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Abstract 

Finger caches—isolated deposits of human phalanges, often in plainware bowls—have 

been found at a number of sites in the region inhabited by the Ancient Maya. It has been 

argued that these deposits are associated with punishment, ancestor veneration, or 

sacrificial ritual. However, the full scope of this phenomenon is not understood, making it 

difficult to have confidence about its meaning or function. In an effort to address this, I 

carried out a survey of information relating to Ancient Maya finger caches in the 

archaeological, iconographic, glyphic, and ethnographic literature. The review suggests 

that finger amputation practices were surprisingly common. I discovered evidence of 

such practices at over 60 sites in present-day Belize, Guatemala, México, and Honduras 

that span from the Late Preclassic to Late Postclassic eras (400 BCE-1520 CE). The 

available data also suggest that the Ancient Maya had several distinct practices that 

entailed the removal of fingers or even entire hands. Some of these practices involved 

unwilling victims; others were engaged in voluntarily by Ancient Maya. Lastly, the 

evidence yielded by the survey indicates that members of all social classes engaged in 

the amputation of fingers and hands. These findings have potentially interesting 

implications for social life among the Ancient Maya because recent research in the field 

known as the Cognitive Science of Religion has shown that traumatic rites can foster 

strong bonds between group members and animosity towards members of other groups. 

 Keywords:  Ancient Maya; Ritual; Finger Cache; Finger Amputation; Hand 
Amputation; Religion 
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Chapter 1.  
 
Introduction 

This thesis concerns an enigmatic feature of the Ancient Maya archaeological record—

finger caches. Also known as “finger bowls,” finger caches are deliberately deposited 

human manual phalanges. The number of bones found in finger caches ranges from a 

single phalanx to the phalanges of multiple individuals (Audet and Awe 2003). The 

phalanges are often found within small, lightly fired, unslipped plainware ceramic vessels 

(Chase and Chase 1994, 1998, 2011). 

A number of interpretations have been put forward to explain the finger caches of the 

ancient Maya. Some scholars have focused on ancestor veneration. One group of these 

researchers has suggested that the caches are phalanges cut off living individuals as 

offerings to their familial ancestors (Chase and Chase 1998, 2011). Others have argued 

that the amputated fingers turned deceased family members into ancestors (Geller 

2014). It has also been suggested that the phalanges were removed from the graves of 

deceased individuals and symbolically represented that person as an ancestor 

(McAnany 1995; Weiss-Krejci 2011). 

A second group of researchers has proposed that finger caches are the remains of auto-

sacrificial rituals (Berryman 2007; Piehl and Awe 2010; Scherer 2015), and that these 

rituals were an extension of the well-known self-sacrificial bloodletting rituals of the 

Ancient Maya, which often included cutting or piercing the fingers and hands (Cano 

1999). According to this hypothesis, the finger caches functioned as offerings to the 

gods in return for some positive outcome such as a good harvest (Joralemon 1974). 

A third group of scholars has argued that the finger caches reflect the punishment of 

captured scribes (e.g. Johnston 2001). The argument here is that because texts were 

the medium through which rulers asserted dominance and power, scribes would have 

been targeted during warfare. When captured, their fingers would have been mutilated 

so that they could no longer write of the conquest of their ruler, thereby weakening his 

influence. 
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While there is debate as to the meaning of the finger caches, there is one main 

hypothesis as to their origin. It is argued that finger caches demonstrate the regional 

influence of the city-state of Caracól in what is now Belize (Chase and Chase 1998). 

Finger caches from this site are abundant, spanning from the Late Preclassic to the 

Classic Period (Chase and Chase 2011). The practice is thought to have been of major 

ritual significance for the individuals living in this city (Chase and Chase 1994). Another 

reason that the finger caches have been argued to represent a practice stemming from 

Caracól is the geographic distribution. Scherer (2015) stated that finger caches were 

restricted to Belize and the Petén region of Guatemala. Across this region, Schwake 

(2008) argued, finger caches were found only among commoner and lesser elite 

structures, suggesting that it was a folk type of tradition. She further argued that this 

ritual represented the commoners’ effort to emphasize their connection to local ritual 

practices that originated from Caracól (Schwake 2008). 

Despite continuous argument, the full scope and significance of the finger caches of the 

Ancient Maya is unclear. Although the existence of finger caches has been known to the 

academic community for over a century (Seler 1904), no comprehensive review of the 

practice has been carried out. Because of this, we cannot assess with any certainty 

claims that have been made about the finger caches as they are largely based on the 

remains from either one (Chase and Chase 1998) or a handful of sites (Cheetham 

1994). Therefore, the origin, spread, and significance of these Ancient Maya finger 

deposits remains largely unknown.  

Given that there has not been a systematic review of the finger caches, the aim of the 

study reported here was to amass information on these deposits to form a better 

understanding of the practice. In order to gain a more complete picture of finger caches 

among the Ancient Maya I reviewed literature pertaining to five different lines of 

evidence: archaeology, iconography, glyphs, mythology, and ethnographic reports. I also 

searched for information on all practices that would result in remains of isolated human 

phalanges, including finger amputation, phalanges and human hands placed in vessels, 

isolated phalanges and hands outside of vessels, and skeletons obviously missing 

hands and/or fingers. Subsequently, I employed the data collected in the literature 

review to identify patterns among the practices. Utilising these patterns, I evaluated a 

number of hypotheses concerning the finger caches. I first assessed the previously 

mentioned hypotheses as to the meaning of the caches and transmission of the finger 
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deposits from Caracól. Lastly, I evaluated a hypothesis about the social function of the 

finger caches derived from the Cognitive Science of Religion.  

In this study, I will begin by providing background context to the Ancient Maya and their 

sacrificial rituals. I will then outline the archaeological survey of the finger caches. Next, I 

will supplement the archaeological data with other lines of evidence from the 

iconographic, glyphic, and ethnographic records. Following that will be a discussion of 

the different types of practices seemingly present among the Ancient Maya, the potential 

Pan-Mesoamerican scope of the practices, and their social implications.  
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Chapter 2.  
 
Background 

There are three areas of research that need to be reviewed for the purposes of this 

thesis. To begin with, I will situate my study by discussing the geography and ecology of 

the Maya region. This section will discuss the differences between the two main zones, 

the highlands and the lowlands. Next, I will provide historical context for my research by 

examining important cultural developments of the Ancient Maya. This section will 

discuss events from the three historical periods relevant to this thesis: The Preclassic, 

Classic, and Postclassic periods. Lastly, I will examine some aspects of Ancient Maya 

rituals. Rituals of note for this thesis include sacrificial rituals (bloodletting and human 

sacrifice) as well as body part caching.  

2.1. Geography and Ecology of the Maya Region 

The area occupied by the Ancient Maya included portions of southeastern México and 

northern Central America (Fig. 1). The area encompassed the entirety of the Yucatán 

Peninsula in México and all of the territories in the modern countries of Guatemala and 

Belize as well as the western portions of Honduras and El Salvador (Fig. 2) (Coe and 

Houston 2015). Thus, the ancient Maya civilization spanned approximately 324,000 km² 

(Morley and Brainerd 1983).  

The Maya area is divided into two zones: the highlands and lowlands. While there are 

marked differences in their geology, flora, and fauna, the boundaries between the two 

zones are transitional in nature (Sharer and Traxler 2006). 

The Maya highlands encompass portions of central and western México as well as 

southern Guatemala. The climate for most of the highlands is temperate, with mean 

annual temperatures ranging from 15°C and 25°C (Sharer and Traxler 2006). The 

highlands can be divided into two general areas: the karstic northern highlands across 

central and western México and the mountainous southern highlands found primarily in 

southern Guatemala.  
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Figure 1.  Geographic location of the Ancient Maya Region in global context  

 
 

Figure 2.  Geographic location of the Ancient Maya region between the yellow 
lines  

The geology of the southern highlands is characterized by volcanic activity. The Maya 

Highlands lie at a point where three continental plates converge (Coates 1985), resulting 

in an environment that lies above 305m and is made up of a string of active and extinct 

volcanoes that extend over 3,960m in altitude (Coe and Houston 2015). These 
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volcanoes extend across the southern lowlands eastwards from Chiapas in México to 

Guatemala (Morley and Brainerd 1983). This cordillera has been formed primarily 

through Tertiary and Pleistocene age volcanic eruptions (Ford and Rose 1995). To the 

north of this volcanic belt is a band of earlier igneous and metamorphic deposits, and 

beyond this lies an area of Tertiary and Cretaceous limestone (Vázquez-Domínguez & 

Arita 2010). This limestone region has a karst topography and rich alluvial soils in the 

valleys and basins.  

Access to water in this region is through a number of river and lake deposits. Within the 

fertile volcanic soils of the southern highlands are a number of valleys and basins, some 

of which hold lakes, such as Lake Amatitlán in the southern portion of the largest basin 

in this region, the Valley of Guatemala (Sharer and Traxler 2006). The region also has 

numerous rivers, with the principal Motagua river following the continental rift eastward 

to the Gulf of Honduras (Morley and Brainerd 1983). The northern highlands are drained 

by the tributaries of the Usumacinta River, which flows northwest through the southern 

lowlands and into the Gulf of México (Yáñez Arancibia et al. 2009). 

Rainfall in the highlands is dependent on the trade winds, which bring storms in from the 

Atlantic and Caribbean (Torrescano-Valle & Islebe 2015). These storms result in the the 

rainy season, which usually lasts from May through to early November. Although the 

rainy season may bring stretches of continuous rainfall, mornings tend to be dry with rain 

in the afternoons and evenings. In Chiapas, one of the wettest areas in this region, 

rainfall averages over 3,000 mm per year. In the interior areas, which are sheltered from 

the trade winds, rainfall can drop to less than 1,000 mm per year (Morley and Brainerd 

1983). 

There is a great diversity and abundance of flora and fauna in the highlands. The flora in 

the highlands varies depending on the amount of rainfall. In the dry tops of slopes, pines 

and grasses are abundant, sometimes mixed with juniper or cypress trees (Torrescano-

Valle & Islebe 2015). The wetter ravines are dominated by oak trees, with mixtures of 

laurels, sweet gum, and dogwood trees (Rico-Gray & García-Franco 1991). The fauna in 

the highlands is characterized by small mammal and bird species. For small mammals 

there are howler and spider monkeys, kinkajous, coatimundis, weasels, foxes, 

peccaries, armadillos, opossums, and bats. Common bird species include owls, kawks, 

vultures, parrots, and quetzal (Schlesinger 2001). 
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The Maya lowlands lie north of the highlands, and span northern Guatemala, Belize, and 

the Yucatán Peninsula in México. The transition from highlands to lowlands is generally 

gradual, but elevation may drop significantly in some areas. Temperatures are relatively 

high in this region, with annual daytime averages ranging from 25°C to 35°C (Coe and 

Houston 2015). 

The vast majority of the lowlands lie below 800m in elevation (Dunning et al. 1998). The 

lowlands lie upon a single Mesozoic and Cenozoic limestone shelf about 3,000m thick 

that has risen from the ocean over a period of approximately 30 million years (Vázquez-

Domínguez & Arita 2010). This uplift has been most pronounced in the regions of Petén 

and Belize in the south where the topography is dotted with hills (Dunning et al. 1998). In 

comparison, the Yucatán area to the north is flatter. To the east, along the border of 

southern Belize, are the Maya mountains, an igneous formation that reaches elevations 

just over 1,000m (Owens and Slaymaker 2014). 

There are fewer deposits of water in the lowlands compared to the highlands. There are 

few permanently flowing rivers, save for in the southeast and the west. The Usumacinta 

is the most important river system, draining from the highlands in Guatemala into the 

northwest and into the Gulf of México (Coe and Houston 2015). There is also a general 

lack of groundwater in the lowlands. Lakes are rare here, especially in the Yucatán 

Peninsula (Fedick 1998). One of the main sources of water are cenotes, which are 

circular sinkholes formed from the collapse of underground caves. The deeper parts of 

these features have a constant supply of water running through the limestone (Munroe 

et al. 2011). 

The annual distribution of rainfall in the Maya lowlands is very uneven. The yearly rainfall 

is split between a pronounced dry season that lasts from January to April and a wet 

season from May to December (Portig 1976). Throughout the wet season, rainfall also 

varies. Mean annual rainfall totals have quite a range, from 500mm in the northwest up 

to 2500mm in the southern areas of the lowlands (Dunning et al. 1998). The year to year 

variability in the amount of rainfall can also be significant (Coe and Houston 2015). 

These fluctuations in rainfall can result in significant drought and crop losses (Leyden et 

al. 1998). 
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There is also great diversity in the biota of the Maya lowlands. The vegetation patterns in 

this region follow the rainfall distribution (Flores and Espejel Carvajal 1994). The 

lowlands are largely covered by a high monsoon forest, dominated by mahogany trees 

(Rico-Gray & García-Franco 1991). Interspersed among the monsoon forest are patches 

of savannah zones covered with coarse grasses and stunted trees (Quezada 2011). 

Within these environments is a great variety of fauna. Animals include anteaters, 

agoutis, pacas, tapirs, white-tailed and brocket deer, peccaries, rabbits, howler and 

spider monkeys, ocelot, and jaguar (Morley and Brainerd 1983). 

2.2. The Ancient Maya 

The Ancient Maya had a long and complex history that stretched from 8000 BCE to 

European contact in the 1500s CE (Table 1). This 9500-year duration is usually divided 

into four periods: The Archaic, Preclassic, Classic, and Postclassic. It is the latter three 

periods that are pertinent to this thesis. Each of them are usually divided into smaller 

time frames based on major cultural developments. The Preclassic is normally divided 

into the Early Preclassic (EPC), Middle Preclassic (MPC) and Late Preclassic (LPC). 

The EPC saw the appearance of complex communities, while the MPC witnessed the 

growth of these societies, and the LPC saw these societies develop into the first city-

states. The following Classic Period also tends to be divided into three periods: The 

Early Classic (EC), Late Classic (LC) and Terminal Classic (TC). During the EC the 

Ancient Maya city-states continued growing, until they reached their height during the 

LC, followed by their decline and abandonment in the TC. The final period of note for this 

thesis is the Postclassic, which is typically split into two periods, the Early Postclassic 

(EPoC), and Late Postclassic (LPoC). The EPoC saw the rearrangement of Maya 

civilization, while the LPoC was a period of revival for a number of city-states. The 

following section provides a brief description of important cultural developments of these 

periods. 

 

 

 



9 

Table 1.  Chronology of the Ancient Maya 

Period Division Dates 
Archaic 8000-2000 BCE 
Preclassic Early Preclassic 2000-1000 BCE 

Middle Preclassic 1000-400 BCE 
Late Preclassic 400 BCE-250 CE 

Classic Early Classic 250-600 CE 
Late Classic 600-800 CE 
Terminal Classic 800-900 CE 

Postclassic Early Postclassic 900-1200 CE 
Late Postclassic 1200-1520 CE 

Contact Period 1520-1697CE 

2.2.1. Preclassic Period 

The Preclassic period began with the establishment of the first permanent villages 

around 2000 BCE and lasted until the dawning of the Classic Period in 250 CE. During 

this period, we see the beginnings of the Ancient Maya civilization (Estrada-Belli 2001). 

As stated previously, the Preclassic period can be subdivided into three eras: EPC, 

MPC, AND LPC. 

During the EPC, the adoption of agriculture was proceeding gradually. By 1800 BCE at 

the site of Soconusco (México) the Maya were cultivating crops of maize, beans, 

squash, and chili pepper (Drew 1999). However, Isotopic evidence from Cuello (Belize) 

shows that although maize had already become a major component of the diet (<30%), 

hunted and gathered resources still made a major component of the diet (Sharer and 

Traxler 2006). 

A number of societal consequences stemmed from the adoption of agriculture. The first 

permanent sedentary agricultural communities emerged by 1800 BCE (Coe and 

Houston 2015). Within these settlements, the first basic forms of pottery began to be 

made (Sharer and Gifford 1970). These vessels had simple designs and slipping (Coe 

1999). Sites of this period have also yielded fired-clay figurines (Coe 1999). Although 

their meaning remains unclear, they have been suggested to represent a connection to 

fertility as they are shaped like female figures (Coe and Houston 2015).  

By 1500 BCE the first forms of social stratification and differentiation emerged in the 

Ancient Maya region. In this region there is the first evidence of ranked societies in 
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Mesoamerica (Sharer and Traxler 2006). Clusters of villages were centered around a 

capital village which scholars suggest could have housed over 1000 people (Coe and 

Houston 2015). In these larger ranked societies there is also evidence of individual 

social differentiation within sites. At the site of El Vivero (México), for example, there is 

the burial of a child with elaborate grave goods and figurines of what may potentially be 

shaman chiefs (Clark 1991). 

During the MPC, villages blossomed into larger and more complex cities (Olmedo Vera 

1997). Villages began to include more complex architectural features such as central 

plazas, earthen mounds, pyramids, irrigation networks and canals (Matheny 1976; 

Inomata et al. 2013). Adding another layer of complexity to the newly developing cities 

was the introduction of longer distance trade of prestige goods (Rice 1976). Similarly, 

early rulers of these cities began erecting stelae, documenting important royal events 

using the early forms of glyphic script (Saturno et al. 2006). The earliest well-

documented example of one of these more complex settlements is Nakbé in the Maya 

lowlands (Guatemala) (Sharer and Traxler 2006). This site has stelae that date to 700 

BCE (Olmedo Vera 1997). 

The increasing complexity of cities during this period led to the formation of the first true 

Maya city-state, Kaminaljuyú (Guatemala), which flourished from 800-350 BCE (Coe and 

Houston 2015). Kaminaljuyú developed a powerful political structure that constructed 

massive monumental architecture (Kidder et al. 1946; Kaplan 2000). These monuments 

clearly depict war-captives and often show the rulers holding weapons, which suggests 

that Kaminaljuyú was engaged in active warfare that enabled them to dominate the 

Guatemalan highlands (Doering et al. 2010). 

The LPC is potentially more of a “proto-classic” period for the Maya as there was the 

presence of almost all of the traits usually ascribed to the Classic Period, though in 

varying levels of development (Coe and Houston 2015). Architecturally, temples were 

constructed around plazas; apron mouldings and frontal stairways were built on 

pyramids; and tombs were erected (Sharer 1992). Ceramic styles included hollow, 

breast-shaped bowl supports, polychrome, and hourglass-shaped pot-stands (Reese-

Taylor and Walker 2002). Notwithstanding the presence of these traits, not all aspects of 

Classic Period culture were yet seen. Most notably, Long Count dates were not present 

and literacy was very limited (Hammond 1992). 
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Incorporating a number of these “proto-classic” traits, many larger centers blossomed 

into major Maya states. The site of El Mirador (Guatemala) grew to cover over 16km² 

(Olmedo Vera 1997). It possessed the largest temples ever built in the Maya region and 

a sprawling network of sacbes (causeways) that connected the centre to subordinate 

sites (Sharer 1992). Although not as large as El Mirador, Tikal (Guatemala) also grew to 

be a significant centre by 350 BCE (Martin and Grube 2000). On the Pacific coastal plain 

Takalik Abaj (Guatemala) became a major centre and oversaw the transportation, 

exchange, and redistribution of trade goods across the region (Sharer 1992).  

The end of the Preclassic Period was an era of social and economic upheaval and 

change throughout the Maya region. There was widespread decline and abandonment 

of major cities around 100 CE including the sudden downfall of the massive site of El 

Mirador (Acemoğlu and Robinson 2012). However, this period also saw the beginnings 

of new power sources that would emerge to dominate the Classic Period (Sharer and 

Traxler 2006). The causes of this period of instability are debated. Among the factors 

that have been argued to be important are natural disasters such as volcanic eruptions, 

localized overpopulation, overexploitation of resources, and dramatic environmental 

shifts (Martin and Grube 2000). Although the causes of the end of the Precalssic Period 

are unknown, what is certain is that this era of change planted the seeds for the 

emergence of the states that would rule the Classic Period. 

2.2.2. Classic Period 

The Classic Period is bookended by two periods of social and political upheaval: the 

aforementioned “Preclassic collapse” around 250 CE and the “Classic collapse” around 

900 CE. Between these two periods of unrest, Ancient Maya culture flourished. The 

Classic Period is defined by the construction of monuments, the erection of stelae, and 

the use of the Long Count Calendar to date significant events (Coe and Houston 2015). 

As previously mentioned, the Classic Period can be split into three periods: the Early 

Classic (EC), the Late Classic (LC), and the Terminal Classic (TC). 

While the origins of the first Maya city-states lie in the LPC, the EC was an era of 

expansion for these city-states (Sharer and Traxler 2006). Because of this expansion, 

full Maya royal courts came into view (Clark and Hansen 2018). These courts were 

headed by elite royal families that formed hierarchical government within each state 
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(Inomata and Houston 2018). These royal lineages were supported by numerous non-

elite groups of occupational specialists, including priests, warriors, musicians, and 

scribes (Houston and Stuart 2018). In some cases, such as at Piedras Negras 

(Guatemala), over a 100 people are estimated to have worked in the court at any given 

time (Coe and Houston 2015). It has been proposed that these court members held an 

exclusive role in Maya civilization. They are thought to have been given rank, status, and 

access to a “high” language unknown outside of the courts (Inomata 2018). 

During this period of expansion, there is evidence for numerous large scale conflicts. 

One of the most significant of these conflicts occurred in 378 CE when Teotihuacán 

(Valley of México, México) violently intervened at Tikal (Guatemala) (Demarest 2004). 

During this invasion, Teotihuacán deposed of Tikal’s rulers, likely by killing them (Martin 

and Grube 2000), and imposed a dynasty they backed (Estrada-Belli 2011). This hostile 

takeover began an era of Tikal dominance over the area (Sharer and Traxler 2006). 

Presumably as a response to the threat of hostile takeover, Classic Period Maya city-

states created networks of political alliances (Foster 2002). Smaller centres entered into 

alliances with larger centres to gain protection by states within the same network (Foster 

2002). During this period there were two major networks of alliances that were in direct 

opposition to each other. One was led by Tikal (Guatemala); the other was led by 

Calakmul (México) (Olmedo Vera 1997). Political maneuvering between these two large 

networks resulted in respective periods of fluorescence and decline for both powers 

(Demarest 2004). 

At the start of the LC period, in 500 CE, Maya civilization experienced a population 

explosion (Sharer and Traxler 2006). This period of growth contributed in forming an 

increasingly urbanized and hierarchical society (Reents-Budet 1994). 

Whereas EC politics focused on the networks of two primary centres, society in the LC 

was organized around a series of centres (Marcus 1973; Chase and Chase 1998). Each 

of these centres controlled a certain region: Tikal in the Petén region, Calakmul in 

northern Petén and southern Yucatán, Yaxchilán in the Usumacinta region, Palenque in 

the southwestern region, and Copán in the southeast (Morley and Brainerd 1983; Chase 

and Chase 1996). Because of this system of multiple political centres, the LC saw less 
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centralized economics and politics as sovereignty became dispersed across a number of 

centres (Sharer and Traxler 2006). 

Because of this new form of governance, centres and regions became interconnected in 

new ways. There is evidence of elaborate systems of long-distance trade (Bishop 1994; 

Andrews & Mock 2002), elite marriage exchange (Molloy & Rathje 1974), and mobility of 

non-elite populations between regions (Inomata 2004). This interconnectedness can be 

seen through the surprising consistency in material remains across regions (Morley and 

Brainerd 1983). Stylistic and iconographic variability lessened dramatically relative to the 

EC, and decorated ceramic types became consistent across most regions (Houston et 

al. 1989). 

Although there is evidence of relations between centres and regions, this did not mean 

that there was political unification during the LC (Culbert & Gilbert 1991). Instead, LC 

society appears to have been made up of independent states, likely led by a primary 

centre and its dependents (Chase and Chase 1996). 

The TC was a period when aspects of Maya culture and society were rearranged. While 

some elements of Maya civilization persisted largely unchanged, others were 

abandoned or dramatically altered (Aimers 2007). We see evidence of political, 

socioeconomic, and religious upheaval (Sharer and Traxler 2006). Monumental 

construction and the erection of stelae stopped at many sites, the political system of 

divine kingship disintegrated, and many of the large centres were abandoned (Aimers 

2007; Sharer and Traxler 2006; Morley and Brainerd 1983). 

Urban centres of the southern lowlands went into decline during the 8th and 9th centuries 

CE and were deserted shortly thereafter (Adams and Trik 1961). There are several 

theories as to what caused this abandonment. Some scholars argue that it was due to 

foreign invasion, perhaps by the Toltec (Cowgill 1964). Others assert that only 

widespread environmental degradation can account for such a large-scale event 

(Sanders 1973; Culbert 1977; Hansen et al. 2004; Peterson and Haugh 2005). A further 

group of scholars posit that epidemic disease led to massive population loss (Acuna-

Soto et al. 2005). Among the other causes that have been proposed are overpopulation 

(Haviland 1967), volcanism (Gill and Keating 2002), and insect infestation (Brewbaker 

1979). Currently, the consensus view seems to be that the decline was a consequence 
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of a number of factors including food and water shortages, conflict, and issues inherent 

in the political and ideological systems (Demarest 2004; Lucero 2002; Webster 2002). 

Although there were major population, political, and economic shifts during the TC, the 

Maya civilization did not end as the term “collapse” implies (Andrews 1973). There were 

undoubtedly massive population shifts out of the southern lowlands into the northern 

areas of the Yucatán (Morley and Brainerd 1983). In some regions such as western 

Petén, this phenomenon was more dramatic, however in others such as northern Belize, 

we see continuity in site occupation and gradual change in artifacts (Aimers 2007). 

Given this, the “collapse” may be better characterized as the end of the domination of 

Maya states ruled by divine right (Sharer and Traxler 2006). 

2.2.3. Postclassic Period 

The Postclassic Period starts after the “Classic collapse” in 900 CE and ends with the 

conquest of Mesoamerica by the Spaniards from 1520 CE. The Postclassic has often 

been portrayed as a period of cultural decline, but it is now clear that it was actually a 

time of technological advancement in architecture, weaponry and engineering (Morley 

and Brainerd 1983). As discussed previously, the Postclassic Period is usually split into 

two periods—the Early Postclassic (EPoC) and the Late Postclassic (LPoC). 

After the apparent “Classic collapse” EPoC populations were largely concentrated in 

northern and southern areas of the Maya region (Foias 2014). The population centers 

that endured in this period were often located on permanent water sources such as 

rivers, lakes, and coasts, possibly for increased access to trade (Masson 2000; Masson 

and Mock 2004). The cities in question occupied more easily defended locations, 

terrains that they could augment with ditches, ravines, and walls (Sharer and Traxler 

2006).  

One of the most powerful of the EPoC centres was Chichén Itzá (México). Chichén Itzá 

rose to prominence in the north in the 8th century CE, coincident with the abandonments 

occurring in the south (Masson 2012). It may have been taken over by Toltec forces and 

placed under the rule of an individual by the name of Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl (Coe and 

Houston 2015). Under this rulership, Chichén Itzá became probably the largest, most 
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powerful, and most cosmopolitan of all Ancient Maya cities until its fall in the 11th 

century CE (Sharer and Traxler 2006). 

Artifact types during the EPoC reflect Toltec contacts in the Maya region. Ceramic and 

architecture often displayed stylistic hybrids of exotic motifs with local traditions (Aimers 

2007). Given this blending of styles, pottery styles were more variable than seen during 

the Classic periods (Morley and Brainerd 1983).  

The LPoC was a period of great social and cultural change and growth throughout the 

Maya region. Populations expanded, city-states emerged and grew across the 

landscape, and trade reached new heights with long-distance networks (Smith and 

Berdan 2003; Mason 2012). Together, these point towards major urbanization in the 

region (Smith 2005).  

Mayapán became the most powerful centre in the Maya region in the early 1200’s CE 

(Masson 2012). Mayapán was similar to the earlier Chichén Itzá in certain respects, 

such as political institutions and monument styles (Pollock et al. 1962). However, where 

Chichén Itzá created its own identity through new practices such as employing cenotes 

for massive offerings, and new housing styles, (Masson et al. 2006), Mayapán formed its 

identity through a rekindling of traditions from the Classic Period (Masson 2000). 

Mayapán was abandoned in the late 1400s CE (Coe and Houston 2015). Following this, 

there was a period of prolonged warfare, disease, and natural disasters in the region, 

which ended only shortly before Spanish contact (Masson & Peraza Lope 2014). During 

this period, the region became divided into a number of independent provinces with 

autonomous socio-political systems but a shared culture (Andrews 1984). On the eve of 

Spanish invasion, the Maya region was dominated by five powerful states (Sharer and 

Traxler 2006), rich coastal cities, and flourishing marketplaces (Masson 2012). 

2.3. Ancient Maya Sacrificial Rituals and Caches 

Offerings to the gods and other supernatural beings in the form of blood sacrifice were a 

central ritual component of the religious beliefs of the Ancient Maya (Joralemon 1974; 

Boone 1984; Tiesler and Cucina 2007). Ancient Maya society was fundamentally shaped 

by its belief that forms of blood sacrifice were the most valuable good that could be 

offered to maintain the equilibrium of the cosmos, human world, and underworld 



16 

(Schmidt 2002). However, blood sacrifices were not only nourishment to the gods 

(Sharer and Traxler 2006), they also served to reaffirm the status and power of rulers 

(Wilkerson 1984). Schele (1984) argues that blood sacrifices in the form of bloodletting 

and human sacrifice were a fundamental means of gaining public merit and respect. 

Below, both of these types of blood sacrifices, auto-sacrifice through bloodletting and 

human sacrifice, are discussed.  

2.3.1. Blood-letting 

Among the Ancient Maya, bloodletting rituals were ubiquitous (Chase 1991; McGee 

1990; Schele and Freidel 1991; Schele and Miller 1986; Landa 1941[1566]). Individuals 

would voluntarily injure themselves and cause blood loss through their nose, ears, 

fingers, tongues, and genitals (Cano 1999). These rites were performed on calendric or 

regularly preordained moments, and during times of crisis (Arden 2011). It is believed 

that bloodletting was a way to continue the cycle of life death and rebirth through the 

cosmos and mortal realm (Joralemon 1974). These rites are thought to have been 

performed in the public eye so as to reinforce the ruler as “supreme bestower and taker 

of life” (Stone 1988:86). It is hypothesized that the rituals reaffirmed their royal power 

(Wilkerson 1984) and aided in gaining public merit and respect (Schele 1984).  

Bloodletting rituals appear to have been participated in by members of all social classes. 

There is evidence to demonstrate that the ruling class and lower elites partook in this 

practice. Material remains show that auto-sacrificial rites were present among the ruling 

class (Sugiyama 2005) and iconographic evidence suggests that lower elites, including 

lords and high-ranking females also engaged in bloodletting practices (Schele and Miller 

1986; Schele and Freidel 1991). Commoners also appear to have engaged in auto-

sacrificial bloodletting. Ethno-historical documents indicate that these practices were 

pervasive (de Alarcon 1987). Colonial reports state that individuals would bloodlet up to 

twice daily as an offering to their idols (Landa 1941[1566]). However, we cannot be sure 

how accurate these colonial reports are1. Landa (1941[1566]) noted that women did not 

 
1  Diego de Landa was a Spanish bishop of the Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Yucatán. He is 
known to have been abusive during his interrogations of Maya individuals. For example, he often 
suspended them by their hands to “encourage” them to answer his questions (Clendinnen 2003). 
Given this, his reports must be treated with caution. The information they contain was obtained 
under duress.  
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participate in auto-sacrifice during colonial times, but Lintel 25 at Yaxchilán offers visual 

proof that women did participate in auto-sacrifice during the Classic Period (Norton 

2016). Archaeological evidence provides clearer evidence of commoners participating in 

bloodletting rituals. Caches at Blackman Eddy (Belize) demonstrated that commoners 

engaged in bloodletting rites as well, likely for the well-being of their family rather than 

the polity (Garber et al. 1998).  

There were a number of ritual events surrounding the bloodletting rites. Evidence from 

the Postclassic Period shows that individuals underwent days of fasting, abstinence, and 

long steam baths prior to participating in these rites (Landa 1978[1566]). During the 

bloodletting ritual, participants also likely hallucinated (Fig. 3) and entered an altered 

state of consciousness to directly commune with their deities (Miller and Taube 1993). 

Endorphins produced by the brain in response to blood loss (Schele and Miller 1986), 

the potential for localized poisoning from certain marine implements used in bloodletting 

rites (Maxwell 2000), and the possible use of alcohol and psychotropic substances 

(Stross and Kerr 1990) would produce visions that would confer supernatural knowledge 

onto the participants. After this ritual performance, the participants would catch the blood 

they had spilled onto paper which was subsequently burned (Joyce et al. 1991). Burning 

the bloody paper symbolized the transfer of the offering to the gods through the rising 

smoke (Joyce et al. 1991). 

Bloodletting could be carried out using a number of different tools. These implements 

are of particular importance as it has been suggested that they were significant enough 

to be deified by the Ancient Maya (Joralemon 1974). Obsidian lancets were a common 

tool employed (McArdle 2014; Houston 2014). Obsidian was often associated with 

sacrifice, sometimes serving as a metaphor for death and could represent a link to the 

underworld (Heyden 1988; Saunders 2001). Because of this metaphorical connection, 

obsidian lancets were often the implement of choice for auto-sacrifice in royal 

ceremonies (Lucero 2010). Another well-known bloodletting implement is the stingray 

spine (de Borhegyi 1961; A. Chase 1991; Fitzsimmons et al. 2003; Freidel et al. 1993; 

Scheie and Miller 1986; Willey 1972). Stingray spines are present in auto-sacrificial 

imagery from polychrome vessels (Thompson 1961) and monuments (Graham 1977; 
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Tate 1992). These implements are of particular interest as they contain a toxin that 

would have heightened the pain of the sacrificial rite (Maxwell 2000). However, it is 

unclear if the toxin would have survived long enough to be effective in that regard 

(Haines et al. 2008). In addition to these two implements, the Ancient Maya used thorny 

ropes, spiny oyster shells, and imitation stingray spines (Stuart 1988).  

 
Figure 3.  Yaxchilán Lintel 15 showing Lady Six Tun bringing forth the 

mythical serpent (Kerr 2000) 

There are many iconographic and epigraphic examples of bloodletting from the Ancient 

Maya. Carved reliefs on monuments show us full scenes of bloodletting rites. At 

Yaxchilán (México), lintels 15 and 25 show kneeling females who have just bloodlet (see 

Fig. 3). They hold baskets in their hands that contain paper spattered with their blood 

(Stuart 1988). In these reliefs, we see evidence of the hallucinations that are 

hypothesized to occur with bloodletting as images of large mythical serpents appear 

before the women (Cano 1999). A similar iconographic example can be found at La 

Pasadita (Guatemala) on lintel 2. Here, two elite figures face each other, while the 

individual on the left extends their hands in front of them, fingers pointed down with 

streams of blood falling from them (Stuart 1988). Beneath their hands is a basket or 
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bundle to absorb the drops of streaming blood (Demarest and Woodfill 2012). There are 

further details of bloodletting rites among the Postclassic codices. Here, there are 

examples of bloodletting from the genitals and ears along with a number of artifacts 

associated with these rituals such as bowls with lancets, stingray spines, obsidian and 

flint blades, bone awls, cord, and bark paper (Vail and Hernández 2007). Epigraphically, 

the evidence for bloodletting lies with the glyph associated with this rite. This logographic 

glyph illustrates a perforator or obsidian bloodletter (Macri and Looper 2003). This glyph 

is found in scenes of bloodletting along with stingray spines and strips of blood spattered 

paper (Schele and Miller 1986; Joralemon 1974).  

Abundant archaeological evidence supports the prevalence of bloodletting practices 

among the Ancient Maya (Schele 1984). Bloodletting implements have been discovered 

all across the Maya region, often placed in what are described as ritually significant 

deposits (Brady 1989; Chase 1991; MacLeod and Puleston 1978) in caches, burials 

(Chase 1991; Chase and Chase 1998; Coe 1959; Moholy-Nagy 2003; Kidder 1947; 

Willey et al. 1965; Willey 1972), and caves (Aoyama 2001; Brady 1989; Brady and 

Peterson 2008; Helmke 2009; MacLeod and Puleston 1978; Stemp and Awe 2014). An 

example of such deposits can be found at Piedras Negras (Guatemala), where vessels 

of obsidian blades, stingray spines, and other bloodletting implements lined the pathway 

along structure O-13 (Joyce 1992). These vessels of bloodletting materials increased in 

frequency leading up to the ritual chamber where the auto-sacrifice is thought to have 

occurred. 

2.3.2. Human Sacrifice 

Human sacrifice has been suggested to have allowed for the direct communication with 

supernatural powers and the life-sustaining forces of the Ancient Maya (Sharer and 

Traxler 2006). If the offering of blood was an important ingredient in the power of the 

gods, then the sacrifice of a living organism, and specifically a living human, was the 

ultimate source of supernatural nourishment (Tiesler and Cucina 2006). This allowed for 

the sacrifice of not only the blood and vital organs of the victim, but also the offering of 

life itself (Nájera 1987).  

Given the importance of human sacrifice in Ancient Maya religion, it is unsurprising that 

this practice had a long history. We find evidence of possible sacrifice by heart extraction 
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spanning from the Preclassic to Postclassic periods. Osteological analysis demonstrated 

cut marks with specific features on the lower thoracic vertebrae of skeletons. This 

pattern of cut marks was suggested to indicate direct blows on fresh bone from a long 

knife that cut through or from below the lower rib cage to extract the heart. A possible 

early case of human sacrifice by heart extraction during the Preclassic was found in a 

burial at Loma Alta, Michoacán (México) (Pereira 1999). Similar cases of possible heart 

extraction can be seen throughout the Classic Period as well, from burials at Becan 

(México), Calakmul (México), and Palenque (México) (Tiesler and Cucina 2006). In the 

Postclassic, a mass burial from Champotón (México) has yielded evidence that 

numerous individuals may have been killed by heart extraction (Tiesler and Cucina 

2006).  

Iconographic and epigraphic sources provide us detailed information regarding the 

ritualized killing of victims among the Ancient Maya. Schele (1984) shows that human 

sacrifice is a recurring motif in Ancient Maya iconography. This type of iconography can 

be found on monuments, such as at Chichén Itzá (México), where sacrifice by 

decapitation is depicted on reliefs on two of the ballcourts (Gillespie 1991). There are 

also examples of ritual sacrifice in the Maya codices. We see an illustration of sacrifice 

by heart extraction in the Madrid Codex where a victim is stretched over an arched stone 

(Vail et al. 2003). We also find less formalized iconographic evidence of human sacrifice. 

At Tikal (Guatemala), we find examples of Classic Period graffiti that depict sacrifice by 

disembowelment and bow and arrow (Sharer and Traxler 2006). There is also epigraphic 

evidence of human sacrifice. Schele and Freidel (1991) attest that ritual decapitation is 

corroborated from Maya glyphic texts from the Classic Period. Furthermore, the Hero 

Twins myth recounted in the Popol Vuh tell the tale of one of each pair of twins being 

decapitated after they were defeated in a ballgame (Gillepsie 1991). A final example 

depicts the procedures for ritual killing. The Songs of Dzitbalche are a collection of 

Yucatec Maya poems that are believed to originate from the Postclassic period. One of 

these poems, Dance of the Archer, provides instructions on how to ritually kill someone 

with bow and arrow (Edmonson 1982). 

There are few concrete signatures of Maya human sacrifice in the archaeological record. 

For the most part, archaeological signatures of ritual killing have been limited to 

contextual indications including severe skeletal mutilations, irregular and simultaneous 

burials, the absence of grave goods, and the ritual and/or public use of the architectural 
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structure housing the burials (e.g., Coe 1959,1965; Hammond 1999; Ruz Lhuillier 1991; 

Welsh 1988). Another indirect signature of human sacrifice in the archaeological record 

is human skulls placed in offertory vessels. The colonial Yucatán Maya would place the 

hearts of sacrificial victims between inverted bowls as offerings to idols (Landa 

1941[1566]). Welsh (1988) argues that dedicatory cache burials of skulls placed in 

inverted bowls at the site of a newly erected stelae, altar, or other architectural feature 

during the Classic Period are an example of the same intent as the practice seen in 

colonial times. More recently, osteological and taphonomic studies have begun to 

determine more direct archaeological signatures of ritual killing among the Ancient 

Maya. The most prominent example of such a study was done by Tiesler and Cucina 

(2006) who demonstrated an osteological pattern of human heart excision. Cut marks 

with specific features on the lower thoracic vertebrae suggest that direct blows on fresh 

bone from a long knife that cut through or from below the lower rib cage to extract the 

heart. 

Although human sacrifice was a central religious practice among the Ancient Maya for 

an extended period of history, only specific people participated in this ritual. Judging 

from the early colonial records, the victims of human sacrifice were often recruited from 

the fringe sectors of society or brought in from outside (Tiesler and Cucina 2004). 

Regarding the age and sex distribution of the sacrificial victims, colonial data from the 

northern Yucatán indicate that there was a heavy predominance of mostly male children 

and adolescents (Anda et al. 2004). Some historical accounts reference candidates for 

human sacrifice as slaves, whereas others mention war captives, foreigners, orphans, 

and delinquents (Cucina and Tiesler 2006). In contrast to the victims' status which could 

have a high degree of variability, the perpetrators were consistently identified as the 

ruling elite and religious authorities (Schele 1984; Nájera 1987).  

The Ancient Maya employed several methods of ritual killing. War captives could be 

tortured and sacrificed in several ways. They could be burned alive by strapping wood to 

their bodies, garrotted with sticks tied around cloth, have their hearts extracted, or their 

fingers mutilated to symbolically kill them as warriors as they would then be unfit for 

battle (Houston and Inomata 2009). Additional methods that were not restricted to war 

captives included filling the chest cavity with shot arrows, throwing individuals into the 

depths of sinkholes, burying individuals alive as attendants in noble burials, 

disembowelment, and tying the sacrifice into a ball for re-enactments of the ballgame 
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(Sharer and Traxler 2006; Cucina and Tielser 2006; Tiesler and Cucina 2006; McAnany 

1995).  

The individuals who carried out the acts of human sacrifice did so following a set of rules 

and regulations (González Torres 1985; Najéra 1987; Schele 1984; Carrasco 1999; 

López Austin 1989). Some of these rules included painting the victim blue, which was 

the colour that represented sacrifice (Gettens 1962), and committing the act in a public 

or semi-public location, which is hypothesized to have lent political influence to the 

captors (Inomata and Triadan 2005; Johnston 2001). For example, during sacrificial rites 

in which the victim was killed by heart extraction, the sacrifice would be made to wear a 

peaked headdress (Read and González 2000). For sacrificial rites involving death by 

bow and arrow, the victims were stripped, painted blue, and made to wear a peaked cap, 

in a similar manner to the preparation for heart sacrifice. Yet during this rite, further steps 

of preparation included binding the victim to a stake, the performance of a ritual dance, 

and the painting of a white symbol over the victim’s heart as a target for the archers 

(Read and González 2000).  

The ritual continued even after the death of the victim. The final major component of the 

ritual was the posthumous processing of the deceased body. Depending on the ritual 

type, posthumous body processing included skinning, bleeding, dismembering, burning, 

and throwing down the temple steps or down into wells, caves, or cenotes (Robicsek 

and Hales 1984; Schele 1984; González-Torres 1985; Cucina and Tiesler 2006). In 

certain special circumstances, the ritual would extend beyond processing the body of the 

deceased individual. On occasion, after skinning the individual, a member of the 

religious order would remove their ritual dress, don the skin of the sacrificial victim, and 

engage in a ritual dance that symbolized the rebirth of life (Landa 1941[1566]). If the 

sacrificial victim was a notably courageous warrior, the victim might be cut into portions 

and eaten by the watching warriors (Landa 1941[1566]). The hands and feet of these 

sacrificed warriors would be kept as trophies by the religious authorities (Sharer and 

Traxler 2006). 

2.3.3. Body-part Caches 

Caches are typically defined as offerings or presentations of objects often found within a 

vessel (Coe 1959). Objects typically found in these deposits include obsidian, chert, 
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ceramics, faunal remains, shells, and jade (Maxwell 1996). Tiesler (2007) defines a 

subsection of caches that span from the Preclassic to Postclassic as body part caches, 

which are classified as clusters of human remains being used as ceremonial artifacts 

rather than funerary disposals. However, the distinction between funerary deposits and 

body part caches, is not always clear. Many burials and/or caches blur the distinction 

between the two. At Piedras Negras (Guatemala), for example, Coe (1959) noted that 

burial and cache features tend to merge. Similarly, Becker (1988) postulated that burials 

and caches at Tikal (Guatemala) were indeed simply two subsets of a single category of 

deposit. In response to this ambiguity, Coe (1959) stated that what may make these 

deposits different is the interest in the deceased as a person, rather than the bones of 

the skeleton being used as multiple ritual objects. Along similar lines, Becker (1992) 

suggested that the difference lies in whether human remains are the prominent feature 

in the deposit. If human remains are the principal feature, it should be classified as a 

funerary deposit, whereas if human remains are treated as objects and placed within a 

context of offerings, then it should be categorized as a body-part cache. While there is 

continued debate as to the distinction, what remains clear is that the difference (if there 

is any) in the minds of the Ancient Maya remains obscure to us (Coe 1959).  

A further difference in these body-part caches that is still debated is whether they are 

associated with ancestor veneration and offerings or ritualized violence. Becker (1992) 

suggested that body-part caches represented the death and rebirth cycle, and therefore 

were closely associated with ancestor veneration (Kunen et al. 2002; Mock 1998). 

Fitzsimmons (2009) argued that this association between body-part caches and 

ancestor veneration can be seen on Lintel 25 at Yaxchilán (México), which shows Lady 

K’ab’aal Xook attempting to conjure ancestors with a skull in one hand and a bowl filled 

with headdresses in the other. However, other scholars believe these body-part caches 

represent ritual violence. Welsh (1988) linked body-part caches to human sacrifice. As I 

explained earlier, the posthumous processing of the bodies of sacrificial victims often 

included dismemberment (Robicsek and Hales 1984; Schele 1984; González-Torres 

1985; Cucina and Tiesler 2006), and portions of these dismembered individuals could 

then have been placed in cache deposits.  

The meaning of these body-part caches remain unclear, and it is likely that there are 

multiple meanings that may coincide with the different types of body-part caches. These 

different categories of body-part caches are defined by what portions of the body are 
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found associated together. Skull caches contain at least one skull, as seen at Chichén 

Itzá (México) (Beck and Sievert 2005) but can often contain much larger numbers of 

them. This pattern is similar to finger caches, which can contain only one phalanx, or the 

phalanges of up to 100 individuals as seen at Caracól (Belize) (Chase and Chase 1998). 

A further type of body-part cache that can contain a large number of remains are teeth 

caches. An example of such a cache was found at Cahal Pech (Belize) (Cheetham 

2004). In contrast, long bone caches such as those at Saturday Creek (Lucero 2003) 

tend to have fewer bones per deposit. Infant caching generally only includes one 

individual but contains most of their remains as seen in the El Diablo caches at El Zotz 

(Guatemala) (Houston et al. 2015). A final body-part cache type is not defined by a 

singular type of osteological remains, and instead is defined as having a mixture of 

remains. An example of a mixed body-part cache can be found at Uaxactun 

(Guatemala), which contains both the remains of an infant as well as an adult phalanx 

(Ricketson and Ricketson 1937). 

2.4. Background Summary 

The region occupied by the Ancient Maya covered southeast México and northern 

Central America. This vast area is split between the highlands and the lowlands. The 

highlands consist of volcanic terrain and an overall higher elevation. The lowlands are 

situated to the north of the highlands and fall generally below 800m in elevation. In both 

regions rainfall is variable throughout the year and this variable rainfall influences the 

flora and fauna in the area.  

The time period pertinent to this thesis spans the Preclassic, Classic, and Postclassic 

periods. Each of these eras can be divided into smaller time frames based on major 

cultural developments. The Preclassic is divided into the Early Preclassic (EPC), Middle 

Preclassic (MPC) and Late Preclassic (LPC). The EPC saw the appearance of complex 

communities and agriculture, these societies grew and incorporated more complex 

architecture like pyramids during the MPC, in the LPC these societies developed into the 

first city-states. The following Classic Period also has three periods: The Early Classic 

(EC), Late Classic (LC) and Terminal Classic (TC). During the EC the Ancient Maya city-

states continued growing, until they reached their height during the LC, followed by their 

decline and abandonment in the TC. The final period of note is the Postclassic, which is 

split into two periods, the Early Postclassic (EPoC), and Late Postclassic (LPoC). The 
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EPoC saw the movement of population centres to the northern and southern areas of 

the Maya region, while the LPoC was a period of revival for Maya city-states.  

During these time periods blood sacrifice was a central ritual component for the Ancient 

Maya. Maya society was fundamentally shaped by its belief that forms of blood sacrifice 

were the most valuable good that could be offered to maintain the equilibrium among the 

cosmos, human world, and underworld (Schmidt 2002). Blood sacrifice took the forms of 

auto-sacrificial bloodletting, human sacrifice, and body part caches. Bloodletting rituals 

were standardized practices that were was done by members of all social classes. 

Human sacrifice again followed a specific formula and was performed by religious 

authorities who would ritually kill outsider adolescent males. Body part caches were 

clusters of human remains in ceremonial contexts. These remains are thought to have 

either represented ancestor worship or ritual killing.  
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Chapter 3.  
 
The Archaeology of Ancient Maya Finger Caches 

In this chapter I will report my archaeological survey of Ancient Maya finger caches. I will 

outline how I conducted the survey and then relay the archaeological evidence of 

Ancient Maya finger caches.  

3.1. Materials and Methods 

To collect archaeological data pertaining to Ancient Maya finger amputation rituals, I 

conducted a review of the literature. I began by searching Google Scholar for sources 

that may concern possible finger amputation rituals. I used the search terms “finger 

bowl,” “Maya finger bowl,” “finger cache,” “Maya finger cache,” “Maya finger,” “Maya 

phalan*,” “Maya amputat*,” and “Maya hand.” As a considerable amount of research 

concerning the Ancient Maya has been published in Spanish, I also searched for each of 

the keywords in that language.  

Next, I carried out a more specific search to identify Maya sites with evidence of finger 

caches. To ensure my search was systematic, I chose a sample of sites to consult. For 

my sample selection, I first began with all sites in the Kennett et al. (2012) dataset. This 

dataset lists dated monuments from 110 Classic Maya sites and was drawn from the 

Maya Hieroglyphic Database Project (https://mayadatabase.faculty.ucdavis.edu/). I then 

chose additional sites to fill in geographic and temporal gaps, focusing on sites without 

dated monuments, and sites with significant Preclassic and Postclassic occupations. 

Eighty-seven sites were chosen. This number of sites provided good coverage of the 

variables, and therefore, the sample was deemed adequate. I selected these additional 

87 sites from the Mesoweb encyclopedia of sites (http://mesoweb.com/encyc/index.asp).  

It should be noted that this sample of 197 sites is biased towards Belize. This bias is due 

to the large amount of fieldwork that has been undertaken in Belize in comparison to 

Guatemala and the Yucatán peninsula of México. I attempted to counteract the bias by 

sampling from the latter two regions, but I could not remove it. Needless to say, this 

should be kept in mind when interpreting the results of the survey. 
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For the 197 sites in my sample, I collected data on a number of a different variables. I 

first recorded which modern day country and political subunit (e.g. department) the site 

is located in. Then, I assessed whether the sites had any evidence of human remains. 

To do this, I consulted Google Scholar with the following keywords: “Site Name” 

osteology, “Site Name” skelet*, and “Site Name” human remains. For these three 

keywords I also added the word Maya to each of them and searched for them all in 

Spanish. For those sites in which I found evidence to suggest they contained human 

remains, I searched for three specific types of human remains: finger bowls, isolated 

finger or hand bones, and skeletons missing their hands and/or fingers. To search for 

these types of human remains I again used Google Scholar with the following keywords: 

“Site Name” phalan*, “Site Name” hand, “Site Name” finger, “Site Name” digit, “Site 

Name” finger bowl, “Site Name” finger cache, and “Site Name” dactyl. Again, for these 

keywords I also added the word Maya to each of them and searched for them all in 

Spanish as well.  

For each site that had evidence either of finger bowls, isolated finger or hand bones, or 

skeletons that were missing their hands and/or finger bones I recorded some additional 

variables. These variables can be broken down into four types: 1) information about the 

site, 2) the time period, 3) the context of the deposit, and 4) the details of the deposit. 

To begin with, I recorded variables to do with the site level context of the remains. As per 

the system devised by Garza Tarazona and Kurjack (1980) I discerned what kind of site 

it was based on rank. This system ranks sites I-IV based on a sum of values concerning 

the areal extent of a site, the estimated volume of civic/ceremonial/elite residential 

architecture in the site core, and the presence of specific civic features suggested to 

have socio-political importance. Rank I and II sites are large settlements with substantial 

monumental architecture at their centres. They differ in that Rank II sites are smaller, 

generally have fewer structures, and are not seen as “cultural innovators.” Rank III sites 

are considered to be secondary civic or ceremonial centers and may be important 

residential nodes, but they tend not to include ballcourts, large pyramid-temples, or 

hieroglyphic inscriptions. Rank IV sites appear to be generally residential in function and 

dependent on nearby higher ranked sites for most of their non-daily activities. Having 

identified the site type, I recorded the function of the structure in which the skeletal 

evidence was located and whether it was associated with elite or commoner activity. I 
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documented this data as Schwake (2008) has hypothesized that finger deposits are a 

ritual associated with commoners. The final kind of data I recorded about the structure 

was where in the site it was located. This variable was documented because at Caracól 

(Belize) it has been noted that almost all finger deposits are located in eastern structures 

at the site (Chase and Chase 1998).  

Next, I investigated the time period associated with the structure and deposit, and 

significant events that occurred at the site at that time. With respect to the latter, I made 

note of periods of unrest or change such as warfare, major dynastic changes, and site 

abandonment. I recorded these periods of unrest as Sosis et al. (2007) demonstrated 

that dysphoric rituals that leave permanent marks (i.e., scarification or finger amputation) 

are associated with warfare or periods where increased cooperation would be 

necessary. I also recorded sites that had connections or influence over one another at 

same time period in which we find osteological evidence concerning finger caches. The 

last variable I recorded for this section was epigraphic evidence of bloodletting rituals at 

these sites as it has been hypothesized that finger caches could be evidence of an 

extended bloodletting ritual (Berryman 2007).  

Subsequently, I collected data on the context of each deposit. I documented the 

associated artifacts, paying particular attention to the presence or absence of obsidian, 

stingray spines, and Spondylus shells, all of which have been associated with 

bloodletting rituals in the past (Lucero 2010; Maxwell 2000) as well as associated 

ceramics which may indicate the deposit could be a body part cache (Coe 1959). I also 

recorded whether the deposit was contained stelae, burning, or pigments such as 

cinnabar that have also been argued to have ritual associations (Read and González 

2000; Morehart and Butler 2010). Beyond material artifacts I looked for additional human 

remains that were in with the deposit. For any deposit that contained additional human 

remains I recorded the preservational state of the remains, the number of individuals 

represented, the age and sex distribution of the remains, and whether the remains 

exhibit any evidence of posthumous body processing.  

The final type of data I recorded concerned the details of the osteological deposit. I 

recorded whether the osteological remains were found in vessels, and if so, what type of 

vessel they were, and if they were arranged lip-to-lip. I then recorded whether the 

deposit involved fingers or hands bones, isolated fingers and/or hands, or had missing 



29 

fingers and/or hands. For the finger deposits, I recorded the number of phalanges 

present, documented the type of phalanges, which fingers the phalanges were from, the 

minimum number of fingers and people needed to make the deposit, the age and sex 

distribution of the phalanges, and whether there were any signs of modification on the 

phalanges. For deposits that contained hand bones I recorded the number of hands, 

whether they were left or right hands, the minimum number of individuals present to 

account for the hands, the age and sex distribution of the hands, and whether there were 

signs of processing on the hands. 

3.2. Results 

Of the 197 sites examined, I identified evidence of human remains at 154 of them (78%). 

A list and maps of all 197 sites classified by type of identified osteological remains can 

be found in Appendix A. Sources for all of the evidence for these sites can be found in 

Appendix B. This sample of 154 sites then became the basis for investigating the 

presence of evidence associated with finger deposits: finger bowls, isolated hands 

and/or fingers, and skeletons missing hands and/or fingers. From these 154 sites I 

identified 52 (34%) that held osteological evidence pertaining to finger deposits spread 

over 124 contexts (Fig. 4). Twenty-three sites (44%) from Belize, Guatemala, and 

México contained 62 separate deposits of finger bowls. Thirty-one sites (60%) again 

from Belize, Guatemala, and México had isolated instances of hands and/or fingers 

spread over 52 deposits. Lastly, 10 sites (19%) from Guatemala, México, and Honduras 

had a total of 11 skeletons that were missing hands and/or fingers (Table 2). I will 

discuss each of these groups of data in more detail below. 

Unfortunately, detailed contextual and, more importantly, osteological information was 

missing in a number of cases and, thus, the set of information included in the dataset for 

this study is inconsistent. There are relatively few examples of more in-depth studies 

concerning finger deposits compared to site reports that simply state their presence. 

Because of this, some patterns discussed below may be overblown to be the norm when 

that may not be the case. However, I believe that the dataset reflects the assemblage 

characteristics present and recorded in each case. To save space, I will use examples to 

illustrate each type of evidence associated with finger deposits rather than discussing all 

of the pieces identified. Full information about the sites and deposits can be found in 

Appendix C. 
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Figure 4.  Map of 52 sites with finger bowls, isolated deposits of hands or 

fingers, and skeletons without hands or fingers (Witschey and 
Brown 2010) 

Table 2.  Location, number of sites, and deposits with finger bowls, isolated 
deposits of hands or fingers, and skeletons without hands or fingers 

Category Field Finger Bowls Isolated HF Skeleton w/o HF 

Sites # 23 31 10 

Deposits # 62 52 11 

Geography Belize 15 12 0 

Guatemala 8 9 4 

México 2 10 5 

Honduras 0 0 1 
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3.2.1. Finger Bowls 

To reiterate, I identified 62 deposits of finger bowls across 23 sites in Belize, Guatemala, 

and México (Fig. 5). A deposit was classified as a finger bowl deposit if there was 

evidence of human phalanges placed inside a ceramic vessel (Fig. 6). The majority of 

sites with finger bowls in this sample were located in Belize (15, 65%) (Fig. 7), with fewer 

examples in Guatemala (8, 35%), and México (2, 9%).  

 
Figure 5.  Map of 23 sites that contain finger bowls (Witschey and Brown 2010) 

There is variability in the types of sites and structures where finger bowl deposits can be 

found. Of the sites, four are rank I, six are rank II, one is rank III, and 12 are rank IV (Fig. 

8). Within these 23 sites, finger bowls are found in 62 deposits from 37 different 

structures. Of these 37 different structures 14 are classified as elite buildings and 11 are 

seen as being non-elite. Two of them are in the northern portion of the site, one in the 

northeast, 12 in the east, one in the south and one in the southwest.  
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Figure 6.  Finger bowl from Actuncan group 1, burial 13 (©Lisa LeCount, used 

with permission) 

 

Figure 7.  Detailed map of 15 sites that contain finger bowls in Belize 
(Witschey and Brown 2010) 
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The vast majority of finger bowl deposits date to the Classic Period (Fig. 9). Three 

deposits (5%) from three sites (9%) are dated to the LPC, and all of the other 59 

deposits (95%) from 21 sites (91%) are dated to the Classic Period. Forty-two of these 

deposits (68%) can be dated fairly securely to either the EC (15, 24%), LC (22, 35%), 

and TC (5, 8%). The final 17 deposits (27%) are less reliably dated. Six (10%) can only 

be assigned to the Classic Period, four (6%) are either EC or LC, and six (10%) are 

either LC or TC. Dating finger bowl deposits can be difficult if the vessels are found 

without other ceramic assemblages, as the unslipped plainware bowls used most 

frequently do not change over time, and therefore, are difficult to date in isolation (Chase 

and Chase 1998).  

 
Figure 8.  Bar graph of sites with finger bowls by site rank 

There are some patterns of events occurring at the sites with finger bowl deposits during 

the eras in which the bowls were deposited. There is evidence of social unrest at these 

sites during many of the periods where we find finger bowl deposits. Thirty-seven 

deposits (60%) occurred in periods with evidence of some type of social unrest. Of these 

37 deposits, the types of social unrest included site abandonment (n=1), warfare (n=36), 

and dynastic changes (n=40). There is also evidence from 33 finger bowl deposits that 
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these contexts occurred during time periods where epigraphic evidence of bloodletting 

was present at the sites. 

 
Figure 9.  Bar graph of finger bowl deposits by time period. Dark gray signifies 

better dated deposits and light gray signifies less reliable dates 

A majority of the finger bowl contexts contain additional material remains. Two-thirds (40 

of 62, 65%) of the deposits have associated artifacts. Of these forty deposits, 26 (65%) 

contain obsidian, five (13%) have evidence of stingray spines, ten (25%) had remains of 

Spondylus shells, and 27 (68%) have additional ceramics beyond the bowls in which the 

phalanges are found. Additional types of artifacts found include items such as jade, 

mammal and marine faunal remains, non-obsidian lithics, and beads. Two deposits (5%) 

are associated with stelae, and these are the only deposits in the dataset that have this 

association. The stelae at Cahal Pech (Belize) are uncarved and the stela at Baking Pot 

(Belize) displays an individual with smoke scrolls by their head. Twelve contexts (19%) 

show evidence of pigments among the deposits, whereas only four deposits show traces 

of burning.  

Less than half of the finger bowl contexts contain evidence of associated human remains 

beyond the cached phalanges. Of the 62 deposits only 23 (37%) have associated 

human remains. Within these 23 contexts there is a minimum estimate of 59 individuals 
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represented, demonstrating that some deposits contain remains from multiple 

individuals. Seven deposits (30%) contain evidence of one additional individual, seven 

more deposits (30%) have evidence for two to five individuals; six deposits (26%) from 

El Zotz (Guatemala) are around nine individuals; one deposit (4%) contains 11 

individuals; and a final deposit (4%) has 23 additional individuals. The age distribution is 

known for the majority of these individuals (53 of 59, 90%). From these 53 individuals, 

ten (19%) are infants, 15 (28%) are children, three (6%) are adolescents, and 24 (45%) 

are adults. Data pertaining to the sex distribution is less conclusive. Ten individuals 

(17%) have been assigned to a sex: nine males (90%) and one female (10%). These 

sex classifications and all of the following sex classifications discussed in this research, 

however, used osteological markers of often fragmentary remains rather than DNA 

analyses and therefore are not as conclusive (White and Folkens 1999).  

Deposits were classified as finger bowls if there was evidence of human phalanges 

located inside a vessel. Across the 62 deposits 338 vessels containing human 

phalanges were identified. The number of vessels varies by deposit. Nineteen deposits 

(31%) had only one vessel, 25 (40%) contained two vessels, 17 (27%) had between 

three and 26, and one (2%) held 200 vessels. The majority of these 338 vessels were 

unslipped plainware ceramic bowls (328, 97%), often poorly fired. For the few vessels 

that were not unslipped plainwares, five of them (50%) were anthropomorphic, being 

carved to exhibit a face, or in one case, an entire woman; two were shallow redware 

vessels (20%); one was a miniature lidded type (10%); one (10%) was a vase; and one 

(10%) was a barrel. Most of these vessels did not have lids (335 out of 338 total vessels, 

99%), and this could likely be due to the practice of placing two vessels lip-to-lip on top 

of each other and then placing the phalanges inside the space created. Thirty-six of the 

62 deposits (58%) held bowls that were placed lip-to-lip, totaling 306 vessels (91%).   

Human phalanges were found inside of these bowls. A total of 529 human phalanges 

were identified across the 62 deposits. As with the number of bowls, the number of 

phalanges varied by deposit. Sixteen deposits (26%) held only one phalanx, 24 deposits 

(39%) had two to five phalanges; seven deposits (11%) held six to ten phalanges; two 

deposits (3%) contained 11-15 phalanges; another two deposits (3%) held 16-20 

phalanges; and four deposits (6%) had over 21 phalanges. Unfortunately, reports from 

seven deposits (11%) did not specify the number of phalanges. Among the 529 

phalanges, 231 (44%) have had their position in the finger identified (Fig. 10). Twenty-
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nine (13%) are proximal phalanges; 80 (35%) are intermediate phalanges; and 122 

(53%) are distal phalanges. For 43 of the phalanges (8%) which finger they are from has 

been identified. Two (5%) are from the index finger; eight (19%) are from the second 

fingers; nine (21%) are from the third finger; 11 (26%) are from the fourth finger; and 13 

(30%) are from the fifth finger. Fifty-six (11%) phalanges were able to be identified as 

from either right (11, 20%) or left (45, 80%) hands. Unlike right versus left hands, we 

have a fairly good idea of the age distribution of the phalanges. Three-hundred and 

eighty-eight (73%) of the phalanges have known ages, one (0.3%) is from an infant; nine 

(2%) are from children; ten (3%) from adolescents; and 368 (95%) are from adults. The 

sex distribution of the phalanges is not as well known. Only 16 phalanges (3%) have 

been designated to one of the sexes, 6 (38%) are male, and 10 (62%) are female. Using 

all of this information, an estimate for the minimum number of individuals represented by 

the phalanges is 89. 

 
Figure 10.  Osteological identification of phalanges in finger bowls 

Some phalanges exhibit evidence of anthropogenic processing. Eight deposits (13%) 

with a total of 19 phalanges (4%) have evidence of cut marks (Fig. 16). Five of these 

deposits (63%) have just one cut mark on one phalanx, the other three deposits (40%) 

display two, five, and nineteen cut marks across 14 phalanges.  
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Figure 11.  Cut mark on dorsal-proximal aspect of a proximal manual phalanx 

from Cache 5 of El Diablo, El Zotz (Guatemala) (© Andrew Scherer, 
used with permission) 

3.2.2. Deposits of Isolated Fingers or Hands 

Fifty-two deposits from 31 sites in Belize, Guatemala, and México had evidence of 

isolated hands and/or fingers (Fig. 12). These instances are isolated phalanges and/or 

hand bones that have been separated from their original skeleton. Similar to the finger 

bowl deposits, we find the most of these sites in Belize (12, 39%) (Fig. 13), followed by 

México (10, 32%), and lastly Guatemala (8, 26%).  

Isolated deposits of hands and/or fingers can be found at 31 sites from my sample. Five 

of these sites are rank I, eight are rank II, two are rank III, and 15 are rank IV (Fig. 14). 

Within these 31 sites there are 52 deposits found in 46 structures. Of these 46 different 

structures 20 are classified as elite buildings and 6 are seen as being non-elite. One of 

them is in the centre of the site, four are in the northern portion of the site, two are in the 

northeast, three are in the east, one is in the southeast, one in the south and three in the 

west.  

As with the finger bowl deposits, the isolated deposits of hands and/or fingers are dated 

primarily to the Classic Period (Fig. 15). Three deposits (6%) from three sites (10%) are 

dated to the LPC; one deposit (2%) is from the LPoC; and a final deposit (2%) is dated 

generally to the PoC. The remaining 45 deposits (87%) from 26 sites (84%) date to the 
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Classic Period. Again, there are differences in how securely the deposits from the 

Classic Period are dated. Thirty-three deposits (63%) can be securely dated to either the 

EC (7, 13%), LC (23, 44%), or TC (3, 6%). One additional deposit (2%) can only be 

classified as Classic Period, two (4%) are from either the EC or LC, and six (12%) are 

dated to either the LC or TC.  

 
Figure 12.  Map of 31 sites with isolated deposits of hands or fingers (Witschey 

and Brown 2010) 

As with the finger bowl deposits, the isolated deposits of hands and/or fingers are dated 

primarily to the Classic Period (Fig. 15). Three deposits (6%) from three sites (10%) are 

dated to the LPC, one deposit (deposit: 2%, site: 3%) is from the LPoC, and a final 

deposit (deposit: 2%, site: 3%) is dated generally to the PoC. The remaining 45 deposits 

(87%) from 26 sites (84%) date to the Classic Period. Again, there are differences in 

how securely the deposits from the Classic Period are dated. Thirty-three deposits (63%) 

can be securely dated to either the EC (7, 13%), LC (23, 44%), or TC (3, 6%). One 
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additional deposit (2%) can only be classified as Classic Period, two (4%) are from either 

the EC or LC, and six (12%) are dated to either the LC or TC.  

 
Figure 13 Detailed view of the sites in Belize with isolated deposits of hands or 

fingers (Witschey and Brown 2010) 

There are some patterns of events occurring at the sites with isolated deposits of hands 

or fingers. Different types of social unrest can be seen during the time period in which 34 

deposits (65%) were found. Of these 34 deposits, ten (29%) included site abandonment, 

twenty (59%) included dynastic changes, and 28 (82%) included warfare. There is also 

evidence from 14 deposits (27%) of finger bowls also occurred during time periods 

where epigraphic evidence of bloodletting was present at the sites.  

There is a higher degree of variability in the material remains in the contexts of isolated 

phalanges compared to the contexts of isolated hands. In total, 45 deposits (87%) are 

associated with material artifacts. Thirty-six (80%) of these artifact assemblages are 

associated with isolated phalanges and only ten (20%) are associated with isolated 

hands. Of these 45 deposits, 27 (60%) contain obsidian (24 phalange deposits (89%) 
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and three (11%) hand deposits), eight phalange deposits (18%) have stingray spines, 

seven phalange deposits (16%) have remains of Spondylus shells, and 35 (78%) have 

ceramics (29 [83%] phalange deposits and six [17%] hand deposits). None of the 52 

deposits have any associated stelae. Thirteen of the 52 contexts (25%) contain evidence 

of burning (10 [77%] phalange deposits and three [23%] hand deposits). Only contexts 

of isolated phalanges exhibit traces of pigment. Seven (13%) deposits have evidence of 

pigment 

 
Figure 14.  Bar graph of sites with isolated deposits of hands or fingers by site 

rank 

Additional human remains beyond the isolated hands and fingers are found in 

association with these deposits. Thirty-one of the 52 contexts (60%) contain additional 

human remains, 19 (61%) of these are associated with phalange deposits and 12 (39%) 

are associated with deposits of isolated hands. These 31 deposits contain a minimum 

estimate of 244 individuals, 151 (62%) from phalange deposits and 93 (38%) from 

isolated hand deposits. The number of associated individuals per deposit varies greatly. 

For isolated deposits of phalanges, 14 deposits (74%) contain one additional individual, 

two deposits (11%) contain two individuals, and there are three deposits (16%) that 



41 

contain 13, 46, and 74 individuals respectively. For isolated deposits of hands, three 

deposits have one individual (25%), four (33%) have two to ten individuals, and three 

deposits (25%) contain 13, 25, and 32 additional individuals. The age and sex 

distributions of the associated human remains are similar for both types of isolated 

deposits. Of the 205 individuals (84%) who have been assigned an age, four (2%) are 

infants, 14 (7%) are children, 20 (10%) are adolescents, and the remaining 167 (81%) 

are adults. Fewer individuals have known sexes. Of the 131 individuals (54%) of known 

sex, only seven (5%) are female, whereas 124 (95%) are male.  

 
Figure 15.  Bar graph of isolated deposits of hands or fingers by time period. 

Dark gray signifies better dated deposits and light gray signifies 
less reliable dates 

At the level of the deposit, there is a notable difference in whether a deposit held 

phalanges or hands. Of the 52 deposits, 13 (25%) held isolated hands, whereas 39 

(75%) contained isolated phalanges. The 13 deposits of isolated human hands represent 

a minimum number of 20 hands in varying number per deposit. Eight deposits (62%) 

contain a solitary hand, one deposit (8%) has two hands, two deposits (16%) contain 

four hands each, and a final two deposits (16%) have an unknown number of hands. Of 
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these 20 hands, it is possible to determine body side for ten (50%) of them, six (60%) 

are left hands and four (40%) are right hands. Two (10%) of these hands are assigned 

as male and the other 18 (90%) are without sex designation. Of the six hands (30%) with 

known ages, five (83%) are listed as adult and one (17%) is said to be a juvenile. An 

estimate for the minimum number of individuals represented by the isolated hands is 15. 

The remaining 39 deposits held isolated phalanges instead of entire hands. These 

deposits represent a minimum of 174 phalanges from a minimum estimate of 36 

individuals. Again, each deposit held a varying number of phalanges. Eighteen deposits 

(46%) held a single phalanx; nine deposits (23%) held between two and five phalanges; 

one held between 11-15 (3%); one held between 16-20 phalanges (3%); two deposits 

(6%) held over 21 phalanges; and eight deposits (21%) of an unreported number of 

phalanges. One hundred and one phalanges (58%) (Fig. 16) have been assigned to 

their anatomical position. Twenty-eight are (28%) proximal; 17 (17%) are intermediate; 

and 56 (56%) are distal phalanges. Far fewer phalanges (five, 3%) have been assigned 

to a specific finger, with only three (60%) first fingers and two (40%) fifth fingers. No 

phalanges in this group have been sided. The age of 66 phalanges (38%) is known with 

one (2%) phalanx is from an infant, 16 (24%) are children phalanges, 3 (5%) are from 

adolescents, and the remaining 46 (70%) are adult phalanges. None of the 174 

phalanges have been assigned to a sex.  

 
Figure 16.  Osteological identification of isolated deposits of phalanges 
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In comparison to the anthropogenic processing found in finger bowl deposits, the 

deposits of isolated hands and fingers show a lesser degree of alteration. Only two (4%) 

deposits show evidence of cut marks, totalling four cut marks in total. In one instance at 

Kohunlich (México), an isolated hand contained two cut marks on its scaphoid and 

hamate. In the other deposit with evidence of processing found at Champotón (México), 

an isolated left hand had evidence of two cut marks on one of its phalanges. 

3.2.3. Skeletons Missing Hands or Fingers 

Ten sites from Guatemala, México, and Honduras have evidence of 11 skeletal deposits 

that are missing either their hands or fingers (Fig. 17). Given that the preservation of 

small bony material can be quite poor in this region (McAnany 1995), I added only the 

skeletons that had good evidence that the hands and/or fingers were removed and 

simply did not disintegrate over time. The geographic distribution of these deposits is 

quite different from the previous two data types. Here, there are no sites from Belize. 

Instead there are five sites from México, four from Guatemala, and one from Honduras.  

 
Figure 17.  Map of 10 sites that have skeletons with missing hands or fingers 

(Witschey and Brown 2010) 
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Skeletal deposits missing their hands and/or fingers can be found at ten sites. Of these, 

two (20%) are rank I, five (50%) are rank II, and three (30%) are rank IV (Fig. 18). Within 

these ten sites, there are 11 deposits found in ten structures. Of these 10 structures four 

(40%) are classified as elite buildings and one (10%) is seen as being non-elite. One of 

them (10%) is in the northern portion of the site and one (10%) is in the southeast.  

The deposits of skeletons missing hands/fingers again are mostly dated to the Classic 

Period (Fig. 19). A single deposit (9%) from one site (10%) dates to the LPC, and two 

deposits (20%) from one site (10%) date generally to the PoC. The remaining eight 

deposits (73%) from seven sites (70%) date to the Classic Period. Three deposits (30%) 

from three sites (30%) are from the EC, one deposit (9%) from a site (10%) dates to the 

LC, another two deposits (20%) from two sites (20%) dates to the TC, and a final deposit 

(9%) from one site (10%) is dated to either the LC or TC.  

 
Figure 18.  Bar graph of sites with skeletons missing hands or fingers by site 

rank 
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Figure 19 .  Bar graph of skeletal deposits missing hands or fingers by time 

period. Dark gray signifies better dated deposits and light gray 
signifies less reliable dates 

There are some patterns of events occurring at the sites with skeletons missing hands or 

fingers. Different types of social unrest can be seen during the time period in which six 

deposits (55%) were found. Of these six deposits, one (17%) included site 

abandonment, six (100%) included warfare, and two (33%) included dynastic changes. 

There is also evidence from three deposits (27%) of skeletons with missing hands or 

fingers also occurred during time periods where epigraphic evidence of bloodletting was 

present at the sites.  

The contexts of the deposits in the previously discussed structures exhibit some 

differences. Of the 11 deposits, only one (9%) did not contain any associated artifacts. 

Of the ten deposits (91%) with artifact assemblages, seven (70%) held ceramics, four 

(40%) contained obsidian, one (9%) had Spondylus shell remains, and one (10%) had 

stingray spines. Other artifact types found in lesser quantities include jade, marine and 

faunal remains, and vessels of alabaster. None of the contexts of these deposits held 

any stelae. Two of the 11 contexts (20%) had evidence of pigment over the deposits. 

One deposit (50%) of a single individual missing both of their hands at Copán 
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(Honduras) had evidence of a red pigment, perhaps cinnabar over the deposit. The 

second deposit (50%) with evidence of pigments is found at Ixlu (Guatemala) where four 

individuals who are missing both of their hands have evidence of blue pigment on them. 

This deposit at Ixlu (Guatemala) is also the only deposit (9%) that has evidence of 

burning.  

Human remains beyond the individuals who are missing their hands or fingers are also 

found in association with these deposits. Eight of these deposits (73%) had evidence of 

associated human remains, totaling a minimum estimate of 21 individuals. The number 

of associated individuals varies by deposit, four deposits (50%) contain one associated 

individual; one deposit (13%) has two individuals; two deposits (25%) have four 

individuals each; and a final deposit (13%) has seven associated individuals. Eighteen 

(86%) of these associated individuals have been aged. Fourteen (78%) are adults; one 

(6%) is an adolescent; two (11%) are children; and one (6%) is a newborn. Only seven 

individuals (33%) from two deposits (25%) were assigned as male, all other individuals 

(67%) are of unknown sex. 

There is some variability at the level of the deposit in whether hands or fingers are 

missing from the skeletons in the 11 contexts. Ten of the skeletal deposits (91%) are 

missing hands, whereas only one skeleton (9%) is missing fingers. Among the ten 

deposits that are missing hands, this represents 13 individuals. Nine (69%) of these 

individuals are male, and the rest of them (31%) cannot be attributed to a sex. Twelve of 

the individuals (92%) can be assigned to an age group, there is one (8%) child, two 

adolescents, and nine (75%) adults in this sample. The 13 individuals are missing a total 

of 25 hands. Twenty-four of these hands (96%) can be assigned to the left (12, 50%) or 

right (12, 50%) side of the body. The one skeletal deposit (9%) that is missing phalanges 

is from a child of unknown sex who is missing the intermediate and distal phalanges 

from the fifth finger on their left hand.  

A number of the individuals in these 11 skeletal deposits exhibit evidence of 

anthropogenic processing. The one individual who was missing the intermediate and 

distal phalanges from their left hand fifth finger shows a cut mark on the proximal 

phalanx of the same finger. For the 13 individuals who are missing hands, 11 of them 

(85%) exhibit some form of posthumous body processing. Six individuals (55%) are 

missing their skulls and ten individuals (91%) are missing their feet as well as their 
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hands. Four of these individuals missing their hands and feet (40%) also show cut marks 

on the distal ends of their radii, ulna, fibula, and tibia. Three additional individuals (23%) 

show cut marks, one individual (8%) displays cut marks on their 12th thoracic vertebra, 

which may be indicative of heart extraction (Cucina and Tiesler 2006), and two 

individuals (15%) exhibit a large number of cut marks across their skull and trunk. 

3.3. Archaeology Summary 

Finger bowls were identified in 62 deposits at 23 sites. The sites were primarily rank IV, 

yet all ranks were present. The structures were split fairly evenly between elite and non-

elite buildings. All but three of the deposits were dated to the Classic Period. Over half of 

the deposits occurred during periods of social unrest at the sites. Over half of the 

deposits are associated with bloodletting implements and both of the associated stelae 

found in this sample were associated with finger bowls. Less than half of the finger bowls 

are associated with additional human remains. The phalanges were found in a total of 

338 vessels, of which the vast majority were unslipped plainware ceramics bowls placed 

lip-to-lip. Five hundred and twenty-nine phalanges were found inside of these bowls. 

Over half of the phalanges are distal, the fifth finger is most often represented, and the 

majority of the sided phalanges are from the left. Eight deposits consisting of 19 

phalanges show evidence of cut marks. 

Isolated fingers or hands were identified in 52 deposits from 31 sites. Again, the sites 

were primarily rank IV, yet all ranks were present. There were over double the amount of 

elite buildings to non-elite buildings represented. Most of the deposits were dated to the 

Classic Period, with a few dating to the Late Preclassic and Postclassic Periods. As with 

the finger bowls, over half of the deposits occurred during periods of social unrest at the 

sites. There was a higher degree of variability in the material remains in the contexts of 

isolated phalanges compared to isolated hands. Nevertheless, we see the same pattern 

as in the finger bowl deposits where over half of the remains are associated with 

bloodletting implements. About two-thirds of the deposits are associated with human 

remains. Thirteen deposits held isolated human hands and 39 held isolated phalanges. 

The hands were usually left hands from adults. Over half of the phalanges were distal. 

There were far fewer cut marks in these deposits compared to the finger bowls. 
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Skeletons missing hands or fingers were identified in 11 deposits from 10 sites. The 

sites were primarily rank IV, yet all ranks were present. There were over double the 

amount of elite buildings to non-elite buildings represented. Most of the deposits were 

dated to the Classic Period, with a few dating to the Late Preclassic and Postclassic 

Periods. As per the previous two types of deposits, over half of the deposits of skeletons 

missing hands or fingers occurred during periods of social unrest at the sites. Whereas 

the other two types of osteological deposits had over half displaying associated 

bloodletting implements, less than half of these deposits held these tools. Three-quarters 

of the deposits held associated additional human remains. Ten of the skeletons are 

missing hands, whereas only one is missing fingers. Nine of the individuals missing 

appendages are male, and nine are adults. Over 85% of the skeletons missing 

appendages show evidence of cut marks or other forms of posthumous body 

processing.  
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Chapter 4.  
 
Other Lines of Evidence Pertaining to Ancient Maya 
Finger Caches 

In this chapter I supplement the archaeological evidence pertaining to finger caches by 

discussing several other relevant lines of data. I will outline how I gathered the 

information and then relay the evidence of Ancient Maya finger caches found in the art, 

ethnographic, glyphic, and mythic records. 

4.1. Materials and Methods 

4.1.1. Iconography, Figurative Art, and Ornamentation 

To identify potential artistic evidence of finger amputation practices I primarily used three 

electronic databases. The first is the Maya Vase Database (Kerr 2000), a keyword-

searchable database of rollouts and still photographs of vases, plates, and bowls from 

the various cultures of Mesoamerica. For this database I used the keywords “self-

sacrifice,” “offerings,” “blood,” “prisoners/captives,” “sacrifice,” “scribes/artists/carvers,” 

and “bundle/tribute/cache.” The second database I used is the Linda Schele Drawing 

Collection (http://research.famsi.org/schele.html), an online keyword-searchable 

database that has an assemblage of over 800 drawings of Maya art and glyphs that 

were completed by the late Linda Schele. To search this database, I used the keywords 

“sacrifice,” “finger,” “amputate,” “amputation,” “blood,” “offering,” “bundle,” “self-sacrifice,” 

“captive,” and “prisoner.” The third and final database I consulted is the John 

Montgomery Drawing Collection (http://research.famsi.org/montgomery.html), an online 

keyword-searchable database consisting of drawings of Maya art from over 35 sites, by 

John Montgomery. The keywords I used for this database were the same as those used 

for the Linda Schele Drawing Collection. Beyond these three online databases, I also 

collected iconographic data during my literature review of the archaeological sites. 

When I encountered iconographic evidence that seemed to relate to finger caches, I 

recorded a number of variables. I documented from which site and time period the art 

piece was from. However, a large number of Ancient Maya pieces come from looted 
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collections (Atwood 2007), therefore, contextual data is often missing from the pieces. I 

also described the piece and the relevant features that made it pertinent for this study. 

4.1.2. Ethnography 

To collect ethnographic evidence concerning potential finger amputation rituals I started 

with three online databases. One was the electronic version of the Human Relation Area 

Files (eHRAF), a keyword-searchable database of ethnographies (World Cultures 

Ethnography Database 2008). Within the eHRAF database, I searched in the three 

cultures listed for the “Maya Area”: The Mam Maya, the Maya (Yucatán Peninsula), and 

the Tzeltal. I used the keywords “amputate,” “amputation,” “finger,” “bone*,” “ancestor*,” 

“sacrifice,” “self-sacrifice,” and “hand.” I also conducted a general search within the 

categories of “ritual,” “burial practices and funerals,” “special burial practices,” and “cult 

of the dead.” Additionally, I wanted to search for ethnographic accounts of myths 

concerning finger amputation and the Maya idea of the body. Therefore, I conducted 

general searches within eHRAF in the categories of “mythology,” “spirits and gods,” and 

“cosmology.” The second ethnographic database I used is the Database of Places, 

Languages, Culture, and Environment (D-PLACE), a collection of coded cultural, 

linguistic, environmental, and geographic information for thousands of culture groups 

(Kirby et al. 2016). In this database I consulted the 100 variables for the “Yucatec Maya” 

and recorded any pertinent information regarding their religious and burial practices. The 

last database I used to amass ethnographic information is the Database of Religious 

History (DRH), an online encyclopedia of religious cultural history (Database of Religious 

History 2018). In relation to this database I searched the entry for Late Classic Lowland 

Maya and again recorded any pertinent information regarding their religious and burial 

practices. As with the iconographic evidence, I also collected ethnographic data during 

my literature review of the archaeological sites in my sample. 

When I encountered ethnographic accounts that related to finger caches, I recorded a 

number of variables. I documented from which region and time period the account was 

from. Then, I described the report and noted the relevant features for this study. 
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4.1.3. Glyphs 

To collect glyphic evidence pertaining to finger caches I consulted The New Catalog of 

Maya Hieroglyphs, which describes the graphemes (the distinctive signs) of the Mayan 

script. I consulted both volume one, which concerns the Classic Period inscriptions 

(Macri and Looper 2003), and volume two, which depicts the codical texts (Macri and 

Vail 2009) I searched for specific glyphs for finger amputation, finger bowls, and body 

part caches. The human hand is a common motif in Mayan glyphs, therefore, I also 

assessed whether any of these hand motifs appear to be missing fingers. Lastly, I 

sought to determine if there were any patterns in the way hand motifs are used. As with r 

the iconographic and ethnographic evidence, I also collected glyphic data during my 

literature review of the archaeological sites in my sample.  

When I encountered glyphic evidence that related to finger caches, I recorded a visual 

description of the glyph as well as its definition. 

4.2. Results  

In this section I will outline the evidence pertaining to finger caches and finger 

amputation practices found in the iconographic, ethnographic, glyphic, and mythic 

records.  

4.2.1. Iconography, Figurative Art, and Ornamentation 

I identified 13 types of art related to finger caches from 28 Ancient Maya sites. These art 

types are iconographic, figurative, and ornamental. Types of Iconographic art includes 

images of the offering of hands, individuals missing hands, individuals missing fingers, 

the scattering of blood from fingers, acts of finger amputation, staffs with hands carved 

into them, and handprints. Figurative art pieces include phalanx whistles, implements 

with hands carved into them, figurines with missing fingers, figurines of phalanges, and 

isolated carved hands. The one type of ornamentation is necklaces made out of 

phalanges. To save space, I will use examples to illustrate each type of art rather than 

discuss all of the pieces identified. Details of all the items can be found in Appendix D.  
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Iconography 

The following section will document the seven different types of iconographic art 

pertaining to finger caches. 

• Offerings of hands. On codex style vases (e.g., K# 1376), we see Wahyis 

beings, who are malevolent spirit entities depicted as water lily jaguars (Fig. 20). 

The being on the left hand of the image serves a cache vessel with an offering of 

a human hand and eyeball (Kerr 2000).   

 
Figure 20.  Wahyis beings with offerings of human hands (Kerr 2000) 

• Individuals missing hands. There are examples of individuals missing hands 

on many Ancient Maya vases. For example, a codex-style vase from an unknown 

site (K# 8083) depicts three warriors, two of which appear to be missing hands 

(Fig. 21). The warrior on the far right is missing their left hand, whereas the 

warrior on the left is missing his right hand (Kerr 2000).  
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Figure 21.  Warriors missing hands on a Codex style vase (K# 8083)(Kerr 2000) 

• Individuals missing fingers. There are many images that appear to depict 

individuals who are missing one or more of their fingers. Notable examples can 

be found at Palenque (México). On the sides of the sarcophagus in the Temple 

of Inscriptions we see ten individuals, three of whom have scarification on their 

cheeks and oddly blunt fingers. It has been suggested that these blunt fingers 

either represent a congenital deformity or are from amputation (Schele 1984). 

Another example of an individual with oddly blunt fingers at Palenque can be 

seen in Portrait G on Temple XIX. This individual is an attendant with the name 

MUWAAN-ni cha-nu-la a-AHN? and exhibits shortened fingers and no visible 

fingernails (Fig. 22) (Stuart 2005). An example from another site can be found on 

a codex-style vase from an unknown site (K# 5004). Here, we see an individual 

who appears to be missing two of their fingers on their left hand (Fig. 23). Two 

lords are seated and doing a palm up gesture. The individual seated on the right 

very obviously displays their thumb, as well as fourth and fifth finger, but their 

second and third fingers are missing (Kerr 2000).  

• Scattering blood from the fingers. A number of stelae, sculptures, and vases 

depict individuals in the process of letting blood from their hands and fingers 

(Brady and Stone 1986) (Fig. 24). At Yaxchilán (México), Stela 1 shows an 

individual with a piercing implement lying across their chest. Blood, shown as 

dots flowing down from the individual’s fingers, appears to land on a mat before 

flowing on to the ground (Islas 1990). In many of the instances of blood 
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scattering from fingers, we see either a vessel or some kind of absorbent 

material to catch the flowing blood (Colas et al. 2000; Jackson and McKillop 

1985). In some instances, the individuals with dots flowing from their fingers are 

seen wearing blood-splattered clothing and scarves associated with auto-

sacrifice (Colas et al. 2000).  

 
Figure 22.  Portrait G on Temple XIX at Palenque (México) of an individual with 

shortened fingers (© Andrew Scherer, Used with Permission) 
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Figure 23. Lords on a Codex style vase, all individuals appear to be missing 

two fingers on right hand (K# 5004) (Kerr 2000) 

• Finger amputation. In Room 2 at Bonampak (México), murals depict prisoners 

awaiting torture and eventual sacrifice (Cano 1999). On the right side of the 

mural a captive rubs his fingers together as if in anticipation for the action 

happening on the left of the mural. On the left side individuals are depicted 

bleeding from their fingertips (Fig. 25). They are shown holding their hands up as 

the blood drips down. Schele (1984) notes that the blood dripping from these 

individuals’ fingertips resemble the rows of dots shown on the faces, chin, and 

earlobes of figures participating in sacrificial rituals. Cano (1999) adds that the 

linear fashion in which the blood flows from the captive’s hands resemble the 

bloodletting symbolism of dots flowing vertically from the hands as seen in the 

“hand-scattering” monuments and glyph. Miller has argued that these captives 

are either having their fingernails torn out (Miller 1986) or the tips of their fingers 

amputated (Miller 2002). 
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Figure 24.  La Pasadita (Guatemala) Lintel 2, showing blood falling from an 

individual’s hands after bloodletting (Kerr 2000) 

 
Figure 25.  Mural in room 2 at Bonampak (México) showing a captive watching 

blood fall from their fingers (Kerr 2000) 
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• Staffs with hands carved into ends. In three of the Maya codices (Dresden, 

Madrid, and Borgia) we find examples of staffs with human hands carved into the 

ends of them (Spinden 1913; Thompson 1972). These staffs are wielded by gods 

or jaguars (Thompson 1972). A comparable staff with a human hand carved into 

the top is seen on a wall painting of Structure A-V at Uaxactun (Guatemala) 

(Smith 1950).  

• Handprints. Occasionally, there are painted red human handprints from either 

right or left hands at sites such as Kabah (México), Tulum (México), the Island of 

Cozumel (México), Dzibilchaltún (México), and Tikal (Guatemala) (Berlin 1951; 

Maler 1901; Andrews and Andrews 1980). At Dzibilchaltún (México), the 

handprints are from the right hand (Andrews and Andrews 1980). At Tikal 

(Guatemala), we also find instances of positive right handprints in the graffiti at 

the site (Berlin 1951). Similarly, at Bonampak (México) on the murals in room 3, 

we see instances of lords who carry objects described as “fans with red 

handprints” (Miller 1986:137). These handprints are from right hands and the 

lords hold the fans in their right hands (Cano 1999).  

Figurative Art 

The following section will document the five different types of figurative art pertaining to 

finger caches. 

• Phalanx whistle. In a Late Preclassic deposit at Cuello (Belize), a biaxially 

perforated phalanx was identified. The excavators identified it as possibly human 

and suggested that it likely served as a whistle or perhaps a pendant (McSwain 

et al. 1991) 

• Implements with hands carved into ends. At a number of sites, we find 

implements with human hands carved into the distal end (Fig. 26). The 

implements are carved from bone and have been described as pins (Ishihara 

2007), needles, spatulas (López Bravo et al. 2003), and awls (Kidder 1947). At 

Naranjo (Guatemala), 13 of these objects are name-tagged “u puts’ b’aak” which 

means “her/his weaving bone” (Dacus 2005). Examples of these artifacts from 

Piedras Negras (Guatemala), and Aguateca (Guatemala) are missing fingers. 

However, it is unclear whether they were absent to begin with or simply have 
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broken off (Ishihara 2007; Coe 1959). These objects are said to be objects used 

by scribes as represented in sculptures and polychrome vessels (Schmidt 2004). 

 
Figure 26.  Implement with hand carved into the end from Tikal 

(Guatemala)(Kerr 2000) 

• Figurine with missing finger. A cache found at Cueva de Santa Cruz 

(Guatemala) contained a vessel in the form of a human female, with the bust 

being a lid that could be removed. The vessel contained an obsidian knife and 

human phalanges that Seler (1904) interpreted to be from the left hand little 

finger. The figure forming the vessel had only four fingers on her left hand but 

five on her right (Dieseldorff 1926). 

• Figurines of phalanges. There are two examples of figurines that appear to be 

human phalanges. In the southern Maya mountains in Belize, near K’antulai, 

above the subterranean stretch of the Rio Grande, there is a sinkhole called La 

Cumbre. At the bottom of this chamber researchers discovered a collection of 

small “travertine lozenges” that resemble human phalanges (Durham et al. 

1994:6). Similarly, in a Late Classic tomb in structure M12 at Caracól (Belize), a 

fragment of a scraper-shaped bone was identified. Its surface was smooth and 

had a backwards “L” carved into it. The excavators said it resembles a fingertip 

(Teeter 2001).  

• Isolated Carved Hands. Human hands have been found carved from jade and 

shell. Isolated human hands that have been carved from jade have been found at 

sites such as Uaxactun (Guatemala), Ulua (Honduras), and Nebaj (Guatemala) 

(Kidder 1947; Keleman 1943; Smith and Kidder 1951). These jade carvings all 



59 

represent right hands. Similarly, at Copán (Honduras) there are two reported 

instances of human hands carved from Spondylus shells. In the Oropendola 

tomb, a spherical jade bead was found inside a Spondylus shell formed into the 

shape of a human left hand (Fierer-Donaldson 2012) and in the Hunal tomb a 

similarly carved left hand was discovered inside of a deer effigy ceramic vessel 

with cinnabar and cacao. This second example exhibited holes in the palm area 

that suggest it was once hafted (Bell 2007).  

Ornamentation 

At Oxkintok (México), excavation yielded 20 perforated human phalanges in close 

association. The phalanges have been suggested to have formed a trophy necklace or 

pendant used by warriors or lords to exhibit their power (Palomero Sanchez 1989). 

Similar pendants have been found where the phalanges are made out of ceramic, rather 

than being human bone. Three examples of these pendants have been found at 

Cancuen (Guatemala), Raxruha Viejo (Guatemala), and the stela area of Tres Islas 

(Guatemala) (Woodfill 2007). 

4.2.2. Ethnography 

I identified two main types of information from ethnographic sources. The first is reports 

of sacrificial practices involves hands or fingers. The second is mythological tales or 

ideas pertaining to finger caches. 

Sacrificial Practices 

I identified a number of ethnographic reports concerning Maya sacrificial rites involving 

hands and fingers. The rites involve finger amputation, cannibalism, and letting blood 

from the fingers.   

There are ethnographic records indicating that bloodletting from the fingers continued 

past the Classic Maya era. Bloodletting from the fingers is depicted in the still 

unpublished colonial book Chilam Balam of Kaua (Bricker and Miram 2002). On pages 

11, 12, 14 and 21, the phrase “k’ik’el yich’ak” appears (Miram and Miram 1988:667). 

K’ik’el yich’ak can be translated from Yucatec into Spanish as “sangre de las dedos del 

hombre” (Martínez Hernández 1929), which translated into English means “blood from 

the fingers of a human being.” This phrase appears five times in the book in the context 
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of bloodletting. Thus, it not only indicates that bloodletting from the fingers occurred in 

the ethno-historical record, but that it may have been a fairly common practice (Colas et 

al. 2000).  

A more extreme form of sacrificial rite involving fingers was recorded among the historic 

Yucatec. In this group, children would sometimes be buried with the terminal phalanx of 

their mother. The fingers would be cut off and placed among other grave goods as an 

expression of the mother’s grief (Danien 1988; Andrews 1959; Gann 1928). In doing so, 

Andrews (1959) posits that it would have provided a constant reminder of the mother’s 

loss and Gann (1928) suggests that it would allow the child to go into the next life with a 

portion of their mother. Some scholars specify that only male children were buried with a 

portion of their mother’s finger (Danien 1988), but others do not make this distinction 

(Andrews 1959; Gann 1914, 1918, 1928). 

Further ethnographic reports exist of finger and hand amputation that were forced upon 

the participants rather than a voluntary act as the previous example would suggest. 

There are reported instances of 16th century Yucatec customs of cannibalism of the 

hands and feet (Landa 1941[1566]). Human sacrifice victims were usually buried in 

temple courtyards or the bodies were divided up and cannibalized. The hands and feet 

would be saved for consumption by the priests or officials (Landa 1941[1566]). 

Mythology 

I identified two different types of Maya mythology that are pertinent to the discussion of 

Maya finger caches. One is myths that relate or allude to finger amputation practices. 

The other is mythological ideas about the human body. 

Myths about Finger or Hand Amputation 

I identified four myths from the Maya region that mention or allude to finger amputation 

practices. These myths are Mam the Rain Deity, The Vulture Wife, The Title of the Lords 

of Totonicapan, and the Story of Wahyis Beings. 

In Mam the Rain Deity, Mam became a rain angel the day he lost his left hand or left 

foot, depending on the storyteller, in a battle waged against the "Itziil Winaq", or "Earth 

Monster", on behalf of the Tz'utujil people of Santiago Atitlán. The rain deities could not 

kill this malicious Earth Monster who lived inside the volcano Santiago. This Earth 
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Monster was said to ask for the sacrifice of virgin girls for his sustenance, or else he 

would come out and take whatever prey came across the path that passed in front of his 

lair. Mam told the rain deities to prepare themselves with lightning bolts and stone axes. 

He told them that he would draw out into the open the Earth Monster to a place where 

they would have a good shot at him. When all was ready, Mam transformed himself into 

a beautiful young woman with long flowing curly black hair. After many fruitless attempts 

to get the Earth Monster to come out Mam finally was able to lure this evil being from his 

hiding place, at which time the beast was immediately blasted into oblivion by the 

thunderbolts hurled at him by the mighty rain deities. The victory was Mam's but during 

the bombardment a stray lightning bolt caused him to lose either his left hand, left 

thumb, or left foot. His hand, thumb, or foot went flying into the lake where it now rests at 

the very bottom, a constant reminder to the young washing women on the lakeshore of 

Mam's sacrifice for their well-being. Mam was named as a rain deity as a reward for his 

valor and sacrifice (Stanzione 2003).  

The Vulture Wife is set at a time long ago when there were very few women in the world. 

At this time an Ancient One saw a vulture bathing in a stream. She had taken off her 

feather tunic and from a distance she looked just like a naked woman, and so the 

ancient dived in, grabbed her ankle, and would not let her go. “Now you have me,” said 

the vulture woman, “will you marry me well?” “Yes I will” said the Ancient One. “I will 

dress you in my mother’s clothes.” So the ancient takes her to his home and dresses her 

in his mother’s old clothes and she learns to cook for him like a good wife. At night she is 

just like a woman and they lie down together and make love. He goes about the forest, 

collecting copal for his incense burners and sometimes he brings her meat for her to 

cook. But she is still a vulture, and therefore, she likes to leave the meat out in the sun 

until it spoils so she can eat the little worms that gather in the cracks. She calls them 

chilies and sometimes she spices his posol with them. The Ancient vomits up his food 

and is so disgusted with the smell of the bad meat that he gets into a fight with his wife 

and goes off to the milpa to sleep alone. One night the vulture woman is raped by a red 

Xok, who is a large god like a fish. She becomes pregnant and when she is so big she 

cannot move; she asks her husband to open her stomach up with his machete. When he 

cuts her open, ten baby alligators fall out of her stomach. She then asks him to cut her 

little finger at the third joint, and three calabash seeds spill out. She tells him, “These are 

our children. I will teach you how to plant them so they will grow well and you will not go 
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hungry when I die.” The ancient one plants the seeds as she tells him and after she dies 

two of the calabashes grow out of the ground. But he does not know how to cook them, 

so he leaves them by his doorpost. When he comes home from the forest that day, he 

finds cooked food on his table. “Ah,” he thinks, “the gods must feel sorry for me because 

I live all alone and I’m growing old.” Every day, when he comes home from the forest he 

finds food waiting for him. One day he returns early and when he is at the door of his hut 

he hears the sound of the grinding stone. Inside he finds two pretty young women 

preparing him dinner. They are his daughters, who grew out of the calabash seeds that 

the vulture woman gave him so he will not be all alone (Perera and Bruce 1982). 

The Title of the Lords of Totonicapan relays that the Quiche, together with the kindred 

tribes of the Tam and the Iloc and the 13 tribes of the Vuk ama'k Tecpam left their 

homes and went to the mountain of Hacavitz Chipal. There the Tam separated from the 

rest and went to the mountain of Ama'k Tan, whereas the Iloc, and the Vuk ama'k settled 

on the mountain of U'kin, while the Quiche themselves remained behind on the Hacavitz 

Chipal mountain. Here on the Hacavitz Chipal mountain, the Vuk ama'k threatened the 

Quiche with war, but the Quiche were able to defend themselves by magic arts against 

the three successive attacks. The first magical trick played on the Vuk ama'k caused 

them to fall into a deep sleep, and when they were asleep the Quiche took away their 

weapons and cut off their little fingers and toes, so that when they awoke they felt so 

disgraced that they returned to their homes filled with shame (Seler 1904; Recinos et al. 

1953).  

The Story of the Wahyis Beings tell of the Wahyis beings who are malevolent spirit 

entities thought to be the embodiment of illness and spells. The Wahyis beings are 

interpreted to be the Classic Maya antecedent of present day nagualism. Nagualism is 

the possession of a third soul, or spirit familiar, possessed only by rulers or those who 

are very powerful in Maya society. The spirit familiars leave the body at night in order to 

cause sickness and death. The Wahyis beings on codex-style vases are found holding 

plates with human hands, fingers, and eyeballs. These human parts were symbols of the 

enemies of the Wahyis beings that they devoured in gruesome feasts (Houston et al. 

2013; Velásquez García 2009). 
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Mythology about Human Bodies 

The Maya had a number of mythological ideas relating to the body. Pertinent to the 

present research project are the ones relating to the left and right hands of the body. 

There are specific differences between the right and left hands that can be seen in their 

descriptions in a number of Mayan languages. The right hand was the big hand (u noh 

k'ab) (Houston et al. 2013). In Ch’olti it is “straight, correct, large” (no or to) (Houston et 

al. 2013); in Colonial Tzotzil it is “fine, pure” (batz’i k’ob) (Laughlin 1988); and in K’iche’ it 

is “decorated, adorned” (wikiaq’ab) (Houston et al. 2013). Conversely, in K’iche’ the left 

or “small hand” (tu tz'itik k'ab) was like anything on the left, small and weak (Houston et 

al. 2013). In Colonial Yukatek it is “ill behaved, graveless” (tz’ik) or “clumsy like a cloven 

hoof” (tz’itz’) (Barrera Vásquez 1980), and in K’iche’ it is the “crazy hand” (moxq’ab) 

(Houston et al. 2013). This difference may be why in Maya murals and iconography, 

vanquished enemies and sacrificial victims are more likely to be depicted as left handed 

(Duncan and Schwarz 2015). This phenomenon goes far enough that some victors in 

the murals at Bonampak have two right hands while some defeated enemy warriors 

have two left hands (Miller 1986).  

Although there are no differences in how the Maya viewed the fingers of the left and right 

hands, each finger does have its own meaning and representation. In going through 

Robert Burkitt’s recordings of the Ixil Maya language, Elin Danien (1989:24-25) stated 

that early 20th century speakers “view[ed] the body as a hierarchy of individual entities 

within larger entities.” In Ixil, the word for the little finger corresponds to the child, 

whereas the thumb is seen as the grandmother, with the assumption that the fingers in 

between represent other family members ordered by age (Danien 1989). We see a 

similar pattern in the Ch’olti’ language. In Ch’olti’ the little finger is the “child of the hand” 

(yal ka k'ab), the ring finger is the “greening of the hand” (u yaxin ka k'ab), the middle 

finger is the “second” (noxi’), the first finger is the “great, head of the hand” (noh hor 

uk'ab), and the thumb leads the rest of the hand as the “mother of the hand” (u tu' uk'ab) 

(Houston et al. 2013). 

4.2.3. Glyphs 

I could not identify specific glyphs for finger amputation, finger bowls, or body part 

caches. However, there are two glyphs that seem worth noting. The first is the glyph for 
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auto-sacrifice, described as the “fish-in-hand” glyph; this glyph represents the verb for 

bloodletting and appears as a left hand grasping a fish (Stone 1988:81; Stuart 

1988:182). The other glyph of note is the “hand-scattering” glyph. In this glyph dots 

emanate from an open hand, both visually reinforcing the act of bloodletting from the 

fingers (Cano 1999) and serving as a written depiction of the action (Stuart 1988). 

A number of glyphs are occasionally missing fingers. In some instances, the same glyph 

is sometimes drawn with all five fingers and at other times drawn with only four fingers. 

When these glyphs are drawn with four fingers, there is no empty space where a fifth 

finger should be. Instead, the four fingers take up the space of five fingers. Examples of 

this phenomenon include the glyphs for “he/she/it; his/hers/its,” “conjure,” “trumpeter,” 

and “burn.”  The number of fingers in glyphs is not known to be distinctive or change the 

meaning of the glyph (Martha Macri personal communication 2019). Glyphs with missing 

fingers could potentially signify that individuals missing fingers was a fairly common 

occurrence that was sometimes included into glyphs. However, there are a number of 

other factors that could have produced this phenomenon such as artistic differences, the 

scribe or carver was short on space, the example has been eroded, or the modern artist 

mis-drew the glyph from a poor photo. 

Another interesting pattern among glyphs depicting the human hand is the difference 

between left and right hands. Although to the best of my knowledge no in-depth study 

has been conducted on this observation, it has been noted that several glyphs 

associated with ritual events use the left hand whereas glyphs that indicate dates tend to 

use the right hand (Cano 1999). However, Boot (2003) found among a sample of 45 

glyphs using the hand motif that signs that employ both left and right hands are seen 

most often, with signs only using the right hand being second most frequent, and those 

only using the left hand being the most infrequent, though only by a small margin. He 

argues that it is probable that artistic or aesthetic reasons may have been an influence in 

the selection of a certain hand, which would account for the high percentage of hand 

signs that use both the left and right hand interchangeably. It should be noted though 

that Boot (2003) did not assess the different glyphic meanings used by right hand versus 

left hand glyphs. 



65 

4.3. Other Lines of Evidence Summary 

Fingers and hands are seen in many different forms of Ancient Maya art (e.g., McSwain 

et al. 1991; Dieseldorff 1926; Woodfil 2007). Interestingly, hands are added to pieces 

that do not necessitate hands, such as at the end of awls or staffs (Smith 1950; Ishihara 

2007). Hands and fingers are also carved out of materials such as shell and jade for 

unknown purposes (Kidder 1947; Fierer-Donaldson 2012). There also appears to be 
numerous examples of individuals who are drawn or carved with less than five fingers 
per hand. Some of these examples have been noted by other scholars (see Fig. 22), 
whereas others have been overlooked (see Fig. 23). As with the glyphs, it is unclear 
whether these individuals were drawn to be purposefully missing fingers. Degradation 
of the pieces could have led to details being lost over time, accounting for the missing 
fingers. However, given the prevalence of isolated finger deposits and apparent 
relevance of finger and hand amputation, it is possible that these individuals were 
drawn as they actually were, i.e. missing fingers. 

Human hands are a common motif in Mayan glyphs (Boot 2003), and it is not uncommon 

to see these glyphs with less than five fingers. There are numerous reasons why this 

could occur, such as scribes writing shorthand. But it could also be that it was common 

for individuals to be missing some of their fingers, and therefore, the glyphs represented 

that phenomenon.  

There is ethnographic evidence of the voluntary auto-amputation of fingers by mourning 

mothers who have to bury their dead children. Similar ethnographic and iconographic 

documentation shows individuals bloodletting from their fingers, which may have been 

extended to the removal of fingers as a sacrifice to their deities. There also appear to be 

numerous records of involuntary finger and hand amputation. Instances in the 

iconographic, ethnographic, and mythic records show the forceful removal of hands or 

fingers from warriors who are defeated in battle. Usually the amputated appendages are 

then kept by the victor as a sign of bravery and strength. Ethnographic accounts also 

discuss the amputation of hands of human sacrifice victims either directly before or 

following death to be used as a tool in rituals or to be consumed.   

There are examples of myths relating to finger and hand amputation practices among 

the Ancient Maya. In the myths and iconography of the Wahyis Beings we see hands as 
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offerings of nutrition to the deities. In the myths of Mam the Rain Deity and the Vulture 

Wife we see the removal of fingers being a transformative act, aiding in turning Mam into 

a god and giving children to the vulture’s husband. In contrast, in the myth of The Title of 

the Lords of Totonicapanwe see finger amputation being used as a weapon to not only 

defeat, but render useless, a group of warriors. 
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Chapter 5.  
 
Discussion 

Finger caches are an enigmatic feature of Ancient Maya archaeology. It has been 

argued that they represent the remains of punishments, ancestor veneration, or 

sacrificial rituals. However, the full scope of this practice is not understood, making it 

difficult to argue the meaning or function of it with any kind of certainty. The aim of the 

study reported here was to conduct a survey of information pertaining to Ancient Maya 

finger caches to gain a better understanding of this practice. To this end, I conducted a 

review of the archaeological iconographic, ethnographic, and glyphic literature of all 

Ancient Maya practices that could result in finger caches.  

I identified evidence of these practices at over 60 sites across the Yucatán peninsula 

spanning from the Late Preclassic to Late Postclassic eras (400BCE-1520CE). The 
archaeological remains are found within sites ranked I-IV, in both elite and non-elite 
buildings. Almost half of all the remains were deposited during periods of social unrest 
at the sites. The material remains associated with the finger caches varied, yet, 
approximately half of them were associated with bloodletting implements. The 
osteological remains in the finger caches tend to be from the left hand of adult 
individuals, however, this pattern does vary. More than half of the phalanges are distal 
phalanges, with the fifth finger the most represented in the sample.  

To supplement the archaeological data, I consulted the iconographic, glyphic, and 

ethnographic records. Fingers and hands are seen in many different forms of Ancient 

Maya art (e.g., McSwain et al. 1991; Dieseldorff 1926; Woodfil 2007). There also 
appears to be numerous examples of individuals who are drawn or carved with less 
than five fingers per hand or missing their hands entirely (e.g., Fig. 21, 22, 23). In Mayan 
glyphs, human hands are a common motif (Boot 2003), and it is not uncommon to see 
these glyphs with less than five fingers. There is ethnographic evidence of the voluntary 
auto-amputation of fingers as well as voluntary bleeding from the fingers (Andrews 
1959; Cano 1999). There also appear to be numerous records of involuntary finger and 
hand amputation (Landa 1941[1566]). In myths, fingers and hands are seen as 
supernatural sustenance, with the act of removing these appendages being a 



68 

transformative act or a punishment (Stanzione 2003; Perera and Bruce 1982; Recinos et 
al. 1953; Houston et al. 2013).  

5.1. Presence of Hand and Finger Amputation Practices 

Given the results of this review, it appears that human hands and fingers played an 

important role in Ancient Maya ritual. Scherer (2015) argues that the Classic Maya had a 

general preoccupation with pain and bleeding from the hands as well as the face. 

Bloodletting from the fingers is a practice that is quite well documented from the Ancient 

Maya (Joralemon 1974). Furthermore, hands and fingers are quite abundant in a 

number of spheres of Ancient Maya culture. Hands and fingers are quite common motifs 

used in glyphs (Boot 2003). Fingers and particularly hands are also seen in many 

different forms of Ancient Maya art (e.g., McSwain et al. 1991; Dieseldorff 1926; Woodfil 

2007). Interestingly, hands are added to pieces that do not necessitate hands, such as 

at the end of awls or staffs (Smith 1950; Ishihara 2007). Hands and fingers are also 

carved out of materials such as shell and jade for unknown purposes (Kidder 1947; 

Fierer-Donaldson 2012).  

 Not only did human hands and fingers in general play a role in Ancient Maya ritual, but it 

also seems like their removal in particular was significant. In both the iconographic and 

mythic records we find evidence of amputated hands or fingers being associated with 

supernatural powers. In the myths and iconography of the Wahyis Beings we see hands 

as offerings of nutrition to the deities. In the myths of Mam the Rain Deity and the 

Vulture Wife we see the removal of fingers being a transformative act, aiding in turning 

Mam into a god and giving children to the vulture’s husband. In contrast, in the myth of 

The Title of the Lords of Totonicapan we see finger amputation being used as a weapon 

to not only defeat, but render useless, a group of warriors.  

 If the amputation of hands and fingers was culturally significant, this could account for 

the fairly large number of examples of individuals or solitary hands that are missing 

fingers in the iconographic and glyphic records. Human hands are a common motif in 

Mayan glyphs, and it is not uncommon to see these glyphs with less than five fingers. 

There are numerous reasons why this could occur, such as scribes writing shorthand. 

But it could also be that it was common for individuals to be missing some of their 

fingers, and therefore, the glyphs represented that phenomenon. In the iconographic 
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record there appear to be numerous examples of individuals who are drawn or carved 

with less than five fingers per hand. Some of these examples have been noted by other 

scholars (see Fig. 22), whereas others have been overlooked (see Fig. 23). As with the 

glyphs, it is unclear whether these individuals were drawn to be purposefully missing 

fingers. Degradation of the pieces could have led to details being lost over time, 

accounting for the missing fingers. However, given the prevalence of isolated finger 

deposits and apparent relevance of finger and hand amputation, it is possible that these 

individuals were drawn as they actually were, i.e. missing fingers.  

Although there is evidence to suggest that finger and hand amputation was practiced 

among the Ancient Maya, some scholars argue that body part caches are made from 

post-mortem manipulation and movement of skeletons. Among the Ancient Maya, the 

deposition of corpses does not always end with the funeral and primary interment 

(Metcalf and Huntington 1991). Instead, there were secondary rites involving 

exhumation, movement, and reburial (Hertz 1960; Van Gennep 1909). These rites are 

argued to reflect the ideological idea that the passage from life to death is a gradual one, 

and therefore, could be performed multiple times after an individual was originally buried 

(Weiss-Krejci 2011). Furthermore, intact bodies were not the only option for interment 

(Ashmore 2015). As little as a singular bone could be displayed and handled to 

represent the deceased during rites of ancestor veneration or earth offerings (McAnany 

1995). Thus, the dead became portable objects that could be owned, stored, talked to, 

invoked, conjured, and negotiated with (Fitzsimmons 2011).  

 Although it is possible that these isolated deposits of fingers and hands represent post-

mortem manipulation of skeletons, there are several reasons for thinking that the 

deposits were cached while the appendances were still fleshed. To begin with, there is a 

preponderance in the finger deposits for distal phalanges, or the tips of the fingers, 

instead of the upper parts of the fingers. Distal phalanges are the smallest of the 

phalanges which makes them easiest to lose and the most susceptible to degradation. 

Furthermore, Scherer (2015) points out that certain caches (e.g., at Tikal) contain only 

distal phalanges, and therefore if individuals were removing from skeletal remains they 

would have to have good anatomical knowledge to ensure only distal phalanges were 

placed within the cache. The question becomes if the phalanges were removed from 

already decomposed skeletons, what would be the purpose of only taking the distal 
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phalanges? However, if the phalanges were removed from still fleshed individuals, the 

tips of the fingers would be the easiest to remove.  

There is a further reason for thinking that the isolated deposits of hands and fingers 

represent amputation rather than post-mortem manipulation of skeletons. Twenty-three 

hands and phalanges exhibit signs of cut marks (20 phalanges, three hands). If the soft 

tissue had already decomposed, there would not be a reason to further cut the bones. 

Additionally, there is evidence to suggest that the cut marks are specifically consistent 

with amputation. For example, an isolated hand at Kohunlich (México) was fully 

articulated and displayed two cut marks on its hamate and scaphoid which Tiesler and 

Cucina (2003) have argued is consistent with amputation at the wrist. Additionally, there 

are three phalanges at El Zotz (Guatemala) that bear similar patterns to phalanges that 

were removed by machete in a modern forensic case (Scherer 2015). The patterns of 

angular fragmentation of the proximal and intermediate phalanges is consistent with the 

removal of the tip of the finger. Similarly, an experimental study by Kennedy (1983) 

found that the condition of the phalanges at Salina de los Nueve Cerros (Guatemala) are 

consistent with patterns of amputation by obsidian prismatic blades (Dillon et al. 1985).  

The association between the isolated finger and hand deposits and obsidian is another 

reason to suggest the appendages were removed while the body was still fleshed. As 

mentioned previously, obsidian has ritual associations with blood and human sacrifice 

(McArdle 2014; Mathews and Garber 2004). Obsidian blades, knives, flakes, and cores 

are also associated with almost half (46%) of all of the deposits in this sample, often 

found within the same cache bowls. Furthermore, an obsidian knife found associated 

with the finger bowls at El Zotz (Guatemala) displays use wear that suggests it was used 

to cut flesh and bone (Hruby 2015).  

A final reason to suggest the appendages were removed while the body was still fleshed 

is the presence of iconography and myths with the presence of finger amputation 

practices. As mentioned previously there are examples of individuals is carvings and 

paintings that appear to be missing certain fingers, or who have shortened or blunted 

fingers (Schele 1984; Stuart 2005). Furthermore, the murals at Bonampak appear to 

show captives undergoing forced finger amputation before they are sacrificed (Cano 

1999). In the myths of Mam the Rain Deity and the Vulture Wife we see the removal of 

fingers being a transformative act, aiding in turning Mam into a god and giving children 
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to the vulture’s husband (Stanzione 2003; Perera and Bruce 1982). In the myth of The 

Title of the Lords of Totonicapan we see finger amputation being used as a weapon to 

not only defeat, but render useless, a group of warriors (Seler 1904; Recions et al. 

1953). 

While it is not completely certain that the deposits of hands and fingers were formed 

from appendages that were removed while still fleshed, I regard the hypothesis as strong 

enough to warrant serious consideration for this thesis. An interesting point that emerges 

from this viewpoint is that for the Ancient Maya, the still fleshed body may not have 

necessarily been seen as being deceased. In some images from the LC, deceased, 

putrefying individuals and felines with hacked flesh and blood-flecked bone are seen 

dancing and prancing about (Houston 2014).  

5.2. Types of Hand and Finger Amputation Practices 

There is evidence of a to suggest the presence of different types of finger and hand 

amputation practices among the Ancient Maya. These practices can be split into those 

that appear to have been consented to or forced upon the participants (Table 3). There 

is ethnographic evidence of the voluntary auto-amputation of fingers by mourning 

mothers who have to bury their dead children. Similar ethnographic and iconographic 

documentation shows individuals bloodletting from their fingers, which may have been 

extended to the removal of fingers as a sacrifice to their deities. There also appear to be 

numerous records of involuntary finger and hand amputation. Instances in the 

iconographic, ethnographic, and mythic records show the forceful removal of hands or 

fingers from warriors who are defeated in battle. Usually the amputated appendages are 

then kept by the victor as a sign of bravery and strength. Ethnographic accounts also 

discuss the amputation of hands of human sacrifice victims either directly before or 

following death to be used as a tool in rituals or to be consumed. 
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Table 3.  Types of finger and/or hand amputation practices among the 
Ancient Maya from iconographic and ethnographic sources 

Voluntary/Involuntary 
Practice 

Description of Practice 

Voluntary Mourning mothers of deceased children cutting off portion of finger to be 
left in burial 

Sacrificial ritual as an extension of bloodletting ritual, cut off finger to 
bleed through instead of simple cuts 

Involuntary Warriors cutting off hands/fingers of defeated enemies to keep as 
trophies 

Religious authorities cutting off hands of human sacrifice victims to be 
consumed or used as ritual objects 

 

All of this evidence suggests that there was not only the presence of finger and hand 

amputation, but that there were different types of these practices among the Ancient 

Maya. This then raises the question of what types of practices are present in the 

archaeological deposits discussed in this study and how one would identify them. 

McCauley et al. (2018) devised a typology of finger amputation practices that the 

remains in my sample can be compared to in an attempt to discern what practices could 

have produced the deposits of isolated phalanges. Using an ethnographic review of 104 

groups that engaged in finger amputation practices, ten different types of finger 

amputation were identified that exhibit specific patterns in how many fingers were 

removed, from what hands, by who, and in what context (Table 4). 

Among the Ancient Maya, there is iconographic and ethnographic evidence to suggest 

that a number of these types of practices were present. Mothers cutting off a portion of 

their finger to be buried with their child would fall under the category of mourning. The 

potential extension of bloodletting practices would be sacrificial in nature. Warriors 

marking victory over their deceased enemy through amputation would produce trophies. 

Victims of ritual killings who forcibly have their hands or fingers removed would be 

categorized as veneration if the practice is done before death or talisman if the 

amputation occurs post-mortem.  
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Table 4.  Typology of finger amputation practices as per McCauley et al. 
(2018) 

Practice Carried 
out while 
alive/post-
mortem? 

Performed 
by in-
group or 
out-group? 

Voluntary or 
involuntary? 

Age 
Distribution 

Sex 
Distribution 

Purpose 

Sacrifice Alive In-group Voluntary All, most 
common 
children 

Both, more 
common 
females 

To appeal to 
a deity for 
assistance 

Mourning Alive In-group Voluntary All Females To express 
extreme grief 

Identity Alive In-group Voluntary Children Females To mark 
group 
membership 

Medical Alive In-group Voluntary All, 
commonly 
children 

Both To heal 
sickness 

Marriage Alive In-group Voluntary Marrying 
age and 
older 

Females To signal 
marital status 

Punishment Alive In-group Involuntary All Commonly 
men 

To punish a 
bad deed 

Veneration Alive In-group Involuntary Children Both To produce a 
magical 
object or 
worshipping 
device 

Offering Post-
mortem 

In-group N/A Children Both To appeal to 
a deity for 
assistance 

Trophy Post-
mortem 

Out-group N/A War fighter 
and older 

Commonly 
men 

To mark 
victory over 
the 
deceased 
enemy  

Talisman Post-
mortem 

Out-group N/A Not listed Female To produce a 
magical 
object or 
worshipping 
device 
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Based on the osteological and archaeological evidence, what practices could have been 

present among the Ancient Maya? A number of variables relating to finger amputation 

practices that are easily discernible from ethnographic records are not as easily obtained 

from archaeological evidence. It can sometimes be difficult to identify isolated phalanges 

to their osteological position and it is challenging to age and sex them (White and 

Folkens 2011). Therefore, even though this is a relatively rich osteological sample, 

patterns to be compared to the typology by McCauley et al. (2018) are only from a sub-

sample of remains. Because of this, conclusions based solely on osteological evidence 

must be drawn cautiously and contextual evidence must be considered more heavily.s 

5.2.1. Types of Hand Amputation Practices 

First I will discuss instances of hand amputation practices. Hand amputation was not 

covered in the typology by McCauley et al. (2018), but some aspects of the typology can 

inform the practices we see among the Ancient Maya. The practice of hand amputation 

appears to fall in line more with involuntary types of amputation. The involuntary types of 

amputation include punishment, veneration, and all amputation types that occur post-

mortem: offering, trophy, and talisman. Hand amputation seems to align with involuntary 

practices rather than voluntary for a number of reasons.  

To begin with, cutting off an entire hand is obviously detrimental to continued function 

and even survival. In modern clinical studies injuries involving more fingers or the entire 

hand see more injury complications and poorer functional recovery (Matsuzaki et al. 

2009). The functional recovery can be poor enough that it can be rather difficult to regain 

the capabilities required to return to work (Burger et al. 2009). There are also 

psychological issues prevalent in hand amputation patients (Grob et al. 2008). These 

impacts can include nightmares, flashbacks, phantom limb pains, and self-image issues 

lasting years after the injury (Grunert et al. 1988). In comparison, finger amputation 

results in fewer complications (Favazza 1998). After the injury, range of movement is 

regained quite quickly and within the first year individuals can regain most of their pre-

amputation grip strength (Chow and Ng 1993). Where individuals who have lost a hand 

can have great difficulty in returning to work, it is much easier if only one or two fingers 

were lost (Burger et al. 2009). In a sample of almost 200 individuals who had undergone 

finger amputation, only 25% had any issues in regaining functional adequacy to return to 

work (Chow and Ng 1993). Psychological impacts are also lessened in finger amputation 



75 

patients. The majority of patients are satisfied with the function and appearance of the 

hand (Peimer et al. 1999) and only 20% of the same sample of 200 individuals had self-

image issues after the injury (Chow and Ng 1993). 

Next, the individuals represented by hand amputation in this sample are more aligned 

with signs of involuntary practices (see Table 3). A number of individuals would have 

had to have both of their hands removed. Twelve individuals can be confirmed to have 

had both hands removed, with an additional 18 hands from an unknown number of 

individuals. Therefore, of all the hands represented, 57% came from individuals who 

would have lost both hands. Any detrimental effects that would have been present due 

to a single hand amputation would undoubtedly be much more severe in a double 

amputation case and have greater impact on survival. Furthermore, voluntary types of 

amputation as per McCauley et al. (2018) tend to involve the amputation of limbs from 

the non-dominant side (i.e., the left hand). In the present sample, there is almost an 

even split between the sided hands as to whether they are from the right or the left. 

Additionally, the age and sex distribution suggests the practice was involuntary. For 

every deposit that was able to be sexed, 100% (20) of the individuals were male and 

80% (23) of all aged instances were adults (Table 4). Involuntary practices show this 

type of distribution.  

As mentioned previously, contextual evidence in archaeological cases may need to be 

considered more strongly than in ethnographic instances. The contextual evidence 

relating to hand amputation practices among the Ancient Maya also points towards 

involuntary types of amputation. The demographics of the individuals represented by the 

hand amputation sample reflect involuntary practices as per the typology by McCauley et 

al. (2018). The individuals are predominantly young adult males, which also reflects the 

known demographics of warriors and sacrificial victims among the Ancient Maya (Anda 

et al. 2004; Cucina and Tiesler 2006; Demarest et al. 1997; Duncan 2011). Furthermore, 

there is ample evidence of posthumous body processing that correlates with the patterns 

known from human sacrifice and the death of warriors among the Ancient Maya. Four of 

the individuals who were found missing both of their hands were painted blue, which is 

the colour associated with human sacrifice (Gettens 1962). Additionally, 12 (92%) of the 

skeletons missing hands exhibited cut marks and patterns of posthumous body 

processing consistent with human sacrifice victims and warriors, such as defleshing 

(Cucina and Tiesler 2006; Schele 1984). The majority of the individuals (11, 83%) were 
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buried with multiple other individuals and five (38%) were specifically buried in mass 

graves that show indications of being the remains of sacrificial rites (Welsh 1988).  

Table 5.  Age and sex distribution and osteological identification of all 
deposits separated by deposits containing hands and fingers 

Type Age Sex Side Finger ID Phalange ID 

Phalan. 
(706) 

Type % Type % Type % Type % Type  % 

Adult 
Youth 
Child 
Infant 
  

90.8 
2.9 
5.9 
4.4 

M 
F 
  

37.5 
62.5 

L 
R 
  

77.6 
22.4 

1  
2 
3 
4 
5 

11.1 
17.8 
20.0 
24.4 
33.3 
  

Proximal 
Intermed 
Distal 
  

17.1 
29.3 
53.6 
  

Total # 456 Total # 16 Total # 58 Total # 45 Total  
# 

334 

 
Hands  
(39) 

Type % Type % Type % Type % Type % 

Adult 
Youth 
Child 
Infant 
  

75.9 
17.2 
6.9 
0 

M 
F 

100 
0 

L 
R 

52.9 
47.1 

N/A N/A N/A N/A 

Total # 29 Total # 20 Total # 34 Total # N/A Total  
# 

N/A 

 

When the general contextual information is considered alongside the ethnographic data 

from the Maya, two involuntary practices seem most likely among the hand amputations: 

trophy and talisman following human sacrifice. The available ethnographic evidence 

indicates that following human sacrifice, Maya religious officials would often skin the 

victims, and remove their hands and feet and either consume the flesh or keep them as 

magical ornaments (Landa 1941[1566]). For warriors who were captured, trophies would 

be taken from them to prove their vanquishers’ victory. Their hands could be removed 

and the bones kept as a demonstration of the keeper’s prowess (Sharer and Traxler 

2006; Pagden 1975). One osteological context in this sample strongly suggests this 

pattern of trophy. The 20 phalanges from Oxkintok (México) that appear to have been 

from one individual have been perforated as though strung into a necklace (Dorado 
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1989). The stringing of fingers as a trophy from defeated enemies is known from North 

American groups such as the Ute and the Apache (Owsley et al. 2007).  

An interesting point from the Ancient Maya culture is that individuals who were still 

fleshed may not have been seen as yet deceased (Houston 2014). This fact blurs the 

line between the groups of veneration and talisman in the typology by McCauley et al. 

(2018). In this typology, veneration and talisman are amputations made for the same 

motivation, to produce a magical object or worshiping tool. Yet, they differ in whether the 

individual was alive or deceased when the amputation was undertaken. In the general 

sense of the term, hand amputation following human sacrifice would fall under the 

category of talisman. However, within the minds of the Ancient Maya people, it may 

more be attributed to veneration as the individuals may not have been seen as quite yet 

deceased. For the present purposes, I will continue to use the term talisman, as we 

cannot be certain if this idea of fleshed individuals not yet being deceased within the 

Ancient Maya culture extended to victims of human sacrifice.  

For two deposits, it must be mentioned that although the contexts point towards 

amputation to produce a talisman, it appears that the purpose of these talismans were 

different. For two skeletons missing their hands from Copán (Honduras) and Tikal 

(Guatemala), the contexts seem to point towards the burials being royal. The large 

degree and type of grave goods, elaborate tombs, and emblems point towards this. At 

Copán (Honduras), the tomb (08-01) likely belongs to Ruler 3 or 4, and at Tikal 

(Guatemala) the tomb (burial 48) appears to belong to the ruler Stormy Sky. Here, it 

appears as though the hands were removed for talisman purposes, yet to produce a 

different type of magical object than those removed from human sacrifice victims. It is 

known from the Ancient Maya, that for members of royalty, bones could be kept as 

heirlooms, worn as ornamentation, or handled and displayed during rites of ancestor 

veneration or earth offerings (Becker 1988, 1992; Chase and Chase 1996, 1998, 2011; 

Duncan 2005; Fitzsimmons 1998, 2011; Geller 2012; Houston et al. 2013; Joyce 1998, 

2000; Kunen et al. 2002; McAnany 1995, 1998; Mock 1998). As mentioned previously, 

the dead still had political importance, and were seen as part of society long after they 

had passed on.  
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5.2.2. Types of Finger Amputation Practices 

I will now discuss instances of finger amputation practices. Finger amputation was the 

focus of the typology developed by McCauley et al. (2018). Therefore, we can apply the 

typology much more readily to this type of practice than to hand amputation practices. 

The practice of finger amputation among the Ancient Maya appears to generally fall 

more in line with voluntary types of amputation. The voluntary types of amputation 

include mourning, sacrifice, marriage, medical, and identity. Finger amputation seems to 

align with voluntary practices rather than involuntary for a number of reasons. 

 The patterns in the deposits of human finger bones correspond more to patterns of 

voluntary amputation practices. Ethnographically, voluntary finger amputation usually 

involves the non-dominant hand, which is usually the left hand. These amputations tend 

to involve removing one (or sometimes two) phalanges at a time from a single finger. 

The finger chosen is often one of the less functionally important fingers, such as the 

fourth or fifth. Ethnographically, no groups engage in voluntary amputation of the thumb. 

Among the Ancient Maya finger deposits, these patterns are generally reflected (See 

table 3). Looking at the sided phalanges in this sample, a large majority (45, 78%) 

correspond to the left hand and only 13 (22%) are from the right hand. Among the 86 

deposits where the number of phalanges inside is known, 67 (78%) of them contain less 

than five phalanges, and of these, 27 (40%) only have one phalanx. The majority (54%) 

of these phalanges are from the fingertips (181 of the 334 known), 97 (29%) are from the 

middle phalanx, and only 57 (17%) are from the base of the fingers. Which finger these 

phalanges are from generally follows the same pattern as voluntary amputations, yet it is 

not as clear. Of the 45 out of 704 phalanges that have been assigned to a finger, five 

(11%) are the thumb, eight (18%) are the index finger, nine (20%) are from the middle 

finger, 11 (24%) are from the fourth finger, and 15 (33%) are from the fifth finger. The 

presence of some thumb bones does not coincide with the ethnographic patterns of 

voluntary finger amputation, yet the fifth finger being the most prevalent finger does 

follow the pattern. This pattern must be approached cautiously, though, because of the 

relatively few number of phalanges of the total that have been assigned to a specific 

finger.  

There is also evidence about the deposits themselves to suggest that the finger deposits 

found among the Ancient Maya represent voluntary amputation practices. Both the 
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associated material and human remains provide some potential clues. For the material 

evidence, 62 (62%) of the finger deposits saw the phalanges placed inside of ceramic 

vessels. Their placement within vessels is significant as scholars have argued that 

remains placed in vessels are offerings to the deities (Becker 1993). Often found with 

the phalanges in these vessels were sacrificial bloodletting implements. In 43 (43%) of 

all finger deposits obsidian, stingray spines (real or imitation), or Spondylus shells were 

found. Less than half of all of the finger deposits (42, 42%) also contained associated 

human remains. Of these deposits with remains though, over half of them (21, 51%) held 

remains of just one individual, whereas only six (15%) held two to three individuals, and 

another 14 (33%) had more than four individuals.  

Ethnographically it is known that Maya mothers sometimes amputated a portion of one 

of their fingers to be buried with their deceased children (Andrews 1959; Danien 1988). 

This voluntary type of sacrifice from the historic period could potentially be represented 

among the Ancient Maya as well. At the Temple of the Cross at Palenque (México), 

there are incense burners with images of the city’s patron deity “GI” that have been 

argued to represent the children of the ruler of Palenque based on texts that name them 

the “twenty men of GI” (Romero 2011). The incense burners were ritually killed (i.e., 

intentionally broken) and found with human phalanges inside of them. It has been 

argued that this practice is comparable to the ethnographic instances of mothers burying 

their phalanges with their children (Jamarillo 2016).  

It is also well known that the sacrifice of blood (Joralemon 1974) was an important part 

of the Ancient Maya religious system. One of the areas of the body that was often used 

to let blood was the fingers (Cano 1999). While blood was an adequate sacrifice, flesh 

was seen as being even better (Tiesler and Cucina 2006). Therefore, it does not seem 

like a stretch to think that individuals may have expanded the bloodletting ritual to 

include removing a piece of their fingers to sacrifice not only their blood, but a portion of 

their flesh as well, to their gods.  

Lastly, the Maya viewed the body as a hierarchy, with one side being subordinate to the 

other. Whereas the right side of the body was viewed as powerful and in charge, the left 

side of the body was viewed as weak, lame, and subordinate (Earle 1986; Palka 2002). 

The fact that we see the majority of sided phalanges being from the left hand seems to 

align with this worldview. Not only is it more common for the right hand to be the 
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dominant hand and therefore play a greater role in functionality, but also it is viewed as 

the superior hand. Therefore, if one were to voluntarily give up a few phalanges it would 

seem more likely that one would choose to lose them from the subordinate hand. In 

contrast, if someone was forcing amputation on to another, it would seem to be a greater 

punishment to remove phalanges from the dominant hand, which in most cases would 

have been the right one  

Based on the available evidence it would seem as though voluntary rather than 

involuntary finger amputation practices would be more likely to have produced the finger 

caches. Within the category of voluntary practices, it also seems possible to narrow 

down the possibilities. The known demographics of the individuals who produced the 

finger deposits does not fit with the demographics of marriage or identity practices. 

Finger amputation for marriage practices are only currently known for women who are 

over puberty age. Whereas finger amputation as an identity marker is generally 

practiced by female children and involve the amputation of only one finger portion per 

person. These patterns of age and sex do not fit with the wide range of ages and both 

sexes represented in the finger deposit sample. Furthermore, the number of phalanges 

and/or fingers removed and the contexts of the remains do not fit with the patterns 

known from medical practices. Finger amputation as a medical procedure involves 

removing a finger that has an ailment, and therefore, does not exhibit the pattern of 

primarily removing the fourth and fifth fingers as seen in the finger deposit contexts. 

Therefore, two voluntary practices, mourning and sacrifice, seem to be the most likely 

practices seen among the Ancient Maya. There is evidence to suggest that both of these 

practices may have been present.  

It appears possible that mourning practices may have created some of the deposits of 

isolated human phalanges among the Ancient Maya. There are deposits that appear to 

contain only one to two fingers and are associated with one complete or partially 

complete individual. When the age of these individuals is known, over half of them are 

infants or children. Furthermore, when the age of the phalanges associated with these 

remains are known, almost three quarters of them are from adults. Among the Maya, 

ethnographic information only points to mourning rituals for mothers when their children 

pass away. However, the cross-cultural data from McCauley et al. (2018) contains many 

instances of mourning rituals involving the deaths of older individuals as well and 

phalangeal amputation from individuals of all age classes. Therefore, the remaining 
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instances of a single adolescent or adult individual buried with isolated phalanges could 

represent mourning rituals as well.  

There is also contextual evidence to suggest the presence of sacrificial finger 

amputation rituals among the Ancient Maya. A number of finger deposits have 

associations with sacrificial blood rituals. Almost half of the finger caches (43%) are co-

located with bloodletting implements, obsidian, Spondylus shells, or stingray spines (real 

or imitation), and often these implements are in the vessel that holds the phalanges. 

Furthermore, some deposits have fairly explicit evidence of human sacrifice associated 

with them. In these cases, individuals are placed within bowls or urns, or have evidence 

of posthumous body processing associated with sacrificial victims. More generally, for 

almost half (45%) of the finger deposits, there is evidence of bloodletting practices 

occurring at the site during the same time period. For these deposits, bloodletting glyphs 

are present on carved monuments or stelae, suggesting the sacrificial blood practice 

was present at the time.  

Further support for the sacrificial finger amputation hypothesis is provided by the vessels 

in which over half of the finger deposits are found. Historically, the Maya would place the 

hearts of sacrifice victims between bowls as offerings to deities and/or altars (Landa 

1941[1566]). In addition, skulls or entire bodies found within bowls have been argued to 

be evidence of similar types of sacrificial offerings among the Ancient Maya (Welsh 

1988). The same connotation of sacrifice seems fairly straight forward for phalanges 

placed within bowls as well.  

This sacrificial offering interpretation is particularly compelling in the contexts of 

dedication and termination rituals. The Ancient Maya intentionally buried caches of 

valuable goods and human sacrificial remains within structures as dedicatory offerings 

during construction of the buildings (Coe 1959; Freidel et al. 1993; Smith 1972). These 

types of caches can be found in front of a newly erected stelae, altar, temple stairs, or 

some sort of structural foundation. Freidel and Schele (1989:236) posit that these 

dedication rituals mark the completion of the construction while also serving to animate 

the building or activating the channel through which royalty communicated with the 

supernatural. This animation proceeded through the insertion of a “heart” or “soul” into 

the building that likely needed to be fed through blood sacrifice (Stross 1998; McGee 

1998). These sacrifices could sanctify or deify a building, delimit sacred spaces, ward off 
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the bad spirits of a certain site, and prevent it from being prematurely destroyed (Ruiz 

Gonzáles et al. 2016). Children were often sacrificed in these dedication rituals 

(Pendergast 1988; Stuart 2003).  

A number of the isolated finger deposits have contextual clues that point to them being 

potential sacrifices for dedication or termination rituals. In these instances, isolated 

deposits of phalanges are found associated with other grave goods, and in some 

occasions human remains, situated either at the beginning of construction sequences or 

before abandonment of a structure. Two particular examples are from Cahal Pech 

(Belize) and Baking Pot (Belize). In both of these cases, a large number of phalanges in 

vessels are found (206 phalanges among 103 bowls and 36 phalanges from 12 bowls 

respectively) situated around stelae with the remains of children who appear to have 

been sacrificed. The additional sacrifice of fingers would supply not only blood but also 

flesh to fuel to heart or soul of a building.  

There are also three cases that blur the line between mourning and sacrificial rituals of 

finger amputation. These cases are from El Zotz (Guatemala), Piedras Negras 

(Guatemala), and Salinas de los Nueve Cerros (Guatemala). They all show evidence of 

being the burial locations of the site rulers. In these instances, there is the presence of 

elaborate grave goods, larger numbers of phalanges and their associated vessels, and a 

primary burial surrounded by evidence of additional sacrifices. Here, it seems possible 

that individuals would cut off their fingers to then be put into the burial place of their ruler. 

This practice could be seen either as mourning or as sacrifice. Individuals could be 

voluntarily placing a part of themselves with their ruler because of their devotion of them 

and grief over their passing. However, rulers among the Ancient Maya ruled by divine 

right (Freidel 2008). Therefore, it could also be that individuals could have cut off their 

fingers as a sacrifice to their godly ruler as they move into the next life. As the dead as 

said to still have political and spiritual sway after their death (Weiss-Krejci 2011), a 

sacrificial motivation could be possible as well.  

The current level of evidence pertaining to the isolated finger deposits suggests that the 

voluntary amputation practices of mourning and sacrifice may have been present among 

the Ancient Maya. However, there are details that are lacking in comparison to the 

typology by McCauley et al. (2018) that would allow for stronger inferences to be drawn. 

As mentioned previously, the osteological patterns are drawn just from a small sub-
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sample of phalanges, and therefore I cannot be sure if the patterns discussed are the 

norm for the entire sample. Additionally, it is unknown whether the individuals who 

contributed their phalanges to the deposits were local or non-local to the site or the 

region. If these individuals are primarily non-local, then more involuntary forms of finger 

amputation practices would need to be considered in more detail. Non-local individuals 

could be evidence of defeated warriors or sacrificial victims who are forcibly having their 

fingers removed. Therefore, the hypotheses of voluntary finger amputation for mourning 

and sacrifice must be considered with this fact in mind. 

5.3. Scope of Hand and Finger Amputation Practices 

As mentioned in the Introduction, scholars have posited that isolated deposits of 

phalanges could represent a regional folk tradition among non-elites that demonstrates 

the influence sphere of Caracól (Scherer 2015; Schwake 2008; Freiwald 2011). The 

results of this survey do not easily align with this idea. Isolated deposits of phalanges 

can be found all across Belize, Guatemala, and México. It is true that there are 

concentrations of sites with finger and hand deposits in Belize and the Petén region of 

Guatemala, but there are numerous sites outside of these regions as well. Within this 

sample, there are a number of sites that demonstrate connections to Caracól during the 

time period in which the phalange deposits are found. However, it is not certain if the 

influence of Caracól during these times had impact on the ritual practices of individuals 

living at these sites. If better dates could be secured for the timing of the phalange 

deposits, then potential associations between Caracól and the practice of caching 

isolated phalanges could become clearer. 

Another previously presented hypothesis that does not seem to align with the results of 

this survey is that the ritual of caching isolated phalanges was a folk ritual among non-

elites. More than half of the deposits were found in structures that were generally used 

by elite members of the communities. While it does indeed seem like this practice was 

present among non-elite members as well, as finger deposits are found in many 

residential groups, it appears as though the practice was generally seen among all 

classes of Ancient Maya society.  

Given the widespread and variable nature of the evidence of potential finger and hand 

amputation, it is likely and probable that a number of different practices were being 
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performed by the Ancient Maya. Within this sample there is evidence that points towards 

practices of mourning, sacrifice, trophy, talisman, and veneration. However, there are 

reasons to believe that additional practices could have been happening during this time 

as well. The evidence from the iconographic, glyphic, mythic, and ethnographic records 

that suggest the ritual importance of finger and hand amputation suggest that this could 

be a complex practice with multiple components and motivations.  

Not only is there reason to think that the motivations for these practices are greater than 

evidenced from this sample, but also that this practice is more widespread than this 

sample illustrates.  

First, there are numerous examples of finger bowls -  unslipped plainware lightly fired 

ceramic bowls placed lip-to-lip - that are empty. We find examples of these bowls at sites 

like Caracól (Belize), Santa Rita Corozal (Belize), and Chan (Belize) (Blackmore 2008, 

2011; Chase and Chase 2005, 2014, 2016). It has previously been suggested that 

organic remains such as food or blood could have been placed within these bowls 

(Bozarth and Guderjan 2004). However, it is also possible that they once held phalanges 

that degraded in the poor preservation conditions across the Maya region (McAnany 

1995).  

 Another reason for thinking that the practice of hand and finger amputation and 

deposition is more widespread than this sample suggests is the presence of non-human 

phalange deposits. At Saturday Creek (Belize), a cluster of monkey hand and/or feet 

bones was identified (Lucero et al. 2002). This deposit may be related to the practice of 

Ancient Maya merchants of keeping a monkey’s hand as a talisman of good luck (Miller 

and Taube 1993). There is also evidence of deposits of jaguar phalanges. At Palenque 

(México), a ceramic offering bowl was found to contain a number of shell beads as well 

as the phalanges of one paw of a jaguar (Mendez et al. 2005). There are also a number 

of isolated jaguar phalanges that are not found in vessels are associated with elite 

burials (e.g., Xunantunich, Altar de Sacrificios, Altun Ha, Calakmul, El Perú, El Zotz, 

Holmul, Tikal, Piedras Negras, Uaxactun, Yaxchilán, Copán, Caracól, La Laguna) 

(Scherer 2015; Carrasco Vargas et al. 1999; Coe 1990; Olton 2010; Fridberg 2015; 

Newman et al. 2015; Rich 2009; Teeter 2001; Valdés and Fahsen 1995; Ballinger and 

Stomper 2000; Willey 1972). These phalanges are often interpreted to be the remains of 

hides as iconographic evidence from the Classic Period shows elites wearing jaguar 
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clothing (Benson 1998; Robicsek 1975). However, the instance of a cache vessel 

containing jaguar phalanges is intriguing. In Classic Maya iconography there is an 

association between jaguar imagery, warriors, and warfare (Freidel 1986; Miller 1986; 

Saunders 1994). There could potentially be an association with involuntary practices of 

human finger and hand amputation and the cached jaguar phalanges.  

There is also evidence to suggest that the practice of caching human phalanges was not 

confined to the Maya region and may represent a Pan-Mesoamerican tradition. At Santa 

Luisa (México) there is a buried infant accompanied by an adult finger under an 

overturned bowl (Wilkerson 1984). Near Lake Xaltocan (México), a single human distal 

phalanx was discovered sitting atop an isolated skull (Morehart et al. 2012). In 

Chihuahua (México) a necklace made of human phalanges was discovered (Mojica 

2008). Multiple deposits of isolated human hands and fingers have been found at 

Teotihuacán (México). Another isolated skull was found with a phalanx (Elson and 

Mowbray 2005), the La Ventilla B infant burial was found with two adult hands (Serrano 

Sanchez 1993), and a cluster of phalanges was found in the residential group of 

Teopancazco (Manzanilla 2011). 

Lastly, there are ethnographic parallels that can be drawn between amputation practices 

of the Maya and other later Mesoamerican cultures. As with the Ancient Maya, the later 

Aztecs also held the heads, hands, and feet of human sacrifice victims as the preferred 

portions of a human to be cooked prior to ritual consumption (Cases 1958:152). A similar 

instance is reported in paragraph 6 of the Primero Memoriales which is a manuscript on 

pre-Columbian Nahua society compiled by the Franciscan missionary Bernardino de 

Sahagún. This paragraph states that the lord and lady Mictlantecuhtli and Mictecaciuhatl 

ate “feet, hands, and a fetid beetle stew. Their gruel is puss; they drink it from skulls” 

(Sahagun 1997:177). Furthermore, the Aztecs also had ethnographic evidence of finger 

amputation practices. Women who died in childbirth were venerated. Berdan (1982) 

describes that when her relatives went to bury her, they had to guard her carefully, since 

young warriors eagerly sought her middle finger and locks of her hair. They would place 

these talismans on their shields when they went into battle to ensure their bravery and 

success (Sahagun 1997). 
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5.4. Implications of Hand and Finger Amputation Practices 

The results of the survey reported here suggest that members of all social classes 

among the Ancient Maya engaged in sacrificial blood practices. Archaeological and 

iconographic evidence has generally demonstrated elite members of society engaging in 

bloodletting rituals (Sugiyama 2005; Miller and Martin 2004) and being in charge of 

human sacrifice rituals (Schele 1984; Nájera 1987). Ethno-historic sources have been 

the best evidence to suggest that non-elites also engaged in sacrificial blood rituals (de 

Alarcón 1987). However, we must be cautious in our use of ethno-historical documents 

from the region as analogies for the Ancient Maya, as they are often confused or self-

contradictory (Coe and Houston 2015). For example, Bishop Landa states that females 

did not engage in sacrificial blood rituals during the Colonial period (Landa 1941[1566]), 

yet we have examples of Classic Period inscriptions and iconography that show females 

engaging in bloodletting (Norton 2016). If the archaeological evidence in this survey is 

taken to represent forms of finger or hand amputation practices, then this demonstrates 

material evidence of sacrificial blood rituals among all social classes.  

If there was the presence of voluntary and involuntary finger and hand amputation 

practices among the Ancient Maya of all social classes, there are some interesting 

implications for our understanding for Ancient Maya society. In recent years, a number of 

researchers in the field of the cognitive science of religion have investigated the 

psychological and social effects of “dysphoric rituals.” These are rituals that arouse 

intense negative emotions through practices like collective possession, homicide, 

cannibalism, and the use of mind-altering substances (Whitehouse 2002, 2018; 

Xygalatas et al. 2013; Fischer et al. 2014). It has been found that such rituals are 

capable of creating strong bonds among the participants (Xygalatas et al. 2013). 

Dysphoric rituals have been argued to be important in the creation of cults, military units, 

and terrorist cells (Whitehouse et al. 2014; Raffield et al. 2016; Whitehouse 2018).  

In certain circumstances, dysphoric rituals can result in a phenomenon that has been 

dubbed “identity fusion” (Stewart 1991; Swann et al. 2009, 2012; Whitehouse and 

Lanman 2014; Whitehouse 2018). Identity fusion involves members of a group 

identifying with one another as if they are kin. While identity fusion can happen as a 

result of a similar worldview within the group, it can also occur through shared 

experiences, especially if these are traumatic. In some cases, the bonds that develop 



87 

between group members can be stronger than those between kin. In a study of identity 

fusion among revolutionary battalions taking part in the Libyan Civil War in 2011, for 

example, Whitehouse et al. (2014) found that 97% of participants felt fused to their 

battalion and that 45% of frontline fighters felt more fused to their battalion than to their 

own family. The idea that identity fusion can be caused by shared experience of a 

traumatic event is further supported by the fact that in the Whitehouse et al. (2014) 

study, only 28% of non-combatants attached to battalions reported feeling more fused to 

their colleagues than to their family. 

Identity fusion can have a number of consequences. One is that members of a group 

can develop a strong sense of obligation and commitment to the group, leading them to 

act altruistically, sometimes to the point of sacrificing their lives for other members. 

Another potential consequence is that individuals can come to perceive the in-group as 

not only superior to others but also as invulnerable, motivating them to engage in 

extreme pro-group behaviour (Swann et al. 2009). This can have repercussions. Most 

notably, members of groups can become less trusting of, and even hostile to, non-

members (McDonald et al. 2012; Whitehouse 2012, 2018). 

It would be reasonable to suppose that having a finger segment or hand amputated is a 

dysphoric experience even when effective anaesthetic and pain relief are employed 

given the clinical experience of modern day individuals (Burger et al. 2009; Grob et al. 

2008). Thus, if finger and hand amputation practices were present among the Ancient 

Maya, then it is likely that the individuals in question would have had unusually strong 

interpersonal bonds and may have experienced identity fusion. These processes could 

have resulted in members of these groups being exceptionally cooperative with each 

other, yet highly hostile towards other groups.  

The presence of finger and hand amputation practices may have had a further 

consequence related to social unrest and conflict. In a cross-cultural analysis, Sosis et 

al. (2007) demonstrated that permanent and visible forms of body modification, such as 

scarification, was associated with increased levels of external warfare. These authors 

argued that these dysphoric rituals would counteract potential problems of desertion and 

free-riding during conflict times. Among the Ancient Maya, there has also been a 

suggested association between dysphoric rituals and warfare. A study by Munson et al. 

(2014) has posited that bloodletting could be associated with conflict. These authors 
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looked at epigraphic statements of bloodletting and found that their spatio-temporal 

distribution was associated with antagonistic statements recorded on stelae. They 

argued that bloodletting practices among the elite could have signaled royal 

commitments among connected polities.  

There is certainly the possibility that finger and hand amputation practices may have 

influenced or been influenced by conflict levels among the Ancient Maya. As a form of 

dysphoric ritual it would have enabled the creation of strong bonds which has been 

shown to be beneficial during times of warfare (Whitehouse et al. 2014). Furthermore, 

amputations of the upper extremities would be permanent and extremely noticeable. 

Therefore, these practices could have easily signaled group membership and 

counteracted free-rider issues during conflict (Sosis et al. 2007). This idea is particularly 

compelling given that over half of the deposits of isolated hands or fingers are 

associated with time periods where the polity was engaged in some form of conflict. 

Additionally, just the presence of hand amputation practices may point towards evidence 

of conflict, as it appears as though these practices are more involuntary in nature and 

thus forced upon participants. However, the association between finger and hand 

amputation practices and conflict cannot be currently ascertained. The isolated deposits 

of hands and fingers are not securely enough dated to associate their presence with 

specific dated conflicts.  
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Chapter 6.  
 
Conclusion 

6.1. Summary 

In the study reported here, I conducted the first systematic review of the evidence 

concerning Ancient Maya finger caches. Using data from archaeological, iconographic, 

ethnographic, and glyphic sources I found that this practice was much more widespread 

geographically and temporally than previously expected. For archaeological evidence, I 
identified 23 sites that had finger bowls, 31 sites that had isolated remains of hands 

and/or fingers, and 10 sites that contained skeletons that were missing their hands 

and/or fingers. These 52 sites resulted in a total of 124 separate deposits. I identified 14 

different types of art associated with finger deposits, ranging from images of finger 

amputation, isolated hands and fingers, and human finger bones being carved into art 

pieces. Ethnographically, I discussed evidence from the Maya region as well as the 

more broadly Mesoamerican region of finger amputation practices, bloodletting from the 

fingers, and cannibalism of the hands and feet. Mythologically, I relayed myths 

concerning finger amputation as well as myths about the meanings of hands and fingers. 

Among glyphic sources, I demonstrated patterns associated in meaning associated with 

hand motifs that use the right versus left hand, as well as hand motifs that are missing 

fingers. In total, this evidence is taken from 60 sites across four modern countries, and 

spanning from the Late Preclassic to Late Postclassic periods (400BCE-1520CE).  

These results point towards the presence of finger and hand amputation practices 

among the Ancient Maya. When the evidence is compared to a cross-cultural study of 

finger amputation practices (McCauley et al. 2018) it suggests that multiple different 

motivations for these amputations were present. The motivations include for mourning, 

sacrifice, trophy, and talisman purposes. The involuntary types of amputation that 

appear to be present in this sample (trophy and talisman) are associated with hand 

amputation. The voluntary types of amputation (sacrifice and mourning) seem to be 

associated with finger amputation practices. These different types of amputations 

demonstrate that these practices were likely seen among all social classes. When 

viewed through a framework of CSR, these findings have interesting implications for 
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social life among the Ancient Maya. Dysphoric rituals, such as finger amputation, may 

enhance within-group cooperation, and they are theorized to be more prevalent during 

periods of turmoil such as warfare. The timing of the finger caches in this sample 

suggest that there may be an association between social unrest and amputation 

practices among the Ancient Maya. 

6.2. Future Research 

There are a number of directions for future research. The first follows up from one of the 

limitations of this thesis and would be to expand the search parameters in the survey for 

finger deposits. To ensure the feasibility of this project in the allotted time frame, I 

primarily used Google Scholar in my search for primary texts. It is likely that the 45 sites 

that I could not find adequate data for could have been added into the sample if I had 

broadened my search criteria to include other databases, thus, it is highly likely that 

there are finger deposits that have been missed in this study. Similarly, for the 154 sites 

that were included in my sample, it is highly unlikely that I was able to gain access to all 

of the primary literature (especially site reports) through Google Scholar. Thus, even for 

the sites within my sample, there is a possibility that there is additional evidence for 

finger deposits and the ritual surrounding them that have been missed. Expanding the 

search to include other databases that would include earlier print sources would possibly 

show that this practice is even more widespread than known from this thesis.  

Next, it would be beneficial to undertake a more in-depth look at the sites which have 

evidence of art pertaining to finger deposits, yet do not appear to have archaeological 

evidence of these deposits. Either further excavation of the site to attempt to uncover 

these remains, or further survey into the potential unpublished literature on the site 

where evidence of these deposits may exist.  

For those sites that have finger deposits, further research should be undertaken in 

discerning more detailed information about these remains. There is a general lack of 

osteological analysis of the phalanges. It would be beneficial to know more in-depth as 

to what phalanges the bones represent, from what hands, the minimum number of 

individuals represented, and if there is evidence of cut marks. This information could 

help us discern whether the fingers may have been removed ante- or post-mortem as 
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well as help uncover the potential reason for the practice based on the typology of 

McCauley et al. (2018).  

Beyond surface level osteological analysis, more chemical analysis of the phalanges 

would be beneficial as well. Isotopic analysis of the bones could tell us what region these 

individuals were from. If the majority of phalanges belong to individuals who are non-

local to the site in which they were found, this could provide evidence that the phalanges 

are more associated with warfare and human sacrifice. Yet, if the individuals are more 

local to the region it could lend credence that the phalanges are more likely to represent 

auto-sacrificial rituals. Lastly, DNA tests of the phalanges would be enlightening. This 

analysis could tell us whether the bones primarily belonged to males or females, which 

could again be used to more accurately assess these deposits against the ethnographic 

typology of finger amputation practices (McCauley et al. 2018).  
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Appendix A.   
 
List of Sites in Sample  

This appendix lists all 197 sites that were initially chosen for the sample. These sites 

have indications as to what (if any) types of osteological remains were identified. 

Following the list will be two maps. The first will show all 197 sites. The second will show 

the 154 sites with identified osteological remains.  

Legend:  

HR: Human Remains 

FB: Finger Bowls 

HF: Hands or Fingers 

SK/HF: Skeletons without Hands or Fingers 

Y: Data indicates presence 

--: No data available 

 

Site HR Presence FB Presence HF Presence SK/HF Presence 

Actuncan Y Y — — 

Aguacatal Y — — — 

Aguas Calientes — 
  

— — — 

Aguateca Y — — — 

Altar de Sacrificios Y — — Y 

Altun Ha Y — — — 

Arenal Y — Y — 

Arroyo de Piedra Y — — — 

Baking Pot Y Y — — 
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Site HR Presence FB Presence HF Presence SK/HF Presence 

Balakbal   — — — 

Balam Na Y — Y — 

Balberta Y — — — 

Barton Ramie Y — — — 

Becan Y — Y Y 

Bejuncal Y — — — 

Benque Viejo Y — — — 

Blackman Eddy Y — — — 

Blue Creek Y Y Y — 

Bonampak Y — — — 

Buenavista des Cayo Y — Y — 

Cahal Pech Y Y — — 

Calakmul Y — — — 

Caledonia Y — — — 

Cancuen Y — — — 

Caracól Y Y Y — 

Chaa Creek Y Y — — 

Chalcuapa Y — — — 

Champotón Y — Y Y 

Chan Y — — — 

Chan Chich Y — Y — 

Chiapa de Corzo Y — — — 

Chichén Itzá Y — Y — 

Chinikiha Y — Y — 

Chinkultic Y — — — 

Chunchucmil Y — — — 
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Site HR Presence FB Presence HF Presence SK/HF Presence 

Cobá Y — — — 

Colha Y — Y — 

Comitan — — — — 

Copán Y — — Y 

Cuello Y — Y — 

Cueva de Santa Cruz Y Y — — 

Dos Hombres Y — Y — 

Dos Pilas Y — Y — 

Dzibanche Y — — — 

Dzibilchaltún Y — — Y 

Edzna — — — — 

Ek Balam Y — — — 

El Cayo — — — — 

El Chicozapote — — — — 

El Chilonché Y — Y — 

El Chorro — — — — 

El Encanto — — — — 

El Meco Y — — — 

El Mirador Y — — — 

El Molino Y — — — 

El Pabellon — — — — 

El Palmar Y — — — 

El Perú Y — Y — 

El Rey Y — — — 

El Sumerido Y — — — 

El Trapichito Y — — — 
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Site HR Presence FB Presence HF Presence SK/HF Presence 

El Zapote — — — — 

El Zotz Y Y — — 

Guayatán Y — — — 

Halakal — — — — 

Hatzab Ceel — — — — 

Holmul Y — — — 

Itzan Y — — — 

Itzimte — — — — 

Ixcario Y — — — 

Iximche Y — — — 

Ixkun Y — — — 

Ixlu Y — — Y 

Ixtonton Y — — — 

Ixtutz Y — — — 

Izapa — — — — 

Jaina Y — — — 

Je’reftheel Y Y Y — 

Jimbal — — — — 

Jolja’ — — — — 

Jonuta — — — — 

Kaminaljuyú Y — — — 

Kaq’ru Ha’ Y Y — — 

Kayal — — — — 

Kohunlich Y — Y — 

Kuna Lacanha — — — — 

La Amelia — — — — 
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Site HR Presence FB Presence HF Presence SK/HF Presence 

La Blanca Y — Y — 

La Corona Y — — — 

La Florida — — — — 

La Honradez — — — — 

La Lagunita — — — — 

La Mar — — — — 

La Milpa Y — — — 

La Muñeca — — — — 

La Pasadita — — — — 

La Rejolla — — — — 

La Ruinas de Arenal Y Y — — 

Labna Y — — — 

Lagartero Y — — Y 

Laguna de On Y — Y — 

Laguna Francesa Y — — — 

Laguna Perdita  — — — — 

Lamanai Y — — — 

Las Tunas Y — — — 

Laxtunich — — — — 

Loltun Y — — — 

Los Alacranes — — — — 

Los Cimientos Y — — — 

Los Higos — — — — 

Los Mangales Y — — — 

Lower Dover Y Y — — 

Lubaantún Y — — — 
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Site HR Presence FB Presence HF Presence SK/HF Presence 

Machaquilá Y — — — 

Mayapán Y — — — 

Mérida Y — — — 

Minanha Y Y — — 

Mixco Viejo Y — — — 

Mojo Cay Y — — — 

Mountain Cow Y Y — — 

Naachtún Y — — — 

Naj Tunich Y — — — 

Nakbé Y — — — 

Nakum Y — — — 

Naranjo Y — — — 

Nebaj Y — — — 

Nim Li Punit Y Y — — 

Noh Bec Y — — — 

Nohmul Y — — — 

Nohpat — — — — 

Nojol Nah Y — — — 

Oxkintok Y — Y — 

Oxpemul — — — — 

Pacbitun Y — — — 

Palenque Y Y Y — 

Pestac — — — — 

Petexbatun Y — — — 

Piedras Negras Y Y Y — 

Pixoy — — — — 
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Site HR Presence FB Presence HF Presence SK/HF Presence 

Playa del Carmen Y — — — 

Polol — — — — 

Pomona Y — — — 

Progreso Y Y — — 

Pusilhá Y — — — 

Q’umarkaj Y — — — 

Quen Santo — — — — 

Quiriguá Y — — — 

Río Amarillo — — — — 

Río Azul Y — — — 

Río Bec Y — — — 

Sacchana —   — — 

Salinas de los Nueve Cerros Y Y — — 

San Agustin Y — — — 

San Antonio Y — — — 

San Bartolo Y — — — 

San Diego Cliff — — — — 

San Gervasio Y — Y Y 

San Isidro Y — — — 

San José Y — — — 

Santa Rosa Xtampak Y — — — 

Saturday Creek Y Y Y — 

Seibal Y — — — 

Tajumulco Y — — — 

Takalik Abaj Y — — — 

Tamarindito Y — — — 
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Site HR Presence FB Presence HF Presence SK/HF Presence 

Tayasal Y Y — Y 

Tazumal Y — — Y 

Tikal Y Y Y Y 

Tila — — — — 

Tipu Y — — — 

Toniná Y — — — 

Topoxte Y — — — 

Tortuguero — — — — 

Tres Islas Y — — — 

Tulum Y — — — 

Uaxactun Y Y — — 

Ucanal Y — Y — 

Ujuxte Y — — — 

Uolantun — — — — 

Uxbenká Y — — — 

Uxmal Y — — — 

Uxul Y — — — 

Verónica Cave Y — Y — 

Xcalumkin — — — — 

Xcambó Y — — — 

Xnaheb — — — — 

Xuenkal Y — Y — 

Xultun Y — — — 

Xunantunich Y — — — 

Xutilha — — — — 

Yaxchilán Y — — — 
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Site HR Presence FB Presence HF Presence SK/HF Presence 

Yaxha Y — — — 

Yaxuna Y — — — 

Yula Y — — — 

Zacpetén Y — — — 

Zacualpa Y — — — 

Zaculeu Y — — — 

 

Map of Maya region with all 197 sites originally chosen for sample indicated. 
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Map of Maya region with all 154 sites with identified human remains indicated. 
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Appendix B.   
 
Sources from Archaeological Survey 

Site Source 

Actuncan 

Freiwald, C., & Micklin, D. (2013). Group 1 Patio Excavations (Burials 13 and 14). In L.J. 
LeCount (Eds.), Actuncan Archaeological Project: Report on the Fifth Season 2012. 
(pp.81-93). Belmopan: Belize Institute of Archaeology.  

Actuncan 
Fulton, K. A. (2015). Community identity and social practice during the Terminal Classic 
period at Actuncan, Belize. (Doctoral Dissertation, University of Florida) 

Aguacatal 
Matheny, R.T. (1970). The Ceramics of Aguacatal, Campeche, Mexico. Provo: Brigham 
Young University Press. 

Aguas 
Calientes 

Sharer, R. J., & Sedat, D. W. (1987). Archaeological Investigations of the Northern Maya 
Highlands, Guatemala: Interaction and Development of Maya Civilization. Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology. 

Aguateca 
Ishihara, R. (2008) Rising clouds, blowing winds: Late Classic Maya rain rituals in the Main 
Chasm, Aguateca, Guatemala, World Archaeology, 40(2), 169-189 

Altar de 
Sacrificios 

Saul, F. (1972). The human skeletal remains of Altar de Sacrificios. An osteobiography 
analysis. Cambridge: Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnography.  

Altar de 
Sacrificios 

Welsh, W. B. M. (1987). Classification and analysis of ancient Maya burials and burial 
customs (Doctoral dissertation, University of London). 

Altun Ha 

Somerville, A. D., Fauvelle, M., & Froehle, A. W. (2013). Applying new approaches to 
modeling diet and status: isotopic evidence for commoner resiliency and elite variability in 
the Classic Maya lowlands. Journal of Archaeological Science, 40(3), 1539-1553. 

Arenal/Camp 
6 

Gann, T. (1918). Maya indians of southern Yucatan and northern British Honduras. bulletin 
64. Washington DC: Bureau of American Ethnology. 

Arroyo de 
Piedra 

Escobedo, H. L. (1997). Arroyo de Piedra: Sociopolitical dynamics of a secondary center in 
the Petexbatun region. Ancient Mesoamerica, 8(2), 307-320. 

Atlar de 
Sacrificios 

Smith, A. L. (1972). Excavations at Altar de Sacrificios: Architecture, settlement, burials, 
and caches (Vol. 62, No. 2). Cambridge: Peabody Museum of Archaeology and 
Ethnography. 

Baking Pot 
Audet, C. M. (2006). Political Organization in the Belize Valley: Excavations at Baking Pot, 
Cahal Pech and Xunantunich (Doctoral dissertation, Vanderbilt University). 

Baking Pot 
Gerry, J. P. (1997). Bone isotope ratios and their bearing on elite privilege among the 
Classic Maya. Geoarchaeology: An International Journal, 12(1), 41-69. 

Baking Pot 

Hoggarth, J. A., Culleton, B.J. Awe, J.J. & Kennett, D.J. (2014). Questioning Postclassic 
Continuity at Baking Pot, Belize, Using AMS 14C Direct Dating of Human Burials. 
Radiocarbon, 56, 1057–1075 

Baking Pot 
Piehl, J. C., & Awe, J. J. (2010). Scalping as a component of terminus structure ritual at the 
site of Baking Pot, Belize Valley. Research Reports in Belizean Archaeology, 7, 55-63. 

Balam Na 
Garza, S., Brady, J. E., & Christensen, C. (2001). Balam Na Cave 4: Implications for 
understanding Preclassic cave mortuary practices. California Anthropologist, 28(1), 15-21. 
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Balberta 
Arroyo, Barbara. (1990). Enterramientos de Balberta un sitio en la Costa Sur de 
Guatemala. Oxford: BAR International Series. 

Barton Ramie 
Willey, G. R., Bullard, W. R., Glass, J. B., Gifford, J. C., & Elliot, O. (1965). Prehistoric 
Maya settlements in the Belize valley (Vol. 54). Cambridge: Peabody museum. 

Becan 
Thomas, P. M. (1981). Prehistoric Maya Settlement Patterns at Becan, Campeche, Mexico 
(Vol. 1). Tulane: Middle American Research Insititute. 

Becan 

Tiesler, V. (2007). Funerary or nonfunerary? New references in identifying ancient Maya 
sacrificial and postsacrificial behaviors from human assemblages. In: V. Tiesler & A. 
Cucina (Ed.), New perspectives on human sacrifice and ritual body treatments in ancient 
Maya society (pp. 14-44). New York: Springer. 

Bejuncal 

Garrison, T. G., Houston, S. D., Scherer, A. K., del Cid, D., Garrido López, J. L., 
Czapiewska-Halliday, E., & Román, E. (2016). A royal Maya country house: Archaeology at 
Bejucal, Guatemala. Journal of Field Archaeology, 41(5), 532-549. 

Benque Viejo 
MacKie, E. W. (1961). New light on the end of classic Maya culture at Benque Viejo, British 
Honduras. American Antiquity, 27(2), 216-224. 

Blackman 
Eddy 

Garber, J. (Ed.). (2011). The Ancient Maya of the Belize Valley: Half a Century of 
Archaeological Research. Gainesville: University Press of Florida. 

Blue Creek 

Clayton, S. C., Driver, W. D., & Kosakowsky, L. J. (2005). Rubbish or Ritual? 
Contextualizing a Terminal Classic Problematical Deposit at Blue Creek, Belize: A 
Response to “Public Architecture, Ritual, and Temporal Dynamics at the Maya Center of 
Blue Creek, Belize” by Thomas H. Guderjan. Ancient Mesoamerica, 16(1), 119-130. 

Blue Creek 

Guderjan, T. H. (1998). The Blue Creek jade cache: early classic ritual in northwestern 
Belize. In: S. B. Mock (Ed.), The Sowing and the Dawning: Termination, Dedication, and 
Transformation in the Archaeological and Ethnographic Record of Mesoamerica, (pp. 100-
111). San Antionio: University of New Mexico Press. 100-111. 

Blue Creek 
Guderjan, T. H. (2004). Public architecture, ritual, and temporal dynamics at the Maya 
center of Blue Creek, Belize. Ancient Mesoamerica, 15(2), 235-250. 

Blue Creek 
Plumer, H. (2017). Health Among the Maya: comparisons across sites in the northern 
Three Rivers Region, Belize (Doctoral dissertation, University of Sheffield). 

Bonampak 

Weiss-Krejci, E. (2003). The Maya corpse: body processing from Preclassic to Postclassic 
times in the Maya highlands and lowlands. In: P.R. Colas, G. Le Fort, & B.L. Persson (Ed.), 
Jaws of the Underworld: Life, Death and Rebirth Among the Ancient Maya. (pp. 71-90). 
Mochmuhl: Verlag Anton Saurwein. 

Buenavista 
del Cayo 

Helmke, C., & Awe, J. J. (2012). Ancient Maya territorial organisation of central Belize: 
confluence of archaeological and epigraphic data. Contributions in New World 
Archaeology, 4, 57-88. 

Buenavista 
del Cayo 

Helmke, C., Ball, J. W., Mitchell, P. T., & Taschek, J. T. (2008). Burial BVC88-1/2 at 
Buenavista del Cayo, Belize: Resting Place of the Last King of Puluul?. Mexicon, 43-49. 

Buenavista 
des Cayo 

Peuramaki-Brown, M. M. (2012). The integration and disintegration of ancient Maya urban 
centres: charting households and community at Buenavista del Cayo, Belize (Doctoral 
dissertation, University of Calgary). 

Cahal Pech 

Awe, J. J. (2013). Journey on the Cahal Pech time machine: An archaeological 
reconstruction of the dynastic sequence at a Belize valley Maya polity. Research Reports 
in Belizean Archaeology, 10, 33-50. 
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Cahal Pech 

Cheetham, D.T., Aimers, J., Ferguson, J., Lee, D., Delhonde, L., & Jenkins, A. (1994). 
Return to the Suburbs: The Second Season of Investigations at the Zopilote Group, Cahal 
Pech. In: J.J. Awe (Eds.), Belize Valley Archaeological Reconnaissance Project Progress 
Report of the 1993 Field Season (pp. 164-178), England: Institute of Archaeology. 

Cahal Pech 

Cheetham, D.T., Awe, J.J., & Glassman, D. (1994). Sacrifice at the end of the road. In: J.J. 
Awe (Eds.), Belize Valley Archaeological Reconnaissance Project Progress Report of the 
1993 Field Season (pp. 179-184), England: Institute of Archaeology. 

Calakmul 

Cucina, A., & Tiesler, V. (2003). Dental caries and antemortem tooth loss in the Northern 
Peten area, Mexico: a biocultural perspective on social status differences among the 
Classic Maya. American Journal of Physical Anthropology: The Official Publication of the 
American Association of Physical Anthropologists, 122(1), 1-10. 

Calakmul 

Tiesler, V., & Cucina, A. (2006). Procedures in human heart extraction and ritual meaning: 
A taphonomic assessment of anthropogenic marks in Classic Maya skeletons. Latin 
American Antiquity, 17(4), 493-510. 

Caledonia 
Healy, P. F., Awe, J. J., & Helmuth, H. (1998). An ancient Maya multiple burial at 
Caledonia, Cayo district, Belize. Journal of field archaeology, 25(3), 261-274. 

Cancuen 

Demarest, A. A., Andrieu, C., Torres, P., Forné, M., Barrientos, T., & Wolf, M. (2014). 
Economy, exchange, and power: new evidence from the late classic Maya port city of 
Cancuen. Ancient Mesoamerica, 25(1), 187-219. 

Caracol 

Chase, A. F., & Chase, D. Z. (2005). Searching for Caracol’s Last Urbanites: Continued 
Investigations of Small Structures in and near Caracol’s Epicenter: 2005 Field Report of the 
Caracol Archaeological Project. Belmopan: Institute of Archaeology. 

Caracol 

Chase, A. F., & Chase, D. Z. (2007). Late Classic Ritual Variation in a Maya Community: 
Continued Investigation of Structures in and near Caracol’s Epicenter: 2007 Field Report of 
the Caracol Archaeological Project. Belmopan: Institute of Archaeology. 

Caracol 

Chase, A. F., & Chase, D. Z. (2010). Household Patterning, the ‘Collapse,’and LiDar 
Ground Checks: Continued Investigations in and near Caracol’s Epicenter: 2010 Field 
Report of the Caracol Archaeological Project. Belmopan: Institute of Archaeology. 

Caracol 

Chase, A. F., & Chase, D. Z. (2011). Heterogeneity in Residential Group Composition: 
Continued Investigation in and near Caracol’s Epicenter: Caracol Archaeological Project 
Investigations for 2011. Belmopan: Institute of Archaeology. 

Caracol 

Chase, A. F., & Chase, D. Z. (2012). Interpreting Ancient Maya Society through 
Neighborhoods: Investigation of Adjacent Residential Complexes near Caracol’s Epicenter: 
Caracol Archaeological Project Investigations for 2012. Belmopan: Institute of Archaeology. 

Caracol 

Chase, A. F., & Chase, D. Z. (2013). Interpreting Ancient Maya Society through 
Neighborhoods: Investigation of Adjacent Residential Complexes near Caracol’s Epicenter: 
Caracol Archaeological Project Investigations for 2013. Belmopan: Institute of Archaeology. 

Caracol 

Chase, A. F., & Chase, D. Z. (2014). Ancient Social Integration in a Maya Neighborhood: 
Investigation of Adjacent Residential Complexes near Caracol’s Epicenter: Caracol 
Archaeological Project Investigations for 2014: A Continuation of the 2012 and 2013 
Research Focus. Belmopan: Institute of Archaeology. 

Caracol 
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Appendix C.   
 
Results of Archaeological Survey  

The results of the archaeological survey yielded 124 deposits of interest. For these 124 

deposits I recorded 59 different variables, listed below. The supplementary data file is 

named: BM_MA_Results 

Variables in Results of Archaeological Survey 
Site Number of Hands Age of Fingers Associated Obsidian 
Country Left/Right Hands Left/Right Fingers Associated Stingray 

Spines 
Department Age of Hands Sex of Fingers Associated Spondylus 

Shells 
Data Type Sex of Hands Cutmarks on 

Fingers/Hands 
Associated Ceramics 

Site Type Number of Phalanges Number of Cutmarks on 
Fingers/Hands 

Details of Associated 
Artifacts 

Deposit # Proximal Phalanges Location of Cutmarks 
on Fingers/Hands 

Presence of Burning 

Structure # Intermediate Phalanges Associated Human 
Remains 

Presence of Pigments 

Structure Type Distal Phalanges Minimum number of 
Individuals Represented 
by Additional Human 
Remains 

Additional Contextual 
Notes 

Elite/Non-Elite Minimum Number of 
Fingers Represented 

Type of Associated 
Human Remains 

Presence of Social 
Unrest 

Structure Location Finger 1 Type of Associated 
Human Remains 

Presence of Site 
Abandonment 

Time Period Finger 2 Age of Associated 
Human Remains 

Presence of Warfare 

Presence of Bowls Finger 3 Sex of Associated 
Human Remains 

Presence of Dynastic 
Changes 

Bowls Lip-to-Lip Finger 4 Associated Stelae Presence of Epigraphic 
Bloodletting 

Bowl Type Finger 5 Elements of Associated 
Stelae 

Details of Significant 
Events at Site at Time  

Hands or Fingers Minimum Number of 
Individuals Represented 
by Fingers 

Associated Artifacts   
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Appendix D.   
 
Iconography, Figurative Art, and Ornamentation 
Details 

Offerings of Hands 

Figure: Water lily jaguar on the left side of the image serves a cache vessel holding a 

human hand. Codex style vase from unknown location. Kerr #1376 (Kerr 2000) (Fig. 20). 

Figure: God A on left hand side and a jaguar on the right. The jaguar serves a cache 

vessel with a human arm and eyeball to God A. Codex style vase from unknown 

location. Kerr #1380 (Kerr 2000) 

Individuals Missing Hands 

Figure: Three warriors, two with amputated hands. Individual on far right has left hand 

amputated. The individual on the far left has right hand amputated. The middle individual 

is not missing either of their hands. Codex style vase from unknown location. Kerr #8083 

(Kerr 2000) (Fig. 21). 

Figure: Three figures on the left approach a seated lord. One of the left individuals has a 

bloody stump of a hand and extends an instrument towards the seated lord. Polychrome 

vase from unknown location. (Miller 1986; Schele and Miller 1986; Cano 1999). 

Individuals Missing Fingers 

Figure: Ten figures are presented on the TI sarcophagus sides from Palenque (México). 

The North 1 and South 2 figures both have oddly blunt figures and lineal scarification on 

the cheek. It has been suggested that the figure shown exhibits a congenital or 

amputation deformity (Schele 2005). 

Figure: Portrait G temple XIX at Palenque (México) one man has shortened fingers that 

do not have nails. This man seems to be an attendant with the name MUWAAN-ni cha-

nu-la a-AHN? (Stuart 2005) (Fig. 22).   
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Figure: A war scene with warriors and dismembered victims. Four warriors stand with 

two dismembered victims between them. The warriors appear to be bending some 

fingers over. The dismembered victim on the left appears to be missing the 3rd and 4th 

fingers from their right hand. Codex style vase from unknown location. Kerr #6987 (Kerr 

2000). 

Figure: Mythological scene with the hero twins, Gods, Supernatural Codices, burning 

incense, and one individual in the top left corner, second individual from the edge of the 

image, who appears to be missing the ring finger of their left hand. Codex style vase 

from unknown location. Kerr #8075 (Kerr 2000). 

Figure: Two lords, palm up gesture, both seems to explicitly be missing the 2nd and 3rd 

fingers on their left hands. Codex style vase from unknown location. Kerr # 5004 (Kerr 

2000) (Fig. 23). 

Figure: Hun Batz and Hun Chen in tree - individual in the top left corner, third individual 

in from the edge appears to be missing 2 fingers, pinky and ring finger from their right 

hand. Kerr #3007 (Kerr 2000). 

Figure: Yaxchilán (México) lintel 24 from the Late Classic (709CE). Ruler Shield Jaguar 

and Lady Xok engage in self-sacrifice. Shield Jaguar stands on the left side. He appears 

to only have four fingers on his right hand. Lady Xok kneels on the right side. Lady Xok 

is pulling a thorny rope through her tongue. She appears to only have four fingers on her 

left hand (#JM01524) (Montgomery 2000). 

Figure: Chichén Itzá (México) East side of the Great Ball Court from the Terminal 

Classic. Centre Left 1. Five ball players are standing in a row. The individual on the far 

left appears to have only four fingers on their left hand. (#JM01901) (Montgomery 2000). 

Figure: Chichén Itzá (México) East side of the Great Ball Court from the Terminal 

Classic. Centre Left 2. Four ball players are standing in a row. Three of the individuals 

appear to only have four fingers on their left hands (all individuals except one on far left) 

The individual in the middle (second from the right) specifically looks like the pinky is 

missing. It is unclear what finger the other two individuals are missing (#JM01902) 

(Montgomery 2000). 
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Figure: Codex style vase from unknown Late Classic period site. Eight supernatural 

beings engaged in self-sacrifice advance towards a temple or elevated and covered 

platform that contains a large jaguar-covered bundle. Individual 3rd from the left has only 

four fingers on right hand (#SD-5516) (Schele 2000). 

Figure: Clay offering bucket from unknown Early Classic period Site. Details and 

inscriptions related to Chaak (?) deity with triangle plaque in front of mouth. Deity from 

the clay offering bucket (drawing on far left) appears to have only four fingers on right 

hand (#SD-3523) (Schele 2000) 

Figure: Yaxchilán (México), lintel 15 from the Late Classic (755CE). Woman kneeling 

before offering basket with apparently bloody bark cloths inside, a spiritual being 

emerges from the offering basket. Woman appears to only have 4 fingers on both right 

and left hands (Furst 1976). 

Scattering Blood from the Fingers 

Figure: A polychrome vessel from Tikal (Guatemala). Five individuals are standing in a 

row. The scene is described as showing self-sacrifice. Individual second from the right, 

and individual at the far left appear to have blood falling from their fingers. Kerr #5746. 

(Kerr 2000).  

Figure: Naj Tunich (Guatemala) Cylindrical polychrome vase found in the chamber 

below the first level of the balcony in the cave, which shows a seated figure with liquid 

falling from his hand. This posture is generally thought to depict the ceremonial 

scattering of blood following auto-sacrifice (Brady and Stone 1986). 

Figure: The Ch’en P’ix Tripod from Ch’en P’ix (Belize). The one figure on the tripod holds 

in their left hand an object that could be a vessel. The lower 90% of this object is painted 

red. Six red dots flow from below the figure’s right hand. It is possible that these red dots 

represent blood dripping from the figure’s hand. Presumably the vessel in the figure’s left 

hand is being used to collect this blood. The Ch’en P’ix Tripod may, therefore, represent 

a ritual auto-sacrificial bloodletting event (Colas et al. 2000). 

Figure: At Yaxchilán (México), Stela 1 shows a male figure standing at the left, while a 

smaller figure kneels on the right, facing him. The larger figure has his hands placed 

palm-to-palm, with the fingers pointing downward. The smaller figures hands are 
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positioned before the chest. The handle of a piercing instrument may be discerned lying 

horizontally on the larger figures chest. Blood, shown as a stream edged with round dots 

flows downward from the larger figures fingers, appearing to land on a mat-covered 

object and then flow or splash to the ground (Islas 1990). 

Figure: Piedras Negras (Guatemala) Stela 40, dated 746 CE, and known as 'The Com 

Planter.” A kneeling figure is shown, with right arm extended out and down and fingers 

pointing perpendicular to the ground. Round dots fall below the fingers. No piercing 

instrument or absorbent material is seen, but these might be contained in the bag-like 

object in the figure's left hand. A human head in profile, attached to a belt, is carried at 

the figure's back (Islas 1990). 

Figure: This vase (MS 0075) from an unknown site depicts a vision-quest rite with one 

human being, the central figure, flanked by two supernaturals. All wear blood-splattered 

clothing and scarves of autosacrifice. The blood seems to primarily come from the 

figures’ hands and feet. The tips of all the figures’ hands are also painted red (Reents-

Budet 1994). 

Figure: La Pasadita (Guatemala), lintel 2. The figure on the left of the lintel holds both 

palms together, fingers slanting downward, over an object at his feet. The figure on the 

right has the left arm held downward, with a round object in the hand. The fingers of the 

right hand are poised over the left wrist. A piercing instrument may be seen suspended 

horizontally across the chest of the figure on the left. A stream of dots flows downward 

from the fingers of the figure on the left (Islas 1990) (Fig. 24).  

Figure: The corn god makes a sacrifice of his blood from his hands. Dots flow 

downwards from the fingers of the figure. Codex style vase from unknown site. Kerr 

#2598 (Kerr 2000).  

Figure: the corn god makes a sacrifice of his blood from his hands. Dots flow downwards 

from the fingers of the figure. Codex style vase from unknown site. Kerr #2598 (Kerr 

2000). 

Figure: Nim Li Punit (Belize) stela 2. Three individuals on the upper portion of the stela. 

The middle individual shows blood dripping from their fingers onto paper in braziers 

(Jackson and McKillop 1985). 
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Finger Amputation 

Figure: Bonampak (México) murals in Room 2. On the right, prisoners await their torture, 

which occurs on the left side of the mural. A captive rubs his fingertips together, as if 

anticipating the action on the left. The finger mutilation takes place on the dead 

prisoner’s right (left side of the mural). The two figures closest to his right side bleed 

from their fingertips. Both hold their hands up as the blood drips down. The captive 

directly to the right of the dead man stares at his wounds (Cano 1999) (Fig. 25).  

Staffs with Hands Carved into Ends 

Figure: Uaxactun (Guatemala) wall painting of Structure A-V. A personage holding a 

staff with a hand on the top (Smith 1950).  

Figure: In the Dresden Codex, the staff-hand combination appears 5 times, in 4 of which 

it is carried by some canine deity. In one instance, this being supports God B, and, in 

others, a jaguar and Gods A and E (Dresden 25a, 26a, 27a, 28a). And, in Dresden 31b, 

God B himself carried this very same staff (Coe 1999). 

Figure: In the Madrid Codex a staff, essentially that shown in the Dresden, occurs once 

(89d) where it is carried by a black deity, who, although blindfolded, might be Schellhas’ 

God M (Coe 1999). 

Handprints 

Figure: At Kabah (México), red positive right and left human handprints found in Rooms 

4 and 5 in Structure 1A1 (Andrews 1990).  

Figure: At Toniná (México), left handprint on the stucco facade of a terrace wall (Vela 

2005). 

Figure: At Tulum (México), red positive right and left human handprints found on the 

Temple of the Frescos. The left hand has seven fingers (Bley 2011).  

Figure: Naj Tunich (Guatemala), positive handprints are known from three areas in the 

cave. One such group contains small handprints possibly belonging to a child. Seven of 

the drawings are line engravings (Stone 1986).  
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Figure: At San Gervasio (México), three red positive left human handprints found on Las 

Manitas shrine (Palka 2001).  

Figure: At Lake Petha (México), one red positive left handprint found on the cliff shrine 

(Maler 1901). 

Figure: At Tikal (Guatemala), graffiti on group 5E-11 depicts three positive right 

handprints encircled by a line (Trik and Kampen 2011). 

Figure: At Actun Uayazba Kab (Belize) there are four (or maybe five) negative black 

handprints. Three are right hands, one is a left hand and the possible fifth is too vague to 

determine (Helmke and Awe 1998). 

Figure: Bonampak (México) Room 3, red positive handprints appear on an exotic fan 

with a circle and a dot (Reyes-Valerio 1993). 

Figure: Dzibilchaltún (México), the Temple of the Seven Dolls. Early period II. Eight right 

human hands were outlined in red-brown pigment on the inner walls of the north shrine. 

The fingers of the hands pointed up. One palm contained an oval of dark red paint, and 

another hand had a glob of pigment above each of the four fingers (Andrews and 

Andrews 1980). 

Phalange Necklace 

Object: Oxkintok (México) excavation from Early to Late Classic period. Found 20 

perforated human phalanges which may have formed a necklace (Palomero Sanchez 

1989).  

Phalanx Whistle 

Object: Cuello (Belize) A biaxially perforated (possible) human phalange, could have 

been pendant or whistle (McSwain et al. 1991). 

Implements with Hands Carved into Ends 

Object: El Perú (Guatemala) Burial 39 found an elaborate bone artifact comprised of 

bone bars very finely carved at each end with faces, flowers, cacao pods and human 

hands (Rich 2011). 
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Object: Aguateca (Guatemala) Carved bone pin with an open hand at one end, 

meticulously showing the lines in the palm and nails. Except for three fingers, it is 

complete. It is made from the long bone of an unidentified large mammal. The shaft of 

the pin was found in four conjoining fragments in addition to a small broken piece on the 

distal end. The carving on the distal end consists of an open right hand, and is missing 

its thumb, index finger and middle finger. Short vertical lines enclosed by two sets of two 

horizontal lines encircle the wrist, as if imitating the cuff of a sleeve (Ishihara 2007). 

Object: Naranjo (Guatemala) unprovenienced tomb, ten pin/awl type objects are 

decorated on the distal end with a hand motif, usually grasping some object. One has a 

circular perforation near the carved end, and others have holes in the “fists” as if they 

had held an object at one time. Some of the bones are name-tagged u puts’ b’aak 

(“her/his weaving bone”) (Ishihara 2007). 

Object: Palenque (México) Group IV, the burial found in front of the J4 structure was 

deposited in a very well worked cyst. Inside the cyst found fragments of bone needles 

and two spatulas topped with a hand, objects used by scribes represented in sculptures 

and polychrome vessels (Barber et al. 2009).  

Object: Piedras Negras (Guatemala) a staff-like object surmounted by a human hand, a 

cuff below the hand, and, on the shaft, two parallel spiraled bands, one of which is 

successively and transversely notched. The hand itself, lacking its little finger, comprises 

an outstretched thumb with the index finger pointing up. The fingernails are present. The 

remaining two fingers are bent to the palm. The cuff is oval in cross-section, while the 

shaft is round (Coe 1959). 

Object: Uaxactun (Guatemala) the shafts of two broken awl-like pieces surmounted by 

human hands, a cuff below the hand, and, on the shaft, two parallel spiraled bands 

(Kidder 1947). 

Object: San José (México) One awl-like piece surmounted by a human hand, a cuff 

below the hand, and, on the shaft, two parallel spiraled bands (Thompson 1939) 

Object: Tikal (Guatemala) one awl-like piece surmounted by a right human hand. The 

index finger is pointing ahead, the third through fifth fingers are either bent over or 
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missing. The opposite end flares out and shows a hand holding a paintbrush emerging 

from the mouth of the Serpent of Xibalba (8154B/8154C) (Kerr 2000) (Fig. 26).  

Figurine with Missing Fingers 

Object: Cueva de Santa Cruz (Guatemala) One vessel was in the form of a human 

female with lid (head) in Late Classic Coban figurine style. The vessel contained an 

obsidian knife and the phalanges of a human hand. The figure forming the body of the 

vessel had only four fingers on her left hand (Dillon et al. 1985; Seler 1904).  

Figurines of Phalanges 

Object: K’antulai (Belize), in the sinkhole called La Cumbre (UTM 856311360). On the 

floor of the chamber at its base were found collections of small figurines that much 

resemble phalanges (finger bones) (Durham et al. 1994). 

Object: Caracól (Belize) a scraper shaped fragment was found in a Late Classic tomb 

within structure M1. It has a smooth surface with a backward L etched onto the surface. 

The fragment looks like a phalanx (Teeter 2001). 

Object: Tres Islas (Guatemala) four ceramic pendants that appear to have been molded 

to resemble human phalanges and strung together into necklaces (Woodfill 2007) 

Object: Cancuen (Guatemala) pendants that appear to have been molded to resemble 

human phalanges (Woodfill 2007). 

Object: Raxruha Viejo (Guatemala) pendants that appear to have been molded to 

resemble human phalanges (Woodfill 2007). 

Isolated Carved Hands 

Object: Copán (Honduras) in the Orpondola Tomb a Spondylus valve carved in the 

shape of a left hand. The hand held a few natural pearls and a few pearls worked into 

beads and powdered cinnabar, which covered both the shell hand and all of the objects 

inside it (Fierer-Donaldson 2012). 

Object: Copán (Honduras) in the Hunal Tob a Spondylus valve carved in the shape of a 

left hand. Found inside the deer effigy ceramic vessel along with evidence of cacao and 
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cinnabar. Two holes near the hinge in the area of the wrist appear to have been added 

in order to haft the hand into a scoop (Bell 2007). 

Object: Uaxactun (Guatemala) one isolated jade right hand has been discovered from 

debris of Structure B-XIII (Kidder 1947).  

Object: Ulua (Honduras) one isolated jade right hand has been discovered. The hand 

has the last third fingers bent over with the thumb and index finger extended out to 

create an “L” shape. (Keleman 1943).  

Object: Nebaj (Guatemala) two isolated jade right hands have been discovered in cache 

14 (Smith and Kidder 1951). 


