usually had a square plan 
and was a pyramid-like construction, and to the east of which lay an elongated platform built on a N-S 
axis and sometimes (especially in later periods) topped by three superstructures. The Nakum E-Group 
was similar in its form to E-Groups known from sites such as Nakbe, Naranjo, Yaxha or site of Cenote 
(all in northern Guatemala), where the central structure of the eastern platform was the dominating 
construction of the whole E-Group. 

Dating of the Nakum E-Group to the late Middle Preclassic can be confirmed by ceramics 
recovered from the construction core of all the above-mentioned structures as well as on the basis of 
associated radiocarbon dates, that are presented in Table 1.

Over time, all the above-mentioned constructions underwent remodelling, with Structure X (104) 
being the subject of major architectural changes. Available archaeological data indicate that Structure 
X Sub-1 was sealed by a new version during the Protoclassic phase or period (ca. 100 bc-ad 300+). 
The façade of this new version is almost completely unknown since it was destroyed during later 
remodelling efforts. Nevertheless, tunnelling around Structure X Sub-1 revealed that it was covered by 
a voluminous construction that contained only Protoclassic ceramics in its core. A test pit excavated atop 
Structure X in 2016 revealed a well preserved stair (only five steps had been exposed) representing X 
Sub-2 phase that most probably can be connected with the already described Protoclassic construction 
(Figures 4 and 5b). Structure X was further expanded during the ensuing Early Classic period. The 
exact appearance of this phase is not well known but excavations carried out on top of the pyramid 
revealed floors, layers and burials pertaining to the latter phase. An Early Classic version of Structure 
X was most probably plain at the top or it had a superstructure made of perishable materials. From 
the Protoclassic period onwards the Maya put major architectural emphasis on the enlargement and 
rebuilding of Structure 104/X, while its neighbours, Structures 103 and 105, underwent only minor 
remodelling. In our opinion these actions reflect some major changes affecting the whole complex. 
It was most probably transformed from an E-Group into a mortuary complex (eastern shrine) where 
Structure X received several burials and offerings and was the subject of intensive cults related to the 
veneration of dead and deified ancestors (see Źrałka et al. 2017). During the Early Classic and at the 
turn of the Early and Late Classic the Maya placed several offerings and burials in the upper part of the 
pyramid. One of the interments (Burial 8) must have belonged to someone very important (possibly 
a local ruler). After this tomb was constructed Structure X underwent a significant architectural 
remodelling programme: a large temple building was constructed above this burial. The latter temple 
originally consisted of three major interconnected chambers (Western, Central and Eastern Chambers) 
and its entrance, on the western side, where three doorways apparently pierced the western façade 
(Figure 6). During the Late Classic the temple building underwent significant remodelling: inside the 
Central and Eastern Chambers, transversal walls were constructed, creating smaller rooms; as a result 
the temple building was transformed from a three-chamber building into a structure with seven smaller 
rooms (Figures 5a and 6). Structure X had also been used during the Terminal Classic when at least 
one interment (Burial 4) was placed in the Central Chamber and a termination ritual involving burning 
and destruction of many vessels and other implements was carried out in the Eastern Chamber, which 
was subsequently sealed. All this activity can be dated to the end of the Classic period when Lowland 
Maya civilization as a whole faced a profound crisis and collapse. 
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Table 1. List of radiocarbon dates associated with Nakum Structures 103, 104 (X) and 105

Lab. ID Project ID Material and provenience Radiocarbon 
age (bp)

Calibrated date, 
1σ (68%)

Calibrated date, 
2σ (95%)

Poz-54125 I-2a-1-Lote 7 Charcoal, temple of Str. X, 
Central Chamber; concentration 
of many carbon fragments 
located above Burial 5 (material 
that might have been burnt at 
the time of the deposition of 
intrusive Burial 4 or in a span 
of time after the placement 
of Burial 5 but before the 
deposition of Burial 4)

1305±30 665–709 ad
747–766 ad

48.1%
20.1%

658–773 ad 95.4%

Poz-54121 PANMC 139
(I-14-1-7)

Charcoal, temple of Str. X, 
Central Chamber; area of a hole 
cut in the uppermost floor of 
the chamber to place Burial 4, 
between 5 and 30 cm below the 
floor, sample associated with 
Burial 4

1235±30 694–748 ad
765–820 ad
842–860 ad

30.0%
29.8%
8.4%

687–879 ad 95.4%

MKL-2344 PANMC 144
(I-14-1-7)

Charcoal, temple of Str. X, 
Central Chamber, inside a hole 
cut in southeastern part of the 
chamber to place Burial 4, 
associated with Burial 4 or with 
veneration rituals of a later date

1100±30 898–925 ad
944–985 ad

27.8%
40.4%

887–1013 ad 95.4%

Poz-54122 PANMC 148 
(I-6A-1-7)

Charcoal, temple of Str. X, 
Eastern Chamber, ash on the 
uppermost floor of the chamber, 
termination ritual

1315±35 660–708 ad
747–766 ad

50.1%
18.1%

653–773 ad 95.4%

Poz-54124 PANMC 146 
(I-13-1-11)

Charcoal, construction fill of 
Str. X-Sub. 1 (Middle Preclassic 
substructure being part of 
E-Group), inside the vessel of 
Offering 14

2425±30 699–696 bc
538–410 bc

1.0%
67.2%

749–687 bc
666–643 bc
592–577 bc
568–402 bc

17.2%
4.7%
1.5%
72.0%

Poz-63165 PANMC 
6/2013 
(XIV-3-1-14)

Charcoal, construction fill of 
Str. 105 (Middle Preclassic 
substructure being part of 
E-Group) 

2375±30 484–398 bc 68.2% 702–96 bc
541–390 bc

0.6%
94.8%

Poz-63168 PANMC 
9/2013 
(XIV-3-1-20)

Charcoal, Str. 105, layer that 
covers bedrock, sealed by Floor 
3 on which Middle Preclassic 
substructure (part of E-Group) 
was found

2485±30 759–731 bc
691–678 bc
673–660 bc
651–544 bc

11.8%
5.3%
5.5%
45.5%

776–488 bc 95.4%

Poz-63166 PANMC 
8/2013 
(IX-5-1-10)

Charcoal, Str. 103, layer 
deprived of ceramics that 
covers bedrock; on this layer a 
Middle Preclassic substructure 
(part of E-Group) was built

3380±30 1731–1721 
bc
1693–1636 
bc

8.7%
59.5%

1746–1616 bc 95.4%

Poz-63169 PANMC 
11/2013 
(IX-5-1-5)

Charcoal, construction fill of 
Str. 103 (Middle Preclassic 
substructure being part of 
E-Group and sealed by Floor 3)

2430±30 727–719 bc
704–695 bc
541–414 bc

3.0%
3.7%
61.5%

750–683 bc
668–639 bc
590–405 bc

19.6%
6.6%
69.2%
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Figure 5. a) Plan of a temple building located on top of Structure X. Keys correspond to items discussed in the 
text: 1) Burial 5; 2) Offering 15; 3) Burial 4; 4) extent of a pit dug by the Maya on top of Structure X to place 
burials and offerings; 5) wall blocking access to the Eastern Chamber; 6) Burial 8; b) E-W cross-section of 
the same building (south profile) featuring the location of the most important finds mentioned in the text and 
architectural phase X Sub-2 (drawings by Katarzyna Radnicka, Kamil Karski, Beata Golińska and Magdalena 
Krzemień).
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Figure 6. a) Reconstruction of Structure X during the eight century AD; b) reconstruction of temple building 
located atop of Structure X: 1 – Western Chamber, 2 – Central Chamber, 3 – Eastern Chamber, 4 – Burial 5; note 
that the doorway leading to the Eastern Chamber is sealed (reconstruction by Anna Kaseja, Nakum Archaeological 
Project).
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ANCESTORS RESIDING IN THE PYRAMID

As mentioned above, during the Early Classic the Maya started placing burials and offerings 
within Structure X, which was converted into a large pyramid-temple. During excavations we found 
out that at this time, on top of the Late Preclassic/Protoclassic pyramid, the Maya dug a pit 2.80 m 
in diameter inside which they placed burials and offerings (Burial 5 and Offerings 7 and 15 [the 
latter contained the very well preserved skeleton of a perinatal individual and some fragments of the 
skeleton of another subadult that were designated as Burial 6) (Figure 7). Burial 5 was a crypt that 
measured ca. 1.35 m (N-S) by 0.50 m (E-W), lined with large stones, and located a little east of the 
major axis of the temple. It contained a single skeleton furnished with two ceramics: a dish of Lucha 
Incised type (vessel no. PANC 036 according to the Nakum Archaeological Project numeration) and a 
worked ceramic sherd of Balanza Black type (PANC 042; Figure 8). Also, among the grave goods of 
Burial 5, a jade pendant was found to be associated with the upper part of the skeleton. The remains of 
the individual from Burial 5 belonged to a probable female adult. Anthropological analysis conducted 
by the project’s bioarchaeologist, Varinia Matute, indicates that the individual from Burial 5 presented 
a non-prominent supraorbital ridge and roundness of the superior border of the eye orbit, as well as an 
overall gracility. All other more reliable sex markers were absent due to erosion of the skeleton. All 
observable epiphyses were fused; the sternal end of the clavicle was absent due to erosion, therefore 
estimation of age could not be more precise. The dentition shows slight to moderate attrition with 
few cases of slight dentin exposure. Dental attrition not only is associated with the individual’s age, 
but is also affected by cultural practices such as diet and food preparation. Therefore dental attrition 
tends to be an inaccurate method for age estimation for the Maya culture. Dental calculi were the only 
pathological evidence observed in the case of the individual from Burial 5.  

Outside of the crypt of Burial 5 there was a vessel of Quintal Unslipped type (PANC 039 being 
part of Offering 15) that contained human remains covered by ceramic sherds that we classified as 
Burial 6 (Figure 9). Anthropological analysis indicates that the remains from Burial 6 corresponded 
to two different individuals (A and B) who were accompanied by five shell beads placed as a grave 
good. The skeleton of Individual A was placed in an anatomically correct position and it was almost 
complete and well preserved. The overall development, fusion stages and measurements of the skeletal 
elements indicate that Individual A was around the ninth month of gestation or perinatal. Individual B 
was an older infant (0-3 years of age). The evidence was far more incomplete since only a few skeletal 
fragments were found. The context in which the remains of Individual B were found indicates they were 
placed in the vessel as a bundle of already defleshed bones1. They most probably represent remains 
taken from unknown original context (another burial?) and subsequently placed with a younger baby 
of Burial 6 (Individual A). It is very plausible (this hypothesis requires further study) that some family 
ties existed between both individuals from Burial 6. Similar finds of bundled and incomplete human 
remains are known from many other archaeological contexts in different Maya sites (Fitzsimmons 
2006, 2011; Weiss-Krejci 2006, 2011). 

Although the individuals from Burial 6 may have died of natural causes, we cannot rule out the 
possibility that they were victims of sacrifice. It is known that the Maya practiced child sacrifice, 
especially in the context of the accession and death of royal individuals (Scherer 2015a: 140, 151; 
2015b: 207). This custom was particularly popular during the Late Preclassic and Early Classic periods 
in the Central Peten region. In many cases sacrificed children were placed inside vessels placed at 
burials (e.g. El Zotz Burial 9 [Scherer 2015b] or Tikal Burials 162 and 167 [Coe 1990: 231]) or 
placed directly on the floor of burials of major individuals (e.g. Tikal Burial 10 [Coe 1990: 480-482], 

1 It is also possible that the bones of Individual B were mixed with a dirt and small amount of fill the Maya used 
to seal the interment of Individual A placed in the vessel.
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Figure 7. Structure X: view from the north forthe Central Chamber of the temple building during excavations; 
note the test-pit dug into the floor of the chamber; 1) crypt of Burial 5; 2) location where Offering 15 was found; 
3) hole dug by the Maya to place Burial 4; 4) sealed doorway leading to the Eastern Chamber of the temple 
(photograph by Jarosław Źrałka).



219Burials, offerings, flints and the cult of ancestors: The case of Nakum Structure X

Figure 8. Burial 5 (a-b) and its equipment (c-e); c) and f) Lucha Incised vessel (no. PANC 036 according to NAP 
numeration); d) worked ceramic sherd; e) jade bead (drawings: Kamil Karski (a) and Katarzyna Radnicka (f); 
b: photograph by Jarosław Źrałka; c-e: photographs by Robert Słaboński).
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Red Queen tomb from Palenque [Cucina and Tiesler 2006: 112-114] or Calakmul burial IIsub-6 
[Tiesler and Cucina 2006]). Children placed inside the vessels were usually very small individuals (up 
to around five years old). At least some of these sacrifices may be connected with the mythical episode 

Figure 9. Nakum Offering 15 containing remains of two children (Burial 6): a) Offering 15 in its original context 
(1: hole cut into the uppermost floor of Central Chamber to place Burial 4; 2: round hole cut into the floor cov-
ering Burial 5 and located close to Offering 15; 3: Offering 15); b-c) vessel of Quintal Unslipped type inside of 
which Burial 6 was found; d) Burial 6: skeletal materials of Individuals A and B; e) shell beads from Burial 6 (all 
photographs by Jarosław Źrałka except c taken by Robert Słaboński).
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known as the sacrifice of the Baby Jaguar (a re-creation of this myth?) which is well known from scenes 
on polychrome vessels (Reents-Budet 1989; Scherer 2015a: 140-150; Taube 1994; Martin 2002). As 
iconographic analyses and ethnological studies indicate, child sacrifices may have constituted the so-
called k’ex (‘exchange’ or ‘substitution’ offering) to placate the gods or the deceased persons whose 
souls might have not wanted to depart the world of the living unaccompanied (see Scherer 2015a: 142-
145; Taube 1994). As mentioned, in many cases sacrificed children were placed inside the vessels and 
placed directly in the tomb of a major individual – a presumed king (as in the case of El Zotz Burial 
9). However, the children’s remains might also have been placed in vessels located outside major 
burials (e.g. two child burials at El Zotz were placed in two sets of lidded cache vessels outside the 
major tomb of Burial 9 and were most probably sacrificed upon the death of the major occupant of this 
grave). The same may apply to Nakum Burial 6 where the remains of two children were associated 
with the crypt of neighbouring Burial 5. However, there is no osteological evidence that either of the 
two individuals from Burial 6 were sacrificed, though such a scenario could be likely. Nevertheless, it 
should be stressed that charcoal and burnt soil matrix was present in the vessel of Burial 6 underneath 
all skeletal material, indicating probable ritual activity before the deposition of the individuals since 
neither skeleton presented evidence of burning. 
To conclude, it is highly likely that Burial 6 might 
be interpreted as an internment with the remains 
of sacrificed individuals based on archaeological 
context only. Although it was placed very close to 
Burial 5, which contained the remains of a possible 
woman, we cannot rule out the possibility that 
both interments were associated with the death 
of someone very important – an individual buried 
further to the east in Burial 8, which clearly stands 
out in its richness and formal construction from 
other interments documented in Structure X (see 
below). Although Burial 8 contains among its 
grave goods ceramics typical for the transition 
between the Early and Late Classic, it may be 
contemporaneous with Burials 5 and 6, which 
might have been placed for this special occasion 
to celebrate the death of a presumed ruler from 
Burial 8. 

Before we present the analysis of Burial 8 it 
is important to mention that the pit excavated by 
the Maya on top of the Protoclassic/Early Classic 
version of Structure X (in order to place Burials 
5 and 6) contained many human bones mixed 
with construction material and fragments of two 
broken vessels (Offering 7) in its fill. These might 
have been part of another offering placed in the 
fill of the pyramid (Figure 10). Offering 7 was 
placed in the lower part of the pit while Offering 
15 and Burial 5 were deposited in its upper part 
and subsequently covered by a floor (Floor 4). 
The pit was filled with construction materials 
such as stone blocks with soil and mortar that 

Figure 10. Two vessels of Balanza Black type that 
were part of Offering 7 (drawing by Katarzyna 
Radnicka, photograph by Robert Słaboński).
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Figure 11. Human bones and ceramics found in the construction fill below the Central Chamber of Structure X 
temple; note human skull and vertebra (photograph by Jarosław Źrałka).
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contained many fragments of human bones placed there with no apparent order (Figure 11). Analysis 
by Varinia Matute indicates that the bones belong to several individuals, with a minimum number of 
them of five (although a maximum number that could well exceed twenty individuals). Some bones 
bear signs of burning, others traces of red pigment, possibly a shade of ochre or cinnabar. Human 
remains corresponded to all parts of the skeleton, including fragments of long bones from upper and 
lower limbs, pelvic girdles, parts of skulls, vertebrae and teeth, among others. The archaeological 
context of this find indicates that the remains must have been placed in the fill of the pyramid when 
they were defleshed. They may be part of some kind of ancestors’ veneration rituals. It is known that 
the Maya manipulated human bones, sometimes long after the death of the individuals. The bones 
were sometimes buried in the form of bundles that did not contain complete skeletons. Such activities 
were practised for veneration, curative as well as socio-political purposes in the Maya area and beyond 
(see Eberl 2005; Fitzsimmons 2006; Weiss-Krejci 2006, 2011). Dead body manipulations might have 
also been associated by the Maya with anniversaries of important calendrical ceremonies as well as 
with anniversaries of death of important individuals (cf. Chase and Chase 2011: 83; Eberl 2005: 111-
115). In our opinion, the bones from the construction fill of Structure X represent such ritual activity 
and they most probably constitute remains of deceased ancestors. Therefore, we have established that 
the entirety of the dense concentration of human bones in the fill comprises a secondary and multiple 
interment, denominated Burial 13. Some of these bones showed traces of burning – a custom which 
can be also observed in case of burials from other Maya sites where scholars discovered human bones 
that were subject of burning after death (e.g. Weiss-Krejci 2006: 77-79). This burning along with 
the reddish pigmentation indicate that these remains probably stem from other funerary contexts, 
including primary ones, from where they were removed and then placed in this ritual deposit; it is 
possible that these primary deposits might have originally been located within Structure X itself.

TOMB OF A KING?

Burial 8 was located in the eastern part of the pyramid summit. It had a very formal character 
and was placed on the major E-W axis of Structure X. Just after its placement the pyramid received a 
temple building on its top that consisted of three interconnected chambers. As we will show, the latter 
building – or at least its eastern part – played the role of a shrine where rites focused on the cult of 
ancestor(s) were conducted. We argue that Burial 8 contained the remains of a member of the royal 
family of Nakum, possibly of a king or queen who was the subject of an extended cult after death, 
as may be surmised from the evidence of rituals discovered above the tomb and inside the Eastern 
Chamber. We provide the archaeological context and content of this grave below. 

Before we accessed Burial 8, we came across a large amount of chert flakes dispersed below the 
floor of the Eastern Chamber of the pyramid temple (Figure 12). The chert debitage formed a kind 
of carpet that covered the tomb chamber; the deposit was placed just above the capstones that topped 
the vaulting of the tomb. In general we documented nearly three thousand lithic flakes above the 
tomb chamber. Nevertheless, we were unable to expose the whole deposit since it was partly covered 
by the temple building located on top of Structure X pyramid and constructed after the placement 
of Burial 8. However, we suppose that overall, the deposit must have consisted of some 4000 lithic 
fragments. Further, 86 chert flakes were also found inside the tomb, mainly on the corpse of the 
deceased individual. Nevertheless, it is not clear whether they were dispersed on the body purposely 
or accidentally. Flakes were removed from a core by direct percussion. They represent the initial 
stages of lithic reduction. Among them we can identify flakes, chips, spall and generally what we call 
debitage. Some of the flakes form noticeable compilations of raw material. As we mentioned, most 
of these flakes were prepared by direct percussion (striking the core with a percussion tool such as a 
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hammerstone or an antler). Our collection is also diverse in terms of the amounts of cortex present 
on the dorsal surfaces of lithic fragments. Primary flakes are those whose dorsal surfaces are entirely 
covered with cortex; secondary flakes have at least a trace of cortex on the dorsal surface; and tertiary 
(interior) flakes lack the cortex, being derived entirely from the interior of the core. It is important to 
note that we could not find evidence for the modification of flakes to make tools in the entire collection 
of objects from the lithic deposit associated with Burial 8. The entire mass of the material seems to 
have been chipped directly on top of the pyramid, just after the deposition of the tomb, without the aim 
to produce any tools but just to create a carpet-like deposit carefully covering the tomb, most likely for 
ritual and symbolic purposes. The significance and meaning of this and other comparable deposits will 
be discussed in detail later in this article. 

The tomb chamber of Burial 8 measured c. 2.0 m (N-S) x 1.30 m (E-W), and was 1.32 m high 
(Figure 13). It contained the remains of a single individual placed in a supine position, oriented on a 
N-S axis with head towards the north (Figure 14). Skeleton analysis (carried out in 2016 by Varinia 
Matute) showed that the human remains corresponded to a medium-young adult based on complete 
epiphyseal fusion and tooth abrasion. Sex was impossible to determine due to the lack of observable 
sex markers. Dental abrasion of the individual from Burial 8 was minimal, but small caries and slight 
dental calculi were observed. A slight arthritic process was identified in the proximal ends of right 
metatarsals 3 and 5 (proximal end of metatarsal 4 was absent, and might have presented the same 
arthritic process). In general, only the lower part of the skeleton was well preserved, which differed 
dramatically from the preservation state of the upper part of the body (Figure 14c). The remains of the 
poorly preserved upper skeleton show a distinctive dark brown coloration, while the well preserved 
lower part exhibits normal bone colour. It is possible that the brownish material also recovered in the 
tomb is responsible for staining the bones and may also be associated with accelerated decomposition. 
Filtration of water through the tomb over the years is also possible and might have also caused or 
influenced this differential preservation. Recent mass spectrometry analyses of some of the dark 
fragments located on or close to the fragments of bones from the upper part of the skeleton (so far 
only two samples have been analysed) showed that one sample is consistent with soft wood while the 
other with feathers.2 These data indicate that there were other elements of grave goods and/or of the 
deceased’s attire that have been placed in the tomb but did not survive due to probable moisture and 
possibly other deteriorative conditions. 

Eleven vessels were placed on both sides of the individual from Burial 8 (Figure 15). Ceramically, 
the tomb can be dated to the transition between the Early and Late Classic period, more specifically 
to the so-called Kaj ceramic complex. The ceramic assemblage of Burial 8 was represented by both 
forms typical for the Early Classic, such as polychrome basal-flange bowls of Dos Arroyos Orange 
Polychrome type (PANC 044, 047), a Lucha Incised bowl (PANC 045) and two cylinders (PANC 046 
and 051) as well as by vessels that are typical for the Tepeu 1 horizon, by their form and decoration 
(vessels no. PANC 043, 048, 049, 050 and 053, see Figures 15 and 16). Among the vessels of Tepeu 
affiliation we should especially mention two cylinders of the Molino Group (PANC 048 and 049) 
whose exterior rims and bottoms are covered by thin layers of green stucco. These artefacts are 
beautiful examples of craftsmanship and though the shape of the ceramics is diagnostic for the Late 
Classic, this type of decoration is a common trait in the Early Classic times.

Two vessels stand out from the whole set of ceramic assemblage of Burial 8: both of these are 
plates with beautifully painted backgrounds. One of them represents a semi-fantastic feline creature 
with spiral pupils and flame-like elements coming out of the head (vessel no. PANC 043; Figure 17 

2 Many samples from Nakum Burial 8 are now being subject to mass spectrometry analysis at the Department of 
Chemistry of the Jagiellonian University and we expect to have more interesting data concerning the furnishing 
of this grave in the near future.
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Figure 12. Lithic deposit found above Burial 8; note Floors 3 and 4 cut to place the tomb which was subsequently 
covered by Floors 1 and 2 (photographs by Jarosław Źrałka).



226 Jarosław Źrałka et al.

Figure 13. Plan and cross-sections of Burial 8 (drawings by Katarzyna Radnicka and Magdalena Krzemień).
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left). The second vessel (PANC 052) depicts the head of a solar deity or a fusion of several supernatural 
beings (Figure 17 right). It seems that both representations have a connection to the sun deity since 
even the feline creature from the first vessel bears some features typical for the sun deity, such as spiral 
pupils typical for the Jaguar God of the Underworld (a deity related with the setting and night-time 
sun of the underworld realm as well as with fire) and ray-like flames that may be connected with the 
rays of the sun.

Figure 14. Burial 8 before exploration (a) and after the lower part of skeleton was cleared of a dirt (b); c) lab 
photo of human remains from Burial 8 (a-b: photographs by Jarosław Źrałka; c: photograph by Varinia Matute).
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Figure 15. Burial 8: view for the northern part of the tomb chamber featuring all ceramics in their original po-
sition (up) along with the photographs of all the vessels found inside (bottom) (photographs by Jarosław Źrałka 
[above] and Robert Słaboński [below]).
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Figure 16. Vessels from Nakum Burial 8: a) PANC 043: Saxche Orange Polychrome, b) PANC 044: Dos Arroyos 
Orange Polychrome, c) PANC 045: Lucha Incised, d) PANC 046: Aguila Orange, e) PANC 047: Dos Arroyos 
Orange Polychrome, f) PANC 048: Unnamed type of Molino Group, g) PANC 049: Unnamed type of Molino 
Group, h) PANC 050: Saxche Orange Polychrome, i) PANC 051: Nipon Resist, j) PANC 052: Dos Arroyos Orange 
Polychrome, k) PANC 053: Undetermined type, vessel made of unbaked clay (drawings by Katarzyna Radnicka).
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Two vessels placed in the north-eastern and north-western corners of the tomb contained a set of 
various marine materials and artefacts in their interiors. The first one was a basal-flange bowl (no. PANC 
047), which had a set of nine lithic artefacts in it (five made of chert and four of chalcedony; PANML 
145-153), as well as a stone polisher made of slate (PANML 144), perforated clamshell (PANMM 
019), and a bone artefact which might have been used as a writing/painting implement (PANMO 009) 
(Figure 18). The second vessel (a cache cylinder, PANC 046) had 24 pieces of greenstone (PANPV 
020), four stingray spines (no. PANMV 017-019 and 021), a piece of coral (PANMV 022), two small 
shells (PANMM 017-018) and a worked fragment of another shell (Spondylus sp., PANMM 016) 
in its interior (Figure 19). It is possible that the artefacts from vessel PANC 046 form a ritual set 
of accessories used by the individual from Burial 8 during his/her life. Stingray spines constituted 
important royal paraphernalia used by dynasts during important rituals where they served as blood-
letters. Sometimes stingray spines and other bloodletting implements were inscribed with shot texts 
mentioning their owners. Stingray spines were mostly found in mortuary contexts, especially in 
many elite (including royal) graves (Welsh 1988: Table 100) and were taken by some scholars as an 
indication of elite status (see Coe 1988: 225-227). The presence of such objects in elite tombs may 
be related to the fact that bloodletting was an important royal obligation for both male and female 
individuals. However, such objects might have also been placed as symbolic articles (Scherer 2015a: 
137-138). Stingray spines clearly prevail in male elite burials (especially at Tikal and Altun Ha) among 
the collection of interments for which the sex of the occupants has been established. They are also 
present in children’s graves across the Southern Maya Lowlands (see Welsh 1988).

Figure 17. Burial 8: a) vessel no. PANC 043 featuring feline with fantastic features; b) vessel no. PANC 052 
depicting solar deity or a supernatural being a fusion of several deities (photographs by Robert Słaboński).  
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Figure 18. Burial 8: a) a set of all artefacts found in vessel no. PANC 047; b-e) selected artefacts from vessel 
PANC 047: b) bivalve shell; c) stone polisher?; d) bone artefact with small hole at one of its ends (possible writing 
implement); e) lithic artefacts; f) drawings of all stone artefacts from vessel PANC 047 (photographs by Robert 
Słaboński, drawings by Bogumił Pilarski).
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Other artefacts were found close to the remains of the deceased individual from Burial 8: two 
obsidian prismatic blades (PANML 071 and 072) and one chert disc (PANML 073) discovered in 
the area of the head or headdress (Figure 20). An additional stingray spine (PANMV 016) was found 
in the area of the pelvis. Moreover, we documented two greenstone inlays (PANPV 018-019) that 
with all probability were incrustations of the teeth of the dead. Such greenstone inlays are frequently 
considered to be markers of high status, suggesting that deceased individuals with this feature were 
associated mostly with the elite (Scherer 2015a: 37). 

Figure 19. Burial 8: vessel PANC 046 and its content; a)general view of the interior of the vessel after it was 
removed from the tomb, note stingray spines and a coral seen in its interior; b) all materials found inside of 
vessel PANC 046: jade fragments and different marine materials including four stingray spines (photographs by 
Jarosław Źrałka [a] and Robert Słaboński [b]).

Figure 20. Two obsidian blades and one chert disc found in the area of a head or headdress of individual from 
Nakum Burial 8 (drawing by Bogumił Pilarski).



233Burials, offerings, flints and the cult of ancestors: The case of Nakum Structure X

THE AFTERMATH: VENERATION AND TERMINATION RITUALS 
IN THE TEMPLE OF STRUCTURE X

As previously mentioned, when Burial 8 was placed in the upper part of Structure X, the Maya 
constructed a temple building that originally consisted of three interconnected chambers (Western, 
Central and Eastern Chambers). The Eastern Chamber was built just above the tomb and performed 
a very special function. Excavations showed that the floor of the eastern room (especially on the axis 
with the doorway connecting the Eastern and Central Chambers) showed intensive traces of burning; 
the floor (no. 1) was covered by ash, charcoal, many fragments of broken vessels (almost none of them 
fully reconstructable), and just a few stone artefacts (one lithic spear point, a fragment of a metate 
and several chert flakes). The floor also bore four small circular cuts filled with ash (Figure 21). In 
the eastern end of the chamber, just on the axis with the doorway, a masonry element similar to an 
altar was found during the excavations. It was made of large stones and covered with stucco plaster. 
On top of this altar a broken incense burner of Pedregal Modelled type was discovered, featuring a 
representation of the solar deity (artefact no. PANC 038; Figure 22a-b). North of the altar, fragments of 
other incense burners, as well as other ceramic vessels, were also found. Ceramics from the uppermost 
floor of the Eastern Chamber are primarily dated to the Terminal Classic period and in our opinion 
most materials found here are part of rituals aimed at honouring the dead buried below in Burial 8. 
Thick layers of ash and sediments full of artefacts discovered in the northern limits of the Eastern 
Chamber may indicate that these rituals were carried out over a long period of time. They involved the 
burning of incense and other materials in the incense burners and in several other vessels (Figure 22). 
Many fragments of the incense burners still bear traces of painting, especially of blue, black as well 
as red colours. They represent beautiful examples of the Pedregal Modelled type (Varieties: Pedregal, 
Pintura Roja, Pintura Negra and Pintura Azul), which can be dated to the Terminal Classic period. 
Among the vessels found in the central part of the eastern chamber was an incomplete plate of Zacatel 
Cream Polychrome type (PANC 018; Figure 22d-e) and a tripod plate of Tinaja Red type (PANC 19) 
– both dated to the Terminal Classic, on the basis of form and/or design. However, there were also 
earlier materials dating from the Late Preclassic and Early Classic on the floor. Among these earlier 
materials, we should especially mention two almost wholly preserved cache vessels of the Quintal 
Unslipped type that is characteristic of the Early Classic period (PANC 040 y 041). It is possible that 
these vessels were found during the Late/Terminal Classic times by local inhabitants; exposed during 
the process of remodelling the upper part of Structure X. Whereas this is difficult to substantiate at 
present, another possibility is that Quintal Unslipped vessels remained in use for a longer period of 
time than previously thought. Excavations carried out in the temple of Structure X indicate that at 
some point during the Terminal Classic period, access to the eastern chamber might have been sealed 
by the Maya who constructed a wall in the passageway between the Central and Eastern Chambers.

The Eastern Chamber was not the only place where rituals were conducted during the Terminal 
Classic period in the temple of Structure X. Our excavations conducted in the Central Chamber resulted 
in the discovery of a single burial and evidence of rites of veneration as well as some architectural 
remodelling that may be dated to the Terminal Classic period. When the uppermost floor (Floor 1) of 
the Central Chamber was cleared, we found a pit (c. 0.70-0.85 m in diameter) cut into it. The pit was 
created to place the burial of a child (Burial 4) whose skeleton was discovered between ca. 0.30 and 
0.85 m below Floor 1 (Figure 23). Burial 4 belongs to a child between 4 and 6 years old at the time 
of death. The skeleton is very well preserved. It was placed in a flexed position and did not contain 
any grave goods. Nevertheless, above this burial we found a concentration of charcoal and a ceramic 
disc, which also contained the same material and was placed close to the opening of the pit where 
Burial 4 was situated (see Figure 23c). A very large concentration of charcoal was especially present 
in the upper part of the fill with which the pit of Burial 4 was sealed (level of Floor 1) and it seemed to 



234 Jarosław Źrałka et al.

Figure 21. View of the central part of the Eastern Chamber; 1-4: holes cut into the chamber floor and distributed 
in N-S line; 5: altar located in the eastern part of the chamber on which a smashed incense burner (6) shown in 
Fig. 22a-b was found (photograph by Jarosław Źrałka).
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represent a vestige of some wooden object that might have been burnt during rites of veneration taking 
place here during or after the funeral. Sparse archaeological material (fragments of ceramic sherds) 
found just above the cut in the Floor 1 was dated to the Terminal Classic while ceramic fragments 
from the fill of Burial 4 were classified as Terminal or Late Classic; Early Classic and undiagnostic 
fragments were also found in the pit. The dating of Burial 4 to the final part of the Classic period is 
based on stratigraphy and radiocarbon dates collected in the fill of Burial 4 pit. The samples provided 
two dates, the first of which is ad 687-879, the other being ad 887-1013 (both dates are 2σ [95 %]).

Figure 22. Structure X temple, artefacts found on the floor of the Eastern Chamber; a-b) incense burner featuring 
Maya Sun God; c) fragment of another incense burner depicting the same deity; d-e) vessel of Zacatal Cream 
Polychrome type with traces of burning; f) fragment of a vessel with text painted close to its rim; g-h) fragments 
of incense burners (photographs by Robert Słaboński).
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Figure 23. Burial 4 and its archaeological context: a) view of the southern part of Central Chamber with location 
of pit in which Burial 4 was placed; b) area above the cut made into the Floor 1 of the Central Chamber to place 
Burial 4; note the concentration of charcoal; c) view of the same cut at the initial stage of excavations; note 
ceramic disc placed close to the pit; d) view of the pit with skeletal remains of Burial 4 visible in the background; 
e) skeletal remains of Burial 4 (photographs by Jarosław Źrałka).



237Burials, offerings, flints and the cult of ancestors: The case of Nakum Structure X

It is interesting to note that when the pit was dug into Floor 1 of the Central Chamber, to place 
Burial 4, the Maya came up against an earlier burial from the Early Classic period (the already 
described Burial 5) that was located further below. Burial 4 was placed just above the lower limbs of 
the individual from Burial 5. The question of whether Burial 4 contains the remains of a sacrificed 
child remains open; nevertheless, it was either placed at this location purposely by people who knew 
about the location of the earlier Burial 5 or local inhabitants found it by chance while digging a pit 
to place Burial 4. The custom of re-entering burials, especially of important individuals, and adding 
new corpse/s or their fragments was widespread among the pre-Columbian Maya. Re-entries of Maya 
burials were documented at various sites (e.g. Caracol [Chase and Chase 2011: 85-88] or Piedras 
Negras [Fitzsimmons 2006; Scherer 2015a: 128-129] and they are sometimes classified as accidental 
or purposeful (Chase and Chase 2011). In most cases such activities are characterised by some kind 
of disturbance of re-entered graves where artefacts and/or human remains may have been relocated 
or removed; new objects or human remains may have also been added (Chase and Chase 2011: 88; 
Fitzsimmons 2006). During such re-entry activities bones of the deceased may also have been subject 
of burning – a clear sign of some kind of veneration (Chase and Chase 2011: 88; Scherer 2015a: 128-
129; see also Fitzsimmons 2009: 75 and Weiss-Krejci 2006: 74-75, 77-79 for evidence of burning not 
necessarily related to re-entries of tombs).

The last architectural activity documented in the Central Chamber was the construction of a very 
rough floor, which increased the level of this room by between ca. 30 and 40 cm. It was most probably 
constructed during the Terminal Classic period since its fill contained ceramics classified as being 
from the Terminal or Late Classic. This floor (which we denominated as Floor 0 since its vestiges were 
not found in all the parts of the Central Chamber) was covered by a layer that contained ash and carbon 
with some ceramic sherds that can be classified as dating to the Classic period. This layer may indicate 
that the temple of Structure X was used for a very long period of time – until the very end of the Classic 
period or the beginning of the Postclassic. Another architectural feature that may be connected with 
this late period is a very rustic wall-like construction discovered in the 1.54 m wide jamb connecting 
the Central and Western Chambers of Structure X temple which seems to have been built during the 
Terminal Classic period to block the entrance to this room from the outside. The sealing was ca. 0.90 
m wide and made from large stones set with mortar. 

The Late or Terminal Classic periods have also seen the erection of monuments in front of the 
major (western) façade of Structure X, namely a stela and an altar. These monuments were set up 
on the major axis, in front of the major stair of Structure X and were  discovered at the beginning of 
the twentieth century. They were reported by Alfred Tozzer from the Peabody Museum of Harvard 
University (Tozzer 1913: 188) and Sylvanus Morley from the Carnegie Institution of Washington 
(Morley 1937-38, 2: 11). Both scholars mention that the stela was still standing when they visited 
Nakum and that this monument had an unusual location since it was erected beside and not behind (or 
in front of) the altar. As such, it was facing north instead of west (Maya monuments are almost always 
facing the opposite side of the façades of buildings in front of which they were erected, and the Nakum 
stela was erected with its side facing Structure X). Unfortunately, the stela was destroyed in recent 
times since we found it broken and partly covered by soil (Figure 24). Excavations conducted in the 
area of this monument showed that below the stela or in front of it there was a cache consisting of 25 
lithic eccentrics and human remains. The cache seemed to be a sub-stela burial accompanied by at least 
a stone bead. However, the exact context, dating and stratigraphy of this cache are not well known due 
to illicit excavations carried out in this area. Fragments of another plain monument were found at the 
south-western corner of Structure X and it is possible that originally there were three stelæ standing in 
front of Structure X in a fashion typical for many E-Groups (e.g. Uaxactun; see Ricketson 1928: Fig. 
1; Ricketson and Ricketson 1937: 105-108).
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DISCUSSION: NAKUM BURIAL 8 AND LITHIC DEPOSITS 
IN THE MAYA LOWLANDS

Among all burials found within Structure X, one clearly stands out in terms of its location (placed 
on the major E-W axis of the pyramid), form (vaulted tomb) and furnishing (a rich set of objects placed 
in the tomb). This grave is Burial 8, which in our opinion might be a royal interment. The special status 
of its occupant may be further confirmed by evidence of intensive rites and ceremonies found just 
above the tomb, on the floor of the Eastern Chamber. In our opinion this spot might have been used as 
a special space, a kind of ancestor shrine where veneration rites had been conducted. Incense burners 
whose fragments were found on the floor of the Eastern Chamber were receptacles used to burn copal 
– a tree resin, which gave a special smell and very dense smoke during various rituals. This type of 
incense was, and continues to be, very popular among Maya and other Mesoamerican societies. It was 
– and still is – perceived as food for ancestors and supernaturals (Scherer 2015a: 142; Taube 2004: 
78; see also Vogt 1976: 49, 207). It is interesting to mention that such rituals involving the burning 
of fire and copal in the funeral contexts are not only seen in an archaeological record.  Hieroglyphic 
texts mention such activities as el naah (‘house censing’) and och k’ahk’ (‘fire entering’)– not only 
in the context of dedicatory ceremonies, but also in combination with the veneration of the ancestors 
and other important ritual activities (Stuart 1998; Taube 1998; Fitzsimmons 2006: 33-35). In a few 

Figure 24. Area in front of Structure X where plain monument was found; note fragment of stela and a cut made 
into a floor. Inside this cut human bones were found and above them a deposit of eccentric flints (photograph by 
Jarosław Źrałka).
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cases (e.g. Copan, Piedras Negras and Tamarindito) archaeological and epigraphic data play together: 
Texts from these sites mention och k’ahk funeral events involving re-entering of tombs, and we have 
archaeological evidence of such events (Fitzsimmons 2006). It is interesting to mention that many 
eastern shrines of Plaza Plan 2 complexes showed traces of burning on their floors, which may be 
interpreted as evidence for the ceremonial use of fire, most likely during rites of veneration conducted in 
such structures (Becker 2004: 129 cited in Scherer 2015a: 177). Traces of burning in a possible context 
of veneration rituals were also documented inside buildings located above tombs or close to structures 
that contain burials in such sites as Tikal or Caracol (Fitzsimmons 2006: 33) to name just a few.

The importance of Nakum Burial 8 can be also reflected by the placement of a massive deposit 
consisting of several thousand chert flakes above its vaulted tomb. Such deposits are usually related to 
the richest burials situated within pyramidal temples across the Southern Maya Lowlands. However, 
they clearly dominate in the eastern Central Lowlands—particularly in the Peten as well as north 
and central Belize during the Classic period (see Figure 25). The largest amount of such deposits 
have been reported for Peten sites such as Tikal – where they were associated with eight burials (nos. 
10, 23, 24, 77, 116, 125, 196 and 200; Moholy-Nagy 1997) and Río Azul where lithic deposits were 
also found above eight tombs (nos. 1, 19, 23, 5, 2, 6, 7 and 12) of which only two were excavated by 
scholars (Hall 1989). Deposits consisting of lithic artefacts and by-products of chipping process can 
be also found in many other archaeological contexts: below carved monuments, inside graves, in the 
context of abandonment or associated with caches or offerings (see Andrieu 2011; Coe 1959: 127, figs. 
66-67; Hruby et al. 2007). However, here we focus on a special category of deposits that are strictly 
associated with burials and that cover grave chambers. They contain chert and/or obsidian flakes 
(primarily debitage). Nonetheless, blades, cores and finished artefacts may also be found (including 
the eccentrics of very sophisticated shapes), though they are very rare. The following tendency can 
be observed: the greater the quantity of flakes found in the burial, the more elevated the status of the 
occupant (Andrieu 2011, 2012). The largest or massive deposits (containing above 1000 pieces) are 
associated with the richest Maya burials of adult males (elite or royal status individuals), and are 
usually located above the tomb capstones or vault (Figure 26). Such deposits can be treated as markers 
of high social status of the individuals whose tombs they cover. Nevertheless, we also know of very 
small, though similar deposits associated with modest graves and consisting from a few to several 
dozen lithic fragments.  

One of the largest deposits of this type was associated with Burial 116 found below the Temple of 
the Giant Jaguar at Tikal (the final resting place of Jasaw Chan K’awiil I, the local lord, who reigned 
from ad 682-734). It was covered by a lithic deposit, which was only partly exposed during excavations 
(Figure 26c). Nevertheless, it is estimated that its complete size encompasses approximately a ton of 
chert and a quarter of a ton of obsidian flakes (Coe 1990: 607; Moholy Nagy 1997: 304). Also, above 
Burial 10 at Tikal (resting place of Early Classic king Yax Nuun Ahyiin, ad 379-404?), seven layers of 
chert and obsidian debitage were found placed in a strata of earth separated by layers of marl and stones 
(Coe 1990: 485-486; Moholy Nagy 1997: 305). Other burials with layered lithic deposits placed above 
tombs were found in La Milpa (Hammond, pers. comm., 2015; Mongelluzzo 1998) and Río Azul (Hall 
1989). At the latter site scholars documented at least eight tombs with layered lithic deposits placed 
above their chambers (see Figure 26b). In some cases lithic deposits may also be associated with the 
tombs of animals, as in the case of Cache 140 at Tikal. More than 2800 obsidian debitage pieces along 
with chert and obsidian eccentrics, obsidian cores and their fragments were found outside the entrance 
of this cache or burial chamber, which contained the remains of two crocodiles, a turtle, a snake and 
several smaller animals (Coe 1990: 367-368). 

The meaning of such deposits varies among scholars and we can arrange their interpretations 
into three groups: 1. Symbolic interpretations; 2. Economic and/or social interpretations; 3. Theories 
explaining lithic deposits as refuse. The first group stresses the ritual meaning of lithic deposits and 
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Figure 25. Map of Central Maya Lowlands showing location of sites where lithic deposits above burials were 
documented. Map is based on archaeological data gathered from the following publications: Tikal (Coe 1990; 
Moholy-Nagy 1997; Trik 1963: 5), Uaxactun (Valdes and Fahsen 1995: 202; Smith 1950: 96), Holmul (García 
2016), Dos Pilas (Demarest 2006: 68-69; Stiver 1993: 156-157), Tamarindito (Valdes 1997: 329, Fig. 8), La 
Corona (Baron 2013: 1031-1032), Rio Azul (Hall 1989: 81,109, Table 16), Altar de Sacrificios (Smith 1972: 
220, 266), Nakbe (Hansen et al. 1991; Hruby and Rich 2014: 169), El Peru (Eppich 2014: 124; Hruby and Rich 
2014), Altun Ha (Pendergast 1969, 1982; Welsh 1988), Lamanai (Pendergast 1981: 39), Baking Pot (Audet 2006: 
176-187); Buenavista del Cayo (Taschek and Ball 1992: 492; Yeager et al. 2015: 182-183), Caracol (Chase and 
Chase 1987: 15; Chase and Chase 1996: 67-68), Chau Hiix (Geller 2014: 24), Dos Hombres (Geller 2014), 
La Milpa (Mongelluzzo 1998: 44-48), Bonampak (Tovalín et al. 2014: 46-47), Yaxchilan (Brokmann 2000) 
(map by Karol Sobolewski).
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Figure 26. Lithic deposits associated with tombs from Rio Azul and Tikal: a) Tomb 23, Rio Azul; b) Tomb 19, Rio 
Azul; c) cross-section of Burial 116 found below Tikal Temple I; layers/fills designated U. 21 and U. 24  contained 
large amount of chert and obsidian flakes (redrawn by Katarzyna Radnicka after Hall 1989: Figs. 48 and 10, and 
Coe 1990: Fig. 259).
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associates them with the Underworld. One of the scholars, Michael Coe (1988: 232), on the basis of 
ethnohistorical analogies from the Maya area and Central Mexico, proposed that such lithic deposits 
may be connected with the layer/s of the Underworld and that the tomb itself was symbolically located 
within the realm of the Underworld as one of its locations. In the opinion of another researcher, Grant 
Hall (1989: 307-309), the layers of lithics are associated with lightning and with caves as Underworld 
portals. This idea was supported and further developed by James Fitzsimmons (2009: 103-104) who 
has argued that the lithic deposits may be linked to the jaws of the earth monster leading into the 
Underworld. Some scholars have also proposed that lithic debitage may be symbolically connected 
with the rebirth and resurrection of buried individuals, as well as with the end of life and agricultural 
cycle; as such it can be treated as a kind of “termination ritual” (Hruby et al. 2007: 1281; Hruby and 
Rich 2014: 181). The second group of interpretations stresses that the location of lithic deposits within 
pyramid structures may reflect the ability of the Maya elites to acquire, produce and redistribute lithic 
objects and as such show their high status and economic power (Andrieu 2011, 2012; Moholy-Nagy 
1997; Stiver 1993). By placing lithic deposits above tombs, the Maya lords might have also expressed 
their economic power in a “potlatch-like” manner, by means of conspicuous consumption, thereby 
demonstrating their control over this raw material (which was a major material used in the production 
of tools, weapons and other implements). Besides, Hattula Moholy-Nagy (1997: 306-307) has argued 
that the aforementioned deposits could be looked upon as debitage dumps accumulated by the Maya 
to simply get rid of lithic waste created during the production of tools and other activities involving 
work with stone tools, e.g. during construction. A very similar idea was put forward by Grant Hall 
(1989: 307-309), who argued that lithic deposits may either have symbolic connotations (connected to 
the underworld, as mentioned above), or they are debitage from tools used during the preparation of 
the tomb chamber (Hall 1989: 86,168; see also Hruby and Rich 2014: 181). Lastly, we should mention 
that William Coe –director of the University of Pennsylvania Museum Tikal Project– ascribed a very 
practical function to lithic deposits: he argued that they were supposed to warn future architects and 
constructors about the location of the tombs nearby (Coe 1990: 486; see also Hall 1989: 168). 

In our opinion the overall context and content of lithic deposits from various Maya sites may 
indicate that their meaning lies either in the act of flint knapping or in the symbolism of the material 
they are made of. It is known that during the knapping process sparks were often produced and as such, 
this activity (and by extension the placement of lithic deposits) might have been related to fire which 
played an important role in igneous rituals of ancestor reverence and with lightning (see below). The 
burning of incense and other products during such rituals (which most probably were directly related 
to the individuals buried in the tombs above which lithic deposits are found) is reflected by both 
archaeological and epigraphic data as has been mentioned above. Both fire and the sparks produced 
during the knapping process may also be symbolically related to light and by extension to the Sun 
itself. According to this interpretation lithic deposits might have been connected with the Sun deity 
(both with daily Sun God of K’inich Ajaw [see below] as well as with Jaguar God of the Underworld 
who was the night aspect of Sun and also an important deity of fire). The symbolism of chert and 
obsidian in Mesoamerica is another important issue. Although both materials were (and still are among 
modern indigenous populations) associated with lightning and thunder (Agurcia et al. 2016: 16-18; 
Audet 2006: 180; Schele and Freidel 1990: 46, 201, 463; Freidel et al. 1993: 200; Staller and Stross 
2013: 173-175; Vogt and Stuart 2005: 164, 166) a recent work by Agurcia, Taube and Sheets (2016: 
12-15) shows that there is also very close connection of chert with diurnal sun deity (K’inich Ajaw) 
and with the eastern cardinal direction. These scholars have also demonstrated that chert and obsidian 
are substances that constitute dualistic oppositions wherein one is associated with darkness and west 
(obsidian) whereas the other is linked with the sun, light and east (chert). Whether lithic deposits 
connected with burials can be tied to this symbolism of chert and obsidian, remains an open question. 
Nevertheless, we should remember that according to Maya beliefs many deceased lords underwent 
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a solar apotheosis after their death (see Colas 2009). This may be surmised from iconographic data 
where ancestors are frequently shown with traits of K’inich Ajaw or the Jaguar God of the Underworld 
– day and night aspects of sun (see Fitzsimmons 2009: 53, Table 2; Houston and Taube 2011: 26; 
Taube 2004: 79, Fig. 8). It is known that after death the Maya worshiped their deceased rulers as 
incarnations of the sun deity and it was believed that they transformed or melded into this important 
celestial body (Chinchilla 2011). 

Artefacts placed in Nakum Burial 8 (plates with the Sun deity) as well as those found above it 
(incense burners with representation of Sun god) both indicate a special emphasis on this deity and 
connection that the Maya felt with this supernatural entity. The placement of the chert deposit above 
Nakum Burial 8 may also imply connotations tied to the sun and the eastern cardinal direction. We 
should also remember that Structure X flanks the eastern side of the Northern Plaza, which is the 
direction of the rising sun; here sunrise may be symbolically connected to the rebirth of the deceased 
individuals buried inside this eastern pyramid. Besides, most burials covered by lithic deposits are 
associated with eastern structures, mostly pyramidal temples (Źrałka and Pilarski n.d.).

CONCLUSIONS

Investigations carried out at Structure X indicate that it was one of the most important ritual loci 
of Nakum. In the Preclassic it was part of an E-Group – one of the oldest in the region. At the turn of 
the Middle and Late Preclassic, Nakum had all the classic examples of civic-ceremonial monumental 
architecture. Apart from an E-Group (consisting of Structures 96, 103-105), it also had a triadic 
complex whose first version was constructed at the end of the Middle Preclassic, or the beginning 
of the Late Preclassic, in the Southern Sector of Nakum and discovered below the Central Acropolis 
(Calderón et al. 2008). These two large complexes occupied two of the highest points of the site, both 
of which are natural hills in the North and South Sectors of Nakum. Moreover, there was at least one 
ballcourt in use during the discussed period, which was located just south of Structure X and formed 
by Structures 105 and 108. The latter ballcourt formed one architectural unit with the E-Group and 
its first architectural version was also constructed during the Middle Preclassic (Źrałka et al. 2017). 

Current archaeological data indicate that at the turn of the Middle and Late Preclassic period 
Nakum was an important polity in a local geopolitical network of Lowland Maya centres that had 
comparable monumental complexes (see Doyle 2012). Not only was the Nakum E-Group an arena of 
important rituals that involved the cult and observation of the Sun (and possibly other celestial bodies, 
see Aylseworth 2004, 2015; Estrada-Belli 2011: 78-79) but it may have also marked identity and power 
of local communities. Early E-Groups were situated in the most important Preclassic centres that most 
probably formed a network of political, economic and ritual interaction (cf. Doyle 2012), and that 
were “imposing a settlement order across the landscape” (Aylesworth 2015: 781). With time, possible 
during the Protoclassic or Early Classic, the whole complex underwent important enlargement and 
rebuilding that involved a significant increase in the volume of Structure X, which was transformed 
into a large mortuary pyramid that started receiving burials and caches. This change may mark a kind 
of transformation from the place where the Sun was worshipped and observed (E-Group) to a complex 
that primarily had a funeral function and served as a mausoleum where important members of the 
local community were buried and worshipped after death. This change may reflect the growing power 
of Maya kings who received godly prerogatives of the most important Maya deities, such as the Sun 
God, especially after death when they underwent apotheosis and transformation to this supernatural 
being (Źrałka et al. 2017). 

Research at Structure X and other comparable funerary pyramids in the Maya Lowlands show 
how ancient Maya interacted with their forebears through different ceremonies and cults. Such 
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contact ensured the balance and wellbeing for local community; it might have been also used for 
legitimatisation by local dynasts. In the Maya belief system, deceased people were still active agents 
after their death and they could influence the world of the living humans, both benignly and malignly 
(cf. Chase and Chase 2011: 91; McAnany 1998). As such, Nakum Structure X and other comparable 
constructions were perceived as places where ancestors dwell and where people can contact them 
through ritual. 
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