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18 TWO EARLY CLASSIC ELITE BURIALS FROM BUENAVISTA DEL 
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Kokel Rodriquez, and Sylvia Batty 

 

Excavations at Buenavista del Cayo in 2014 revealed two elite burials in the site’s Central Plaza.  Both contained ceramic 
vessels dating to the Early Classic period.  The upper burial was placed in a formal masonry chamber that was reentered in 
antiquity.  Most of the contents were removed at that time, and the chamber was refilled.  The elaborate architecture coupled 
with the presence of small bone fragments, Spondylus shell beads, and small pieces from mosaic jewelry suggest that the tomb 
originally contained an important person(s), perhaps royalty.  Below this chamber was an elaborate crypt that was discovered 
intact.  The individual interred therein was buried head to the south.  The crypt’s contents included several ceramic vessels, 
including a slab-footed tripod vase with lid and a basal flange dish.  The individual was laid to rest with an assemblage of 
marine shell jewelry, including an elaborate marine shell gorget decorated with a bas-relief carving of the head of an ancestor 
and an incised name tag text.  The latter identifies the owner as the ajaw (‘king, lord’) of a place called Kokom, also known as 
the Dotted Ko place.  These discoveries allow us to conclude that (a) Buenavista is ancient Kokom, (b) it was the seat of a royal 
dynasty, and (c) it was embroiled in military conflict with nearby Naranjo. 
 
Introduction 

The upper Belize River valley (Figure 1) 
was one of the regions in the Maya Lowlands 
that witnessed the early development of 
sociopolitical complexity.  The presence of 
three-tier settlement hierarchies, monumental 
architecture including E-Groups and triadic 
complexes as tall as 28 meters, and carved stelae 
all suggest a high degree of political complexity 
by end of the Late Preclassic period at sites 
across the region, including Blackman Eddy, 
Cahal Pech, Actuncan, Pacbitun, and 
Xunantunich (Brown et al. in press). 

These material indicators of sociopolitical 
complexity suggest the presence of powerful 
rulers whose authority derived in large part from 
institutions of divine kingship.  In light of that, 
the paucity of royal burials in the upper Belize 
River valley dating to the Late Preclassic and 
Early Classic periods is striking.  Although Late 
and Terminal Classic high status interments 
identified as likely royal burials have been 
discovered at Blackman Eddy (Garber et al. 
2004), Baking Pot (Audet 2006), Cahal Pech 
(Awe 2013), Buenavista (Helmke et al. 2008), 
Pacbitun (Healy et al. 2004), and Xunantunich 
(Audet 2006), their Early Classic equivalents are 
much rarer.  Early Classic royal burials have 
recently been documented at Cahal Pech (Awe 
2013), suggesting that the larger centers in the 
Belize valley may have also achieved centralized 
authority and political complexity by this time 
(also Helmke and Awe 2012).  Indeed, a recent  

 
 

Figure 1.  The upper Belize River valley, showing sites 
mentioned in the text. 
 
Late Preclassic burial chamber found within the 
E-Group at Xunantunich Group E suggests the 
advent of kingship prior to the Early Classic 
period (Brown 2013). 

Our 2014 excavations in the Central Plaza 
of Buenavista del Cayo (hereafter Buenavista) 
recovered two burials that we argue held 
important individuals, likely members of the 
polity’s royal family, thus adding to the corpus 
of early royal burials in the Belize River valley.  
A carved shell pectoral in one of the burials 
bears a name tag text that includes an Emblem 
Glyph allows us to identify the archaeological 
site of Buenavista with the ancient polity of 
Kokom, which allows us to place Buenavista 
into the larger regional history as revealed by the 
epigraphic record. 
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Figure 2.  Buenavista del Cayo. 
 

 
 

Figure 3.  Buenavista del Cayo, DEM derived from 
LiDAR. 
 
2014 Excavations of the Central Plaza 
(Operation 384) 

Buenavista’s Central Plaza sits at the heart 
of the site (Figure 2, Figure 3).  Although it is 
the smallest of the site’s plazas, it is framed by 
the two tallest structures, the pyramidal 
Structures 1 and 3, which rise 21 m and 17 m 
above the plaza’s surface respectively.  The 
presence of these structures and several stelae 
documented by Joseph Ball and Jennifer 
Taschek (2004) suggest that the Central Plaza 
was the most ceremonially charged public space 
at Buenavista. 

Christie Kokel Rodriquez supervised 
Operation 384 in the Central Plaza.  These 
excavations had the goals of defining the plaza’s 
chronology and identifying deposits related to 
ritual feasting activities in the plaza.  Our 
excavations began with a 2 m by 2 m unit that 
was placed approximately 8 m west of the base  

 
 

Figure 4.  Feature 384-1. 
 
of Structure 3 along the structure’s central axis.  
Because this unit revealed no deposits on the 
plaza surface, we extended the excavations 
westward with another 2 m by 2 m unit.  In this 
unit, we encountered the northern portion of a 
masonry chamber.  This chamber was labelled 
Feature 384-1. 
 
Feature 384-1 

Feature 384-1 was a four-sided masonry 
chamber oriented north-south and measuring 1.1 
m by 2.5 m.  It was faced with cut limestone 
blocks that were roughly coursed and spaced 
with chinking stones.  The walls are preserved 
up to a height of 90 cm (Figure 4 and Figure 5).  
Our excavations revealed no evidence of a roof 
or vault. 

As we excavated the interior of Feature 
384-1, it became clear that the feature was a 
tomb that had been re-entered and refilled in 
antiquity.  The chamber contained a light grey 
matrix that was relatively loose.  This fill 
comprised of thousands of chert flakes, many of 
them late-stage reduction flakes and thinning 
flakes.  The ancient Maya often covered high 
status burials with a dense layer of chert or  
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Figure 5.  Features 384-1 and 384-2. 
 
obsidian flakes (Coe 1988), a practice that 
extended into the Belize valley at sites like 
Baking Pot (Audet 2006).  In the case of Feature 
384-1, however, the flakes were not in a dense 
layer over the chamber, but interspersed 
throughout the fill, leading us to infer that a 
dense capping layer of chert flakes was removed 
when the tomb was entered and then redeposited 
when it was refilled.  The fill also contained 
some large ceramic sherds that refit, apparently 
the fragments of vessels broken during the re-
entry.  The fill in the center of the chamber was 
looser, and there was a concentration of 
limestone rubble near the center in the upper 
levels of the fill.  This suggests to us that the fill 
of the chamber settled sometime after 
deposition, either because of compaction or 
because the crypt below it collapsed.  
Regardless, the Maya filled in the depression 
that this collapse created with limestone rubble 
to level off the Central Plaza. 

We did not find a formal plastered surface 
to mark the base of Feature 384-1, but the 
bottom of the chamber was clearly demarcated 
by scattered artifacts that sat in a loose, sascab-
rich matrix (Figure 4).  These were mapped and 
collected as multiple concentrations.  The upper 
concentrations were comprised mostly of large 
ceramic sherds, including fragments of basal 
flanged Balanza Black vessels dating to the 
Early Classic (Tzakol III) period.  The many 
refits suggest that these sherds were the broken 
and scattered fragments of vessels that were 
originally placed in the burial.  We also found 
many smaller artifacts that were not removed 
when the tomb was re-entered, possibly because 
they were trampled into the matrix at the base of 

the tomb.  These included nearly two dozen 
marine shell beads and other marine shell 
artifacts, including several crafted from 
Spondylus.  We also found several very small, 
sub-centimeter fragments of jade and ferrous 
mineral that likely once comprised part of one or 
more mosaic objects, likely jewelry worn by the 
occupant(s).  We also found scattered bone 
fragments, suggesting the body (or bodies) had 
undergone significant decomposition of the 
muscles and connective tissue prior to 
disinterment. 

The indications of mosaic jewelry and the 
Spondylus beads suggest that the burial in the 
tomb was a wealthy person, an inference 
supported by the large masonry chamber and the 
presence of the thousands of chert flakes.  These 
latter two observations are consistent with our 
expectations for a royal tomb.  The vessels 
indicate an Early Classic date for the burial.  
Unfortunately, we have no way of securely 
dating the re-entry and removal of the 
individual(s) buried in the chamber, but the 
careful infilling of the chamber after the 
disinterment suggests that it occurred while the 
plaza was still being actively used, probably 
during the Late Classic period. 

The basal courses of the walls of Feature 
384-1 sit on a stratum of red clay (10YR5/6) 
with brownish yellow and dark clay mottles at 
the top of the stratum (visible in Figure 5).  We 
found very few artifacts in this clay stratum, 
with one notable exception being a Middle 
Preclassic figurine head.  We believe this 
represents the ancient ground surface upon 
which the plaza and chamber was built, although 
without further excavations, we cannot rule out 
the possibility that this is a sterile layer of clay 
fill. 
 
Feature 384-2 

Below the west wall of Feature 384-1, we 
encountered another feature, Feature 384-2 
(Figure 5).  This feature was an elaborate crypt.  
Its sides were made using limestone slabs that 
were set vertically.  It was roofed with a simple 
vault and topped large slab capstones that ran 
perpendicular to the crypt’s axis.  The clay 
stratum mentioned above surrounds the feature, 
and the presence of light grey matrix along the 
exterior of the crypt walls, separating the crypt 
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from the surrounding clay, indicates that the 
crypt was placed into a pit that had been 
excavated into the clay. 

Removal of the crypt’s roof revealed the 
remains of a poorly preserved individual who 
was placed head to the south, as is typical in the 
upper Belize River valley (Figure 6).  The 
individual was buried with five ceramic vessels, 
an assemblage of marine shell jewellery, three 
small pieces of jade, and several small pieces of 
poorly preserved ferrous mineral, perhaps pyrite. 

The bones of the individual, the associated 
artifacts, and the architecture of the crypt itself 
were very badly disturbed.  Soil movement, 
likely caused by swelling of the surrounding 
clay stratum when it became saturated with 
water, had pushed against many of the slabs that 
formed the edges of the crypt, forcing them 
inward, particularly along the crypt’s west side.  
This compressed the crypt’s contents and pushed 
them upward, fragmenting the bones and many 
of the artifacts.  The postdepositional 
displacement was so extreme that fragments of 
the cranium were found on top of one of the 
stone slabs that formed the edge of the crypt, and 
one of the ceramic vessels was broken into over 
70 pieces. 

As a result of the high degree of 
fragmentation, the bones were very poorly 
preserved.  Because the remains have not been 
subjected to formal bioarchaeological analysis 
yet, we do not have data for inferring the age or 
sex of the individual.  Through careful 
excavation, we were able to infer that this was a 
primary burial, and that the individual was laid 
to rest head to the south.  Unexpectedly, one of 
the individual’s legs was displaced medially 
approximately 20 cm.  We believe that this 
displacement was the result of the 
aforementioned soil movement shifting half of 
the pelvis southward.  We further infer that this 
happened shortly after the individual was buried, 
given that the bones around the knee joint were 
still found in articulated position and the bones 
of both feet were found where expected. 

A Pucte Brown basal flange dish was 
placed near the person’s torso, just west of the 
body, and four additional vessels were placed 
near the individual’s lower legs.  Three 
miniature vessels were placed west of the legs,  

 
 

Figure 6.  Feature 384-2. 
 
and an elaborate Balanza group slab-footed 
tripod bowl with lid was placed just east of the 
legs.  The bowl was decorated with two rows of 
appliqued cacao beans encircling the vessel near 
the basal break.  Its lid had two panels incised 
with pop mat designs and a central handle in the 
form of a modelled effigy head of a monkey.  
There were no preserved contents in the bowl, 
which was highly fragmented, like the rest of the 
assemblage.  The vessels are typical of Tzakol 
III of the Early Classic period, probably, dating 
to around AD 375-450. 

The other objects laid to rest with this 
individual comprise a remarkable assemblage of 
marine shell jewelry that, given its association 
with the skeleton, was likely being worn at the 
time of burial.  On either side of the skull we 
recovered a composite earflare, each consisting 
of four pieces of marine shell still articulated in 
situ: a rectangular panel, likely of conch, 
measuring 5.5 cm by 3.5 cm; followed by two 
interior rings, each approximately 3.5 cm in 
diameter; topped off with a flaring flange of 
Spondylus some 6.5 cm across.  A Spondylus 
shell with two holes was also found near the 
shoulder, perhaps also an object of personal 
adornment. 

More marine shell objects were placed 
around the ankles.  These included two shell 
adornos carved into 8-pointed stars; two 
composite objects that resemble the pistil of a 
flower, presumably the interior elements of a 
floral earflare set; five marine shell disks, 
approximately 6 cm in diameter; several other 
pieces of worked marine shell; and a perforated 
Neprhonais shell. 

 



Yaeger et al. 

185 
 

The Shell Gorget 
The most elaborate piece of shell jewelry 

was a carved shell gorget, measuring 13 cm by 9 
cm (Figure 7 and Figure 8).  It was found on the 
individual’s chest as if it had been suspended 
from the neck (visible in Figure 6).  The 
modification of the shell is so great that few 
landmarks or diagnostic indicators are left, 
making it difficult to assess the species. 

The concave side of the gorget has two 
distinct sections, a short text comprised of five 
incised glyphs on one side and a bas-relief 
carved portrait on the other (Figure 9).  Two 
biconically drilled holes served to suspend the 
gorget.  The location of the holes indicates that 
the text was on the upper half of the object and 
the portrait on the lower half, and the fact that 
the holes interrupt the lines of two glyphs 
suggests that they were drilled after the text was 
carved.  The margin of the gorget is crenellated 
with 10 notches.  On the convex side, the 10 tabs 
each bear a stylized incised design that appears 
to be a stylized monkey face in profile. 

The text on the gorget is in the name tag 
genre.  The first glyph block names the object 
with a k’an cross glyph, the logogram K’AN.  
We can reconstruct the gloss of k’an as ‘gorget,’ 
based on a series of entries in dictionaries of 
16th-century Yukatek compiled in the Cordemex 
Dictionary (Barrera Vásquez 1980: 378).  
Among these entries, we find glosses such as 
‘necklace’ and ‘collar,’ as well as ‘neck 
ornament’ and even ‘yellow shell’ (see Yaeger 
et al. n.d.). 

The logogram for K’AN is preceded by 
two dots that appear to record an unusual variant 
of the phonogram u, providing the third-person 
possessive pronoun.  It is followed by four glyph 
blocks that form the nominal string designating 
the name and title of the original owner or 
patron of the gorget, as is the norm with name 
tags.  As we discuss in more depth elsewhere 
(Yaeger et al. n.d.), the next two glyphs form the 
name Naah Uti’ K’ab. 

The last two glyphs in the nominal phrase 
form a title.  The final glyph is a rather typical 
Early Classic AJAW logogram, which is 
glossed as ‘king, lord.’  In combination with the 
glyph block that precedes it, it forms a so-called 
“problematic” Emblem Glyph (Houston 1986) 
because the k’uhul prefix is missing, as is  

 
 

Figure 7.  Shell gorget. 
 

 
 

Figure 8.  Shell gorget.  Drawing by Margaret Greco. 
 
common in Early Classic Emblem glyphs.  
Given this reading, the preceding glyph denotes 
the domain ruled by the ajaw, or at the very 
least, the name of the royal house.  The main 
sign of that glyph is a turtle carapace encircled 
by a series of dots, of which those in the corner 
are larger.  We interpret the turtle carapace as an 
early variant of the more common ko  
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Figure 9.  Text and image on the shell gorget.  Drawing by 
Christophe Helmke. 
 
phonogram, infixed within an unusual allograph 
of the mo phonogram.  If this interpretation is 
correct, the complete title would be read kom 
ajaw, or ‘King of Kom’.  Given attested patterns 
of sign abbreviation in Mayan writing, this same 
spelling  could be read  kokom ajaw, komom 
ajaw, and even komkom ajaw (see Zender 1999: 
130-142 and 2014).  For reasons elaborated 
elsewhere, we read this glyph as Kokom (Yaeger 
et al. n.d) and argue that it is the same place 
referred to in Late Classic texts from the region 
as the “Dotted Ko” place (Ball 1993: Fig. 7; 
Houston et al. 1992). 

Our paleographic analysis of the text 
reveals that this particular representation of the 
AJAW logogram is consistent with examples 
dated to between AD 379 and 625 (Lacadena 
1995: 119-123, 195-200, 202-203; Helmke and 
Nielsen 2013: 137, 150, 154-155), and based on 
current evidence, this form of the K’AN 
logogram dates to after AD 475 and before 633 
(see Lacadena 1995: 291, Fig. 6.4). 

The central motif, an ancestral head in 
profile looking downward, is well known from a 
range of gorgets similar to this one and also 
from the Early Classic stelae of Tikal, including 
Stelae 4, 29, and 31 (Jones and Satterthwaite 
1982).  It also makes an appearance on Stela 45 
at Naranjo (Tokovinine and Fialko 2007).  These 

monuments date to between AD 292 and 445, 
and the presence of a small crescent-shaped 
element among the regalia of the figure on the 
gorget suggests that the iconography dates to the 
earlier part of this time range. 

Given these stylistic dates, we are left 
with two possible scenarios for the creation of 
the gorget.  In the first scenario, the imagery was 
carved first—perhaps as early as the late 3rd 
century AD—and the text was added later, 
sometime after ca. AD 475, based on the style of 
the K’AN logogram.  We believe it is more 
likely, however, that the text and imagery were 
carved together, sometime around ca. AD 450.  
The lidded tripod bowl and the basal flange dish 
found in the crypt are typical of Tzakol III and 
therefore suggest a date between ca. AD 375 and 
500, which generally agrees with the stylistic 
and paleographic analyses. 
 
The Dotted Ko Place as Buenavista 

As mentioned above, the text on the shell 
gorget names a place we read as Kokom and 
equate with the previously identified Dotted Ko 
toponym.  This place was first identified on 
sherds from a Late Classic Chinos Black-on-
cream vase recovered at Buenavista by Joseph 
Ball and Jennifer Taschek (Figure 10a).  The 
text records the title of the original owner of the 
vase, and it includes a toponym that was 
nicknamed the “Dotted Ko” place, spelled 
[ko]mo-[ko]mo (Ball 1993: Fig. 7; Houston et 
al. 1992: Fig. 14; see Figure 12a).  The vase was 
likely produced in workshops tied to the royal 
court of Naranjo.  An unprovenienced black-on-
orange bowl (K2730) bears a text that names an 
individual bearing the Dotted Ko title that is said 
to be within elk’in huk tzuk, ‘the eastern seven 
province’ (Figure 10b), confirming that the 
Dotted Ko place—that is, Kokom—was in the 
greater Naranjo area (see Beliaev 2000; Helmke 
et al. 2011). 

Inscriptions from Naranjo provide some 
more details about the relationship between 
Naranjo and Kokom.  Stela 22 includes an 
account of the military exploits of Naranjo’s 
ruler, K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Chaahk, noting that he 
burned Kokom on 27 March 696 (Schele and 
Freidel 1990: 188-189; Martin and Grube 2000: 
76; Grube and Martin 2004: II.44; Helmke and 
Kettunen 2011: 42; see Figure 10c), and a few  
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Figure 10.  References to the Dotted Ko Place.  Drawings  
by Christophe Helmke, after Yaeger et al. n.d. 
 
decades later, he subjugated the site, as indicated 
by a Star War event on 20 April 726 recorded on 
Stela 18 (Grube and Martin 2004: II.58; Helmke 
and Kettunen 2011: 63; see Figure 10d). 

These facts led David Stuart and Stephen 
Houston to suggest that the Dotted Ko place 
might have been located “somewhere between 
Naranjo and the Belizean border, if not into 
Belize itself” (Stuart and Houston 1994:56), 
further stating that “[i]t is tempting to identify 
this place as Buenavista or its environs, although 
it could also be a site in Guatemala.  Present 
evidence is insufficient to prove either 
hypothesis” (Houston et al. 1992:118). 

The name tag on the shell gorget strongly 
supports the former hypothesis, that modern 
Buenavista del Cayo is ancient Kokom.  One can 
postulate multiple scenarios to account for the 
presence of the shell gorget in the burial.  For 
example, the gorget could have been made for 
somebody else and sent to Buenavista as a gift, 

much the way we believe the Buenavista Vase—
which bears the Naranjo emblem glyph in a 
phrase naming the vase as the personal drinking 
vessel of K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Chaahk—was 
gifted to the rulers of Buenavista as part of 
Naranjo’s efforts to build and maintain an 
alliance with Buenavista (Houston et al. 1992; 
Reents-Budet 1994; Taschek and Ball 1992).  
We see this as improbable, however.  Royal 
possessions like the Buenavista Vase were 
certainly given as gifts, and their value was 
enhanced when they bore a text naming their 
original royal owner, but we find it highly 
unlikely that an item of royal regalia like the 
shell gorget would be given as a gift. 

As another alternative, the shell gorget 
could have been taken as a trophy of conquest 
and buried with the victorious ruler of 
Buenavista.  This is one scenario hypothesized 
for the presence of the jade gorget found in 
Nakum Burial 1, which bears a name tag that 
may refer to the king of Yaxha.  In this case, 
however, the text is several centuries older than 
the object, and it is also possible that Nakum and 
Yaxha were once ruled by the same dynasty 
(Źrałka et al. 2011).  We cannot discount that the 
shell gorget arrived at Buenavista as a trophy, 
but we find it unlikely as well, particularly given 
the near contemporaneity of the gorget’s carving 
style and the burial in which it was placed. 

Instead, given the shell gorget’s discovery 
in situ in an elite burial, and the approximate 
contemporaneity of the carving and the burial, 
we feel that the parsimonious interpretation is 
that the shell gorget was made for the individual 
interred in the burial.  If so, the buried individual 
is Naah Uti’ K’ab, and Kokom refers to 
Buenavista.  This inference would be 
strengthened, of course, by the discovery at 
Buenavista of a reference on a less portable 
object, such as a stone monument or a mural 
painting. 

Independent archaeological evidence from 
Buenavista is consistent with the warfare events 
recorded in Naranjo’s inscriptions, adding 
weight to the conclusion that Buenavista and 
Kokom are the same place.  In 2011 and 2012, 
the Mopan Valley Archaeological Project 
targeted Structure 40 for excavation.  Structure 
40 is an ancillary structure associated with the 
royal palace that lies on far western edge of the 
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site core.  We placed a total of 13 excavation 
units on Structure 40, exposing 48 square meters 
(described in more depth in Yaeger et al. 2013). 

The final version of Structure 40 showed 
evidence of heavy burning.  The superstructure 
of Structure 40-1st was poorly preserved, but we 
could determine that it had rooms demarcated by 
low walls of limestone blocks that supported a 
pole and thatch building.  We recovered fired 
daub and large amounts of ash and charcoal 
directly on top of the building’s final plastered 
floor, several centimeters thick in some places.  
An earlier version of the superstructure also 
showed signs of burning.  The evidence of 
burning, its position in the stratigraphy, and the 
paucity of limestone blocks all led us to 
conclude that both identified subphases of 
Structure 40-1st burned and then were partially 
dismantled.  We found evidence of burning on 
other architectural surfaces that were exposed in 
the building’s final phase, including the masonry 
facing on the east and west side of its 
substructure.  Several nearly complete vessels 
found intermixed in the ashy lens inside the 
building included a nearly complete Mount 
Maloney Black bowl with a lip form diagnostic 
of the Late Classic II period (the Hats’ Chaak 
period, dated to AD 670-780 at Xunantunich 
[LeCount et al. 2002]).  While we cannot date 
archaeological events like these burning 
episodes as precisely as we can date events 
recorded in the epigraphy, it bears noting the 
presence of two closely-spaced burning events 
that occurred during the same time frame as the 
burning and later sacking of Kokom by Naranjo 
as recorded on the latter site’s monuments. 
 
Conclusions 

The discoveries of Features 384-1 and 
384-2 at Buenavista and the analysis of their 
contents yield several important implications for 
the history and political dynamics of the upper 
Belize River valley. 

First, they indicate that Buenavista was 
the seat of a royal dynasty beginning in the Early 
Classic period.  This conclusion is supported, in 
part, by the two burials excavated in the Central 
Plaza.  Feature 384-1 was a large, formal 
chamber capped with a layer of thousands of 
chert flakes, as is typical of royal burials.  
Furthermore, the contents recovered from the 

base of the chamber suggest it once held a rich 
burial, although the fact that it was re-entered by 
the Classic Maya and the contents removed 
leaves us unable to be certain that it originally 
held a royal burial.  It is clear that the later 
inhabitants of Buenavista remembered the 
location of this tomb and reverentially removed 
the individual(s) and carefully refilled the 
chamber.  This act of ancestor veneration 
suggests that an important person, plausibly of 
royal status, was laid to rest at this location. 

Feature 384-2 lacked the elaborate 
architecture of a royal tomb and the layer of 
chert flakes.  However, it did contain a marine 
shell gorget with a text that named its owner or 
patron as an ajaw, and it contained a ceramic 
vessel incised with the pop mat, a symbol of 
rulership. 

If we accept the parsimonious inference 
that the shell gorget in this lower burial was 
carved for a ruler of Buenavista, we come to two 
important conclusions.  First, the rulers of 
Buenavista were divine kings who used an 
Emblem Glyph title and derived their authority 
in part from their descent from deified ancestors 
like the one depicted on the gorget.  In other 
words, Buenavista was ruled by a royal dynasty. 

Second, the toponym that precedes the 
word ajaw in the Emblem Glyph refers to 
Buenavista.  As we have argued in detail 
elsewhere (Yaeger et al. n.d.), we believe this 
glyph is an early variant of the Dotted Ko 
toponym, which we read Kokom.  Regardless of 
the reading, if this is an alternative way of 
writing the Dotted Ko place, we can now place 
Buenavista into the region’s political history. 

In particular, we can conclude that 
Buenavista sometimes formed part of Naranjo’s 
domain.  Given that the Early Classic lords of 
Buenavista proclaimed themselves as rulers of 
an autonomous polity—at least nominally—
through the use of an Emblem Glyph, it seems 
likely that Buenavista was founded and grew 
first as an independent polity.  It was 
increasingly entangled in the political 
machinations of nearby Naranjo, however, as 
that center grew and competed with Caracol 
(Helmke and Awe 2012).  The statement that the 
Dotted Ko place was within elk’in huk tzuk, 
suggests that the rulers of Naranjo—K’ak’ Tiliw 
Chan Chaahk in particular—sought to maintain 
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Buenavista as part of their broader dominion.  
The fact that Buenavista was burned by Naranjo 
in AD 696 and then sacked in AD 726 suggests 
that Buenavista’s rulers did not offer unfaltering 
loyalty to Naranjo, however, and that their fealty 
had to be imposed by force of arms.  K’ak’ Tiliw 
Chan Chaahk’s strategy for subjugating the site 
of Ucanal was apparently equally complex, 
involving diplomacy and gifting on the one hand 
and conquest on the other (Houston et al. 1992).  
While additional excavations promise to reveal 
more details regarding Buenavista’s political 
history and its relationship with Naranjo and 
other nearby polities, it seems that Buenavista—
much like Xunantunich (LeCount and Yaeger 
2010) and perhaps other centers in the valley 
(Helmke and Awe 2012)—oscillated between 
autonomy and subordination as it was impacted 
by and in turn shaped the political strategies of 
the rulers of Naranjo. 
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