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PREFACE:
DISCOVERING THE

MAYA PAST

In this atmospheric, but also highly
accurate lithograph by Frederick
Catherwood, we see Copan Stela D and
its accompanying ‘zoomorphic’ altar.
Both were commissioned by the king
Waxaklajuun Ubaah K'awiil in AD 736.
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Of the moral effect of the monumgnts themselves, standing as t}m-}r do
in the depths of a tropical forest, silent emd_’ solemn, strange in design,
excellent in sculpture, rich in ornament, different fmml the works O,f
any other people, their uses and purposes and whole history so entirely
unknown, with hieroglyphics explaining all but Eerfectly
unintelligible, I shall not pretend to convey any idea.

Those are the words of John Lloyd Stephens, the Ar'nerican _diplc‘mﬂh
iournalist and explorer who, in 1839, tugethcf with English artist
Frederick Catherwood, was one of the first outsiders to penetrate the
rainforests of Central America. What the pair had encountered were the
remains of ancient Maya civilization, which had lain smothered by
vegetation, derelict and abandoned for almost a thousand years, Built by
the ancestors of the modern Maya — who live today where they did in
ancient times, in the area now covered by Guatemala, Belize, the
eastern portion of Mexico and the western extremities of Honduras and
El Salvador — no other culture in the New World has aroused such
intense interest or posed so many puzzles.

Initially, scholars preferred to attribute Maya wonders to
Phoenicians, Israelites or Atlanteans, but even after their indigenous
origins had been established, ideas almost as fanciful took their place.
The ancient Maya were now a people without precedent,
unworldly pacifists who worshipped time itself. Their great ruins
were not cities but empty ‘ceremonial centres’, simply stages
where priest-astrologers performed awe-inspiring rituals for a
peasantry scattered in the forest. The monuments carried portraits
of priests and their gods; the hieroglyphs - less a form of writing
than a clumsy aide mémoire - encoded only numerology, star-lore
and incantations. All these misconceptions were shattered in the
early 1960s. Proper mapping revealed that, far from being empty,
the ruins were the cores of dispersed cities with populations that
could run into tens of thousands. More decisively still, in a few
key articles Tatiana Proskouriakoff demonstrated that the carved
figures were actually kings and queens and that the inscriptions
included biographies of their lives and names of the captives they
had seized. At a stroke, the Maya had become an historical people.

Recent decades have seen an ongoing revolution in our
understanding of the Maya, as archaeological research has
burgeoned throughout the region and tremendous progress has
been made in deciphering the writing system. The ‘breaking’ of the
Maya code, though still incomplete, has offered unique insights
into Maya thought and society, ranging from grand visions of the
cosmos to the pragmatic structure of government. Although the
challenges are considerable — monuments and their inscriptions
have often been shattered by tree-fall or eroded by centuries of
tropical downpour - the reward is the chance to peer into an
otherwise lost annal of Precolumbian America.



This example of Early Classic
portraiture depicts one of the Tikal kings
called Chak Tok Ich'aak, identified by
the hieroglyph painted in his headdress.

Carved jade stones, such as this fine
example found at Nebaj, were highly
prized by the Maya nobility. Here we see
an enthroned ruler gesturing towards a
court dwarf.

DISCOVERING THE MAYA PAST

The Maya were never politically unified and during the height of the
Classic period (AD 250-909) were divided into a patchwork of more than
60 kingdoms. Each ruled by a ‘holy lord’, they were locked in a constant
struggle to preserve their autonomy or achieve dominance over their
neighbours. Especially successful rulers might establish themselves as
‘overkings’ operating far-flung networks of political patronage — but in this
turbulent landscape no kingdom achieved a permanent hold on power.

In Chronicle of the Maya Kings and Queens we examine 11 of the
most influential and best-known kingdoms, and the dynasties that did
most to shape the highpoint of Maya civilization. Behind the vast ruins
of Tikal and Calakmul lie the stories of two of the most important,
implacable rivals whose competition had an influence on the whole
region. But much smaller sites such as Dos Pilas have fascinating tales
of their own. Created by the Tikal exile Bajlaj Chan K'awiil, it
represented a ‘splinter state’ traitorously in league with Calakmul. His
daughter Lady Six Sky, one of very few ruling queens, went on to
establish a new dynasty at distant Naranjo, securing her realm with a
determined series of conquests. One of the more dramatic changes of
fortune took place in the far east. Copan’s Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil
presided over his city’s greatest flowering of art and culture, but met his
end in decapitation at the hands of a former vassal, the king of little
Quirigua. Great rivals for supremacy in the west, Tonina and Palenque
produced rulers of contrasting style. The former’s Baaknal Chaak is
now best known for his relentless warring, the latter’s Janaab Pakal for
the unparalleled grandeur of his burial.

Yet, for all its vigour, splendour and high culture, the world of the
divine kings ended in a spectacular fall. By the early 10th century Ap the
royal dynasties were gone, populations had slumped dramatically and
the greatest cities were abandoned to the forest. Our survey concludes
with a look at the latest evidence about this enigmatic episode and the
shadowy Postclassic era that followed it.
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INTRODUCTION:
MaAyA HISTORY -
THE MAJOR
PERIODS

The first portraits of Maya rulers
emerged during the Late Preclassic.
Kaminaljuyu Stela 11 shows one
wearing the mask of the sky god
Itzamnaaj, itself topped by the leaf-
crowned ‘Jester God’, a royal patron with
Olmec ongins.

e
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The chronology of Mesoamerican civilization - following on from an
Archaic period of hunter-gatherers - is traditionally divided into three
eras: the Preclassic, Classic and Postclassic.

Tue PrecrassiC: 2000 BC-AD 250

The Preclassic (or Formative) covers the emergence of complex societies
and is itself divided into three major sub-periods: the Early (2000-1000
pc), Middle (1000-400 BC) and Late (400 Bc-AD 250). The first great cjyi.
lization, the Olmec, developed in the Early Preclassic along the swampy
estuaries of the Mexican Gulf Coast. Regarded by many as the ‘mother
culture’ of Mesoamerica, Olmec concepts and art-styles spread far
beyond their homeland and were a major influence on emerging Maya
societies. The Olmec were the likely inventors of writing in the New
World, but the idea was to achieve full expression in separate hiero.
glyphic traditions developed by the Epi-Olmec, inheritors of the Olmec
heartland, the Zapotec of the mountainous Oaxaca region, and the Maya,

By as early as 500 Bc, the Maya of the Central Area were establishing
their first major cities, raising at their cores great red-painted temple
platforms decorated with ornate stucco god masks. Nakbe was among
the first, but was ultimately superseded by El Mirador, which grew to be
the largest concentration of monumental architecture ever built by the
Maya. The smaller centre of San Bartolo has recently produced spectacu-
lar murals demonstrating that Maya mythology and writing were in
place by around 300 Bc, and concepts of kingship by at least 100 sc. The
Southern Area of highlands and coastal piedmont were also home to a
range of precocious Maya societies, centred on important cities such as
Kaminaljuyu and I[zapa.

The core characteristics of the following Classic civilization — the use
of the Long Count calendar, the carving of hieroglyphic inscriptions and
accompanying historical portraits — reflect the rise of a new political ide-
ology and ideal of dynastic kingship (pp. 11-13; 17). In the Maya region
these features first make their appearance in the Southern Area at El Bail
and Takalik Abaj between Ap 37 and 126, although other regions, espe-
cially the precocious Central Area dominated by El Mirador, may yet
prove to be part of this movement. For reasons as yet unclear societies in
both these regions experienced a dramatic decline between Ap 150 and
200, and most of their largest cities were abandoned.

_’[‘—Hfz CLASSIC: AD£5U_—_909

It was over the next six centuries or so — predominantly in the Central
Area - that Maya civilization reached its greatest florescence, forging the
landscape of kingdoms examined in this volume. Surviving Preclassic
centres were joined by a good number of new settlements, and a range of
social developments began to produce a distinctive culture. Yet the Maya
were never isolated from developments in central Mexico, which by
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The huge city of Teotihuacan, high in
the Valley of Mexico, exerted a powerful
influence over the Classic Maya. Among
its many cultural exports perhaps the
best known is the architectural style
called talud-tablero. Amply illustrated
in this view of central Teotihuacan,
platform fagades were made up of
alternating levels of sloping batter and
projecting panels, once brilliantly
painted.

| 7 MavA HistorY - THE MaAjoR PERIODS 9

now was dominated by the vast metropolis of Teotihua-
can, housing at its peak more than 125,000 people. Few if
any parts of Mesoamerica were to be unaffected by its
cultural, political and economic might; and its character-
istic, rather angular style of art and architecture can be
found in all Maya regions. Contacts were at their most
direct during the 4th century Ap, when Kaminaljuyu was
revitalized under heavy Teotihuacan influence, and a
swathe of the lowlands came, if only briefly, within its
political ambit.

The year 600 marks the transition between the Early
and Late Classic periods (today mostly defined in terms
of art style), roughly coinciding with the fall of Teotihuacan. The Late
Classic saw Maya civilization reach its peak population, greatest social
complexity and artistic and intellectual highpoint. Yet this success did
not endure and as early as 800 there are signs of significant distress:
dynasties begin to collapse and population levels suffer a precipitous
decline (for fuller treatment of these and later events see the Epilogue pp.
226-7). This traumatic era, a sub-period known as the Terminal Classic,
ends with the last recorded date in the Long Count calendar in Ap 909.
The crisis was not immediately reflected in the north, however, where
cities such as Chichen Itza and Uxmal show growth at this time.

THE POSTCLASSIC: AD 909-1697

By the dawn of the Early Postclassic (909-1200) Maya populations were
largely concentrated in the Northern and Southern Areas, with the old
Central heartland only sparsely inhabited. Chichen Itza continued as a
regional power in the north, now showing close ties with the new
masters of central Mexico, the Toltecs. The hybrid Maya-Mexican archi-
tecture of Chichen reflects its cosmopolitan make-up, while historical
sources tell of its wide political influence. The succeeding Late Postclas-
sic (1200-1697) witnessed Chichen Itza’s decline and its ultimate
replacement by Mayapan. This lesser imitator held sway over at least
some of Chichen’s former domain until internal discord caused its aban-
donment around 1441. In the Southern Area, the latter stages of the
Classic had seen large-scale movements in population, with western
arrivals creating a new series of statelets. The most powerful of these
were the K'iche’ (formerly Quiche), though by 1475 they were being over-
taken by their former vassals, the Kaqchikel (Cakchiquel).

The Postclassic came to an end in Mexico with the fall of the famed
Aztec Empire to Spanish invaders and their native allies in 1521. But
Maya resistance proved stubborn and it was only with difficulty that the
Spanish brought the southern communities to heel in 1527 and their
northern brethren largely by 1546. Maya kingdoms in the isolated forests
of the Central Area proved more dogged still, and held out until their
final conquest in 1697.
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. a region covers three major geographic zones: a
gg‘:t{;gfl mg; of highlands and adjoining Pacific Coastline;

2 humid Central Area of lowland tropical forest; and a drier
Northern Area, a flat lowland qf forest and scrub forming the
greater part of the Yucatan Peninsula. The Maya were one

of the peoples that made up Mesoamerica, a cultural sphere
extending from northern Mexico to Honduras and El Salvador.
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MAyA WRITING
AND CALENDARS

GUIDE TO ORTHOGRAPHY
AND PRONUNCIATION

A feature common to all Mayan
languages is the ‘glottal stop'.

This sudden constriction of the

throat distinguishes, for example,
kab ‘earth’ from its glottalized
counterpart k'ab ‘hand’. In the
writing system this is reflected in a
separate set of syllables (k'a, k'e,
k'oetc.). The ‘b’ sound in Mayan

is always glottalized, but glyph
specialists no longer mark it with

an apostrophe. The type of vowel,
whether short, long or modified in
other ways, is another important
distinction and recent work suggests
that this too was indicated in the
script. In this volume long vowels

are marked with a doubled |etter,
separating chak 'great/red’ from
chaak, the name of the Rain God. The
Maya also made a contrast between
hard and soft ‘h’ sounds: the former
closest to the final 'h’ in the Gaelic
‘loch’, the latter to the ‘h' in ‘house’,
In line with the standard orthography,
‘|' represents this hardened or ‘velar’
version (e.g. ‘'ja’ as opposed to soft
‘ha'). It is also important to know that
in Mayan ‘%" is used for the sound 'sh’
(thus yax is "yash' and Xunantunich

is ‘shunan-teon-ich'). In'an older
orthography that persists in many
place-names, ‘c’ is better understood
as ‘k' and 'u’ is pronounced as a

'w' (the site of Uaxactun is thus wa-
shak-toon). Many archaeological sites
have Spanish names and it is worth
keeping in mind here that 'j' is also

a hard ‘h' (Naranjo is thus ‘naran-ho’).
Two non-Maya names with different
conventions are Oaxaca ('wa-haka’)
and Teotihuacan ('tayo-ti-wa-kan').

Mava WRITING AND CALENDARS 11

Whenever the intellectual achievements of Precolumbian America are
discussed, the famed writing system and timekeeping of the Maya are
always well to the fore. While the origins of both hieroglyphics and the
calendar are obscure, there can be no dispute that the Maya took them to
their highest level. The source of their particular passion can be traced to the
social and political developments that transformed the Preclassic into the
Classic. The new emphasis placed on dynastic descent, and ultimately
sacred kingship, created a need for permanent records to proclaim geneal-

ogy, ritual and great deeds - legitimizing the rule of individuals by fixing
their lives within a cosmic time order.

H[EROGL_YEHIC WRITING

Maya hieroglyphs present the reader with a richness and visual elabora-
tion unrivalled by any of the world’s ancient scripts. The system as we
know it today was evidently developed by the speakers of Ch’olan, one of
the principal Mayan language groups, sometime in the Middle Preclassic.
Although it was later adapted by groups such as the Yukatekan-speaking
Maya of the north, royal inscriptions in all areas remained predomi-
nantly Ch'olan, suggesting that this served as a kind of pan-Maya
prestige speech, much as French did in the courts of medieval England, or
for that matter 18th-century Germany and Russia.

The discovery of the phonetic basis of hieroglyphic writing, largely the
work of the Russian Yuri Knorosov, has proved the key to its decipher-
ment. Like most other hieroglyphic scripts, Maya writing is a ‘mixed
system’ that uses signs called logographs for whole words, with others
representing syllables and vowels. Part of its complexity lies in the
variety of its spelling conventions, which allowed a single term to be
written in a number of different ways. For example, the title ajaw ‘lord,
ruler’, could be composed of: a) one of several alternative logographs; b) a
logograph complemented by a syllable giving a phonetic clue to its
reading; or ¢) constructed entirely from syllables (themselves often
selected from a choice of signs). Individual signs could also be manipu-
lated graphically, as when one is ‘infixed’ into another, with no effect on
the reading of either.! At any one time the system used no more than 500
signs, of which 300 or so of the most common are now deciphered.
Though this process is well advanced, many questions remain unan-
swered and some important areas, such as its verbal structure and the
marking of features like vowel length, are only now succumbing to
investigation.?

Spellings of ajaw ‘lord, ruler”:

mAw @g AlAﬁT

DT a-AJAW

oGP
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SPELLING CONVENTIONS

The fiexibility of Maya script is well
illustrated in the spelling of the name
of the 7th-century king of Palenque,
K'inich Janaab Pakal (pp. 162-8).
\We variously see substitution (the
use of alternative signs which have
the same reading), com plementation
{syllables attached to logographs not
as part of the reading but as phonetic
clues to their value or marking @
quality of the vowel) and infixation
(the combination of two signs).
Hieroglyphic transcriptions of each
ruler's name appear in the ‘glyphic
spelling’ section of their personal
datafile and follow an established
system. Logographs are setin
capitals, while syllables and vowels
appear in lower case. Hyphens jain
signs that are grouped n the same
‘glyph block'. Square brackets
indicate infixed signs, while this
volume uses round brackets to

mark elements that are present but
omitted from the spelling. Colons
indicate long or other ‘complex’
vowels in logographs (these features
are still imperfectly understoed and
spellings are currently in some
degree of flux). In the following
examples, it is worth remembering
that apostrophes mark glottalized
sounds, while the letter ‘' is always
pronounced as a hard ‘h'.

Spellings of K'inich Janaab Pakal
‘Radiant ? Shield":

@ [K'IN]Jehi-ni JANA:B pa-ka-la

s )

AL

KINICH-ni ja-na-bi pa-kala

e

e ——

s

were most often inscribed on the tall monoliths
called ‘stelae’ (sing. stela), but are also found on stone wall panels, altars,
thrones and door lintels and in similar contexts modelled in stucco
plaster or carved in wood. Texts werc also engraved on objects of jade,
shell and bone, usually as marks of ownership on items of jewelry. But it
s as well to remember that most writing was on perishable media, espe-
cially the bark-paper books known as codices (of which only four
Postclassic examples, all non-historical almanacs, survive). Maya hiero-
glyphs developed from the tradition of brush painting, and scribes -~ who
held a prestigious place in society = WETe called aj tz'ib, literally 'he of the
painting’.* Their fine calligraphy is preserved on a few wall murals and,
much more commonly, on ceramic vessels.

Surviving texts are dedicated entirely to the doings and concerns of the
elite class. Public inscriptions tend to be terse affairs, with much use of
formulaic expressions and redundant duplication of known facts. This
gives us a rather skewed idea of Maya literature. Only rarely do we see
first-person quotations, more animated or poetic language, or glimpse
the wider range of topics discussed in long-lost books.

Dynastic records

TEE l’lam CALENDAR

The basis of any sophisticated time reckoning is a numerical system.
Maya numbers were made from combinations of just three symbols: a
dot for ‘one’, a bar for ‘five’ and a variable sign that represented ‘zero’. The
largest single digit was 19, composed of three bars and four dots. For
larger numbers a system of place notation was employed, working in
base 20 rather than our own base 10.

At the heart of the Mesoamerican conception of time lay a 260-day cal-
endar of 20 named days and 13 numbers, now known in the Maya area as
the Tzolk'in. This ritual count was usually intermeshed with another
based on the solar year, a 365-day ‘vague year’ called the Haab. This was
composed of 18 months of 20 numbered days, with a short month of five
spare days at the end of the year. Since it fell short of the true solar year by
about a quarter of a day, it slowly ‘slid’ against the seasons (although the
Maya were well aware of this they made no attempt to correct it). The
combined Tzolk’in and Haab is known as the Calendar Round, in which
no combination repeats for 18,980 days or 52 vague years.

Recording greater expanses of time required a further system, one
especially agsm:iated with the Classic era, called the Long Count. Nor-
;;3:]]:; :}(’;t[:llil;;:;;l;:t ;vd'is the Bak’tun (of roughly 4DQ years), followed
finally K'in (single days) (:Y ea;s)f-thc Tun (360 days), Winal (20 days) and
T ',irt : uirzl ubmgly{ the Winal position works to base
S LU':IC approximate the solar year at 360 days.
Rt By i, beginni?-lnh '(;UT Jas a Fscale of descendlmg value, sepa-
i wrij with lt ull’;al: tun. The penultimate day of the
ing the cycle as 10.0.0.0 De?\fm 3 ).1).19*1?.'19' .the next day complet-

..... though these historical dates contain five



THE INITIAL SERIES

Monument inscriptions usually begin
with an Initial Series date. The large
introductory sign reads tziik haab(?)
‘count of the years', always combined
with the name of the relevant patron
of the Haab month. Thereafter it reads
in double columns, as below.

(8
2 g
4

£

A B

Al 9 Bak'tun (9'x 144,000 days)

Bl 10 K'atun (10 x 7,200 days)

A2 16 Tun (16 x 360 days)

B2 8 Winal (8 x 20 days)

A3 14 K'in (14 days)

Bl 7 Ix (Position in the 260-day
Tzolk'in cycle)

Ad G3 (Third Lord of the Night —
9-day cycle of patron gods)

B4 F(Linked ta G, meaning
still unclear)

A5 7D (7 days since the “arrival'
of the last New Moon)

BS 3JC (Part of an 18-month cycle of

lunations)

A6/BE X/B (The 'young' name of the
appropriate lunar patron)

AT 104 (30 days in the current
lunation)

B7 17 Sip (Day and month in the
365-day Haab or ‘vague year')

This Initial Series represents the date
9.10.16.8.14 7 Ix 17 Sip, equivalent
to 24 April Ap 649 (GMT+2 correlation
and Julian calendar),

MAYA WRITING AND CALENDARS |13

places, there were in fact 19 higher ones, the full system reflecting a quite
unimaginable scope of time.

This five-place section of the Long Count had a starting point in
3114 Bc, perceived as the creation of the current universe. The system
was actually devised sometime in the 8th Bak'tun (7.0.0.0.1-8.0.0.0.0,
354 BC-AD 41) - popularly known as Cycle 7 - the earliest surviving dates
falling in 32 Bc at Tres Zapotes, in the Olmec heartland, and 36 Bc at
Chiapa de Corzo, between the Olmec and Maya zones. The first known
date that is probably Maya appears at El Baul, on the Pacific Coast, in AD
37. The earliest from the lowlands falls in the following Cycle 8, at Tikal
in AD 292, The great majority of Long Counts record dates in Cycle 9,
with the last coming in Cycle 10 in AD 909. Maya stelae were erected pri-
marily to commemorate key stages in the Long Count, most often whole
K’atun-endings (such as 8.18.0.0.0 or 9.13.0.0.0), but half- and quarter-
K'’atuns were not uncommon, occurring every 10 and 5 years respectively
(e.g. 8.18.10.0.0 and 9.13.5.0.0).

The opening date on major monuments is called the Initial Series.
This includes the Long Count and its appropriate Calendar Round, but
was further elaborated with various kinds of lunar data and other ritual
cycles (see panel). This served as a base from which the chronology of the
rest of the text was calculated, expressed in Calendar Rounds linked by
precise day counts,*

The correlation question

Converting the Long Count into the Christian calendar was a key
concern of early scholars and to some extent the question remains with
us today. Rather cryptic statements from 16th-century Spanish chroni-
clers, native histories from the Colonial period and remnants of the
ancient calendar still in use in parts of the Guatemalan highlands have
all been compared with astronomical data in the inscriptions and archae-
ological techniques such as radiocarbon dating. The correlation that best
fits these diverse criteria, and is now almost universally accepted, is that
of Goodman-Martinez-Thompson (GMT).5 It is likely that any deviation
from this is only a matter of a few days and, in fact, most specialists
currently use a two-day shift from GMT as standard.® The key to a final
placement undoubtedly lies in celestial records. Unfortunately, these
rarely offer single-day precision (most phenomena taking place over a
number of days and their observation affected by the vagaries of cloud
cover). Notable exceptions are eclipses. A monument at Poco Uinig, in
the Chiapas highlands of Mexico, ties the Long Count 9.17.19.13.16 to a
term known from Postclassic codices to represent a solar eclipse. Just
such an event took place on 16 July 790, falling three days after the origi-
nal GMT, one day after the standard amendment. It is still unclear if this
correlation was one used by all Maya kingdoms or whether there were
deviations across the region. All Christian conversions in this volume
keep to the common GMT+2 and are given in the Julian calendar, the
system in use throughout Europe during the relevant period.
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THE ROYAL
CULTURE OF THE

MAYA

(Opposite) In this ‘roll-out’ photograph
of 2 cylinder vase we see a ruler of

Motul de San José relaxing in his palace
surrounded by courtiers, A wooden
model dwarf holds an obsidian mirror to
his gaze, while musical entertainment is
provided by a group of horn and conch-
shell rumpeters outside.

|Below) This incised bone shows an
accession ceremony. A young lord
seated on a throne holds a simple
headband, while an aged figure lifts

a royal headdress aloft. It is unclear

if the scene is real or mythical. Dallas
Museum of Art.

e s

The Classic Maya developed a complex .and highly-reﬁned royal culture
which was reflected in all areas of their é.lrt, az‘fch1tecturs: and writing,
Rulers combined supreme political authority with a quasi-divine statys
that made them indispensable mediators between the mortal and super-
natural realms. From ancient times they were especially identified with
the youthful Maize God, whose bounty n.f corn underpinned all civiliza.
tion in Mesoamerica. Each stage of life — from birth to death to
resurrection — found its parallel in the cycle of the maize plant and the
myth that served as its metaphor (p. 222). In this way, the interests of the
humble farmer and high king were entwined and basic sustenance set at

the heart of Maya religion.’

The path to sacred power
Royal succession was strongly patrilineal and the rule of queens arose
only when the dynasty might otherwise be extinguished. As far as we can
tell, primogeniture was the norm: eldest sons had preference. Princelings
were termed ch'ok, originally meaning ‘unripe, youth’, but later
extended to the wider sense of ‘prince’. The heir himself was distin-
guished as the baah ch’ok ‘head youth’. Childhood was marked by a
series of initiation rites, one of the more important being a bloodletting
usually performed at the age of five or six (see pp. 60-1). Although blood
was their main claim to legitimacy, candidates still had to prove them-
selves in war. A bout of captive-taking often preceded elevation to office
and the names of such prisoners were sometimes incorporated into the
kings’ name phrase, in the formula ‘Master/Guardian of so-and-so’.?
Kingly investitures were elaborate affairs made up of a series of sepa-
rate acts.’ There was an enthronement, the heir’s seating on a cushion of
jaguar skin, and a crowning, as a white paper headband bearing a jade
image of the ‘Jester God’ (so called because of the leafy three-lobed top to
its head and a patron of royal authority that stretches right back to Olmec
times) was tied to the forehead.* An elaborate headdress of jade and shell
mosaic, trailing green iridescent plumes of the quetzal bird, would
follow. A sceptre carved into an image of the snake-footed deity K'awiil
was taken. The name carried in childhood was now joined by a huun
k’aba’ 'headband name’, usually taken from a predecessor, sometimes a
grandparent (in modern Maya communities children are seen as reborn

grgndparcnts, a single word mam meaning both grandparent and grand-
child) (see panel).

The rites of kingship

From here on, the calendar dictated a lifelong regimen of ritual and per-
formance. The most enduring relics of these rites are the multi-ton stelae
the Maya called lakamtuun or ‘banner stones’. Their engraved texts
dﬁscrll'{c their own erection, the binding of the altar set before it and the
scattering of blood or incense it received. These ceremonies replicated
;.mmcval acts that first set the universe in motion. Carved with the king's
image, often shown standing on a bound captive or iconic location, their
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RoyAL NAMES

The names we associate with
particular Maya kings and queens are
only parts of much longer sequences
of names and titles. Very often they
are based on those of gods and other
supernatural characters, the most
common of which were K awiil, the
reptilian, snake-footed lightning bolt;
Chaak and Yopaat, axe-wielding rain
and storm gods; Itzamnaaj, the aged
supreme deity of the sky; and K'inich,
the cross-eyed sun god (also used as
the honorific title ‘Radiant’). Variants
or aspects of these deities often
appear in verbal forms — as in the
‘god who does such-and-such’ -

usually in conjunction with features

such as Chan ‘sky’ and K'ahk' ‘fire’.
Powerful or prestigious animals are
other common components:
Bahlam/Hix ‘jaguar’, K'uk' ‘quetzal
bird’, Mo’ ‘macaw’, Kaan/Chan
‘snake’, Ahiin ‘crocodile’, Ahk ‘turtle’
and Chitam ‘peccary’ (the native
American boar). The names used in
this volume reflect the varied
histories of their discovery and the
current state of their decipherment,
ranging from full translations, to
nicknames, to those identified only
by letter or number.

inscriptions go on to chronicle the major historical events that have
occurred since the last stone was set up.®

Most ceremonies were conducted in the guise of appropriate deities,
identified by a full costume and usually a mask [almost always depicted
in cutaway form to show the wearer’s face).® Some required specialized
dance rituals, each identified by its own name and paraphernalia (one
involved live snakes).” The accompaniment would consist of singing, the
blowing of trumpets and conch shells and the beating of drums and turtle
carapaces. More privately, rulers and their families sought to enter the
spirit world through vision and trance induced by hallucinogenic drinks
and enemas. They also performed auto-sacrifice, drawing blood from
their tongues and genitalia with the aid of thorns, stingray spines and
blades of the volcanic glass obsidian.®

Every major Maya city included at least one ballcourt. In the game
itself two teams would attempt to keep a large (and very hard) rubber ball
from touching the ground, scoring points by means of floor markers and
wall-mounted rings. Equipment included padding for the knees and
elbows and a wide waist belt or ‘yoke’. Kings might style themselves aj
pitzal ‘ballplayer’, though their real interest lay in the game’s mythic sig-
nificance. The ballcourt of the Underworld was the place of sacrifice
described in the Popol Vuh (the 16th-century creation epic of the K'iche’
Maya) where the Maize God met his death, but from which he was ulti-
mately reborn (see p. 130).”

The royal court, governance and war

Kings held court in palaces set in the heart of their capitals. Painted
vessels show evocative scenes of courtly life, with enthroned lords sur-
rounded by wives and retainers, often receiving the homage of vassals
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Fulfilling their role as “warrior kings’,
Maya rulers evidently took part in hand-
to-hand fighting. In this scene painted on
a cylinder vase from the Nebaj region we
see the capture of an opposing lord
seized by the hair,

VENUS: THE WAR STAR

For Mesoamericans the celestial
patron and harbinger of war was
not Mars but Venus. Known by the
Maya as Chak Ek’ or 'Great Star’,
its motion across the sky was
carefully charted and the subject of
much prognostication. Tables to this
effect can be seen in a Postclassic
book called the Dresden Codex,
where Venus' malevolent effect is
fepresented as darts spearing
unfortunates below, During the
Classic period key points in its
progress were seen as favourable for
warfare and some battles seem to
have been timed to exploit this
Supefnatural advantage. The
appropriate hieroglyph, a still
undeciphered verb known as ‘star
war', shows a star showering the
€arth with liquid (pp. 79, 95, 1086,
108), It usually marks only the most
depisive of actions, the conquest of
cities and the fall of dynasties.

e e e e
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delivering mounds of tribute.!0 Maya Kings
seem to have been polygamous, byt mar.
riage is not a topic much discussed ip the
inscriptions (p. 131). Also in attendance
were musicians and dwarves. The latter
were more than simple jesters, they enjoyed
a high status derived from thejr special
association with caves and entries intq the
Underworld."" Scenes showing the feasting
and entertaining of both visiting lords and
local nobility reflect not so much lejsyre
activities as the operation of government
and diplomacy.

A key responsibility of kingship was to
lead one's forces into battle against rival
kings. Although the timing of attacks was
essentially a tactical decision, there can be
no doubt that auguries were strenuously
examined in search of the most auspicious
moment (see panell. To be taken captive was the greatest disaster to
befall a Maya king. Public humiliation was obligatory and many seem to
have been tortured before their execution by beheading, burning, or being
tied into balls and cast down flights of steps. Occasionally, however, they
appear to have survived their ordeals and even returned to their thrones

1-.’—--

as vassals of the victor.

Journeys to the gods: death and burial

Advanced age was seen as especially prestigious, and long-lived kings
would invariably carry titles stating how many K’atuns they had seen.
Death, when it came, was viewed as the beginning of a journey, a
retracing of the Maize God's descent into the Underworld, where victory
over the gods of decay and disease would lead to rebirth and apotheosis
Ipp. 167, 222). In preparation for this odyssey, dead rulers were laid in
well-built tomb chambers. Stretched out on a wooden bier, the corpse
was dressed in the weighty jade jewelry worn in life, wrapped
in textiles and jaguar pelts and given a heavy dusting of the blood-red
minerals hematite and cinnabar. Accompanying offerings included:
ceramic vessels holding foodstuffs and drinks made from kakaw (cocoa
beans), shells and other marine ‘exotics’, the effigies of gods in clay or
T.vnud; mirrors of polished hematite or pyrites, bark-paper books, musical
nstruments, items of furniture and, occasionally, human sacrifices. In
many cases a steep pyramid would be raised above the tomb, its upper
temple a shrine for the king's veneration as a deified ancestor. These
t311113]!=§ WEIC maintained over successive generations, forming a
‘ll_””t'CthL‘ repository of dynastic power. In later years tombs might be
fitually re-opened, their contents scattered about and the defleshed

bones scorched with fire of removed as relics.'?
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CLASSIC MAyA
PoLiTICS

EmBLEM GLYPHS

The first real window on Classic Maya
politics came in 1958, when Heinrich
Berlin (who also identified personal
names in the inscriptions) discovered
what he called ‘emblem glyphs'.
These hieroglyphs share a common
structure, but have versions that are
unigue to each of the major sites.
Today we understand them as royal
titles composed of three elements:
two constants, k'uhul *holy' and ajaw
‘lord’, and a variable, the name of a
particular kingdom or polity. Over 50
are known from the Central Area
alone (p. 19), while a much smaller
inventory from the Northern Area is
now growing rapidly.

AJAW
‘lord, ruler’

K'UHUL
lhob.l

Polity name

A fundamental question we ask of any ancient civilization is "how was it
organized politically?’ In the case of the Classic Maya we are fortunate in
having both a strong archaeological record and, even more importantly, a
unique collection of contemporary inscriptions. Their decipherment pro-
vides key insights into Maya conceptions of kingship and statehood, of
political rhetoric and authority.

Though the significance of the Preclassic-Classic divide can be over-
stated, the distinction does seem to reflect a transformation from one
social and political order to another. The emerging Classic tradition cer-
tainly drew from existing practice, incorporating ideals of rulership -
even specific forms of regalia - that can be traced back to Olmec times.
But it also had a keen sense of itself as an innovation, as a break from the
past. Authority in the Preclassic Maya lowlands was generally mani-
fested in broad, impersonal terms, with huge architectural programmes
emblazoned with god masks and cosmic symbols.! The Classic, by con-
trast, emphasized the individual. The relationship between kingship and
the cosmos was re-articulated, even reconceived. The monolithic stela,
an ancient form, was now used to fix royal identity and life-history
within a sacred order defined by the calendar. Ceremonial architecture
underwent a similar development, as temple pyramids became mortuary
shrines for the veneration of dead kings. These changes find explicit
mention in the written histories, where Classic dynasties were estab-
lished by named founders, sometimes on specific dates of ‘arrival’.’

Elements of this system took root in various parts of Mesoamerica
between 100 BC and ap 100. In the Maya area they first appear in the
south, at El Baul, Takalik Abaj and Kaminaljuyu, where stelae carved
with royal portraits, dates and historical texts were in place by at least Ap
37. The emergence of the first dynastic kingdoms in the lowland Central
Area can now be traced to around Ap 100 (p. 26).

For the Maya, governance was invested in the rank of ajaw ‘lord,
ruler’. By the end of the 4th century, paramount rulers were distinguish-
ing themselves from a larger lordly class by calling themselves k'uhul
ajaw, ‘holy lord’. Though this was initially confined to the most ancient
and powerful centres in the form we know now as the ‘emblem glyph'’
(see panel), it ultimately spread far and wide.? Another title, kaloomte’
(long known as ‘Batab’) was of special importance and restricted to only
the strongest dynasties during the Classic proper. When prefixed by
ochk'in, ‘west’, as is often the case, it asserts a legitimacy derived from
the great Mexican city of Teotihuacan, whose special role in the Maya
area has still to be fully uncovered.

Ajaw K'uhul Ajaw

Kaloomte’

Ochk'in Kaloomute’
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CHANGING PERSPECTIVES O
MayA POLITICS

Although early scholars speculated
vaguely on a system of ‘citystates, i
was only with the discovery of emblem
glyphs and dynastic history thata
proper study of Classic Maya politics
could begin. Thomas Barthel, working
in the 1960s, noted that an unusual
grouping of four emblems recorded at
Copan in p 731 (Copan itself, Tikal,
Palenque and what we now know tobe
Calakmul) were each associated with @
cardinal direction (p. 203). He took this
to represent a four-way division of
political authority in the Central Area
based on cosmological principles. A
second set of four, recorded at Seibal
118 years later, appeared to show the
replacement of peripheral Copan and
Palenque by centrally placed Seibal
and Motul de San José, suggesting a
contraction of the Maya realm in the
Terminal Classic (p. 227).°

This perspective was expanded by
Joyce Marcus in the 1970s. By noting
which city mentioned the emblem of
another, and which did not, she
reconstructed ranked hierarchies of
sites that made up large 'regional
states'. She went on to propose an
historical development in which a
landscape of small Preclassic

ief oalesced into four or five
;f:f:g:éﬁanﬂ one lesser confederacy)
during the Classic period, before 20
splintering again undenm: pressu s
the approaching collapse. Meanwhile,
Richard Adams examined the relative
size and distribution of Maya sites
across a swathe of the lowlands, coming
to the view that regional-scale ent]tles
could indeed be detected and their :
domains broadly charted (see below).

As a better understanding of the
emblem glyph emerged in the 1980s,
conceptions underwent a sea change.
Now recognized as a pgrsonal title
defining the ‘holy lord’ of a particular
city or area, it could be seen as an
equivalent rank shared by a great many
Maya rulers.® When Peter Mathews
charted emblem glyph distribution
across the region he defined a
landscape divided into 40 or more small,
self-contained statelets (see below).”
Further advances in the decipherment
only served to emphasize the diverse
histories of each and the recurring
warfare between them.

To a number of scholars, most notably
David Freidel and Jeremy Sabloff, this
seemed like a system of ‘peer polities’.
In this kind of environment statelets are
equally matched, relations between
them oscillating rapidly between peace
and war with no enduring patterns or

meaningful hierarchies developingo
To better explain why, scholars
including Arthur Demarest, Stephen
Houston and Norman Hammong
looked to political models developg!
for other cultures, principally in Africg
and Southeast Asia. Here there wera
states which placed ritual performange
at the heart of their existence, echgjng
the great emphasis the Maya placeg
on such themes. Dubbed 'weak stateg’
by some, these units were inherently
unstable, Paramount rulers wielded
ceremonial and religious authority, byt
real political strength lay with a class
of competing magnates. Charismatic
kings could expand the boundaries of
the state for a time, but feeble rulers
risked its very existence, as the
nobility switched their allegiance to
neighbouring kingdoms or established
powerbases of their own.

In the 1990s, however, new
evidence from the texts began to
indicate that some of these petty
kingdoms were consistently ‘more
equal than others'. While falling far
short of organized states, it now
seems clear that a number of the
strongest were capable of establishing
dispersed and rather dynamic
hegemonies — a system which
predominated throughout the Classic
era (pp. 17-21).

Differing conceptions of Classic Maya

political organization:

T —,‘ (Left) A
| 4| Teconstruction
S of regional

| il states
[after Richard
Adams),

¥ __‘_)_/' ;‘P
(_~
{Kight] The
divided 5
];-ll"liihl:ap:: of -
small polities
latter Peter
Mathews), —_
e Y

The dynastic system of the lowlands was initially slow to spread from
the heart of the Central Area known as the Peten. But after a phase of
Teotihuacan intervention, towards the end of the 4th century, the pace
qulickened noticeably. New kingdoms, m any of them established at
Fxlsting Preclassic centres, ultimately filled most of the productive lands
111211;}::51\;1:3-{1]]&;;.;[;}?(_11 was fiercely individual, ad(.}pting iFS owh patron
e _l:stu_ry, many doubtless drawn imm existing Preclas:
e w;‘r?j;’ics ;:Llfohm.s TNCI’L‘ the largust stable units tct emerge over
landscape was ncver[ uﬂ _Claf“-‘ilc and, df:SI*utc continual conflict, the Maya

nified under a single authority.

New perspectives
Ove ars

htr the years scholars have differed both
whether there were just
statelets, and their corres
strong, central

about the size of Maya polities,
a few regional-scale states or many smal
ponding administrations, whether they had

1zed s oante !
sovernments or weak, decentralized ones. As as result
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there has been a choice between two contrasting views of Maya society
(see panel). But the emergence of new information from the inscriptions,
in which the Maya directly describe their political world, allows a re-
assessment of the topic. Our own research — much of it summarized n
this volume - points to a pervasive and enduring system of ‘overkingship’
that shaped almost every facet of the Classic landscape (pp. 20-1)."" Such
a scheme accords closely with wider Mesoamerican practice, while
seeming to reconcile the most compelling features of the two existing
views, namely the overwhelming evidence for multiple small kingdoms
and the great disparities in the size of their capitals.

It has been known for some time that hierarchical relations appear in
the texts, where they are expressed by the use of possession. Thus sajal,
an office held by some of the leading nobility, becomes usajal or ‘the
noble of’ when linking such a lord to his king.'* The same structure can
be seen with the kingly rank of ajaw, which becomes yajaw ‘the lord
of’.'"* While this demonstrated that one king could be subordinated to
another, the small number of examples made them seem, at first,

The standard formula ‘Holy Lord

of x’ predominates in this sample of 44 ephemeral and of limited significance. But another kind of expression
emblems from the Central Area. Rare proves to be equally important, greatly expanding the number of such
exceptions may hint at organizational ; =

distinictions or representarchaic, ties. Here, a normal statement of royal accession is appended by a second
Preclassic, forms. phrase headed ukabjiiy ‘he supervised it’, followed by the name of a
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