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Human sacrifice in ancient Mesoamerica was strongly linked with ritual behaviour and
mythical beliefs. Yet it is rarely possible to explain the mythical associations of archaeo-
logical deposits derived from human sacrifice. In this article, we integrate archaeological,
taphonomic and isotopic analysis to reconstruct the ritual behaviour that resulted in the
formation of a partially cremated primary burial at the Lowland Maya city of Tikal. Tapho-
nomic reconstruction reveals details about the form of death and combustion of two males,
while isotopic studies hint at their probable geographic origin. To explain this ritual, we
assess the relevance of widespread Mesoamerican mythical beliefs about the origin of the
sun and the moon, and discuss the theoretical and methodological issues involved in this
comparison. The burial’s association with an E-Group compound makes it significant for
the interpretation of these specialized architectural arrangements in southern Mesoamerica.
It also pertains to a critical period in Tikal’s history, marked by intensified cultural and
political interaction with the highland Mexican city of Teotihuacan, manifest in this burial
by the presence of imported green obsidian spear points. We propose that this unique context
resulted from a sacrificial reenactment of the mythological birth of the sun and the moon.

Sometime during the fifth century ad, the inhabitants
of the Lowland Maya city of Tikal (Fig. 1) witnessed an
extraordinary sacrificial ritual. Two individuals were
thrown into a pit, especially dug for the purpose and
supplied with sweltering fuel. They may have been
dead or nearly dead when thrown, but it is equally
possible that they died from burning. Their charred re-
mains were left undisturbed inside the pit, which was
filled shortly afterwards. In this article, we interpret
the ritual sacrifice of these victims as a reenactment
of a key episode from Mesoamerican mythology, in
which two heroes immolated themselves in a blazing
pyre or pit oven and emerged as the sun and the moon.

The archaeological context that resulted from this
ritual — labelled Burial PP7TT-01 — offers a rare pos-
sibility to explore the dynamic relation between myth
and ritual in an archaeological context. We approach it

from multiple perspectives that combine taphonomic
and osteological studies of human remains with inter-
pretations derived from the study of Mesoamerican
myths, known from colonial period written texts and
contemporary oral narratives. The former set a solid
foundation for the reconstruction of behaviour that
led to the formation of this sacrificial deposit, while
the latter provide a comparative framework for its
cultural and religious interpretation (López Luján &
Olivier 2010; Tiesler & Cucina 2007). We take into ac-
count the circumstances of death and post-mortem
treatment of the victims, the sustained use of fire and
the architectural setting in which the sacrifice took
place, on the axis of a specialized architectural com-
pound — an E-Group — whose layout has been re-
peatedly explained as related to the solar cycle. The
burial provides clues about the ritual activities that
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Figure 1. Map of Tikal, showing the location of the Seven Temples Plaza and the E-Group of Mundo Perdido. Inset: Map
of Mesoamerica showing the location of Tikal and Teotihuacan. (Based on map by Carr & Hazard 1961.)

took place at the Tikal E-Group, which are relevant for
ongoing discussions about the function and symbol-
ism of Mesoamerican E-Groups in general. Moreover,
the presence of spear points imported from the high-

land Mexican city of Teotihuacan raises the question
of whether this ritual performance was related to the
presence of Teotihuacanos at Tikal during the Early
Classic period.
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The organization of this article requires brief ex-
planation about the way in which we integrate multi-
ple lines of evidence in support of our interpretation.
At the outset, we discuss the theoretical and method-
ological issues raised by the use of myths to interpret
archaeological deposits derived from religious rituals,
and the relation between mythical beliefs, narratives
and rituals in the Mesoamerican context. This is fol-
lowed by the burial’s description and the osteolog-
ical and taphonomic examination of the human re-
mains. These provide a basis to reconstruct the chain
of ritual action that resulted in the formation of this
mortuary assemblage. In this section, we also com-
pare it with related contexts and discuss its possible
connections with Teotihuacan ritual burial practices.
The next heading describes the isotopic analyses con-
ducted on the human remains, which provide clues
about dating and the victims’ geographic origin. Next
we contextualize the burial, exploring the intersection
between architectural setting, mythical beliefs and rit-
ual reenactment at one of Tikal’s major public spaces.
Finally, we discuss the myths that may have served
as models for the ritual performance that resulted
in this burial, and offer final comments on the inte-
gration of multiple lines of evidence that led to our
interpretation.

The archaeology of myth, ritual and human
sacrifice in Mesoamerica

In previous work, Tiesler (2007, 17) noted that most at-
tributes of funerary and post-sacrificial human place-
ments stem from ritualized conduct, i.e. human be-
haviour that enacts elements of a shared ideology.
Manifestations of ritualized mortuary conduct span
the breadth from everyday expressions of ancestor
worship to public performances of non-ancestral re-
ligious liturgies. In particular, primary deposits pre-
serve evidence of the ritual behaviour that preceded
and followed the deposition of human victims. Rel-
evant variables include (a) the spatial settings of the
sacrificial act and the deposition of the remains, which
may or may not coincide, (b) the number of vic-
tims, (c) the causes of death, (d) the victims’ osteobio-
graphic information, including age, sex, health status
and geographic origin, (e) elements of dress and ac-
coutrement, (f) associated offerings, (g) other artefacts
or features that may relate with the sacrificial process,
and (h) other conditions, such as fire exposure, that
may have affected the victims or their remains.

Archaeological and taphonomic studies of these
variables can reveal much about the actions that led
to the final deposition of sacrificial remains, the ‘pre-
cise ritual frameworks dictating what, when, where,

and how the sacrifice must be completed’ (Insoll 2011,
158). Yet the reconstruction of ritual behaviour pro-
vides only a partial explanation for human sacrifice,
a step towards an understanding of the ideology that
made it significant. Further explanations for the ritual
acts of victims and executioners should be phrased in
terms of religious beliefs and worldview, which may
be hard to glean solely from the archaeological record.
As noted by Insoll (2011, 158), ‘beliefs, unattainable
as they might be archaeologically, are locked into
the contexts and deposits’. Careful recourse to tex-
tual and iconographic sources is necessary to un-
derstand the religious beliefs that motivated ritual
performances, and prompted the execution of ritual
killings.

Explanations may be general or specific, depend-
ing on the availability of appropriate sources of in-
formation. A general explanation may be phrased in
terms of broad aspects of the religion and worldview
of the community in question. Specific explanations
refer to beliefs that can be related to discrete ritual
performances and archaeological contexts, addressing
the significance of particular features in the deposits.
This level of explanation is best achieved when there
is prior knowledge of a society’s religion and ritual
practices from textual sources, iconographic evidence
and ethnographic analogy. The available information
must be properly assessed to posit credible links with
archaeological contexts (Fogelin 2007, 56; Insoll 2011,
160).

Myths are important constituents of religious be-
lief and practice, but their relationship with ritual,
and their applicability for archaeological interpreta-
tion have been debated. As explained by Alfredo
López Austin, there is no simple connection between
mythical narrative and ritual act. Instead, the rela-
tionship may be visualized as a triangle in which
mythical beliefs form the principal vertex, while rit-
ual and narrative occupy the others. The latter are
not simple expressions of mythical beliefs, but ‘semi-
autonomous systems with functions, structures, laws,
and even their own history’ (López Austin 1993, 88).
While mythical narratives often find significant corre-
lates in ritual practice, they do not explain every aspect
of ritual. Conversely, some features of the archaeologi-
cal deposits that result from ritual performance can be
interpreted by reference to passages in mythical narra-
tives, while other aspects may remain unexplained, or
may find better correlates in technological, economic
or political facets of social life.

Insoll (2004, 124–6) noted that myths are rarely
used as sources of evidence in the archaeology of re-
ligion, partly due to the rejection of fringe tenden-
cies. Yet, both he (2004, 119–28) and Fogelin (2007)
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review instances in which archaeological remains
have been interpreted in the light of mythical beliefs,
with greater or lesser success. A common obstacle is
the lack of detailed records of the mythical beliefs
and narratives of the community under study. Except
in well-documented, historic societies, interpretations
depend on textual records from related communities
that are more or less distant in time and space, and
may be separated by linguistic and ethnic barriers
from the community under study. Clearly, this ap-
proach can only be applied if there are demonstra-
ble links between the archaeological remains and the
communities in which the narratives and beliefs were
recorded.

A related problem involves the fluidity of myth-
ical narratives, which are unlikely to remain un-
changed through centuries, even within relatively sta-
ble communities. In a thorough analysis of Mesoamer-
ican myths, Alfredo López Austin (1993, 249–50) dis-
tinguished the ‘nodal subjects’ that form the struc-
tural core of myths, as opposed to the ‘adventurous
subjects’ — narrative incidents that may vary in every
version, depending on regional, temporal, and even
individual tastes and logic. The nodal subjects are
those that prove to be especially resilient and, there-
fore, more likely to be present in ancient versions of
the myths. They can be detected through the com-
parative study of parallel episodes that reappear in
multiple versions. Archaeological interpretations that
rely on comparisons with adventurous subjects taken
from particular versions of myths are generally less
plausible, except in cases where the mythical narra-
tives are close in time and space to the ritual contexts
under study. In our view, myths are best applied to ar-
chaeological interpretation in cases where the archae-
ological assemblages can be related with the nodal
subjects of myths.

While there are many lacunae in the study of
Classic Maya religion and mythology, a substantial
base of information has been assembled from multi-
ple sources that include archaeological research, epi-
graphic interpretations of hieroglyphic inscriptions,
iconographic studies of religious imagery, historical
analysis of colonial-period textual sources, and ethno-
graphic studies of contemporary Maya religion (Coe
1973; Freidel et al. 1993; Houston et al. 2006; Schele
& Miller 1986; Taube 1992; Thompson 1970). Maya
religion and ritual are strongly rooted in the wider
framework of the Mesoamerican Religious Tradition,
a term coined by López Austin to encompass the broad
range of variation of religious beliefs and practices
of Mesoamerican peoples that nevertheless, share es-
sential commonalities, extending across temporal and
spatial boundaries, and intersecting the region’s eth-

nic and linguistic diversity (López Austin 1993; 2002;
2008).

Human sacrifice, performed in the context
of complex religious rituals, was widespread in
Mesoamerica since ancient times. Iconographic and
archaeological evidence provide abundant informa-
tion on the modes of human sacrifice, allowing partial
reconstructions of the associated rituals. However, the
richest documentation of Mesoamerican sacrificial rit-
uals comes from sixteenth-century texts that describe
the religious feasts of the Mexica (Aztec) of highland
Mexico. For our purposes, it is important to note that
the Mexica feasts were closely related to mythical be-
liefs and narratives (Broda 1970; 1971; Broda et al. 1987;
Graulich 1999, 19). Mexica sacrificial rituals often in-
volved the embodiment of the gods by sacrificial vic-
tims, the teteo imixiptlahuan, ‘images of the gods’. The
victims were war captives or slaves, ritually trans-
formed into the gods’ incarnations. They were attired
with the gods’ attributes and received appropriate
veneration until their sacrifice, which replicated the
mythical death of the gods (Clendinnen 1995, 248–53;
López Austin 2008, 53). While this practice is espe-
cially well documented for the Mexica, there are indi-
cations that it was extended throughout Mesoamerica.
Pereira (2010, 260) noted its presence in west Mex-
ico, according to passages in the sixteenth-century
Relación de Michoacán that explain how sacrificial
victims were believed to embody gods, were given
blood to drink — the divine sustenance par excellence
— and walked voluntarily to be executed.

Deity impersonation is also attested in Classic
Maya hieroglyphic texts, although extant references
are mainly concerned with impersonation by the kings
— a practice that is also attested among the Mexica
(Clendinnen 1995, 249). The kings frequently imper-
sonated gods in the context of ritual dances and, in-
terestingly, when performing as executioners in sac-
rificial rituals, although these kingly rituals did not
lead to the impersonators’ sacrifice (Houston 2006,
146). The inscriptions contain no explicit statements
of Classic Maya sacrifice of deity impersonators, al-
though war captives that were likely destined for sac-
rifice were sometimes portrayed with the attributes
of gods (e.g. Miller & Martin 2004, 182). The sacrifice
of gods is well represented in the Postclassic Maya
codices, perhaps alluding to sacrificial rituals that in-
volved deity impersonation (Vail & Hernández 2007).

The spatial setting of human sacrifice was cru-
cial. Accounts of the Mexica feasts describe the move-
ments of the victims through the city and some-
times across the surrounding landscape in the valley
of Mexico. Victims were killed at specific locations
that in some cases can be explained by reference to
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Figure 2. The E-Group compound of Mundo Perdido and the Seven Temples Plaza, Tikal, during the Manik II phase
(based on Laporte and Fialko 1995, 59). Buildings and plazas to the west and south were omitted for clarity.

mythical landscapes. Major architectural compounds
replicated mythical places and served as setting for rit-
ual reenactment. The Great Temple of Mexico was con-
ceived as an architectural embodiment of Coatepec,
the mountain where the major god Huitzilopochtli
was born. Discrete sections of the building had names
that coincided with locations in the mythical moun-
tain, and the associated sculptures represented char-
acters known from versions of the myth (Broda et al.
1987, 55–7; López Austin & López Luján 2009; Seler
1996, 96). Thus, the temple recreated the landscape in
which the primeval deeds of the gods were believed
to have taken place.

Burial PP7TT-01 offers the rare possibility of as-
sociating a sacrificial deposit with the architectural
setting in which the ritual killing was performed. The
undisturbed condition of the deposit allows the possi-
bility of building arguments about its probable myth-
ical model, based on the archaeological, taphonomic
and osteobiographic analysis described in the follow-
ing paragraphs.

The formation and transformation of Burial
PP7TT-01

Burial PP7TT-01 came to light in 2004, during a ran-
dom test-pit program conducted by Oswaldo Gómez
in the Seven Temples Plaza at Tikal (Fig. 2; Gómez
2006). Upon encountering charred human remains,
the excavation was enlarged, revealing the outline of
a round pit, with a diameter of 1 × 0.8 m and a depth
of 1.10 m, with abundant signs of burning (Fig. 3).
The burial assemblage was then excavated in four
arbitrary layers, labelled A, B, BC and BD (Fig. 4).
During skeletal exposure, each anatomical segment
was drawn to scale with the help of a grid, and num-
bered according to layer. The drafts were then trans-
ferred to a layered 1:2 tracing. After exposing the full
depth of the deposit, the remains of two individuals
— designated as 1A and 1B — were gradually recov-
ered in four horizontal layers. In an initial assessment,
Gómez (2006, 787–9) described it as a primary burial
resulting from ritual sacrifice, and suggested that both
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Figure 3. (Colour online) Burial PP7TT-01 during
excavation. (Photograph: Oswaldo Gómez, Proyecto Plaza
de los Siete Templos de Tikal.)

individuals were thrown in the blazing pit while still
alive.

A detailed re-examination of the remains was
conducted at Tikal in 2011 (Tiesler et al. 2011). Af-
ter cleaning and sampling for special analyses, the
human remains were laid out and information on
surface colour, erosion and anthropogenic changes
were recorded, specifically targeting the characteris-
tics of combustion (following Duday 2009, 145–53; see
also Chávez Balderas 2007). The Minimum Number
of Individuals (MNI) was determined from fragment
counts (Adams & Byrd 2008; Bello & Andrews 2006, 1–
3). The skeletal inventory was employed jointly with
the graphic record and the field notes to determine
the original placement of each body. The interment
sequence and further potential cultural disturbances
were explored. Input on peri- and post-mortem body
processing was derived from the principles of human
taphonomy as outlined above; examination of anthro-
pogenic marks left on the bony surfaces was also un-
dertaken, as described by Pijoán & Mansilla (1997),
Turner & Turner (1999) and White (1992), with atten-
tion to previous taphonomic observations from the
Maya Lowlands (Tiesler 2007).

General osteological procedures were based on
osteometry and macroscopic observation aided by a
magnification glass, and histology of undecalcified
bone. Common parameters were used to determine
age, sex and stature, as described by Angel and Cis-
neros (2004), Buikstra and Ubelaker (1994) and Steele
and Bramblett (1988). The presence, degree and type
of artificial cranial vault modification was scored, fol-
lowing the scheme established by Imbelloni (Dembo

Figure 4a. Burial PP7TT-01, excavation layers A and B.
The colors correspond to degrees of fire exposure. Purple
corresponds to artefacts. (Drawings: Bioarch
Laboratory/UADY.)

& Imbelloni 1938) and adjusted by Romano (1965),
and Tiesler (2012; 2014).

Individuals 1A and 1B
The recovered anatomical segments were poorly pre-
served and highly fragmented, reflecting their intense
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Figure 4b. Burial PP7TT-01, excavation layers BC and
BD. The colours correspond to degrees of fire exposure.
Purple corresponds to artefacts. (Drawings: Bioarch
Laboratory/UADY.)

heat exposure, which was stronger in the lower part
of the deposit and affected the skeletal parts of the
extremities more than those of the trunks. The MNI
was two, including the bone scatters from the bottom
of the context. We identified one adult individual (1B)
and one adolescent (1A), both still partially articu-

Figure 5. Artist’s reconstruction of Burial PP7TT-01: (a)
outline of cremation pit; (b) Individual 1B; (c) Individual
1A; (d) sherd fragment; (e) obsidian points. (Drawing:
Belem Ceballos.)

lated. Figure 5 shows a hypothetical reconstruction of
the position of both victims in the fire pit.

The remains of Individual 1A appeared in the
assemblage’s upper layer (Layer A), although nu-
merous isolated bone fragments percolated into the
perimeter of the lower layers (B and BC), mingling
with the blackened bone segments of the second indi-
vidual. Despite the sustained heat-inflicted damage,
the head, trunk and proximal appendicular segments
were still articulated and rested lying face down, with
a marked hyperextension of the lumbar spine. This
disposition did not result from a cultural arrangement,
but from the sustained heat exposure of this body in
a fleshed state. Muscle contraction during combus-
tion produced a characteristic ‘pugilistic’ pose, with
the spine and head bent back and the extremities in a
semiflexed state (Symes et al. 2008). Taken together, the
combustion attributes speak of sustained but partial
incineration or cremation of a fleshed body (following
Duday 2009, 145–53; see also Chávez Balderas 2007).
In our case, fire exposure implied high temperatures
and was prolonged but did not lead to full-body con-
sumption. The final disposure of skeletal elements ar-
gues for a primary cremation deposit, which implies
that the remains were left in situ. In the thanatologi-
cal literature, this type of burial is known as bustum,
named after Roman burials that contained sealed cre-
mation pyres or pits (Duday 2009, 152–3).
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Figure 6. (Colour online) Right rib shaft of Individual 1A, showing irregularly-shaped lesion in green bone. (Photograph:
Vera Tiesler.)

The relatively large size of the appendicular
segments of Individual 1A together with the rela-
tively rugged expression of muscle-insertion areas
and the robust morphology of the mandible, sug-
gests that, in life, this youngster was probably male.
Concretely, the mandible displays a relatively square
chin (Hernández & Peña 2010 for sexing pre-Hispanic
Mexican juvenile series) and the angle established be-
tween the horizontal and ascending mandibular ra-
mus comes close to 90 degrees. Given the problems
attached to sexing juvenile skeletons macroscopically,
this is a preliminary assessment that we expect to ver-
ify through future DNA analysis. The state of dental
maturation, combined with that of epiphyseal closure,
suggests an age-at-death of 10 to 14 years. One right
rib shaft exhibits an unhealed, irregularly-shaped le-
sion in green bone, adjacent to the superior border.
The defect caused the rib to split along its grain and
protrude posteriorly. It could have resulted from the
tension of high heat exposure or, more probably, given
the homogeneous morphology of this segment and
its partial peeling off, from peri-mortem sharp force
trauma (Fig. 6).

The partially articulated skeleton of a robust
male, identified as Individual 1B, was uncovered di-
rectly beneath Individual 1A (Fig. 7). The remains
of his articulated, albeit heavily heat-exposed trunk
rested some 20 cm below Individual 1A. The soft tis-
sue that his torso retained during the combustion pro-
cess must have shielded the youngster’s body, reduc-
ing fire damage in those anatomical parts that came
to lie on top of him. Like his companion, Individ-
ual 1B lay on his chest with an abnormally arched
column and the head unnaturally bent backward. In
the burial, his mandible rested on the ground. Like
the youngster on top, his extremities show the signs
of sustained exposure to high temperatures (>500°C)
by their colour, fragmentation and breakage pattern

Figure 7. (Colour online) Individual 1B in situ, showing
abnormally arched column, with head facing forward.
(Photograph: Oswaldo Gómez, Proyecto Plaza de los Siete
Templos de Tikal.)

(Figs. 7–9). In addition, the lateral rotation and flex-
ion of the articulated right femur with regard to the
pelvic girdle is most probably the consequence of ten-
sions created during combustion. Taken together, the
taphonomy of Individual 1B speaks of a prolonged,
direct fire exposure, which led to the skeletoniza-
tion and fragmentation of the appendicular body seg-
ments but left the consumption of the trunk incom-
plete. Like his companion, Individual B is a primary
deposit.

The remains of this corpse spanned layers B, BC
and BD, mixed with isolated fragments from Indi-
vidual 1A, scattered in the perimeter of layers B and
BC. Pelvic morphology corresponds to a male, as ev-
idenced by the narrow sciatic notch and the angle es-
tablished by both ischiopubic rami, the missing ven-
tral arc and the general narrow and high conformation
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Figure 8. (Colour online) Cranium of Individual 1B,
showing slight cranial vault modification. (Photograph:
Vera Tiesler.)

of the iliac bones. This sex determination is confirmed
by the robust cranial morphology of the individual,
which shows eminent mastoid processes and a supra-
nasal crest. The age-at-death estimation between 35
and 40 years is founded on the combined assessment
of the morphology of the pubic symphyses and auric-
ular surfaces, as described in Buikstra and Ubelaker
(1994). Our stature estimate of 163.5 cm is the aver-
age of estimations, established from the right and left
proximal femoral segment (Genovés, in Angel & Cis-
neros 2004; Steele & Bramblett 1988). This stature is
relatively tall for Maya males (Márquez & del Angel
1997; Tiesler 2001), but should be taken with caution
due to the calculation method used to infer stature
from bone segments. The skull vault of Individual 1B
had been culturally modified during infancy (Fig. 8).
The morphological changes were relatively slight and
produced by anteroposterior compression in a cradle
device, resulting in a shortened skullcap and a visi-
bly flattened forehead. This artificial head form was
common all over Mesoamerica at that time, making it
difficult to associate the morphology with any specific
geographic or cultural affiliation (Tiesler 2014). The
forehead has a number of healed impacts, probably
inflicted years before his death. Extensive periosteal
reactions and thickening of the lower leg bones sug-
gests sustained systemic inflammatory or metabolic
disease.

Heat exposure
Taken together, the anatomical distribution and the
extent and type of heat damage of both skeletons war-

Figure 9. (Colour online) Signs of sustained combustion
in a fleshed state in Individual 1B: (a) tension fracture in
green bone, colour bands and signs of charring in the neck
of the right femur, which was found still articulated to the
iliac bone; (b) warping (transversal fissures) and whitish
external colouration of femoral cremated fragment; (c)
tibial shaft of Individual 1B, showing periosteal reaction
and thickening, along with signs of charring and
cremation of green bone. Transverse lines at either end are
venous impressions. (Photographs: Vera Tiesler.)
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Figure 10. (Colour online) Histological sections of
cross-sectional sample PP7T-B26 (tibia; X20 with
polarization and auxiliary filter). The bone substrate
shows layered charring and enlargement of voids.
(Photograph: Vera Tiesler.)

rant a hypothetical reconstruction of the assemblage’s
formation processes. Its clear delimitation, intrusive
nature and massive ash contents, together with the
articulated, primary nature of both human bodies,
which share one single mortuary space, suggest the
following scenario. A pit was dug to a depth of 1 m,
supplied with wood or charcoal, and ignited as a pit
pyre (McKinley 2008; Symes et al. 2008, 24). A middle-
aged, robust male, identified as Individual 1B, was
introduced in the sweltering pit, and burned under
extreme heat conditions. After some time (although
as part of the same event) he was followed by the
youngster, whose body came to rest immediately on
top of the first. This interpretation is upheld by the dis-
tribution of the heat marks, which are more intense in
the lower parts of each body (Fig. 4), and in the bony
segments that were not shielded by thick packages of
soft tissue. Specific signs of green-bone combustion
include warping, contraction fractures, sandwiching
and banding, which were recorded in both skeletons
(Fig. 9). Histological sections also revealed signs of
sustained fire exposure in green bone, which show the
layered effects of charring and heat-related enlarge-
ment of voids (Fig. 10). As already argued above, the
combined combustion attributes speak of a sustained
but partial cremation of two fleshed bodied in one sin-
gle process (Chávez Balderas 2007; Duday 2009, 145).
Fire exposure was direct, prolonged and implied high
temperatures (above 500°C), but did not lead to the
full consumption of either body.

Altogether, the simultaneous placement of two
individuals, their biological and taphonomic profiles,

and the connotation of the burial space imply a ritual,
most probably sacrificial event. Related examples are
known in Mesoamerican mortuary contexts (Chávez
Balderas 2007; López Luján & Olivier 2010; Tiesler &
Cucina 2007). We can only speculate about how and
where the two individuals met their death. The pres-
ence of obsidian knives and blades in the deposit,
and the lesion in the rib of Individual 1A suggest that
they may have been killed right before or during their
collocation on the pyre, by stabbing, heart extraction
and/or throat slashing. Full decapitation is unlikely
given the lack of cut marks and presence of the ar-
ticulated first vertebrae and skull segments. There is
also a possibility that they were wounded but still
alive when thrown into the pyre. A related question
involves their placement in the restricted space of the
pit. Individual 1B either entered the pyre in a stand-
ing or fully flexed position, or flexed forward rapidly,
as initially suggested by Gómez (2006). The execu-
tioners then placed the smaller individual 1A over
his companion’s scorched body. The excavation re-
vealed no indications of a frame or scaffold that might
have been used during the process. Both individuals
burned together for some time, until fire disintegrated
parts of their bodies, while the trunks were scorched
but remained partly unscathed (for comparisons, see
McKinley 2008; Symes et al. 2008, 24).

Post-cremation history
The lack of evidence of human or animal disturbance
indicates that, after the fire ceased, the pit was left in
place with its human and artefactual contents, filled
with earth and ashes, and sealed within a short pe-
riod of time. This makes Burial PP7TT-01 one of very
few cremated primary deposits (bustum) known in
Mesoamerica. As discussed below, multiple deposits
of this sort are even less common. Intriguingly, Indi-
vidual 1A’s cranium was entirely absent, and must
have been extracted prior to the burial’s sealing, es-
pecially considering the good preservation of the
mandible. A metate and fragmentary sherds were also
introduced, perhaps unintentionally, and became part
of the deposit’s upper stratigraphic layer. These ob-
jects exhibit no heat exposure, unlike the objects found
deeper in the pit, most of which showed clear signs of
discolouration, charring and/or smoking. No further
disturbance was noticeable.

Associated artefacts
Burial PP7TT-01 was not supplied with identifiable
mortuary offerings per se. The only items of per-
sonal adornment were the shell ear spools of In-
dividual 1B, possibly decorated with minute green-
stone flakes (Gómez 2006). The deposit included four
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Figure 11. (Colour online) Obsidian bifacial points from
Burial PP7TT-01. Points a–c are made of green obsidian
from Pachuca, Mexico. (Photographs: Oswaldo Chinchilla
Mazariegos.)

obsidian spear points, three of which were made of
green obsidian from the Pachuca source, located 50
km northeast of Teotihuacan (Fig. 11). Two of them
were Stemmed B type points imported from Teoti-
huacan (Spence 1996). The third is a smaller stemmed
point, also made of green obsidian. The fourth is a
small, fish-shaped point of grey obsidian from an un-
determined source. In addition, there were a small
number of green obsidian blade segments.

These artefacts may have been employed dur-
ing the sacrificial process, although it is equally pos-
sible that they were placed there for other reasons.
The apparent rib lesion of Individual 1A may have
been inflicted with one of these points, although we
cannot confirm this supposition. They may also have
been used by the victims themselves or by their exe-
cutioners for penance involving bloodletting, during
the course of rituals preceding their final killing. Be
that as it may, their final inclusion in the burial can-
not be explained simply by their possible use during
the ritual process. Moholy-Nagy (1999) noted only

a few green obsidian prismatic blades and débitage
fragments in the Tikal burials and caches. No posi-
tively identified Stemmed B points were present in
her sample, although she found possible fragments.
Elsewhere, Stemmed B points and other fine green ob-
sidian bifaces are known at Kaminaljuyú in the high-
lands, and at the lowland sites of Uaxactun, Pacbitun,
Altun Ha and Caracol (Chase & Chase 2010; 2011;
Spence 1996). Considering their rarity at Tikal, it seems
unlikely that these points would have been left there
without a purpose. In an assessment of Teotihuacan
obsidian in the Maya area, Spence (1996, 32) noted
‘the artifacts generally appear in contexts that suggest
their use as symbols to express some form of affilia-
tion with Teotihuacán’. The utilization of these points
during this ritual, and their deposition in the burial
may have been intended to signal a connection of the
executioners, the victims, or the ritual itself with the
highland Mexican city.

Comparisons
The ritual departed in various ways from Lowland
Maya practices. The evidence of fire exposure is rare
at best among reverentially motivated primary de-
posits in Classic Maya funerary archaeology, despite
reiterative references to fire ceremonies and smoking
events in the inscriptions (Eberl 2005; Fitzsimmons
2009; Stuart 1998; Tiesler 2007, 28; Weiss-Krejci 2006).
Most of the documented fire-exposed assemblages ap-
pear in elite contexts. In some of them, the remains ap-
pear to be superficially blackened; others are charred
or partially cremated as part of tomb re-entry ritu-
als (Chase & Chase 2003; Fitzsimmons 2009, 142–60;
Houston et al. 2003; Weiss-Krejci 2006). Conversely,
many extra-funerary cache assemblages contain hu-
man remains exposed to fire in different forms and
states of preservation (Medina & Sánchez 2007; Tiesler
2007; Weiss-Krejci 2010). Unfortunately, their diverse
origin, along with their fragmentary and highly dis-
turbed nature, makes generalizations on their ritual
processing highly problematic. At Tikal itself, par-
tially cremated human deposits were documented
among the problematic deposits recorded during the
explorations of the University of Pennsylvania and
the Proyecto Nacional Tikal (e.g. Coe 1990; Iglesias
Ponce de León 2003; Laporte 1999; Weiss-Krejci 2010;
Wright 2002). Unfortunately, no detailed information
is available regarding the primary or secondary nature
of these assemblages. By contrast, Laporte and Fialko
(1995) did not report cremations among the sacrifi-
cial burials deposited in earlier stages of the E-Group
compound associated with Burial PP7TT-01.

Primary cremation contexts are rare in world
archaeology, in contrast with the more common,
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secondary disposal of cremated remains, usually in
urns. Few examples are known in Mesoamerica, de-
spite the abundance of secondary, unarticulated cre-
mation deposits at many sites (Chávez Balderas 2007,
138–45; Iglesias Ponce de León 2003; Lucero & Gibbs
2007). One site where they are present is Teotihua-
can, where Cid Beziez and colleagues (1999, 301, 334)
recorded undisturbed primary cremation deposits
with evidence of low heat exposure (below 800°C), but
there are no indications about their ritual or ancestral
quality (Cabrera Castro 1999, 520; Chávez Balderas
2007, 139–40). Apart from the above, we did not find
published reports of double or multiple primary cre-
mations in highland Mexico. This absence may find
explanation in the rarity of this anthropogenic treat-
ment, but it may also be due to insufficient tapho-
nomic recording.

The closest comparison for Burial PP7TT-01
comes from the Northeast Acropolis of the Low-
land Maya site of Caracol, where Chase and Chase
(2010; 2011) describe the Early Classic Special Deposit
C117F-1, dated c. ad 330. This pit pyre was slightly
larger and its temperature clearly exceeded that of the
Tikal case. It contained the remains of one adult, one
adolescent, and possibly a third individual of sub-
adult age. While the authors report signs of intense
fire and a thick layer of carbonized wood at the bot-
tom of the pit, they remain uncertain about the pri-
mary or secondary nature of the deposit, arguing poor
bone preservation. In contrast with the deposit from
Tikal, this pit was packed with offerings that included
20 ceramic vessels, shell artefacts, a haematite mirror
and a complete mano and metate. Yet the parallel be-
tween the cremations at both sites is underlined by the
presence of green obsidian artifacts — two knives, six
points and fifteen blades — in the Caracol cremation.

Chase and Chase (2011, 13) suggest that the Cara-
col deposit evidences knowledge and emulation of
Teotihuacan ritual practices, and elaborate on the dis-
play of economic, religious and political power evi-
denced by the disposition of valuable goods of local
and foreign provenance. The deposit from Tikal war-
rants a similar interpretation, not only because of the
presence of green obsidian artefacts imported from
Teotihuacan, but also because it harboured patent ev-
idence of primary double cremation. Moreover, the
date of these burials coincides with a period of inten-
sified contacts with the highland Mexican city, which
were especially strong at Tikal, although their precise
nature is the subject of an ongoing debate (Braswell
2003; Stuart 2000). The burial may have resulted from
a Maya emulation of Teotihuacan ritual practices or,
conceivably, it may have been enacted at Tikal by in-
comers of Teotihuacan origin.

While compelling, these interpretations find
meagre support in the absence of precise counter-
parts at Teotihuacan itself, where no example of a dou-
ble primary cremation has been identified. Moreover,
there is no clear association of obsidian points with
primary cremated burials at that site. In any case, it
appears that the Tikal and Caracol deposits were part
of an Early Classic trend of limited duration in the
Maya Lowlands.

Isotopic studies

Isotopic analyses were conducted to date the burial
and determine the victims’ geographic origin. A
charred wood sample from the fire pit, analysed by
Beta Analytic (sample TIKAL B58 B1) yielded a δ13C
value of –24.3 parts per thousand, typical of hard-
wood trees in the Maya region. It yielded a cali-
brated radiocarbon date of 1530±30 bp, converted to
cal. ad 430 to 600. The dating was consistent with
a lone ceramic fragment recovered from the deposit,
identified by Gómez as a Lucha Incised dish, corre-
sponding to the Early Classic Manik ceramic complex
(Culbert 1993, fig. 135). The combined data suggest
that the ritual took place during the Manik 3 phase,
dated by Laporte and Fialko between ad 400 and
550.

For 87Sr/86Sr isotopic measurements in Individ-
ual 1A, we used one tooth enamel sample taken from
the first upper molar and one humeral bone sample.
Only one femoral sample was taken from Individual
1B’s skeletal remains. The tooth sample was measured
also for carbon (δ13C) and oxygen (δ18O) isotopes that,
respectively, provide supplementary information on
diet and geographic origin.

Samples were mechanically cleaned. Small bone
samples weighing approximately 0.25 g were repeat-
edly sonicated for 10 minutes until the distilled water
was clear. The process was then repeated in 5 per
cent acetic acid. The cleaned fragments were then
ashed to powder for eight hours at 750°C. Clean pow-
dered enamel samples of –2 to 5 mg were dissolved
in 5M HNO3, and the Sr fraction was purified using
EiChrom SrSpec resin and elution with HNO3, fol-
lowed by H2O. The Sr was then placed on single Re
filaments and analysed using a VG (Micromass) Sec-
tor 54 thermal ionization mass spectrometer (TIMS) at
the University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill. Inter-
nal precision for 87Sr/86Sr analyses is typically 0.0006
to 0.0009 per cent standard error, <±0.000006>. Sev-
eral milligrams of powdered enamel were sent to the
University of Arizona Isotope Geochemistry Labora-
tory, where oxygen and carbon isotopes in enamel
carbonate were measured simultaneously, using an
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Table 1. Results of isotopic measurements on the samples from Tikal Burial PP7TT-01.

Burial Age/Sex Material Element 87Sr/86Sr δ13C δ18O

PP7T-1A Adolescent, probably male bone humerus 0.7079

PP7T-1A enamel URM1 0.7078 −4.96 −2.65

PP7T-1B Middle-aged male bone femur 0.7061

automated carbonate preparation device (KIEL-III)
coupled to a gas-ratio mass spectrometer (Finnigan
MAT 252). Powdered samples were reacted with de-
hydrated phosphoric acid under vacuum at 70°C in
the presence of silver foil. The isotope ratio mea-
surement was calibrated, based on repeated measure-
ments of NBS-19 and NBS-18 and the precision was
±0.1 parts per thousand for δ18O and ±0.06 parts per
thousand for δ13C (1 sd).

Table 1 shows the results of these analyses. The
strontium isotopic values in Individual 1A measured
0.7079 (enamel) and 0.7078 (bone), while the isotopic
value form the bone sample of Individual 1B scored
0.7061. Carbon and oxygen isotopes were measured
only in the enamel sample of Individual 1A, because
of problems of contamination in bone and potential
fractionation of these lighter isotopes under condi-
tions of heat. The results indicate a value of –4.96 for
the first and –2.65 for the latter.

To interpret these results, it is essential to con-
sider the isotopic background of the Central Peten and
the Maya region more generally. Because of an age-
dependent trend in marine carbonates, the Sr isotopic
characteristics of the region can be directly inferred
from the well-defined Cretaceous-to-Quaternary sea-
water 87Sr/86Sr values, which increase northwards
from approximately 0.7070 in the southern Cretaceous
carbonates to 0.7092 in the latest Quaternary deposits
of the northern coasts (Hess et al. 1986; Hodell et al.
2004; Price et al. 2008). The lowest 87Sr/86Sr values in
Mesoamerica, in the range of 0.703–0.704, come from
the Quaternary volcanics of basaltic composition in
the Tuxtla Mountains of Veracruz. The highest ratios
are likely to be those of the Maya Mountains in the
southeastern part of the Maya region where there are
relatively ancient rocks with 87Sr/86Sr ratios in the
range of 0.711–0.712 (Hodell et al. 2004; Price et al.
2008).

Tikal is in the middle of an extensive region
underlain by limestones of Cretaceous age. Because
the local strontium should be derived predominately
from the underlying bedrock, the local 87Sr/86Sr range
should be approximately that of Cretaceous seawa-
ter, approximately 0.7078 (e.g. Howarth & McArthur
1997). Our own baseline assessment for Tikal is ap-
proximately 0.7078–0.7080 (Price et al. 2008), in ac-
cordance with the local estimate made by Wright

(2005; 2012) in her studies of human mobility at
Tikal.

Oxygen isotopes have been used in a number of
studies in Mesoamerica (e.g. Price et al. 2008; White
et al. 1998; 2001; 2007; Wright & Schwarcz 1998) and
there is a nascent data base from major archaeolog-
ical sites. More importantly, variation within sites is
generally less than among sites, demonstrating the po-
tential for useful signals of mobility and provenience.
There is a strong distinction among sites depending on
whether their rainfall is predominantly from the At-
lantic and Gulf of Mexico (–1 to –7 parts per thousand)
or from the Pacific (–9 parts per thousand). There is
also a crude trend corresponding with distance in-
land and elevation, with lower coastal regions (–1 to
–4 parts per thousand) at the lighter end and interior
sites heavier (–5 to –7 parts per thousand), as would
be expected. Oxygen isotopes from the enamel at Tikal
should be at the heavy end of the spectrum (c. –1 to
–4 parts per thousand δ18Oapatite) due to the low el-
evation, low latitude, and especially due to the local
presence of small lakes, which provide water heavier
than that of local rainfall.

Carbon isotopes should reflect the consumption
of maize, a C4 plant, as a primary dietary component.
Carbon isotope ratios in enamel apatite are expected to
be at the heavy end of the isotope range for δ13Capatite
with values between –5 and 0 parts per thousand.

Our seriated 87Sr/86Sr values for the bone and
enamel provide possible scenarios for the provenience
of these two individuals. Figure 12 shows the stron-
tium isotope ratios for all human samples from Tikal
(Wright 2012) and includes the new values from the
two individuals under investigation here. Individual
1A has both bone and enamel values (0.7079 and
0.7078 respectively) that fall within the range of the
local Tikal population, between 0.7078 and 0.7080. In-
dividual PP7T-1B with a value of 0.7061 lies below
the local range at Tikal appears to be non-local. His
lower value suggests that he came recently from a re-
gion to the south of Tikal but probably still within
the limestone lowlands (if this were to represent the
place of recent adult residence). This is a very low
value, however, for the Maya region in general and
may be more representative of the southern high-
lands of Guatemala or the Copan region to the east,
in Honduras. Another possibility is highland Mexico,
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Figure 12. (Colour online) Distribution of strontium
isotope ratios (87Sr/86Sr) for all human samples from
Tikal. Bone and enamel samples from Individuals 1A and
1B are highlighted. (Modified from Wright 2005.)

especially in view of the burial’s links with Teotihua-
can artefacts and burial practices. However, given that
the strontium value of Individual 1B was taken from
bone, the ante-mortem timing of residential shift is rele-
vant to interpret possible origins. A residential history
at or near Teotihuacan may have led to the values as-
certained in this study, depending on the ante-mortem
timing of residential change. Naturally, this is only
one possibility among others, and we expect to test
it through future isotopic examination of Individual
1B’s enamel. At any rate, there is little doubt that the
individual is non-local.

The analysed tooth for Individual 1A falls well
within the local range of Tikal in the values of
87Sr/86Sr, δ18Oapatite, and δ13Capatite. Figure 13 is a plot
of 87Sr/86Sr vs δ18Oapatite for the human enamel sam-
ples from Tikal, based on Wright’s analysis (2012,
fig. 6). Individual 1A clearly falls in the middle of this
group. We cannot distinguish this individual from
those locally born at Tikal, and moreover, we can
distinguish him from those born farther north (with
higher 87Sr/86Sr and lighter δ18Oapatite) and farther
south (with lower 87Sr/86Sr and lighter δ18Oapatite).
Thus we argue that this individual was local to the
Tikal region while Individual 1B was not.

Architectural setting

The architectural setting is key to understanding the
ritual significance of Burial PP7TT-01. Its location and

dating led Gómez to link it with the E-Group com-
pound known as Mundo Perdido. The label ‘E-Group’
derives from the early recognition of Group E at the
site of Uaxactún as a specialized architectural assem-
blage, whose layout and orientation suggested solar
connotations (Blom 1924; Ricketson & Ricketson 1937;
Ruppert 1940). E-Groups consist of an open plaza
with a square pyramid on the west side, and a long
rectangular platform on the east side. In the best-
known examples, including Tikal and Uaxactún, the
west pyramid has stairways on the four sides, while
the east platform supports three symmetrically dis-
tributed temples. E-Groups may include additional
buildings, such as temples or range structures on the
northern and southern sides of the plaza; ball courts
and triadic compounds are sometimes found in their
vicinity (Chocón 2013; Fialko 1988; Flores Esquivel &
Šprajc 2008; Laporte & Fialko 1995).

Laporte and Fialko (1995) emphasized the im-
portance of the E-Group’s ‘normative axis’, an imagi-
nary east–west line that ran through the center of the
west pyramid, the plaza and the east platform. The
normative axis served as a key guideline dictating
the compound’s growth pattern for more than a thou-
sand years. The Tikal E-Group’s symmetric shape and
orientation around the normative axis remained un-
changed through six major construction stages span-
ning the Preclassic (700 bc–ad 200) and Early Classic
periods (ad 200–550). Both the west pyramid and the
east platform were enlarged without encroaching on
the plaza, whose size and shape remained basically
unchanged. The marked conservatism of this growth
pattern was broken only in the Late Classic period,
when Structure 5D-87 was built between the central
and southern temples of the east platform (Laporte &
Fialko 1990; 1995).

The normative axis was also the locus of ritual
events that involved the deposition of burials and
cache deposits at several stages, beginning in the
Middle Preclassic Tzec phase (600–400 bc). Laporte
and Fialko (1995, 49–51) mention a number of ded-
icatory caches containing human remains, placed in
the west pyramid and along the E-Group’s norma-
tive axis in Preclassic times. A close precedent for
Burial PP7TT-01 was Burial PNT-022, located in front
of Structure 5D-86 — on the compound’s axis — dur-
ing the Manik 1 phase (ad 200–300). The burial con-
sisted of a broad pit carved in bedrock, containing
the remains of 17 individuals, including men, women
and children that were probably sacrificed (Pijoán &
Salas 1984). While their mortuary treatment is differ-
ent from Burial PP7TT-01, it signals the recurrent as-
sociation of the normative axis with human sacrificial
deposits.
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Figure 13. (Colour online) Graph of 87Sr/86Sr and δ18Oapatite from Tikal, with immigrant individuals labelled.
PPT7T-1A, in red, falls centrally within the local Tikal data. (Modified from Wright 2012.)

Burial PP7TT-01 was found on the E-Group’s
normative axis, within the adjacent architectural com-
pound known as the Seven Temples Plaza, 39 m east of
Structure 5D-86, the central temple of the E-Group’s
east platform (Fig. 2). Gómez’s excavations showed
that the plaza was levelled during the Preclassic pe-
riod, but it remained an empty space extending be-
tween the Tikal South Acropolis and the east plat-
form of the E-Group. During the Early Classic, a series
of structures with talud-tablero architectural profiles
were built along the southern side of the E-Group,
extending into what would later become the Seven
Temples Plaza, and effectively integrating this space
with the E-Group. Gomez found remains of these plat-
forms within the fill of the Late Classic structures
5D-90, 5D-91 and 5D-92 on the southern side of the
plaza (Fig. 14; Gómez n.d.; Laporte & Fialko 1995). The
area remained accessible from the E-Group until the
Late Classic period (ad 600–900), when further con-
struction effectively segregated these spaces. Thus, the
burial resulted from ritual activities that took place in
the architectural backdrop of the Tikal E-Group, and
its eastern location on the group’s normative axis sug-
gests an association with the rising sun.

Numerous E-Groups have been identified
throughout the Maya Lowlands, highland Chiapas
and the Gulf Coast, and there is an ongoing dis-
cussion about their origins, geographic distribution,
ritual functions and astronomical connotations. Re-

Figure 14. (Colour online) Excavation of Structure
5D-90, on the southern side of the Seven Temples Plaza.
The dotted line highlights the Talud-Tablero architectural
profile of an Early Classic building stage. (Photograph:
Oswaldo Gómez, Proyecto Plaza de los Siete Templos de
Tikal.)

search at several sites has shown that their initial
construction was a foundational event, marking the
establishment of early communities in the Maya Low-
lands during the Early and Middle Preclassic periods
(Chase & Chase 2012, 257–9; Clark & Hansen 2001;
Doyle 2012; Estrada-Belli 2011, 67–83; Inomata et al.
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2013). At Uaxactun, Blom (1924) first measured the
E-Group’s alignment to true north, and noted that an
observer standing on the west pyramid would watch
the sun rise behind the three temples in the eastern
platform at the solstices and equinoxes. This observa-
tion stimulated protracted debate about the function
of E-Groups as astronomical observatories, although
the alignments observed at Uaxactun do not hold true
at other sites, including Tikal (Aveni & Hartung 1989;
Ruppert 1940).

From a different perspective, Cohodas (1980,
217–19) interpreted E-Groups as architectural settings
that reproduced the quadrangular shape of the world
and the cosmic levels, functioning as ritual spaces
related to the solar cycle. More recently, Aveni and
his collaborators proposed alternative ways in which
they may have been used for sun watching, while
acknowledging that their purpose was broader, re-
lated to ‘a deep and widespread concern with reli-
gion, cosmology, myth, and ritual’ (Aveni et al. 2003,
174). Aimers and Rice (2006) agreed that the solar as-
sociations of E-Groups are best understood in terms
of sacred geography and ritual performance related
to calendric and agricultural cycles. Summarizing the
debate, Houston and Inomata (2009, 80) suggested
that E-Groups ‘reproduced and remade the features
of a natural landscape, channeling particular rituals
that spread cult-fashion across the Maya lowlands’.
This explanation is grounded on a growing awareness
about the landscape connotations of Mesoamerican re-
ligious architecture. As noted, the best-known case is
the Great Temple of Mexico, conceived as Coatepec,
the mountain in which major creational events tran-
spired (Broda et al. 1987; López Austin & López Luján
2009).

In previous work, Chinchilla Mazariegos and
Gómez (2010) proposed that E-Groups represented
mythical landscapes related to the places of origin of
the sun and the moon. With or without astronomical
accuracy, the east platform’s north–south orientation
relates to the yearly path of the sun, while its three tem-
ples likely relate to the major stations of the yearly so-
lar cycle. The pyramid on the compound’s west side is
often linked with centrality and the four-sided shape
of the world (Cohodas 1980; for a comparative case
at Palenque: Stuart & Stuart 2008, 193). However, at
Tikal itself, pyramids with four stairways were built
on both the east and the west sides of the Late Classic
Twin Pyramid groups, suggesting that this shape is no
strictly tied to centrality. The pyramid’s position in the
E-Group links it with the western side of the world, the
setting sun, and perhaps with the night and the moon.
Rather than the pyramid, the plaza corresponds best
with the flat surface of the earth, traversed by the daily

path of the sun that made it inhabitable for humanity.
The flat earth, the western mountain, and the eastern
horizon were key features in this mythical geography.

This interpretation is relevant for broader de-
bates about Mesoamerican E-Groups. We cannot as-
sume that the symbolism of E-Groups was uniform
through the long time spans of their construction and
use, nor can we assume that every E-Group material-
ized the same beliefs at different sites. Yet their marked
architectural conservatism suggests that the attached
meanings may have changed at a slow pace. The rit-
ual event that produced Burial PP7TT-01 was late in
the long history of the Tikal E-Group, which was more
than eight centuries old by then. Our conclusions from
the analysis of this deposit are not directly applicable
to earlier stages in the compound’s long history, al-
though they may contribute to formulate interpreta-
tions about them. There are two possible scenarios: (a)
the E-Group was chosen as the appropriate location
for this Early Classic ritual reenactment because of its
ancestral association with solar mythology; and (b)
the compound was reinterpreted at this time, acquir-
ing new meanings according to changing mythical
beliefs and ritual practices. While we cannot ascertain
the precise circumstances, we suggest that the answer
lies somewhere in between these alternatives.

Like the Great Temple of Mexico, the architec-
tural landscape of the Tikal E-Group became signifi-
cant through ritual performances, related in dynamic
ways with mythical beliefs. Throughout its long his-
tory, it may have served as a backdrop for many kinds
of rituals. However, the compound’s pervasive solar
connotations provide a basis to think that they in-
cluded commemorations related to the solar cycle and
solar deities. We reiterate the proposition that the ar-
chitectural landscape of the Tikal E-Group condensed
beliefs about a mythical geography, materializing the
places where the primeval events that resulted in the
advent of the sun and the moon transpired in primeval
times. The axial location of the cremation pit that con-
tained Burial PP7TT-01, on the compound’s eastern
side — associated with the sunrise — appears to be
an appropriate place for a ritual performance that al-
luded to and reenacted the immolation of the heroes
that became the sun and the moon.

Mesoamerican solar myths

In Maya communities, the daily path of the sun is a
basic ordering principle, related with notions about
the shape of the world, the yearly agricultural cycles
and the human life cycle (Earle 1986; Gossen 1979;
Sosa 1985; Watanabe 1983). The movements of the sun
are not conceived as those of an inert celestial body.
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Instead, they are explained in terms of the life cycle of
the sun god, as expressed in mythical beliefs and nar-
ratives. The origin of the sun and the moon are major
topics in Maya myths recorded from colonial times
to the present (Gossen 1979; Thompson 1970, 363–9).
There is a strong probability that related solar myths
were widely known in the Maya Lowlands since an-
cient times, although their precise unfolding remains
unknown. They were not recorded in the extant cor-
pus of Maya hieroglyphic writing, which only con-
tains terse mythical passages — a minute sample of
what was clearly an extremely rich complex of beliefs
and narratives. Nevertheless, Classic Maya art and
inscriptions provide important clues that can be pro-
ductively compared with extant narratives recorded
throughout Mesoamerica.

Beginning with Michael Coe (1973), scholars
have noted correspondences between mythical char-
acters represented in Classic Maya art and the twin
heroes that became the sun and the moon, accord-
ing to the sixteenth-century highland Maya narrative
known as Popol Vuh. In the Popol Vuh, the heroes
reached their destiny as luminaries only after they
died by throwing themselves in a pit oven provided
with heated stones and burning coal (Christenson
2003, 179; Tedlock 1996, 131). While the circumstances
of their death can be readily compared with those de-
scribed for Tikal Burial PP7TT-01, a simple likeness
is not enough, since the Early Classic Maya of Tikal
may have conceived the origin of the sun and the
moon differently than the sixteenth-century K’iche’.
The analogy becomes stronger with further analysis
of this key mythical passage.

The fire sacrifice of the Popol Vuh heroes finds
parallel in numerous myths about the origin of the
sun and the moon. In López Austin’s terminology
(1993, 249–50), this is a nodal subject, whose reitera-
tion in multiple versions provides an indication of the
myth’s resilience and longevity. The myth’s reiteration
in multiple versions across the region provides a ba-
sis to regard colonial and modern versions as deeply
rooted in religious traditions that may go back to the
origins of settled communities in Mesoamerica. The
fire sacrifice of the sun and moon heroes is commonly
associated with the Nahua peoples of central Mex-
ico, where several versions were recorded in the six-
teenth century (Mendieta 1973, vol. 1, 50; Sahagún
1989, vol. 2, 479–81; Tena 2002, 39, 183). Yet these
texts are no older than the highland Maya Popol Vuh,
and they provide no substantial indication about the
myth’s origin. In fact, the myth is broadly distributed
throughout Mesoamerica. Modern versions have been
recorded in Q’eqchi, K’iche’, Tzotzil, Otomı́, Nahua,
Totonac, Cora and Huichol communities extending

from Guatemala to west Mexico (Barlow & Ramı́rez
1962; De la Cruz Torres 1978, 63–4; Dı́az de Salas 1963,
260; Galinier 1990, 693–9; Guzmán 2002, 143; Ichon
1973, 66; Lupo 1991; Münch Galindo 1992; Oropeza
Escobar 2007, 183–5, 202–8, 214–23; Petrich & Ochoa
Garcı́a 2001, 32).

The discrepancies among these versions are sig-
nificant, and provide a measure of the variability that
may have characterized ancient beliefs and narra-
tives. None of them can be assumed to be identical
with those that circulated in Classic and Preclassic
Mesoamerica. The version contained in the Popol Vuh
departs from most others in that it fails to explain why
one hero became the sun, and the other, the moon. This
is a major topic in most narratives, which describe at
length the heroes’ contrasting character. Some Maya
stories present the moon as female, either the sun’s
mother or his wife. More frequently, both are male,
but the solar hero is generally starker and stronger.
He is often described as poor and destitute, suffering
from grains, sores or pustules, and sixteenth-century
Nahua versions tell how he performed self-sacrifice,
piercing his pustules with spines. By contrast, the lu-
nar hero is normally rich and handsome. He enjoys
water, and is often associated with women. In some
versions he comes late, takes the wrong direction —
to the west — or simply fails to throw himself in the
pyre. The solar hero performs the sacrifice without
hesitation and takes the better part of the heat. In some
versions, the lunar hero follows him in the fading pyre
and obtains only the feeble glow of the moon.

There are indications that the Lowland Maya
conceived a pair of heroes with contrasting charac-
ters that approximate those described in colonial and
modern narratives (Fig. 15). In a recent revision, Chin-
chilla Mazariegos (2011) showed that the Maya Maize
God displays the distinctive features of Mesoamer-
ican lunar heroes. He is a handsome young man,
adorned with abundant jewellery, and closely asso-
ciated with jade and cacao — markers of wealth in an-
cient Mesoamerica (Martin 2006; Taube 2005). He of-
ten appears in watery places, enjoying the company of
young women, and he is sometimes explicitly marked
with the attributes of a lunar god. Chinchilla Mazarie-
gos contrasted him with God S — also labelled as
the ‘Spotted Headband Twin’ (Coe 1989; Taube 1992,
115–19) — who shares the attributes of Mesoameri-
can solar heroes. He is a simple hunter, and in some
representations he performs painful bloodletting sac-
rifice. He does not receive the attentions of women,
and his body is covered with black spots that may
represent sores or pustules. In Classic Maya art, God
S is often paired with a companion, God CH, whose
skin is marked with jaguar skin patches. Both contrast
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Figure 15. Mythical heroes related to solar and lunar mythology in Maya art: (a) God S; (b) Maize God, standing on a
canoe; and (c) God CH. (Details from Late Classic painted vase in the collection of the Museo Popol Vuh, Universidad
Francisco Marroquı́n. Drawings: Oswaldo Chinchilla Mazariegos.)

markedly with the Maize God, although the ulcer-
ated skin brings God S closer to Mesoamerican solar
heroes.

The imagery suggests that Classic Maya versions
conceived three heroes who were paired and con-
trasted with each other in various mythical passages
(Chinchilla Mazariegos 2011; Coe 1989). For present
purposes, suffice it to reiterate that Preclassic and
Classic Maya art featured mythical characters — God
S and the Maize God — that shared significant at-
tributes with Mesoamerican solar and lunar heroes.
They provide indications that ancient Maya concepts
about the origin of the luminaries were not radically
different from the versions documented throughout
Mesoamerica, from colonial times to the present. No
known artistic representation shows their immolation
in a pyre or oven, but neither have such representa-
tions been clearly documented in central Mexico, de-
spite the prominent presence of the heroes’ sacrifice
in early colonial narratives from that region.

A related question is whether the heroes’ fire sac-
rifice was known in Classic Teotihuacan. While there
is no direct evidence, mural paintings at Teotihua-
can include representations of an important mythical
episode related to the defeat of a monstrous avian
being (Nielsen & Helmke n.d.). In colonial and mod-
ern Mesoamerican myths, this episode commonly ap-
pears in narratives about the origin of the sun and
the moon, some of which also feature the heroes’ im-
molation (Chinchilla Mazariegos 2011, 112–23). On a
separate note, there is no evidence to suggest a signif-

icant temporal depth for the sixteenth-century Mex-
ica tradition recorded by Sahagún (1989, 479), which
placed the heroes’ fire sacrifice specifically at Teoti-
huacan. While intriguing, this detail is absent in other
versions; therefore, it is an adventurous subject that
reflects Postclassic views of the ancient ruined site as
a model city and place of origin (Boone 2000).

The components of PP7TT-01 do not correspond
neatly with the details of any single version of the
myth. Because of its salience in Maya mythology,
it is pertinent to compare this assemblage with the
sixteenth-century version of the Popol Vuh. The pit
pyre of Burial PP7TT-01 corresponds well with the pit
oven described there, but the victims’ age and separate
origins depart from the heroes’ description as twins in
the K’iche’ document. In particular, the mature age of
Individual 1B deviates from this and other narratives
that describe both heroes as youngsters. Yet there is no
reason to believe that the versions known to the Early
Classic inhabitants of Tikal were especially close to the
highland version compiled many centuries later in the
Popol Vuh. As noted, this version departs significantly
from most others, reflecting local beliefs that were
peculiar to the sixteenth-century K’iche’ (Chinchilla
Mazariegos 2011, 143–5). Consequently, it should not
be taken in isolation as a model for Classic Maya ver-
sions of the myth. The precise unfolding of the myths
that may have served as models for this ritual, and
the circumstances that prompted the selection of the
victims are presently lost. Our comparisons only be-
come significant when we focus on the nodal subject
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of the myth — the fire sacrifice of the solar and lunar
heroes.

Final comments

In this article we integrated multiple levels of analy-
sis to interpret a unique burial at Tikal. Osteotapho-
nomic studies of the cremated remains allowed us to
reconstruct with some detail the sequence of actions
that resulted in the deposit’s formation, and under-
stand the transformations that the victim’s bodies un-
derwent during the ritual process. Osteological and
isotopic analyses allowed us to extract details about
their geographic origin and lives. Combining these ap-
proaches, we conclude that the burial likely resulted
from a ritual process that involved human sacrifice,
peri-mortem cremation of two probable male victims
in a pit pyre, and primary deposition of the undis-
turbed remains at the location where the ritual took
place. This rare circumstance enabled us to relate this
sacrificial ritual with the architectural landscape of
the Tikal E-Group, where it took place. We posited
parallels with the mythical immolation of the sun and
moon heroes, a nodal subject in Mesoamerican solar
myths that can be plausibly related with our recon-
struction of the sacrificial ritual and its architectural
setting. In sum, we proposed a specific interpretation
about the mythical connotations of this ritual and the
resulting deposit, grounded on our understanding
of Mesoamerican ritual practices and their mythical
paradigms.

The burial’s possible association with Teotihua-
can ritual practices deserves attention. While the ev-
idence is inconclusive at present, the primary depo-
sition of the cremains and the presence of green ob-
sidian points in the burial may signal a connection.
The ritual process that led to the formation of this
burial may have replicated Teotihuacan models, or
local perceptions about them, although the available
evidence from that city does not provide definite par-
allels. In any case, there are no grounds to suggest that
the mythical episode involving the fire sacrifice of the
sun and moon heroes was foreign to the Early Classic
Maya.

On a more analytical note, we have learned in
the course of this and other, similar contextual studies
that a conjoined approach, combining different per-
spectives and levels of approximation, involving ar-
chaeological and osteotaphonomic analyses in com-
bination with studies of textual and artistic media, is
well suited to analyse the links between myth, ritual
and human sacrifice in Mesoamerica and elsewhere.
We hope that future research along these lines will ad-

vance the theoretical and methodological issues raised
by our study at Tikal.
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la ciudad de los dioses: los entierros humanos de la antigua
Teotihuacan, eds. L. Manzanilla & C. Serrano. Mexico:
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 285–344.
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López Austin, A., 2002. Indigenous mythology from
present-day Mexico, in Native Religions and Cultures
of Central and South America: Anthropology of the Sacred,
ed. L.E. Sullivan. New York (NY): The Continuum
International Publishing Group, 33–66.
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Sagrado, Templo Mayor. México: Universidad Nacional
Autónoma de México.
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