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Figure 3.1. Plan view of Burial 9, showing 
objects as found on initial entry into the 

tomb. Drawing: Stephen Houston.

As in life, Classic Maya kings entered death 
with ornate provisions. Textiles wrapped their 
bodies, further embellished by pigments, 

worked shell, carved bone, and jade. Made wealthy 
by trade and tribute, rulers outfitted their afterlife 
with special foods in serving vessels. Sacrificial of-
ferings accentuated royal status. Grave goods of this 
sort deepen the analytical value of intact tombs, pro-
viding clues as to what makes a Maya king and what 
was thought to happen to him after death. Along 
with local touches, they also reveal general themes 
about rulership. In the case of Burial 9, the trove of 
evidence is abundant and varied. The tomb’s con-
tents offer rare and vivid access to regal deathways 
during the middle years of the Early Classic period. 

The objects inventoried here appear within 
categories organized primarily by material (shells, 
jades, ceramics, etc.). Some, however, such as a pyrite 
mirror or mosaic masks, were composites. Each cat-
egory follows a sequence that accords roughly with 
the reconstructed internal order of the tomb. This 
depositional pattern moves generally from north to 
south and west to east in successive layers of objects 
and offerings, from the floor of the tomb chamber 
to the decorated body of the main occupant atop his 
wooden funerary bier. During excavation, however, 
many of these objects were found to have shifted 
from their original position, in part from natural 
disintegration but also as a result of wall collapse. 
Figure 3.1 diagrams the orientations and locations of 
the grave goods.

Ceramics
Ceramic vessels are a ubiquitous, though not univer-
sal, find in royal burials. Burial 82 from Piedras Ne-
gras and Burial 125 from Tikal break the mold with 
their bare-bones assemblages (Fitzsimmons 2009:85). 
Still, across social strata, bowls, plates, tripods, and 
other ceramic types represent the most common of-
ferings in burials. These ceramics often include drink-
ing, serving, and storage vessels, variously inter-
preted as markers of social status (LeCount 2001:945), 
tokens of social control (Bloch and Parry 1982:35), 
implements to construct solidarity and inequality 
(Lucero 2003), or containers to “feed” and serve the 
dead (Houston et al. 2006:123). 

The ceramic assemblage from Burial 9 consists of 
thirty-eight vessels, including paired bowls in lip-
to-lip arrangements and several two-part serving ves-
sels with lids (Figure 3.2; Table 3.1). For us, the forms 
and type-variety associations of the vessels offered 

the first decisive proof, other than the Temple’s iconog-
raphy, that the burial dated to the Early Classic period. 
The presence of particular forms (especially basal-flange 
bowls with scutate covers and tetrapod supports) and 
the absence of others (cylindrical tripod vessels and 
round-side bowls) paralleled the Manik 2 subdivision of 
the Early Classic Manik phase at Tikal, suggesting a nar-
row range of time, perhaps around the mid-fourth cen-
tury ad (Laporte 1989; Laporte and Fialko 1987, 1995). 

Burial 9’s Manik 2 characteristics make it one of the 
few examples from this period with little evidence of 
Teotihuacan influence and imagery (Krejci and Culbert 
1995:109). Nonetheless, a stuccoed wooden vessel 
astride Sectors C10–D10 likely had slab-footed supports, 
a feature found on other vessels of Teotihuacan affilia-
tion. A more secure association is found in an unpaired 
lid from Sector D4, which displays painted elements 
closely resembling the “ojo de reptil” sign known from 
the central Mexican city. The dates indicated by the ce-
ramics are confirmed by radiocarbon dating of charcoal 
samples from within Vessel 13B, one of several vessels 
containing human remains within Burial 9. The charcoal 
returned a 2σ calibrated result of ad 240–420, with an 
intercept at ad 340 (1710 ± 40 BP [Beta-288303/EZ-5B-29-
V13B; charred material; δ13C = -25‰]).

A                B                C                 D                  E

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

Figure 3.2. Plan view of Burial 9, recording 
ceramic objects in the grave assemblage. 

Drawing: Stephen Houston.
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1A	 26.0	 11.0
1B	 24.0	   9.0
2A	 34.5	 13.0
2B	 37.0	 12.5
3A	 14.5	 10.5
3B	 22.0	   6.5
4	   9.5	 10.0
5	 13.5	   5.5
6	 13.8	   7.0
7	   7.5	   8.4
8	 12.2	 12.5
9	   8.2	   9.1
10	 10.0	   8.4
11A	 45.3	 11.0
11B	 48.0	 17.0
12A	 34.0	 10.5
12B	 34.0	   9.5
13A	 31.0	 11.5
13B	 31.0	   9.5

14A	 15.0	 13.5
14B	 20.5	   7.0
15A	 20.0	 11.0
15B	 22.0	   7.5
16A	 46.5	 13.0
16B	 45.0	 13.0
17A	 26.5	 10.0
17B	 26.3	 13.5
18A	 32.0	 12.0
18B	 33.0	 17.0
19A	 26.5	 10.5
19B	 27.5	   9.0
20A	 23.9	 10.5
20B	 23.0	 10.5
21	   --	   --
22A	 31.0	 16.0
22B	 31.5	 15.0
23A	   --	   --
23B	 37.9	 15.6

Vessel	 Width	 Height Vessel	 Width	 Height

Table 3.1. Dimensions of Burial 9 ceramics (in cm). Width 
measured at rim, height from base to rim. Vessels not 

measured where crushed and incomplete.
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Vessel 1 
Vessel 1 is a glossy, Urita Gouged-
Incised vessel of the Balanza 
ceramic group (Figures 3.3 to 3.9). A 
high-sided basal-flange bowl, it also 
exhibits a scutate cover—a particu-
lar lid form featuring a downturned 
edge overhanging the rim of the 
associated base. Both bowl and lid 
have a rare quatrefoil form that 
must have been difficult to fire. 
The form of the vessel highlights 
the skill of its craftsman, further 
attested by the gouged and incised 
designs around the walls and the 
lid of the vessel, which show a 
high degree of minute detail. The 
centrally placed effigy handle is 
modeled in the form of a howler 
monkey (Alouatta pigra), much 
like the handle on the polychrome 
Vessel 18 from the Diablo tomb (see 
below) and monkey effigies attested 
in other, contemporary burials 

Figure 3.4. Vessel 1 as found in the tomb chamber. Photo: Arturo Godoy.

Figure 3.3. Vessel 1 after 
restoration. Photo: Jorge 

Pérez de Lara.

(Coggins 1988:103; Smith 1955:Figs. 
11j, 24b.11, 75a.7). Thin, carefully 
weighted gouges were used to trace 
the body of the monkey, whose stom-
ach contains an acrobatic Maize God 
within a quatrefoil. The depicted 
quatrefoil must have had multiple 
referents, ranging from a sunken or 
enclosed area, perhaps the quatrefoil 
outline of Vessel 1 itself, to the lobes 
of a k’in or “sun” sign associated 
with this monkey (Taube 2003:Fig. 
26.2). A glyph for k’an, “yellow,” 
frames the Maize God and imparts 
the color of harvested corn, ready for 
consumption. In place of the usual 
monkey’s tail, a centipede curves 
around the back of the vessel. Such 
tails are attested in other Maya im-
ages of the Classic period, many with 
scribal associations. Perhaps to show 
where it “rests,” the monkey sits on 
a thatched or rope motif that courses 
around the vessel’s basal flange.

Scribal howler monkeys, often an-
thropomorphic, occur with centipede 
tails on K1180, K1523, and K8425 in 
the Kerr archive of photographs at 
www.mayavase.com. As Karl Taube 
has pointed out to us, a curious 
detail is that the centipede appears 
to issue from an open Muwaan bird 
mouth, as on the Diablo bowl. The 
same figure adorns the façade of Str. 
9N-82 at Copan, Honduras: conch 
inkwell in hand, the scribe is framed 
by a double-headed centipede, 
probably in allusion to this tail (Fash 
1989:Fig. 64; see also Schele and 
Miller 1986:Pl. 46 for a full-version of 
the humanoid monkey scribe). The 
so-called “Princeton Vase,” K511, 
shows a less distinct example of this 
personage, but it may illustrate a 
story about the execution of a mon-
key scribe. The body of a youth has 
precisely the same tail looping up 

Figure 3.5. Vessel 1A (lid of Vessel 1). 
Photo: Jorge Pérez de Lara; drawing: 
Kallista Angeloff.
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from behind his mid-section. A trickster 
rabbit, a puckish feature on K511, seems 
to have taken over scribal duties, hinting 
at mythic shenanigans. Unfortunately, 
the explanatory text is eroded and 
does little to clarify the episode. Yet the 
glyphs do refer to an ‘a-sa-ya HU’N-na, 
‘a say hu’n, “he of the mulberry-paper(?) 
or mulberry-paper book,” perhaps in 
reference to scribal activity (Houston 
2012).

The howler on Vessel 1 is of a mythic 
sort, linked by his woven headband and 

flower adornment to monkey scribes. 
Parts of his body have a curiously 
scutate appearance, as though reptilian. 
Marked with signs for “darkness”—the 
oblong forms are early and stylized—he 
also supports on his back the so-called 
“quadripartite badge,” likely a kind 
of incense censer (Taube 1998:Fig. 10). 
What may be solar flares, shaped into 
toothed heads, appear on the lower ex-
tremities, one for each limb. On his chest 
hangs a mirrored pectoral, suspended 
by a beaded collar, perhaps of jade. 

This recalls the trifold neck ornament of 
the Principal Bird Deity in Early Clas-
sic imagery (e.g., K2131, K3863). That 
the creature on Vessel 1 is no ordinary 
howler monkey becomes more apparent 
with the cloth banners that stream from 
divides between his four quarters. On 
each banner is what may be a decapi-
tated deity. Blood swirls around the base 
of their necks. To the viewer’s left, the 
front banner shows a Maize God head 
surmounted by the number “8” (Figure 
3.8). This association probably results 

from the head variant of that number, 
the Maize God. To viewer’s right is the 
Jaguar God of the Underworld, now 
with what may be the number “7,” also 
the appropriate head variant.

More opaque are the deities on ban-
ners or pendants behind the head. One 
is another Maize God, diametrically op-
posed to the god on front, but now with 
the number “11.” The motivation for this 
number is unclear. A second banner dis-
plays the head of the Sun God, here, too, 
in logical opposition to its nighttime as-
pect, the Jaguar God of the Underworld, 
on the front pendant. The elements 
above its head are difficult to discern, 
however; there may be an animal paw 
and the number “2.” Karl Taube (person-
al communication, 2012) has pointed out 
that a monkey scribe with similar pen-
dants around his neck appears as a k’in, 
“sun,” sign on Quirigua Stela D (glyphs 
B11-B12; Maudslay 1889-1902:2:Pl. 26, 

west side, glyph 5). A similar howler, 
head reared back to roar, also equipped 
with four banners or pendants, was 
found by Raymond Merwin at Holmul, 
Guatemala (Figure 3.10; Merwin and 
Vaillant 1932:Pl. 23). His head pivots 
up in throaty vocalization, a gesture 
evoked on Vessel 1 and Vessel 18 from 
El Diablo, as well as on a Baxbachan 
Plano-relief vessel of Early Classic date 
uncovered in Str. IV-sub, Room 3, Becan, 
Mexico (Figure 3.11; Ball 1977:Fig. 34). 
On the Becan vessel, the monkey scribe, 
represented only by a head with open 
mouth, disgorges two anthropomorphic 
versions of the Principal Bird Deity. One 
is probably connected to the daytime 
version, the other, suitably equipped 
with the cruller of the nocturnal Jaguar 
God of the Underworld, is marked with 
signs for “darkness.” 

Such images point to a distinct, dual 
meaning for Vessel 1: that it is both a 

howler monkey and a mythic example 
of the same. Howlers are creatures of 
the dawn and pre-dawn hours, often 
bellowing in unwelcome ways when 
most archaeologists wish to sleep. For 
the Classic Maya, it seems howlers were 
heralds of the coming day and the im-
minent arrival of the Sun God. Glyphic 
evidence confirms the ties of the ban-
nered howler to k’in, “day,” as shown 
explicitly on Quirigua Stela D. It may 
be that the incense burner displayed on 
the back of the Vessel 1 monkey refers 
to a fiery, solar emblem, itself marked 
with the k’in sign. The Becan vase, close 
in date to the Diablo tomb, strengthens 
the association by presenting cosmic 
birds or eagles, the Principal Bird Deity 
in its two aspects. Each emerges as a 
tangible being—an embodied vocaliza-
tion?—from the howler’s mouth. Still 
enigmatic, the Principal Bird Deity 
nonetheless has liminal properties. 

Figure 3.6. Details of designs on lid and base of Vessel 1. Note acrobatic Maize God in leftmost photo 
of second row and centipede issuing from Muwaan bird head in third photo from left in second row. 

Photos: Jorge Pérez de Lara; drawing: Kallista Angeloff.
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Figure 3.7. Handle of Vessel 1A (lid of 
Vessel 1). Drawing: Kallista Angeloff; 

photos: Jorge Pérez de Lara.

Figure 3.8. Depictions of banners on Vessel 1: (clockwise from top left) Sun God; Maize God with “11” superfix; JGU with possible “7” superfix 
(note probable second dot of number 7 in circular indentation; compare Figure 3.5); Maize God with “8” superfix. Photos: Jorge Pérez de Lara.
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One wing tends to exhibit the k’in 
sign, the other an ak’ab for darkness, 
as though in reference to boundar-
ies between daylight and inky night 
(e.g., Kaminaljuyu Sculptures 109, 110; 
Henderson 2013:Fig. 129). The in-
between quality of the Principal Bird 
Deity, celestial yet alighting on trees, 
accords with another aspect of bird 
life in the Maya jungle: avian noise 
and agitated movement peak at dawn 
or at dusk, when birds find or leave 
their nightly roosts. Birds, too, were 
understood in Classic Maya thought 
as emissaries (Houston et al. 2006:229-
250). In this manner, Vessel 1 can be 
understood as a mythic crystallization 
of diurnal passage. It commemorates 
a fraught time when there is promise 
of sunlight, yet not its full presence. 
The howler thus announces the dawn, 
transports emblems of solar fire, and 
disgorges a particular bird, the Princi-
pal Bird Deity, that marks liminal pe-
riods and establishes contacts between 

Figure 3.9. Vessel 1: profiles of lid and 
base. Drawings: Kallista Angeloff and 

Sarah Newman.

heaven and earth. (The parallels with 
winged Eos, Greek goddess of dawn, 
suggest a similar logic in other parts of 
the world.) The quatrefoil around the 
neck of the howler on Vessel 1 hints 
that the emergence is from a hole; the 
belly of the creature recalls both maize 
consumption and an emergent plant 
depicted as an acrobatic Maize God 
(Taube 2003:261). In this way, Vessel 1, 
a relatively small object, embraces far 
broader cosmic patterns. The small-
scale exemplifies the large, and the 
large is reduced to a form that could 
be cradled by human hands. 

As for its physical details, the mod-
eled head and the curving lid of Vessel 
1 are distinct pieces, made separately 
and joined together for firing. The 
head is thin and hollow, with a small 
opening at the mouth of the bellow-
ing monkey. A visible firing core in 
the rim of the scutate cover indicates 
organic material in the paste, attesting 
to close control over the temperature 

and length of the firing process (Foias 
1996:897). Some wear is visible on the 
monkey’s face and around the rim of 
the lid, but evidence of use is clearest 
along the base of the lid’s lip, where it 
came into contact with the quatrefoil 
bowl below, and on the base of the ves-
sel. These abrasions show use before 
interment and that the bowl was not 
intended solely as a funerary offering.

Vessel 1 was the first object placed 
in the burial, at the northwest corner 
of the crypt’s floor of tamped earth 
and plaster. The monkey’s palms 
on either side of the vessel and the 
centipede tail at the back present an 
intriguing feature. In the tomb, the ori-
entation of the lid with respect to the 
base was intentionally reversed (see 
Chapter 2)—perhaps a ritual inversion 
for mortuary purposes? Some residue 
remained inside the walls and on the 
base of the vessel, although the layer 
was extremely thin and analysis did 
not yield clear results.

Figure 3.10. Roaring howler monkey effigy vessel from Holmul. Photo: Alexandre Tokovinine.

Figure 3.11. Vessel showing monkey scribe and anthropomorphic Principal Bird Deity figure from 
Becan (Ball 1977:Fig. 34). Courtesy of the Middle American Research Institute, Tulane University.
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Vessel 2
Vessel 2 consists of two lip-to-lip bowls 
of the Dos Hermanos Red type of the 
Dos Hermanos ceramic group, each 
with outflaring sides and a flat bottom 
(Figures 3.12 and 3.13). The bowls are 
plain with simple silhouettes, though 
the interior of the upper vessel displays 
two symmetrical pairs of lightly incised 
lines running from base to rim. Estella 
Krejci and T. Patrick Culbert (1995:110) 
argue that the use of such utilitarian 
wares in lip-to-lip cache vessels—a 
common occurrence in the Maya area—
may emphasize their function solely as 
containers for the materials they hold. 
That is, downplaying their external 
appearance may have highlighted the 
heavy import of their contents. Several 
of the lip-to-lip vessels from Burial 9, 
including Vessel 2, show distinctive root 
markings around their exterior walls. 

This suggests that they may have been 
wrapped in leaves, a possibility sup-
ported by other examples of wrapped 
cache vessels from later phases of Str. 
F8-1 (see Chapter 2); the nearby site of 
Bejucal also provided similar evidence 
(Garrison and Beltrán 2011:295). 

Vessel 2 represents the first in a 
series of six pairs of similar vessels, laid 
out roughly in a straight line along the 
central north-south axis of the burial 
chamber, all but one pair placed lip-to-
lip (the sole outlier to the pattern was a 
pair of stacked vessels, one bowl placed 
upright inside its counterpart). This 
arrangement is nearly identical to that 
of Tomb 1 in Str. III at Calakmul (Folan 
et al. 1995:322). There, a line of lip-to-lip 
vessels was laid out below the body of 
the occupant and covered in textiles, 
forming a bed for the deceased. Each 
of the pairs of vessels in Burial 9 held 

the skeletal remains of a young child 
or infant, many of which appeared to 
have been burned prior to placement in 
the bowls (see Chapter 4). In the case of 
Vessel 2, the contents consisted of the 
largely incomplete, fragmented skel-
eton of a roughly two-year-old child. 
Comparative data on the practice of 
inserting infant bodies in cache vessels 
exist at other sites across the Maya low-
lands, including Barton Ramie, Piedras 
Negras, Tikal, and Uaxactun (Welsh 
1988:65, 257), although the examples 
are rare. In their study of Preclassic and 
Classic burials and caches, Krejci and 
Culbert (1995:111) attest to only seven 
cases in which sufficient quantities of 
material point to the presence of com-
plete bodies. Like the six pairs of vessels 
from the tomb at El Diablo, other known 
examples of caches with human remains 
contain few other materials. 

Figure 3.12. Vessel 2 as found in Burial 9. Photo: Arturo Godoy.

Figure 3.13. Vessel 2: (top) the two 
bowls lip-to-lip after restoration; 
(bottom) inferior bowl. Photos: 

Jorge Pérez de Lara.
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Vessel 3
Vessel 3 is a hollow, globular vessel with 
an open base set atop a basal-flange 
bowl with a gutter spout (Figures 3.14 to 
3.17). Both are of the Balanza Black type 
of the Balanza ceramic group. The vessel 
occupied the northernmost position in 
the eastern line of ceramic offerings (see 
Chapter 2), oriented with its spout to 
the north. The hollow “lid” of the vessel 
imitates the shape of a slightly outflar-
ing jar, though its “neck” is disconnect-
ed and sealed off from the basic spheri-
cal shape of the vessel, most likely made 
separately. The underside and interior 
of the spouted bowl and hollow lid 
were badly burnt, blackened, and heat-
cracked in some areas, signaling direct 
exposure to high temperatures. Evi-
dence of intense burning atop an altar 
outside the tomb itself (see Chapter 2) 
may correspond to the open flames used 
to heat some vessels and their contents. 

Other examples of spouted bowls 
are known among Early Classic assem-
blages (Ball 1977:Fig. 12u; Callaghan 
2009:218; Culbert 1993:Fig. 32e; Smith 
1955:Fig. 30b3). Examples from Holmul 
(Callaghan 2009:213), Calakmul (Folan 
et al. 1995:323), and Tikal (Laporte and 
Fialko 1987:148-149), however, provide 
comparative evidence for the pair-
ing of basal-flange bowls with gutter 
spouts beneath hollow, globular vessels. 
Examples from the Mundo Perdido at 
Tikal and the site of Holmul are slightly 
more complex in design than those 
found in Burial 9, in that they feature 
zoomorphic appliqués and effigy faces. 

Figure 3.14. Vessel 3: (top photo) hollow, globular body of “lid”; (bottom 
photo) spouted base. Photos: Jorge Pérez de Lara.

Figure 3.16. The two components of Vessel 3 as found together in the tomb, to the right of the larger Vessel 2 and to 
the left of the spouted Vessel 4. Photo: Arturo Godoy.

Figure 3.15. Rim profile of 
Vessel 3’s globular body and 
spouted base. Drawing: Sarah 
Newman.
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The combination of the hollow cavity 
provided by the upper vessel and the 
gutter spout feature of the bowl beneath 
together suggest a possible steaming 
function for this vessel form, perhaps for 
tamales (Charles Golden, personal com-
munication, 2010). The globular body of 
the upper part of the vessel would have 
retained vapor and kept its contents 

hot, while the spout allowed pouring 
of condensed liquid out of the lower 
bowl. Layered textiles found atop these 
vessels (Figure 3.17) may have provided 
additional insulation. However, the 
severe burning of some vessels from 
the Diablo tomb shows that they were 
exposed directly to open flame, most 
likely transforming the contents within 

Figure 3.17. Textiles found layered atop Vessel 3 (shown here) and Vessel 14 may have 
served to insulate their contents. Photo: Arturo Godoy.

into smoke and ash. From this came an 
altogether different “food” for the dead 
(Houston et al. 2006:125).

Vessel 4
Vessel 4 is a globular pitcher with gut-
ter spout and pedestal base, the larger 
of two very similar vessels recovered 
from Burial 9 (Figure 3.18). Marked by a 
heavily striated exterior, it corresponds 
to a variation of the Pucte Brown type 
of the Pucte ceramic group. Vessel 4 was 
placed immediately to the southeast 
of Vessel 3, its body overlapping the 
edge of Vessel 3’s lower bowl. Although 
Culbert (1993:Fig. 123r) acknowl-
edges only one instance of a similar 
vessel form at Tikal, nearly identical 
examples occur at Holmul (Callaghan 
2009:213), the Mundo Perdido at Tikal 
(Laporte 2005:164), and Uaxactun (Smith 
1955:Figs. 12r, 17c16). 

Thin rings of residue were detected 
toward the interior rim of both Vessel 4 
and its partner, Vessel 7, as well as with-
in the grooves of their gutter spouts. The 
exterior of Vessel 4 was badly burnt and 
revealed severe cracking from intense 
heat. The burn patterns, most intense on 
the undersides of the vessel and pro-
gressing up the wall of its body, indicate 
that the pitcher may have been placed 
directly into open flame. Joyce and 
Henderson (2007) speculate that choco-
late served by the Maya shifted from an 
alcoholic beverage to a non-alcoholic 
one, and that drinks once frothed by 
puffs into spouted vessels were merely 
whisked. Callaghan (2009:62) has sug-
gested that forms similar to Vessels 4 
and 7 from Burial 9, with their gutter 
spouts and relatively wide orifices, may 
reflect this shift in the preparation and 
serving of chocolate, perhaps serving 
as Early Classic replacements to the 
well-known forms of Preclassic spouted 
pitchers. Others consider the shift in 
vessel design to point toward altered 
notions of hygiene or to an attempt to 
avoid contact with spittle (e.g., Powis et 
al. 2002). The intense burning and direct 
exposure to flame in Burial 9 still re-
quires explanation. Whatever the liquids 
in Vessels 4 and 7, the contents were 
presumably burned off or evaporated to 
yield a substance thought more suitable 
for the dead. 

Figure 3.18. Vessel 4: (clockwise from top) in original context, to 
the right of Vessel 3; in laboratory; in cut-away profile. Photos: 

Arturo Godoy and Jorge Pérez de Lara; drawing: Sarah Newman.
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Figure 3.19. The lid designated Vessel 5: (clockwise from facing page) shown as excavated within tomb 
chamber (upside down, in center of photo); in profile drawing; after cleaning. Photos: Arturo Godoy and 

Jorge Pérez de Lara; drawing: Sarah Newman.

Vessel 5
Vessel 5 is a lid known as 
an “apron cover,” character-
ized by a uniform circular 
rim, concave sloping sides, 
centrally placed modeled 
handle, and horizontal edge 
(Figures 3.19 and 3.20). 
It belongs to the Caldero 
type of the Caldero Buff 
Polychrome group, with 
alternating red and buff 
quadrants and iconographic 
elements painted in black. 
At times, the brush was 
charged with viscous ink, 
thinning out toward the 
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limits of the designs. To judge 
from the right-sloping signs, 
the painter appears to have 
been left-handed. The identity 
of the four, nearly identical 
painted designs about the lid 
may help date the Diablo tomb. 
In their central element, they 
resemble the “ojo de reptil” 
sign from Teotihuacan. Note 
especially the curving line 
with dotted circumference and 
short lines, all consistent with 
variants of that sign (Figure 
3.20; cf. Estrada Reynoso 2009; 
Taube 2000:Fig. 10b-35, from ca. 
ad 300-450; also von Winning 
1987:73-78, Figs. 1-4). The ex-
ample with a subfixed number 
at Piedra Labrada, Veracruz, 
even seems to share the same 
stylized elements above and 
below (Baez 2009:Cat. 280). The 
similarity with floral elements 
on the much later House E at 
Palenque, Chiapas, indicates 
that the “ojo de reptil” sign, 
which sometimes takes bar and 
dot notation, is none other than 
a counterpart to the day sign 
“ajaw” or “flower” in the Maya 
calendar (Karl Taube, personal 
communication, 2013; see also 
Stuart and Stuart 2008:Pl. 18b). 
Nonetheless, the only other 
hint of Teotihuacan-related 
presence in the tomb is a prob-
able slab-footed wooden tripod, 
found in Quadrant C10. 

The importance of these 
designs for the chronology 
of the Diablo tomb is that a 
cross-tie with the Teotihuacan 
signary would suggest a date 
around the time of the so-called 
“entrada” event at Tikal in ad 
378 (Martin and Grube 2008:29-
31). The main protagonist of 
the “entrada,” Sihyaj K’ahk’, is 
also mentioned on Bejucal Stela 
2, ca. ad 381, as overlord of the 
ruler of El Zotz and Bejucal. 
Such clues imply that Burial 9 
and, indeed, the establishment 
of much of El Diablo, date to 
within a few decades before or 
after ad 378. Notably, Vessel 5 
belongs to a distinct group of 

Figure 3.20. The “ojo de reptil” variant: (a) painted on Vessel 5 lid from Burial 9 
(drawing: Sarah Newman); (b) variant from La Ventilla, Teotihuacan (drawing: Sarah 

Newman, after Taube 2000:Fig. 10b35); (c) marker fragment from Teotihuacan (drawing: 
Sarah Newman, after Estrada Reynoso 2009); (d) flowers from House E at Palenque 

(drawings: Sarah Newman, after von Winning 1987:Fig. 4.2).

a
c

d

b

vessels—three from the Pennsylvania 
State University survey of the Tikal pe-
riphery and 144 pots from El Zotz—that 
appear from elemental composition to 
have been of local manufacture (Ronald 
Bishop, personal communication, 2013). 

Apron covers are well-attested 
in Early Classic tombs (e.g., Culbert 
1993:Fig. 27a5; Hall 1985:32; Laporte 
and Fialko 1987:147; Smith 1955:Fig. 
6i-l). Generally associated with cylin-
drical vessels, whether tripods (Smith 
1950:Fig. 121) or tetrapods (Laporte 
2005:165), they may have played a role 
in preparing or serving liquids, perhaps 

to keep beverages from spilling over 
or, if warmed, to maintain their heat. 
Vessel 5 was not directly associated with 
another vessel in the tomb, although it 
was found toppled over immediately 
to the west of Vessel 6, a ring-shaped 
pot-stand. A similarly unassociated 
apron cover was also recovered from 
Burial 22 at Tikal (Culbert 1993:91). Lids 
of this form may have once been paired 
with perishable objects. In the case of 
the El Diablo tomb, this may have been 
a gourd or wooden or stucco object that 
once sat on the pot-stand provided by 
Vessel 6. 

Figure 3.21. “Vessel” 6 as excavated just to the east of the toppled lid known as Vessel 5. Photo: Arturo Godoy.

Vessel 6

Vessel 6 is a ring-shaped pot-stand of 
the Caldero type of the Caldero Buff 
Polychrome ceramic group (Figures 3.21 
and 3.22). Vessel 6 was placed directly 
south of Vessel 4, in a line along the 
easternmost edge of the tomb. This 
“vessel” could not hold its own contents 
and probably served to elevate another 
vessel, a perishable gourd or bowl per-
haps lidded by Vessel 5. Heavy signs of 
wear on the top of the pot-stand pro-
vide evidence that this object was used 
prior to placement in the tomb. Vessel 
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Figure 3.22. “Vessel” 6: (top) cut-away profile; (bottom) cleaned in laboratory. 
Drawing: Sarah Newman; photo: Jorge Pérez de Lara.

6 is painted with alternat-
ing designs in red and black 
encircling its everted rims, 
possibly imitating jaguar skin 
patterns. In subtle opposition, 
red dots on the top rim sit 
atop black dots on the lower. 
The body of the pot-stand fea-
tures two repetitive, squared 
designs, symmetrical about 
the vessel. The uneven lines 
and thickly applied paint on 
Vessel 6 appear to be the work 
of a less careful artist than the 
one responsible for several 
other painted polychromes 
within Burial 9 (e.g., Vessels 
18 and 19). 

Several similar pot-stands 
are known from Holmul 
(Callaghan 2009:61, 107, 138, 
153, Figs. 4.24, 4.47, 4.52), 
Río Azul (Hall 1985:33), 
and Uaxactun (Smith 
1955:Fig.15e1), with poly-
chrome examples being rare 
in comparison to mono-
chrome vessels decorated 
with appliqués or perfora-
tions. Although pot-stands 
of this form are frequently 
included in Late Preclassic 
assemblages, both Callaghan 
(2009:136) and Smith (1955:22) 
believe that the pot-stand 
is more distinctly Early 
Classic than Late Preclassic 
in date. Supports like Vessel 
6 may indicate a shift from 
the low, flat-bottomed ves-
sels of the Preclassic period 
to an emphasis on height 
in serving wares during the 
Classic period. This transi-
tion may result from elites 
hosting feasts while seated 
on thrones, a practice seen on 
painted ceramic vessels from 
the Late Classic (Callaghan 
2009:62). 

Figure 3.23. Vessel 7: (clockwise from top) in tomb 
chamber; post-excavation; profile. Photos: Arturo Godoy 

and Jorge Pérez de Lara; drawing: Sarah Newman.

Vessel 7
Like Vessel 4, Vessel 7 is a 
pitcher with a spherical body, 
gutter spout, and pedestal 
base of the Pucte Brown type 
of the Pucte ceramic group 
(Figure 3.23). Vessel 7 is 
slightly smaller than Vessel 
4, however, and evidence of 
burning on Vessel 7’s exterior, 
while present, is less intense 
than that on Vessel 4. Vessel 
7 was placed just to the south 
of Vessel 6, maintaining the 
eastern line extending south-
ward from Vessel 3.
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Vessel 8

Vessel 8 is a wide-mouth jar with a 
rounded base and appliqué handles on 
either side, classified as the Caribal Red 
type of the Caribal group (Figure 3.24). 
Vessel 8 was found just west of Vessel 
7, directly in line with Vessel 3 (though 
some 25 cm to the south). The ceramic 
vessels clustered at the northeastern 
edge of the tomb, from Vessel 3 to Vessel 
8, close off a space otherwise devoid 
of artifacts in an east-west line encom-
passing excavation quadrants A–E of 
Row 5 (see Figure 3.1). This may have 
been where the northern supports for 
the wooden funerary bier (or teem; see 
Chapter 2) made contact with the floor 
of the tomb. When the tomb was sealed 
from the southern end, those filling the 

burial chamber would have had to leave 
a space to lower the supports of the 
opposite end of the bier. There would 
have been no room to maneuver around 
the teem or to shift its position once it 
entered the tomb. 

Like Vessels 4 and 7, Vessel 8 is heav-
ily burned on its exterior. The remains 
of organic cordage were found around 
one of the vessel’s handles in the tomb 
(see below), suggesting that the pot 
might have been carried or hung. The 
rounded bottom of the vessel favors 
this hypothesis, although with careful 
placement it is able to stand upright on 
a flat surface. A thin white residue is 
visible around the upper, inner walls of 
the vessel, indicating it was once nearly 
full, probably with some liquid. The 
same residue can also be seen pooled 

inside the vessel near the rim and even 
on the surface of the rim itself. Early in 
the history of the tomb, the vessel may 
have tipped and spilled over, presum-
ably while its contents were still fluid. 
The rim and base of the vessel show 
only slight signs of wear compared to 
other vessels, another indication that the 
vessel was carried or hung. There are 
two small appliqué “buttons” on either 
side of the vessel toward the center. The 
handles also appear to have been made 
separately and added to the body of the 
vessel. Finger streaking shows where 
the potter smoothed the area around the 
handles. 

The high level of liquid and the 
possibility that it was designed to be 
hung or carried suggest another as-
sociation with the frothing of drinking 

Figure 3.24. Vessel 8: (above) shown toppled over in situ, with the remains of organic cordage around its handle; (facing page, top) profile; 
(facing page, bottom) upright in laboratory. Photos: Arturo Godoy and Jorge Pérez de Lara; drawing: Sarah Newman.
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chocolate—in the Classic period, this 
was often accomplished by pouring 
chocolate back and forth from one ves-
sel to another (Coe and Coe 1996:50). 
Although this process generally used 
cylindrical vases and drinking vessels, 
these forms are entirely absent from 
Burial 9. The pitchers and wide-mouth 
jars found in Burial 9 may therefore 
represent a transitional ceramic form; 
chocolate could still be frothed even 
as spouted jars of the Preclassic period 
gave way to cylindrical vessels of the 
Classic (Callaghan 2009:62). Similar 
handled jars are known from earlier 
contexts at Kaminaljuyu (Kidder et al. 
1946:Fig. 67p, q, 69f, g), and analogous 
examples are found at Tikal (Culbert 
1993:Figs. 11b, 154e). 

Ceramic Disk
A small ceramic disk, roughly 15 cm 
in diameter, was found just to the 
southwest of Vessel 8 within the tomb 
(Figure 3.25). The disk is plain and 
unslipped, buff from the natural hue 
of the clay, and slightly burnished to 
create a smooth surface. The disk is 
wider than the orifice of Vessel 8, but 
its position and proximity to that jar 
suggest that it may once have served 
as a loose-fitting lid to protect the 
contents or perhaps as a stand for a 
perishable object. 

Vessel 9 
Vessel 9 is a small jar of the Dos 
Hermanos Red variety of the Dos 
Hermanos ceramic group, found 
directly south of Vessel 7 in line with 
the easternmost vessels in the tomb 
(Figure 3.26). A thick layer of calcifica-
tion encrusts the entire vessel. This 
covering obscures its designs and 
wear patterns, yet the pot’s form is 
somewhat similar to earlier examples 
with flat bases from Tikal (Culbert 
1993:Fig. 11) and an example from 
Uaxactun, which also features a ring 
base (Smith 1955:Fig. 13i). A nearly 
identical specimen was recovered 
from Burial A31 from Uaxactun (Smith 
1955:Fig. 8p), although it was paired 
with a flat disk-like lid. Comparable 
forms occur at the Mundo Perdido at 
Tikal (Laporte and Fialko 1987:151). 
The shape and surface decoration for 

Figure 3.25. Ceramic disk from Burial 9, possibly loose-fitting lid atop Vessel 8. The disk 
was originally found leaning against Vessel 8 (see Figure 3.24), which was removed for 

transportation to the laboratory before this photograph was taken. Photo: Arturo Godoy.
Figure 3.26. Vessel 9: (clockwise from top) filled with debris within Burial 9; heavy layer of calcification more easily observed 

post-excavation; profile. Photos: Arturo Godoy and Jorge Pérez de Lara; drawing: Sarah Newman.
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this vessel correspond to utilitarian wares, yet 
its small size in comparison to the other vessels 
in Burial 9 bespeaks rare or valuable contents.

The thick deposit surrounding the vessel, 
similar to encrustations around the exterior of 
the base of Vessel 20, resembles that on vessels 
recovered from cave sites (James Brady, per-
sonal communication, 2011). XRF analysis by 
Hector Neff (personal communication, 2011) 
showed that “Vessel 9 has up to around 28% 
[calcium], or 70% [calcium carbonate]…with 
higher [concentrations] of barium and nickel” 
than the base of Vessel 20. The encrustation 
on Vessel 20B appears to be a more “contami-
nated” deposit, that is, a less-pure calcite. The 
calcifications on the two vessels thus formed 
in different locations. According to Thompson 
(1975:xv-xxii), vessels were sometimes placed 
within caves to collect zuhuy ha’ (pure or vir-
gin water). The remote location in which the 
zuhuy ha’ is collected and the manner in which 
it is obtained sanctify the substance, making 
it categorically distinct from similar activities 
conducted at the surface (Brady and Rissolo 
2006:471). The Buenavista Escarpment, the 
home of the bats that give El Zotz its modern 
name, contains at least one large sinkhole, 
suggesting a geological landscape supporting 
modest systems of caves.

Vessel 10
Vessel 10 is a small everted-rim jar with a 
tall neck of an unidentifiable cream variety 
(Figure 3.27). Vessel 10 was found near the 
central north-south axis of the tomb, just 
slightly to the west and beneath the much 
larger lip-to-lip formed by Vessel 11. The jar’s 
form is somewhat rare for the Peten, with only 
one or two similar examples found at Holmul 
(Callaghan 2009:217) and Tikal (Culbert 
1993:Fig. 138d). Nonetheless, the addition 
of an everted rim to jars, rather than bowls 
or plates, is characteristic of regional trends 
in the central Peten, emerging as a special 
feature toward the end of the Early Classic 
(Adams 1971:132). This vessel contained an 
extremely thin film of residue on the interior, 
and it still bears the remains of a layer of 
hematite around its inner and outer neck and 
rim. Along with its relatively wide orifice and 
bulging, almost globular body, this suggests 
that the vessel served as a storage or holding 
container for liquid. The remains of the he-
matite or cinnabar on the neck and rim of the 
vessel may indicate that these minerals were 
included in the preparation of the food or 
drink stored in the vessel, much like examples 
known from Copan (McNeil 2010:306).
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Figure 3.27. Vessel 10: (clockwise from facing page) shown tucked 
beneath Vessel 11 within the tomb; profile; post-excavation. Note the 
thin layer of hematite around the rim and neck of the vessel. Photos: 

Arturo Godoy and Jorge Pérez de Lara; drawing: Sarah Newman.
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Figure 3.28. Vessel 11: (inset) the largest 
of the lip-to-lip pairs within the tomb; 
(background) extreme close-up of human 
remains found within the vessel (for 
scale note molar tooth at bottom center; 
compare Figure 4.28 on page 197). Photos: 
Arturo Godoy.

Vessel 11
Vessel 11 is another pair of lip-to-lip bowls in the line beginning with 
Vessel 2 (Figures 3.28 and 3.29). The two bowls are of the Aguila 
Orange type of the Aguila ceramic group and are the largest of the 
cache-like vessels found within Burial 9. The size of the vessels is 
surprising, given that they contained only the skull of a four- to five-
year-old child (see Chapter 4). Vessel 11 is centrally located within 
the tomb, roughly in line with the two central axes. 
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Figure 3.29. Vessel 11: (right) 
profile; (below) the two bowls 

after restoration. Drawing: 
Sarah Newman; photo: Jorge 

Pérez de Lara.
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Figure 3.30. Vessel 12: (top) found badly broken within Burial 9; (bottom) base after restoration. Photos: Arturo Godoy and Jorge Pérez de Lara.

Vessel 12
Vessel 12 is the next pair of lip-to-lip cache 
vessels placed from north to south in the tomb 
(Figure 3.30). Although both bowls are very 
similar in size and shape, the upper vessel 
is of the Triunfo Striated type of the Quintal 
ceramic group (and therefore unslipped), 
while the lower vessel is of the Aguila Orange 
type of the Aguila group (bearing orange slip). 
These opposed vessels contained the frag-
mentary remains of the skeleton of a two- to 
four-year-old child (see Chapter 4). Vessel 12 
was found to the southwest of Vessel 11, the 
only pair of lip-to-lip bowls to diverge from 
the central north-south line of vessels with 
human remains.

Vessel 13 
Vessel 13 is another pair of bowls with outflar-
ing sides and flat bottoms (Figure 3.31). Un-
like other such containers in the tomb, how-
ever, these bowls were not arranged lip-to-lip, 
but rather stacked, both upright, one inside 
the other. The upper vessel is of the Triunfo 
Striated type of the Quintal ceramic group, 
while the lower vessel is of the slightly more 
plain Quintal Unslipped type of the same 
group. The remains of a one- to two-year-old 
child were found placed inside the upper 
bowl of the stacked pair (see Chapter 4). The 
vessels were tipped over when the wooden 
bier collapsed, scattering some of the human 
remains onto the floor. 

Figure 3.31. Vessel 13: (clockwise from right) 
the pair of stacked cache-like vessels, as 

found tipped over within the tomb; inferior 
and superior bowls in laboratory. Photos: 

Arturo Godoy and Jorge Pérez de Lara.
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Figure 3.32. Vessel 14: 
(clockwise from below) 
with layered textiles as 
found in tomb; profile; 

hollow lid post-excavation; 
spouted base. Photos: 

Arturo Godoy and Jorge 
Pérez de Lara; drawing: 

Sarah Newman.

Vessel 14
Vessel 14, another 
example of a hollow, 
globular body set atop 
a bowl with a gutter 
spout, is very similar 
to Vessel 3 (Figure 
3.32). Vessel 14 was 
recovered to the east 
of Vessel 13 and just 
to the south of Vessel 
11. Vessel 3’s hollow 
component had an 
imitation jar neck, 
while Vessel 14’s has a 
long, sweeping handle; 
it is disconnected from 
the main body and was 
probably made sepa-
rately. Much like Vessel 
3, Vessel 14 showed 
signs of intense burn-
ing, probably the result 
of contact with open 
flame. The ceramic is 
even split in several 
places because of ex-
posure to heat. Again, 
these rare vessel forms 
may have served as a 
steamer or insulator 
for food.
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Figure 3.33. Vessel 15 and adjacent vessels in 
context (facing page); vessel key (above).

Figure 3.34. Vessel 15, one of several modeled howler monkey effigy vessels in Burial 9. Note lid is smaller than base.
Photo: Jorge Pérez de Lara.

Vessel 15

The scutate cover forming Vessel 15’s 
lid is of the Lucha Modeled-Incised type 
of the Balanza ceramic group, with a 
modeled form of a howler monkey’s 
head; the base conforms to the Urita 
Gouged-Incised type of the same group 
(Figures 3.33 to 3.38). The monkey effigy 
of the vessel’s lid differs from those of 
Vessels 1 and 18, however. The crea-
ture’s face does not serve as the handle 
for the lid, but instead is accompanied 
by a separate handle directly behind it. 

Vessel 15’s effigy has the crested hair 
and beard appropriate to a howler, with 
an incised depiction of its entire body 
splayed out on the scutate cover below. 
The handle corresponds to the arched 
back of the creature. This decorative 
style can also be observed on Vessel 
22 from Burial 9 and examples from 
Holmul (Callaghan 2009:195, 203) and 
Tikal (Culbert 1993:Fig. 22b; Laporte and 
Fialko 1995:61-62), as well as on unprov-
enanced ceramics (Miho Museum 2011). 
Like Vessel 1, the head of the monkey is 
hollow and made separately from the 
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rest of the lid, with three small holes in 
the mouth and one in each ear to facili-
tate firing (Figure 3.36). The monkey’s 
face on Vessel 15 serves an additional 
function as a rattle, with a small clay 
bead inside. The face is slightly lopsid-
ed, sloping downward toward one side, 
and a small curl incised in the forehead 
indicates the animal’s odor (Houston 
2010). The curl, along with the rest of 
the incisions on the monkey’s face and 
some of his limbs, is rubbed with a red 
pigment, probably hematite or cinnabar 
(Figure 3.38). The incised limbs and tail 
of the monkey are detailed representa-
tions, sketching out the individual lines 
of the creature’s fur and claws. Wear is 

evident not only on the handle, but on 
the head of the monkey effigy, perhaps 
a result of turning the lid upside down 
and setting it next to the base while fill-
ing the container.

The base of Vessel 15 is somewhat 
larger than its lid, making for an awk-
ward fit between the two parts. They do 
not seem to have been made for each 
other. Two symmetrical, geometric de-
signs, perhaps of stylized serpent heads, 
are located above the basal flange on 
either side of the base’s high walls. The 
vessel is somewhat crude in compari-
son to other examples in Burial 9 with 
its uneven lines, varying depths to the 
gouging, and a lopsided angle to the en-

tire bowl (Figure 3.37). The center of the 
base of the vessel’s interior also exhibits 
traces of an incised design, a feature 
identified in Vessel 19, although the 
design has mostly been worn away. This 
wear pattern could result from ancient 
cleaning of the vessel, perhaps with a 
rough scourer to remove food residue 
from the interior (Orton et al. 1993:61). 
The upper rim of the base is heavily 
worn from contact with its cover. Dur-
ing excavation, an angled ring of white, 
chalky residue remained around the 
vessel’s interior. It may have contained 
a liquid foodstuff, which pooled to one 
side because of the vessel’s uneven posi-
tioning on the floor of the tomb. 

Figure 3.38. Detail of the face of Vessel 15’s howler monkey effigy, showing red pigment rubbed into the incised lines of the vessel. 
Note forehead curl that signals the animal’s odor. Photo: Jorge Pérez de Lara.
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Figure 3.35. Detail of the lid of Vessel 15, highlighting splayed-
out body of howler monkey beneath its modeled head. 

Drawing: Kallista Angeloff.

Figure 3.36. Details of the head of the howler 
monkey from Vessel 15. Note the small holes 
for the separate firing of the head. Drawings: 

Kallista Angeloff.

Figure 3.37. Vessel 15: rollout drawing of base, displaying geometric designs (note the thick, uneven lines in comparison to 
the craftsmanship of other Burial 9 vessels); profiles of lid and base. Drawings: Kallista Angeloff.
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Vessel 16
Vessel 16 is another pair of lip-to-lip 
bowls along the north-south axis of 
the tomb chamber, immediately south 
of Vessel 13 (Figure 3.39). Like Ves-
sel 11, the paired vessels are slightly 
larger than the other examples in 
the tomb and are both of the Aguila 
Orange type of the Aguila ceramic 
group. Vessel 16 contained the skull 
of a human child, probably aged 
between four and five years old, and a 
freshwater shell necklace (see Chapter 
4 and below). 

Vessel 17
Vessel 17, like Vessel 15, has a scutate 
lid belonging to the Lucha Modeled-
Incised type of the Balanza ceramic 
group, along with a tetrapod base of 
the Urita Gouged-Incised type of the 
same group (Figures 3.40 to 3.43). The 
vessel was placed toward the south-
ern end of the tomb, immediately to 
the west of the cache formed by Vessel 
23. Its lid shows the head and tail of 
a turtle, with the face of a forelocked 

Figure 3.39. Vessel 16: inferior bowl in laboratory, exhibiting burnt residues within. Photo: 
Jorge Pérez de Lara.

Figure 3.40. Vessel 17 (at right and in detail 
on facing page). Photos: Jorge Pérez de Lara.
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Figure 3.41. Details of Vessel 17. Note that probable yax signs on right and left sides of lid are mirrored on base. Photos: Jorge Pérez de Lara.
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elderly god emerging from the stretching, open 
mouth of the reptile; most likely, this an Early 
Classic version of the being known as Itzam 
K’an Ahk (Stuart 2007). The handle, head, and 
incised tail again appear to be made separately, 
with two small holes drilled on either side of 
the god’s mouth for firing. Like Vessel 15, the 
incisions on the god’s face and around the 
sides of the lid are rubbed with a red pigment, 
most likely cinnabar or hematite. Unlike Vessel 
15, Vessel 17 does not explicitly show the body 
associated with the molded effigy, although, to 
be sure, the four legs appear to correspond to 
those of a turtle (cf. Berjonneau et al. 1985:Fig. 
339). Instead, incised designs on either side of 
the head and tail, most likely yax signs seen 
on other early depictions of aquatic reptiles, 
mirror those incised on the vessel’s base below 
(Figures 3.42 and 3.43; see also Kaminaljuyu 
Sculpture 2, Henderson 2013:590). 

The tetrapod supports of the base are thick 
and short, giving the vessel a squat appear-
ance. Four incised and gouged designs are 
evenly spaced around the walls of the vessel, 
sharp and clear-cut in comparison to those 
on the somewhat similar Vessels 15 and 20. 
Two of the designs are nearly identical, and a 
third represents an incised pectoral below the 
modeled effigy head of the scutate cover. The 
designs on either side of the vessel illustrate 
a clear directional sway from front to back, 
which, along with the pectoral design, indi-
cates the intended position of the vessel with 
respect to its modeled scutate cover (this also 
allowed Houston to identify the 180° inversion 
in the placement of its lid in the tomb). Vessel 
17 shows similar wear patterns to Vessel 15, 
with scouring along the interior of the base and 
around the outer rim of the bowl. It, too, may 
have been used for some time before being 
included in the tomb. The vessel’s interior is 
also coated with a thin white residue around 
the sides and base, indicating that it may have 
once held foodstuffs similar to those placed 
inside Vessel 15. Comparable serving bowls of 
incised monochrome with tetrapod supports 
are known from Holmul (Callaghan 2009:195, 
206) and Calakmul (Folan et al. 1995:323), as 
well as examples without provenance (Miho 
Museum 2011). A vessel in a private collection 
shows nearly identical iconographic ele-
ments and style (Figure 3.44; Berjonneau et al. 
1985:Fig. 339).

Figure 3.42. Lid of Vessel 17. Note yax signs 
common on depictions of aquatic reptiles. Photo: 
Jorge Pérez de Lara; drawing: Kallista Angeloff.

Figure 3.43. Vessel 17: rollout of base above details of back and side of lid and profile. Drawings: Kallista Angeloff.

Figure 3.44. Vessel from a private collection with style and iconography nearly identical to Vessel 17. Photo: BAMW Photography.
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Vessel 18
Vessel 18, located just to 
the northeast of Vessel 16 
and south of Vessel 14, is a 
painted ceramic of Zotz Red 
Polychrome (Figures 3.45 to 
3.48). The type is unique to 
the El Zotz area and a prob-
able precursor to a series of 
distinctive red-background 
vessels thought to be from 
the region (Houston 2008:8). 
Vessel 18’s lid is a scutate 
cover with a modeled ef-
figy handle in the shape of 
a cosmic howler monkey, 
similar to that atop Vessel 
1. Nonetheless, the fluid 
lines on Vessel 18 suggest a 
slightly later date than the 
more angular incisions of 

Figure 3.45. Vessel 18: 
(clockwise from facing 
page) broken into large 

fragments within the tomb; 
cross-section through lid; 
paired lid and base after 

restoration in the laboratory. 
Photos: Arturo Godoy and 

Jorge Pérez de Lara; drawing 
Kallista Angeloff.
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Vessel 1. The howler monkey’s face 
is surrounded by painted images of 
gods and a chevron band in shades 
of grey, orange, buff, and black atop 
its red base slip. Among this welter 
of images are: an acrobatic Maize 
God; several heads of what may be 
ancestors; a bird-serpent whose body 
is shown as a watery, bubbly flow; 
and stylized serpent heads, each on 
linear bands that crisscross the lid, 
just below the quatrefoil from which 
the howler emerges. Other elements 
include flowers and glyph-like 
signs that recall those on Vessel 5. 
The painting is exact and fine, more 
careful work than can be seen on 
other polychrome painted vessels 
from Burial 9’s assemblage (such as 
Vessels 5 and 6, for example). The lid 
of Vessel 18 was badly broken from 

Figure 3.46. Lid of Vessel 18 and its 
howler monkey effigy handle. Note 
acrobatic Maize God immediately to left 
of effigy handle in photograph. Photo: 
Jorge Pérez de Lara; drawing Kallista 
Angeloff.

Figure 3.47. Vessel 18’s howler monkey 
effigy handle. Drawing: Kallista Angeloff; 

photo: Jorge Pérez de Lara.
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rock fall when the eastern wall 
of the tomb collapsed. The sides 
of the base are remarkably high 
above its low, deeply angled bas-
al-flange, which hides the base 
of the vessel when viewed from 
above. Three brightly painted 
designs are placed around the 
vessel’s sides (Figure 3.48). 
Nearly identical designs, all of 
ancestors facing downwards, are 
found on another basal-flange 
bowl from Uaxactun (University 
of Pennsylvania Museum 
Photographic Archives #165112). 
The flange of Vessel 18 exhibits 
a spotted band of alternating 
colors, also found on Vessels 19 
and 22. The center and the rim 
of the vessel show wear patterns 
similar to those observed among 
the other basal-flange bowls in 
Burial 9, probably indicating a 
period of use prior to interment. 
The bowl of this vessel contained 
the skeletons of two New World 
quail, of the genus Colinus (see 
Figure 3.90).

Figure 3.48. Vessel 18: (left) details 
of ancestors facing downward 
around the sides of the vessel; 
(below) profile and rollout drawing 
of base. Photos: Jorge Pérez de Lara; 
drawing: Kallista Angeloff.

Figure 3.49. Vessel 19: (from top 
left) profile of lid; profile of base; 
in laboratory after restoration. 
Drawings: Kallista Angeloff; photo: 
Jorge Pérez de Lara.

Vessel 19
Like Vessel 18, Vessel 19 is another 
painted polychrome of an unidenti-
fied, possibly local El Zotz variety; it 
was discovered at the extreme south-
west corner of the tomb (Figures 3.49 
to 3.51). Its lid is the only scutate cover 
from Burial 9 featuring a knob handle 
with floral or feathery motifs, in lieu of 
a modeled anthropomorphic or zoo-
morphic head. The painted designs on 
the lid are symmetrical depictions of 
disembodied ancestors on either side 
of the central handle; the heads them-
selves appear to be framed in styl-
ized bird beaks (Karl Taube, personal 
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Figure 3.50. Vessel 19: (top) within Burial 9 (photo: Arturo Godoy); (center) rollout drawing of bowl showing its flying macaw motif 
(drawing: Kallista Angeloff); (bottom) comparative examples of Early Classic vessels with flying macaw motifs: vessel from the Mundo 

Perdido on the left and one from El Perú-Waka’ on the right (drawings: Sarah Newman, El Peru vessel after Rich 2011:Fig. 7.33).

Figure 3.51. Lid of Vessel 19, displaying symmetrical ancestors on either side of the 
central knob handle. Photo: Jorge Pérez de Lara; drawing: Kallista Angeloff.

communication, 2012). Some of the paint-
ing displays thick, uneven lines, which are 
not as carefully executed as those on Vessel 
18. This suggests that separate hands were 
responsible for the two covers despite their 
contemporaneity, shared type designa-
tions, and evidence of local fabrication. 
The vessel’s base shows similar patterns 
of use to those seen on the other basal-
flange bowls in the collection from Burial 
9, although the degree of wear is greater. 
The underside of the edge of the basal 
flange is scratched and chipped, a pattern 
not witnessed on the other bowls from this 
assemblage. The interior of the vessel has 
clear residue markings, a distinct ring of 
a white substance around the side walls, 
but the pattern differs from other vessels 
within the tomb. The base of the vessel 
is fairly clean, enough to show the same 
possible wear patterns from scouring as on 
the other basal-flange bowls. Yet the high 
sides of the vessel are coated nearly to the 
rim with a thin layer of the white residue. 
The vessel was found resting at an angle 
when the tomb was excavated. It may be 
that the vessel tipped over soon after being 
placed in the tomb and the food offering 
within pooled against the sides before 
evaporating. The collapse of the wooden 
bier holding the king’s body may then be 
responsible for the chips and scratches on 
the basal flange, which would have been 
resting against the floor of the tomb when 
affected by the fall. 

The vessel’s base exhibits a common 
flying macaw motif (Figure 3.50), known 
from other funerary assemblages including 
Holmul (Callaghan 2009:134); the Mundo 
Perdido at Tikal, which was also paired 
with a scutate lid endowed with a knob 
handle (Laporte 2005:165); Tomb 5 from 
Balamku (Museo Nacional de Antropología 
de Campeche/Bridgeman Art Library); 
Burial 25 at El Peru (Rich 2011:Fig. 7.33); 
and Uaxactun (Smith 1955:Fig. 28a1). Pring 
(2000:51) and Hammond (1984:4-5) identify 
the sherd temper of vessels with the flying 
macaw motif as a clearly Late Preclassic 
paste mode beneath a distinctly Early Clas-
sic style of painted decoration. The wide 
reach of flying macaw motif vessels likely 
indicates a high level of standardization 
and perhaps even mass production of these 
and other painted polychrome vessels 
across the Peten region (Foias 1996:891-
933). 
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Figure 3.52. Vessel 20 within Burial 9. Photo: Arturo Godoy.

Vessel 20
Vessel 20 is another glossy, incised 
monochrome vessel, with lid and base 
both of the Lucha Modeled-Incised type 
of the Balanza ceramic group (Figure 
3.52 to 3.54). Vessel 20 was found to-
ward the southern end of the tomb, just 
to the southeast of Vessel 23 and slightly 
to the northwest of Vessel 22. This vessel 
has only a single anthropomorphic head 
as a handle, rather than an additional 
sweeping handle behind the head like 
Vessels 15 and 17. Showing a man’s 

head (an older god?) with sidelock, the 
handle seems to have been made sepa-
rately from the rest of the lid, with two 
small holes piercing the hollow interior, 
allowing hot air to escape during fir-
ing. The man’s incised collar, ear flares, 
nose bead, and banded hair are lightly 
rubbed with a red pigment, as with 
Vessels 15 and 17. There is some wear 
around the head of the effigy, including 
a large chip where some of the figure’s 
hair has disappeared, but the vessel 

Figure 3.53. Vessel 20: (above) cut-away 
profile; (below) after restoration. Note 

the calcifications encrusted around 
the base of the vessel. Drawing: Sarah 
Newman; photo: Jorge Pérez de Lara.

is only slightly deteriorated 
around the lip of the cover. 

The base of Vessel 20 is 
another high-sided basal-
flange bowl, slightly lopsided 
as with Vessel 15. A thick layer 
of calcification encrusts the 
entire vessel, obscuring most of 
its designs and wear patterns. 
The encrustation on the vessel 
appears similar to that envelop-
ing Vessel 9, again possibly due 
to placement within one of the 
cave systems of the Buenavista 
Escarpment. Nonetheless, 
Hector Neff (personal com-
munication, 2011), notes that it 
is unlikely to have come from 
the same deposit as Vessel 9: 
“Vessel 20B has around 25-26% 
calcium, or about 65% CaCO3 
[compared to 70% for Vessel 
9]…20B is higher in silicon 
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Figure 3.54. Detail of Vessel 20 after 
restoration. Photo: Jorge Pérez de Lara.

(close to 20% SiO2), titanium, man-
ganese, iron, and possibly zinc.” 
The fact that the vessel’s scutate 
cover shows little use wear and no 
signs of encrustation underscores 
the supposition that the vessel was 
placed within a cave to collect drips 
of sacred water. The vessel’s lid 
may have been removed to allow 
the collection of the zuhuy ha’, be-
fore being replaced atop the basal-
flange bowl, protecting its precious 
contents within the tomb.

Vessel 21
Vessel 21 is a glossy, globular-
shaped jar with a straight-sided, 
narrow neck and orifice of the Dos 
Hermanos Red type of the Dos 
Hermanos ceramic group (Figure 
3.55). This vessel was found at 
the southern extreme of the tomb, 
along the central axis formed by 
the series of lip-to-lip cache vessels. 
The vessel’s form indicates that 
it differs from most other vessels 
within the tomb in that it would 
most likely have been used for stor-
age rather than serving. Portions of 
the vessel, especially the neck and 
fragments of its broken base from 
the tomb floor, are covered with 
a thick layer of a chalky, almost 
bubbly white residue, which forms 
a thick stopper or plug inside the 
neck of the vessel. Although the 
neck and nearly half of the body 
are intact, the base of the vessel 
appears to have exploded from the 
inside out after being placed in the 
tomb. This, along with its unusual 
patterns of residue, suggests that 
the jar originally contained some 
sort of expanding or off-gassing 
liquid—perhaps the fermented sap 
beverage known as pulque or an 
atole with heavy calcium content 
(David Killick, personal communi-
cation, 2010). The “stopper” packed 
in the mouth of the vessel most 
likely prevented the gasses of the 
fermenting beverage from escap-
ing. Eventually, the trapped pres-
sure caused the bottom to burst and 
shatter. The substance appears to 
have affected the vessel’s slip too, 
making it extremely friable in areas 
where the residue is thickest.

Figure 3.55. Vessel 21: (top) within the tomb, burst; (bottom) in the laboratory after reassembly of 
sherds, showing thick concentration of residue around the neck of the jar. Photos: Arturo Godoy 

and Jorge Pérez de Lara.
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Vessel 22
Vessel 22 was probably the final vessel 
interred in the tomb, at the south-
eastern corner of the burial chamber 
(Figures 3.56 and 3.57). This vessel 
exhibits the same color scheme as 
Vessels 18 and 19, making it another 
example of the Zotz Red Polychrome 
variety that is, on current evidence, a 
local product of El Zotz. Like Vessels 
1, 18, and 20, the modeled peccary 
effigy head in the center of Vessel 22 
also serves as the lid’s handle. As on 
Vessel 15, the body of the peccary is 
limned across the lid below the handle, 
although here it is painted, rather than 
incised. Similar examples of painted 

Figure 3.56. Vessel 22: (above 
and at left) profiles of lid and 
base; (below) as found badly 

broken within Burial 9; (facing 
page) lid and base in laboratory 

after cleaning. Photos: Arturo 
Godoy and Jorge Pérez de Lara; 

drawings: Kallista Angeloff.
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animal effigies, including jaguars 
and deer, are found at Tikal (Culbert 
1993:Fig. 22; Laporte 2005:164-166) and 
Uaxactun (Smith 1955:Fig. 3b). The pec-
cary’s forehead and back show a painted 
version of the same curl incised in the 
forehead of the monkey from Vessel 15, 
again cuing a potent smell, well-known 
to anyone who encounters peccaries in 
the wild. The peccary’s nose and head 
are made separately from the rest of the 
lid and from one another, with the nose 

seemingly one thick cylinder-shaped 
piece, the head hollow. The head of 
the peccary is visibly worn, making it 
likely that the vessel was in use for some 
time prior to interment. In contrast to 
Vessel 1, no firing core is visible in the 
lip of the cover, underscoring a different 
firing process with respect to time and 
temperature in the production of the 
tomb’s monochromes and polychromes. 
The base of Vessel 22 is higher and 
displays sharper angles than most of 

the other basal-flange bowls among the 
assemblage from Burial 9; nonetheless, 
the flange around the bowl features the 
same alternating spotted band as Vessels 
18 and 19. Vessel 22 was found to con-
tain very little residue. The interior of 
the vessel, however, exhibits the same 
potential scouring wear-patterns de-
scribed for the other basal-flange bowls, 
which may again be evidence of its use 
as a serving vessel prior to placement in 
the tomb.

Figure 3.57. Vessel 22: (top) lid; (bottom) details 
of peccary head. Photos: Jorge Pérez de Lara; 

drawings: Kallista Angeloff.

Vessel 23
The last of the line of lip-to-lip 
vessels, Vessel 23 consists of the 
usual flat-bottomed, outflaring-
side bowl form, of the Quintal 
Unslipped type of the Quintal 
group, for its upper half; the 
lower vessel is a simple silhou-
ette bowl with a slight medial 
flange of the Dos Hermanos Red 
type of the Dos Hermanos Group 
(Figure 3.58). The combination 
of the base’s type-variety clas-
sification and its medial-flange 
form suggests it may be sub-
stantially older than most of the 
other vessels found within Burial 
9. Other examples of this vessel 
form and type are known from 
Late Preclassic contexts at Altar 
de Sacrificios (Adams 1971:Fig. 
10e) and Tikal (Culbert 1993: 
Fig. 7b-d), often as caches with 
evidence of charcoal inside the 
vessels. The paste characteristics 
and chemical signature of this 
vessel are closer matches to those 
of Late Preclassic vessels from 
El Palmar than to Early Clas-
sic types from El Zotz (Ronald 
Bishop, personal communication, 
2012). Although it is not particu-
larly well-made or impressive, 
Vessel 23 may have been intend-
ed as an imitation of an earlier 
style or even a kind of antique or 
heirloom, increasing its symbolic 
value. The vessel is heavily worn 
around its rim and interior, a 
sure sign of use prior to inter-
ment. This pair of vessels, just to 
the south of Vessel 16, held the 
remains of an infant aged 8–16 
months (see Chapter 4). 

Figure 3.58. Vessel 23: (top) cut-
away profile; (middle) base of the 
lip-to-lip pair after restoration, with 
Late Preclassic-style medial flange; 
(bottom) mismatched superior and 
inferior bowls, found shattered within 
the tomb chamber. Drawing: Sarah 
Newman; photos: Jorge Pérez de Lara 
and Arturo Godoy.
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Clay Mirror Back
Though most of the ceramic 
objects within the Diablo tomb 
came in the form of elaborate 
serving vessels, the clay backing 
to a pyrite mosaic mirror also 
belongs in this category (Figure 
3.59). Archaeologists recovered 
roughly three-quarters of this 
object during excavation, enough 
to highlight its square shape. Its 
clay substrate was covered in a 
plaster-like material, into which 
small cubes of polished pyrite 

Figure 3.59. Mosaic mirror 
backed by a square clay substrate 

with cubes of polished pyrite. 
Photo: Jorge Pérez de Lara.

were set in a mosaic pattern. The 
underside of the clay was coated 
in thin layers of fine stucco, the 
last of which also included hi-
eroglyphs painted in black. Now 
illegible, this was the only text in 
the tomb; presumably, it named 
its owner. The sides of the mirror 
featured bright red and green 
paint, similar in color to sev-
eral of the stucco objects found 
within the tomb and the paint on 
the wooden bier.

Painted Stucco 
Objects
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Figure 3.60. Plan view of Burial 9, marking 
areas with remains of painted stucco. 
Drawing: Stephen Houston.
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A modeled object with deep carving, 
probably of wood, was found to the 
north of the ruler’s head, perhaps as 
part of a headdress or stuccoed vessel 
(Figures 3.60 and 3.61). Aside from one 
piece with bulbous outset, little of its 
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Wooden Bier Covering—
Sectors C/D
When first seen through an 
aperture in the capstone of 
the vault, the king’s funer-
ary bier consisted of sev-
eral long pieces of stucco, 
each ca. 10–15 cm wide, 
extending in rough north-
south orientation along the 
C and D sectors of Burial 
9 (Figure 3.62 and 3.63, see 
also Figure 2.22 on page 
52). Its largest preserved 
fragment was in sectors 
D2 to D4, away from 
other objects that might 
have caused the stucco 
to crumble when blocks 
dislodged from the tomb 
walls. Within days of dis-
covery, the stucco began to 
fragment when air circulat-
ed around the once-sealed 
chamber, but originally it 
must have been some 2 m 
in length. The wood un-
derneath could be detected 
in streaks of red resin on 
the other side of the stucco, 

Figure 3.61. Pink stuccoed object that may have been part of the ruler’s headdress or a perishable vessel 
placed near the head of the deceased, perhaps just over 18 cm long and 8 cm wide in its full form. 

Photo: Arturo Godoy.

Figure 3.62. Some of the thin layers of painted stucco covering the king’s wooden funerary bier still 
bore traces of the wood grain on their undersides. Photo: Arturo Godoy.

preserving the circular impressions 
of crosscut wood grain at the ends 
of the bier. Cross-bars and supports 
may have existed too, with a similar 
light-green/blue stucco, but they 
were probably destroyed when the 
body and the contents of the bier 
collapsed onto the floor. Oddly, the 
larger fragments lay above stones 
from wall collapse, showing that 
the bier was still standing when 
rocks sloughed off the wall of the 
tomb chamber, perhaps weakened 
by humidity seeping just above the 
bedrock.

Pink Object—Sectors A11/A12
An unknown pink object, perhaps 
a painted gourd, was found at the 
base of the king’s feet but could not 
be reconstructed.

Destroyed/Pulverized Object—
Sector D2
Another indeterminate object, per-
haps of wood or painted gourd, lay 
to the northeast of the ruler’s head. 

Figure 3.63. Thin layers of painted 
stucco covering the king’s wooden 
funerary bier, including a fragment 
over 60 cm in length before 
deterioration. Drawing: Stephen 
Houston.
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Complex Assemblage (in 
Multiple Parts?), Including 
Jaguar God of the Under-
world—Sectors D5/D6
A deeply modeled head of the 
Jaguar God of the Underworld, 
with full cruller and k’in on 
its cheek, lay within a mass of 
perishable objects found near 
the left hand of the ruler, but 
evidently placed directly on the 
floor (Figure 3.64a). Two frag-
ments survive of this visage, 
both by the jaguar’s ear (Figure 
3.64b). The inner part of the 
stucco, that closest to the now-
destroyed wood, was painted 
with black lines (Figure 3.64c). 
The only way to account for 
such pigment is that it reflects 
the surface of the underlying 
wooden original, later stuccoed 

a

b

c

over by the Maya. After decay, the 
lines adhered to the stucco and sur-
vived to the present day. Other com-
ponents of the assemblage include: 
simulated basketry (Figure 3.64d); 
two bulbous outsets, one with 
scutes, another with cross-hatching 
(Figure 3.64e); perhaps an eye; and 
two, narrow “rainbow-hued” cylin-
ders that formed part of an elaborate 
sculpture (Figure 3.64f). The colors 
are unusually varied for the tomb, 
ranging, when joined in one design, 
from green to yellow to red, in that 
order, the fields of color sometimes 
separated by lightly painted black 
lines. A granular, pink-hued mass 
within several of the stuccoes raises 
the possibility that some novel or 
hitherto undetected technology was 
involved, perhaps like Japanese toso, 
a hardened mass of sawdust and 
glue that could be cut and polished 
on a wooden base. The interiors of 
several stuccoes were filled with 
this substance. A similar material, 
not yet identified, has been found in 
tombs at El Peru (Harriet Beaubien, 
personal communication, 2013).

Figure 3.64. Perishable object, 
seemingly placed on the floor of 
the tomb chamber, including a 
modeled head of the Jaguar God of 
the Underworld (a), characterized 
by its jaguar ear (b), traces of black 
paint transferred from the surface of a 
wooden object underneath the stucco 
(c), simulated basket-weave patterns 
(d), and bulbous outsets, roughly 9 
cm long (e). Nearby rainbow-hued 
cylinders, each about 16 cm in length, 
appear to have been part of the same 
elaborate sculpture (f). Photos: Arturo 
Godoy and Jorge Pérez de Lara.

d

e

f
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Water Bird Lid—Sector D6
Near the assemblage above, 
and perhaps forming part of 
it, was a more interpretable 
set of stuccos (Figure 3.65). 
Although fragmented into 
several pieces, these pink 
and white shapes doubt-
less represented the lid of a 
vessel. Similar lids abound 
in ceramic, all from the Early 
Classic period (e.g., K4876, 
K5834, K9121). The stuccos 
exhibit a design that consist-
ed of a water bird, a richly 
painted fish caught within 
its bill. The initial coat was a 
pale white-pink, followed by 
a more saturated pink. Short 
lines in green highlighted 
the design, especially on the 
fish fins. 

Figure 3.65. Pink and white stucco 
fragments formed the head of a 
water bird (top left), its bill catching 
a leaping fish, ca. 18 cm in length 
(bottom left); additional view of bird 
head and fragments (facing page). 
Photos: Jorge Pérez de Lara.
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Peccary-Snout Tetrapod—Sector D6
Just to the east of the water bird lid 
were the likely remains of the vessel it 
covered (Figure 3.66). Also of pale pink 
and white, with highlights in green, 
and curving fields of alternating pink 
and white, this was clearly visible in the 
tomb during excavation—only a few 
fragments could be lifted whole because 
of its extreme delicacy. Four peccary 
snouts supported the vessel, their noses 
“groveling” downwards, a position 
in which peccaries root for food in the 
jungle undergrowth. Delicate lines mark 
their eyelashes. 

Red Object—Sector D10
When first seen, prior to crumbling 
within the tomb, this object seemed to 
represent another peccary-snouted bowl 
like the object above, if with more satu-
rated red coloring. 

Red Lid—Sector D11
A red lid, almost certainly over now-
perished wood, appeared in this sector 
(Figure 3.67). Its outline was circular 
with a flat rim and an everted central 
section.

Figure 3.66. A perishable stucco vessel 
featured four peccary snout feet (above) 
beneath the wide curvature of what was 
likely a tetrapod bowl, some 22 cm in 
diameter (left). Photos: Arturo Godoy.
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Figure 3.67. A circular red lid, approximately 16.5 cm in diameter, that 
probably once covered a wooden base. Photo: Arturo Godoy.
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Figure 3.67. A circular red lid, approximately 16.5 cm in diameter, that 
probably once covered a wooden base. Photo: Arturo Godoy.

Figure 3.67. A circular red lid, approximately 16.5 cm in diameter, that 
probably once covered a wooden base. Photo: Arturo Godoy.
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Green Slab-Footed Vessel—
Sector C10/C11—With Lid—
Sector D10/D11
On-site and subsequent con-
servation succeeded in lifting a 
complete lid with flat rim and 
upthrust central section, much 
like the red lid above, perhaps 
as a contrastive, green mate to 
that object (Figure 3.68). The 
shape is consistent with the 
covering of a cylindrical ves-
sel. Nearby, in Sector D10/D11, 
were visible remains of what 
seem to have been slab-feet, all 
of exceptional delicacy.

Miscellanea—Sectors D1/E1 
and B10/C11
The list of stuccoes does not 
exhaust the finds of other 
perishable objects. Vessels 
23a and 23b held a thick 
accumulation of fragments, 
some doubtless from the 
bier’s covering but others 
of delicate painted gourds 
or wooden vessels, ranging 
in hue from green to dark 
red. One fragment, clearly 
visible in close-up, initial 
photographs of the tomb, 
displays a figure with a 

Figure 3.68. Fragmented remains of a flat lid of green stucco, ca. 17 cm in diameter, may have been the cover to a 
slab-footed cylindrical vessel of the same light green stucco. Photo: Jorge Pérez de Lara.

jaguar kilt (see Figure 3.92). 
Other fragments nearby also 
show signs of fine painting 
with black lines. Most of these 
pieces were conserved dur-
ing subsequent lab work. To 
the far northeast of the tomb 
was another piece, of intense, 
almost scarlet red, but per-
ceptible only as a scattering of 
thin, pulverized stucco. Very 
little of this stucco shows the 
resinous streaking that char-
acterized the bier, suggesting 
that its wood backing was of a 
different type.

Minerals/Rocks
In addition to jades (treated separately 
below and in Appendix I) other inor-
ganic rocks and minerals found within 
Burial 9 include obsidian, cinnabar, 
hematite, pyrite, and mica, in variable 
quantities (Figure 3.69). These materials 
carry symbolic associations based on 
their intrinsic properties (color, hard-
ness, reflectivity, translucence, etc.). 
They also represent valuable trade items 
and index not only the king’s wealth, 
but his ability to create, maintain, and 
control those riches.

Cinnabar
Cinnabar, a naturally occurring mer-
curic sulfide (HgS), is a mineral well 
known to have been prized by the 
ancient Maya, perhaps because its bright 
red color symbolized blood and blood 
sacrifice (Houston et al. 2009:30-31; 
Pendergast 1982b:533). Coating de-
ceased bodies, particularly royal bodies, 
with this symbolic blood may have been 
a way of signifying rebirth after death 
among the Maya (Fitzsimmons 2009:83). 
At El Diablo, the bones of the tomb’s 
main occupant were heavily coated 
with cinnabar, a process which, unfor-
tunately, appears to have affected their 
preservation (see Chapter 4).

Figure 3.69. Plan view of Burial 9, 
with rocks and minerals in the grave 
assemblage, including objects of jade. 
Drawing: Stephen Houston.
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Figure 3.70. Fifteen cubes of specular hematite: (top) found piled atop one another at the southeastern end of the tomb chamber; (bottom 
left) one of the cubes in the laboratory; (bottom right) the cubes were set atop a woven mat, which also left imprints on the undersides of 

the hematite squares. Photos: Arturo Godoy and Jorge Pérez de Lara.

Hematite

Hematite, the mineral form of iron 
oxide, is generally a darker, more brick-
red color than cinnabar, though it also 
has a more lustrous quality. Hematite 
was also found associated with the main 
body in Burial 9. Like cinnabar, the 
blood-red color of hematite (from which 
the mineral gets its name) may have 
served as a symbolic representation of 
this vital fluid. Layering of pigments 
and thick, dark mud around the body 
of the king (see Chapter 4) suggests that 
they may have been applied in liquid 
form, as a water-based paint, not coinci-
dentally much like actual, viscous blood. 

This hypothesis is buttressed by 
much larger quantities of the pigment 
found as an offering within the tomb. 
Fifteen brightly colored cubes of specu-
lar hematite were piled up towards the 
southeastern end of the burial chamber 
(Figure 3.70, see Appendix I). These cu-
boidal “pigment cakes” were relatively 
regular in size and shape, molded by 
hand to roughly 6.4 cm in each dimen-

sion. The way in which the specular 
hematite was mixed with an unknown 
binder (probably a clay) to form such 
regular, transportable cubes suggests 
two things: that the Maya could have 
easily transformed the mineral into a 
more malleable form to cover the king’s 
body, and that the consistently shaped 
cubes represent standardized import 
quantities of this highly prized mate-
rial. Most had been flattened, pinched 
to create their trapezoidal section, 
and positioned on a flat woven mat of 
rushes, a petate. The seepage of water 
that undermined the walls of the tomb 
contributed to a slight melting of the 
cakes, leaving a clear imprint of the mat 
on the base of several cakes (Figure 3.70 
bottom right). The presence of a needle 
nearby hints that these had originally 
been wrapped in cloth, probably sewn 
into a closed bundle with that needle. 
Similarly sized balls of copal at Tikal, 
from a special deposit in Str. 5D-1, as 
well as an “unidentified clayey material 
that may imitate copal balls with stick 
wicks” from a “Late Late Preclassic” 

tomb, Burial 85, supports the claim 
for standardized units (Moholy-Nagy 
2008:36, Fig. 223a).

Obsidian

A single obsidian macroblade was found 
in the tomb at El Diablo (Figure 3.71). 
Details of the manufacture, sourcing, 
and uses of this blade can be found 
in Appendices I and II. The large and 
heavy blade (measuring 14.1 cm long, 5 
cm wide, and 2.6 cm thick) was formed 
from El Chayal obsidian. One end of the 
blade was sharpened for cutting, while 
the other was intentionally dulled to 
serve as a handle, making it unlikely the 
blade was hafted. The lithic object ap-
pears heavily used and encrusted with 
organic material. Aoyama’s microwear 
analyses (see Appendix II) confirm that 
the knife was used to cut bone, possibly 
in association with the human sacrifices 
cached within and outside the tomb. Its 
position close to the ruler’s right hand 
leads to the suspicion that it had once 
been “held” by the deceased. 

Figure 3.71. Obsidian blade found near the king’s right hand. Photo: Arturo Godoy.
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Pyrite
A square mosaic mirror recovered 
from the Diablo tomb consisted of 
small cubes of polished pyrite, set into 
layers of stucco above a clay substrate 
(Figures 3.72). Although some of the 
individual pyrite tesserae remain, most 
had deteriorated into a powdery yellow 
substance. As noted before, hieroglyphs 
painted in black but all illegible and 
each less than 1 cm in size, appear on 
the mirror backing. Along the sides 
of the clay mirror back, remnants of 
vividly painted stucco in green and red 
were visible. Mosaic mirrors of pyrite 
or other iron-ore minerals are known 
throughout Mesoamerica as decora-
tive and divinatory objects, and courtly 
items often positioned near rulers in 
Maya imagery (e.g., Saunders 1988; 
Taube 1993b). One seems to have been 
looted or extracted from El Zotz at 
some point, a gift to the local dynasty 
from the ruler of El Peru (Houston 
2008). The square shape of the Diablo 
mirror is rare, however, with the few 
comparative examples known from 
Baking Pot, Hatzcab Ceel, Pacbitun, 
and the collections of the American 
Museum of Natural History (Blainey 
2007:206-217) and the University of 
Pennsylvania Museum (Danien 2002:Pl. 
42). 

Mica
Mica recovered from the Diablo tomb 
is limited to small fragments associated 
with the two jade mosaic masks (Figure 
3.73). Mica was prized for its lustrous 
qualities, even to the point that it 
served as an additive to the paint used 
on Copan’s Rosalila temple (Goodall 
et al. 2006). The material would have 
sparkled in combination with other 
reflective materials such as shell, obsid-
ian, and the many highly polished jade 
tesserae of the mosaic masks (Stuart 
2010:295).

Figure 3.72. Illegible hieroglyphs on 
the back of the tomb’s pyrite mirror. 
Photo: Jorge Pérez de Lara.

Figure 3.73. Small fragments of mica found within 
Burial 9, most likely representing pieces of two jade 

mosaic masks. Photo: Arturo Godoy.
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Woven Materials
The majority of preserved textile 
remains were recovered in association 
with the king’s body atop the funerary 
bier. Several other types of woven ma-
terials, however, such as a grass or reed 
mat, a basket, and organic rope or cord, 
were found partially preserved or as 
impressions in association with objects 
placed on the floor of the tomb. 

Woven Mat
Although the mat itself is not preserved, 
as commented above, several of the 
stacked cubes of hematite found in the 
southeastern corner of the tomb bear im-
pressions from having been piled atop 
such a plaiting. The mat appears to have 

been fairly small, perhaps just wide 
enough to hold the hematite offering.

Basket
Beneath Vessel 21, the exploded storage 
jar at the southern end of the tomb, lay 
the remnants of a possible basket. The 
basket may have initially served to help 
keep the large jar upright, as its wide, 
globular shape would have made it 
slightly unsteady and unwieldy when 
full of liquid. Presumably, this woven 
object was toric in shape, converted by 
the exploded liquid in Vessel 21 into a 
chalky, friable material. 

Organic Cordage
When Vessel 8 was initially found 
tipped onto on its side within the tomb, 

the remains of organic cordage were 
preserved around one of the jar’s han-
dles (Figure 3.74). The cordage appeared 
to have been braided and had a slight 
yellow tinge, hinting that it may have 
been the remains of leather. The cord 
about the handle of the vessel, along 
with its rounded bottom, indicate that 
the jar was probably carried or hung. 

Another small sample of probable 
organic cordage was found in associa-
tion with Vessel 21. This fragment was 
in significantly worse condition than 
the cord around the handles of Vessel 
8, although it may have been used to 
secure a perishable cover over the top of 
the restricted neck of Vessel 21. Cordage 
was also found in Altun Ha Tomb B-4/7, 
but not in association with ceramics 
(Pendergast 1982a:65-66).

Figure 3.74. Remains of organic cordage around handles of Vessel 8, suggesting the jar was carried or hung. Photo: Arturo Godoy.

Textiles
Textile remains from the Diablo tomb do not actually 
represent preserved cloth, but rather the mineralized 
remnants of ancient fabrics (Figure 3.75, detailed in 
Appendix V). The replacement of the original organic 
materials with inorganic minerals over time hardened 
the outline of the textiles’ warp and weft and even 
preserved some of the macrobotanical signatures of the 
plant fibers. Thanks to this accident of preservation, raw 
materials, production techniques, some color, and even 
indicators of adornments could be noted at a micro-
scopic level. 

Textiles are rare finds in ancient Maya funerary 
contexts and almost unknown from the Early Classic 
period—the notable exceptions being the Margarita 
Tomb from Early Classic Copan (Bell 2002:96) and Tomb 
B-4/7 from Altun Ha (Pendergast 1982a:65). In Late 
Classic contexts, they serve mainly as the foundation for 
a royal body, as in Tikal’s Burials 116 and 196. They may 
also represent the final “wrapping” of the entire assem-
blage of grave goods and occupants before sealing the 
burial chamber, as in the case of Tombs 1–3 in Palenque’s 
Temple of the Cross (Fitzsimmons 2009:84). In many 
cases, the presence of woven textiles or weaving accou-
terments is interpreted as evidence of the production of 
cloth on the part of high-status female members of Maya 
society, a likely if unprovable supposition (Chase et al. 
2008:127).

The textiles from Burial 9, however, served multiple 
functions in interring the king. Some of the textiles 
found within the tomb were closely associated with 
the royal body. These may represent a foundational 
layer between the corpse and wooden bier. Analysis by 
Margaret Ordoñez (see Appendix V), however, indicates 
that the textiles associated with the body of the main 
occupant show signs of having had objects sewn directly 
into the cloth. Deliberate sewing holes are visible within 
the warp and weft pattern, along with remains of an 
additional, larger variety of thread still present within 
the holes. This could be where some of the Spondylus 
clappers or Conus rattles of the king’s belt assemblage 
were integrated into his clothing for wear, a hypothesis 
supported by a comparative sample of shell-studded 
cloth known from Early Classic Tomb 1 at Calakmul 
(Folan et al. 1995:321). As mentioned above, other textile 
fragments were recovered from atop Vessels 3 and 14, 
which each feature a hollow, globular lid atop a spouted 
bowl. The vessels are blackened and cracked from direct 
heat exposure. Along with the hollow space above to 
trap heat and moisture and the spout below to pour out 
excess liquid, this suggests that they were used to steam 
food, perhaps special tamales or waaj (Taube 1989), and 
that the thick layer of cloth atop the vessels provided 
insulation to keep them warm. Finally, thick bundles of 
stacked, multiple textiles were recovered from the south-
ern end of the burial chamber. These may well represent 
tributary bundles of cloth, which, like the cakes of hema-
tite pigment nearby, represented valuable items of trade 

Figure 3.75. Textiles scattered atop and among other funerary offerings, 
most likely located atop the wooden funerary bier (top). The warp and 
weft of the textile fibers can still be seen (middle), as well as stacking of 

successive layers of fabrics (bottom).
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and underscored the economic clout of the king. 

Wood
Wooden remains inside the Diablo tomb were extremely 
friable and preserved only in sparse bits interspersed 
above and among other artifacts within the burial cham-
ber. However, slightly more robust materials preserved 
the impressions or outlines of wooden objects within the 
tomb, such as the funerary platform and several stucco-
coated wooden objects. 

Funerary Bier
The dispersed remains of wood within Burial 9 indicate 
that the king’s funerary bier was roughly 2 m in length 
and 50 cm high, set above the carefully placed lines of 
ceramic vessels on the floor of the tomb. As suggested in 
the earlier discussion of ceramic vessels, the artifact-free 
space in the quadrants of Row 5 within the tomb may 
have been the location of the northern supports for the 
wooden platform. As noted above, the bier was covered 
in a thin layer of stucco, painted bright green, which 
preserved the impression of the wood grain and the shape 
of some of the individual beams used to construct the 
bier. This object was most likely a teem, a long, low throne 
acquired in life and used in death (see Chapter 2 for full 
description). Being made of wood, this platform probably 
deteriorated after a century or so, its ruination furthered 
by water penetrating the tomb and affecting its supports, 
probably by the softening and sloughing off of wall blocks 
as well. The patterns in which objects atop the bier appear 
to have fallen or slipped to the western side of the tomb 
suggest that the supports to the king’s right gave way 
first. 

Wooden Vessels and Sculptures
Several of the elaborate stucco objects found within the 
tomb appear to have had a wooden base. The wood 
would have provided a suitable substrate for carving the 
desired shapes and would also have lent stability to the 
final products (see “Painted Stuccos” above). 

Shell
Shells, pearls, sea urchins, and other marine artifacts are 
common inclusions in royal interments of the Classic- 
period Maya, particularly at sites such as Altun Ha, 
Calakmul, and Tikal. The Late Classic tomb of Jasaw 
Chan K’awiil from Tikal (Burial 116) provides an excel-
lent example, with stingray spines and fish vertebrae 
laid below the king’s body, shells set at his feet, below 
his head, and throughout the burial chamber, and lines 
of Spondylus shells covering his arms, torso, and legs 
(Coe 1990:2:604-606). These careful shell alignments may 
represent an attempt to create iconographic watery bands 
within tombs, while other marine artifacts metaphorically 
transformed the burial chamber and created a sense that 
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Figure 3.76. Plan view of Burial 9, isolating shell objects. 
Included, at B4, is a concentric array of pearls on backing of 
jade; the pearls crumbled to powder on contact. Drawing: 

Stephen Houston.

the ruler had been physically immersed 
within a cave or placed on an underworld 
surface (Fitzsimmons 2009:90-92).

In the tomb at El Diablo, however, the 
numerous shell artifacts associated with 
the body of the king served as functional 
components of his elaborate funerary 
regalia, rather than solely as metaphorical 
symbols. Over one hundred shell orna-
ments composed his rattling dancer’s belt, 
along with two necklaces comprised of 
hundreds of worked shell beads (one found 
in association with the ruler, the other with 
the remains of a young child in one of the 
lip-to-lip caches) and several marine shell 
fragments forming pieces of composite 
objects, such as mosaic jade masks (Figure 
3.76). Yeny Myshell Gutiérrez Castillo iden-
tified and analyzed both the worked and 
unworked shells of the collection from El 
Diablo, and the descriptions of those materi-
als included here are translations of much of 
her work (e.g., Gutiérrez Castillo et al. 2013). 
Although the taxa of heavily worked shell 
objects and smaller fragments could not be 
identified, the El Diablo assemblage primar-
ily includes two distinct species, Spondylus 
calcifer and Conus spurius (Spondylus princeps 
may be represented as well, but could not 
be conclusively identified). 

Spondylus
The Spondylus genus includes large, 
tropical bivalve molluscs found in warm, 
moderately deep waters. Spondylus calcifer 
Carpenter, more commonly known as the 
spiny oyster, is the largest of the American 
Spondylus and distinguished by a wide, 
purplish-red band around the inner mar-
gin of the valves. This particular species is 
relatively easy to harvest, as it is found just 
below the low-tide line on Pacific beaches 
from California to Peru (Carter 2011:63; 
Keen 1971:96). Spondylus princeps is slightly 
smaller and more delicate than Spondylus 
calcifer, often a more uniform coral-red 
color, the denizen of slightly deeper wa-
ter, some 3 to 5 m below the ocean surface 
(Carter 2011:66). Imported varieties of 
Spondylus, including Spondylus calcifer, 
have a long history as valuable elite goods. 
Widely traded throughout the Americas, 
they have been found as both raw materials 
and worked objects at considerable dis-
tances from their natural habitats in Early 
Formative (Pires-Ferreira 1978:87-94) and 
even Preceramic contexts (Carter 2011:63; 
Pillsbury 1996:313). 

Figure 3.77. A large Spondylus shell rests face-down atop the fragmented Vessel 12 in 
the lower portion of the photograph. Photo: Arturo Godoy.
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The tomb at El Diablo 
included ten complete and 
four fractured Spondylus 
shells, eleven of which 
could be identified to the 
species level as Spondylus 
calcifer; these range be-
tween 10.6–20.4 cm long by 
9.5–16.1 cm wide (Figures 
3.77 and 3.78). Two smaller 
shells, ranging between 
7.3–10.5 cm in length by 
10.0–11.9 cm in width, 
may represent examples of 
the other Spondylus spe-
cies commonly found in 
archaeological contexts 
throughout Mesoamer-
ica and South America, 
namely, Spondylus princeps. 
A final shell represents an 
additional member of the 
Spondylus genus, but could 
not be identified to the spe-
cies level. 

Twelve of the fourteen 
Spondylus shells from the El 
Diablo assemblage are per-
forated by small pairs of 
drilled holes, in addition to 
natural perforations most 
likely made by sponges, 
worms, and smaller bi-
valves (Figure 3.78; Keen 
1971:96-98). These shells 
also showed signs of 
having once held or been 
painted with red pigment, 

Figure 3.78. One of the large 
Spondylus shells found in the 

Diablo tomb (at right). The shells 
were perforated by small holes  
and paired with beads, also of 

Spondylus shell, to form rattlers 
or clappers (below). Photo: Jorge 

Pérez de Lara.

Figure 3.79. Burial 9’s 
Spondylus shells with evidence 
of reworking or repair, with 
holes patched by neatly cut 
fragments of other shells. 
Photo: Jorge Pérez de Lara.

similar in color and texture 
to the large quantities of 
specular hematite found 
within the tomb (described 
above). Each included a 
single bead, also carved 
from Spondylus, placed in 
the center of the halved 
bivalve. The drilled holes, 
the smaller associated 
beads, and the evident 
wear from contact between 
the large Spondylus shells 
and the beads they held 
suggests that these served 
as hanging rattlers or clap-
pers (Figure 3.78). Some of 
the larger shells showed 
clear evidence of meticu-
lous patches, imperfections 
filled with additional 
pieces of Spondylus, neatly 
cut and polished (Figure 
3.79).

In addition to the 
Spondylus clappers, 59 
shell beads, also seemingly 
carved from Spondylus, 
formed the bulk of the 
necklace worn by the de-
ceased ruler (Figure 3.80). 
These beads make up a 
largely irregular collection 
of flattened disks, rounded 
cylinders, and thicker tube-
like shapes, ranging from 
12–27 mm in diameter 
and 2–16 mm in thickness. 

Figure 3.80. Beads of 
worked Spondylus forming a 
necklace worn by the king, 
block-lifted from the tomb 
chamber (left) and excavated 
in the laboratory (below). 
Photos: Arturo Godoy and 
Jorge Pérez de Lara.
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Figure 3.81. Like the whole bivalve shells, the Spondylus beads also revealed signs of repair with small circular pieces of shell and thick 
coatings of cinnabar to disguise patches. Photos: Jorge Pérez de Lara.

Figure 3.82. Assemblage of nearly one hundred Conus spurius shells scattered throughout the tomb chamber, dislodged by the 
disintegration of the wooden funerary bier. Photo: Arturo Godoy.

Most of the beads of the necklace were cylindri-
cally drilled, but several were biconically or coni-
cally perforated. Not only does the necklace lack 
uniformity in the shapes and manufacture of its 
components, but several of its beads show signs 
of reuse and repair, including, as with the larger 
shells, small plugs of shell to disguise imperfec-
tions or change the threading orientation of a 
bead. Several of the beads were found covered in 
a thick coating containing cinnabar, further hiding 
the evidence of their repair or reuse (Figure 3.81). 

Conus spurius
Conus spurius is a predatory sea snail, one of 
about 500 similar marine gastropod molluscs 
of the family Conidae, distinguished by their 
cone-shaped, univalve shells and the neurotoxic 
venom, injected into prey via a tiny harpoon-like 
tooth, which all species possess. Even modern 
collectors prize the shells of the Conidae family, 
which provides some of the most highly valued 
shells in the world. The smooth shell of this spe-
cies is generally cream to white in color, decorated 
with spiraling rows of irregular yellowish-orange 
squares (the alphabetic letters many collectors 
“see” in these patterns give the shell its common 
name, the “alphabet cone”). Conus spurius is com-
mon in the Caribbean, normally found on sand at 
depths between 1–50 feet (Abbott 1996:160).

The El Diablo assemblage includes 98 worked 
Conus spurius shells (Figures 3.82 and 3.83). The 
relatively high spires of the shells were removed, 
most likely using a percussion method to break 
the tips off of the otherwise smooth whorl of the 
shell. Each of the shells has a small hole drilled 
through its base as well, allowing the cone to 
hang with the broken-off apex downward. These 
shells also contained at least one dog canine (and 
in some cases, up to three teeth), drilled through 
the root (see below). The opened cone shells, 
with their clinking teeth inside, formed a rattling 
dancer’s belt at the king’s waist (Houston et al. 
2006:267).

Figure 3.83. The Conus spurius shells were drilled through the apex, allowing 
them to hang, and each contained at least one dog canine to produce a series 

of clinking rattles. Photos: Jorge Pérez de Lara.
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Unidentifiable Shell Objects
Several of the shell objects within the 
tomb were intensively shaped and pol-
ished, making taxonomic identifications 
difficult. Among these are two roughly 
triangular-shaped pendants. The pieces 
each measure approximately 45 mm 
long, 18 mm wide, and 4–6 mm thick. 
Fine lines are incised into the surface of 
the shells, along with two conical perfo-
rations, presumably to allow the objects 
to be hung. Although the disturbances 
in the tomb over time displaced many 
objects from their original positions, 
these pendants were found together 
in the north-central part of the tomb, 
suggesting they may have once formed 
elements of the king’s headdress.

The shell beads of a second neck-
lace found within the tomb also eluded 
taxonomic identification. Approximately 
400 small beads, some articulated, were 
recovered from one of the tomb’s lip-
to-lip vessels (Vessel 16), along with the 
dental remains of a child approximately 
four to five years old. Although it is pos-
sible that these beads represent multiple 
necklaces or a necklace that originally 
consisted of multiple strands, the beads 
were restrung on a single thread follow-
ing excavation, reaching a total length 
of 75 cm (Figure 3.84). The necklace 
included two general types of beads, 
many of which were burnt. The first 
type measures 3–4 mm wide and 2 mm 
in thickness, while the second type is 
more irregularly shaped and measures 
only 1–2 mm wide. 

Finally, several unidentifiable shell 
fragments were found in association 
with the tomb’s two jade mosaic masks. 
These small cut pieces of shell formed 
part of the headdress, eyes, mouth, and 
teeth of the jade masks. Although the 
fragments are too small and worked to 
be identified, they appear to have been 
hewn from larger bivalves, based on 
the front and back surfaces of the small 
pieces. 

Figure 3.84. Necklace of hundreds of tiny 
shell beads found within Vessel 16, along 
with the dental remains of a young child. 

Photo: Jorge Pérez de Lara.

Jade
Although the quantity and quality of jades 
and other greenstone materials interred 
with rulers of the Classic period var-
ies (Fitzsimmons 2009:88), jade’s linkage 
to themes of centrality, rulership, breath, 
and life essence made it a key component 
of ancient Maya funerary rites and rituals 
(Taube 2005:28-32). Moreover, in addition to 
its symbolic meanings and associations, jade 
embodied the substantial efforts required 
to obtain, transport, produce, and finish the 
objects carved from this hard material (Taube 
and Ishihara-Brito 2012:140-145).

As in the case of the worked shells found 
within the El Diablo tomb, the majority of the 
jade objects formed elements of the king’s 

royal regalia. Comparative Early Classic ico-
nography shows rulers with a complex jade belt 
assemblage worn at the small of the back, clearly 
depicting several of the elements identified 
from the El Diablo tomb: a jade mask, plaques, 
and celts (Figure 3.85). Many of the jade objects 
from El Diablo, like the shells described above, 
also showed evidence of having been reused or 
repaired for their purpose as part of the king’s 
adornments. 

This chapter provides a basic descriptive 
inventory of these worked jade objects, which in-
clude plaques, celts, earspools, beads, and mosaic 
fragments. For a full treatment of the El Diablo 
jade assemblage, including potential sourcing 
and production technologies, see Appendix I.

Figure 3.85. Carved Early Classic scene from Bonampak, showing two figures wearing belt assemblages with 
masks, plaques, and celts at the small of the back. Photo: BAMW Photography.
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Figure 3.86. Jade earspools: (inset photos) two large jade earspools were likely attached to the ruler’s headdress; (background) two smaller 
jade earspools formed part of a mosaic mask on the ruler’s belt assemblage. Photos: Jorge Pérez de Lara and Arturo Godoy.

Jade Earspools
Burial 9 contained two large earspools 
likely worn by the ruler and two smaller 
versions associated with the jade mask 
from his belt assemblage (Figure 3.86). 
The king’s earspools appear to have been 
carved from a single jade cobble and 
hollowed out, reserving material for the 
future creation of beads or other objects, 
none of which were found in the tomb. 
One of the earspools measures 8 cm long, 
7.4 cm wide, and 0.3 cm thick, while the 
other measures 7.65 cm long, 7.45 cm 
wide, and 0.3 cm thick. Four small holes, 
biconically drilled into the sides of each 
of the earspools, probably attached them 
to the king’s larger headdress assemblage 
or affixed some now-missing internal 
element. The smaller earspools were cut 
from high-quality jade similar to that 
of the bead placed in the king’s mouth. 
These two smaller earspools each mea-
sured roughly 1.1 cm long, 1.05 cm wide, 
and 0.15 cm thick.

Jade Plaques
Four jade plaques were excavated in 
Burial 9, forming part of the king’s belt 
assemblage and recovered from beneath 
the remains of the body toward the west-
ern edge of the tomb (Figure 3.87). Made 
from a single core, the four plaques form 
two distinct pairs in terms of size: one is 
10.4 cm long, while the other pair is 12.4 
cm long. All four are remarkably similar 
in width (roughly 4.2 cm) and thickness 
(approximately 1.35 cm). One pair of 
plaques was worked along its narrow, 
long edges; the other pair was similarly 
worked, but along its broad faces. In each 
rectangular jade block, a long, thin trench 
was cut into the material, later repaired 
with small, polished inlays. Four conical-
ly-drilled holes were made in each block 
as well, one on either end of the sawn 
trench and two additional holes, centrally 
placed in each of the sides adjacent to the 
side with the trench. 

Figure 3.87. Jade plaques from ruler’s belt 
assemblage, made from a single core, with 

signs of sawing, drilling, and later repair work. 
Photos: Jorge Pérez de Lara.
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Jade Celts
In addition to the jade plaques, 
three jade celts were also in-
corporated into the ruler’s belt 
assemblage (Figure 3.88). The 
three celts are nearly identical in 
shape and size, each measuring 
approximately 8.5 cm in length, 
4.0 cm in width, and 0.35 cm in 
thickness. As Zachary Hruby 
has noted (see Appendix I), the 
three pieces were all sawn from 
a single celtiform axe. One of the 
celts showed signs of a manufac-
turing imperfection (a small divot 
created when the original axe 
was divided), which was later 
polished smooth. 

Figure 3.88. Three jade celts, all 
formed from a single celtiform 
axe, were part of the king’s belt 
assemblage (below). The celts 
were found together with the 
jade plaques, also part of the 
belt assemblage (above). Photos: 
Arturo Godoy and Jorge Pérez de 
Lara.

Jade Beads
Two jade beads were found 
within the Diablo tomb (Figure 
3.89). The first was associated 
with the ruler’s jade belt assem-
blage, while the second bead 
was found among the king’s 
cervical vertebrae, most likely 
originally placed in the mouth 
of the deceased. 

The jade bead associated 
with the belt assemblage is 
roughly tubular in shape, with 
three holes drilled vertically 
into one side of the bead, most 
likely to support each of the 
three jade celts. The tubular 
bead, measuring 6.7 cm long, 
2.25 cm wide, and 1.25 cm 
thick, was also decorated with 
chamfering at either end and is 
oval-shaped in cross-section.

The bead placed within the 
king’s mouth is semi-spherical 
in shape and carved from 
brightly polished, high-quality 
jade. Although placing a jade 
bead in the mouth of the de-
ceased is a common practice 
among the ancient Maya (Ruz 
Lhuillier 1968:459), the bead 
found with the ruler in the 
Diablo tomb is slightly unusual 
in its shape. The large diameter 
of the hole through the center 
of the bead and its straight side-
walls suggest that it was drilled 
with the intention of preserv-
ing the core of the material. 
This bead measured 1.55 cm 
in length, 1.5 cm in width, and 
1.05 cm in thickness. 

Figure 3.89. Long tubular bead 
associated with the king’s belt 

assemblage (top), with rounder 
bead of higher quality jade most 

likely placed within the mouth 
of the deceased (middle and 

bottom). Photos: Jorge Pérez de 
Lara and Arturo Godoy.
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Jade Mosaic Masks
Two separate mosaic masks, 
comprised mainly of jade tesserae 
with additional fragments of shell 
and obsidian, were found associ-
ated with the body of the king at El 
Diablo. One mask (Mask 1), recon-
structed by conservators, represents 
the jade mask associated with the 
celts and plaques of the king’s belt 
assemblage, originally worn facing 
outward at the small of the ruler’s 
back (see Figure 3.86 and Appen-
dix III). The second mask (Mask 
2) was probably worn in front, on 
the king’s chest. Although the jade 
tesserae of the two masks were cut 
and shaped to fit together, they are 
slightly rounded and loose-fitting 
and, according to Zachary Hruby 
(see Appendix I), may represent the 
reuse of debitage produced during 
the manufacturing process of other, 
larger pieces. The exterior surfaces 
of the mask tesserae are highly 
polished, bulge slightly outward, 
and were constructed atop a back-
ing and held together with organic 
materials (see Appendix III). It is 
likely that the bottom of Mask 1 is 
securely reconstructed, but the up-
per portion may be a more specula-
tive assembly because of difficulty 
in establishing clear fits.

Jade Dental Incrustation
Two small, roughly circular frag-
ments of jade were inlaid in the left, 
second upper incisor of the ruler 
(see Figure 4.19, page 192). The ma-
terial is worked but slightly unfin-
ished, with saw marks visible and 
rough shaping. These tiny pieces 
of jade were polished only on the 
exposed side, with the underside 
left rough, perhaps to aid in the ma-
terial’s adhesion to the tooth. Only 
one of the two jade inlays could be 
measured, but they are similar in 
size, with dimensions of roughly 
0.35 cm long, 0.35 cm wide, and 
0.15 cm thick. 

Faunal Remains
The faunal artifacts found within the 
Diablo tomb represent both partial 
remains of the funerary feast interred 
with the king and non-subsistence 
uses of animal bones. 

Dog Canines
Along with the Conus shells de-
scribed above, the dancer’s belt worn 
by the king included 117 canines of 
a fairly large New World dog spe-
cies, perhaps one of the larger furred 
or hairless breeds represented in 
contact-period Aztec codices (e.g., 
Codex Magliabechiano CL. XIII. 3). 
As noted above, each of these canines 
was drilled through the root and sus-
pended within a Conus shell (some 
shells held as many as three), creat-
ing nearly a hundred small bells or 
rattles worn on the king’s lower body 
(see Figure 3.83). 

New World Quail Skeletons
Vessel 18, a polychrome serving 
vessel with a howler monkey ef-
figy lid, contained the remains of 
two nearly complete specimens 
of New World quail (of the genus 
Colinus; Figure 3.90). Quail, par-
ticularly of the Colinus virginianus 
variety, were favored as sacrifices 
among the Zapotec (Marcus and 
Flannery 2000:407), who regarded 
them as “clean” or “pure” animals 
due to their habit of drinking water 
from dew drops. They were also 
used as food offerings among the 
Mixtec (Boone 2007:42) and the Aztec 
(Parsons 1933:615), for whom they 
were intimately associated with the 
myth of creation (Taube 1993a:38). 
Among the Maya, complete Colinus 
skeletons are a frequent inclusion 
in Early Classic burials and caches, 
including a cache at nearby Bejucal 
(Garrison and Beltrán 2011:295), 
Burial 24 at El Peru (Rich 2011:251), 
and interments from Dzibilchaltun 
and Uaxactun (Pohl 1983:61).

Figure 3.90. Vessel 18 with nearly complete skeletons of 
two New World quail. Photo: Arturo Godoy.
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Figure 3.91. Front and back views of a single third phalanx of a small felid, possibly part of pelt or kilt. Photos: Andrew Scherer.

Figure 3.92. Figure with kilt of feline pelt, Vessel 23. Photo taken just after tomb opening, from above the vault. Photo: Arturo Godoy.

Felid Phalanx
The third phalanx of a medium-to-small felid was 
found with the body of the ruler in the Diablo 
tomb (Figure 3.91). Though slightly broken, the 
phalanx measures roughly 2 cm long, 1 cm wide, 
and 0.5 cm thick (at its proximal end), suggesting 
it could potentially represent the phalanx of an 
ocelot (Leopardus pardalis). The bone was recov-
ered just to the south of the tomb’s central axis, 
associated with the pelvic region of the king’s 
body. It is possible that the phalanx represents the 
remains of a pelt used as part of the king’s cloth-
ing (perhaps a kilt; see Figure 3.92 for image of 
jaguar kilt on perishable bowl in Vessels 23a/23b); 
however, with only a single phalanx recovered, 
this interpretation remains speculative.

Bone Needle
A single bone needle was recovered 
from the southeastern area of the tomb 
chamber (Figure 3.93). The needle has 
been sawn and smoothed to a bluntly 
conical point, with a slender tapering 
shape and circular cross-section. The in-
tensive shaping, smoothing, and polish-
ing of the object prohibits identification 
of the animal species from which it was 
manufactured. Perhaps the needle was 
used in the manufacturing of the textiles 
recovered from the tomb, or to seal a 
bundle containing the specular hematite 
cakes, though these possibilities remain 
speculations.

Figure 3.93. Thin bone 
needle found near stacks 

of hematite, perhaps used 
to sew or fasten bundle 

with mineral cubes. Photo: 
Stephen Houston.
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