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The fragment used on the jacke! belongs to a shat-
tered panel that archaeologists found among the

rubble on the north end of the Palace at Palenque.
The image shows Pakal, the king of Palenque,

wearing the headdress of Itzamna, the first sor-
cerer and diviner:
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A Personal Note from
the Authors

The sky has become important to us
in a way we never anticipated. For each of us the way to the sky has been
different. The first time David Freidel really fell into the night sky, he
was a boy lying on a hill, in the open country of southeast Wyoming. The
Milky Way arched wide and sparkling in the blackness above him, and
he lost the hills and the trees as he flew upward into 1t. That summer he

was a high school volunteer working on ancient Indian campsites. It was

the first step on the journey that turned him into an archaeologist and led

to this book.

For Linda Schele, 1t was
studio teacher who happened to't
went to visit was México and h
y did not rea
92 when she fin
co—where it was
lory of the Milky Way. In the pattern
face of Creation and the World Tree

different. She was a professional painter and
ake a vacation in 1970. The place she
er life was forever changed by the

lly come home to her in all its glory

experience. But the sk
ally found a place—Tixkakal

until the summer of 19
Guardia in Quintana Roo, Méxi
less enough to see the crystalline g
arching across the sky, she saw the

standing at the center of the Cosmos.
These exhilarating moments have taken on special meaning because

of what we discovered by writing this book: that the patterns of stars in
the night sky, and especially the Milky Way, are the primary symbols of
Maya Creation. We thought their Creation myth was just a story—but
before this book was finished we realized that this myth presented a
breathtaking and literal map of the sky. Writing together, changing each
other’s words and ideas, striving for some way t0 describe what we had

dark enough and cloud-
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A Personal Note from the Authors

come to understand about the Maya world, we had stumbled into the
Creator Shaman’s attic. There we found the Maya sky, a painted book
whose constellations unfold its picture story of genesis across the face of
the cool darkness while the sun illuminates the Otherworld.

Over the last twenty-five years, we've spent a great deal more time
looking down in the dirt or at dusty stone Inscriptions than up at the sky.
Working with teams of dedicated people, we’ve slashed through snake-
infested undergrowth to lay down map trails, pried big rocks out of small
holes, squinted with sweat-stung eyes to scribble notes in the blinding
midday heat. Or we have Patiently sat in contorted positions and traced
the lines of an eroded inscription onto a paper damp with the sweat that
dripped from our chins. In return for all this hard work, we've been
privileged to stand and gaze at man-high painted masks of the Maya gods,
released from their darkness for the first time in two thousand years.
We've watched ruined cities emerge and seen fallen stone facades re-
stored to comprehensibility. We’ve seen the walls of long-buried temples
appear under the hands of men patiently chipping away at the stone.
filled, concrete-hard dirt in the dark, hot tunnels under pyramids. We've
been there when the names of powerful leaders dead and forgotten for
more than a thousand years have been spoken again, not only by people
from our world, but by their living descendants.

Beyond the sense of accomplishment we feel in our craft and the sheer
joy of the work, we have felt a driving need for something more: not just
to find the Indian behind the artifact—as the adage goes in archaeol-
ogy—but to understand that person’s way of seeing the world. This book
1s about the Maya way of seeing. At its heart is the experience of a
spiritual and magical world. It is a world in which ancestors affect the fate
of the living, where human beings can transform into their animal
counterparts, where ritual transforms space and objects into powerful
energy carriers. It is a world alive in all its parts.

Before writing this book, we studied the beliefs the ancient Maya
recorded in their art and architecture as jf they were part of a fascinating
alternate reality that had little relevance to our personal lives. We did
what scientists are supposed to do—keep an objective distance. Like the

A Personal Note from the Authors

To write this book, we had to reach inside ourselves to f'“md b;t}]
empathy for their way of being and 'a metht?d to c<.>r¥1mumca1:}e1 : is
worldview to others. Because their way is pervasively s.pmt.ual, we ha t;
discover our real feelings about spirituality and 1_’a1th n th; s};,lare
wisdom that guides daily life and conduct. .To write aboult t ; ay:
cosmos, we had to accept the significance of its sgpernatura reality an
learn to play by the rules of its own .mte‘rnal logic. ; .

We haven't turned our backs on sc1.er-1uﬁc knowledge or me ) }.lave
the contrary, in the course of describing the Malya c::sx::;s ;; _—e
systematically referred to concrete .and ‘m'atena 5): ih s of Vaya
things—to buildings, pots, sculptures, m'scnptlo;s, an :e i contexts in
which they were found. We have also include gem:)a N
contemporary eyewitness accounts of z.ictual Maya eha o in many
different situations. Yet the heart of this book—or pex; al:ld s sous
our personal encounie” vith e Mayaf’ S llt)iresene;n through their
ture of discovery as professed novices 1n the world as s

eyes, words, and deeds. R
Far from presenting a detached poin view, we have integrated
1 r experiences, and our understanding i
ourselves, ou

¢ book is about a body of knowledge created and per-
ey Because o0 it must also be about how we ourselves have begun
petuated by the Vaye 1d learning a different rationality just as one
to absorb that Know ¢ Cg:temporary scientific research has, in our view,
ieams a new languag?. . out of our cosmology. Maya reality places
taken the humen W f the cosmos and makes humanity responsi-
the cemer ndless process. We have tried to take a
. wn experiences to open a window of

ew, we have integrated

human beings at .
ble for creation as an ongong,
page from their book by using our o

) : he ancient Maya. As we began
be a book on shamanizr:;nhj:iecl:ilsg;:i: fI:ad the work of ethnographers,
to research the themearticipate in modern Maya ritual, t%le F)ook trans-
and mo§t of all;' - pur eyes. It became a book on the contm.ulty of Ma).ra
fom_led itself before .0 t past into the present. None of us will ever ag.alll:
reality from the ;nm:rl’;efs of Yukatan, Chiapas, or Guatemala apd thin
be able to walk the sas merely biological descendants of the.anments, cut
of the Maye 'we se: by the trauma of the Conquest. Our view of Maya
off from the'x Pes 'r):uity of their cultural heritage has changed.
history an¢ th‘iatl(ioz::s change shamanism remains at the heart of our

Yet even w ’
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A4 Personal Note from the Authors

book. From his student days onward, David Freide] has been fascinated

with shamanism and he has transferred that interest to Linda and Jo
One of his earliest encounters with this

Mircea Eliade. Archaic Ecstasy,
Ism is a very old, coherent, an
draws its powers of persistence
about the world by way of a rath
The most important premise is

Y.
belief system was in the work of
especially, convinced him that shaman-
d broadly diffused mental paradigm. It
from its capacity to organize knowledge
er simple set of symbols and assumptions.
that the spiritual force that every human

ring to the same basic premise of shaman
wonderful thing about this idea is that it
to the world and to the cosmos. We need
the sun and fee] Insignificant. Rather,

bright beings are part of a shared h
humanity,

ism we described above. The

nurtures a sense of belonging
not look up at the night sky or
shamanism teaches that those
istory and life-force that belong to all

We believe that shamanism can function as a guide in complex,

civilized societies and that as a way of organizing knowledge about the
world it spans the Americas today. We had the

this truth at the 1992 Austin Workshop. A

named Sakim, holy man for people of the Creek nation in Florida,
attended the workshop at the behest of Kent Reilly, specialist in the
shamanism of the Olmec civilization that preceded the Maya in ancient

México. Linda had arranged for several of the Maya people who are
learning to read and write in their ancestors’

privilege of experiencing
Native American shaman

process of unlocking their past. At the tradi-
¥» which brought people together at Linda’s

A Personal Note from the Authors

e. They saw together that in the European

ties of people in this balanc while in their words

ion of emptiness, yore
languéges' Spa(c:ie ::it;::i\t:.n ;: tl:llancing all the things c?mbraced w1thn;
'Space o anMs rtin said that many things are alive, th'mgs ?f stlone an
e h hed the coffee table in front of him with its stone
o e tou;»:akim said that anything with form, substance,
. bei Inspired, Sakim drew off his sacred. shell
N pMartin deeply moved, broke into a
David ;lad recruited Dennis Tedloc.k
ly complicated discussion. Dem'ns
a stopped by to show Sakim

top and wood side?
urpose, and place 1 '
gec:)oral and placed it on Maf'tm-
speech in Kagchikel. By th1.s tlme..n
to help in translating an ,mcreaSI ger Lind
Tedlock is a trained K'iche daY-k:gue:::e ) .greatly' It was a thank-you note
a framed page O,f Papero:i:inulz:qcmkel using the old WTiting syst"*r}ll1 of
wrtien by MBT R e knowledge, the first example, in at leaStIh.r =
hieroglyphs. It was, to ! his native writing system to record something
centuries, of a Maya l.lsmio longer able to contain himself, begarf to I;.l'at)’
he wanted to say- Saklm,Surrounded now by three adepts spea.kmg fOur
in Creek over the page. £ he was witness to the first meeting of an
felt = lVVe firmly believe that the Maya visizn c.elz-
e i minds
£ conceiving the world that. l.lves in t%le Eeartst ::;1 loaacy
brates a way o his hemisphere, a vision that ' the natu e
of the firstcomers to this les and that can help to unite them l.n prixpos
of all the Anrlﬁricalrll fl:;pof rethinking our relationship to the life system
as we face the challe

American united nations.

that spawned us all. a and Joy and old to David, have relevance

ind
These ideas, new tih L-lnjuSt us. The contemporary Maya were taught,
le than ’

i that they had inherited nothing from.the. Pr::z}:omn;
or came to believe, lv theories hold that modern Indian insti d
bian past. Some SChOI:;r (3: of the Conquest itself and were create a}s E:
and beliefs are 2 P'7 ; anish conquerors. The ruins left by the.anC;e:
cultural entity by thel 1p acy they represent, have been aPPr°P“aFeh }:
Maya, and the cultura‘ esgas the patrimony of modern nations, wnho:e
the Ladinos 217 m‘j“’" eoples who still live among them. vZe h:ve
reference t(:io f:-heerf: v:; zf understanding the modern Maya who
learned a difer

their
actly the same as

- ands. We accept that they are not exactly he people who
become our friends. than we are the same as the peop

any rnOI‘e

d of the eighth century. Yet the historz
n hundreds of stone monuments an

to many more peop

ancient forebears, :
fought the Vikings 1n the Englan

in images O . idences
‘ and preserved 1n 1 ) . cities and resi ,
written and I:, chitecture of their Precolumbian ¢ an
the ar
clay vessels,
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A Personal Note from the Authors

the fossilized remains of rituals in temples and hamlets, all hold a vision
for the modern Maya that reflects their heritage because it still makes
sense in their languages and practices. The modern Maya can claim thejr
past because it lives in their present. Their pageants and beliefs shed licht
on the ancient arts of their forebears in ways that cannot come from cg)
world or our science, and they offer us the gift of new kno led ur
an ancient cosmos. wledge about

Davip FREIDEL LiNDA ScHELE

JoY PARKE
Dallas Austin R

Los Angeles
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FOREWORD

THE ORTHOGRAPHY

In Maya studies, spelling has always
been a problem. When the Spanish came, they found people using
consonants and vowels that did not exist in their own language, and just
as bad, they found that consonants and vowels in their own language
a. The early friars, usually using conventions

developed within their respective orders, worked out standard ways of
to record, while other chroniclers used

dgepodge of orthographies that has

were unknown to the May

representing the sounds they tried

their own systems. The result was a ho
not been helped by the introduction of modern technical systems.

Glyphic studies traditionally use the colonial orthography :unposed on
Yukatek by the Spanish. This orthography is still used by scribes among
the Cruzob Maya today to write their books of prophecy. It ¥1as served the
Yukateks well and yielded an enormous literature, including numerous
dictionaries, the Books of Chilam Balam, and the writing of modern
h-men of the Cruzob Maya. It has also become the tradit?onal othogra-
phy used in epigraphy: it was the calendric terms from Bishop Diego de
Landa’s Relacion de las Cosas de Yucatan that early researchers used for
their own writing. ‘

Unfortunately, there are many problems caused by using these early
orthographies, including the Yukatek one. Many Mayan la'mguages ‘have
contrasting sounds that do not exist in Spanish; often Spanish chroniclers
never heard them at all or simply ignored them. Furthermore, the Span-
ish settled on different and inconsistent systems for different languages.
The orthography they developed for Yukatek, for example, cannot be
used to write most of the Cholan languages and none of the highland

15




Foreword

Maya languages. As we moved into the twentieth century, the situation
only got worse, because a new set of orthographies was added' to Fhe
alphabet soup, including practical orthographies developed by linguists
on the one side and translators of the Bible on the other side. When the
international phonetic alphabet was added to the already confused situa-
tion, we ended up with some systems using diacritics, some systems that
didn’t use them, and almost as many ways of spelling Maya words as
there are Maya languages and researchers.

As a result, the same word is often spelled in more than one way within
one document. One of the most confusing problems facing students of the
Maya, especially those new to the field, is how to make sense of the many
different ways the same word can be spelled. The word for “lord” can
appear as ahaw, ahau, ajau, ajaw, or azaw, depending on which orthogra-
phy is used. Having to cope with all these different ways of spelling is
often the first problem to be faced, even before cognate sets'

between
different languages can be determined.

In earlier, more technical publications, we tried to use linguistic ortho-
graphies, but since early glyphic studies began using the system of
colonial Yukatek, many terms simply looked funny when they were
written in a technical orthography. We tried keeping established terms
in the old orthography and changing any new ones into modern orthogra-
phies—of which several are used by different researchers. Unfortunately,
we ended up with a combination system that was more confusing than
simply keeping the old Yukatekan system. Chinese presents a similar
problem with multiple orthographic conventions and the

same resulting
confusing plethora of different spellings for the same w

ord.
In our last book, 4 Forest of Kings, we chose to retain the Yukatekan

orthography that is traditional to the field of epigraphy, with a few
alterations to accommodate particular difficulties. That decision worked
adequately when we were working with the languages of the 1nscrip-
tions—Yukatekan and Cholan. However, in this book we found ourselves
facing a different problem, since we were including words from most of

the extant Maya languages. In this context, the old

Yukatekan orthogra-
phy simply will not work.

Furthermore, since the publication of A Forest of Kings, the Maya of
Guatemala have themselves adopted a uniform alphabet w

record their own languages. The Maya of the Proyecto Lin
cisco Marroquin and the Academia de Lenguas Mayas, i
with writing and language groups all over the highlands

ith which to
giiistico Fran-
n cooperation

of Guatemala,
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. o red
FM during earlier research with professional linguists from the Unite
PL urin

L. nd Sports of Guatemala adopted

States. In 196% tlh(;/;\:: nz::tr: ;i'):)::zlt;;:Zec’s Zcerca de los alfabetos pa;a
e alphlabe':i fiI:nas Mf)‘a de Guatemala as the official government publ-
escribir los 1dio A S
cation of t},]e .a lpha{bita::f islt;o}:rsloe?;g used by the writers’ cooperati;fles

A very similar a1p] and several organizations have adopted the :jllp.la-
of Totzil anc Tzel?vta ’era Vasquez for Yukatek. Since these ‘.’ery 51m: ar
bet developed by ar(llﬁeveloped in cooperation with or by native spea.ker;
alphabets . b'“;e" for writing their own languages, we have deCIC.ie
and adopted‘ ” t'f:::ln alphabet for Maya Cosmos, as a'means of. r.educ;ngt
to adopt th'elr ux;l lternate spellings and, most of all, in recogmtlon; Z
the confusx:nv: t:e right to decide how their own languages should be
the Maya ha
wsen . ion brings with it both advantages and disac.lvant?'lge:' ;’he

o (;1 ec:u::ltarge gis that words with traditional spellings, including
major disadv
place names, SUddinly (lic:;ntage is that everything is spelled in .the sarfle
in the old form. "¢ Zf the traps that led English speakers into mxz—
way and that most ords are gone. Words now look the way they ?().un 1
pronouncing Mayan “;z s keh The biggest problem is the .tradltlo.na
Cimi is kimi and ceh 15 es that are fixed in the colonial spelling
rms and the place nj::y odd in their new spellings. Dzibilchal-

k very strange to someone used to seeing them

calendar te

look i
of Yulatek. &1 ﬁrs:"lt}}lzi)lrtu(:z and Uazactun becomes Wazaktun We de
ilc

N . .
tun becomes Tzt these situations where there are traditional

with 4
bated whatdt:; ized that we had to apply the new alphabet to all words
spellings and de

i . - whether or not they have become Hifpani01zed
that are Mays 7 decided to keep the traditional spellings when
e 1 ecfrom Nahualt, so that Olmec, Toltec, Aztec,
mes e ame. Our decision may be confusing for
2t}:::s,sand .appreciated, we h(?pe, by the res;:, bu;
he right one to make. Besides, we have foun

as place namTas.
place or ethnic n .
and Zinacantan remal
some, an anatheme} .to .
we believe our decision 1s t
the adjustment quick and r
The traditional orthograp
form alphabet as follows:
(pronounce

latively painless. | )
eha)lr of Yukatek corresponds to this new uni

d like the a in father)
a — a
b = b

; ish k)
ced like English
¢ = k (pronoun

17
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= e (pronounced like the e in set)

li = h  (pronounced like an English £)

o= i (pronounced like the ee in see)

;=) (pronounced like a hard % sound, as with the
Spanish )

k = k' (pronounced like a & but with the glottis closed)

1= 1

m = m

n = n

o = o (pronounced like the o in hold)

P = P

PP = p’ (thisis a glottalized p, pronounced with the glottis
closed)

9 = q (this post-velar £ is pronounced deep in the throat
and has no equivalent in a European language;
neither is it present in the lowland languages)

9 = q (glottalized version of the same consonant)

s = s

t = t

th =t (this is a glottalized 4 pronounced with the glottis
closed)

tz = tz (this is another consonant that does not exist in
English or Spanish)

dz = 1tz

(to the confusion of both native and non-native

speakers, the old Yukatek orthography had dz for

the glottalized form of this consonant)

u = u (pronounced like the 0o in 200)

u = w (the Spanish used the letter u to write the
consonant w so that many traditiona] spellings,

such as ahau or Uazactun, have a u in the place of

the consonant)

x = x (this is equivalent to the English sk)
y =
z = s

There are other consonants, especially the retroflexives and an » pro-

nounced like the final sound in sing, that are used by several Mayan
languages, but because we do not use vocabulary from those languages,

18
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d no v fe] to te i g
ence ro led because we dO re .
p blem that Should be s . . III.I,S us ]ll
[llelll L .Il all Other Mayan languages 1S pronounced rin ChOl t1 bl“ n
a (:. e 1 a, .
K q hk ll and K’iche' r corresponds to ) m other Mayan langu ges We
1 k]

. . ] ]]. ] ] . ]

Finally, ak will be written Chakob, more than one sahal

words. More than one Ch
will be sahalob.
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THE CH’A-CHAK CEREFTONY

(as told by David Freidel)

The plains of Yaxuna in northern Yukatan are usually covered with a
green sea of waving maize plants and waist-high grasses in the month of
July. The temple-mountains of stone rubble rise skyward like the gray,
forested islands of a landlocked archipelago, but in the summer of 1989,
the sea had become a desert. Red dust jumped in small puffs as I
stumbled, heat-stupid, through the stunted weeds and stillborn cornstalks
from the June planting—the second failed planting of that year. Stripped
of its life-sustaining greenery, the plain was a maze of low rock patterns,
the homes and household lots of the ancient community’s farmers, war-
riors, craftsmen, and merchants. The earth, torn up by burrowing igua-
nas, was littered with the broken pottery trash from two thousand years
of habitation. The sherds glittered in the relentless glare of midmorning.

I climbed the steep broken stairway of a temple pyramid and saw two
Maya farmers sweating over thirty-pound chunks of quarried stone at the
bottom of the shallow square hole on the summit. Torn from the earth
two thousand years ago by their ancestors, who bore them by tumpline
from nearby quarries and piled them into platforms to raise the eyes and
voices of kings and shamans to the horizon above the tangled forest, the
e being moved once again by the muscle and will of Maya men,

stones wer
who were heaving them into neat piles by the side of the pit. At the

bottom of the pit, the men had cleared away the rubble to reveal the

summit of an earlier temple—a mountain inside a mountain. Its stairway
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of brown-plastered masonry disappeared under the rubble of the temple
built on top of it. I jumped down and carefully brushed clean the surface
of the floor so that I could stand on the ceremonial platform. Maya rulers
had last stood there when the Maya civilization was new, centuries before
the birth of Christ in an alien world far away. This was one of the first
temple-mountains raised by the Maya in this northern country.

My exhilaration of discovery was tempered by worry as [ struggled out
of the pit and scanned the eastern horizon for the blue-black shadows of
rain-yielding thunderheads. The cloud-borne Chakob were riding the
wind, but they weren’t coming our way. They were headed south toward
the village of Santa Marfa. No one around me had s

poken of rain for some
time; it had been days since the last sprinkle on

the lands of Yaxuna.
“They held a Ch’a-Chak at Santa Maria yesterday. The shaman from
K’ankabtz’onot came and the

y killed two deer for 1t,” said a young
villager.

Sometimes shamans perform Ch’a-Chak ceremonies for the tourists
who throng to Yukatan to admire the temples. These rituals are supposed
to call upon the ancient gods to bring rain. Here in Yaxuna, however,
Ch’a-Chakob were a deadly serious business, a plea for relief from the
drought that threatened the lives and well-being of my friends.

Drought was Perfect working weather fo
catastrophe for the villagers who lived alon
ancient city around the ancient well of Yaxy
old tensions surface and chronic afflictions
redress the balance between the people an

I my project, but it was
g the western edge of the
na. Drought is a time when
feel worse. It is a time to
d their place in the world

Worlds Apart, Joined Together

had brought the village some financial relief, but we had also dug into
the temple-mountains, the dwellings of the old .gods. Perhaps by upset-
ting them, we were bringing misfortune along with opporturfnlty. We had
a camp of thatched-roof native houses at the edge of the village where
the ruins began, on land that belonged to t?veryone, lent to us by every
family in Yaxuna. Because of all of these things, we were of the commu-
1ty— ere part of its crisis.
nltl)\’lex?nd(j)ov:iots li\lr)ed Don Pablo, the village Ah-men .or “doer.” He was
joining in the common effort of the shamans from villages thro.ugh:;:t
the neighboring region by preparing a Ch’.a-Chak ceremony to bring the
rain gods to Yaxuna. Several nights earl.ler, he had come o.v'er to our
household after dinner with Don Leocario, the Tnayor, to .vmt and to
discuss the coming ceremony. But he had said nothing to us directly about
this sacred work. I reminded him that we had offered to help .and asked
what we could contribute. Since Don Pablo lives and works with people
of modest means, his request that night, out of courtesy, was for small
quantities of inexpensive things—two bottles of the cheapest rur-n, ten
candles, ten bags of incense. I suggested that we m%ght sgpply chickens
as well, and he agreed that we could bring two live chickens for the
Cer;;:z: )éh’a-Chak ceremonies are a community effort, the worl‘ﬁ and the
materials were all contributed voluntarily. Don Pablo br01.1ght his knowl-
edge, his prayers, and his sacred stones. The other men built the altar an.d
dug the nearby fire pit where the sacred breads would be cooked. Their
altar looked simple and improvised, a shaky table of poles held together
with vines. During the ceremony, however, it would become th? center
of the cosmos. All the participants brought the dough made with cc.)rn
ground by their womenfolk for the sacred breads that are layered, like
heaven and the underworld, on the altar, as well as the cooked meats, and
the “wine” made from honey and “virgin water” from a deep natural
we'lI'lilat day, while I was studying the anci.ent cityscape and presidinlgl
over our excavation in the temple-mountam,' the ceremony was we.
der way in the woods at the far side of the village. Don Pabl‘o and his
o had set aside three days for the prayers and preparations. The
helper’s ad all the villagers and archaeologists together attended the
f(l)nowmgf t:z ,Ch’a-Chak ritual and witnessed the legacy of thousands of
climax o

f Maya devotion and ritual knowledge. This is the Ch'a-Chak, the
years 0

ST ;
“Bring-Ram' ceremony

31

Plate 28




MAYA COSMOS

Pitching his Voice i
nto a highe
Pablo spoke softly to the Ch, kgI e to.Show the proper -espect, Don
tall, thin crogs made of sticks that

and sSpri :
s who ;rou h Prinkling fresh, clean water
ched at the;, feet beside the corn

mbodied the Chakob, and the boys were

Croaked, “Whoa-whoa,”
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As Don Pablo passed in front of the altar, he paused to pray more
loudly, shaking the arching branches of the arbor the way the thunder
shakes the roof of a house. He pulled on one of the six vines that radiated
outward from the center of the arbor. Entranced, his eyes half closed, he
raised his face heavenward and summoned the gods to save the crops of
the farmers who stood anxiously around the altar observing him. The
late-afternoon air hung heavy, still, and expectant over the fallow corn-
field with its tangled thicket of new-growth trees. Clouds passed by above
the treetops and suddenly everyone heard a distant rumble of thunder.
Perhaps it would not come that day, but soon, they knew, the Chakob
would bring back the rain. They had heard the h-men’s prayers.

Every one of us, the men and boys of the village and the motley crew
of American and Mexican archaeologists working nearby, was caught up
in that moment. That hopeful rumble of thunder broke the tension
caused by our hesitant, sympathetic attempt to believe and the mild
embarrassment of the villagers caught between their faith in ancient
knowledge and their aspirations to become “modern” people. Being pre-
sent at this ceremony was like something glimpsed from the corner of
your eye, something you're not really sure you’ve seen. For a brief time
Don Pablo had gone a little beyond our view, into a place represented by
an altar set with cooked breads, gourd cups of corn gruel, and magical
stones. He talked to god in that place and god listened to him. Don Pablo
is an h-men, a “doer,” the shaman of his town.

Shamans are specialists in ecstasy, a state of grace that allows them to
move freely beyond the ordinary world—beyond death itself—to deal
directly with gods, demons, ancestors, and other unseen but potent beings.
Shamanic ecstasy can last moments, hours, or even days, but the amount
of time spent in trance is less important than the knowledge of its
existence. As the spell broke—and the villagers began joking, passing
around drinks of honey wine, and doling out the feast of breads and
chicken stew that had been sitting on the altar—we, the archaeologists,
believed that we had at least tried to help our friends. By our presence,
our goodwill, and our heartfelt desire to suspend our own disbelief, we
had aided Don Pablo on his journey to ease the suffering of his village
from the drought that burned their land.

On the surface Don Pablo appears an ordinary man, a farmer, robust
and enormously energetic, with dark, intelligent eyes and a quick smile.
Although he heard the calling rather late in life, he has walked the
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shaman’s path for some years. Yet his Journey did not begin with the
dreams that called him to help his people. It began thousands of years
ago, when human beings first conceived of a place beyond death inhab-
‘%ted by ancestors, spirits, and gods—the place between the worlds. To
journey to that place in ecstasy and return alive is a very special talent,

d o cy e
and shamanism is a special institution we humans have invented to
harness that particular talent.

The idea we are askin

. g€ you to entertain as you read this b '
. ! ! 1s book is that
1s place, which the ancient Maya called Xibalba, the “place of awe,” is

HWorlds Apart, Joined Together

(© E. C. Krupp, Griffith Observatory)

FiGURE 1:2 The Castillo at Chich’en Itza
Equinox observance photographed at 4:55 p.mM. on March 21, 1987

scraggly forest. Were it not for the ancient fame of some extraordinary
buildings like the Castillo and the Great Ballcourt, the city might have
passed for an oddly bumpy stretch of terrain in the otherwise flat plain
of northern Yukatan. Indeed, for the intrepid tourist willing to venture
away from the excavated portion of Chich’en on small, unmarked paths,
the typical scene of forested hillocks with odd bits of rock sticking out of
them is still there. Cleared, consolidated, and partially restored by archae-
ologists, the ruins at the center of the city were recaptured from nature
to stand as living testimony to the architectural brilliance and cultural
sophistication of an ancient people. Preserved as a huge open-air mu-
seum, these ruins inspire the admiration and the imagination of thou-
sands of modern pilgrims, even as the portraits of their ancient makers
slowly dissolve back into the natural limestone from which they were
brought forth by artisans a thousand years ago.

The ruins of Chich’en Itza are not the Chich’en Itza conceptualized by
the ancient Maya. This city has become part of our contemporary experi-
ence. Because we modern pilgrims are ignorant of the intentions of the
original builders, we impress our own meanings and aesthetic values on
the Maya monuments, just as we always do when we contemplate master-
works of art from other cultures and other times. At Chich’en, all that is

different is the scale—in this huge museum, visitors stand inside the
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artifact they have come to see. And our ignorance is convenient, for it
allows free rein to the modern imagination. We see in these ruins what
we want to see, be it affirmation of the romantic mysticism of springtime
pilgrims, or the practical materialism of many modern scholars who
devote lifetimes to studying the Maya. And when we begin to understand
what the builders intended—through our decipherment of the Maya
dedicatory texts, analysis of their images, and the study of their architec-
ture and the artifacts they left littering the landscape, we learn that our
imaginations have been constrained by our own cultural filters in tricky
and deceptive ways. Though we have tried to interpret the intentions of
the Maya within the context of what we see as “civilized behavior,”
somehow their culture just does not make a “fit”
behavior laid down in our own world. We are forced
our perception of the past is always a prisoner
reconstruction of the mountains inside the Maya mi

dal mountain restored by the careful a
not the true original.

with the patterns of

nd is, like the pyrami-
rchaeologist, an interpretation and
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successfully pass back and forth between alternate realities i.s a funda-
mental feature of mysticism in general, shamanism in particular, al'nd
anthropology in practice. A convergence of the s.piritufil a.nd the material
domains is perhaps disturbing to some scholars in t-helr cxt‘adels of West-
ern rationality, but we believe it is our best hope if we wish to create a
future of tolerance and effective collaboration between peoples..

Our own culture’s premises about the nature of civil.ized socflety a.md
what it should achieve provide only partial and sometimes misleading
clues to the understanding of the Castillo at Chich’en ?tza', of th’e leaders
who envisioned it, and of the many people who built it. Neither the

romantic projection of our yearning for the mystery beyond our material
existence, nor our dreams of the power it took to harness thous'ands of
lives to the task of creating human-made mountains, can ultimately
encompass the past we are seeking. There are rationales for power that
are different from those in our world. Our rationales mostly honor power
over people rather than power shared between tht?n'l because we m.oderns
identify power with sources outside the human spirit. In the sc1ent1ﬁca11’y
envisioned world of energy and matter, people own power, they don’t
engender it. Once we have discovered the rationales o.f t.;he Maya—
through the words and actions of the Maya themselves—it is our hearf-
felt belief that we will also discover a central truth: that .Don Pabllo s
rickety altar of saplings erected in the parchfad. \‘voo.ds, the. ruined tergp ;s
of Yaxuna built at the dawn of the Maya civilization (Flg.. 1:3), and the
Castillo of Chich’en Itza raised in its final glory .are essentially forms of
the same thing. They are all symbols of the Creation of the co?mos. They
are all instruments for accessing spiritual power from t%le creative act, and
that power continues as a fundamentally human experience and responsi-
bility. In this common purpose, they are signposts on the Maya road to
reality stretching across the landscape of history.

Maya kings and lords of old were shamans, but contemporary Maya
shamans are not kings. Maya society has changed profoundly over the last
three thousand years, especially since the arrival of Columbus and th;s;:
who followed him. The Spanish conquerors and their descendants. v:rior e
hard to destroy all vestiges of indigenous government, and they tn; e:;ix:
harder to warp Maya belief to fit their own expectations. U(ril e:) :
pressure, the cultural reality of the Maya changed. and adapte — ut 1
endured. Just how much that reality has changed is a matter of intense

interest to many anthropologists working with contemporary Maya, and
historians working with archival records from the last five hundred years.
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FiGure 1:3 Early Clagsic Mound at Yaxuna

The nature of these changes is even more important to a small but
growing number of educated Maya, striving to understang their own
historical roots.
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. is kind of transformation is

Per}faps.the mol\s; dl;a,.:n:;fpfzzzlpief oti:hcr oss of Christ, the Cznu'a;
embodied in the azl' omination. The Maya promptly ap?roy?rlatf:th inhe
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Looking back into antiquity, it is easier to see the fundamental unity of
the Maya world. Fifteen hundred years ago, people in the great city of
Tikal (in what is now Guatemala) in the southern lowlands (Fig. 1:6)

wrote in Yukatekan,? an ancestor of the language spoken by Maya now

resident throughout the northern lowlands (in what is now México).

Scribes wrote Yukatekan at the vigorous Classic city of Caracol in central
Belize and at Nah Tunich, a huge shrine cave in southern Belize. So the
Precolumbian territory inhabited by speakers of this language was larger
than any of the modern Central American states with Maya populations.
We also know that in the eighth century the educated people who lived
in the western city of Palenque, and their counterparts in Copan in the
southeast, a thousand kilometers away, spoke the same language, used the
same writing system, and participated in the same cosmology and politi-
two cities even established alliances through mar-
riage between their royal families. The unity of ideas that illuminates the
wonderful art, architecture, and written texts of the Precolumbian Maya
reflects a common cultural vision that existed all across this vast region.

While this unified worldview never manifested in a single overarching
it bound the multitude of Maya towns,
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interaction with one another over long

i
by the Spanish and kept in deliber-
ps today remain isolated and

intensive communication and
distances, now they were fragmented
ate isolation.! Contemporary Maya

alienated from each other by poverty.

grou
by policies that discourage aggrega-

and by national borders. They all share a history

tion and communication, ‘
ters with the dominant cultures of

of local oppression and difficult encoun .
the modern nation-states in which they find themselves. Today there is

not a single Maya society, linguistically or culturallyj b.ut rat.h'er a mosaic
of rural enclaves, each preserving pranches of the original vision planted
by their ancestors. These branches are changed by centuries of social
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FIGURE 1:6 A Map of the Maya Area

Pressure and evolution, by interaction with the Christian traditions and
dominant national governments. Yet

original Creation tree of Ma
all still bear the fruit of anc

they have all sprouted from the

ya culture, and in spite of everything, they
lent truths.
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y i 1 1 aya thought

p . el'the-

ology, no matter
rised that every element of Maya cosmology,
less, we were surp

1 mes: the creation
d, drove us toward a few basic central the
where we started,

ds and
dering of the world of people, and of the go er

of the cosmos; the or 1d: the triumph of the ancestral hu.mans ov
s of the Otherworld; e through cunning and trickery; the

ancestor: d
iseas
the forces of death, decay, and

; t of sacrifice;
miracle of true ri:lnrth ;:dy and soul. All of these themes are expressed
of the Maya

k of Council of the K’iche’ Maya of highland
0tories in the Popol Vuh are a redaction of the
s

and the origins of maize as the

substance
in the Popol Vuh, the Bo

) is : tal
Guatemala. hTh:ei:::ed by lowland Classic Maya as a fundamenta
central myths

i f their own genesis. These stories?, as our coltlaeivg:ye tl\}’lf;(tlh:;;
expressmn. 05 hor Classic Maya thought in the sam. ; o
Coe puts it,’ anc Ramayana epics anchor popular Hm' u exp ;
Mshabharata and t1e er in Bali. Because of their great m.lportance °
and notions of ;oYaIOE(;:I"odern Maya life, we will be returning to these
any understanding

. n ages. . )
stories frequently 10 the cog:toiepand the closest thing to a Maya bible

The Popol Vuh is a tou€ not the sole surviving expression of great

. ent, but it 1s sche’. a
surviving to the pl:s ’numerous other documents from the K ,
i We have
Maya ideas.

Is of the Kagchikel, and even a play callei tgie
history called the Anna the Ritual of the Bakabs, a remarkable

. is also )
Rabinal i:;hl. i:z;eo;sincantations' The Books of Chilam Balam, also
Yukatek Maya

. Many of
tain important references to Maya cosmoligyhivl ; r):ew
ontai in light o
rom Yugatar, e still obscure, but others make sense in gk' e
these refer?nces > ed from Classic-period records. By working ;
understandings P t cosmology to the modern, we are becoming
rth from the ancien . i Maya thought
and fo : holy convinced of the integrity and continuity th.at ybelow the
increasing Yr thousands of years of history. Just a short distance
isplays ove : live on.
P 2y f apparent differences, the ancient rocfts . ity of the Maya
sur’ace o dp hat led to our belief in the essential integrity hos back
tha . es ba
The o8 been rocky and filled with detours. Its source stre;c -
P ee . SO
aditien h?is d vears® to an era when three important tYPe'IS‘; l: © was
undred years, ) : e day. e firs
over 2 b ilable to the leading Mayanists of th _ y French of the
became ava 5 bourg’S7 discovery and translation nto
ur
Brasseur de Bo

) o .
lished in 1864), a description o
de Yucatan (pub
Relacion de las cosas
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IS\(/[jL)g’:t::.eT::t;ir:) l::::: :fsf:isbi Dlzego de Landa, the first bishop of specializing in the use of the calendar. Before the discovery of these
' .oo and other early source materials, codices, scholars had no Maya books. This circumstance was due to two
espe:‘;ali)rrl dt h;:(:;?;:;:e:f the ?llar('ilous early 'exPEditions into the Maya factors: the widespread burning of Maya texts by the Spaniards and the
:rg;a dy available, enabledccs)::g ;:ts :z ti:a;:h eyewitnesses that were destructive influence of the wet climate upon those books that were found
hand descriptions of Maya religion and rjtua]:y a to have access to first- | by é}rchaeologists in excavated tombs. Even to this day, we have only four
recorded in the years just codices.

after the Conquest.” Landa and other early chronicler

) ) ) The third important resource to become available to Mayanists in the
course, biased, but in spite of the distortions cq P y

blinders they wore, their descriptions brovidud fundu:;d by Fhe cultu.ral earlly part of this century .came from the efforts ef a new bx:eed of
about pre-Conquest culture., ental information exp orers and scholars. A series of resourceful and resilient people, includ-

: ing Alfred Maudslay, Teobert Maler, Sylvanus Morley, Franz Blom, and
others,’ traveled throughout the Maya world mapping, making casts,
using the new art of photography, and creating the first accurate draw-
ings of the writing and imagery left by the ancient Maya when they i
abandoned their cities. The work of Maudslay, Maler, and Morley made |
available to interested scholars, for the first time, a major selection of [
texts and images that could be studied in the comfort of their homes and
libraries, and as a result, the understanding of Maya art and writing took

?
$' accounts were, of

a major leap forward.

At the same time another set of scholars' began to publish studies of
the monuments, of the three Maya codices, of Maya pottery, and of the |
archaeological information that was being provided by organizations like
Harvard’s Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, the Carnegie
Institution of Washington, Tulane’s Middle American Research Institute,
and the Field Museum of Chicago. Still other scholars, led especially by
the great Mayanists Alfred Tozzer, Ralph Roys, and Adrian Recinos,
preserved, translated, and analyzed documents

among many others,"
from the colonial period and more recent times.
Alfred Tozzer was also one of the first people from our world to study

the modern Maya, their beliefs and their way of life. The tradition he
started has continued, with many great ethnographers” publishing stud-
jes of different Maya communities in México, Guatemala, and Belize.
These studies have their own set of problems stemming from the biases
hers, but they also provide insights into the lives of these
nities from the first two decades of the twentieth century
until the present. They offer us a chance to see how the Maya hav.e
' changed, adapted, and preserved old ways through a century of experi-
ence. We will use information from many of these sources to present our

own understanding of the Maya, ancient and modern.
By the middle of the twentieth century, these many avenues of re-

= »

of the researc
Maya commu

FiGuRe 1:7 A Maya Codex
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search had come together to form a broad direction, and on hand to take
advantage of the situation was an Englishman named J. Fric Thompson.
As one of the most famous and influential of all Maya scholars, he shaped
the modern vision of the ancient Maya with his persuasive and eloquent
writing. Sir Eric produced a body of work that combined all the disparate
investigations he inherited from his predecessors in a new and particu-
larly effective way. He studied the modern Maya, their folklore and
languages. He read historical records from the colonial period to recon-
struct who, where, and what the Maya were at the Conquest. And he cast
what he learned from both the modern and colonijal Maya back to the
Classic period.” He excavated ancient sites, and following the death of
Sylvanus Morley in 1948, he reigned as the leading expert on Maya
glyphic writing until Tatiana Proskouriakoff supplanted him in 1960
with her spectacular studies of dynastic history.”® He was a master of
Maya religion, affirming the existence and nature of a pantheon of Maya
deities through a series of important articles and books.
Toward the end of his career, Sir Eric proposed that the Classic Maya
were developing a kind of monotheism centered on an important god
called Itzamna (or God D according to Paul Schellhas’s alphabetic no-

menclature of Maya gods in the codices)." Several of T hompson’s prede-
17

foundation, T hompson proposed that Itz

house” and surmised that this “iguana-house” divinity had been as cen-
tral to Classic Maya thought as the sources from the time of the Spanish
Conquest had suggested it was for the Postclassic Maya.

As it happens, saurian Ima
Thompson went on to identify

amna means “reptile (iguana)

gery is everywhere in Maya art—and
. a wide variety of these images, including
the Cosmic Monster, Vision Serpents, and the Manikin Scepter (God K in
the Schellhas system, known to the Maya as K’awil), as the god Itzamna."

creator gods—one of several. He is also one of the aged gods who oversee
ritual scenes in the palaces we find on the elaborately painted clay vases
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of the Classic period. Along with God L and God N, Itzamna ruled .t.he
Otherworld of Maya cosmology as its principal shaman and doer, making

him very important to the themes of this book. .

This name glyph is an excellent object lesson in the .way interpreta-
tions of Maya cosmology change when new kinds of ev1de‘nce ar.ld new
approaches are found—a process that will surely not cease with this book.

Beyond this fundamental fact, Thompson’s proposal of Classic-period
monolatry, intensive focus on one god in a cosmology that includes many
gods, raised some fundamental issues we must tackle. To begin, we'll let

him speak for himself:

The conception of Itzam Na is indeed a majes'tic one. One realizes why th.e
Maya rulers came at one time to consider him tl.xe only great god, for it
rather looks as though the Maya of the Classic period l.lad developed a cult
of Itzam Na into something close to monotheism, with all other bemg’s,
such as sun and moon, probably the Chakob, and so on, as ?tzar.n Na's
servants or his manifestations, expressed by setting their heads in ltns open
jaws. We find the god retaining his iguana form, but also developlng into
two anthropomorphic manifestations, Gods D and K. Perhaps such ideas
were too abstract to appeal to the Maya peasant, for, as we have seen, T.he
cult of Itzam Na completely disappeared with the collapse of the old ruling
i e Spanish Conquest.
da:’i’iﬂ)t}}l:h:u;fldt:f t}Il)e Classic period, the fragile cult‘of postul‘ated near-
monotheism was overcome. It was still redmen;bered six centuries later as
“idolatry” was introduced. . . .
) g';‘)lllieI:}xaif;r::fZ;e Israel ti:fzund difficulty in adhering to monotheism
notwithstanding the fulminations ?f their prophets; perhaps there v:la.s
always greater difficulty in persuading the Maya pe.asant to abandon his
down-to-earth Chakob for the monotheistic abstractions of the Itzam Na
cult, but after the collapse of the old order and the end of the ceremonial
centers there may have been no Maya prophets around to destroy the

’ gold alves and altars to “Baal” and “Moloch.”
peasnE goem € (Thompson 1970:233)

The implicit assumption buried in Thompson?s ir}terl).retation .is th.at the
ancient Maya elite moved their religious thinking .m the direction c'>f
monotheism in the course of becoming “civilized” dunr‘lg the Late Clas:c
heyday of their hierarchical society. In his conc‘eptlo.n, hofwc;ver, the
majority of people, the commoners, f(.)und the. unification o tf e manz
spiritual forces of their beliefs into a single un.lversafl concept of one god
unconvincing. Thompson believed the. F]lassw-penod commor-lers an

villagers were involved in a “simpler” vision of the cosmos, explicated by
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their shamans and performed in ritual by their family leaders. This
worldview he saw as perpetuated to the present day among the predomi-
nantly rural populations of Mayan-speaking people. To Thompson then,
these practices of the peasants, hoth ancient and modern, were discon-
nected from the ancient religion of the elites.

For us, this is the fundamental issuye. For if the ancient
believed in a different kind of universe than the
authority, then their ritual performances, art, a
meaningful only to themselves and offer little i
experience of the majority of the people. Moreov
between elite and commoner existed, then the g
tual achievements, the massive public constru

Maya elite
people subject to their
nd glyphic texts were
nsight into the broader
er, if this spiritual chasm
reat artistic and intellec-
ction efforts in the hun-
d as the bitter fruit of the
ite minority. Rather than

visions humanity has ever

dreds of ruined urban centers, must he regarde
sustained oppression of the majority by the el
being products of one of the greatest universal

invented, these cities and their monuments me

rely presage the oppression

formed but essentially intact. For this effort
several quarters.

Ethnohistorian Nancy Farriss
documented how the Yukatek

quest. She ably confronts Tho
glons are ‘“rational”

, In a brilliant and subtle study, has
Maya cosmos survived the Spanish Con-

mpson’s arguments that monotheistic reli-
. TR L
evolutionary advancements over “primitive,
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magical folk religions. In the process, she exposes the cultural biases
: . C e
undergirding our fascination with monotheism. . .
Farriss suggests that at the time of the Conquest, there was a ree-pl
- . alo-
hierarchical division of Yukatek religious practice that matched an

gous levels in the Spanish Catholicism of the times. She proposes interac-

1 d syncretism between the religions at all three levels. At the base,
tion an

she places the level of personal experience. This is the level of the local
20
pracnul'(lme;;i:il:ﬁes};:::; Farriss documents the process by which the
traIdriltitoneal Yukatek Maya elite, reduced by the Conquest to living ?n thc;
mic level as the commoner, oversaw the transforl?aa'tlox.l o
‘san?e econoM a worship of the pantheon of deities into a Christianized
mdlge'nou; a a:,ntheon of saints. Feasting, the elaborate festivals of local
::i)r:il::lfl;, th: devotion to and material adornment of saintly images, and
the construction of churches to house them. were all met}:nods of u@s-
forming and disguising Maya indigenous bEI'ICfS so that their c0fnr‘r‘1’1c11n;tz
life and culture could survive. The Maya su"nply replaced th(;lr i (;) st
and many spirits with “images” and man)'r saints and proceeded to adap
Spanish Catholicism to their own worldview. .We could no.t agree m.ore
wIzth her interpretation of this process and will explore this syncretism
i j ey into the Maya cosmos.
further‘ “} O;rn::)::: :)c;utr:e yupper level of Maya spiritual belief—which
i o sh more universal side of religion as opposed to the more
nvolves t' ) orresponds to the Christian idea of God Almighty. She
Personal s::ie}:—cthe educated elite had no great difficulty absorbing such
spefmlates t a’tI' inity. since their divinities already had multiple (com-
e fon tfhtled) :s eZt,s. But like Thompson, she associates the concept of
mf:lli fou; c;uch aI: the cult of K'uk’ulkan or the idea of Itzamna, with
:helfliteg :m,d assumes that this concept had no real meaning to. the mx:l
peasants. In other words, Maya farmers felt no more connectlonfto the
monotheistic Christian God of their new overlords 1:.han they }.1ad ort (;
K’uk’ulkan or Itzamna of their old rulers. The dlsenfrancl.use;nent c;l
the native elites who now had to live among the commor.lers in t i smaer
towns and villages did not help the matter, for they, like t?lelr ox:m 1
i ts, began to feel that the magical performance of village ritua
:::t:::: re;levance to their lives than the high god of the Church.

: m
So. like Thompson, Farriss believes there was an uncrossable chas
o, i

. ; ners
b the cosmological perspectives of the elites and the commo
etween
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during Precolumbian times. However, unlike Thompson, Farriss does not
regard this dichotomy as central to her argument, nor as a matter of great
consequence in Maya social organization. Instead, her study focuses on
the remarkable unity that the elite and common folk shared after the
Conquest in their devotion to a pantheon of gods who became saints, As
we mentioned above, the transformation of the old Maya gods into the
Catholic saints preserved the core of the Yukatek Maya vision and en-
abled their collective cultural survival. Nevertheless, where Farriss joins
Thompson in seeing a division between a single universal god embraced
by the elites and the local divinities of the commoners, we must part
company.” The worlds of the elite and the commoners of Maya antiquity
may look different, but they could not have become so closely joined
together after the Conquest without a shared worldview
that reached from the bottom of society to its very top.*

Magical and personal experiences are the elements that form the
lowest level of Farriss’s model, and this level incorporates the world of the
village shaman—the cosmos of Don Pablo. Modern village shamans cure
individuals of illness, assuage the afflictions of the household, and help

and cosmology

personal, nor even to the local scene.
ommunity propitiation of the Chakob,
Yum Kaax, the spirits of the ruins and

Shamans are also responsible for ¢
the rain gods; of the Duefios or
forests; of the Babatunob, the
Balamob, the Jaguar Protectors of the fields and towns; and of Hala] Dios,
God Almighty, who is the sun, Whatever the variations, these are not
local divinities but rather broadly acknowledged ones.” Most Important,
these modern gods and beings have the same functions, and often the
same names, as the major gods of the Precolumbian pan
down and pictured in Maya books at the time of the Co
the Spanish burned these books by the thousands, we k

four surviving Maya codices we have in our possessio

theon, as written
nquest. Although
now this from the

n.
As we mentioned above, the triune aspect of the Spanish God would

have made as much sense to the Maya farmer as to his king because all
Yukatek Maya understood the fourfold nature of divinity.” This concept
remains at the center of their religion today. Hunabk’u, the Oneness God
of the Spanish, also made sense to Precolumbian village shamans and
kings because all Yukatek Maya understood, and understand today, that
at the center of the fourfold cosmos 1s the one. Like the purloined letter
in Poe’s story, the unitary ideas of the Maya cosmos, the prime elements
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of Farriss's highest and most abstract level, arfe not hidd.en bedhind alve.ll
of secret knowledge.” They are out 1n pla;xin sxgll\lllt; ;;:nlfeste openly in
ield rituals of the modern .

the“}’];’t):riell;zl: ;:lzllofperforms his rituals, he regenerates the or:er odf t‘t::e
cosmos and rejoins the two separated worlds., the human v:lorl le;n - n;
Otherworld, by creating a portal. Within th'ls holy space,the cz:ofectors
and binds together the fourfold gods: the rain nurturers, the I:emer he,
and the burden-bearers at the edges of the world. From Zn orta,l e
brings the source of life to his people. Through the now-open p

the Otherworld, he sends maize and other sweet and fresh things to the
e 2]

ther side so that they may nurture and honor both the lesser gods and
otner

] Thi d, universal space that he creates 1s th‘e center
o Ahmght};’ aI::ilstlleC:nter of the earth. He calls it « }Z(?l gloriyah, the
o heave’r’]"", The ancient Maya had other words for it—the Black-
rixouth of the White-Bone-Snake, the yol (“the heart
ariety of names throughout the ages, the

p
. ] ]. ‘nrl ] ‘] ] ] '
ex erlence . . )

. road to reality.
see it are on the Mayaform of Almighty God, who was supposed t°. have
a, an ancient older times, can also be found in the

“glory hole.
Transformer, the
of”). Though called by a v

Itzamn

. ly to the elites of ¢
peen meamngt;l/[la;r; )\:vorld. The itz of yitz ka'an, the blessed substance o
contemporary

resented by the hanging sky
the sk, which ﬂ:lws :11:11:: :lgt};rt?l(iet::arlt;;’l, f:ti blessed substance, tl:‘f sky’:?,
Platfor@ on t.he il Itzam (literally, “one who does itz” or an z‘tz-far
?s the itz of uzamna —the person who opens the portal to brmg itz into
1s the term for sha'mi'm?&o For the Maya it is many things: the r.mlk of an
th? world. What 19 ltzf;e sap of a tree, especially copal, the resin used as
flmmal o ? human;:t from a human body, tears from a human ey';e‘,h the
lmnc‘letn i;; l;;s;fi;;::lg down the side of a candle, the rust on metal. These

elted w

. sects. Many of them—Ilike
reted from many kinds of objects Y bstances
substances are see dle wax—are considered precious substan
an

itz ka’anil is the magic stuff the shaman ‘t?rinfs
e Otherworld. As an izz-er, the shaman is the
! the greatest itz-er of them all. When the
portal from this side, Itzamna opens 1t fro'm
precious itz through to nourish and sustain
Obviously, a reciprocity is at work here.

milk, tree resins, and c
that sustain the Gods. Y-
through the portal from tl:
direct analog of Itzamna,
village shaman opens the
the other and sends the
humanity in all its diversity.
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As we try to understand the bonds between the ancestral Maya world
and the world of the living Maya, all five million of them, we are in good
company. Many specialists who know a lot more about the contemporary
Maya than we do, and who have spent years studying with shamans and
other knowledgeable people, have been following this road for a lon
time. This is the same path walked by Tozzer and his compatriots whf
earlier in this century recorded the many ways the modern Maya propa-
gate their reality. The work of all the specialists of the last hundred years
tells us the Maya have not ceased changing, adapting, and transformin

their modern experiences into meaningful patterns. ¢

Qur own contribution to this enterprise comes from our study of the
ancient Maya. Until the decipherment began in earnest thirty years ago
students of the ancient Maya could contemplate their cosmology ai(;

ritua.l only by extrapolating backward from the Conquest period—pre-

, rectangular buildings raised a
th
ago resemble the foundations of modern thatch ousand years

ologists are able to identify such little stone st
unless excavation reveals they were somethi

-roofed dwellings, archae-
ructures as ancient houses,

; ng else.” Another example
c;n be founfl in the word way (pronounced like the English “why") pIn
the current interpretation of the glyphs, the fors

kings, ritual performers, and gods in their m
animals, stars, and fantastic beasts. In ancie

powerful, terrifying conduits of supernatur
those who conjured them up,

Classic word way refers to
agical alternative forms as
nt times these wayob were
al power who could defend
as well as being able to d

. d estroy those who
Pposed them. For the Yukatek Maya of today, wayob are witches who

turn themselves i
nto animals to annoy, attack, and steal the souls of their

neighbors. '
g Although the Practice has diminished, the essence 1s the same.
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While Mayan words have changed in form or meaning since the
scribes of the Classic period wrote their texts, the ancient and modern
forms of words, like way, are fundamentally related. Furthermore, the
way they have changed and adapted sheds light on the connections
between the dynamic living experience of the modern Maya and the rich
symbolic record left behind by their ancestors. The connections between
words and concepts of the past and the present open wonderful bridges
between the ancient Maya world and the modern one. The patterns found
at the core of the Maya worldview have lasted, tenacious in their grip on
the mind and tongue.

The pathways connecting ancient words, concepts, images, historical
analogs, and their modern counterparts are particularly evident in the
striking resemblance between the World Tree and the modern Christian-
Maya cross, as we have seen with Don Pablo’s altar. The first Europeans
who saw the images of the World Tree at Palenque called the buildings
housing them the Temple of the Cross and the Temple of the Foliated
Cross with good reason. These Maya “crosses” had the same basic shape,
and were as elaborately decorated, as those gracing the altars of large
European churches. The carvings of these ancient trees are outlined with
reflective mirrors, and they wear jade necklaces and loincloths as if they
were living beings. Modern Christian-Maya crosses both in Yukatan and
Chiapas are decorated with mirrors and dressed in clothing, or flowers
and pine boughs (Fig. 1:8). They too are considered to be living beings.*

The names of the ancient trees are as important as their appearance.
The hieroglyphic name of the bejeweled and bemirrored VYorld Tree
(Fig. 1:9) was wakah-chan. It was written with the number six prefixed
to the phonetic sign 2k and the glyph for “sky,” because the sounds of
wak, the word for “six,” and ah, are homophonous with the word wakah,
p.” The name of the tree literally meant “raised-up
Palenque tell us that the central axis of the
cosmos was called the “raised-up sky” because First Father had raised 1t
g of creation in order to separate the sky from the earth.

Each World Tree was, therefore, a representation of the axis of creat.ion.

Classic artisans and lords also depicted the World Tree as a luxuleant
maize plant heavy with ripe ears of corn, often depicted in perso.mﬁed
form as the face of the Maize God. At Palenque and Copan, EIgl:lth-
century scribes called this maize tree (Fig. 1:9b) the Na-Te-Kan, “FnTst-
Tree-Precious (or yellow).” By combining the Maya Conquest-period
stories of First Father given in the Popol Vuh with textual evidence and

meaning “raised u
sky.” The Classic texts at

at the beginnin
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a. Wakah-Chan
the World Tree

FIGURE 1:8 Crosses from San Juan Charﬁula
decorated with pine tops and bromeliads

FIGURE 1:9

b. Na-Te'-K'an
the Foliated Cross

Worlds Apart, Joined Together

images from the Classic period, we can say that this maize tree symbolizes
the original act of creation, sacrifice, and rebirth. First Father was also the
Maize God, Hun-Nal-Ye, “One-Maize-Revealed,” and was depicted both
in his human form and as this tree. After First Father’s defeat and
the Lords of Death in Xibalba, he was reborn as maize, the
of humanity and the stuff from which the gods created
al Yukatek Maya referred to both maize and God
' showing that they understood maize and
a concept deeply rooted in their

sacrifice by
staple sustenance
human beings. Coloni
Almighty as gracia, “grace,
divinity to be the same substance,
m logical past.”

YI;}:; Ifablo l::alls his cross of sticks by the Spanish name, santo, “holy
thing” or “saint,” although Yukatan crosses today are also referred to as
yaz che, “First (or green) Tree.” Yaz che’ also happens to be t}.le nafne
of the ceiba tree, and we have naturalistic images from the. Classic period
of fruit-laden ceibas that represent the World Tree (Fig. 1:10). The
ablo’s ritual space contains not only the cross but
tructed in front of it (Fig. 1:11).* This is the
beings arrive® to partake of offerings placed
ere Don Pablo places his magical stones
d, balcke), to receive the blessed power
eir fingers into these cups to charge
altar is the focus of all prayer and

is ka'an che)® “sky tree” or
“sky tree,” but the baby maize
it as a maize-tree place

working area of Don p
also the arbor-table cons
sacred space where spiritual
on or below the table. This is wh
and little gourd cups of honey me.a
of the gods. Shamans frequently dip th.
them with flizido, “spiritual force.” This
ritual attention. The name of the altar
“glevated wood.”™ Not only is the altar a

identify
t d at each of the four corners 1 ‘ am
:ilig{sthila;]l:Te’-K’an, the foliated cross of Classic-period imagery.

Itzam-Ye landing in the World Tree

FiGuRrE 1:10
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ixtabi ka u hol gloria
ta ‘an
*sky ropes® ~ arbor arches

NBCUE, S
iy

Don Pablo adjusls the 2ta ka'ar A o )
tab ka'an as the Ch
frogs move toward their positions. e Chakob and the boys who are playing the

FIGURE 1:11 The Ch’a-Chak Table at Yaxuna
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Worlds Apart, Joined Together

“Raised-up-Sky,” “F irst-Tree-Precious,” “Sky Tree,” “Elevated Wood,”
“Platform of the Sky’—these resonances could be coincidental, but we
think they are all names for the same fundamental thing. The names may
vary in time and place, but Don Pablo’s altar is the present expression of
the Maya cosmic center: the azis mundj, transferred through practice and
apprenticeship from shaman to shaman for nearly a hundred generations.

Sometimes the patterns of modern Maya spiritual belief are embed-
ded in ritual actions and the Classic-period meanings are lost or
changed. Sometimes the meanings from Classic times remain but are
ched to different symbols. Regardless of the transformational pro-
k, we can still discern continuities in the basic structures.

atta
cesses at wor
And these continuities will often elicit new possibilities of relating the
past to the present.

David Freidel has seen this process in action himself, beginning with
the first time he participated in a ritual with Don Pablo, back in 1986.
For this ritual, Don Pablo built a ka’an che’ with six legs instead of four.
This time the number four was represented by four leafy saplings, instead
of the usual six, arching up from the corners of the altar to the peak of
the arbor. Four sturdy vines of a kind called ztab ka’anil* the “cords of
the sky,” completed the arches to form the “sky-platform.” In Yuka-
tek, the words for “sky,” ka'an, and for the number “four,” kan, are near
homophones. In Cholan, they are homophonous, and moreover, the
s for the number “four,” “sky,” and “snake” (all ckan in Cholan or

glyph
kan) freely substitute for each other in the ancient writing

kan in Yukate

system.
This wordplay between “four” and “sky” seems to have been an

important principle in Don Pablo’s construction of his altar. He may have
reversed the usual order of things by using six platform legs instead of
the normal four, and four vines instead of six—but he still retained those
numbers as the all-important components of his work.

When Don Pablo reversed the numbers the first time, Freidel took it
to be a coincidence. However, in 1989, when Don Pablo made another
altar, he built that one with four legs and six arching vines. His curiosity
aroused by the possible association with the Classic-period words, David
asked Don Pablo about this. Don Pablo confirmed that this four-six
construction was exactly what was intended. In the ancient Classic period,
wak and kan (“six” and “four”) formed the name of the World Tree—the
Wakah-Kan (or Wakah-Chan in Chol). We don’t know if Don Pablo

would interpret the play between wak and kan in exactly the same way
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that we do, but this incident points out the importance of words and their
meanings to the work of epigraphers and archaeologists.*
The patterns in words, images, and artifacts are the stuff we study. In
order to detect patterns that were meaningful in Maya cosmology
throughout their history, many different kinds of knowledge must be
brought to bear. When the field was young, masters of the subject could
become “experts” on many aspects of the Maya life. Today, we Mayanists
no longer have that luxury, because there is simply too much ac-
cumulated knowledge to absorb, too many different disciplines to master,
and too many opposing methodologies to apply. Instead, each of us must
specialize in a few aspects of Maya studies and rely on collaboration with
our colleagues to widen our perspective and Incorporate as many different
viewpoints as we possibly can.

The many experts in the field, both past and present, represent many
different perspectives on the Maya way of thinking and behaving. Even
in the lifework of a great master such as J. Eric Thompson, many
different ways of perceiving the Maya way of being are evident. Over the
decades, Thompson managed to collect a wonderful variety of modern
creation myths from different Maya societies. In truth, there are many
paths to an understanding of the reality of the Maya. These paths all
follow a similar direction, but so far, no single road has yet appeared. We
sense, however, that the road is there—old, worn, and overgrown, but still
able to accommodate the best of the many modern Paths into a single,
wide thoroughfare. We find evidence of this road in basic Maya ways of
looking at the world, like their concept of the fivefold structure (the four
directions plus the center) of material and spiritual space; the vitality of

their belief in the importance of the ancestors; the Maya one-in-many
principle of divinity; the reciprocal nature between sacrifice and nurtur-
ing that binds humanity to the gods; and the understanding that people
were made from the divine and life-sustaining substance maize, Twenty-
five years of study of the ruins, the written history, and the art left on
monuments and painted vases, and the more than a century of work by
dedicated, meticulous, and visionary professionals, have given us our
personal understanding of the ancient Maya cosmos. We believe that the
diverse contemporary expressions of these ancient beliefs in the lives of
the five million Maya living today bear testimony to the resourcefulness

and adaptability of their culture in the face of a difficult and changing
world.*
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CHAPTER TWO

THE HEARTH AND THE TREE:

Maya Creation

Here follow the first words, the first eloquence:

imal, bird, fish, crab, tree, rock,
t yet one person, one animal, .

e e : 0mz:aclow, forest. Only the sky alone is there; the face of th.e
hollo] “.,’ can)'ole'ar Only the sea alone is pooled under all .the sky;. thert? is
. hi . noltlaieve;‘ gathered together. It is at rest; not a single thing stirs.
nothing w

; : t at rest under the sky.
" ;stzeld bact}.(};elz{'zpis that might be is simply not there: only the pooled
atever

. ight. Only the Maker, Modeler alone, Sovereign Plumed
gark, I? ::1‘: lr?::aire;-s Begetters are in the water, a glittering light. . . .
erpent, ’

So there were three of them, as Heart of Sky, who came to the Sovereign
o ther

1 ived:
t, when the dawn of life was concexv? .
Ph‘l‘ﬁf)f}v iflz:;g itvl:e sown, how should it dawn? Who is to be the provider,

t 2"
. V i i h ld b ed
i i . W T shou € remo ’

i 's own plate and platform, then
emptieiouz\f:i;thi;: r;:j:;?r?goi; }t.llfee::)trl-learth. }fut there will b.e no high
zon:esa;derfo briggilt praise for our work, our design, until the rise of the

ay ign,” they said.
huma;‘ V}:orl;kt’ht:‘;a};t‘;lmrirsle(teségz;e of t)lrmem; it was simply their \Zord that
b Anhtt ite forth. For the forming of the earth, th'ey said “Ee-u'th. It arose
e just like a cloud, like a mist, now forming, unfolding. Then t.he
suddenl'y’ - separated from the water, all at once the great mountains
mou: :lrltllsl v;:;:etheg' genius alone, by their cutting edge alone they carried
cam .
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out the conception of the mountain-plain,' whose f; i
’ ace
of cypress and pine. Srew instant groves
(D. Tedlock 1985:72-73)

So begins the story of Creation in the Po
v v s pol Vuh, the great )
of the K’iche’ Maya of Guatemala. Every culture hagsr its i:,nems myth
genesis, and by looking at these stories we can learn a great dn sltorg "
eal about

show our reverence for science the Bj
: the B an
Theory, the Theory of Chaos. We haye. Jang, the General Relativity

reality to explain how things got to be the way they are, and how th
y an ow the

The Hearth and the Tree

on vases and sacrificial plates, and had synthesized an account of the
Classic-period Creation story to serve as the basis of our chapter on
dedication ritual (now our Chapter 5). These data had given us the
principal actors of Creation, the dates of the events, and their mythologi-
cal contexts. For example, the K’iche’ Popol Vuh told us that the world
had been created, destroyed, and re-created at least three times before the
present Creation, the one in which we now live.’ In both the K’iche’ and
Classic-period version of the story, important protagonists were male and
female Creators born just before the current Creation. They were the
instigators of the world in which we are now living. In the Popol Vuh
they are called Xpiyakok and Xmukane. They are also:

Maker, Modeler, named Bearer, Begetter,
Hunahpu Possum, Hunahpu Coyote,
Great White Peccary, Tapir,*

Sovereign Plumed Serpent,

Heart of the Lake, Heart of the Sea,
Maker of the Blue-Green Plate,

Maker of the Blue-Green Bowl,

as they are called, also named, also described as

the midwife, matchmaker,
named Xpiyakok, Xmukane,

defender, protector,
twice a midwife, twice a matchmaker.

(D. Tedlock 1985:71)

Since we still do not know how to read the name of the Classic-period
mother goddess, we will call her First Mother. She appeared to human
beings in the form of her avatar, the moon. Her husband was named
Hun-Nal-Ye, “One-Maize-Revealed.”” He was the Maize God and the
being who oversaw the new Creation of the cosmos.

We also realized that the ancients regarded the day of this Creation,
the world of human beings, as an extraordinary point in the cycles of
time. In three magnificent texts at the site of Koba, scribes recorded it as
one of the largest finite numbers we humans have ever written. Accord-
ing to these inscriptions, our world was created on the day 4 Ahaw 8
Kumk’u. On this day all the cycles of the Maya calendar above twenty
years were set at thirteen (Fig. 2:1)—that is to say, the cycles of 400 years,
8,000 years, 160,000 years, 32,000,000 years, and so on, all the way up to
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three days passed after it arrived [the moon]

X

the twenty-nine

halah (was made to appear)

were completed

J
B N
B ¢

Jaguar-Paddler? E; Ed ] “ i

13 K'inchiltunsg (20° tuns)
13 piktuns (20 tuns)

0 k'atuns (20! tuns)

0 winals

4 Ahaw

wore the headdress

the nth lunation had expired
was its sproyt name

13 Kumk'y

k'oh (the image)

13 bak'tuns

FIGURE 2:1 Koba Stela 1, Creation Day
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th?I"Juna;] Catlenccll a;)};at this means, we need a little scale. The thirteens
o understan

5 Imix 9 Kumku (Aug. 14, 3114 B.C.)

9. 15, 13 0..0. ?' (1) 11 Ahaw 3 Pop (Sept. 2, 3114 B.C.)
13. 13. 13. 0. 0. 0~ 0 13 Ahaw 3 Kumk'u (Aug. 7, 3113 B.c.)
13. 13. 13. 0. 1. O- 0 2 Ahaw B8 Mak (May 1, 3094 B.C.)
13. 13. 13. 1. 0. O. 0 3 Ahaw 13 Ch’en  (Nov. 15, 2720 B.C.)
13. 13. 1. 0. 0. 0. 0 4 Ahaw 3 K'ank’in (Dec. 23, A.D. 2012)
13. 13. 13. 0. 0. 0. 0 10 Ahaw 13 Yaxk'in (Oct. 15, A.D. 4772)
13. 1. 0. 3. 3. g 0 7 Ahaw 3 Zotz  (Nov. 22, a.D. 154587)
1. 0. 0. 0.0 0.

called a zun by the Maya, in these dates is composed

Each of the years, rn to the Creation date with its twenty cycles set at
of 360 days. If w:e:t will take 41,945,040,ooo,ooo,ooo,ooo,ooo,goo,ooo
thirteen, we sefa h at cycle to change from thirteen to one.’ TFns huge
tuns for the h'lg esn several levels. As you've already seen, it allo.ws
pumber functions ;)d in a cyclic structure. As the cycles in the Crefitlon
linear time to unfo e humans can perceive them only as a tangent in an
number. get larger, “; cle. To draw an analogy from our own culture, we
unimaginably hugeh le flat even though we know it is round. Our own
experience the ealf-'tCreation follows this same pattern. Our own cosmolo-
B.ig Bang theory Oth t this universe is only one in a series of many and
g contemplafe th'a one will eventually collapse back into a monoblock
thet the matter in 1?n Comparisons between cosmologies are not l'eafu)’
and eXPIOde onciavgvtvér. What is important is that the Class.iC-pel‘IOd
the point h?re:i ti:ne on so grand a cyclic scale. To the Maya, time only
Maya conceive in a straight line. The Creation date is a point on ever
aPPearS.tolmov‘::thin circles within circles of time.
larger circles between the Maya date of Creation and the structure

The Symmet;y dar is also important. On the first day of the present
of th<.3 Maya ca ezt of the progressively increasing cycles were. set at
Creation, all tWest );ncient way of reckoning time in Mesoamerica, the
thirtezn- ?:rr:l (l) the peoples of the region, consisted of thirteen numbers
way share
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combined with twenty day names to give a cycle of 260 days. Creation
day was this sacred calendar writ large upon the face of the cosmos—-
twenty cycles set at thirteen.

We have no Classic-period book equivalent to the Popol Vuh, which
was written by the K'iche’ people after the Spanish Conquest. But we do
have the Creation story as Maya kings inscribed it into their royal
monuments. At Quirigua, a small but important town on the Motagua
river in Guatemala, a powerful lord named Kawak-Sky raised a series of
enormous stelae, stone trees to display himself arrayed in the imagery of
the cosmos. On one of these, prosaically dubbed Stela C, Kawak-Sky's
scribes wrote precisely what the Classic-period Maya believed happened
in the first moments of the current era.

We're going to take you step by step through these opening words of
creation on Stela C to share with you what we knew when our adventure
with Creation began. People sometimes get the impression that decipher-
ment is the work of one extraordinary individual who comes along and
decodes the entire story. Nothing could be further from the truth. The
translation of even a single text almost always involves the combined
efforts and insights of many different scholars working together or build-
ing on each other’s work. The same is true here.

The text on Stela C (Fig. 2:2) starts with a shorthand notation of the

Introductory
Glyph with the
patron of the
month Kumk'u

13
bak'tuns 0 k'atuns
0 winals
4 Ahaw
XN D7 halah k'oh
8 Kumk @ was made to

appear, the image

FIGURE 2:2 Opening Phrase of Quirigua Stela C
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day—short compared to the immense date recorded at Koba, that is.
Kawak-Sky’s scribes recorded the birthday of the contemporary cosmos as
13.0.0.0.0 4 Ahaw 8 Kumk'u. The phrase that follows this date is found
in almost all Classic-period Creation texts. Our friend Barbara MacLeod’
deciphered the first part of this phrase as Aal, which means “to say” and
" As the opening quote from the Popol Vuh explains,
Creation began with the utterance of a word and the appearance of the
thing embodied by the word. The ancient Maya apparently thought of
the process in the same way.

We learned how to read the second glyph of the Quirigua Creation
story through a remarkably serendipitous accident. I.n Februar),r 199?
Linda opened a package containing a book from Austna. It wasn’t until
later that she realized the parcel had been addressed to her German
friend, Nikolai Grube. By then it was too late. Inside the package was Karl
Herbert Mayer’s® new volume of unprovenienced Maya monuments. The

book arrived in the middle of a hard day of writing. At first Linda decided
began thinking about the odd quirk of fate

hands. Maybe it had arrived for a reason.
She opened it and began to look through the inscriptions i.t contained.
Sure enough, one of the monuments in the book had 2.1 Creation text that
she had never seen before. That text held the phonetic #ey that allovs"ed
her to decipher the second glyph in the Quirigua Creation story as k'oh,

“to make appear.

to put it aside, but then she
that had placed this book in her

(I 19
image or mask. o ) ’
Fuithermore the full reading of the inscription on the stela in Mayer’s

b

book (Fig. 2:3) was ilaht yaz k'oh ak chak. k'u ahaw, ““tas seen, ;\}-le i;r:t
turtle image, great god lord.” This turtle is a very special one (Fig. : )
associated with the Maize God, First Father. In the Popol Vuh, First
Father was killed in Xibalba, the Maya Otherwor.ld, b?r the Lords of
Death. They then puried his body in a bal.lcourt. His t‘wm sons. went. t(c;
Xibalba, defeated his killers, and brought him back to life. Classic-perio

artists depicted First Father being reborn through the cracked carapa<1:e
of a turtle shell, often flanked by his two sons. The tejxt on the new stela
in Mayer’s book told us that the main event of Creation was the appear-
ani;-'no;tel;;s éu :(I:VZ}:,:: the Quirigua scribes evoked a rr.mch”mo're com-
: cation image—that of “three stone settings” (Fig. 2:5).

monly used Cr s who set them and where they were

They named each stone, and told u

set, as follows:
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4 Ahaw
ilahi
8 Kumk'u it was seen
yax k'oh
the first ak
image turtle
chak k'u ahaw
great god lord On 4 Ahaw 8 Kumk'u, was
seen the first image of the
turtle, the great god lord.

|

FIGURE 2:3 A Creation Text

The Jaguar Paddler and the Stingray Paddler seated a stone.

It happened at Na-Ho-Chan, the Jaguar-throne-stone.
The Black-House-Red-God seated a stone.

It happened at the Earth Partition, the Snake-throne-stone.
Itzamna set the stone at the Waterlily-throne-stone.

After reading the books written by our colleagues who specialize in the
study of the ideas and practices of contemporary Maya peoples, W€

The Maize God is reborn
from a turtle carapace by
his sons, the Hero Twins

Ficure 2:4 The Rebirth of the Maize God
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4 Ahaw

hal k'ohba

8 Kumk'u . :
was manifested, the image

u tzapiea

ox tun tzukah
they planted

three stones were set

wun

Stingray Paddler
the stone, Jaguar Paddler gray

utiy na-ho'-chan

it happened at the First-Five-
Sky

jaguar throne stone

Ek'-Na-Chak-??

u tz'apwa tun
Black-First-Red-??

he planted the stone
utiy kab 2??
it happened at Earth-
Place

iwal utly

and then it happened the
stone was set

serpent throne stone

Na Itzambhi

utiy ch'a-chan
it happened at Lying-down-SKky

waterlily throne stone

Yaz-Oz-Tun-nal \ were completed 13 bak'tuns

First-Three-Stone-Place

=R 1ak-Chan-Ahaw

it was his action J Raised-up-Sky-Lord

FiGURE 2:5 The Creation Passage from Quirigua Stela C

deduced that these three stones of Creation are symbolic prototypes for
the hearthstones used in Maya homes for over three millennia. As the

hearthstones surround the cooking fire and establish the center of the
home, so the three stone thrones of Creation centered the cosmos and
allowed the sky to be lifted from the Primordial Sea. The text on Stela
C goes on to tell us many more things—that all these actions happened
at a much larger place called “Lying-down-Sky, First-Three-Stone-Place”
(Ch’a-Chan Yaz-Oz- Tunal), that “thirteen cycles ended” on that day, and
that these activities were done because of a being called “Six-Sky-Lord”
(Wak-Chan-Ahaw).

The setting of the first of these three stones of Creation is shown on
an extraordinary pot (Fig. 2:6). The scene on this pot depicts six gods
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on 4 Ahaw 8 Kumk'u was ordered, Black-Is-lts-Center
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the six seated gods are named in the middle set as jaguar throne
the heings who put Black-Is-Its-Center in order stone

(courtesy of Michael Coe)

FiGURE 2:6 Pot of the Seven Gods

seated in front of a wizened personage whom scholars have dubbed God
L—one of the principal denizens of the Otherworld. Large bundles, two
marked with a Nine-Star-Over-Earth glyph, rest on the floor in front of
them. The aged God L, complete with his cigarette and Muwan Bird
headdress, sits inside a house made of mountain-monsters with a croco-
dile on its roof. Behind him is a bundle called tkatz, “burden,”'® represent-
ing the weightiness of his office. He sits on the jaguar-covered throne
mentioned in the Quirigua account of Creation.

The text that accompanies the imagery on this remarkable vase begins
with the Calendar Round date 4 Ahaw 8 Kumk'u, assuring us that we are,
in fact, seeing the Creation. The verb in the first phrase reads tz'zkah,
which means “to bring into existence” and “to put in order.”" The place
“brought into existence” is called ek’ u tan'® “black [is] its center.”
Remember that in these first moments of the Creation the sky is still
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“lying down” on the face of the earth, so that there is no light. .The bla;k
background of this vase 1s meant to express that darkness. Inlt‘}ins caie, ; e
things being put in order are the seven gods t‘hemfelves, z;l escribe t ::
ch’u, “god” or “holy being.” They are organized in the v.eavens in

od Sky, then God Earth, God Nine-Footsteps,
d Ha-te-chi, and the Jaguar-Paddler, who
rs on Stela C at Quirigua. The name of

4° didn't fit at the bottom of the list ax.ld was put in the
:oi::nitrtl fi(:nt of the upper row of gods. In the Glassxc t‘exts,bakst :fel:ei:
in the Popol Vuh, Creation is not the work of a sol.ltary bng;ctut i ef,;h -
effort brought about by many beings who plan, discuss, ar\nnunit N fge e
This philosophy 1s still an important part of Maya c?z:al is al)':vays done
special work of the shaman in Conte.mporary Maya - ou
within the framework of a supporting and wlt.ne.essmg gljbef ;n the royal
On the other side of the Maya world fron.l Quinigua, S‘CH he Tablet
. arved their own version of Creation on the la
C?P:alg f pa};:?su:n:cription, along with the inscriptions in the Temp}es
of the Cross. he most important surviv-
?f the Fo'liated' C(;‘osi:sn(;]:)}ieoiryn:ii;:z :th: provide vitzl details of the
ing C]..aSSlC'PEI‘lO h:: w;are not recorded in the public records. of other
(k:'rea:llo:lsstg t:ley also Parallel the Popol Vuh in its incorporation of the
ingadoms, . Maya state.
Creation S1ory int(;' tt:: g:(z;:c;}eclt’l:gz;:e :ccouit begins with the birth
O.n the Tablet ? ears before the Creation on 12.19.13.4.0 8 Af}aw 18
'f ’F Es(tDMOtrillzrejl; gl 21 B.c.) and five hundred and forty days earlier, the
ece )
bizneh of First Father, Hu.n -Nal-‘Y eégz)lif;gr;ilected to the Creation day,
iJune 16,5122 ];,C ')& iil;:::t 1h 5(F511g1.4- ;3.0.), when, according to the ir;‘sctr}ilp'
u ! . ] ] er
ti:;h i:i::i‘;n:ycles ended. The text mentlor’ls an acnbol: ili:ltefil;:er ‘;hat
aCCo’mplished on Creation day, but we haven’t been a

following sequence: first G
God Three-Born-Together, Go
is named as one of the stone-sette

" OW'“ A4 1 eated Creation
: in the next clause, the Palenque scribes rep
However, 1

apga t was ma is1 ] Lying-down-
gain and descr bed it as “i de visible, the 1mage at
) h ' 1 1 P w e Y dred
Sk 1 e Fi st 'Il'hree-Stone- lace.” Then we learned that fi elhun“re
y, t irst- . N -
and forty-two days later (1.9.2 m the Maya system), Hun-Nal-Ye “en

» . T
tered or became the sky” (och 2 chan)

B.c. (Fig. 2:7b). .
on'Il?: brua.ry > fS‘}::tering( thge sky” is recorded on another extraordinary
e action o

inted pot (Fig. 2:7¢) This pot depicts one of the Hero Twins (One-
painted p . 2:7¢).

: 3
his “entering’ event occurred
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iy no days, 5 2 days
months 9 months
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8tuns []f3 after he I tun after .Ztch :_";':,‘:;_EOW;_
( (&) was born it appeared | @ ; ” Sky
and they was e V| on4 Ahaw First-Three- [ F7 UM he entered
an event | 2 BN Stone-Place into the sky
, () were Z
8 Kumicu completed Hun-Nal-Ye 4 Gl

13 bak'tuns {
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¢. One-Ahaw shoots Itzam-Yeh as he lands in the World Tree
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he entered the sky e
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Itzam-Yeh

d. Itzam-Yeh with a snake in his
beak from a Tikal pot

FiGure 2:7 Entering the Sky

Kagqix, “Seven-MacaW,”‘6 of Popol Vuh

fame. In that story, in the time
before the sky was lifted

up to make room for the light, the vainglorious
himself to be the sun. Offended by his pride, the
Hero Twins humbled h;

m by breaking his beautiful shining tooth with
2 pellet from their blowgun (Fig. 2:7d). This pot shows One-Ahaw aiming

Seven-Macaw imagined

70

The Hearth and the Tree

is “ ing or becoming the sky.”

i dTe tem“tellls ::t:reir:;" (i: t::tnfhe one mentionefi in the ?a—

e panlcul'ar s Z"-nal event that occurred in the prevx‘ous cre;t;;n
e I’t . ade. Before the sky could be raised and the
e e e L ite 7 the Hero Twins had to put the false
e date on this pot corresponds to that
et dZes, then Itzam-Yeh was defeated
(May 28, 3149 B.C.). After the new

. Iso entered the
: istence, First Father a )

. lly brought into exi id."” This is a strange 1mage
umverse wz.ls ﬂfla })1, tree, just as Itzam-Yeh did."” This is how the Maya
sky by landmg. l; t (;lum;n being, but we will soon see
to associate with a

. inued the
imagined such aln events(;ribes of the Tablet of the :r.oss c:l:::uMayan
ue mpo

W.he.n the Pa ens((led one of the most common anf r;n::ion from the
inscription, they. . a couplet repeating the tn’® assage told us how

. ns— t

hterar).r conventl:in complementary form. Tl;e ::rst‘:o days 1.9.2), after
preceding passag d the sky five hundred and ° i -Stone-Place.” The
First Father entere d at Lying-down-SkY’ First-Three f the day—13 IK,

3 are ame O
the 1mage.aPPe his event told us the formal n d version of what hap-
second version of t | (Fig 2:Sa)_—and a secon .Ve he sky was por-
the lying-down of Mo nd, First Father’s entering lnti e
is time around, dication.

pened. T s tm:,etic metaphor of a house del lcaxakna“ZUk u ch’ul k'aba
trayed in the P e rea ds hO}’ wakah chanfl w Sk Place, the Eight‘

The second passa de proper, the Raised-up-5Y rth.” In this way
o “[it] was ma of the north.

t}]e hOuSe . he
.. is] its holy name, " eated a housein t
House-Partltlorfs’ [1;‘] ther’s “entering the sky als;cr ame of that house,
we learn that First Fa d of eight pa_rtitlons- T e‘n i d wn-Sky” of
north and that it was mace te of the “Lying-do

” eciprocal oppost > -Chan®) is also the
“Raised-up-Sky, 1; ,th;l:ce.g‘Raise d-up-Sky (Wakah-Cha
the 4 Ahaw 8 Kumku

in the Temple of the
1d Tree at the center of the panel in the
name of the World 17

3 2 rises out
; imordial tree” rise
e image of this pr Mava
Cross (Fig. 2:8b)- MoreOV;? r;eﬂ:,f sacrifice. Thus we know that the May
a

of the original offering P as a house erected at Creanzn ;‘V:::L
thought of the entire north b.Chan, pene trating its central ;x;;riﬁce'
the World Tree, the Vza: raising this tree out of a Pl,ate o s1 o
Father “entered the sky ' );lt artitions of First Father’s cosm e
We believe that the eight P diagram of the cosmos from

) ivisions in & G128 1ls of
correspond to the. elgQhStc;hand to the directions recorded on the wa
Madrid Codex (Fig. 2:

real sun revealed in all 1
sun, Itzam-Yeh, in his place. .If th'
pre-Creation event, as we b:ahev:a i
on 12.18.4.5.0 1 Ahaw 3 K’ank’in

JYotot xaman,

direction
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c. the eight partitions from th i i
¢ the e Madrid d. the eight partitions from the Rio

Azul tomb (drawing by David Stuart)

FIGURE 2:8 The House of Creation

a tomb at Rio Azul, an Early Classic capital in northeastern P Fi

2:.8d). The glyph phrases denoting the cardinal directionerr;‘ cren { lﬁ.
west, and south are written on the proper directional wailso o: :t’ ::Ol‘tb,
But the four intercardinal direction phrases are written in theerocc):rll’s;

corners.”? At least one of these inscriptions refers to the Wak-Nabnal,
“Raised-uP-Ocean-Place," and another reads “Crocodile-Sky.”
-Sky.
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these phrases comprise the eight directional partitions

ere established when the World Tree of the Center
itself often has the

Taken together,
of the world that w
was erected. The center tree, the Raised-up-Sky tree,
head form of the glyph tzuk “partition," inscribed on its trunk to mark
it as yet another world pau'tition.25 First Father’s house thus orders the
entire upper cosmos, the world of humanity, of plants afld animals, and
of the sky beings, by establishing the center, the penp.hery, ;.11.1d T,he
partitions of the world. Even today the Maya practice this partitioming

f the world in their rituals.”
f this house of eight partitions as the

dome of heaven, but they also specifically called it yotot Taman, “house
of the north.” For the Classic Maya, the central axis of the cosmos did not
run from the zenith of the sky to its nadir—that is, from the p():snt in the
sky directly over our heads to the point exactl.y under:ur fleet. Instez.ad,
it penetrated the heavens at the north celestial pole,* which today .hes
near Polaris, the North Star. In the tropics, the North Stfu' and the pivot
it marks lie much lower in the sky and closer to the horl.zon, .so th‘at the
rotation of the stars across the night sky resembles the interior view of

a barrel turning on its long axis. 1 o
ati

Furthermore, the name of the Palenque Cre use .
unravel the identity of the mysterious Wak-Chan-Ahaw, Six-(or Raised-

iricua. Palenque leaves no

- - » of the Stela C account at Quirigua :
up)-Sky Lo, © First Father, was the being who “raised
according to

and ordering o
The Maya conceived of the roof o

on house allows us to

doubt who he was. Hun-Nal-Ye,
up the sky” and “Raised-up-Sky
Stela C, also caused the three stones to be pl.
»7 That he was also the Maiz

-Lord” was the person who
anted when the sky was still

e God 1s confirmed on a
“lying down.
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Tablet of the Cross
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c. the eight partitions from the Madrid d. the eight partitions from the Rio
Codex

Azul tomb (drawing by David Stuart)

FIGURE 2:8 The House of Creation

a tomb at Rio Azul, an Early Classic capital in northeastern Peten (Fig.
2:8d). The glyph phrases denoting the cardinal directions of east, north,
west, and south are written on the proper directional walls of the tomb.
But the four intercardinal direction phrases are written in the room’s

<‘:orn.ers.2'" At least one of these inscriptions refers to the Wak-Nabnal,
Ralsed-up-Ocean-Place,” and another reads “Crocodile-Sky.”
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Taken together, these phrases comprise the eight directionslt:ar(t:itiins
of the world that were established when the World '.rree ° eh " ljr
was erected. The center tree, the Raised-uP-Skj?r tree, 1t.se1f oftekn as :r ;
head form of the glyph tzuk, “partition,” mscnk:ed on its t}tlrun (tlo 1'rsnthe
it as yet another world partition.‘5 First Fathers house dus I); ae1$ e
entire upper cosmos, the world of humanity, of p:]antse:l h:n anci the
of the sky beings, by establishing the center, the .P t}}:is rya;-titioning
partitions of the world. Even today .the lM:ya practice P

i ir rituals.
anil[‘}(:rdl\ilr:;g :ofntc:ti?v:; l;)l;l t::a :'}(:lfro; this house of eight partitions as the
e .

dome of hea:ren, bl: tél;);s?islsd :I;:liialleyn:ral axis of the cosmos d:1d not
of the north. FOI: th Zf the sky to its nadir—that is, from the point in the
o fI:Om the zen* heads to the point exactly under our feet.” Insteéd,
sky directly over o:r o the north celestial pole which today ‘lxes
it penetrat.e d theN e:th Star. In the tropics, the North Star and the pivot
near Plc{)lalx.'ls, t};ec X E)wer in the sky and closer to the horizon, so that the
it marks he m

. . : f
. f the stars across the night sky resembles the interior view o
rotation o )
: its long axis.
2 barre) trmng tol:e lrtlsaurr(:egof the Palenque Creation house allow; 1.15 (tio
re, “Six- aised-
Funhel:m'(zlentity of the mysterious Wak—Cl.chn-Ahaw, Six (011;a R
unrave: the » of the Stela C account at Quingua. Palcfnqueh “rised
up)-Sky-Lord,” © un-Nal-Ye, First Father, was the being who .ralse
doubt who ,h ° v;a‘fﬁaised-up-SkY'Lord” was the person who according to
up the sky” an

ky was still
d the three stones to be planted wh?n the sky w
e caus;'h t he was also the Maize God is confirmed on a
9927 a

alled it yotot zaman, “house

“lying down.
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offering vessel from Tikal, MT 140 (Fig. 2:

as the Wak-Chan-Winik, the “Rai:e(ilf;.)jgs.i)y:-tpheits::l:l e the Maize God
On the Tablet of the Cross at Palenque we found yet a third iti

of the events of Creation. In this passage the scribes wrote :;zp'e;;'la(;n

(?han-/u,” “turned, the Raised-up-Sky-Heart” (Fig. 2:10). The Zi }: y

sign has two references here. One is to an object, that is, a “healr)'t ?’ntit;:

0 no days, 12 winals passed

3 tuns " fam) 18 k'atuns
IO & 3 !g!
D

o2
%5@ =y Pethiwak chan ki
'}) - m"’ turned the Raised-up-Sky-

Hearlt

1 bak'tun

Hun-Nal-Ye (] .

iwal hul

and then he arrived at Matawil
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b. The circumpolar star trails photographed in Baja California, December 1
1989 (© E.C. Krupp, Griffith Observatory) ’

FIGURE 2:10 The Turning of the Sky
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Itzam-Yeh often grips in his beak, and the other is to the heart of heaven.

Today, that heart of heaven would be the North Star, Polaris, but in Maya

times, the north pivot of the sky fell in a dark area. This black void was

the heart of heaven. The “turning” motion described is the movement of

the constellations around it. The standing up of the axis mundi not only

lifted the sky from its lying-down position on the earth but it imparted
motion to the star fields. This motion was the beginning of time and
space, for it 1s through the movement of the stars, the Milky Way, and
the planets that we human beings calculate the passage of time.

This, then, was the Creation story as far as we knew about it. Under
the aegis of First Father, One-Maize-Revealed, three stones were set up
at a place called “Lying-down-Sky,” forming the image of the sky. First
Father had entered the sky and made a house of eight partitions there.
He had also raised the Wakah-Chan, the World Tree, so that its crown

y, he had given circular motion to the

stood in the north sky- And finall ! th
sky, setting the constellations into their dance through the night. This is
’ he depths of meaning hidden in these events

where we were when t ' .
themselves to us. Since most of it unfolded in

suddenly began to reveal

Austin, we’'ll tell the story through Linda’s words.

LINDA’S ENCOUNTER WITH CREATION

folding of Creation was given to David Freidel in a
hotel lobby in Chicago during the American @thropologieal Meetings in
November 1991. After the sessions that David had organized were over
for the morning, he stood for a while talking to Bruce Lo?re, an epigrapher
the University of California at Riverside. Bruce just happened to

t a scorpion ap
the Paris Codex, one of the four Maya books

The key to the un

from
mention in passing tha

lations represented in
olumbian times.

peared among the zodiacal constel-

surviving from Prec
David immediately remembered that the blowgunner pot shows a

scorpion at the base of the Wakah-Chan tree. Maybe, he thought, this
Scoipion represented the same constellation as the one in the Paris
Codzx When he tried out his idea on me, I resisted it, stubbornly and

vociferously. During regul .
ing this book, we had been arguin '
in Classic Maya thought. David argued for the widely held view that

north was conceived of as

ar phone conversations we conducted in writ-
g about the nature of north and south

“up” and associated with the zenith, while
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south was “down” and linked to the nadir.® I argued for their bein
associated with horizontal directions. If the head of the World Tref
pierced the north pivot of the sky, he asked, couldn’t the scorpion be
opposite it in the south? Yes, I replied, as I remembered the image of
Scorpius poised over the mountain
Pt s south of the Group of the Cross at
' His idea grew on me through the next month, enough that I presented
it at a small conference we attended in San Juan, Puerto Rico." in Jan

. ? ’ ua
1992. There I revised my former position and said that the ancient Ma;z

The shape and orienta-
tion of the Milky Way at
20° north latitude when
Scorpius is opposite the
north celestial pole

verb for death.on ,
the sides of the |
sarcophagus ’

the North Star.

I rum
Menzel’sn;jged through my bookshelves and found a book of star maps,
ars and Planeys Unfortunately, this book printed the south

and north views of th
tracing papes w01 e s%{y on two separate pages, so I had to find some ‘ 18
P place it over the page showing the north sky. I drew E. och bih
N0 “he entered the
(@ g q \__.‘? road"

l.t and then shifted the tracing paper to the south page and joined both
sides of the sky together. I drew in Scorpius and the North St;r and }? t
looked at the result. My heart jumped into my mouth. There it w t’I"erl
Milky Way (Fig. 2:11) stretched south to north from Scorpiy e
North Star. The Wakah-Chan was the Milky Way. PIS past the
When I presented this new insight at my next seminar, one of my

"0

SRS S =I5

oS [ €2

As he dies, Pakal falls down
the Milky Way into the
southern horizon. This
falling was called och be,
“he entered the road.” The

graduate students, Matthew Looper, contributed yet another critical ide
. . a
to the growing pattern. While I was telling the class aboyt the Wakah

h i i .
E E;:l ;’V}(;r]d Tr(;e (;)emg the Milky Way, I heard him murmur from the
ackK of the crowded seminar room. ’ N{| Maya word for the Milky
d loded lik Liehtai » “That’s Why he entered the road.” His G Way was the Sak Bih
words exploded like a light ; . . ot T R : “Whi ” ;
d ghtning bolt in my mind. The great image of SNl s | G e Road) and Xibalba

P.akal s sarcoPhagus at Palenque (Fig. 2:12) shows him at the moment of :12 Pal Temple of Inscripti
his death falling down the World Tree into the Maw of the Earth. The o e
expression the ancient Maya used for this fall was och bih* “he entered
the road.” The road was the Milky Way, which is called both the Szk Be
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(“White Road”) and Xibal Be, “Road of Awe,” by the Maya. Pakal enters
this road in death.

I went home that night a little awed by the discoveries and called
David to infect him with my excitement. He immediately locked on to
the idea, but countered that John Sosa, a brilliant young ethnographer
who had been working with Yukatek Maya on their cosmology, had
concluded that the ecliptic was symbolized by a double-headed animal.
According to Sosa, this was none other than the sun-plate-skull icon we
call the Quadripartite Monster joined by a snake body to the same head
on the other horizon. I didn’t believe that the Quadripartite God was the
ecliptic, but the idea of a double-headed snake symbol began to make
sense in terms of what I knew about the ecliptic.

The ecliptic is the line of constellations in which the sun rises and sets
throughout the year. We divide this band into twelve zones that gives us
our zodiacal birth signs. At night, these ecliptic constellations create a
path across the sky which marks the track of the sun in its daily and
yearly movement. The planets and moon also follow this path, which
snakes from north to south and back again as the year proceeds. In the
tropics, the ecliptic actually crosses directly overhead and occupies the
zenith position of the sky.

I thought about the image of the World Tree and realized that the
Double-headed Serpent (Fig. 2:13) that was draped around and through

Y)—— Itzam-Yeh (Seven-Macaw)
The Big Dipper

____ _——— Wakah-Chan (“Raised-up-Sky”)
The Milky Way

¢-— Double-headed Serpent
The ecliptic

FIGURE 2:13 The Wakah-Chan Tree and the Ecliptic Snake
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tic.* Later I realized this new identifica-
1 dust
tion also explained the dedication pot from Tl(léal tlTat h(a;‘d alg;;;e ; :sth Z
) ] tion (Fig. 2:9).
' 1 .-e God as the main actor 11 reation (Fi n th
ldemlf)}: tk:tsl\iilzt;e place of Creation holding the ecliptic s:;l::ejm his
scene, he :  in his
arms with the Stingray Paddler emerging fromlclme r:outh t;x; the r;gtuof
is little pot actually shows
from the other. This o
Padctl'ler \l:;len First Father stretches out the path of the sun an e
creation

planets across the sky.
The next day Matt came

its branches had to be the eclip

by my house and told me about two more

w ] Tedlock.*
i k of Dennis and Barbara

rvati he had found in the wor .1
oIbse auons' red that Seven-Macaw of the Popol Vuh was th;. Big
ney hec ecoe and that his wife, Chimalmat, was the Chimal
Y,

Dipper in the north sk %1 found that information interesting, but not

’ N 1pper. . PR
e ;J gltlfﬂgllgppBut Matt wasn't finished yet. Did you know that
really mind-blo .

asked innocently- 'd he say that?” And we rushed into my

“NO," 1 answered' “Whel‘e it was: uToday [Alnltak, Salph,

here
. k’s Po 01 Vuh. T ical
o tolﬁnd()Tr:S:l(;care sa?d to be the three hearthstones of the typica
and Rigel 1n

: d the cloudy area
. fireplace, arranged to forma iangle, ank feom thz fire”
Quiché kltChe(r(l; lratp Nebula M42) is said to be the smoke Ir
they enclose (UT€

(Tedlock 1985:261).”

1 was stunned. These
n when the se2 was
gods was

ame three stones that were laid
on the face of the earth.
arth at the center of the

had to be the s
still lying down
to create the he .
y on could be started (Fig. 2:14). In

at Creatio

The first act of the

fire of Creati ) for the
i e the first Aztec’s name for
univers® wgerl Jater pointed out to us that the

n
fact, John Carlso

¥ 1
41 that created new fires.
. d for the fire dn

jon was their Wor . n the earth on 4 Ahaw
belt.of Orion " hes lying <.iown upf) r pattern ¢ the
realized that sin f seating the stones in the tnang(tll B ot the

8 Kumk'u, the act .:nage on the face of the 'earth an thln y
hearth creates &7 1 re, after all, then iomed together. days later
me. The two Were, £romn another of my students two days ater.
1l came ome of the
d come over that afternoon to file aw:y s e
Khristaan Villels had ate my every table. After he was done, e )

hat decor:

stacks of papers t Bonampak’ murals?” Oh dear, I thought to myself, are
“What about the bon

. i¢ pattern also?
they going to f;;cl mtol\z‘lllif and Floyd Lounsbury® had proposed many
My friends Mary

ky was still

same ti
The next bombshe

ver t
years earlier that
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Salph

Oxib' Xk'ub'
"Three Hearthstones”

FIGURE 2:14 Orion and the F irst-Three-Stone-Place

:zzlza;tcizziripall(’ r epreser?t?d COI.IStellations that were seen at dawn on
August 6, A i;tgtge. AF Khris’s urging, I checked out the sky on that day,
astmnom; Aga . I, with EZCosmo:s, the computer program I use for
(Fig, 2.15) . ; was S.tunned by the results. In the hours before dawn
g <:19), t e constellations of Geminj and Orion had hovered above the
eastern horizon with Saturn and Mars above and between them The
cartouches of Bonampak’ show copulating peccaries in the cartouc.he
the left, a turtle with three stars on the right, and between them tv:(:

“turtle star,” while others identified the turtle with Orion.

As I looked at the computer screen, everything clicked. Gemini had
be the copulating peccaries and Orion the turtle. The three stars on iz
back in the cartouche at Bonampak’ were placed in the exact pattern of
Orion’s belt. But more important, the Maize God was reborn from the
cracked carapace of a turtle, and we had a text that said that the first
image of the turtle was seen at Creation (Fig. 2:4). The two an-
thropomorphic figures between the peccaries and the turtle had to be the
personifications of Saturn and Mars. And we already knew many exam-
ples of other planets, such as Venus and Jupiter, that were represented by
anthropomorphic figures. We seemed to have two more here. Not until
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{12
copulating Mars the turtle
peccaries the belt of Orion
Gemini

The cartouches from the north wall of room 2 at Bonampak'

' Pleiades

@ sawrn

Gemini
peccaries

Sky on the night of August 6, 792, at Bonampak'

FicuRE 2:15 The Constellations at Bonampak’
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ecliptic

sun

cords of heaven

three stones

turtle

FIGURE 2:16 Detail from the Madrid Codex

much later did it hit me that August 6, the date of the zenith passage at
Bonampak’, was only seven days before the Creation day of August 13.
Matt Looper provided the confirmation by calling my attention to a
picture from the Madrid Codex, another of the four Maya books. It shows
a turtle (Fig. 2:16) with a triangle of stones on its back. The turtle in the
codex is shown suspended from cords tying it to the skyband because
Orion h?.ngs below the ecliptic. Clearly Orion was the turtle from which
the 'Malze God rose in his resurrection (Fig. 2:17). The Milky Way
rearing above the turtle had to be the Maize God appearing in his tree
form as he does on the Tablet of the Foliated Cross at Palenque. The
image of the first turtle really is in the sky.
The identification of Gemini as copulating peccaries made sense in
another curious way. For years we have seen pots that have these odd
modeled peccary heads as their feet. All of these pots have the sea painted
or drawn on their bottoms and an extraordinary one in the Dallas Mu-
seumn of Art shows the sun god paddling a canoe across this sea (Fig. 2:18).
I realized that this must be the sun riding the ecliptic across the Peccaries
of Gemini. I ran into a bit of trouble at this point because there was a
lot of counter evidence that identified Gemini as a turtle. The Yukatek
Maya of Chan K’om® call Gemini 4k Ek; “turtle,” and they say that the
three stars in the middle of his back are the chock, “intestines,” of the
turtle. Fortunately, I found the solution to this paradox close at hand.
Floyd Lounsbury had pointed out that a4 is the word for both “turtle” and
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be either “turtle star” or “peccary star,” and
k. Furthermore, when I saw the pot
heads have a trifoil sign in their eyes

. )
“peccary.” Thus, ak ek’ can
you don’t know which unless you as

1, I realized the peccary ;
as the ak peccary.

gave me some incredibl
1 in both ways. I
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. Y ll)g nampak’, and in the Paris Codex zodiac as a turtle. e
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I was at Justin® ted to find images of peccaries. One

: has crea ) .
database of pottery images he hell published twenty years ago in Mike

of these images occurred on 8 ¢ World 1 looked at the photo and felt the

Coe’s The Maya Scribe an(::iwpeccary with a Waterlily Monster (Fig.

again in Apri
that specifically identifies them

; e evidence that
Justin Kerr, another friend,

o . w
magic stir again. Here
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.
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b. The sky at sunset on Decem-
e lef, cloud- ber 21 at Copan. The normal
orientation of the sky map has
been reversed to put west on the
left so that it matches the

orientation of the door.

emple 92 with the

a. The interior door of T
crocodile head and front legs on th

el peccanies scroll body arching over the door, and the sun
plate on the right. The Monster is held up by the
Pawahtun-bakabs who squat over the skulls of

Xibalba.

The sun god paddles a
canoe across the ecliptic at
the peccaries in Gemini.

2:20 The Milky Way Monster

FiGuRe 2:18 FIGURE

ary with the four-petaled flower that represents the sun
nake undulates along its back,

b). The ecliptic s
es are on the ecliptic rather than below it.

d the peccary. Likewise, the belt of Orion is
but this constellation also contains the

showing a pecc
on its back (Fig. 2:19
confirming that the peccari
Gemini is both the turtle an
both the turtle and the peccary,
place of the three stones of the Creation hearth.

I was breathless by this time, for the more we found, the more we
seemed to discover. It reminded me of a magic time in Copan in 1987

during the last day of my six-month Fullbright. I had gone up to Temple
92 to photogra y sculpted with the Cosmic Monster

ph the great doorwa
(Fig. 2:20a) because o that day, December 12, the sun was on the south
side of the building. Since I

was usually at Copan in the summer, all my
photographs showed the door in'$

hadow. I wanted to get it in the light
for the first time. After taking my photograp

hs, I went into the inner
ple to look around. When I turned to leave, I noticed
hadows ¢

2:19a) attach i .
GOd’s)mné;: s(;ldl;o l;ts haunches just like the one attached to the Maize
out of the cleftems(e l,i 21:\4/;)..& Véas split open just like the turtle shell and
e Maize God carryi :
hand ) rrying a brush and paij :
and so that he could paint the Images on the sky H::m " ml};:
. was a C

peccary directly substituting f
or th .
same thing. g e cleft turtle. They had to mean the

a attention t et another pOt from %)/a St 14 .be
.] C “ed m t o (6] L

sanctum of the tem
that there were almost 1o s
Surprised, I looked at my watch

] SO
only ten days pefore the winter . ' . gntto!
«This is a winter solstice building.

ast by the doorjambs (Fig. 2:21).
and found 1t was 11:15 A.M., almost noon
Istice. “Ah-ha,” I thought to myself as

a. the Maize God . .
th his pai
brush emerai wi paint pot and b
ging fron . . the sun si .
ba?k of a peccary. Tl:i: i(‘l'ack in the from an ecllilsron a peccary hanging I took record photographs-
Orion. s the peccary of peccary of GIZ ll(‘.snake. This is the | ! later, 1 took that insight to the computer to find out what
emini. 1ve years la .

Y , et, midnight, and dawn on the night of the

the sky looked like at suns
have to go beyor

solstice s

d sunset. The Milky Way in the
tretches across the sky from east

: . - ’
winter solstice. I didn't
hour or so after sunset on winter
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to west with its western side split into the jaws of the crocodile (Fig.

2:20b). The Cosmic Monster is also the Milky Way.

With that discovery, I realized that every major image from Maya
cosmic symbolism was probably a map of the sky. The personified,
sun-marked offering plate depicted at the base of the Raised-up-Sky

World Tree, when the Milky Way is in one of its two north-south
urs on the eastern rear end of the Cosmic Monster. And

the sky are where the ecliptic crosses the Milky

positions, also occ
both of these points in
Way (Fig. 2:22)-

I knew I had to find ou
two hours on the floor of a lo

book that showed its position in
P
year.” I made drawings of each of these star maps, removing the outlines

of our constellations, keeping only the Maya ones we had identified and

the outline of the Milky Way. After I adjusted the maps for 15° north

latitude, I had a Milky Way calendar.
With these new maps, I found out some other interesting things. When

the Milky Way is lying down flat, rimming the horizon, the area over-
head is completely dark (Fig. 9:93a). This is the portal into which Pakal
falls on his sarcophagus Jid and out of which beings of the Otherworld
Maya called this dark place the White-Bone-Snake, but it

the Ek-Way® the «Black-Transformer” or “Black-
d another important clue,

3¢). For the first time it
The incised scene

¢ about all the forms of the Milky Way. I spent
cal bookstore until I found an astronomy
the nighttime sky every month of the

. s : . _Smgh .
FiGURe 2:21 The doors into the interior of Temple 22 as photographed at
11:15 a.M. on December 8, 1987

Wakah-Chan

emerge. The

was also called
Dreamplace.” That realization brought to min

an incised peccary skull from Copan (Fig. 2:2

made sense that this exquisite carving graced a peccary:
f a stela, but the point of view represented is from

shows the dedication O
the other side of the portal. It is as if the gods and the ancestors were
from the Otherworld. Some of the animals

looking through at humanity
aries. I checked the Ek’-Way position

portal are pecc
d found that it has the peccaries of Gemini above

d the scorpion of Scorpius peeking up out of
d this sky pattern to the drawing on

cavorting around this
of the Milky Way an

its northeastern horizon an
its southwestern horizon. I compare

the skull from Copan and found, to My delight, that peccaries were sitting
on its northeastern side just as they do in the sky on this night. The
' rtals to the Otherworld is also found in the

greatest of the Classic Maya po
night sky. . |
Cosmic Monster I looked at the sky maps Cagau.l and re:hlzed tilrat I Sat: the Ml;l_(ly Zvaz
Fioure 2:22 TThe Junction of t ipti i forming another ervasive Creation symbol—a tree W1 a crocodile hea
n of the Ecliptic and the Milky Way at its riots (Fig_p2;24-a). As the Milky Way turns from its north-south
/
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symbolized by the Big Dipper in the Classic .period, this picture al.so
happens in the sky. When the Wakah-Chan Mllky. Way moves fTom .1ts
erect north-south position and becomes the Crocodile Tr.ee, the Big Dip-
ntil it touches the horizon. It disappears as the
+-west Cosmic Monster (Fig. 2:24). I
d to the defeat of Seven-Macaw by

ek’ way,
“black transformer”

per dives downward u
Crocodile Tree changes into 1ts €as
believe this movement may correspor

the Hero Twins.
At this point I thought 1 had better take a look at the famous canoe

scenes from Burial 116 at Tikal in Guatemala. These extraordinary

1 _Ka'an-K’awil,” one of the
d in the tomb of Hasaw Ka’an ,
e were o Classic history of Tikal. Four of the

One pair shows a canoe with two

name of this
location

waterlilies
symbolizing the
Primordial Sea carved bone
a. the Black-Transformer from the Cosmic Pot most important kings in the Late

paddlers, First Father as the M

peccaries
of Geminl

Itzam-Yeh
touches the
horizon

itzam-Yeh
& descending

b. the Black-Transformer configura- ¢. Copan, incised peccary skull
tion of the Milky Way (the image is showing a stela dedication seen from
reversed to put the west on the left) the supernatural side of the Black-

Transformer (drawing by B. W. Fash)

s are Lwo hours apart

The sky map

-Yeh
FiGURE 2:23 The Black-Transformer - T~ §f§$, eYe

position as the World Tree to its east-west position as the Cosmic Mon-
ster, it arches from the southwest to northeast quadrants of the sky- At
that time it looks as if the crocodile is riding just above the swollen bulge

of its base. This “crocodile tree” is a very ancient image among the Maya
and is featured in the Popol Vuh version of Creation. In fact, a monument
(Fig. 2:24b) from the very early ceremonial center of Izapa in Chiapas
shows this crocodile tree along with a picture of one of the Hero Twins
after his arm has been ripped off in a struggle with Itzam-Yeh, the ClassiC m e foat of ltzam- Seh
name for Seven-Macaw. With his good arm he is holding a pole on which FIGURE 2

a Late Preclassic-period version of Itzam-Yeh perches.* If Itzam-Yeh was

b. Izapa Stela 25

a. The Crocodile Tree
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the supernatural side of the Black-
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FIGURE 2:23 The Black-Transformer

position as the World Tree to its east-west position as the Cosmic Mon-
ster, it arches from the southwest to northeast quadrants of the sky. At
that time it looks as if the crocodile is riding just above the swollen bulge
of its base. This “crocodile tree” is a very ancient image among the Maya
and is featured in the Popol Vuh version of Creation. In fact, a monuI.nem
(Fig. 2:24b) from the very early ceremonial center of Izapa in ChlaPas
shows this crocodile tree along with a picture of one of the Hero Twins
after his arm has been ripped off in a struggle with Itzam-Yeh, the Clas. .
name for Seven-Macaw. With his good arm he is holding a pole on whic

s
a Late Preclassic-period version of Itzam-Yeh perches.* If [tzam-Yeh W2
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' o :n the Classic period, this picture also
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At this point I thought
scenes from Burial 116 2
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FIGURE 2:24 The Defeat of Itzam-Yeh
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Ak'bal Sak over- Paddlers'

Stingray earth  name
Jaguar

Paddler Maize God Paddler

the canoe sinks

(. "omosmm g

d. the canoe

the canoe sinks over a four-hour period

FIGURE 2:25 The Sky Canoe

i e g e i o s o e g
We have known for a long time that tllll poer them (e 225670)

ese scenes had to have astro-
nomical associations because the accompanying text (Fig. 2:25a) has the
star-over-earth verb that appears very frequently with Venus and Jupiter
hierophanies. No one, however, had ever been able to associate the date,
6 Ak’bal 16 Sak, with an important station of either planet. I checked the
date’s most likely position in the Maya Long-count Calendar, 9.14.11.17.3
(September 16, 743), and found something remarkable. At midnight the
Milky Way was stretched across the sky from east to west in the form of
the Cosmic Monster (Fig. 2:25d). It suddenly occurred to me that this
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configuration could also be the canoe, and that during the four hours after
midnight the Cosmic Monster canoe “sinks” as the Milky Way turns and
brings the three hearth stars of Orion to the zenith just before dawn.
There was a lot of evidence to support this idea. I had published a
discussion of a fabulous black eccentric flint from the Dallas Museum of
Art. This flint showed a crocodile canoe sinking downward with its
passengers, just like the Tikal canoes. In fact, another of the Tikal bones
shows a canoe with a crocodile face on its bow, replicating the mouth cleft
at the western end of the Milky Way in its east-west position in the sky
(Fig. 2:26a). When I was drawing this bone, I noticed that the paddler in
the picture was Itzamna, not the Old Jaguar Paddler or the Stingray
Paddler from the other bones. Then the use of two different paddlers in
ade me realize something. We have Classic-period
pottery images of Itzamna riding a peccary (Fig. 2:26c). When the Milky

Way is in the Cosmic Monster—canoe position, east-west across the sky,
i are at the eastern end of the Milky Way (Fig.

here Itzamna sits as he wields his

these canoe scenes m

the peccary stars of Gemin
2:26b). The peccaries are exactly w

a. crocodile canoe from the Tikal bones

c. Iizamna riding the
peccary of Gemini

FiGURE 2:26 The Crocodile Canoe
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paddle. Also, Itzamna and the two Paddlers are three of the four stone
setters that are named in the Quirigua Creation text on Stela C. They are
the makers, along with First Father, of the First-Three-Stone-Place raised
up into the night sky on 4 Ahaw 8 Kumk’y.

These Paddlers, then, are central actors in the celestial play of Cre-
ation. Like Itzamna, the original shaman, the Paddlers are up in the sky
riding the Milky Way to the place of Creation where they will set their
stones in the hearth of Orion. They propel the Milky Way canoe with its
precious cargo, to the same location. I realized that the Paddlers bring the
Maize God to the place of the three stones of Creation and to the turtle
carapace, the belt stars of Orion, so that he can be reborn and create the
new universe. He is the Wak-Chan-Ahaw who made everything happen.

Two painted pots depicting this same canoe scene confirm its associa-
tion with the myth of First Father as the Maize God. One (Fig. 2:27a) has
a black background showing that the action occurs in the lightless time
before First Father raised the sky. The narrative scene includes three
episodes from the story. In one, the Jaguar and Stingray Paddlers paddle
a canoe carrying the Maize God to the Place of Creation. He carries a seed
bag on his chest so that he can plant the seeds that are the Pleiades when
he raises the Wakah-Chan, or as Enrique Florescano suggested to us, so
that he can use them to form the flesh of human beings after Creation
is done. Below the canoe, the reclining figure of the Maize God emerges
from the mouth of a Vision Serpent in a position that mimics exactly the
emergence of a child from his mother’s birth canal % The third episode
shows two young women helping him dress after his successful resurrec-
tion. Here is the rebirth of the Maize God into the Primordial Sea. Both
the birth and the dressing scenes occur underwater.

On another pot (Fig. 2:27b), the reborn infant reappears carried in a
huge plate by one of his sons. Around the baby rests the Jewelry he will
wear when he has grown into adulthood. When Nikolaj and I taught
Creation to thirty Maya in Guatemala in the summer of 1992, a chuch-
kahaw, “mother-father,” named Manuel Pacheco told us that the people
of his town (Chiniki, Guatemala) dispose of the afterbirth by carrying it
to a burial place in a plate just like this. When they enter the cave where
they intend to bury the afterbirth, they carry the plate over their head
in exactly this position. The other scene on this pot shows the mature
Maize God being dressed by woman, but the fish in the first scene and
the text associated with this scene show that these events also took place
underwater.
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Yet another pot (Fig. 2:27¢c) shows the Maize God stepping from the
cracked turtle shell from which he is being reborn. Here, there are three
canoes instead of one—each marked with a tzuk, “partition,” sign. The
god Chak stands in the first, holding a stone quatrefoil on his shoulder.
Chak, like Itzamna, can be associated with peccaries,” but more impor-
tant, as Karl Taube explained to us, another pot (Fig. 2:27d) shows two
Chakob cracking open the turtle shell so that the Maize God can emerge.
They are thus attendants of the rebirth. As David pointed out in his
account of the rainmaking ceremony in Chapter 1, people personifying
Chakob have been the helpers of priests and shamans in Yukatekan Maya
ritual at least since the Spanish conquest.*

As he rides in the central canoe, the Maize God holds a huge K’an-cross
with a turtle shell attached. This combination of symbols corresponds to
the K’an-cross Waterlily Monster found at the base of the Foliated Cross
at Palenque, and on the pots with the Chakob, on which the sons of the
Maize God, the Hero Twins, cavort among the pads and branches of the
same plant. Often the turtle carapace from which the Maize God sprouts
in rebirth also carries the K’an-cross. David also realized that when the
three stones of Creation come to the zenith, this cross sits at the point
where the ecliptic crosses the Milky Way at right angles. And we learned
from Susan Milbrath® that when this configuration comes to zenith at
midnight, the sun sits below the earth at nadir. The K’an-cross is a kind
of “X marks the spot” symbol of rebirth and Creation.”

The beings who paddle the canoe fall into a special category called “sky
artist.” Following a clue I had given her earlier, my friend Barbara
MacLeod brought me inscriptions that described the Paddler Gods as
Na-Ho-Chan Itz'at (Fig. 2:28). Na-Ho-Chan is the place where they set

&

The Paddlers Na-Ho-Chan Itz'at

Itzamna wearing the napkin headdress of an itz'at, “sage”

FIGURE 2:28 The Artists of Creation
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i ‘artist” “sage.” Then Justin
up their stone, and itz 'at is the word for “artist” and “sage

Kerr reminded me that Iizamna was also shown wearng th €t g2
headdress of an itzat All three gods carried the special title O.f .artlst
because they set the stones of Creation, probably by drawing their images

. e s o
in the constellation of Orion. As Barbara pointed out, this itzat title als
b s nomenclature for the creator gods: modeler,

e special net

matches the Popol Vuh’

d mason.” ‘
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of something the astronomers call precession. Because the axis of the
earth wobbles a little, the sun migrates through one constellation on the
ecliptic every two thousand years or so. This shift changes the times that
a particular constellation would pass the zenith on a particular night or
which form of the Milky Way would be visible at a chosen hour. It
seemed more likely to me that the Maya, or perhaps their predecessors
the Olmecs, would have wanted the astronomy to work with the myt};
when they could see it, rather than in a mythological past. I supposed that
they had made the connection during historical times—that is after 1200
B.C.—and then cast it back to the time of Creation. Neverth;less to be
sure, I checked August 13 and February 5 in 3114 B.C,, 1000 B.C 2(,)0 B.C
and A.D. 690, the year in which the Group of the Cross was d.(;dicate.d',
hI decidefl to start with A.D. 690. On August 13 of that year—and all th;a
others, as 1t turned out—sunset found the Milky Way starting in the

the cosmic bird, Seven-Macaw. This w

prepared the old universe for the creation of the new

Th i
roughout the night on August 13, the tree turned slowly, transform-

ing itself by half Past midnight into the cange carrying the Maize God

east of the zenith. The Pleiades, which the Maya of today call a handf
of maize seeds (also the rattles of a snake), were just to the west al; tl:1 l
zenith. Dennis Tedlock also identifies the Pleiades as the four hu(r)xdr ;
boys* of the Popol Vuh who were killed by Seven-Macaw’s son )

The Hearth and the Tree

8:38 P.M.: the Crocodile Tree  10:38 P.M.: Itzam-Yeh knocked
turns as Itzam-Yeh dives out of the Crocodile Tree,
toward the horizon readying the sky for Creation

2:38 A.M.: the Paddlers convey 4:38 A.M.: the canoe sinks,
First Father in the sky canoe taking First Father to the place
of Creation

12:38 A.M.: the Crocodile
Tree transforms into the
Cosmic Monster

This is the movement of the Milky Way on
the night of August 13, A.D. 690. the year in
which the Group of the Cross was dedicated.
On this night the Milky Way moved from the
Crocodile Tree in the hours after dusk, until
the three stones of the hearth arrived high in
the sky at dawn. At 1000 B.C., at the latitude
of La Venta, this sequence of positions
started with the Wakah-Chan at zenith and
ended with the place of Creation at zenith. In
the seventeen hundred years between
5:38 AM. at dawn, the Place of Olmec times and the late seventh century,
precession had moved the constellation

Creation and First Father are
just east of zenith about two hours to the east.

FiGURE 2:29 The Night of August 13

languages, the word for “to dawn” is also the word for “to create.”
August 13 was, and is, also the day of zenith passage at Copan and other
sites that lie along 15° north latitude.” Thus, at noon, the sun, one of the
children of the Creator couple, sat in the exact center of the sky.

I then checked the February 5 date in my comiputer and at the
planetarium. I found it was the reciprocal opposite (Fig. 2:30). At sunset
the three stones of Creation and the Pleiades lay near, if not exactly in,

Thus, the final events of the third Creation were all played out in the
sky. At sunset, Seven-Macaw was put in his Place; during the hours of the
early morning, the Maize God was delivered to the place of Creation. At
dawn, he was at the cracked turtle shell from which he was resurrected.
From there he rose from the K’an-cross where the ecliptic crosses the
Milky Way. There he became the Maize Tree the ancient Maya called
the Na-Te’-K’an, First-Tree-Precious. The three stones of Creation were
in place close to zenith at dawn. It is significant that in most Mayan 7

9
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top of the tree edged past the heart of heaven in the north, while the
scorpion sat at the base of the tree in the south. This movement through
the night was truly the Raising of the Sky, and you can still see it today.

The last component of this amazing month of discovery came after I
had presented all the information above to the 1992 Texas Workshop on
Maya Hieroglyphic Writing. A week earlier | had received a cryptic letter
from my friend Nikolai Grube suggesting that the famous zodiac pages
in the Paris Codex recorded events at Na-Ho-Chan when the universe was

made. During the workshop I was too exhausted to think and did not

6:15 P.M.: the Three Stones of 8:15 P.M.: First Father and the 10:15 P.M.: the Plejad lled i ] 1 .
Cre;’:tt:on begin just east of the Place of Creation are at zenith a "handful of corf\ zegz’s,c‘flfa‘il have time to ask him what he meant until the week fOHOWIng
zenit toward the horizon When we finally SpOke» he told me about a black-background vase that

has three gorgeous young gods reclining among entwined cords ending
in snake heads (Fig. 2:31). The text on this pot recorded a birth that  Plate 4
happened at Na-Ho-Chan-Witz-Xaman, the “First-Five-Sky-Mountain-
North” place. The pages preceding the Paris zodiac have the same black
background with entwined cords that link floating beings together (Fig.
2:32). One of these cords is clearly an umbilicus® emerging from the
belly of the Maize God, so we can be sure that these scenes were asso-
ciated with death and the rebirth of the Wak-Chan-Ahaw who made

{2:15 AM: the Three Stones of - 2:15 A M. the Black- 4:15 AM.; the Wakah-Chan
reation have just set Transformer fills the sky rises from the entire eastern .
horizon Creation happen.

If Nikolai is right, and I think he is, then the pot and the Paris Codex

The night before February 5, A.D. 690, began
with the Three Stones of Creation in the same
position they achieved at dawn on August 13,
because the two days are reciprocals of each
other. The sky at dawn on one day is the same as
it is at sunset on the other. The Three Stones of
Creation, the Turtle, the Peccaries, and the
Handful of Corn Seeds, then fall toward the west
and sink into the horizon. The sky then moves
through the Black-Transformer out of which
rises the Raised-up-Sky-Tree. At dawn the tree is
6:15 A.M.: at dawn, the overhead in a north to south arch. Again in 1000
Wakah-Chan is fully erect B.C., this movement went from zenith to zenith.

FIGURE 2:30 The Night of February 5

the same positions they occupied at dawn on August 13. By midnight, the
handful of maize seeds and the three stones of the hearth had set in the Bk
west, and by 2:00 A.M., the sky had changed into the Ek>#ay pattern that A godisbornata

4 j ; B 7 (e 20y

-Ho-Chan-Witz-Xaman, “First-Five-Sky-Mountain-

place called Na -
North.” The twisted cords are the sky umbilicus.

meant transformation for the ancient Maya, the portal through which
things emerged from the Otherworld. By 4:00 a.m., the Milky Way had FiGURE 2:31 The Sky Umbilicus
risen erect from the eastern horizon and arched over the dawn sky. The
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MAYA COSMOS

Feb. 20, Jan. 23,
Jm;g; 5 M%;B' Apr. 16, Mar. 19, 756 756
756 756

ini Aquarius
Ggmini Aries

The lines represent the position of the sun at twenty-eight-day intervals beginning
with a position on the west edge of Scorpius. The thirteen zones approximate the

FiGURE 2:33 The Maya Zodiac

Scorpius, the only constellation whose identification I was really sure of,
and printed out the sky at dawn on that day. I added 168 days and printed
out the dawn sky again. I kept this up until I had printed out the full
thirteen stations. After tracing each of the constellations in which the sun
rose, I matched the drawings I had made to the ones in the codex and had
my zodiac.” Later, my friends Richard Johnson and Michel Quenon used
a slightly different technique and worked out the boundaries of the
thirteen Maya constellations (Fig. 2:33).

Then I checked the sky on the dates of the two stelae Werner Nahm
had mentioned and found that he was exactly right. At critical times on
both nights—midnight and dawn—the Milky Way had been in its
north-south position as the Raised-up-Sky Tree, the Wakah-Chan.* If, as
Werner suggested, we assume that the king corresponds to the Wakah-
Chan and that the scorpion is not shown because it was directly on the
Milky Way, then the rattlesnake and jaguar constellations are on his right
and the fish and the Chak-peccary constellations are on his left (Fig.
2:34). Sam Edgeton, a Renaissance-art historian who has followed up on
this work, pointed out to me that the Blowgunner’s Pot also follows this
pattern. I had forgotten the image was painted on a cylinder. The
scorpion is on one side of the tree and a snake is on the other (Fig. 2:7c).
These are our constellations of Sagittarius and Scorpius.

David Freidel, with his usual ability to glean the important things I
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Sept.5,755  Au& 8,755

Oct. 3, 755 ' Leo
Dec. 26, 755 Oct. 31, 755 -

Nov. 28, 755

Jan. 23, 756

Capricorn

zodiacal sequence used by the Precolumbian Maya (based on a chart calculated by

Richard Johnson).

missed, faxed me seven pages of ruminations on the cords of the hea\::ans.
As we described in Chapter 1, the modern Yuka'tek Ma)ra have sl?y
ropes” attached to their “sky tree” altars which radiate out. in fourlor su;
directions. He also remembered a riddle in the B.ook of Chilam Ba ,am o
Chumayel in which the heart of heaven is described as cordag;, ti a:zr:,h z
near homophone of £an, as in the Na-Te’-K’an. He sug.g(?stci ; e
cords in these zodiac scenes are related to heavenly urr’xblhca ;0:1 sl o
to the rebirth of First Father as the Maize Lord at the k an-rtnhar e'til()) : ir;
where the ecliptic crosses the Milky Wa).r close to the zem P:::o on in
the sky. As usual, I resisted his ideas unt.ll he struck Zt m;zl s::e ormnes
by saying, “There has to be something with those cords an y

" : t
be umbilical cords that give birth.” As usual he was uncannily accurate

in his speculations. .

The day we had that discussion,

nandez, a young Spaniard teaching arc .

, 1 f astronomy 1n

] & has studied the role o .

s:y. J:sital of the K’iche’ at the time of the conquest,” finding that all the
the ca

I received a paper from José Fer-

haeoastronomy at Baylor Univer-
the alignment of Utatlan,

Orion. mmented on K'iche’ beliefs about an umbilim.xs connecting
hHe alsf ﬁ}’ the sky—the North Star, Polaris, to the K'iche’—to the
the nave

Otherw is 1 1 i he sky. Because it never sets, it
the main axis Of i
the Ol'ld. Polarls 18
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c. the sky at dawn
on March 18, A.D.
197

b. the Wak-Chan
Snake with
constellations
climbing it

Chak with a

creatures from xok fish foot

Xultun Stela 10

creatures
from Tikal
Stela 1

creatures
from the
Hauberg

Stela

our constellations
with 27.7° sectors
overlaid

creatures
from the
Paris Zodiac

FIGURE 2:34 The Hauberg Stela and the Zodiac
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provides the center around which all the constellations rotate. Modern
K’iche’ also call the Big Dipper “cupped hands.” Fernandez believes they
conceive of these hands as receiving a newborn sky from the umbilicus
stretching from the sky navel. He says that “as the Dippers are rotating
endlessly around the star Polaris, they are sustaining the very center of
the celestial vault until the end of time.” He associates the concept of the
umbilicus with the Milky Way, but to us his descriptions of this umbilicus
seem very close to the cords of Na-Ho-Chan and the birth scenes of the
Paris Codex.

During and before the Classic period, Polaris was not the North Star.
Instead, the north polar axis fell in a dark area. This makes little differ-
ence to the overall vision that Fernandez described. The Classic Maya
apparently called this center darkness the #ak- Chan-Ki, “Raised-up-Sky-
Heart” or the ol, “the heart,” but it functioned just like the navel of
Polaris. Furthermore, at the 1992 Texas meetings, Barbara Tedlock told
us that K’iche’ bury the umbilical cord and afterbirth from a female child
he center of the hearth, while a male’s umbilical cord is placed in the
® When we examine these actions against the backdrop of
we see that the hearth is In Orion, while
on of the Wak-Chan-Ki, the raised-up
heart of the sky. The cords in the Na-Ho-Chan are the umbilical cords
emerging from the Maize God’s body at the Orion-Gemini Place of
Creation. They also emerge from the Raised-up-Sky-Heart at the north
celestial pole. In the Classic Maya mode, they have snake heads at each
end. David Freidel suggested to me that these snake-cords could be
stretched out to become the Double-headed Serpents of the ecliptic. I
think he is right, and suggest that the Paris Codex records the laying out
of the constellations along this path.® Maybe this is also the action of the
Maize God depicted on the Tikal cache vase (Fig. 2:9).

After this I found a set of papers that Peter Dunham, an archaeologist
friend of ours, had sent to me just before the Texas meetings in March.
As a student, he had compiled information on a sky umbilicus in Yukate-
kan sources and from modern informants. He quoted an account of
Creation recorded by Tozzer (1907:153—154) as follows:

int
top of a tree.
what we know of sky symbolism,
the top of the tree is in the regi

... there was a road suspended in the sky, stretching from Tuloom and
Coba to Chich’en Itza and Usxmal. This pathway was called the kuzan sum
or sakbe. It was in the nature of a large rope [sum)] supposed to be living

[kuzan) and in the middle flowed blood. It was by this rope that the food
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was sent to the ancient rulers who lived in the structures now in ruins. For

some reason this rope vanished forever. This first epoch was separated
from the second by a flood called Halyokokab.

Karl 'Ijaube‘52 helped us understand this flood and how it related to the
gii::i ;rrll.tll_llz ]:l:z e(;oif: t‘c;laitvljikolai .had associated with the place of
; e had, in fact, been looking at the New

Year’s pages of the Paris Codex. 1 Pop, the first day of the Maya 365-da
calendar, can fall on only four days—Lamat, Ben, Etz’nab, and Ak’bal—y
because of the structure of the Maya calendar.® These four ,da s are called

the Year Bearers. Karl showed me that the columns of days s)l’lrv' 'Ca .
th;se pages ;Evere two of the four Year Bearers—Ben and Ak’ll):;ngr:

other two—Et'znab and Lamat—have been destroyed, but can b d
i:::irir;me;hfe pattern. Each day is repeated thirteen times with :m:-
o gr ! (;nt;xactlbyl the patterr.l we expect for a full set of fifty-two
o destiont 5 Le table you begin in the upper left corner with a
o ;I;:lat,, then read across the top row, which once con-
e , 7 Etz nab', and 8 Ak’bal. Then one reads across the next
the next until all fifty-two years in the cycle have passed.

the C(_)smic Dragon and Milky Way
belching out the waters of the flood

the Old Moon Goddess

God L

page 74 of the Dresden Codex: The
flood that ended the last Creation

FiGure 2:35
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My surprise at Karl's revelation led us into a discussion of New Year’s
ceremonies in the codices and ethnohistorical sources. He told me they
are consistently associated with a destructive flood, just like the one
mentioned by Tozzer. In fact, he showed me how the revised pagination
of the Dresden Codex places the destructive flood (Fig. 2:35) immediately
before the New Year's pages. The Maya—then and now—understood the
end of one year and the beginning of the other to be dangerous times
when one world was destroyed and another created. It was a replay of the
original creation.

This period has been the most exciting and intensive time of my
intellectual life. During it I have seen all of the major Maya cosmological
symbols woven together into a coherent, eminently logical pattern that
is, in essence, a map of the sky. That first discovery of the scorpion sucked
everything I knew about the Maya into the “Black-Transformer” and spit
it out changed. And most of all, my friends and I affirmed in powerful
and dramatic terms that this story of Creation is still meaningful for the
modern Maya of today. Creation and re-Creation were and are at the

heart of being Maya.

CREATION IN THE POPOL VUH

At the time the K'iche’ Maya of the Guatemalan highlands were

recording their own version of this Creation myth, the details had

changed and been adapted to differences in language, history, and time,
e same. Since we recount parts of this

but the main story remained th
great myth in subsequent chapters, we will begin here with a general

retelling to flesh out the missing parts of the Classic Creation myth we've

told so far.

The Creator Couple in the Po
kane. They were responsible for t
of the universe, or the “sky-earth” as the K’

pol Vuh are named Xpiyakok and Xmu-
he first and for all subsequent Creations
iche’ call it. That first Creation

consisted of:

the fourfold siding, fourfold cornering,
measuring, fourfold staking,
halving the cord, stretching the cord
in the sky, on the earth,
the four sides, the four corners

as it is said,
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by the Maker, Modeler,

mother-father of life, of humankind,

giver of breath, giver of heart,

bearer, upbringer in the light that lasts

of those born in the light, begotten in the light;
worrier, knower of everything, whatever there is:
sky-earth, lake-sea

(D. Tedlock 1985:72)

Next they created the land, sea, and sky as we recounted at the beginning
of this chapter, and filled them with animals and birds, who squawked,
chattered, and howled but were unable to speak the names of their
makers. It so dismayed the Creator Couple that the animals were unable
to pray or to keep the days that they limited their dwellings to the wild
places of the forest and canyon and told them that their service would be

to provide food for the beings who would come later—the beings who
would be able to praise and nurture the gods.

Xpiyakok and Xmukane consulted together to create this provider and
nurturer, this being who would invoke and remember them. First they
shaped people from mud, but the new beings were too soft. They crum-
bled, became lopsided, and dissolved. Dissatisfied, the Creators made a
divination and tried again. This time they made manikins from wood.
The wooden people could not remember their Creators and were stiff.
They had no feelings and were unable to care for anyone, not even the
animals that served them, so the Creators sent a flood to wash them away.
They became monkeys, and today are a sign of the previous Creation.

The third Creation is the world of the Hero Twins, Hunahpu and
Xbalanke (whose Classical names are One-Ahaw and Yax-Balam). This
part of the story begins with the tale of their fathers, One-Hunahpu and
Seven-Hunahpu, who were great ballplayers. One-Hunahpu had already
fathered one set of twins named One-Artisan and One-Monkey, who were
great artists and scribes. One day One-Hunahpu and Seven-Hunahpu

were playing ball. The noise of their ball bouncing in the ballcourt
disturbed the Lords of Death, who lived just below the playing floor.
They summoned the noisy culprits to Xibalba, the Maya Otherworld, to
answer for their misbehavior. After defeating the Twins with a series of
traps and trials, the Xibalbans killed them. Afterward they decapita.ted
One-Hunahpu and hung his severed head in a gourd tree as a warning
to other people. Then the Lords buried their bodies under the floor of the

ballcourt in Xibalba and went about their business.
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Eventually the daughter of one of the Xibalban Lords got curious and
went to see the skull in the tree. When she spoke to the skull, it asked
her to hold out her hand. The skull spit into her palm and impregnated
her. When her father found out she was pregnant, he was furious. He
ordered the owls of Xibalba to kill her, but they took pity on her and
helped her escape into the middle world where people lived. After finding
shelter with her babies’ grandmother, the girl, whose name was Blood,
gave birth to twins she named Hunahpu and Xbalanke.

As the boys grew into maturity, they went through a series of adven-
the world got to be the way it is. Eventually, they

caught a mischievous rat who had been stealing se'ed from their mil.pa,
as Maya cornfields are called. The rat purchased his freedom byl telling
them where their father and uncle had hidden their ballgame equipment.

The Twins were delighted and immediately began to play ball. But
they disturbed the Xibalbans below, just as their ancestors' had before
them. They too were summoned, but before they left for Xibalba, each
planted a maize ear in the center of his house, telling their grandmother
that when the maize dried up they would be dead.

Hunahpu and Xbalanke took their blowguns and left for the Other-
world, where the Lords of Death were preparing a number of traps for
them. But these Twins were more clever than their father and uncle had
been. As we relate in Chapter 8, each time the Xibalbans tried to play a
trick on them, they evaded the trap. Each day they confronted'the
Xibalbans in a ballgame, and played them to a scoreless tie. Each night
put in a different house to face a trial designed to defeat and
the Xibalbans and survived to

tures that explain how

they were .
kill them. But each night they outwitted
play another game.
Eventually, the Hero
they knew they would be killed.

Twins made the Xibalban Lords so angry that
Realizing what was coming, they worked

with Xulu and Pakam, helpful diviners, to plan a way of dying that would
let them come back to life. The next morning, the Xibalbans summoned
them to an oven filled with a raging fire. Knowing this was the death that

hemselves had arranged, the Twins jumped gleefully into the .ﬁre
d their bones and threw the powder 1nto

had told them to do. Five days later, the

they t
and died. The Xibalbans crushe

the nearby river, as the diviners

Twins emerged as fish men.
Next they dressed themselves as vaga

cles so fabulous that everyone
crificed animals and people and

bonds and began dancing and

1 1 was amazed. They burned
making mira
houses that were not consumed and sa
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brought them back to life. Finally, they were commanded to perf
before the Lords of Xibalba. Through their miraculous dance}:srt(;lrm
tempted the Lords into allowing themselves to be sacrificed and’ hey
the Lords were dead, the Twins did not revive them. Thus did ,the dwf "
death and banish the Xibalbans from the world of humans yee
After chastising the other Lords of Death and limiting tixeir domai
to Xibalba, the Twins went to the Ballcourt to resurrect their fath alz
uncle, who represent different forms of the Maize God. Unfort :r a;]
when One-Hunahpu’s head and body were reunited and animal:l:edate .
more, he could not say the names of things properly. The Twins d o(? c:;
to leave him there in the Ballcourt, where he would be foreve ec? .
by future generations of humanity.* rvorsiiped
Acr.:ording to Dennis and Barbara Tedlock, the final event in the third
Creation was the Hero Twins’ confrontation with Seven-Macaw b¥rd
who had beautiful blue teeth and metallic eyes. As the Classic t ” lrll
us, Seven-Macaw was so beautiful and vain that he declared hifnmslft )
be t-he sun and demanded that everyone worship him. Vanit andse 'dto
ran in the family, because his sons Sipakna and Earthquake ci’aimedp;ll .
they had made the earth and could bring down the sky. Offended b thi?t
hubris, the Twins decided to teach Seven-Macaw and his sons a le)e,ssorlls
They knew the bird always ate at a nance tree, so they lay in wait for hin;
and shot him with their blowgun. The pellet struck one of the bird’
b.eautiful teeth, which abscessed and caused him great pain. In des eras
tion, Seven-Macaw asked an old grandfather for help. The grandf:th -
said his teeth and eyes would have to be removed. Overcome by the 'er
the old bird agreed, and when his teeth were pulled and );he rrlz:nl’
trimmed from his eyes, everyone saw him for what he was and P:'1
greatness left him. i
His sons were no better. Sipakna lured four hundred boys into his
house and then collapsed it, killing them all. Determined to stop this
terrible person from harming others, the Twins built a huge fals: crab
from bromeliads, placed it in a tight canyon, and lured Sipakna down to
it. Hungry, Sipakna struggled to get inside the shell to get at the tasty
meat, but became trapped as the Twins had planned all along. The
mountain settled down on his chest and he turned to stone. Sipakna’s
brother, Earthquake, was also defeated by the twins.
After their adventures with the Lords of Death and the resurrection of

their father and uncle, the Twins rose from Xibalba. It is said that the sun
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belongs to one and the moon to the other. The four hundred boys killed
by Sipakna rose with them and became the Pleiades.
The scene was now set for the fourth Creation—the one in which we

are living today. Once again the Creators—the Bearer, Begetter, Makers,

and Modelers spoke:
«“The dawn has approached, preparations have been made,
ing has come for the provider, nurturer, born in the light, begotten in the

light. Morning has come for humankind, for the people of the face of the
earth.”

As the sun, moon,

Xpiyakok and Xmukane stood
create humanity. They knew

and morn-

and stars were about to appear over their heads,
thinking about what they would need to
that true people would need to be made

from yellow and white corn, but where to find it? Fortunately, a fox, a
ow came to help them, bringing news of a

coyote, a parrot, and a cr
(the Classic Maya called this cleft mountain

mountain called Split-Place
Yaz-Hal-Witz, “First-True-Mountain”).

tain was full of fine foods of all sorts—maize,
matasanos, all fruits still eaten in the area today.
ground the yellow and white corn nine
and the grease from the

The moun cacao, sapotes,

ananas, jocotes, nances,
Xmukane, the First Mother,

times. The ground corn became human flesh
hed her hands became human fat.

beings, who were called Jaguar-Kitze,
-Jaguar. They were the first mother-
ade and mod-

water in which she was
She molded the first four human

Jaguar-Night, Mahukutah, and True
fathers (ancestors) of this Creation: “They were simply m

eled, it is said: they had no mother and no father.”

They were perfect beings. “Perfectly they saw, perfectly they knew
everything under the sky, whenever they looked.” Like the gods, their
knowledge was limitless and they could see through everything, “through
trees, through lakes, through seas, through mountains, through plains.”

The first human beings turned to their Creators and thanked them.

The Creators were pleased that these humans could speak and express
the same time they were a little frightened. These
11 as the gods themselves—all the way out to the
the four corners of the sky and on the earth.

Modeler and Maker did not like this. Human beings were, after all,
artifacts created by the gods. Yet the Creators did not want to destroy
these perfect creatures they had wrought. Instead, they decided to change

them, just a little.

gratitude, but at
humans could see as we
four sides of creation, to
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“And when they changed the nature of their works, their des; )
was enough that the eyes be marred by the Heart of th; Sk ThSIgns’ "
blinded as the face of a mirror is breathed upon. Their e eZ'W ey were
ened. Now it was only when they looked nearby that thir?, s W e ‘;’eak’:
Thus was humanity given permanent myopia. gs were clear.

CREATION AND THE SKY

“Nhen.we put together the Creation images and texts of the Classi
period with the myth of the Popol Vuh, the miracle of th ? assic
touched us to our deepest core. The great cosmic symbols ie:tlre S.tory
Maya are a fnap of the sky, but the sky itself is a great0 at e
:;Pcllzi Creai}::on in the pattern of its yearly movements. Sunsitiiaitu th:
gt ::1; : he ajkb}' to r(}e]veal Itzam-Yeh (Seven-MacaW) falling fromg:;le
Then the CrOCOdilet?; shot by the firstborn twin, One-Ahaw (Hunahpu).
west, propelled b ethref; transforms into a canoe. This canoe runs east to
izamna, the o };nale haguar Paddler and the Stingray Paddler, or by
brings the MaizegGod ts ;man. As the canoe sinks under the water, it
and Orion. The Pugd] o tG e Place of Creation, the space between Gemini
by setting the three stj; o?s and f)ther Itz’at of the Sky center the sky
first fire 1s drilled, The ejro Creatx?n. This is also the hearth where the
on the earth and the siy s?z tlhe piomre of th.e turtle and the peccaries
Lying-down.Sky. These 4] 111—I taneously, at First-Three-Stone-Place at
from the cracked turtl hSO, un-Nal-Ye, the Maize God, rises reborn
member that the Creai s éll. The. copulating peccaries of Gemini (re-
White Peccarv. G or. ouple .1n the Popol Vuh were called Great

ry, Great White Coati) lie nearby. Perhaps the Maya al

once shared the Aztec definition of Gemini as a star ballco rt—)f’l -
where the Maize God stayed after he was reborn so that h u . the one
worship him. As the Maize God is reborn from the T rltllma;nty could
Orion, his umbilicus stretches out to become the eclj t?c 0‘;' e;?a;yhc')f
sons, Venus and the Sun, and his wife, the Moon, will 3 roel th\:; lCh hlS
new Creation. When the day dawns, the first acts of Creat; ugh the
fruition. ion come to

On February 5, sunset finds First-Three-Stone-Place still at the center
of the sky. It sinks toward the west, taking the handful of seeds (the
Pleiades) to be planted in the earth. This is also an image of the four
hundred boys falling to their death. After midnight, the Black-Trans-
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former appears and from this great sky-wide portal the Wakah-Chan
rises, along the entire eastern horizon until it is arching from north to
south across the heavens. First Father has raised the sky in the form of
the Milky Way, a great tree with its buttress roots in the south. This

Wakah-Chan arches north to touch the heart of heaven, the black void

s celestial north in ancient times. When he raised the sky, First

that wa
ght partitions. On earth

Father created a house in the north made of ei
these unfold as the kan tzuk kan zuk, “four partitions, four corners.”
When all was finished, First Father started the constellations moving in

“that sustains the very vault of heaven until the end

the circular motion
e”’—until the next Creation. The gods wrote all of these actions in

of tim
commoner and king alike, could read them

the sky so that every human,
and affirm the truth of the myth.

OTHER CREATIONS IN TIMES MODERN

The Maya of today still affirm the myths of Creation, although they
sometimes do not remember how old the roots of that sky tree are. There

is diversity in the various forms of Creation celebrated by the modern
Maya. The old traditions and myths have fused with the new. David
Freidel, for example, found this description of an agricultural ritual
practiced by the Mopan-speaking Maya of San Antonio Corozal, Belize.
J. Eric Thompson, the famous Mayanist, stayed there and wrote an

97. In the ancient myth, the Wakah-Chan

ethnography of the people in 19
was raised on February 5. The ritual Thompson described took place on

February 8, three days later.

tural year of the Maya of San Antonio may be said to

commence in February. Until recent years it was customary for the whole
Antonio to repair to the church on February 8 each year
for an all-night vigil. This service appears to have no connection with any
ceremony of the Catholic church; in fact the Catholic priests were quite
t took place. Within the last few years there has been an
attempt to shift this service, which is an intercession for a successful
agricultural year, to the first Saturday in February. The instigator of this
change was an ex-alcalde, Janaro Chun, who had been educated in Belize,
and was opposed to all the old customs that savored of paganism. There
e change, and since Chun lost his post of

was considerable opposition to th
alcalde, there has been a return to the old date of February 8. Until recent

The agricul

opulation of San

unaware that 1
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i/i::is itten;l_anceAat the vigil was compulsory, and non-attendants were
e to a fine. At nightfall the whole vill
where ftlfty or sixty candles were lit. Prayersavi:r: I;)of;z:g (iout)h:eh:l(:h'urc}l’
and Hult.z-Hok (AR Witz-Hok’), the Mountain-valley god. The cer mlgl?ty
we.sre.enhvened by the drinking of considerable quantities of . A
midnight the more devout members of the congregation filed o r:m} e
church and, kneeling or standing, offered more candles and copalu a: t}:he
prayed anew. The prayers have now, unfortunately, fallen int; di -
except among a few of the older generation, and some of the people i sul:e
remoter alquilos. I was unable to obtain any texts, merel t}r:e sriat men,
that Qod and Huitz-Hok were invoked. One info’rmam);dded th:Itnfl'?:
zcl)m.mg star and the moon were appealed to as well to send good crops.
-night vigils are a part of many Maya ceremonies of aboriginal origin
;I:dt i:;ce;g f:r tfhehfact that this intercession takes place in a church g:ld,
at the God of the Christians is adde 1 it
in.vo.ked, t!ne.re is no evidence of the cefertr(:o;};re b(;lic:lghitf (;)fogfg?llu::ir:
;):fllln. 'Sns (;s the only ceremony of supposedly Maya origin that is fixed
e calendar. According to the Goodman-Thompson correlation of th
Europ‘ean and Maya calendars, the days clustering around th iti :
occupied by February 8 in the tropical year were more emph . p:smon
any other date in the year during the [Classic period). . . The}:-easSIze tﬁan
a strong possibility . . . [that] this festival still majntair;ed at Saflef: onto
is the same as that observed over 1,200 years ago by the Mayas ;or;;o
s?-callej:d Old Empire in this same general area. Bishop Landa Ztat . ;1 .
fenher in Chen or Yax the temple of the Chacs was renovated anzstlt'l E'n
idols, braziers, and pottery were repainted or renewed. At the t’im f ;lr
conquest these two months corresponded to the period January 2 toeF(:eb:'ue
:}zrl 0 (I.Ja;:da; chap. 40). The Qhaks were agricultural gods, and therefore
the mig t be some connection between the modern and the ancient
be;n;orrlriiiagzv;::;r, ‘51:; Blsh;);) Ii:anda’s time it would appear to have
. ong the
the-incense vessels commencges in t}?:a;?gcrllf: :}f] ;‘zzzr:r;ni'n(:if rene'Wing
untll‘neafly the end of March, but the time depends to a 1 o es
the ripening of the products of the milpa. et exent on

(Thompson 1930:41—42)

The Chortis of the circum-Copan area also mark the beginning of th
e

agricultural year. Alfonso Morales, one of Linda’s students i
following descriptions and translations from the work of R’ ;Onllpll‘ed thses
On February 8 the Chorti Ah K’in, “diviners,” begin thz ae _Glrard.
year. Both the 260-day cycle and the solar year are used j agl.'ICultural
for religious and agricultural ceremonies, especially Whe;l Sflttlng .dates
fall at the same time in both calendars. The ceremony begi:lsojveh;tutil:
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diviners go to a sacred spring where they choose five stones with the

proper shape and color. These stones will mark the five positions of
the sacred cosmogram created by the ritual.

When the stones are brought back to the ceremonial house, two
e ritual by placing the stones on a table in a careful
the universe. At the same time,

s diagram with the new one.

diviners start th
pattern that reproduces the schematic of
helpers under the table replace last year’
They believe that by placing the cosmic diagram under the base of God
at the center of the world they demonstrate that God dominates the

universe.

The priests place the sto
nds to the sun in the eastern,

then the stone corresponding t
solstice. This is followed by stones representing the
western, sunset position of the winter solstice, then its eastern, sunrise
n. Together these four stones form a square. They sit at the four
corners of the square just as we saw in the Creation story from the Classic

period and in the Popol Vuh. Finally, the center stone is placed to form
the ancient five-point sign modern researchers called the quincunx.

Girard emphasized that this action not only starts the new calendar,
but also reenacts the Creation of the World: “The Chorti said that this
a long time ago and that it is being reenacted by the same
s, who now have different names. These gods do it by ‘measuring the
g their measurements.’ They explained to me that this
as done at the beginning of the world. The priest in
it was made by the gods the first time and
' (Girard 1966:33).

ls, the Chorti go through a ceremony they
twenty-

nes in a very particular order. First the stone
sunrise position of summer

that correspo
o the western, sunset

solstice is set down;
position of the same

positio

action was done
god
space and squarin
was the way 1t W
charge ‘makes the world’ as
they continue doing 1t now’

Later on in this series of ritua
call raising the sky. This ritual takes place at midnight on the

fifth of April and continues each night until the rains arrive. In this

ceremony two diviners and their wives sit on benches so that they occupy
rner positions of the cosmic square. They take their seats in the
re placed, with the men on the eastern side
and the women on the west. The ritual actions of sitting down and lifting
e with great precision and care, because they are directly
done by the gods at Creation. The people represent
the gods of the four corners and the clouds that cover the earth. As they
rise from their seats, they metaphorically lift the sky. If their lifting
ains will be irregular and harmful.

the co
same order as the stones we

upward are don
related to the actions

motion is uneven, the r
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The Chortis, like the K’iche’, pay great attention to the Milky Way.
Their diviners call it the “Road of Santiago,” and they identify Santiago
as the god of storms who sends the thunder and commands the rains. He
also controls the Milky Way and the rainbow, which are described as
giant white and multicolored snakes that move through the sky.

A lot of attention is paid to the positional changes of the Milky Way,
especially in relationship to the sun. On the saint day of Santiago (July
25), the sun runs from east to west and the Milky Way from approxi-
mately north to south. On that day, the ecliptic and the Milky Way make
a giant cross in the sky. This is the Wakah-Chan of the ancient Maya.

This pattern also signals the beginning of the canicula, a short period
in the middle of the rainy season when the rains cease and the tempera-
ture rises. At this time, the Chortis say the rain gods “rest” and make a
little dry season. When the Milky Way tilts into the position the ancients
saw as the crocodile tree, it signals the renewal of the rainy season. This
position coincides with the second of the zenith passages of the sun—
August 12 or 13 in the Chorti region. For the modern Chorti, this signals
the beginning of the second planting season. For the ancient Maya, this
was the day when the sky artists placed the three stones of Creation in

the hearth of Orion. August 13 is the day of Creation.
At the end of February 1992, just as the dizzy intensity of discovery was
giving way to the more normal pace of life, Linda went to Chiapas,
Meéxico, to observe the Festival of Games held in the c ay k'in, the five
“lost days,” that mark the end of the old year and the beginning of the
new year. During that time the people of San Juan Chamala destroy the
old world and create a new one. They re-create Creation. This adventure
had its own component of serendipity, because at the 1991 Texas work-
shop, Duncan Earle, an ethnographer who had just that year begun to
teach at the rival institution of Texas A & M, mentioned that he knew
the outgoing Pasién of the San Sebastian barrio. Duncan had been invited
to attend the pageant, and he threw out a half-serious invitation for Linda
to come with him, which she half seriously accepted. By the middle of
FS’D[UHI)’, @ U[(’HUOH Unmldﬂd b(é[ore ;ler stuﬁht—it‘ esyes, Tinda's inten
tions became very serious indeed and she bought plane tickets for hoth

of them. Here's what happened.
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THE MONKEYS OF THE BEFORE TITE

(as told by Linda Schele)

D and I had arrived in San Cristébal de las Casas very lat.e.on
day afternoon in the México City airport waiting

Thursday night, after a hard . colonial house our friend Alfred

i 1 After lunch, we took
1 1 tting ourselves oriented. :
SR fne(nd;avl\;dvi; stfffed with Chamulas and two oversized
a . .
to find the house of the outgoing Pasioén so that
his family and the other officials who were part

a colectivo taxi
gringos) out to Chamula
I could be introduced to
of his .entmtl}::g:;ext three days, we spent most of our time amo.nf1 zze
. speaks Tzotzil and wears Chamula clothes wit . e
* o whe rked among them. His blue eyes and light
d the Chamulas kept asking him if he was
who had once been allowed

Chamula
knowledge of one who has wo
' an
hair always gave him away
Lol. the name they gave to Thor Anderson,

1 ival of Games.
film about their Festiva )
R 11; sink so well into the background, for I am tall even for

the Chamula I am a giant who acts fun.ny
human speech.” I had another skill,

I could no
woman from our world. Among

ak batzil k'op, “true .
and oo n;tts};:scinated them. I could draw. They were susp1icious of my
tha

ble to
1o book at first, but as they gathered around me, they wer;a b
o I0 drawing and began talking among themselves. o the
see what I was e out” of the page. Through Duncan, I asked many
(‘cam

ose Chamulas who spoke Spanish, I could even
and the moment

however,

the image
1 d with th :
questions, an
communicate. Soon word spread of my strange antics, 1 the momen.
I pulled out my notebook and pen, dozens of Chamulas closed 1
pulle

packed in like a hot dog in a bun. Before long, I got my

untl e oman F****r. Believe

Chamula name—Mukta Antz Chingon or Large W

e e n they
t, the name is a compliment, for they call .d me that whe
it or nat, the _ h

admired my drawings.

ic banguets and tasted the food the

attended the public bang |
Chamuls. Wo & he people of the community. We watch¢d as the
clouds of smoke from hand-held braziers. We

watched the Pasiones and the Flowers®

Pasiones provided to all t

banners were fed with
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watched the civil officials feed their bastones and join the authority of
their offices to the Creation of the world. Most of all, we watched Z)en
and boys dressed in costumes resembling those of nineteenth-centu
French grenadiers cavort through the crowds, playing musical instnrx)-r
ments and singing the same song—Bolon Chon—over and over again
These oddly dressed apparitions are the Max, the Monkeys, who ar.e
creatures from a previous Creation. In the Popol Vuh myth, th; wooden
men of the second Creation, who were dispersed by a flood, turned into
these animals. Some of the Chamula Monkeys range free, playing tricks
on the crowd, misbehaving in many ways, making off-color jokes, and
making sure no foreigner takes an unauthorized photograph. ’
Other Monkeys are in the service of the Pasiones. We watched them
dance the Sun-Christ banners around two clay drums in endless circles for
five long days. They call this movement oy, the same word used for the
act of dedicating the Wakah-Chan on the Tablet of the Cross. I drew the
Monkeys time and again and everyone recognized my images of thei
high-pointed, beribboned hats. I had read about the Monkegs b hellr
canr.lot really be described in words to one who has not experiZn’ce: z}:e::ly
hWOIIr:leetOI I:;a::}}::zlt ;hem, Duncan’s powerful and vivid words brought
nome . ey are and what they do. They are pre-cultural beings
' ear down the order of the world in order to prepare for its re-
creatl.on when the Sun-Christ is brought out of the Otherworld. Duncan
zxplafned that I too am classified as a precultural being from another
reation. All of us strange people from beyond the Ch 1
from that past Creation. The wonder of i e
b Lot ’ of it struck me, for there I was, a
g left over from a before-time, watching the Chamul
world just as their an o create the
pors s e ces.tors had for thousands of years. More than that,
the ancient I\?Iayae:lo:;znaizfs:fazhiefr?t T oxaetly the same way. 1 siudy
time. Until that moment, I realized, I haZil:oZgiats:)fc Ziztgﬂ . aanther
all of their Maya cousins as beings who had inherited wisd anflu .
past Creation. We are not so different after all. o from thet
One of the most important ceremonies in the five-day sequence of the
Festival of Games took place the night before the Fire Run on Tuesda
March 3. Starting just before midnight, the Pasiones and Flowers wh):)’
are the principal officials in these rituals, take their people to nearb)’r hills
that bear great thirty-foot-high crosses on their summits. They are called
Calvarios, and each barrio has one of these sacred summits. I wanted very
much to see this part of the ritual and so did our hostess, Susanna Ekholm,
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a friend and archaeologist who has lived in San Cristébal for over twenty

years. Carol Karasik, a friend of hers who had edited a set of Tzotzil stories

and dreams, joined us at the last minute.
Duncan and I spent Monday in easy activities, resting when we could

for we knew we would spend the entire night at Calvario. As we ate
supper at Susanna’s house, we would step out periodically into her court-
yard to follow the progress of the hearth stones in Orion across the sky.
There was too much pollution from San Cristébal’s lights to see the Milky
Way, but Orion and Gemini were clearly and prominently visible.

At midnight, we piled into Susanna’s car and drove to Chamula. We

were wrapped In multiple layers of clothes to keep warm, but were
miserably cold and tired. We arrived to find our Pasién
r banners around the square. They were soon
joined by the Pasion of San Pedro, who added their ranks to the running
crowd. Being a middle-aged gringa, I thought it prudent to leave for
Calvario with the musicians, independent monkeys, and fireworks spe-
cialists. It was a steep hill. Susanna and I had to stop several times to catch

our breath, but we made the summit and had regained our strength by
their entourages ran the banners to the summit

resigned to being
and his people running thei

the time the Pasiones and
of San Pedro’s Calvario.
We spent the next two ho
walking among the people,
crosses. I drew what I saw in the near d

the black sky, thundering their booms o
murmur of the crowd and the drone of the Bolon-Chon s

I circled through the crowds twice, returning each time to where Susanna
and Carol waited. On the third circuit they joined us in our walk. When
we saw the fireworks handlers and musicians gathering their things, we

r exodus to the Calvario of San Sebastian.
oncrete stairs of San

urs watching the banners circle the drums,
observing the Monkeys feeding the huge
arkness. Rockets arched high into
#f the hillsides, punctuating the
ong. Duncan and

joined ther
Susanna and I wound our slow way up the c
o to find a place on the rail overlooking the town and

Sebastian Calvari
tion as San

the other Calvario. Chamula threw up as much light pollu
Cristobal had, but it didn’t make any difference because clouds had
covered the stars and hidden the Milky Way from us. Rockets arched
sparkling trails toward the clouds while we watched the flashlights of the
Pasiones and their entourages leaving San Pedro Calvario to cross the
valley past the ruins of the old church and the cemetery and mount
the hill where we stood. I imagined how it would have looked when they
used torches to light their way. This time two musicians announced the
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arrival of the banners with the long doleful cry of conch-shell trumpets.
The trumpets were not very well made, for the trumpeters had to struggle
mightily to make some very uncertain sounds. The drummers arrived
with their net-bound water drums, and soon the banners continued their
endless, circling path through the Dance of the Warriors.

As we watched the ceremonies and tried to see what was occurring near
the crosses, we were surprised at how passive the Pasiones had become.
They took no part in the dancing nor did they participate in feeding the
crosses. It seemed to us that the Monkeys had taken over and were in
charge, but neither of us knew why. Later, Gary Gossen, an ethnographer
who has spent his life studying the Chamulas, told me that we were
seeing the triumph of chaos over order. The Monkeys had won the battle
and banished the Sun-Christ from this world.

We watched for hours. I filled pages in my book with spidery lines
hastily drawn in near-complete darkness. Several Chamulas helped me by
holding their flashlights on my page. Finally, about 4:30 in the morning,
I gave in to exhaustion and sank to the ground next to Susanna, who was
sitting on the stool built into my pack.

The cloudy night had disappointed us all, and I had given up, resigning
myself to the probability that I would not be able to fulfill Tony Aveni’s
admonition to check the astronomy in the field. Well, I thought to
myself, I'll be back and there will be other times. Suddenly, as we sat
there in our exhaustion, eyes heavy and minds filled with cotton, the
wind blew away the clouds. The sky opened up before us in all the glory
1t could steal from the electric streetlights of San Juan Chamula. The
light pollution didn’t matter. I looked up and saw Scorpius poised exactly
behind the huge cross of San Sebastian Calvario (Fig. 2:36). The Wakah-
Chan was arching over my head, and while I could not see its shape
because of the amount of light, I knew exactly where it was because of
the scorpion. As I drew it in my book, one of my kibitzers reached across
my shoulder, tapped the image of Scorpius with his finger, and said
“Tz’ek.” Duncan told me it is the Chamula word for “scorpion.” Thus the
Chamulas today see the same scorpion in the sky as did their ancestors

a thousand years ago.

We drove back to San Cristébal about an hour later and stopped on the
side of the road where we hoped the light pollution would be less intense.
We had no luck with that, but I saw something else that I think I was
supposed to see. As the sun stained the rim of the night with a huge red

arch, filling much of the eastern horizon, we watched Venus hovering in
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FIGURE 2:36 Calvario and the Wakah-Chan from Linda’s journal

ky. It was inside the red stain, glittering with a bright-
anging to its right. I turned to the

the great bird Itzam-Yeh, diving
as well as Orion on the

the southeastern s

ness and size that rivaled the scorpion h

northern sky and saw the Big Dipper, .
on. Both of these constellations,
are visible until the sun peeks its face above the

y are the brightest constellations in the sky.
ula or some

toward the horiz
opposite side of night,

surface of the earth.The '
At first I was disappointed that I had not been in Cham

. . .
other place in the Maya region on February 5 to see Creation as lrtlhd
ancients had seen it. Later it occurred to me that the mother-fathers ha

r ’ 1 1 ust
ln

the ancients saw.
I had to wait six more mo

ened with my frien cred ‘
gGlory;ig }'::psr:)uthern Quintana Roo, a place we will discuss in the next
uar

nths to see the tree and the bird in all their
d Nikolai at the sacred place of Tixkakal
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chapter. Nikolai was living in nearby Sef
Cruzob . . or, the town established
waited 1?3:1}1’1 ;:Ll;lyulr; this centur).r. On the second night of my vi:i): t::
3 drove out of S‘:ﬁora;kinfess of nlght had banished the light of the ,sun
lights of the town Therea way to Tixkakal in order to escape the electric’
25 2 cash crop w(; o 1:hamong.th.e vegetable fields planted by the Maya
st five d ’af e Sk'}’ n its full glory. It was August 18 y
:3 es adi ays after the Creation day. We got out of the cil d i -
ust . an

) z’ nonl-]l_t:; 'thtj3 :tai'k. There 1t was, arching across the sky from estozrl:
thing I had visugaflizedr'ee . ‘frysmlline glory more powerful than
ext to the rattlesnakm'my ml.nd. The scorpion blazed away in th any};
cpread outwrard in the(; in Sagittarius, and below them the Milke 83:7“
I saw the great Bird di ?rm of the buttress roots of the tree. To they ‘:ly
2 year earlier, but th'lw‘ng 1x?ward the horizon as it had at Cham lnol:t i,”
- billion stars, o 1s time 1t was surrounded by the sparkli u 2 el

' e center of the sky above our heads, we s;:lvgt:g}cllt Olf

) e dar

scorpion, the crocodile, The tree, the

the bird—all of the im

uter scree ages I h

Ereated by ::; ::ciz}:: I\I:I ages of astronomy bookgs, anda;instz;r; or.l com-

than I had imagined for Ia}l’la,dWere there. And they were so muc}f’?tures

@ page I held in my hand o Erovm used to seeing them at the seale of

the brilliance the Itz’at o.f thtruly was the Path of Awe painted wi eo
e Sky had originally given it with all
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CENTERING THE WORLD

THE NAVEL OF THE WORLD

(as told by David Freidel)

" as his graduate students affectionately called

Evon Vogt—"Vogtie,’
he summit of the pass and got out. The dust

him—stopped our car at t
nd us as we stretched our cramped legs and followed him to

ad. I squinted until the air cleared, looked
us lay the valley

swirled arou

the edge of the bumpy dirt ro
around, and wondered why we had stopped here. Below

in a broad swathe of checkerboard green that rose westward until it was
lost in the forested mountains of highland Chiapas. At the far end of that

vista, I could just make out the red houses and white churches of the

town.
Smiling with delight, Vogtie motioned us over to a roadside cross made

of rough wood. Our teacher looked relaxed and natural in the black wool
mantle of a Zinacanteco.' In his hand he carried a bottle of clear, home-
made liquor, posh, the local lubricant of ritual life. Handing each of us
a small jigger of liquor, he instructed us to first spit out a little for the
Earth and then swallow the rest in one gulp. Then he turned and gazed
at his beloved htek-lum, “town.” His students called it “Z center.”
«Here at this cross,” he said, indicating the shrine in front of us, “we
enter the world of Zinacantan. This 1s the foot of the sacred mountain,

and up there at its summit”—he pointed upward toward a

muxul vitz,
e the pine trees met the powder-blue

promontory above the road, wher
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sky—"1s another cross shrine. Over there,” he said pointing to the east
and south, “is bankilal muk’ta vitz, Senior Large Mountain.”

As T stared at the breathtaking volcano that towered over nine
thousand feet above sea level, Vogtie explained the Zinacantecos’ be-
lief that it housed the corrals where the F ather-Mothers, the ancestral
spirits guarding the village, keep the more than eleven thousand wild-
animal companion spirits of the people. Swinging his arm southward
he indicated the other mountains and shrines ringing the valley: sisz’é
vitz, the steep-sided pyramid-shaped mountain; kalvaryo, the great
shrine that lies along the road to the outlying settlement of Nakih;
and so on, all around the valley. “Each mountain has its ancestral gods
and its doorway cross shrines where the ‘seers,” the shamans, speak for
the people.”

Then he pointed down into the valley below our feet. “There,” he said
“is mizik’ balamil the navel of the world.” , |

“Where?” I said.

“There, that little hill,” he replied.

Puzzled, because I really couldn’t be syre where he was pointing, I
finally decided he must mean the cross shrine near the edge of the villag ’e
We got back into the car and proceeded over the bumpy road into ti(—.;
small town, the center of the larger municipio and home to a cadre of
p.rctfessional ritualists and a larger number of temporary religious 0d
cvic officeholders, or cargo bearers, as they are called. We tfured iﬁ
many crosses of the town; admired the Church of San Lorenzo th:
Church of San Sebastian, and the Chapel of Esquipulas, the Christ,wh
bartered‘for the souls of the Zinacantecos. We also visited the great bolon:
;‘oi;z,s;hz ;asil;ars :gzl;:;r;ere a Chamula boy feigns sacrificial death every

But I could not understand why, with all the elaborate forms that the

sacred geography of Zinacantan could take, that the navel of the universe
was a little nondescript bump outside the town (Fig. 3:1), truly an earthen
belly button.

This was my first encounter with the sacred world in which the Maya
live. Clearly the small size of the mixik’ balamil, the center of the world,
was not a problem to Evon Vogt or his friends, who knew a lot more about
such things. I put the matter away in the sock drawer of my mind, the
place where I keep a disorganized collection of handy thoughts that
might occasionally generate an insight or two. In the years afterward, the
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mixik' balamil

FiGuRE 3:1 The Navel of the World at Zinacantan

“belly button of the world” surfaced from time to time, but it was not
until my first large project at the ancient Maya city of Cerros in Belize
that I met the mystery once again, face-to-face.

The smallest and least impressive pyramid at the Preclassic center of
Cerros, a building dwarfed by a cluster of massive acropolises, turned out
to be the pivotal building that anchored everything else in this coastal
community. As the kings of Cerros expanded and elaborated upon the
sacred precinct of their town, they shifted the active, accessible, and
presumably public ceremonial space outward to the south and east of this
little founding pyramid and plaza group. I discovered the nature of this
original conceptual center (Structure 5C) by accident. Because the pyra-
mid was small, I decided to document it in its entirety, to clear a large
portion of the earth and rock covering its surface. My students and I
subsequently stumbled into a fantastic discovery: the carefully buried
stucco facade of an early royal temple. That small mound turned out to

be the heart of the town, dating from its most ancient beginnings as a
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royal capital* Like the mizik’ balamil of Zinacantan, it was a small,
unimpressive bump off to one side of the sacred landscape.

When I returned to the Maya area to undertake my second major
research project, at Yaxuna in Yukatan, I had a similar experience. One
of my first jobs was to direct the layout of a survey control grid on a
cruciform axis encompassing the ruined city. Standing at the approximate
center of the group of pyramids, on the east-west axis, I searched for a
line of sight that could become the north-south axis. A large acropolis,
hard to climb and difficult to survey, stood in the way of the sight line
some distance to the north. I didn’t want my crews struggling to chop a
straight line up and down the steep sides of that acropolis, so I edged to
the west a little to miss it with this main survey trail. When at last I found
the clear line of sight I needed to stake the north-south trail, I shoved the
long metal survey pin into the ground. And as I looked down, I saw a
large black spider in an enormous web right next to my hand. The spider
had bright orange markings on its back and eight legs clustered into pairs
radiating out toward the four directions.

I called to Don Sefarino, who was chopping brush on the east-west trail
nearby, and asked him what the Maya called this spider.
“It’s an am,” he said, “quite poisonous.”
In spite of that, I took the spider as a good sign. 4m is also an ancient
name for Maya divining stones of the sort used in casting lots and
foretelling the future. The spider stones of antiquity also helped shamans
map out the four perimeter points to open their portals.* Modern shamans
like my friend Don Pablo still use a variety of magical stones. Yukatekans
use their clear “stones of light” to discern the true location of the four
corner points in an area that must be cleansed of evil or made ready for
ceremony. My survey eventually revealed that the true center point of
ancient Yaxuna was a small stepped platform dwarfed by a huge nearby
pyramid and that the survey benchmark and the black spider were just
a few feet north of this little pyramid.

OTHER KINDS OF CENTERS

Since the Spanish Conquest, most Maya towns have been stamped with
the grid of the European worldview—straight streets, and churches and
government buildings arranged around a square. But Vogtie showed his
students, Freidel among them, how the patterns intertwine with the
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European overlay; how the metaphysical dimensions of the Maya world,
the boundaries of the four directions and the center, exist in relation to
one another. How the wild world of the forests, mountains, and ancestral
abodes and the tame world of homes, churches, and community are
woven together in the pilgrimages of the shamans, or the h’loletik, as the

Zinacantecos call them.

A few years after the experience Freidel describes above, Vogtie com-
mitted his perceptions of the Zinacanteco cosmos to paper in one of the
clearest analyses of Maya reality ever written, Tortillas for the Gods.
There he explained how the center relates to the four directions:

Houses and fields are small-scale models of the quincuncial cosmogony.
The universe was created by the VAXAK-MEN,® gods who suppor.t it a-t its
corners and who designated its center, the “navel of the world,” in Zu.la-
cantan Center. Houses have corresponding corner posts; fields emphasize
the same critical places, with cross shrines at their corners and centers.

i f pri ritual importance.
These points are ot primary P (Vogt 1976:58)

We now know that the first act of Creation was to center the world l:)y
placing the stones of the cosmic hearth. The second was to raise the sky,

establish the sides and the corners of the cosmic house that 1s the sky. The
Yaxuna, and Zinacantan have been centering

ike C )
Maya at places like Cerros nter could be

the world and creating the four sides ever since. The ce .
grand both in scale and execution, or like the navel of a human being,

nt, vestigial marker of the remains of the umbilicus that

it could be a fai
stenance. It

was once connected to an original source of creation and su
could be created by ritual wherever the Maya needed one. Each houfle-
hold shrine in the outlying hamlets of Zinacantan is centra.l t.o the fan;ll y
that worships there. Each water hole shared by families hvmg.toget er
for generations is central to their lives. Each of the great mountain homes

; with pine
of the Father-Mothers is central when its crosses aré adorned p

‘ ) 1 are open, and
tips and carnations, the offerings are arranged, the portals pen,
prayer while the ancestors

them in
devout descendants kneel before the the three peaks of

partake of the offering meal. In fact, Vogtie told us, tain shrines
Senior Large Mountain, the most important of these moun ’

are called the three stones of the heart: sible at their
ithi ins live the ancestors,
Within the sacred mountains

cross-shrine portals. Below is the “land warmed by bonel _;ithe ‘;eepl
earth that rests within the dark embrace of thfe Earth. ord, yahva
balamil, who is powerful, dangerous, and potentially evil. The Classic
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Maya thought of these underworld beings as manifesting in disease and
affliction. The Earth Lord of the Zinacantecos, not too surprisingly, takes
the material shape of a fat, rich Ladino, the colonial oppressor incarnate.
The weak-willed sell their souls to him for temporal fortune, only to
serve, after death, on his netherworld cash-crop farms until their iron
sandals wear out. High above the land of the living, the saints preside in
their heavenly chapel homes, allies and protectors of the devout.

In the highest levels of heaven dwells Almighty God the Sun who
traverses his flowery path across the sky once a day. The rising of the sun
is the daily affirmation of the dynamic and participatory presence of
beneficent spiritual forces in the lives of the people.” This general concept
is universal among the Maya. The sun is so central in the mythology of
the Tzotzil Maya that they believe north and south, the “sides of heaven,”
were first defined when the sun made its original journey across the
cosmos. To these contemporary Maya all the directions have sacred
properties. West is the entryway into the earth where the Sun-Christ had
to go before he could rise in triumph. South is nadir, the darkness where
the Sun-Christ first traveled before arising from death in the east. As-
cending to the zenith in the north, Christ slew his mythological enemies
with his curative heat (Fig. 3:2).°

For the Zinacanteco Maya, the central point where the horizontal and
vertical axes intersect, the mizik’ balamil is the navel of the world, the
belly button whose very name evokes the image of a life-sustaining cord
traversing the layers of the cosmos, connecting humanity to the gods, the
source of life, and the gods to the human sustenance they require—
processions, prayers, and offerings that flow to them when the Other-
worldly portals are opened. The Precolumbian Maya represented this
conduit between the supernatural and human worlds as a snake-headed
cord that emerged from the belly of the Maize God and the sacred place
they called Na-Ho-Chan. Classic Kings carried it in their arms in the form
of the Double-headed Serpent Bar. The descendants of the Maya who

fought the Caste War of Yukatan call it the kuzan sum,’ and they believe
that it was cut by the Spanish invaders. Old men who spoke of this
umbilicus with our friend Nikolai Grube said that it lies dormant under
the Ballcourt of Chich’en Itza. One day, they believe, a Maya king will
reign again, and when that happens, the cord will emerge from the great
cenote and join the Maya once again to the original source of sustenance.

Just as the gods marked the periphery by placing the four sides and

- image
corners' around the center, the Maya shaman creates a five-part imag
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FiGURE 3:2 The Chamula Model of the Cosmos

to sanctify space and open a portal to the Otherworld. Mayanists have
adopted the Latin word quincunz for this five-point-plan concept, al-

though the Maya have many ways of expressing it in their own lan-
it The discerning of the four sides or the four corners and the

establishing of their position relative to the center p?’int is. what we‘ mealn
by «centering.” The Yukatek farmers today “center” their fields T:tual y
even before they begin to cut them out of the fafllow bms}}land. They
mark off their fields and the units within them with .small Plles of stone‘s,
just as villages mark off their lands from those of neighboring communi-

ties with large piles of stones.

guages.
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The very act of preparing a plot of land for growing food—the clearing
and measuring out of rectilinear spaces—echoes Creation mythology
thousands of years old. Before cutting down the trees and brush, a devout
Yukatek farmer will make offerings at the center of his field. His field
has four corners and four sides like the original order established at
Creation. The farmer centers the field by piling up the stones to mark the
center—properly a layer of three followed by a fourth and then a fifth
one stacked on top. This centering transforms the land from wild forest
to cultivated land. Like his wife who starts the day by lighting a fire in
the three-stone hearth of the house, the farmer repeats the acts of Cre-
ation first enacted by First Father when he set up the first three stones
of Creation to establish the cosmic center. He marks the corners and sides
of his field, just as First Father lifted up the sky and created a house with
four sides and four corners.

The Maya field and house are analogs of these cosmic structures.
William Hanks (1990:349) says, “Altars, yards, cornfields, the earth, the
sky, and the highest atmospheres are described in terms of the five-point
cardinal frame.” According to him, these concepts are built into the very
language itself. Thus, the basic work of making the world livable—
building houses, planting fields—is the everyday experience of all Maya;
and it is the same work that the gods undertook at the beginning of
everything. These ideas are woven together in the quincunx pattern so
prevalent in Maya imagery and symbolism. The Classic-period glyph that
included this quincunx pattern in its center reads be, the word for “road”
or “path.” Hanks’s shaman informant says that he “opens the path” when
he lays out the cardinal locations on his altar.”

In present-day Yukatan, Maya divinities and spirits regularly conform

to this five-point pattern of the cosmos. The balamob or jaguar-protec-
tors," the babatunob' or sky-bearers, and the chakob or rain gods are all
fourfold beings associated with the four directions. The jaguar-protectors
are the most intimately involved because they operate at the level of the
human landscape. In the Classic system, the Chakob, the K’awilob, the
Pawahtunob, and many others were also fourfold gods.

This quincunx view also has a part in healing a Maya house of
afflictions. Hanks describes how Yukatek shamans use their crystals, their
“stones of light,” to discern where evil is located in the domestic space.
Called a “solar,” this space includes all the buildings and grounds inside
the family’s stone-walled enclosure. First, the shaman “fixes earth,” hetz
luum, because it is the earth that is in need of treatment, irrespective of
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the location of the afflicting spirit within the yard." He causes his crystals
to “dawn” or become illuminated so that he can see something he calls
butz’ or “smoke” inside them. This “smoke” identifies the afflicting spirit
and “corners” it in one of the four corners of the house-lot space. To
contain this evil, and then force it out of the family space, he raises
guardian spirits in the four cardinal directions” by pointing out the
boundary stones to each guardian, except for the one who resides in the
place where the evil spirit is “cornered.” When the shaman is ready, he
gets the guardians to “drop” the evil spirit and to cast it out into the
wilderness where it can be locked into an abandoned underground place
called a chultun'® As we shall see, the conjuring of spirits is a very ancient

Maya practice indeed.

Centering the world is thus a way o
focuses the spiritual forces of the supernatural within th
of the human world, rendering these forces accessible to human need.
Because centering the world requires movement to, from, and around the
designated center point, the processional route humans use to define the
center itself. The traditional label “ceremo-
aces like the town of Zinacan-

f re-creating a spatial order that
e material forms

center is as important as the
nial center,” whether it refers to modern pl
tan or to the pyramids and plazas of the ancient cities, accurately reflects

the function of these places. These locations are not so much centers for
ceremony as they are centers because of ceremonies performed in them
by ritualists who center the world each time they create sacred space and
open the portals to the Otherworld. .
This work of creating centers, of marking off their corners, of encir-
cling them in order to “bind” them up,” of moving in and out of them,
has an effect on the shape of time as well as space. The ancient l\flz?ya
were experts in discerning complex and intricate patterns of repetition
and symmetry in both human time and cosmological time——:the move-
ments of the planets across the house of heaven. They codified these
patterns into dozens of calendrical cycles. The days when these cycles
overlapped formed a matrix of complex ritual in which the .rhythm‘s of
village life, elite politics, intercommunity warfare, trade, and interactions

with Otherworld beings played themselves out. The famou's Maj.ra fasci-
more than a preoccupation with discerning and

nation with time is no .
pace meaning.

codifying the patterns that give time and s
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THE OLMEC AT LA VENTA

andT}:: i\::i};af?e(;td:.n:}): Cel:;ered th.eir world through ritual in their homes
in their cities. The’ d'ily o repllcatec:l the sacred landscape of Creation
components of thai’ S 1 n:t, however, invent the idea of centering or the
from an even older ::: rfa‘1- lafldscape, Instead, they inherited these ideas
their world has bows Kv1 1zat1'on i:oalled the Olmecs. Our guide through
Olmec cosmology. upon his work for much of our discussion of
F
San (I)\I’:[i'l;nolizzc’éﬁliplace 01? Creation was a huge volcano today called
of Veracruz, thispvoica;cated in the Tuxtla mountains on the Gulf Coast
land around the sacred (1) towers above its neighbors and dominates the
region knew these V01e fike of Catfemaco. The Olmec who lived in the
fire-born stone to makcanl,llc .mountams intimately; they quarried the dark,
frightening miracle 0: then- sculptures. No doubt they had witnessed the
from the craters on t tfe carth bleeding stone in slow, molten sheets
experience, the clea: p of the great cones. Volcanoes were, in the Olmec
Othermorld bolew Nest example of the world being born out of the
billowing clouds of. . n:) People who have seen the sky turn black in
the fertile, surrounding'p:';:1(:)11:ni:';:isitdheef:1 l—alicll’l cjtorll)y ire and desolation onto
spiri . ould doubt that mountai i
Iil:/es,tu;irf::;:sb e(:;ipable of .dlspensing prosperity or disaster 1:: ;0:::2
nent feature in 121:: :; tr}]_lw:, volcano and cleft mountains are a promi-
openings between the ear-thlye;rl ;a:r::gl;;uting ;rjgetation and represent
this world . e world below it, and betw
the Maya (ZI;CfltzzeFC:the;world. This, we think, is the Olmec prototypeefirrl
25 the place where ;st- rge-Mountain that we mentioned in Chapter 2
In 1897 an enein umanity was first created out of maize.?
sittine i }’1 gineer surveying the region® found a life-sized
g in the saddle between the two highest peaks of San Martin’ statue
The statue (Fig. 3:3) depicts a kneeling Olmec ruler wan’ e s crater.
de.corated with a cleft-headed god and a maize plant (I?zlrlng a h.eaddress
thls. god is grasping the trunk of the World Tree rea. q intlf:a%lz.ed that
upright position. Like the Maya First Father, th; Crezto: 1ftlrllt P
cosmological imagery raised the sky away from the earth b° t e.Olmec
World Tree upright.” For the Olmec, the ordering of the le:Et:;lg ::{1;

132

Centering the World

FIGURE 3:3 The fighre from the crater atop San Martin Pajapan

apparently took place atop the great volcano that was the source of

creative force within their world.
The Olmec who lived in a town today called La Venta built a replica

of this creation mountain and surrounded it with equally potent cosmic
structures. Built between 1000 and 600 B.C., La Venta sits on a small
and in the Tonal4 river in the steamy, hot swamplands of coastal
» Although the rulers of La Venta created their city in a swampy,

onment, their people met the challenge of their environ-
aster builders worked

isl
Tabasco.
stone-poor envir
ment with ingenuity and determination. Their m
sing platforms and excavating sunken courts by
shaping the natural sandy soil around them. They capped floors and walls
with brightly colored sands and clays. They transported hundreds of tons
of basaltic stones, cut from the volcanoes of mountains. Floating huge
stones down rivers and through swamps, they dragged them to their final
where they were carved into images of gods
es weighed a hundred tons, and the
ering feat. From even farther away

with what they had, rai

resting place in La Venta,
and kings. The largest of these ston

moving of it was a marvelous engine
in the mountains of southern México, these lords imported vast quantities

jous greenstone and serpentine, which they arranged into massive,
ers of brick-sized stones. These huge

mic forces within their ar-

of prec
thick floors composed of many lay

mosaics created power patterns, focusing cos

chitectural designs.

The Olmec of La Venta built an effigy volcano at the southern end of
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FIGURE 3:4 La Venta Complex A

the set of buildings known today as Complex A (Fig. 3:4). They used local
clay to create a huge earthen pyramid and fluted its sides® to make it
resemble a volcano. But the La Venta pyramid was not just a replica of
a volcano; it was intended to echo the mountains made by gods and to
show that a similar thing could be made by human hands. It was a fiery
portal to the Otherworld, harnessed to the will of living kings. The Maya
who came after also built their pyramids to resemble sacred mountains
and called them by that name.

Extending the symbolism further, the lords of La Venta embedded
huge stone stelae into the base of their ceremonial volcano-pyramid. One
portrayed lords conjuring their companion spirits, while another depicted
the World Tree. Like the Maya who came after them, the Olmec portray
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their kings contacting the Otherworld and they gave physical substance
to the central axis of the world. Their stelae were meant to represent
beings who stood at the corners and the center of Creation. The stelae
often represented their king as the embodiment of the World Tree. We
don’t know what the Olmec called their stelae, but the imagery they
carved on at least one of the stone slabs they erected at the base of this
human-made volcano at La Venta showed they also represented cosmic
trees.

At the north end of Complex A, opposite the volcano (Fig. 3:4), the
builders shaped a court enclosed by clay walls. These walls symbolically
cornered the space and made it into a sunken plaza—a place “beneath the
waters” of the Otherworld.” Throughout its construction history, the
court had three small platforms arranged in the triangular form of the
three stones of Creation.” At the center of this arrangement was an
enormous pavement made of brick-sized serpentine blocks. In the final
phase of this plaza’s construction, the Olmec builders added two large
adobe platforms on either side of the entrance into the court and placed
inside them massive deposits of serpentine. Built by the citizens of the
city as an act of devotion,® this greenstone gateway at La Venta was
sacred power incarnate—its modern analog would be an entrance into the
heart of a nuclear reactor.

Teams of men laid down the heavy serpentine blocks in layer upon
layer, forming deposits that were meters deep. Finally, they capped each
of these platforms with a final mosaic symbol that directed its massed
energy down into the Otherworld below to fulfill its specific function—
the conjuring up of supernatural beings. Kent realized that these images
were the Olmec version of the Maya quincunx.” The mosaics, placed as
they were on either side of the entrance, established a physical gate, a
threshold joining the sunken court to the plaza path. This path, in turn,
spanned the space between the sunken court and the volcano. Attached
to the southern edges of the fivefold mosaic patterns capping the serpen-
tine offerings are fringed, diamond-shaped tassels representing aquatic
vegetation and flowers floating on the surface of water.* People who
passed through this serpentine-empowered gate into the sunken court
entered onto the surface of the Primordial Sea of the supernatural Other-

world.

Two long,
volcano-shaped p
court at the north

narrow mounds formed the path, an alley between the
yramid at the south end of Complex A and the sunken
end (Fig. 3:4). In the center of this alley, the La Venta
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b. God of the center
with a tree in his

crown, a scepter in
his arms, the sprouts
of the four comers,
and the crocdile head
as his legs

a. God of the center
with a tree in his
crown, a scepter in
his hands, and the
sprouts of the four
corners around him

crocodile tree from

crocodile tree
Izapa Stela 26

from a Maya pot

shadows cast from
the figures to show
their relative position

FIGURE 3:7
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Olmec constructed another immense serpentine pavement, incorporating
the quincunx designs flanking the gateway to the sunken plaza, but
without the tasseled flowers. An earthly portal rather than a watery one,
this pavement showed the abrasion of long-term use. The o.ther se.rpen-
tine pavements we described had been constructed and mlmedlatfﬂy
buried, but this one had felt the feet of many people running or walking
across its surface.” Kent suspects that this may have b.een.the center
marker of an Olmec ballcourt.” Whatever its true identity, it c.reated. a
path, a threshold, and an edge, a liminal space bet\iveen the Pr.lmordlal
Sea of the sunken plaza to the north and the Creation mountain to the
souIt:.the midst of this sacred landscape, the l.dngs of I.ja Ventz.i, like their
Maya successors, placed themselves at the.plvot of t.hls cosmic .structur.e
and the quincunx” that centered their universe. This concept 1; 'bea;:-
fully illustrated by two small stone celts fr-om Arroyo Pes.queljo (Fig. 3: 21
On both, an Olmec god is depicted cradling a scepter m. his arms an
ino the headband Olmec rulers wore to mark their status. Both
Boares in fact, be rulers wearing the mask and accoutrements of the

f ma 'Y . .
lg:rj: buc}lrding tree sprouts from their heads to identify them as the
god.

Center.

W(;{r:iill:rz(iasz:rxt::l two things about these images. that demonstrated
their connection to the worldview of the Maya. .Flrst, the feet of the
full-figure version of the man on the celt are .deplcted as the head of a
crocodile diving downward. Reilly knew that in later Izapan and Maya
imagery (Fig. 3.6), the roots of the World Tree are often transformed into
a crocodile head. Second, he guessed that the other symbol.s wer'e not
floating above his head and below his feet, but were surrounding him on
a flat surface. As an experiment, Kent moved the five images apart and
cast shadows from them. The transformation was amazing. Suddenly, 1.:he
center tree and the four corners were visible (Fig. 3:7). The Olmec artists
surrounded their king with sprouting seeds set at the four corners, defin-
ing the periphery of the human world and cc?ntaining the sacred space oi
the center. The Olmec king was the embodiment of the W(Trld ’Ijree ocl
the Center. The Maya after them inherited this concept of kingship an

laced it at the heart of their worldview. Just as our culture.sees the
pGreeks as the source of much of our fundamental culture and philosophy,

so the Classic Maya saw their source as the Olmec.
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THE MAYA INHERITORS

The Maya inherited more from the Olmecs than the idea of the kin
as the World Tree. When they built their cities, they also replicated thi
sacred landscape of the Creation. In the Maya story, the gods planted the
three™ stones of the heavenly hearth and raised the sky, and then formed
the landscape of mountains, lakes, and forest that bec;me the world?
which their new creatures would live. Then they created the first humarlln
at the sacred mountain that was called Split-Mountain in the Popol Vuhs
?alenque’s artist made an image of this mountain as a living bein witl;
:‘ts name glyphs sitting inside its eyes. It was the Yax-Hal—PVitgz, the

First-True-Mountain” (Fig. 3:8) of this Creation. At Bonampak’, it has

cleft with maize emerging

Yax-Hal-Witz

a. Palenque Tablet of the Foliated Cross

cleft with Maize God emerging

S

o L] )
©

> 5 M/D C'\ 2 . S

b. Bonampak' Stela 1

FicURE 3:8 Creation Mountains
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a cleft opening on its summit from which Hun-Nal-Ye, the First Father,
emerges in rebirth, while at Palenque the king in the guise of the Maize
God stands on it. Here was the place where First Father and First Mother
fashioned the flesh of human beings from maize dough.* The precious
maize was located in a pool of still water at the heart of a cleft mountain.

The representation of a sunken court as the surface of a pool of water
and a portal to the Otherworld also has its analog in Maya architectural
symbolism. In Classic Maya texts, nab* was the word both for “plaza” and
for large bodies of waters, including lakes, rivers, and the ocean. The
Maya conception of a plaza as a “watery” place through which spiritual
communion with the Otherworld could occur was anchored in the prece-
dent of the Olmec. Both saw plazas as a place where people could “swim”
through the incense in the ecstasy of dance. The ballcourt as a portal to
the Otherworld and as a piece of pre-Creation space and time is also found
at most Maya sites.

The lowland Maya began raising sacred mountain-pyramids* of their
own by at least 600 B.c. They soon became masters at sculpting in plaster,
the abundantly available architectural material of the region.” By around
300 B.C.Y Maya master builders were decorating their human-made
mountains with extraordinary cosmic images. These artisans, like their
Olmec counterparts, did not yet put lengthy texts on their buildings.
Nevertheless, we can identify the meaning of their designs because the
Classic-period Maya who followed them retained the strategic symbolism
of the early Maya builders quite faithfully. And these later descendants
put texts on much of their art—ranging from single glyphs to entire
histories. We can extrapolate the meaning of these symbols and images
backward into the Preclassic Maya world with considerable confidence.*

WAXAKTUN

In Group H at the city of Waxaktun in Guatemala, Guatemalan
archaeologist Juan Antonio Valdés uncovered stunning and beautifully
preserved buildings from the earliest centuries of Maya kingship. One of
these buildings depicts a witz"® that we think is the First-True-Mountain
of the world rising directly out of the primordial waters of Creation (Fig.
3:9)—or more literally, out of the “watery surface” of the plaza in front
of it.® Fish are shown swimming among the water scrolls and liquid dots
below the fangs of the personiﬁed mountain sculpted as a mask on the
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lower terrace of the pyramid, while vegetation grows from the monster’s
sides and cleft. A second monster mask looming above the first has a
Vision Serpent undulating through its mouth bearing a head on its tail.
In Classic-period imagery, the Vision Serpent was invoked during the
ritual of communion between this world and the Otherworld. It was the
embodiment of the path to and from the Otherworld, and ancestral
figures were often shown leaning out of its open jaws to communicate
with their descendants.

The open maw of the upper monster grips a small face, a little god with
a mirror in its mouth. Recently Nikolai Grube and Linda Schele* realized
that the mirror and its head variant read rzuk (Fig. 3:10), the word for
“partition.” This partitioning was a primordial act of Creation and here
refers to divisions of the earth, the sky, the sea, and the Waxaktun
kingdom. Most important, this word refers to the idea of the marking off
of the four corners or directions in relation to the center.

This Waxaktun monster mask contains one of the earliest known
examples of this partition symbol in the lowlands, but this symbol soon
appeared on every image that had to do with the center, the corners, the
directions, and the partitions of the world. This symbol marks the belly*
of the great magical bird, Itzam-Yeh (Fig. 3:11a), represented on monu-
ments at Kaminaljuyu, because this bird of Creation sits in partition trees.
It was also engraved on the trunk of the great World Tree, Wakah-Chan
because this tree marked the partition of the center as well (Fig. 3:11c).
It sat on the noses of Mountain Monsters (Fig. 3:11b) because they
marked the center and the corners of sacred space. At Waxaktun, the
personified form of this symbol sits in the mouth of the mountain because
that mountain is at the center of the world.

Creation shows up in this group at Waxaktun (Fig. 3:12a) in another
way—the triadic arrangement of the first three stones of the cosmic
hearth.* Here we see triads upon triads—each associating its components
with the beginning of time and space. Three mini-acropolises (Fig. 3:12b)
are arranged in a triangle atop a huge foundation platform, while yet
other building triads sit upon their summits. The largest of these mini-
acropolises lies on the eastern side of the main platform. On its summit

is yet another group of buildings surrounding a large court. Like a
miniature of the acropolis it sits upon, this upper group also has its largest
building on its eastern side. Looking out through the trees that grace its
summit, you can see the temples of Tikal twenty kilometers to the south.

A tiny building stood on the western edge of this acropolis opposite the
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FiGURE 3:9 Waxaktun, Structure H-X-Sub-3
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mask from the front of
the main platform

H-VIII sub-4 and sub-5
inner court have jaguar masks

i

i
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H-IX Popol Nah entry  8ub-7 sub-5 Mo“’“ai@J
building Monsters

a. the main platform with its triad b
: . enlarged detail of Structure H-
of acropolises and pyramids the eastern side of the main platfz)(x:r:‘

FIGURE 3:12 Waxaktun Group H

?lg pyramid. Doorways in both its eastern and western walls provided a
1iormal passageway between the outer court and the interior of the acro
s :i:omplex. The walls of this building are marked with great mp(t:
! a
tn}llo (;led in plaster. On the corners of the building and on the jambs of
e doors stand lords wrapped in clouds of cA’

. ' ch'ulel"—soul stuff—conj
;ngdhoh;xess from the Otherworld. Like the Pawahtuns, the :;Z]ull;
urden-bearers who stand at the four sides of ’ K

he world and h
heavens up above the earth, th i ot e o
o » these kings stand at the corners of the world

This 1 e
is little building is more than just a threshold house. The Mayan

word f 1
Or mat 1s pop, and the word for council is popol, so that the mat

signs on its w i ify 1
alls also identify it as a Popol Nah, a community council
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house,” a place where the king interacted with his people—especially
through the performance and teaching of sacred dance. The courts of this
acropolis, like many others in the Maya world, were the settings for great
dance pageants that enabled the lords and their people to travel to the
Otherworld to greet the supernatural beings who gave power and legiti-
macy to the human community. Directly below the Popol Nah and
flanking the grand stairway that rises up from the outer court sit two
huge masks of ancestral gods (Fig. 3:12).* These gods represent the
founders of the community and are sacred manifestations of the Other-
world.

So we find that the Olmec and the early Maya defined sacred space in
fundamentally similar ways: plazas shimmered with the hidden currents
of the Primordial Sea, stairways descending from the summits of Creation
mountains shaped paths between worlds. Threshold buildings and ball-

marked out the liminal space for dance, ritual sport
h case, we find evidence for

riginal moments of its birth.

court alleyways”
and—as we shall see—for sacrifice. In eac
centering the world and anchoring it in the o

With the Olmec we must resort to educated guesses when interpreting

what they meant to express in their imagery, because there are no texts

and no sure descendants left to ask. With the Maya, however, we have
written records of their ancient history and mythology, and their descend-

ants are here today to tell us how they understand their world.

a figure was foldouts of the corner stuccos: lords dancing in vision clouds
also here

\ [ \

\ l/ N a

® (3 9
6 )]
S, >
“/‘ AN /

i tructure H-X
Nah entry structure on the west side of $
The Popo(%:ypolheﬂca??econslrucdon by Schele based on Valdés 1688)

FiGuRE 3:13 Waxaktun Group H
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PALENQUE
Mountains on the Big-Sea

Much of the story of Creation we told in Chapter 2 is recorded in the
Group of the Cross at Palenque. As at La Venta and Waxaktun, the
architects of the city echoed Creation in its temples and plazas. The city was
built on a flat shelf halfway up one of the slopes of a majestic ridge of
mountains. From this vantage, the city overlooked a tidal wave of green
foliage rolling over the broad plain that edges the Gulf of México. Thisshelf
formed the foundation for a great plaza that runs from one edge of the
sacred precinct of the city to the other. In their texts, the Maya of Palenque
called the shelf and its plaza Lakam-Nab* or “Big-Sea” (or Lakam Ha,
“Big-Water”) perhaps in honor of the sea that lay to the north.

On this Big-Sea, the kings of Palenque built their homes and their
human-made mountain-pyramids surrounded by the forested mountains
raised by the gods when they brought forth the land from the sea (Fig.
3:14). Explorers and archaeologists have dubbed the royal acropolis where
the kings lived the “Palace.” Just to the north of the Palace lies a small
ballcourt whose form was first revealed by Mexican archaeologists in
1992. With the low side benches characteristic of the ballcourts at Yaxchi-
lan and Tonina, this playing field contained by this ballcourt lies just off
the eastern side of the great processional stairway that mounted the north
terraces of the Palace. Like the navel of Zinacantan, it is small, unimpres-
sive, and unassuming compared to the elaborate buildings around it, but
terribly important in its time-worn ties to the source of creation and
sacred power. It was a portal that led to the time and space of the
Otherworld.

Pakal, perhaps the most important king to have ruled the city, raised
his funerary mountain, the Temple of the Inscriptions, against the flank
of the huge mountains that loom behind it. In the warm evenings, its pale

silhouette shines in harmony with the sunset edging the southwestern
sky above the Big-Sea. To the east, nestled against a steep mountain
the city folk called Yemal-Kuk * Lakam-Witz* or “Descending-Quetzal-
Big-Mountain,” his son Chan-Bahlam® recorded the history of Creation
inside the three temples his architects arranged in the pattern of the
cosmic hearthstones (Fig. 3:15). We believe that this mountain, like the
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The Group of the Cross is in the upper left below the Desgending—OueLzal-Big-
Mountain; the Palace and the Temple of Inscriptions are in the center on the
te*-nab; the ballcourt is below and just to the left of the Palace.

FIGURE 3:14 Aerial View of Palenque

Senior Large Mountain near Zinacantan center, housed the ancestors of

the Palenque people.” .
These three temples not only record the events that culminated in the

Creation of the world, but they replicate these events in their arrange-
ment, their imagery, and their ritual function. Inside two of these temples
are exquisitely carved visions of the World Tree that centered the cosmos
at the moment of Creation (Fig. 3:11). The Temple of the Cross, at the
northern apex of the triangle, recorded the events of Creation and the
history of the dynasty, surrounding the image of Raised-up-Sky Tree.
When the Tree 1s erect over the Group of the Cross, the scorpion hovers
just above the mountains to the south of the group, as the Xibal Be enters
:nto the Otherworld in its Milky Way form. The Temple of the Foliated
Cross, on the eastern sunrise side, depicts images of the First-Tree-
he First-True-Mountain, which contained the

Precious maize plant, t
n flesh in the last Creation, and the shell that

maize used to mold huma
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The Group of the Cross with the Descending-Quetzal-Big-Mountain behind it

FIGURE 3:15

opens into the Otherworld and the sacred space of First Mother and First
Father. The theme is the rebirth of the Maize God and the generation of
humanity from maize and water. Most of all, the text and imagery of the
eastern temple identify the cleft mountain we have seen at La Venta and
Waxaktun as the First-True-Mountain of the Creation myth.

COPAN
Centering the Valley

The rulers of Copan created an urban center that used the same
elements as described in the cities above, but arranged into their own
particular and eloquent pattern. To the south,” the earliest rulers built a
great mass of pyramids. This human-made sacred mountain range had
Witz Monsters modeled into the walls of its temples (Fig. 3:16). Today
we call these sacred mountains, comprised of four hundred years of
layered, superimposed construction,” thre Acropolis. Just to the north of
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this Acropolis, the Copanecs built their own Ballcourt portal to the
Otherworld. This Ballcourt was rebuilt at least six times during the
history of the city. The three-dimensional macaw heads that served as
the bench markers remained throughout every incarnation.” The final
phase that we see today was dedicated by Waxaklahun-Ubah-K’awi.l,
nicknamed 18-Rabbit, on January 10, A.D. 738. We will return to this
Ballcourt in some detail in Chapter 8. o

A ruler of great architectural vision, 18-Rabbit shaped his city’s sacred
center into its greatest and most elegant incarnation. Over a tweflty-ﬁve-
year period, he remade the Great Plaza north of the. Ba'llcourt (.Flg. 5:1.7),
erecting one stela after another, each portraying him in th? ritual guise
of a different god and more often than not as the embodlm?nt of the
World Tree. He created a forest of images manifesting the axis of com-
munication and himself in the guises of the actors of the Creation myth.
This big-stone forest marks out a ritual pattern timed by the events of
ancestral history. It also reflects a cosmic pattern, timed by the move-
ments of Venus and other planets, all interacting with the movements of
the Milky Way and the constellations of the ecliptic.® Last, these stelae
record the unfolding of the k’atuns (a period of twenty years made up of

each).

36(1)321};; the)years these stelae were being raised, 18-Rabbit also re-
shaped the great mountain range of the Acropolis.® His most memorable
work during this period was Temple 22, a building that has l?ng been
admired as one of the finest of all Maya architectural expressions. We
know now that by raising Temple 22, 18-Rabbit was re-creating a type

: ith the Ballcourt
t Plaza with its big-stones Is to the left: the Central Plaza.vg'x
:rl:: gtf'ﬁ?:lure 10L-26 in the center; the Acropolis and its two surviving courts to the
right, and the residential area of the royal family to the extreme right (drawing by

Logan Wagner)

FiGURE 3:16 Copan
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of structure that had been built many times before by his ancestors,®
expressing their own special vision of Creation. This temple’s last and
most ambitious manifestation was constructed with mud mortar, a kind
of construction that required constant and careful maintenance to ensure
that its plaster seal did not leak and weaken the walls. Once the Copanecs
no longer maintained it, it deteriorated and collapsed. Today we have
only fragments of the beautiful sculptures that once decorated it—pieces
found lying in the grass by the temple’s feet—but they are enough to
help us contemplate the building’s lost beauty and significance.

The Great Plaza with its tree-stones is above and the Ballc L
ourt
(photograph by William Ferguson and John Royce) is below

FiGure 3:17 Copan
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Corner masks of the Mountain Monster from Temple 22 with the fangs from the
central door monster visible on the right

FIGURE 3:18

A stack of three great stone-mosaic masks representing the Witz, the
personified mountain® with cleft forehead, adorned each corner of Tem-
ple 22 (Fig. 3:18). Maize sprouted from these heads above each earflare.
a bird® we believe to be the great Celestial Bird,

Atop each stack stood ) Y
Ttzam-Yeh, As we SaW in Chapter 2, this Celestial Bird is a central player

in the Creation myth that united Classic Maya civilization. At Copan,
reatio

Itzam-Yeh is shown descending from the heavens and landing atog t.he
holy temple-mountain. Other sculptures that decoranYTe;‘pl:Fi thl:
clude stunnin three-dimensional portraits of Hun-N l- e, Firs er,

: Maize God (Fig. 3:19), intermeshed with

in hi i ion as the :
his manifestat _Rabbit himself; smaller Witz Mon-

skeletal Venus gods; portraits of 18
sters; and dozens of other symbols and images that gr ?c:g.t};e upperhhalf
of the walls between the corner masks with the Celestial Birds atop them.

Temple 22 was Copan’s version of the First-True-Mountain .of Creation.
18-Rabbit’s master masons shaped the central door of his .temple t:
represent the mouth and gullet of the great Witz Monster (Fig. 3:20).
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of structure that had been built many times before by his ancestors,”
expressing their own special vision of Creation. This temple’s last and
most ambitious manifestation was constructed with mud mortar, a kind
of construction that required constant and careful maintenance to ensure
that its plaster seal did not leak and weaken the walls. Once the Copanecs
no longer maintained it, it deteriorated and collapsed. Today we have
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Corner masks of the Mountain Monster from Temple 22 with the fangs from the
central door monster visible on the right

FIGURE 3:18

A stack of three great stone-mosaic masks representing the Witz, the
personiﬁed mountain® with cleft forehead, adorned each corner of Tem-
ple 22 (Fig. 3:18). Maize sprouted from these heads above each earflare.
Atop each stack stood 2 bird® we believe to be the great Celestial Bird,
Itzam-Yeh. As we saw in Chapter 2, this Celestial Bird is a central player
in the Creation myth that united Classic Maya civilization. At Copan,
Itzam-Yeh is shown descending from the heavens and landing atop the
holy temple-mountain. Other sculptures that decorated Temple 22 in-
clude stunning three-dimensional portraits of Hun-Nal-Ye, First Father,
in his manifestation as the Maize God (Fig. 3:19), intermeshed with
skeletal Venus gods; portraits of 18-Rabbit himself; smaller Witz Mon-
sters; and dozens of other symbols and images that graced the upper half
of the walls between the corner masks with the Celestial Birds atop them.
Temple 22 was Copan'’s version of the First-True-Mountain of Creation.

18-Rabbit’s master masons shaped the central door of his temple to
represent the mouth and gullet of the great Witz Monster (Fig. 3:20).7
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FIGURE 3:19
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The monster door in Temple 22 th
otk ot Copa) p (hypothetical reconstruction based on 1986 field-

FiGURE 3:20
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FiGure 3:21 Inner Door of Temple 22

ndicate that the interior of the temple symbolized a
ned into the heart of the mountain. To the Classic
Maya, all natural openings into the earth, whether caves or cenotes
(sunken waterholes), were portals to the Otherworld. Their architecture
echoes this belief. Deep behind this cave door stood the sanctum where
18-Rabbit and his successor conjured up their ancestors and the gods.
The frame of the doorway that led into this inner chamber was one of
the most extraordinary architectural compositions ever conceived by the
Classic Maya (Fig. 3.91). A Cosmic Monster, representing the archir.xg
body of the Milky Way in its east-west configuration, frames the door in
such deep relief carving that it seems to be writhing out of the wall. The
front end of the monster takes the shape of a crocodilian head and is
decorated with the symbols of Venus. Pointing west, the counterpart in
the sky of this great crocodile parallels the ecliptic so that planetcs often
travel along its belly following the path of the sun. At the opposite ?nd,
the sun-marked plate of sacrifice that sits on the junction of the Milky

Way and ecliptic rides the tail of the monster. A huge stingray spine, used
low the flow of soul and blood to nurture the

nto the Otherworld.*

This was meant to 1
living cave that ope

to pierce royal flesh and al .
gods, juts from its head as it opens 2 portal 1 . .
In the great lazy-S scrolls composing its arching, serpentlike body

cavort the beings who have been conjured up by the bloodletting rituals

inside the sanctum. These particular scroll
clouds of light in the night sky constitute one perception of the Milky

s are clouds. For the Maya,
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Way. Clouds as metaphors for the heavens still prevail among some
modern Yukatek shamans.” Clouds, rain-laden, celestial, or in the form
of sweet incense smoke, harbor ckulel the soul stuff of the living uni-
verse. According to John Sosa’s shaman teacher in Yalcoba, the pink-
tinged clouds of dawn and dusk house the souls of deserving deceased
relatives.® Here at Copan the beings conjured up in the clouds are spirits
called way or nawal and the serpent-footed god, K’awil—all beings that
the king called upon in the exercise of his power.

The cloud-conjured body of the Cosmic Monster is held up by the
elegantly modeled figures of two of the Pawahtunob, also called bakabob,
the world-bearers who hold up the four corners of the sky. Their buttock.;
transform into the tzuk, “partition,” glyph® to mark them as beings of the
four quarters. Here are the bearers of the east and the west, the path of
the sun. Below their feet rest skulls, referring to the place of death and
to the gaping skeletal maw of the Vision Serpent that opens into the
Otherworld.® The inscriptions along the tread between the skulls record
t‘he completion of 18-Rabbit’s first k’atun of reign” and also the dedica-
::)11:; i:e;is t}:fs ::zgll;.h 'iI':e inner sanctum of Ter.nple 22 thus recalls the

! al s g sacred space at the time of the Creation. It
lies within a mountain sprouting maize in a replication of the vegetation-
bedecked Creation mountain we saw at Waxaktun.

On the west side of 18-Rabbit’s temple at Copan stood the Popol Nah
or “council house,” an identification first made by Barbara Fash” (Figj
5:22). As with the Popol Nah we saw at Waxaktun, great mats carved in
mosaic stone decorate the upper surfaces of the building. At Copan, the
upper wall also displays portraits of lords seated in majesty upon the
glyphs that might represent localities in the domain. Like the council
house at Waxaktun, the working space of this meeting place was not the
close interior of the shrine but a space outside, under the sun and stars
A wide porch in front of the house provided space for the council to meet.
Barbara Fash™ also discovered that the location had a second great func:
tion—the teaching and performance of sacred dance. A second low plat-

form, much longer and wider than the porch, lay in front of the Popol
Nah, all along the western side of the East Court. It is littered with the
remains of stone censers. From this platform, dancers could easily move
out onto the terraces that run along the south side of Temple 11, and
along the north side of the Acropolis. The ceremonial view of the audi-
ences standing within the East and West Courts may have been restricted,
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but the pageants that began at the Popol Nah could expand into the far
larger and more visible plaza spaces north of the Acropolis.

The East Court itself addressed this dance platform in a very special
way. Across from it on the eastern side stood a now-lost building that
Barbara Fash has identified as an embodiment of the Bat House in the
Popol Vuh.” This Bat House completes the court as a representation of
the great myths that guided the lives of the Maya, for that was where one
of the Hero Twins lost his head during their sojourn in Xibalba. On the
northern side of the court sat the First-True-Mountain, which declared
the apotheosis of First Father as Maize and held the maize grains that
became the flesh of humanity. Within this mountain was the place where
the king conjured the gods and the ancestors into this world through

Ten;ple 22

Structure 22A
Popol Nah

dance platform — Temple 20

East Court

Venus Stairs and the
False Ballcourt

Temple 18

Stela 11

Wayibal, a house for
speaking to ancestors

FiGURE 3:22 Copan, the East Court of the Acropolis
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Reconstruction drawing of the Popol Nah and Temple 22 above, with the Venus

Stairs on the left and the ballcourt markers on the right (drawing by Kathryn Reese-
Taylor)

FIGURE 3:23 East Court of the Acropolis

sacrifice. On the western side, directly under the dance platform, was a
false ballcourt (Fig. 3:23) marked by a great Venus God™ emerging from
the jaws of an ecliptic snake. Flanking the stairs, which constituted the
“playing area” of this false ballcourt,” are rampant jaguars, the spots on
their pelts originally rendered with inset obsidian disks. They dance, just
as the Hero Twins danced in victory over the Lords of Death. The three

Marker from the false
ballcourt in the East Court
with the head of Hun-Nal-Ye
hanging in the vines of the
gourd tree

FIGURE 3:24
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markers that lie in the center of the East Court™ depict the severed head
of First Father (Fig. 3:24) tangled within the twisted vines that the Lords
of Death used to hang it in the gourd tree at the edge of the Place of
Ballgame Sacrifice.

The East Court was a place of communion where the lords of Copan
and their people reenacted the stories of the Creation, of First Fathe.r and
the Hero Twins. These lovely buildings, like their predecessors fashioned

by the Olmec kings and earlier Maya lords in the lowlands, provided the

interior and the exterior sacred, magical space in which pageant and

ritual could unfold, joining together the worlds of h@an and d.1vme
experience. Seen symbolically, the heart of Copan contained the anoll;
dial Sea in its plazas, the portal that pierced through to the O.thex:wor

in its Ballcourt, the forest in its big-stones, and the mountains in the

1 lis, royal lords
temple range of the Acropolis. To the south of the Acropolis, roy

and their families dwelt in their palaces close to the homes of their gods

and ancestors, near the navel of their world.

CHICH’EN ITZA
Mountain, Path, and Pool

After over a thousand years of success, most of the kmgd:lr(ns off tt::
southern lowlands collapsed in the ninth cepty: . ?;f . te ; e of
upheaval, the Maya of the northern lowlands tried a .1 ;ereza ti)gl >
government. They centered their world. aroun.d ,a snIng ebec a};n S
Chich’en Itza.” Not quite ruler of an e@plre, Chich ez tz; o iv;t e
a time, first among the many allied cities of the north an p

the lowland Maya world. Yet it also differed from the royal cities before

8 ith

i than one ruler.”® Even wi
i ‘1 of many lords rather

» for it had a council o ’ omponents of sacred place

o1 e
thi rnment, the traditiona ' e
re::;:: tl:fa sgaor‘r;z The Pawahtunob-Bakabob are still there, raising the

insi i untain at Copan.
sky just as they do in the sanctum inside the Creation mo p

ini 1 sive wooden
They squat on their carved jambs, straimng against mas

-sided temple-
lintels in the doorways of the temple o.n top of the. 1flou(rFsil e; .25).Tphis
mountain called, by today’s modern pilgrims, the.Castl. .o Sge; .ents just
mountain was a Creation mountain complete with Vision Serpents,
like the one we saw at Waxaktun.

i it, thi amid has
Instead of a single stairway that rose to its summit, this pyr

1 our ide Here we Yy other
four, one running up each of its f si1aes. see yet anot
’
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The Castillo at Chich'en Itza with the spring equinox sh
Reese-Taylor)

adow (drawing by Kathryn

FiGuRE 3:25

symbol of the fourfold partitioning of the world at Creation. Unlike the
temple-mountains of Copan or Palenque, however, this temple sat at the
center of time as well as space. The axes that run through the northwest
and southwest corners of this pyramid are oriented toward the rising
point of the sun at the summer solstice and its setting point at the winter
solstice. This declaration of the four corners as solstitial points makes the
pyramid a massive sun dial for the solar year.”

The balustrades along the four stairways descend in the shape of
enormous Feathered Serpents, their mouths gaping at the bottom of the
stairs. Cutting across the dominant four-part pattern, the main doorway
of the outer temple on the summit is on the northern side, and the
sanctum sanctorum of the temple on the summit opens only to the north.
The northern stairway is clearly the principal sacred path: on the eve-
nings of the vernal and autumnal equinox, the stepped terraces of this
pyramid cast triangular shadows across the northeast balustrade wall,
manifesting a serpentlike diamond pattern of the rattlesnake this sculp-
ture represents.®

A broad plaza surrounds the Castillo on four sides. We can tell by the
northern orientation of the innermost chamber inside the temple on the
summit of the Castillo that the plaza on the north side of the Castillo was
a major location of ritual activity (Fig. 3:26). This, like the plazas in the
other Maya cities we have discussed, is Chich’en Itza’s Primordial Sea of
Creation. In the center of this north plaza stands a low platform with four
stairways oriented to the solstitial directions, symbolizing the four parti-
tions set by the gods at the beginning of the world.® The walls of the

platform carry elaborate reliefs celebrating the Venus war god, a super-
natural we will meet again in Chapter 7. This plaza connects the Castillo,
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ich' i le of the Warriors on the left, the
rt of Chich'en lItza with the 'I.‘emp .
z::lislil‘g l;idulxl: ?:enter, the Ballcourt on the right, and the cenote in the foreground
(drawing by Kathryn Reese-Taylor)

FiGURE 3:26

ountain, with two other portals, one natural and one

as Creation m at well of

human-made. The first, an enormous cenote known as the “greh e
the Itza,” is reached by a causeway leading northward from t {ai ethe
platform. Here the earth is pierced by a natural portal, revea;t:il c
watery depths that lie beneath the surface of the earth—ce y

' 1d.
1 bol of the Maya view of the wor
o laza lies the second portal, the largest ballcourt

h
At the west end of the p en Ttza celebrated

ever built in Mesoamerica. Here the peop}e ?f Chich’ iebrate?
the myth of the Hero Twins through sacrificial pageant. H;re t e‘y:e >
painted murals documenting the founding wars of the Itzal. at g; othe
kingdom 1its sacred charter.® Their descendants today bedlevilt a e
cosmic umbilicus lies under the floor of the ballcourt and will emerg

i day through the great cenote. o .
aga(l;n ::: eaasi,em side of the plaza stands the Chich’en Itza equivalent of
n

a Popol Nah the Temple of the Warriors, its porch held up by the

Northwest Colonnade. Although this meeting house (Fig. 5:27). is not
marked with the huge mat signs we saw at Waxaktun and Copan, it bears

its own equivalent of the lords represented on the roof of the Copan
shrine. Converging on the central staircase of the Chich’en Temple of the
Warriors are portraits of the council members, resplendent in the regalia
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their prophets and leaders th
» thought to hov.
Nah during times of ritgal er above the roof of the Popol

F .eathered Serpent columns, with Jaws open and menacing,” were the
sentinels of the upper chamber (Fig. 3.28). They symbolize,d both the

creation descending to rest on the mountain. Several mosaic sculptures
of creation birds are represented as screaming, sharp-taloned battle beasts
flanking the doorway and guarding the four sides of the temple. The
heads of warrior ancestors emerge from their beaks, The stone councillors
frozen in their colonnades stride up the stairs beneath them.

As described in ethnohistorical sources, the meeting places of Maya
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councils were also the sites of much ceremonial dancing. We think the
dancing place of Chich’en Itza was right next door to the Temple of
the Warriors, a building found within the structure called the Group of
the Thousand Columns. Images of dance processions and of other ceremo-
nies conducted there are carved on the benches lining the colonnade. It
is much more difficult at Chich’en Itza than at other sites to identify
which buildings were the palace homes of the councillors. But a building
called the Mercado was probably residential. It forms, along with the
Temple of the Warriors and the Group of the Thousand Columns, the
southern side of a vast quadrangle. The design of this building, an open
interior patio surrounded by roofed space, is replicated in smaller residen-
tial structures throughout the city.*

If Chich’en Itza did without a dynastic monarchy, seat of Maya worldly
power for a thousand years, it still clung fervently to the transcendent
cosmology that had buttressed those lineages of holy lords. The watery
surface of the Otherworld revealed itself naturally and magnificently in
the great cenote at the northern apex of the ceremonial center. The white
stone causeway traveled south from this portal to the Venus platform,
then farther south, onward up the stairway of the Castillo, the Creation

The outer walls have Itzam-Yeh belching up a way from the Otherworld, while the piers in the door
are feathered Vision Serpents. The Pawahtun on the right occurs on the doorjambs,

FIGURE 3:28 Temple of the Warriors
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mountain, into the sanctum at the summit. The mountain, the path, and
the pool are connected here by the same spatial axis as ,at thz an;:ient
Olmec site of La Venta. The north-south axis of Chich’en Itza’s center i
not limited to the city’s ceremonial center. This road continues so i; - 1:
from the sacred precincts through the dense residential areas of 1tlh Wfltr
Just as significantly, the Temple of the Warriors faces westward eros
the plaza to the Lower Temple of the Jaguars on the Great Ball acr(;ss
doorways held up by aged Pawahtunob and skull-headed. bar Cl())un. t:;
women, the Lower Temple of the Jaguars declares the ’re N re?Stfel
Fja?:her-Mothers, the ancestors, in this portal as it faces t}fe (::nce' 'z sum
rising in .tl.'le east. Just as the four partitions were set at Creat:::lmi Stl:ln
four partitions and the center had to exist for the life of humani o ' .
in balance with the cosmos. Ayt et
tioi\l/ieis:a;noe:cans still calje' deeply for such spatial patterns and orienta-
fions In o ;e;r; (;‘;Emuflt;le% When the La Venta kings and the rulers
out their mountain
south ax?s, they forged these symbols in’tf a:h(’:oahr:e(:eflzotl:oznm;he g
dowed with the power and integrity of the sky axis itself. But negirtalllm f: ‘
Olm‘ec nor the Maya after them allowed this pattern tc.) becom : sron
al.ad inflexible when they created their ceremonial centers. Th ceremo.
majl centers of the ancient world display not a single rigid .atte:nczrir?: -
umq.ue, personal expression of the Maya cosmic vision as cfeat d hu ;
the imaginations of each reigning king. e
As we shall see in later chapters, each king also had his own political
agenda when he raised his sacred buildings, his own problems ti st);:::e
These s.a’cred spaces were arenas not just for religious pageant but also f '
the political activities of the kingdom—for the Maya made no se N 1 -
between these domains of activity. Pageant always had both funcI'Zjillraltlon
that architecture that replicated the time and space of Creation lorfi: s:i)
all the activity that took place within it. A king who controll dszncu 'le
and the power of the Otherworld was by definition a succ:ssfu;e?lon
There was also an aesthetic element involved in the crafting of t}:alsgt;
sacred spaces. Both. king and community sought to enhance and amplify
the natural potential of their landscape. As the landscapes varied, from
mountainsides to valleys to plains and coastal swamps, so did the centers.
The miracle of Chich’en Itza is that even as they declared the death of
the holy kingship, its lords managed to reach deeply into their heritage

fo

the shadow of the social collapse occurring in the south.

; the vision needed to forge a new, revolutionary and hopeful future in
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COZUMEL AND THE PATTERNS OF A
RURAL AREA

No matter how ingenious their vision, the revolutionaries of Chich’en

Itza would have failed without the cooperation and understanding of the
commoners. This broad class of people comprised the real Primordial Sea
from which Maya government would rise again, even after the fall of that
city. As David Freidel discovered when he was a surveyor for the Har-
vard-Arizona Cozumel Project in the early 1970s, the humble as well as
the mighty designed their communities upon the principles of sacred
space—the four directions and the center. When David began his survey-
ing of the northern interior area of the island, location of Cozumel’s
ancient central community, it was buried under the kind of dense second-
ary bush that fills milpa fields after they are abandoned. In simple terms,
you couldn’t see your feet in front of you unless you cut a trail with a
machete. Cutting trails was a treacherous affair, for the forest holds an
of thorny bushes and trees that seem to lunge and
e a way through them. Because of this
ake sense of the patterns of ruins that
of San Gervasio. Only
were made and the data

extravagant variety
snap at anyone trying to mak
it took months to m
cross the land of the modern ranch
e details begin to emerge as maps

grid was added to the whole.
ty at San Gervasio finally came into focus,

problem,
sprawled a
gradually did th

from grid after

When the ancient communi
e Postclassic center that was probably still the capital

és landed on the shores of Cozumel. Its four noble
eir households at four points around a common
th temples and colonnades. This pattern
of quincunx-ordered space. The layout of
this center intentionally integrated residential space with public space in
such a fashion that the residential compounds of the four families stand at
e four burden-bearers—the protective, prosperity-bring-
ing Chakob honored by the Yukatekan Maya of the contact period.
The Cozumel leaders designed their houses with an open patio at the
front and a private one at the back, facilitating the combining of both
public and private ritual. This house style was originally developed at the
Late Postclassic community of Mayapan, capital of the last major confed-

the map revealedalat
of the island when Cort
families had constructed th

public quadrangle crowded w1

conformed to the age-old concept

the locations of th
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residential compounds anq the a small shrine building
road system at San Gervasio

FIGURE 3:29 Cozumel

eracy of Maya states in northern Yukatan. Most of these kinds of house-
holds had shrines both inside and out. The outer shrines were always at
the edge of the front patio, facing the residence. Sakbes—ceremonial
roadways or paths—led from the main temples and colonnades to the
household shrines, connecting each household to the center of the city.

Other sakbes connected San Gervasio with other towns all over the
island. One of the larger of the roads was clearly important in the ritual
life of the region. As it led out from the city,
masonry arch, then ran past a small ceremoni
platform. Other small stone temples studded the 1

it passed under a fine
al temple on a raised

3 ength of this road until
1t arrived at the northern towns on the island (Fig. 3:29). All along the

coast of Cozumel, temples and shrines perched a
of the hills, forming a perimeter of portals
integrated the sacred life of the whole island. T
and the others of San Gervasio served as sacred
traveled from temple-shrine to temple

bove the dunes and crags
to the Otherworld that
his intercommunity sakbe
paths for processions that
-shrine. These little temples were

Zinacantan and those that mark
the perimeter paths and entryways into Yukatekan towns

mainland. In both ancient and modern times,

much like the cross shrines of modern

on the nearby

the connection of home and
shrine by means of paths indicates how the spaces of public ceremonies

embraced and ordered the places of daily living; and how, in turn, the

places of daily living nurtured the spaces of public life. The pillars that
upheld the four corners of the cosmos on Cozumel were private homes.
This principle extended from the homes of the four ruling families down

162

Centering the World

through all the strata of society, to the homes of their constituents in the
island. |
tOW\;se (1)12:: io $think there was an abyss separating the way the Maya t}11n
the time of the great Classic kingdoms thought about the co'sm:s and : i;
religious beliefs of their Postclassic descendants. Ifostcla.ssmBorr}esEr'c
have shrines inside them or next to them on their Patlos.. 1;: d.b 1n
Thompson argued that the high religion of the Classic per;otill all ::1 i
vulgarized in the Postclassic. It had fallen from‘t.he grace ; eg o;rom
urban centers to the dwellings of inditrrifi;a:all fan;xlll)easl.e 1:;):: ::;::; o
i chaeology of Copan, Tikal, an .
2;:::11: iotrlrlle;sa;lso had grines. The household de\'rot.ion of th; tl\}/fa){a; td:f
not dilute the central ceremonial practice; rat}%er, it mteg::lte :n 1u .
ests of the people with those of the king, and integrated the com
i mic spatial patterns. . .
lts?is:lr:sl:ihl\fl:;a decf:)ratedptheir offering vessels arfd incensarios w;:;l};
three-dimensional pottery images of supernatural‘ belngs, the:r xlloionnson
“idols” destroyed in the autos-da-fé of the Spanish pnes:)sl.. too ril‘),ate
thought that these pottery images bespo}.{e a move fromlspuf a:;ionzd e
ceremonies.” Now we know that these una’ges w’er; a :s ety
used by Preclassic and Classic-period Maya in their homes,

decorating the great
cestral heroes found
represent the same gods and an

pyramid mountains.®

AFTER THE CONQUEST

i eplicate the space of Creation in the mode' of
The Ma);zrzor;zz?iigoéufopeans arrived In their. la.nd, sum?undmg
_ ancl:: outward patterns of their lives with Christian doctrine an
f:xlc:i‘:; 1:developmem:. Learning the language and ways of theixlt/:l):s :r:
i his conversion process, and what resulted was an e
mtegfral o religions. In his Relacién, Diego de Landa described the
hYbnd' o ds gace in indigenous rituals of baptism® conducted for
Centermg‘ W sac‘:‘; ciaanse the space in which the ritual was to takc.a place,
young‘ Chll‘:en' fo?lr old and honorable men to assist him by fulfilling the
RN CC‘;ls:k b. First the house or courtyard where the ceremo'ny was
role o7 1 . s.we t clean and spread with fresh leaves. To drive out
ook P.lace wajil s iI:its that contaminated the space, the four Chakob
anty ho::lzl: 1;)leaced I;n the four corners of a plaza and stretched a cord
sat on

between them, enclosing the periphery of the space.
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When all the people who had been purified by fastings and other
cleansing rituals had stepped across the cord into this secured space. a
fifth stool was placed in the center. There the ritualist himself safd ,
before a brazier. First, he burned ground maize and copal incense T(;lwn
he f:alled each of the children to be baptized to come forward and d o
their contribution of maize and incense onto the coals. When he d rog
the space cleansed, a man carried away the cord that had bound th o
'the brazier with its coals and ash, and a cup of what Landa call dis?ace’:
into ?;he wild, untamed forest beyond the periphery of the huren om
munlty..Th'e individual who performed this ritual was bound t e (;0n'1-
frcfm drinking the wine or looking behind him as he retu d0 et the
evil at1';ach itself to him and thus recontaminate the commrlr:it’ o the
br:;;os;:tf::::;ntuz Yukatek rituals, especially the New Ye:i,r"s cele-
commm;ity ¢ itse::::ipe;e}rl;wag;o:;ssioz;s moved from the center of the
; , en from the periphe
cYe;::: :it:::;:g- ealcl'(li of the cardinal directions?Reﬁue;yb:a:}l:a:oNlh;
e oo o:; ;1 ::v:h; zoicept o; tl}:e destruction of the old world
o . . complish this, gods were 1
D:: r:::i ;:lt\tz'l ?:lt:ndanes—the sides—of the comfnunity int:)ht:; Z:tl:j
carried to the cent:zre ar: o ?xample’ - gnc called Bakab-Kan Siknal WaS.
god called Yax-KOkahVi’ Nf:: t‘tGVirras pl;ced In a temple along with a bird
of this. temple, the Maya m;de aegz;r:z?zgtird.m " th'e or i front
coPa.l incense and rubber while the, s ande upon which they burned
this idol squirrels and plain cloth woven bgy old vr:r:)ayed. Y alo offered
men, whose duty it was

to dance in the tem
, ple before the image of Yax
continued with a dance on stilts and mogree (:)f Yax-Kokah-Mut. The day

and drinks . ferings of turk
inks of maize gruel. The old women danced ) r ?Ys,. tamal.es,
small clay dogs, again, this time with

aft i .
The most devout dir W}ECh a small dog with a black back was sacrificed
ew blood from their bodies to anoint the gods.* .

gods.

The god Yax-Kokah-Mut w. .
Itza. In the center of Kan-Ek’s palace stood a rf: ltad on Leke Peten.
surmounted by a column called the Ygz- Cheel-Kab thun‘: .Stone pedestal
World.” The western side the pedestal base was sc:ll : dFlr.st Tree .of the
of Ah-Kokah-Mut, a variant name for Yax-Kokah.Mp € W1th. the image
Yukatek Maya brought to the center during the New ;t’ t}:e bird god the
the installation of the Muluk years. ear's ceremony for
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ENCOUNTERS WITH THE MODERN MAYA
WORLD

The components of sacred space that gave form to the Olmec and Maya
worlds three thousand years ago still govern the shape of Maya communi-
ties today. Nikolai Grube eloquently brought this reality home to Linda
Schele during the summer of 1991. Linda and Nikolai were together in
Antigua, Guatemala, working on the inscriptions of several Classic king-
doms in between visits to highland sites like Mixco Viejo and Iximche’,
the capital of the Kagchikels at the time of the Conquest.” One afternoon,
Nikolai had arrived late after meetings in Guatemala City to find a
contemplative Linda brooding over the structure of this very chapter.
Their conversation led Linda to explain the pattern she had discerned in
cred space of Copan and other Maya cities. As
d up with excitement and he began telling
modern Cruzob village where he had
agreed to contribute the follow-

ur discussion of sacred place.

the organization of the sa
she talked, Nikolai's face lighte
her about Tixkakal Guardia, the
been working for the past five years. He
ing description of Tixkakal Guardia to o

THE SPATIAL ORGANIZATION OF
TIXKAKAL GUARDIA

ur Shrine Villages of the Cruzob-Maya
Meéxico. The Cruzob Maya, who today

live in several small villages dispersed throughout the forest, are the
direct descendants of the Maya of Chan Santa Cruz, who in 1847 staged
the largest Indian uprising against white domination in the Americas.
This war, during which the Maya almost reconquered the whole penin-
sula of Yukatan,” is known as the Caste War of Yukatan. The rebellious
Maya had almost conquered the capital of Yukatan, Mérida, when the
rainy season began and the Maya soldiers were forced to return to their
milpas to plant their crops for the coming year. According to local oral
tradition, the return of the Maya to their fields allowed the Mexicans to
drive them out of the more developed and densely populated northwest
part of the peninsula. They had to flee into the jungles in the southwest,

Tixkakal Guardia is one of fo
of East Central Quintana Roo in
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which were virtually free of permanent Spanish or Mexican settlements.
In that remote area, the Maya remained independent for the next fifty
years. These independent Maya named their capital Chan Santa Cruz,
“Small Holy Cross,” after a wooden cross that became the object of
ver.le'ration central to their religion because it made prophecies and gave
religious advice. For the Maya of Chan Santa Cruz, the Talking Cross
became the Indian counterpart of the Christian Messiah.

Their independence did not last long. In 1901 Mexican troops con-
quered the capital of the Chan Santa Cruz Maya and, once again, the
Maya fled into the deep jungle and settled in small villages. Although
the victorious Mexicans burned the Talking Cross of Chan Santa Cruz,
the Maya had already split into several small groups. Each of these groups
had its own capital, complete with a shrine to house one or more “new”
Talking Crosses. Today, the descendants of the Chan Santa Cruz Maya
call themselves Cruzob after the most important material component of
their religion. They are organized into four groups and live in the state
of Quintana Roo on the eastern side of the Yukatan peninsula.

- = o -

A view toward the Iglesia and the Popol Nah in Tixkakal Guardia

Ficure 3:30
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The shrine village of Tixkakal Guardia is the religious and political
center for a group of Cruzob living in about ten villages. The small
permanent population of Tixkakal Guardia lives around the sacred pre-
cinct in traditional houses, called zaanil nahoob, “thatch houses,” in their
Mayan language. The center of Tixkakal Guardia is the shrine itself, a
large oval masonry building with a roof thatched like all of the Maya
houses in Yukatan. The shrine is called Iglesia (Fig. 3:30), although the
religious ceremonies taking place inside it only superficially resemble

Catholic rites. All important ceremonies, from weddings to okotbatam
are conducted inside the shrine.

rain ceremonies and matan offerings,
ne, one large front portal

Three portals lead from the plaza into the shri
and two smaller portals on either side of the building. No one is allowed

to enter the shrine wearing shoes, dirty clothes, or when obviously drunk.
Armed guardians carefully watch that all entering persons behave accord-
ing to the rules. The rear of the shrine contains the actual sanctuary

where the crosses and some of the holy books are kept. These books are

still being used, written, and read publicly by the scribes of the Cruzob.”

Another portal leads from the publicly accessible part of the Iglesia into

the rear sanctuary, which can be entered only by persons holding a

religious office. .
Next to the Iglesia is a building called the Popol Nah or Community

House. While the Popol Nah is the same size as the Iglesia, it is made
completely of wood and palm leaves. The function of the Popol Nah 1is
to house all instruments used in the ceremonies of the Cruzob, but it is
also a place where the leaders of the communities meet and where
political activities, like the election of new officeholders, take place. Like
the Iglesia, the Popol Nah has three entrances protected by guardians.
In front of the Popol Nah and the Iglesia is a large platform. Many
ritual activities, especially during the week-long fiesta, take place here.
One of the main functions of this platform is to serve as a stage where
dances can take place. The most important of these begins with the dance
of the wakeras—old, honored women who are joined, one by one, by all
the men of the community. The platform is also the place where in-
dividuals are named who are to enact the main roles in the various
«t fiesta. This ceremony is called eleksyones and lasts
1 all of the participants get drunk in the early
hundreds of spectators watch the

activities of the ne
an entire night, unti

morning hours. During the eleksyones
ceremonies, carefully noting the names of the few who have been elected

for this honor.
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In front of the dance platform is the corral, or bullring, which has
become the modern analog of the ancient ballcourt. The corral is roughly
circular and is enclosed by a fence, making it also into a kind of sunken
court. Since there are no seats, people climb the fence to watch the
spectacle from a safe place.

For several days, all members of the subtribe come together in Tixka-
kal for the fiesta of the Patron Cross, which is the most important of the
Cruzob ceremonies. The Fiesta begins with the young men going into the
forest to search for a young ceiba tree between twenty and thirty feet
high. The tree, which is called Yaz-Che; “First Tree,” is cut, brought to
the bullring, and erected in the center as the modern analog of the
Wakah-Chan—the World Axis—from ancient imagery. When the tree is
firmly planted, a young man called ckik or coatimundi* climbs the tree
and throws candies down to the crowd as the ritual proceeds.” With the
erection of the Yax-Che, the week-long fiesta is formally inaugurated.
Every day bullfights take place in the bullring. In the time when the
Cruzob were poor and had no contact with the outside world, they could
not afford to buy and to kill living bulls. Instead, one of the men was
placed inside a framework of vines, wood, and sacking in the shape of a
bull and simply played the part of the bull. Today, the Cruzob can afford
real bullfights. Often, after the bull has been killed, it is divided among
the various lineages, who then prepare it as a food offering.

Finally, the four corners of the sacred precinct containing the Iglesia,
the Popol Nah, the dance platform, and the bullring are marked by four
altars bearing crosses. Around the periphery and outside the boundaries
of these corner crosses sit the houses where members of all the lineages
from the various villages reside during the fiesta. In the time between the
two fiestas, every male member of Cruzob society has to spend at least a
week in the shrine center performing religious service and protecting the
Cross. During this time, people reside in the house of their lineage.

As Nikolai told his story and drew a diagram of Tixkakal Guardia (Fig.
3:31) in Linda’s notebook, they both realized that it reproduced in detail
the pattern of the East Court at Copan. There Temple 22 and Structure
22A, the Yax-Hal-Witz and the Popol Nah, correspond to the Iglesia at
Tixkakal with its sanctuary holding the Talking Cross and the sacred
books, and the Tixkakal Council House. In front of the buildings at Copan
sat a huge dance platform and a sunken court marked as a false ballcourt
where sacrifice took place. A large dance platform also sits in front of the
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the dance platform with its new wall

N E corner Cross
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Sketch of Tixkakal Guardia made in 1991 by Linda Schele 3

FIGURE 3:31 Layout of Tixkakal Guardia

Popol Nah at Tixkakal. The Ballcourt at Copan has its
for although the game has changed, th.e
fice for the sanctification of ritual—1s

Iglesia and the :
counterpart in the bullring, .
d result—sacrl

purpose and the en

th?rila'm:l.lapter’s journey through the sacred landscape of the Maya began
is

with David Freidel’s first encounter with the navel of the wc.>r1d. H.en?lat

i d Palenque fashion,”® we close this chapter with a similar
s good had in the summer of 1991, twenty years after the
incident D vi(;'l dZscribed. At the time, Linda was involved in research for
m?l o ah as studying Barbara Tedlock’s work at Momostenango,
thtl:vr: c':rlj‘tlsle eG:JVatemalan highlands, where priest-shamans, called chuch-
a

> t 4 g

ation in her 1982 book Time and the Highland
. ceremonies, pilgrimages, and transfor-
he process of becoming a chuchkahaw,

experience L1

long training and initiation rites.

process of training and init1

Maya. Among the series of lessons

; ; derwent in t
mation rituals she un . :
remony that involves the idea of being at the center of

here 1s one ce
t on, the new “mother-

everything. During the 260-day period after initiati
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father” must learn about a place called wagibal or “Six-Place.” Wagqibal
is located on the summit of the hill in the center of Momostenango.
Called Paklom, this hill “is the ‘heart’ (kux) or center of the Momostekan
world, spiritually connected to four corner hills of the four directions or
corners, each located within a radius of about three kilometers” (B.
Tedlock 1982:71). Within this landscape—given shape by these sacred
placer—the mother-fathers visit shrines that are sacred to individuals,
lineages, and the town itself, timing their movements and rituals accord-
ing to the rhythms of the sacred calendar.

In the summer of 1991, Kaqchikel and K’iche’ friends invited Linda to
attend rites at Momostenango in celebration of Waxaqib Batz’ (8 Mon-
key), the day when the Momostekan calendar begins and the mother-
fathers are initiated. Many highland Maya have adopted this day as their

own and celebrate it as a day of renewal of their cultural identity with
both traditional and modern rituals.

THE SIX-PLACE

(as told by Linda Schele)

I drove to Momostenango in a rented car, picking up one friend in
Tekpan and another at a dusty little crossroads called Los Encuentros.
The three of us carried a little food and baskets of offerings for the long
night ahead. We followed the paved highway and then turned off onto
the washboard dirt road that led to Momos. Along the way, we saw
Duncan Earle, the friend and ethnographer who would accompany me to
Chamula six months later. Duncan had driven past us on the road,
recognized me through the steady drizzle that had fallen throughout the
day, stopped his van, and come running back to stop me. The apparition
of his purple-coated body loping down the road waving his arms to get
my attention brought me to a skidding stop. He told us that there would
be a ritual that night atop a mountain at a location called nima sabal or
“Nine-Place,” and that he would meet us there. We continued on and

entered the crowded center of Momostenango about an hour before dark.
Parking the car at the edge of the town plaza filled with the makeshift
shelters of the Sunday market, we made our way through the crowd.
Pakal and Saqahix, my Maya friends, led the way.

I told Pakal that I wanted to see Paklom and explained that I knew
that place was important from my reading of Barbara Tedlock’s work and
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from studying Maya Creation for this book. He quicl.dy asked aroun;li ami
found that Paklom was located under the local radio towe.r. Some ol\;r
had visualized the center of Momostenango a little to the 51de”of a vIa ey
just like Zinacantan’s mizik’ balamil, the “navel of the w0r1d;1 but wa;
wrong. Pakal, with all the energy of the ?roung, promptly Ilef 1;1s t:;v:
the steepest hill around—mounted by a tile-covered road. 'o ow ; z
ard, accompanied by two other North Americans we na
y—all of us gringos huffing at the steepness of the hill

met along the wa 1ly breasted the
) L and homes, we finally breas
and the altitude. Climbing past stores <o of the local radio

g g

companions upw

tower. Screamin :
across the small field while we looked around for wagibal,

»s sacred landscape.
Momostenango's s e for so sacred a place, located

. i essiv
It was there, singularly unmpr he edge of the hill (Fig. 3:32)-

across from the makeshift soccer field at t

(photograph © Robert Carmack)

FIGURE 3:32
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centuries of burning copal and covered by the broken remains of hun-
dreds of clay pots. A mother-father and his assistants knelt before a pillar
of smoke rising from the copal incense they burned, chanting prla)lyers
against the shrill background of the playing children. Piles of copal
pellets bound into corn-husk tubes sat beside him ready for his all-night
vigil. Across a shallow depression on the other side of the hill was anotﬁer
small rise marked by a small concrete pedestal and three soot-blackened
crosses. A family knelt in prayer before the crosses, burning their own
incense to blacken the hallowed altar of that place.

We stood there, caught halfway between the most sacred piece of
landscape in the valley and the thoughtless enthusiasm of the playing
children, between the beliefs and rituals of the traditional world of the
Momostekans and the modern world we had left behind only hours
before. For reasons I still do not understand, a powerful presence em-
braced me in that moment, evoking an expanding emotion that eased out
of my conscious control and brought tears to my eyes. I was at the place
I had read about. I knew what it meant from the outside, from the
detached view of the anthropology created by our worldview—that thing
we call science. Yet, at that moment, I was neither detached nor objective.

I knew where I stood in time and space. For the Momostekans, I was
at the center of everything—their version of the mixik’ balamil, the navel
of the world. They call it wagibal, “Six-Place,” and I knew that the Classic
Maya called the tree at the center of their world the Wakah-Chan,
“Six-Sky” or “Raised-up-Sky.” I truly did stand at the place of the
Creation, not only in terms of space, as the Momostekans understand it,
but in terms of time. The axis of wagibal pierced straight back through
three thousand years to the kings on their stone images at La Venta.
Wagibal truly was and is hallowed ground and in my heart I centered the

world.
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IDOLS AND SAINTS

(as told by David Freidel)

e town off the main road between Chich’en Itza
an. It is the county seat for Yaxuna, a
g into the dusty center, one 1s immedi-
beige-limestone eighteenth-

Yaxkaba is a sleepy littl
and Meérida, the capital of Yukat.

few kilometers to the east. Drivin
y the vision of a massive,
aced by its original three spires, it rises

majestically from a plaza adorned with red-flowered trees. It is a grand
and desolate monument to the Christian god and his saints. I found a
piece of Yukatek history under Spanish rule hidden in this quiet place.

In the summer of 1992, I took a small group of American tourists to
Yaxkaba to show them the church. The young priest is a local Maya,
gentle, caring, and Jearned. In one auxiliary building next to the church,
he showed us the place where, during the Caste War, the militia of the
nation fortified graceful arches to protect themselves against the Chan
Santa Cruz rebels lurking in the forests to the east and south. Pillboxes
still edge the churchyard, and gun slits are visible in the front facade of
the church. Here for a time in the nineteenth century was a border
between the free Maya and their enemies. The church, the best lookout
tower around, became a symbol of that struggle. The priest who was our
guide had thought about having the defensive walls removed so the
arches could stand clear again, but these walls are part of history and must

ately struck b
century church. Still gr

stay.
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We we.nt into the cool interior of the church and slow] walked its
cathedrallike length. Under its broad barrel vault. huge wﬁ d 1 l
edge the high white walls. One altar holds an im’agegof th: \?n éta‘rs
fnourning black lace, hovering above a Christ in white windin sh;regt;nhl'n
ufn.age laid out in a glass coffin. Across the way is a large criss aix;telds
br.lght green with a bloody red heart at its center. The cross is deI: ted
w1th‘the multicolored symbols of the religious brotherhoods of th - com
mumty,. the cofradias. At the time of our visit, this cross was dress (:ico'mh-
ilhbelt::lutlfull)}r1 embroidered banner draped across its arms. The wzrdvsw:n

e banner thanked the i .

e ofg;;sgf.br answering the prayer of a supplicant and
hudAsl';};eair:;:: c; ::lzfc?hfchhi’ :e liouni :urselves at a cluster of benches
altar. Thi 1 1
rately carved wooden originil, rising tostil:a;lislii:gg l:—il:l? Sn?n : el;ul;;)-
sct:ilptu.red (I;ort;aits of saints who still bear flecks of their origai‘f:lrgol();
and painted colors. At the center of the al
painted image of San Francisco, the patron,t?;sis(;:n: ;‘:;ee I;:::efirt}iltlf):
gkllass c.ioors. 'I.'he priest took us around to the back of the church where
t .ere 1s a sfca1rway leading up to a small door. This door leads ; to th
.mche holding San Francisco so that he can be turned ar dln of .
inward on Good Friday before the midnight resurrection (:;nChtc') o
rer;):[)ved ai'lc;r redressing and processions. e
o w . .
snother building slong the e ot e e e el 1 ok 2
; e church. I was moving on
1s;veralhof the. tourists stoppec.1 me and pointed to the crosses cafved ::J:z
e arc ways: they looked as if they had ears of maize on the ends of thei
arms Yes, said the priest, they were maize adornments. The mai eI}:
carried the date of the building, 1789, and we wondered at fi d'n e
another bridge between the Classic Maya maize tree and thn ros ye;
Christianity. S
I next took our group over to the library at the edge of the plaza. There
we looked at a carved bas-relief depicting a seated lord of the Te.rminal
Classic period (a.D. 800—1000) wearing a god mask. The glyphic text, I
explained, showed that he was acceding to the title of sa or Fearful One,
a rank second only to Ahaw, “king,” in parts of the southern lowlands.
The style of the god mask was particular to the lords of this local area in
the time of Chich’en Itza’s great power, I said, so this was probably one
of the lords of Yaxkaba 1n that period. An unusual feature of the relief
portrait was a circular hole, about two centimeters deep and ten centime-
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ters in diameter, carved in the lap of the seated lord. This hole is about
the size of one of the mosaic mirrors people used during that time and
I speculated that this relief carried such a mirror. These mirrors, found
at nearby Chich’en Itza, served as portals for ancestors and gods.'

I trundled everybody out into the van and we drove over a bumpy dirt
road to the abandoned church on the edge of town. Sitting in an over-
grown farm field at a place called Mopila, this building was probably
built in the seventeenth, or even the late-sixteenth, century. The roof is
mostly gone over the nave, but the gray stone walls are still standing and
some great black wooden beams, from the time the roof collapsed, are still
scattered about. Over the apse, the roof is still intact, and protects a
weathered and dilapidated wooden altar, a smaller version of the one in
the main church. The niche is empty and the glass broken out of its door,
but the saints are still here (Fig. 4:1). At the base of the altar stands an
old wooden image. Somebody once decapitated this saint; then later
people took the headless body and replaced its missing head with a plain
stone. It makes for a faceless head but is sufficient for the purpose. Next
to the saint is a large and simple wooden cross. The area around the altar
ed masonry blocks from the ruins, arranged
in a semicircle before the altar, function as seats. Traces of burned incense
and candles, corn husks, and gourd bowls, show that people from the

i1l come here to pray before these images under the open sky.
roup around to the outside of

is swept clean. Neatly arrang

vicinity st

After a few quiet moments, I took the g
the church and pointed to a hole high up in the wall directly behind the
niche of the wooden altar. That’s where the image of the seated lord had
been before the townspeople took it to the library for safekeeping. This
older, now abandoned church had been built by the Maya under the
direction of their new masters shortly after the Conquest. At first appear-

basic structure looks a lot like the design of the newer church, but

ance its
a structures—buildings that had

the stone of its walls came from old May
places for generations before the Spanish had come. Maya

been sacred
d heirloom images, a lord

masons had mortared one of their own cherishe
from a time of past glory, into the wall of the new foreign place of

worship. In the church the Maya use today, a doorway sits behind the
o. In the original church, the saint sat in front of

image of San Francisc
perhaps cradling his mirror portal to the Other-

a proud Maya ancestor,
world. Who indeed received the prayers of those Maya, and who receives

them now?
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a stone from nearby ruins. woode

;!l'he altar in an abandoned ¢
ead has been replaced by

N Cross sits next to a saint whose

FIGURE 4:1

From the mo
ment the first of
the east coast of Y of the Spanish invad
ukat vaders ste d

cally classify M 2 .an., they began using words th pped ashore on
4 aya religion as pagan and at would automati-

o.ers, seers, and mother-fathers were } \'NOrthless, M
priests were padres, “fathers.” 4

thle aya day-keepers,
witches,” while Spanish

) The statues i

m . sta

idols,” w . es 1 a Ma

,” while statues in a Spanish church wer ya temple were idolos,
€ santos.

demons, although the closest word in thej 1
concept is kisin. Kisin ( e

Maya gods were

“farter”) does not guages to the European
sense, but 1 i i . connote evil j

” , but 1s closer in spirit to the ideas of the Greeks lil In the Western

emo . w i
ns as supernatural beings who mediated bet, © regarded their
ween the gods
and

. ] ]] l ) ) Y]
» e tr

or “holy thing of wood,” a
,  a term that is still used
these days amon
g the
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Maya for saints and crucifix crosses. Finally, an idol was simply a k'ul, a
' The contrast between the material object, and the spirit

“holy spirit.’
t, was and is real to the Maya, but so is the union

manifested through 1
of the two.

The Catholic Spanish had no
worshiped their crosses and saintly 1m

the Maya did their own images of the god
between the worship of saints and crosses, on the one hand, and the

worship of idols and standing stones or posts on the other, fostered the
eventual substitution of the former for the latter in Maya thought’
“holy spirit” or “god” (which makes

Indeed, the ancient Maya word kul,

up part of k'ul aha, the title of rulers during the Classic period), has been

replaced in some contemporary Yukatek communities by the word le

santoho, “that saint.”™ Modern Maya crosses are called santo* or santoh de
means “derived from

che’ In this context wsaint,” used as an adjective,
God.” the sacred source of all lifegiving things. Farmers can gratefully
observe, “Here comes the saint rain.” What began in Catholic teaching

as an image portrayin sacred
quality of all jimportant
their texts In much the same way.

Contemporary Maya regard images; ¢ : .
ces where sentient spirits can abide. John Sosa describes

1 la
;e::::: k::;zlisseSf santoh de che’, at the perimeter paths of Yal}zoba in
Yukatan have slabstone altars at their bases where yum balam, “father
guardian,” rests and receives offerings of little Pebklies tt?uched to the
bottoms of the sandals of passersby. “Father guar.dlan is ne’xth.er :he cros’s’
¢ he can be present there on his k'an che’ his “bench.
n spirit and object, between soul and

nor the altar, bu
latio
The Maya relatt jonship between human agents and
we would call,

person, are dependent U rela
als. The actual operation 18 v
g.” For every talkin

in our culture, «channelin :

s a human agent who 3¢t as the mouthpiece
eak. The Talking Crosses of Q

We suspect the 0

natural spirit can SP
word for the human agent was chilan,

difficulty with such distinctions, for they
ages in much the same manner as
s. The remarkable congruency

al being now denotes the

ga supernatur
things. The ancient Maya used the word &£l in

crosses, or saints not as alive or

ery similar to what
g cross, stone, or object there
through which the super-
uintana Roo could also
1d statues also spoke

supernatur

deliver messages 11! written form-
through the written word. The old

[13 1)
translator. _ . .
h rarer occasions, the object itself speaks without any outside
ed. Several times since the

On muc
help. Somet: irectly in objects that

Congquest, supern

ation 18 unexpect

mes communic :
atural beings have manifested d
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“talked,” and most of them exhorted their followers to throw off the yoke
of the foreigners.® The tradition of talking statues certainly goes back to
Precolumbian times. The Oracle of Ix Chel on Cozumel, a life-sized clay
statue of an old woman, was such a talking object. The Spaniards who saw
it’ said there was a small door so that a Maya priest could enter it and
speak for the goddess unseen by the supplicants. This oracle was no doubt
only one of several on the eastern coast of Yukatan in the Postclassic
period. The most famous Maya talking image is the Talking Cross of the
Chan Santa Cruz Maya. Although the first “translator” was killed by
Mexican soldiers, another took his place and the Cross continued to
communicate both verbally and in written letters. For more than ten
years, it was the effective ruler of the rebellious Maya of the Chan Santa
Cruz. Today that Talking Cross sits in Tixkakal Guardia. It still speaks
to the descendants of those rebels through the descendants of the original
translator.

In 1867, a Chamulan girl in highland Chiapas saw three stones drop
out of the sky while she was tending her sheep. She took them home and
gave them to a local Maya official, Pedro Diaz Cuscat who, some weeks
later, created a cult around them. He claimed that the stones talked and
that the girl, Augustina Gémez Checheb, had given birth to them; there-
fore, she was the Mother of God and the stones were saints. So began
another Maya revolt. Just as the original Talking Cross of the Chan Santa
Cruz Maya embodies the symbolism of the World Tree, so the three
stones represent the three hearthstones of Classic Maya Creation cos-
mology.

Stones continue to talk among the modern Maya, although they do not
currently threaten the civil peace. Paul Sullivan, in his sensitive and

penetrating book on the Chan Santa Cruz Maya,’ relates the tale of a boy
who in 1985 was addressed by a stone figure who wished to adopt him.
The stone also spoke to the boy’s father, a shaman, who transformed
their home into a chapel, which was soon a center for devotees from all
around the surrounding countryside. David Freidel has confronted this
special feeling about stones in his work as an archaeologist. He describes

it this way.
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THE TALKING STONES

(as told by David Freidel)

) thi
When I read Paul Sullivan’s book, it helped me understand something

: Yaxuna who worked with
. the village people of .
[ had witnessel anﬁl(::rilegnt c(:ty Wghen excavation first began, the villagers
an .

i especiall
we might try to remove stones, esp y

: - fficulty understanding their anxi-
carved stone.es, flr::nt::n“:;:: sIor}::i;irf: art?fracts had to be removed fo:
:);11 s‘:—‘:pkl;ltn ihat they would be returned faithfully .wher;::lf;ee s:zriﬁe
coulzlr b:e built for them. The matter Wwas > sutc;kuilil:i::rsonally upon

il that finally Don Pablo, the local shaman, P e site. There
;: agf‘ilf‘sto eure that o carved stones be removed from
imse

they stay; but the tensions were finally
a arZ still there, under the watchful eyes of

resolv.ed. The Stoge; fofvaiunzw why the matter loomed so large: such
the villagers, 21 ats of supernaturals.

stones are likely kan che, s . blo and
I had one other encounter with Do Pa me work on the camp
. & T of 1989, aﬁer he had done SO Th.nkin it belonged
11.1 the summed " clear glass marble in the area‘.‘ . hl k hi S hen
kitchen, ; t:));lnand was one of his sasoob, the. I:fla:sevening Ho 100k
o .
;0 D?n a' itual forces I took it next door to him
ocusing spirl v .
the marble and inspected“lthfari:legone of light”
« " aid finally, this , .1 .t
b hhe rsniled «However, it won't speak :;tl:/lall o
Then els sak a: and then it will only spe ya.
maize gruel, et

me on the nearby
were deeply concerned that

government insisted th
Yaxuna people insisted that

talking stones. One day

has been soaked in

WORKING PRAYERS

heir material appearance,
mmunion between
ble to some magical action or a

d through tangible supernatu-

because words are
whatever & this world and the

edium for Maya c0
ely pream

anifeste

Spirits speak,
a fundamental m
Otherworld. They are not mer
way of describing things that are m
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ral and natural forces like rain, lightning, and thunder. They are, rather,
an essential conduit of those forces.

The Creator gods of the Popol Vuh made humans so that they might
have intelligent, nurturing beings to communicate with. Even so, it is
important to stress that the means through which the gods and ancestors

convey their messages and guidance are still human agents, the Maya

shamans and priests who relate these insights to their people. This same

rule held in antiquity, when kings and other exalted individuals could
become, under special circumstances, the talking idols of their people.
Because their bodies were the vessels of life’s sacredness they acted as the
conduits of divine revelation. They recorded their vis:ions in words of
stone that today open the world of their ancestors and ods to their
descendants ,and to those of us who seek to understand thegir world

) John Sosa’s Yukatek h-men teacher refers to the rituals he erforrr;s as
.sa:cred work™—and it is indeed work to bring gods and sa?nts amon
hvrmg people. Stones and crosses may speak first to inn .
miracle of Ma isi ocents, buc the
0}15'? expression. 'I.'l?e circumstances in which an individual can enter into
vision, see appar%tlons, Or communicate with the divine requires diligent
work and attention on the part of many people. In the deep past,gin'

3 Ans, or patriarchs—who could enter and
It at will, manipulating its forces and bringing

st of the communit .
sy Y, stood at th
and political power. In a world of this kind e center of socia.

.were dynamic phenomena that fulfilled a role
it is difficult for the Western mind to fathom

When Sosa’s friend prays, he re
tan, “clear water tree speech.”
ha, “water”; and sak-

in the material world that
gularly includes the phrase sak-a’ che’
s ‘Sak 1s “white, clear, human-made”; a’ is
a’isa sp.ec1al gruel of maize and water used in ritual
rpreted in the context of Classic-period symbolism,

words brings together the i _
id

stuff and sustenance of human life, and the VVofl?i (,)It:r;nalze gruel, the

e’

communion with the divine. Just as maize is the basic food

offerings. When inte
this combination of

the portal of

of life and the
dough that humans are made from, maize gruel is the primeval sacred

liquid.. Sevcj:‘r al of the el.abora.tely painted vessels used in royal banqueting
and ritual in the Classic period have been identified as vessels made to
hold sak-a’’

In the Popol Vuh, the Hero Twins jumped into a great fire pit where
they were immolated. This is a direct analog to the creation of a special
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maize gruel by the modern Maya. Today in the communi.ty of Santiago
Atitlan, this maize gruel, called maatz, is made by roasting the mfnze
kernels. Just as the bones of the Hero Twins were ground and cast 11.1to
so the kernels of burned maize are ground and mlx.ed with
water. The sacrificial acts of the Hero Twins set the stage for their return
to life and eventual triumph over death. Later, human beings of the new
Creation were made of maize and water drawn fro.m the pool at the i?:r
of the Cleft Mountain. In that episode, the water in the gruel is explicitly
man blood.” o
de(:Il‘ir:Set(I)VIk;ey: zf Guatemala and Chiapas, the gruel is like semen and

is the source of rebirth. In the Atitlan ritual, the asfsociation his exphm:i

Linda Schele experienced this sacred substance directly when servel
an Chamula in March 1992. The gruel at (;Jhamu a

. ust stand in a hot, steaming shed

elf, who m e
£f for hours while it thickens over a fire. The

d almost gelatinous in consistency, translu-
and sweet in flavor. Like Jell-O, it flows

y 1s 1 1 ] escapable.
Ollly SI()W (8] men 1

1 . The resemblance to se. S lmmedlate a"d n |

‘n the ancient past, S today the Ords Of the tl'ansla (0} ] e
Just asl (o] \% tor: th

tors and to the
. who speak to the ances
and the mother fath:lse crosses and statues of the Maya world are

d to the substance that gave form to human

the river,

maize gruel at San J
is made by the Pasiéon hims
stirring a huge vat of the stu
resulting mixture is thick an
cent and milky-white in color,

doers, :
spiritual beings who inhabit
associated with Creation an

flesh.

ON SOULS

] ifarious. Still,
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The Maya cor et n Western experience. For exam-
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ple, John Sosa’s 11

il is
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“ ”—o the other bad. . go« .
souls ne g;;ii?:‘:he concept of two souls is not, this 1;1/Iea :::lsi tt;
il . . . a .
f ll(liar . uil and distinctive duality of spirit inherent to May:
a fundament

uls,”® as do many other Tzotzil-speak-
Zinacanteco Maya also have two souls,

these souls is invisible,

. ; _For them, one of :

s of highlan® C: l'aI:asthi:teen parts. A scary accident, like a fall
nto
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tion, the cooperation of the subject, and supernatural help and restore the
human soul. Zinacantecos call this kind of soul cA’ulel'™ which has the
same root as chul or k'ul, a word used by ancient Maya scribes to describe
“holiness” and “divinity.”"*

Although subject to temporary damage, the chulel is eternal. When a
person dies, this soul hangs around the grave for some time, then becomes
part of a pool of such souls in the care of the F ather-Mothers, the ancestral
gods, who may decide to plant it again in the body of a newborn baby.
Parents have to be especially careful with these babies: “A small child is
especially susceptible to ‘soul loss,” as the soul is not yet accustomed to its
new receptacle” (Vogt 1976:18). Ch’ulelob can move around outside the
body, in dreams during sleep, and visit the ancestors. The real power of
the experience of soul, however, is revealed in its universality:

Virtually everything important and valuable to Zi
a CH'ULEL: domestic animals and plants, salt, ho
crosses, the saints, musical instruments, maize,
the pantheon. The most important interacti

between persons and objects, but amon
material objects.

nacantecos also possesses
uses and household fires,
and all the other deities in
on in the universe is not
g the innate souls of persons and

(Vogt 1976:18-19)

It is hardly surprising that the Classic Ma

ya called their kings ch’ul ahaw,
“lords of the life-force.”

The second type of soul conceptualized by the Tzotzil Maya is called
chanul, derived from the word for animal. This concept may also be
rt?la.xted to the word kanul which means, in some Yukatek Maya commu-
nities of Quintana Roo, “supernatural guardian” or “protector.”"® This is
a szpematural companion, which usually takes the guise of a wild animal
:; inj:larsesi:::’ulel \.vith a p.erson from birth. The fates of the baby and the
o forPgOOda-:e ?ﬁtertwmed, so that what befalls the one affects the
the chame s 1;1 ..U?ually the anf:estral Father-Mothers take care of
taing, B g5 1 €P 1t 1n one of their magical corrals inside the moun-

€Y get angry, they can Punish someone by neglecting their

chanul. People learn the : .
insights of the shamay, ‘:;ture of their chanul in dreams or through the

o l<I:ures them of an illness of guides them on
e . .
danger. uman body, the chany] 1s subject to mortal

The Classic M ,
aya also used ¢k a5 one of their words for soul, but like
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FiGURE 4:2 “White Flower” as the Term for Soul
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the Tzotzil and the Yu d for soul combined the signs for

1 ord they use '
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] i death statement she 1
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Yaxchilan, but her idea that it was related to soul came from the appear-
axchilan,
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the syllable ik’ whic . . _
all;lc: ;f idez was correct, but her reading wrong. Nikolai Grube and
that her

David Stuart have independently found ::‘?es 1,:,0 (t;; cz:;e)ct reading: chay
. ite- r-thin o e
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represent

picted n

from the three stones of Creation in Orion.
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Moreover, the Temple of the Foliated Cross tells us what happens to
this white-flower soul when its owner dies, On the main panel, the
personification of the flower soul appears in the mouth of a huge conch
shell where it is shown pulling in a maize plant. This great conch carries
glyphs calling it K'an-Hub-Matawil (Fig. 4:2h), “Precious-Shell-Mata-
wil.” Matawil® is the place where First Mother and her children—the
Palenque Triad gods—reside. Thus, the keeper of the white-flower souls
takes them to dwell with First Mother in the Otherworld.

These three ways of defining the life-force resonate in the contempo-

rary communities of other Mayan-speaking peoples, as well as in the
world of their ancestors. The Tzotzil of Cham

many breasts that suckles the souls of un
of Zinacantan say that the souls of dead
to the celestial cross.” The K’iche’-speak

mala conceive of nawals, and in this way differ from both the Tzotzil and
the Yukatek Maya. Scholars generally use the term “nawalism” to de-
scribe the notion that an animal or a Spirit companion is linked with a

ula speak of a sky tree of
weaned babies, while the people
babies change into flowers tied
ing peoples of highland Guate-

human being from birth * For the K’iche’ the nawal is the “spirit of the

day” on which a child is born. Th iri

Yat-Balam, the founder,
emerging from the
snake with his spear
and shield

he was nawal (the
soul-companion)

wi-ch'ok-te"-na,
"root-sprout-tree-
house"

FIGURE 4:3
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tion between human souls and animal-spirit companions made kfy t‘t;l}:e
Zinacantecos. Calling an ancestral soul a nawal also has precedefnt 1nd. e
practices of the ancient Maya. The image of Yat-Balam, the :;r;fl:ﬁ
ancestor of the dynasty of Yaxchilan, emerging from thi;:m;: o
enormous Vision Serpent is called “nawal of the founder”” (Fig. 4:3).
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under a pine grove, their forms and functions hard to discern beneath five
hundred years of deterioration, neglect, and the use of its stones for
making the streets of colonial towns.

After parking, we walked past the low mounds along a dirt path
that leads along the side of the central plaza, ringed by high temples,
until we dropped over the edge of the plateau upon which the city
was built and climbed down to the cave. The entrance was blackened
by centuries of burning copal and surrounded by piles of corn husks
that had once held disks of copal. In the cave ritual, the people take
the pellets out of the husks before throwing them into a fire. At
Momostenango, I had seen the chuchkahawib throwing the entire
packets—husks and all—into the fire. While we were waiting for a
group of Ladino schoolchildren to leave the cave and give us some
peace, three college students from the United States arrived at the en-
trance. They were clearly curious about us and respectful. The ques-
tions they asked led Don Lucas to invite them in with us.

The cave was narrow, deep, and very dark.” I distributed the four or
five small flashlights I regularly keep in my pack for the tunnels in Copan
to people in our group. We entered, feeling our way along the uneven
floor until we arrived eventually at a tight little chamber at the end of
the cave. There was the altar in the form of a large stone covered with
thick layers of candle wax and surrounded by soot-blackened walls. In
fact, I got more than one warning about leaning up against the walls and
getting the soot on my jacket. On the altar lay the head and feet of a
chicken that had been sacrificed that morning.

Don Lucas squatted in front of the altar and prepared to begin the
ritual of the next stage of Duncan’s preparation as a shaman. He carefully
avoided disturbing the remnants of the morning ritual. He made sure
Duncan, who was squatting next to him, had the videocamera turned on,
and then he began his prayers. Don Lucas wanted the rituals and prayers

recorded so that they wouldn’t be lost. No one but Duncan and Manuel
and his daughter understood the words Don Lucas chanted as he lighted
candle after candle. He would soften the base of one candle over the flame
of a previous one and stick it upright on the altar. Before long, a row of
burning candles illuminated the prayer-filled darkness.
When Don Lucas finished the ceremony some twenty minutes later,
he led Duncan into a side corridor that angled off to another chamber
even smaller than the first. The rest of us followed and quickly real-
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In death, ordinary K’iche’ souls linger in prisonlike places, released
only on special days to commune with their descendants at grave sites or
in churches. They receive prayers and offerings from those who remem-
ber them. Great souls of shamans cluster at the shrines they used in life,
comprising the mai,”* the generations, recalled in the prayers of the living.
In this way, the shrines constantly increase in power and efficacy with the
lives and deaths of the shamans who use them. Among the K’iche’, many
of the shamans are also calendar priests and leaders of their lineages. It’s
not surprising that many of the important shrines are dedicated to lineage
ancestors and that shamans visit them according to carefully calculated
calendrical schedules. In principle, each K’iche’ lineage in Momostenango
has nine of these special shrines. The Zinacanteco notion of reincarnation
may be echoed in the presentation of pregnant K’iche’ women before
lineage shrines, so that the current lineage priest-shaman can “sow or
plant” the soul of the new family member into her womb from the pool
of ancestral souls.”

The K’iche’ lineage shrines reveal something of the integration of
sacred and natural spaces in the highland Maya world. In fact, many are
placed in low spots close to natural springs or other water sources, while
others are placed high on mountain tops.” Here as elsewhere among the
Maya, the shrines represent points in a grand pattern of procession and

visitation, timely ritual action, and prayer. They are holy places along the
path of words.

The K’iche’ shrines also serve as important markers on our own jour-
ney into the Maya past. Their word for lineage or cofradia shrine, where
the dead souls are propitiated, is warabal ja® literally “sleeping house.”
This concept has echoes in the Maya Classic period. The logic of calling

the shrine home of a dead soul a “sleeping house” is given by one of
Garrett Cook’s informants in Momostenango:

“This then 1s what I believe. It is as we say when we dream of someone
who has died. We have known him and we have a dream. Then we say
that the spirit comes down visibly to our spirits in this way when we sleep,
and so the two spirits converse, the living and the dead.”

(Cook 1986:146)
When we examine Classic Maya glyphic texts, we can see that the
modern K’iche’ term for sleeping house is derived from the glyph waybil.

Waybil refers to a number of important classic structures, including the
Temple of the Inscriptions at Tikal.* U waybil ch'ul, literally “the sleep-
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class of little stone houses found near
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found on the east and south sides of this building. By a miracle of time
and luck the whole rear wall of the building had fallen intact. With
exemplary technique, the Tulane team excavated the fallen wall stone by
stone, carefully marking its exact position in the fall. Then the inspired
eyes of Barbara Fash and Rudi Larios managed to put most of it back
together again.” When they were done, they had a wall (Fig. 4:4b) with
ancestor cartouches surrounded by S-shaped cloud scrolls. In Yukatek,
tzak, the word for “conjure,” also means “to conjure clouds.” These may
be clouds in the sky or clouds of incense smoke, but they are the medium
in which the vision comes. Here they float all over the waybil in which
the ancestors of Copan’s royal house were conjured.

Although the waybil structures and altars of the Classic Maya may be the
prototypes of the modern K’iche’ lineage shrines, it is likely that the ancient
altars also housed gods intimately related to the lineages as well as lineage
ancestors. A death and resurrection memorial of a king of Palenque,
K’an-Hok’-Chitam (Fig. 4:5), refers to the “housing” of the deceased in the
waybil of a god named Ox-Bolon-Chak under the auspices of Pakal, the
reigning king of that city. The text tells us that someone “stepped on
the base of the mountain”—an expression referring to dancing—in a
ceremony with an actor named u ch'ul hil u tz'akhi K’an-Hok’-Chitam—
“the soul of the deceased one, the replacement of K’an-Hok’-Chitam.”
When we connected the concept of the waybil lineage shrine to this dance,
we realized that this ritual signified the process by which a descendant
became the replacement of his ancestor. In other words, Pakal’s second son
became the replacement of the ancestral king K’an-Hok’-Chitam, who had
died exactly ninety-four years earlier. The rites necessary to this transfor-
mation occurred in front of a waybil shrine.

The notion of powerful humans having special soul-bonds with gods
is now documented in Classic Maya thought by more than just imagery.
Nikolai Grube in Germany and the team of Stephen Houston and David
Stuart in the United States® have independently deciphered a centrally
important glyph that reads way (Fig. 4:6) or “animal companion spirit.”

Way as “companion spirit” derives from the words

to sleep” and “to
dream.” In later times it also came to mean the
act of

transforming into
a companion spirit and bewitching (in the Maya form of wizardry). The
words for the lineage shrine—waydil in the ancient inscriptions and
warabal in modern K’iche’—derive from the same word. The word way
applies to Kan-Hok’-Chitam’s dance in two ways—his lineage shrine was
a waybil and he danced as the way of Ox-Bolon-Chak.
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a. bakle()-way from the Tablet of the b. bakle(l)-way in Chan-Bahlum's
96 Glyphs at Palenque name on the Tablet of the Sun

GBS

c. Piedras Negras d. Dumbarton e. Tonina F91  d. Tikal Temple 6
Lintel 12 Oaks Tablet

dedication of a waybil or lineage shrine

FIGURE 4:7 The Way Glyph

that particular companion spirits were associated with particular lineages
and kingdoms, and that their names were generally known to the artist
who painted the pots. Every rule, however, has its exception. Palenque
ruler Chan-Bahlam, K’an-Hok’-Chitam (his younger brother), and a later
king, Bahlam-K’uk’, recorded their nawal, bakle()-way, “Boney-Thing”
(Fig. 4:7a~b), as part of their names. Nikolai Grube suggested that this
way might be one of the great skeletal death gods who dance on Maya
pottery and that members of the same lineage may even have inherited-
their way from their parents exactly as the Lakandon do today.*
The ancient Maya also transformed into their wayob when they fought
their wars, and they very likely saw the planets and constellations as
wayob of the gods and their ancestors.? Today stories abound throughout
the Maya region of people being followed in the night by wayob that look
like animals. Among the Yukatek-speaking Maya of Quintana Roo, the
ancient concept of way—the spirit companion of gods, ancestors, k;ngs,
and queens—connotes an evil, transforming witch, a person to be feared
rather than admired. Nikolai Grube told us of a visit he and his mentor,
Ortwin Smailus, made to the most respected and feared shaman in the
Cruzob area. When they left on the long walk back to their house, a pig
followed them. The people of Sefior told them it was the shaman follow-
ing them in the guise of his way.
The modern designation of such beings as evil may have at least partly
resulted from the suppression of indigenous practices and beliefs during
the era of Christian domination. Nevertheless, we must acknowledge that
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there is something inherently dangerous and potentially evil in all types
objects, and encounters. Modern shamans are always
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their foreheads, but only after they were dead. Pakal wears it as he falls
down the Milky Way into the Otherworld (Fig. 4:9a). At Copan (Fig.
4:9b), the last scion of a dynasty that had ruled for four hundred years
wears it as he dances in the portal to the Otherworld at the moment of
his own death. The inscription on the rear of the panel tell us that the
dynasty has ended with this particular dance. Each appearance of this
smoking ax represents a moment of transition—from child to heir or
from life to death. As we shall see, to wear the ax through the forehead
signaled that the person was in a state of transformation embodied by the
power of lightning.

The Temple of the Foliated Cross, a temple commissioned by the adult
Chan-Bahlam, records the birth of K’awil, who was the third-born child
of First Mother and First Father. Here we learn this god’s full name, Tzuk
Yazx Ch'at K'awilnal Winik Ox Ahal Ch'u Ch'ok K awilna(1).*® This trans-
lates as “Partition® First Dwarf,® K’awil-born Person, the Third-mani-
fested God,* Sprout, K’awilnal” (Fig. 4:10). This is quite an impressive
title, but what then does £’zwil mean?

In Yukatek, 4'awil means “sustenance” or “alms”—any precious sub-

stance, usually some type of plant or body fluid like blood or sap, given
freely as thanks for the sustenance provided by the divine.”? The Popol
Vuh records that the gods wanted to create beings who could

reciprocate
their love and care by returning nourishment to their creato

rs. The gods
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® hes und. Thus the cycle of generations 1s pe
ound. :
e 1 as “substance” conveys the idea of the

es food (maize) into the flesh of
: its equivalent).

i ifice.
etting and sacrl
quated with human flesh, and

provide water in th
engender maize from t -
petuated through time.

1 chan
magical transformativeé cycle that

in into food (blood or :
gods and humat and the back o8® ls, and ceremonial banquets 11
The central ro

Je of food offerings, mea
Maya religious life hing

es on this equation. e Tomple of
t foot we see on the baby Chan-Bahlam on
The serpen
the Inscriptions represents

another of Kawil’s imp,orta?nt aspect:,s ::11:

. .th Vision Serpents. In one depiction of K aw1l,f ::::; =
association w1 . 4:11a—b), one of his legs has trans e
Manikin Scepter (Fig- .h handle to be grasped by the ruler who tolds
rves as t € show the long looping body of the Y1s1(?n
deplcut((:n:he torso of K’awil (Fig. 4:11c), and in still

i e
serpent, which s

the image. Other ‘
Serpent transforming 11t
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K'awil as a serpent- K'awil merged with a Vision Serpent K'awil emerging
footed scepter from Serpent Bar

FIGURE 4:11 K’awil and the Snake

others, K’awil emerges from the mouth of the Dou

Bar (Fig. 4:11d), which symbolized both the ecli
cus.” For the ancient Maya,

ble-headed Serpent
ptic and the sky umbili-

' these serpents were symbols of the path along
which supernaturals traveled on their way to being manifested in this

world. The Maize God was reborn from the serpent’s mouth, and accord-
ing to the Palace Tablet, human souls find the bodies of their newborn
owners by traveling along the serpent’s gullet. Serpents were also the path
of the sun and the planets as they moved through their heavenly cycles.
By the time of Chan-Bahlam, the K’awil serpent foot was an old, familiar
lmage, with roots going back as far as the pictures left by the Olmec kings

who depicted their lower legs as crocodile heads, to symbolize their status
as the World Tree, the azis mundi of creation.

Stephen Houston and David Stuart disc
ship between K’awil and serpents when th
(Fig. 4:12a) explains that K’awil’s serpent
companion. Other texts at Yaxchilan and

overed the key to this relation-
ey realized that a text at Copan
foot is his way, his animal spirit
Palenque confirm this idea. At

supernatural who has made the journ
K’awil could be associated with sever
embodied the conduit from the Othe
conduit took on a particular occasion.

ey from the Otherworld. Thus,
al different Vision Serpents. He
rworld no matter the form that

T?lese conjuring actions involve another meaning of kawil, one that
survives most clearly in the highland Mayan languages. The terms used
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to describe ritual practitioners, as recorded in s'ixf:eenth-century.dictio-
naries of Pogom Mayan,* include th cam Cmifl, one who f:arnes ;h.e
figures of the gods,” and helen cavil, “cave god. Il.‘l these entm?s,h cavlzl 1;
the word for the physical statues of the gods, which the Spams. c; t;.

“;dols.” With these entries alone, we would not b'e ab¥e t.o ascertain 1 bls
word has the same meaning as the k’awil of the inscriptions; h(()iw;lvir;h l)sr
comparing Poqom to other highland langu,ages? ZeEhavetf:;\;n 5 Zwﬂ y
word corresponds to the K’iche’an word q‘al?wzl. 'velx{l,. > ,YKZ it
the word for the statue of a saint and its spirit; and in Kiche’, Raq ,

Vuh,
and their sister languages, it is the word for god. In the Popol Vu

. 1  che’
subawil are wood and stone 1mages of the titular deities of the K’iche
ga

lineages.
When we found that kaw .
Serpents are the way of K'awil. K'awil

il meant “statue,” we realized why the Vision
refers to an object made of wood,

i 1 iritual being who
or some other material, while the way 18 the spirtu g

ments and pots actually show many of the.se
lated by lords and shamans (Fig.

stone,
resides in it. Classic monu

den images being manipu omans &
:-n;il)l Xzz Ey an agrchaeological miracle, we have four k'awilo

u I 4 1 w d mounted

Burial 195 at Tikal (Fig. :15a). Orign?ally made of wood an )

on staffs,¥ these four statues accompamed the occupant of the tomb into
?

].

where they had been.

&

a. was placed the foot of Yellow-???? .

gl )Y %@)
g: Ve D

While-Bone-Snake

the soul companion of K'awil

c White-Bone-Snake

FiGuRe 4:12 Vision Serpents as the Way of K’awil
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FIGURE 4:13 The Rearin g

Och-Kan,
FIGURE 4:14

a. K'awil statues from Tikal Burial 195

tzakah Yaz-??? Na- uway Kawil

was First-??? chan the soul
con-

jured

Yaxchilan Lintel 15

the way of K'awil, emerges from a ceremonial b

FIGURE 4:15 K’awil

snake compan-
ion of

Vision Serpent

(photograph © Justin Rerr)

b. an eccentric flint with human
profiles pierced by smoking celts
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K’awil also regularly appears on the extraordinary eccentric ﬂirllts (Fig,;
awi extre cent (e
4:15b) placed in cached offerings at cities like CoPm. Slgn}ﬁca:t 5; sn.lust
.fth II(J’awil heads on these flints have celts piercing their oxie eads, r]r o
i ] e.
T’lke the image of the falling Pakal on his sarcophagt.xls Zt P:h e:}?:K,awﬂ
1 1 tric flint k'awilob W1
1 lationship of these eccen fewrt
ovzrlapfll)megn:;ge from both ends of the Double-headed Serpent bars
gods who

1 ‘awil that emerges
ery image of K’aw1 nerg
] d at Copan. There almost every emerges
remfor'cil 3 d ff a Serpent Bar is carved in the style of an ec;enhas fine
fro'm 160) irrl’he very glyph for the Double-headed Serpen'c1 Zr e
Sli 4:'166'1)' uths (Fig. 4:16b). All of this leads us to conciude
ades in its mo 5

d
y ] tue made Of OOd an

headed Serpent Bar, made 0

object. tleties. When we understand k'awil

S b . ..
Yet the word & awil bas A Z‘:lderstand the process by which spirit

as “idol,” we have just begun 0 . Tedlock® in his analysis of
i y :thin material objects- Dennis e deities
is manifested with three q’abawil———wooden an

bout

h talks a ». Chipa Cacula, Youngest
the Popol \;uHuraca"’ «Lightning One-Leg“, C:;P‘; or Violent Light-
called Cacula . ». and Raza Cacula, “‘Sudde .~ The
or Smallest Lightning”; 2° in Mesoamene

rare phenomenon 1 e
ning.” One-legged god‘s aIeKa: wil is Tezcatlipoca, the Aztec god’cal'e52
) acan as the K’iche’ analog of K’awil.

was another such host

Smoking Mirror.” Tedlock sees Hur

-headed
’ h for the Double-hea
headed Sun God emerging from g;f:,ﬁt Bar with flints in its mouths

a. Flint-hea

an
a Double-headed Serpent Bar on Cop on Copan Stela P

Stela A

e- nt Bar
4:16 Eccentric Flints and the Doubl headed Serpe
FIGURE 4
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b. ax . . . )
with lighting marks on the blade

FIGURE 4:17 Flint

ucts of lightning (Fj ak” signs to ident:

sidian are thougi t(flg}-) 4:17).® Even today ft Osneo ;:;ntlfy them as prod-

Maya calendar Kaw:k ¢ created when lightning stri keads, flint, and ob-
was the 1kes the earth. In the

’ g g 1

1

th
em, one played by an adult and th

”He the le
, ard,” and k
aqlk OxOL “Red K’OXOI ” In
K . myths and stori
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Saqik’oxol,” “White K’oxol,” is the guardian of both the treasure and the
nt city of Utatlan. The older brother and

1, who is called the Chip, or “youngest
£ the K’iche’ and the death of Tekum

magical corral beneath the ancie
adult, Ah Itz, carres a small dol
brother.” Ah Itz divined the defeat o

Uman in their battles against the Spanish.
Linda Schele found one of these little dolls for sale in Antigua in 1992.

The shop owner thought the little wooden statue represented Santiago,
but the red color of the face and clothes was unmistakably that of the
Kagqik’oxol. The final confirmation of his identity was the little red ax in
his hand. Curiously, only six weeks earlier, John Fox had shown her a
drawing of a petroglyph at Utatlan showing what may be a scene from

the Popol Vuh. In explaining the imagery to her, he pointed out the
special crown worn by the K’iche’ kings- It had an odd shape that rose to
d of its wearer. The little doll Linda found in

a peak over the forehea

Antigua wore exactly the same crown. Bven today, with statues made for

tourists to buy, the K’iche’ hold on t0 the past with tenacious commt-
wakens lighting in the

ment.
In Momostenango thought, it is K'oxol who & in
ilently all over with his little

blood of novice shamans by striking them St over Wit
red ax.’® We believe it ;s no coincl f K’awil's bl}'th -Illa:es
was Tzuk Yax Chat Kawinal Winik, Dwarf, K’aw1l-born

Person.”

The grasping of
common ritual acts
know that the snake foot
wooden statue during ritu
K’awil is grasping the path ¥
grasps a Double-headed Serpent Bar ©
as lightning, awakens
so the king, who holds
the means by which it 1s opened.

The Zinacanteco Maya also
e blood of the pat

atient’s puise 2

«pgrtition®” First
the serpent- aded K’awil is one of the most
depicted in Classic royal portraiture- Now that we
represents the companion spirit called into the

also surmise that the king holding

al, we can
o the Otherworld, just as he does when he
+ a Vision Serpent. Just as K'awil,

sential in the blood of holy people,
the path to the Otherworld and

footed, axhe

the blood talks; in this context,
aman diagnoses soul
d elbow. Sometimes

t the wrist an

of their soul (ch’ulel), or their animal spirit

+ outside the ancestral corral underneath the
the great ethnographer of the Zinacanteco

at is speaking 1o the shaman through the

the “inner soul or spirit” of an

however, it 1s th
sickness by taking the p
a piece
companion 15 wandering 10s
s Even Evon Vogt,
wh
d that chulel,

patients have lost

mountain.
Maya, is no
blood, but he has obse

t sure exactly
rve
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scrolls of ch'ulel flowing from the body as blood and some of the signs of ch'ulel
that can occur in Maya imagery

FIGURE 4:18

individual, abides in that blood, and perhaps it is that soul that speaks.
For the ancient Maya,® human beings released chlulel from their
bodies when they let their blood (Fig. 4:18). Throu
“conjured” (zzak) the way and the ch, the “comp
gods.” They conjured them into the clouds of smok
and into the swirls of mist and clouds hanging in th
drifting over the slopes of ancestral mountains.

The axheaded K’awil not only embodied the spiritual force of blood,
but was the instrument by which it was released from bodies to feed the
gods. The ax wielded by K’awil and the many Chak gods (Fig. 4:19)
the principal instrument of decapitation sacrifice. One o
sacrifice” in Yukatek, pa chi] means “to open the mouth,’
literally smeared blood upon the mouths of the wood a
to feed the gods within them. P’ chi’
dedicate something to god”

gh bloodletting, they
anion spirits and the
e rising from censers,
e mouths of caves and

was
f the words for
" because people
nd stone images
also means “to sacrifice and

and “to discover, to manifest, and to de-
clare.” Giving the god sustenance (k‘awil) by fe

(which was also called k'awil) allowed the light
of kawil) and establish the path of communi
image of the serpent-footed god K’awil.

eding blood to its image
ning to flow (also a form
cation, manifested in the

This linking of means and ends in sacrifice was fundamental to Maya
thought. Dennis Tedlock says that in the act of creating the world, the

gods in the Popol Vuh required three things—their words, their nawals,
and their pus. He defines nawal and pus this way:

In K’iche’, nawal refers to the s

piritual essence or character of a person,
plant, animal, stone, or geograp

hical place. When it is used as a metonym
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i 1 Sacrlﬁce.

fice.” (D. Tedlock 1986:79; our orthography)

as the Manikin Scepter embodied

We think that K’awil in his form I and pus of eighteenth-century

the nawa
concepts ancestral to both

K’iche’ belief. mena in the Classic Maya world

K’awi.l \.;vas 2 m.”fui fo;ozzw;ﬂlug?ef:nce to sacrifice. Evo'n Yolgt ;ll(l;t(iis
that conjoined sp 0m licated relationship between Ftacnﬁcla a blaclé
some light on %he cote;porary Maya culture. He describes h.cw:e ot
Flesh, and spll'l.t y ;on d its blood and flesh exchanged for a pl:ient. The
chicken 1s sacnﬁce. :n n is the kezol or “gybstitute” for thedP*;l o raken
soul. The black chice be that when people get sicl.{, the go s ol or
reasoning here o toforce by either stealing a Ple‘fr;f t};eal;in offers

’ . ST es
(“animal c;fpi:::t’?;:;y);n return fof the los;
mtt;aiol:/lanuzl Pacheco explained todh::?ﬁi:d
. s

f Utatlan. The ;;t:e;i:;jo:e cave as a

m the earth and from ani-

away part of their soul
molesting their chanul .
the ancestral gods a substi
soul. This is the same idea

the other gringos in the cave O U
there had been given 10 the

le took fro
substitute for the sustenance peop

mals.

sented

oted Klaw-i] with the

th (drawing by Karl

O-Chak holding an ax repre

as a serpent-fo

blade in his mou
Taube)
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g

have let blood at Yaxchilan hi
is penis

FIGURE 4:20

For contemporary Maya like the Zinacant
is a two- ecos and the K’iche’ i
e e —————
naturals. One of t;:r:'-lo.nfOf soul and flesh by both humans and sfper-
blood does not conveygnslirlr(l:;;l; ii:lel:les . iinacanteco sacrifice is that
connection ance but also soul, chi ]
view of thebé;:s(:?: I\}:;Il:;ad 2: Z};:llel Washalso fundamenta,l :: tzll:lw;rr?cl:
ting. In Classic i ) ains their devotion to pious -
that fall from if:yﬁ;ﬁage? chulel appears as stylized dripletsb:f)ﬁztd
mouths, faces, and ears EFO Peopleﬁzletting blood and often stain their
copal incense, maize dou hlg. 4:20).” Other precious substances, such as
burned in huge brazier ; ilmbber’ and jade also contained soul ;nd were
of sustenance the god s where they were converted to smoke, the form
b viod ander ﬂooi ) 0S ::;ld consume. These same soulful matt;rials were
and foremost, however ow places with portals to the Otherworld. First
b ulel , ranks the blood of people, the primary conciuit of
When the ancient Maya let blood
ch'ulel ivi . , they were feedi .
loodle t:fg il)vtl;llf s:fn th:lnr souls. The modern Mayl: gd;hzogtodi:c}f:
chickens, deer, earth-o . ebgree but use mainly intermediary OffeI:in sl-C‘
direct exchan ’es withvelil read, candles, and incense. They view ti
rores: they mi Co the supernaturals as dark and dangerous advese
under the mozntair:qm;une with the Mundo or the K'oxol in the c:\r;:
ower can b ort.ress of Utatlan. The search for s 1
e rewarded with earthly treasure, but it can also ;I:z:?;lltl:e

loss of .
soul and body and accusations of witchcraft. Surely the stak
. e stakes were
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but we know that the ancients did not let fear

just as high in antiquity,
ractice among adult males of the

stop them. Bloodletting was 2 common p

Conquest period and elite males and females were central to bloodletting

rituals in the Classic period.** Direct communion with the supernaturals
and the nurturing of the gods with ch'ulel, the “soul-stuff” of human
beings, are clearly portrayed in the ancient monuments and recorded in
their texts. The ch'ul ahaw (“holy lord” or “king"), like the black chicken
of modern rituals, was the k'exol” substitute,” and the helol, “replace-
ment,” sacrifice for the community.

The complex of images and words that surrounded the bloodletting
ritual in Classic-period art shows 1ts profound importance. One of the

favored instruments of bloodletting was & small obsidian blade fragment
or worked flake. We have archaeological examples of these from Tikal,
Waxaktun, Piedras Negras, and many other Classic Maya cities. These
pieces of obsidian were chipped into little scorpions and other shapes or
incised with images of Ch'ul, K’awil, Sak-Hunal (the Jester God), Hun-
Nal-Ye (First Father as Maize), the Moon Goddess, Am (the divination
stone®), and K’'in (“day,” “sun”) (Fig. 4:21a). We have pictures of these
along with blood-splattered paper and bloody ropes

bloodletters in bowls,
that kings drew through their penises and kings and queens drew through
4:21b).
ificial

their tongues (Fig:

When this same b s used as a glyph in sacr

Joodletting 1mage i

I

5

Sak-Hunal
obsidians from Tikal

\
7

k Moon Goddess Sun God

.

Hun-Nal-Ye Cha
and Waxaktun

scorpion K'awil
a. eccentric

b. offering plates
o0

with bloody paper,

lancets, and ropeé

4
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phrases, it means cham®

to harvest.” In English the word “harvest”
brings up images of wheat being gathered, but to the Maya it means
plucking the ears of ripe maize from their stalks, an action with sacred
connotations. Karl Taube informed us that the act of husking maize is a
perfect analog of penis perforation. In fact, the bone awls the Maya use
today to husk maize are exactly like the ancient awls that were inserted
into the opened wounds along the top of the penis. Karl® says that
“during harvest, the ear of corn is dehusked by holding it about waist
level and inserting the pointed instrument near the tip of the cob.” The
harvesting of corn is more than the mundane action of a farmer. It is the
analog of the first act of sacrifice in mythological history, the decapitation
of the Maize God. It is also the action that puts food on the tables of
human beings. And since maize is a plant that cannot seed itself, cutting
off the head of the maize is necessary if the seeds are to be removed and
planted for the next crop, an action that symbolizes the perforation of a
penis. Maize is a marvelous metaphor: sustenance, sacrifice, and rebirth
all rolled into one.

To the ancient Maya the blood and spirit given in sacrifice were
constantly recycled between the world of humans and the world of the
gods. Lords and shamans burned their blood after sprinkling it on paper
and mixing it with other materials, like incense. We have pictures of
ch’ulel pouring off their hands into buckets during rituals. We have other
pictures of great scrolling S-shapes rising from bowls of bloody paper,
representing the clouds of smoke and incense described from the time of
the Conquest and witnessed today all over the Maya world, swirling
above the praying adepts. This association is confirmed epigraphically:
the same S-shaped scroll is used as a glyph for the word muyal® “cloud,”
in Classic texts. (Fig 4:22)

We learned why clouds and smoke are so synonymous in Maya
thought when we began observing and participating in Maya ritual.
During the festival of Carnival at San Juan Chamula, Linda saw the
banners and the men who carried them all but disappear in clouds of
incense rising from two clay censers in their midst. Every day at Chi-

chicastenango, supplicants wave impromptu censers made of tin cans
filled with burning incense. The clouds of smoke rise high above the
church front, carrying prayers upward. During most of their festivals, the
Tzotzil fire rockets into the air so that the fire and smoke will be closer
to heaven. In the Classic-period symbolism, these clouds convey chul,
“soul,” just as blood does, for they are marked with the same glyphs and
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conjuring
clouds with
the Paddler
Gods and
Tlaloc
0-Chak Warriors
floating in
them
stream '
of ch'ulel 20T\
flowing
into a \

wrapped \ |/
bucket A i
b. Ruler scatters on Ixlu

dita
on La Pasa g

a. Bird-Jaguar scatters
Lintel 1

FIGURE 4:22

pleteness.
formed nto blood and en-

again trans :
hgat the ancient Maya believed that the

] d com
elements that connoté prec1ousness an

Maize consumed by people 18

1 . We can’t provet . elieved that 117
dowedl vl:ml;lsmzll and the clouds of sacrifice, contained chul, holy sp
rains, like bloo

« the holy waters, the
. tan do. “Here comes
but their descendants i1 Yuka toiling in their thirsty fields, as they

. Y _the farmers ] jent Maya
ot T dedalre ds cover the sun. Blood sacrifice for the an::el;l Ny Yl
watch the black clou 1 of both gods and people. It was the dfu

a

Y ) ions of
e stlfl as directly Symmm:ncal to the express
at w
" nd them.

was necess
expression of po

arou
divine power in the natural world

TS AND TRANCING

d bloodletting and sacrifice to sus-
e and commune

VISION SERPEN

. ractice
If the Precolumbian Maya ¥ Jso did it to enter tranc

tain the cycle of the soul, they 2 conjured up by the ancients

161 Serpents
hat the Vision ent, the
with the gors I:eclill\:e anames. Some, like the great War Serp
in trance rituals

. logy that we
2] roles in Maya cosmo
-Kan® have specid 3 nvey the
Wazaklahun- Ube tl‘:e Vision Serpents Oper the.lr. ]aws(,)they : othe {nost
can identify. Whef;stors into the land of the living. One o
he anc
gods and t
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taught by his master all the different prayers, and practices used in causing
ax.ld curing sickness. At the end of the period the initiate is sent to meet
Klsin. Kisin takes the form of a large snake called Ochcan (ock-kan), which
u tzaku ok AR Kk u o l‘-:»vdescribec? a.s.be'mg very big, not poisonous and having a large shiny eye.
he flfe nim O-Chak  teak u - hen. the initiate and the ochcan meet face to face, the latter rears up on
conjured e ant g?colf Fire, [is] his holy his tail and, approaching the initiate till their faces are almost touching,
ak  lancet {)}l:ts his tongue in the initiate’s mouth. In this manner, he communicates
e final mysteries of sorcery.
(Thompson 1930: 68—69)

it, the
k'aWil Of conjurer

-

Och-Kan is also the name of one of the Classic-period Vision Serpents
(Figs. 4:14 and 24).” The essential action of communion characterizing
shared with its modern name-

this Vision Serpent of antiquity is clearly
ication and both facilitate the work of

W, Lady K'abal-X
. = Ok con‘
2> with jures upa W ]
dyna;}tlye(:)ay. of the founderI:)f Ya:;hsi?;ﬁ?m sake. Both are conduits of communt
rawing of lintel by Ian Graham) ® the shaman. We find it interesting that the tongue is involved in Thomp-
son’s story, because the ancient Maya drew ropes and bark paper through
Thompson recounted another

jure up Vision Serpents.
¢ would-be shamans in the Q’
lving a snake and an ant’s nest:

who is inevitably an expert
ant made this trip

eqchi village of

FIGURE 4:23 1
their tongues to con
story of the learning ©

Sokotz, Belize, this one invo

presided over by a mast

eli

is the beautiful Li
intel 25 (Fi
Yaxchilan. Th ig. 4:23), commissio .
the founder” @ scene depicts the principal wife I;‘ed -by .Shleld"]agu&r of Each ant’s nest is _
the co r” of her husband’s lineage during hi of this king conjuring up in brujeria [shamanism]. The grandfat.her o.f an 1.nform
stume of a Tlaloc warrior g his accession rites. Wearin in the company of 2 Hmen, who was teaching him. The master knocked
’ v three times on the nest, and a serpent ;ssued forth. The master had
previously removed all his clothes and was standing nude. The snake came
all over, proceeded 1o swallow him whole

a frightenin this ancestor em )
with feathergftai:.llg:-ifsl:zde(xeastie with a half:'E;Zdﬁ;z thde jaws of
. The Vision Serpents °fT}(1e lljhun-U.bah-Kan, the Maya Vgar ‘;:rated
;;ved into the final centuries befol;'eecial'lnses lsc71 ar.ld Classic period Mayapse::_. /master didn’t appear ¢
in ?:;:t:npz:;l:;tnexp;essign of this idz::lioiz?::t' T(‘lhe Feathered i[r11;t(i)?)t:|i<,>’n ceremonies i1
however, this image if ;o:t IiIIChe, in the Guatemalan hii;l::; he Maya . (Thompson 1930:109-1
vision rites, and ecstatic tr . ong with the practice of bloodl S.. Today,
of communication with than(c)e, this dyna_rnic and Palpable anng’ Fhe /
There is one surviving modzr therworld has faded from M;namfesgnoz
able account of this surviv. I; example of the Vision Serpent);afractlce. h _ ) @
Thompson in his ethno a .Was recorded and published . remar}?- BRE
graphic research among the Q o

fier licking him
later he passed him out of his body with excrement. The

o be much the worse for his adventure. Very similar
Chiapas are described by Nufiez de la Vega

up to him and a
A few moments

10; brackets ours)

R o
2 i
bl & (’j‘[,:?/-ﬁ""i.zl 2,

Y\ >
A B\ Y
\| Iy @f 2
DG

X

ethi MaYa of

-

] Q AR - >

Belize mor .
e than sixty
years ago. .
final initiation of a Q’eqchi’ go. In this account Thompson descri
qchi’ shaman in the village of S A:crlbed the : i
The i . an tonio: Och-Kan, the 5%/ \/L y
instructor and the initiate reti . e ke =% }
retire to a hut in the bush f; of Kalak'mul g =
or a month or
FiouRE 4:24 A Vision Serpent Named Och-Kan

{a] y be n 1 ]
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Perhaps this story™ is related to the emergence of visi f
::;rpent’s mouth. It’s possible that there are more examplle(;n:f tI;)ir:k::;
of azz:lu:;:{ :s) ib;e fc:iund among contemporary Maya, but the subject of
magical sne Freidal angerous one that the Maya are not eager to talk
2oout. el e ?nce ca.1sua.lly asked Venancio Novello, first foreman
of the enr:oasl \ ro]ecjc in Belize, if he had heard of such snakes. Venancio
deadlygseﬁ:usyafizlal man. with a gre.at sense of fun, so when he turned
short. Venancio saj(; ::aetn t:;eoivzzg;calhse;?ems S
tha uch things, but t i
:Z;:n:lﬁzl was to invite trouble.”” Here, a cgentral p};?liiv:n tzlklmgf
. y.a thought has become marginal, dan Ym '0 )
associated with evil.” ’ gerous, and principally
The contemporary Yukatek Maya of Y
e o : axuna, for example, have
mmoer wor;: ;1::11; t;e;k magical properties of snakes. Chip II\)/Iorris whz
A atek craftspeople told us about one of the’most
rereng, e ay:/l women say that they stroke a snake when the
o ;r. foreover, all of the ancient embroidery design};
aakes somreeons the .de 0 snakes., such as a boat snake. Thus, even tod
idea of special knowledge. , o

/TZ, THE COSMIC SAP

. As we discussed in Chapter 1, com L

involves the . munication with the Oth

o excretionslzzv;rf;l (l::ncept of itz .In the Maya world of tod:;w;:li‘;l:
1t can also refer to mom;zna;n body like sweat, tears, milk, and s;men But
sap, rubber, and gum; andgme;V-; flower nectar; the secretions of trees. like
melting votive candl;s is di elting wax on candles. In Yukatan the gtz of
of heaven that God sends irectly analogous to the itz (the blessed rain)
rituals. through the portal opened during shamz;rilc

When celebrati .

lords also scatt::er(lig(;ihf: ends of important time cycles, ancient kin d
blood, into large brazi erent types of itz, along with their ck’ lgls Zn
i divmeg aziers where the itz was converted into smuk- ; fln

o od stuff ;ustenance: Scholars have long argued about (l)n - 'e

be” (Fi :22)5 an pouring off the hands of kings in Maya :Vnat ‘thl;s

“soul-stf.ff”. :i ut.we know that it sometimes represents ch’nmght

residing in human blood. At other times the holy stuﬁ t;ai
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is being scattered could be a tree-gum incense called chah™ “copal”;

rubber (yet another tree excretion); or maize.
People took blood from their bodies as offerings of sustenance to the

gods, but they also regarded gum excretions, itz as suitable additions

to—or even as substitutes for—the flesh and blood of sacrificial victims.

e Ancestral Hero Twins, escaped the

Blood Maiden, the mother of th
death ordered by her father in the Otherworld when her assigned sacrific-
p for her own heart and fooled

ers substituted a heart made out of tree sa
the Lords of Death. Itz and ch'ul are fundamentally related substances—

magical and holy stuff.
Set in contrast to this positive image of itz is its opposite: the term 1s

sometimes translated as wwitch” by Maya of the Guatemala highlands.
Among the modern K'iche’, Ah Itz is the shaman-trickster portrayed in
erally meant “sha-

the Dance of the Conquest. In antiquity [tzem gen
d with itz the cosmic sap of the World Tree.

man,” a person who worke :
f the gods who drew the 1mages

Itzamna is the First Shaman and one ©
of the constellations on the sky at Creation.
In Classic-period 1magery itz

Itzamna and the great Cosmic Bird whose name was Itzam-Yeh.” The
bird, whose name means “Itzam Revealed,” may actually be the way of
® Jtzam-Yeh's analog in the Popol Vuh was Seven-Macaw, the
t he was the sun.’ The story of Seven-Macaw COMES as
1 Vuh, following the great flood and the

arlier experiments at making humanity. It is the l.ast
the Creation sky (at sunset) before the resurrection
akes place at midnight. Seven-Macaw’s behav.lo.r
n essential questions of material and spirl-
tual power. Seven-Macaw was & gorgeous bird, who. brightened : daxl'lk
ty. He was wealth incarnate—s €yes were brig .t

1 stones, and his

world with his beau :
plue with beautifu

ith silver and sade, his teeth were .
e | rilliant mirror. But he was boastful and pndeful.

listened like a b

rlli’)si 'gnlsh:1 arrogance, imed himself to be the sun and moon.
K S l‘ that Seven-Ma h and power would inspire
O 1d, the Hero Twins decided

i f the wor
i d envy 1 all the creatures o .
ek e heir blowguns as he

. .
] ] . ] . 1 ] . i i -‘ ] ]

fruit tree, knock: | .
Angered Seven-Macaw grabbed Hunahpu's arm and tore it out of his
, )52 After their escape

houlder (Fig 4:25a the Twins asked help from their
shoulde A

has two personiﬁed forms—the aged

Itzamna.
bird who though
a curious interlude in the Popo
destruction of the €
event to take place in
of First Father, which t

and defeat is @ commentary 0
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ity. When a Maya king stood up as the World Tree, he wore in his
headdress the fabulous plumage of birds, more often than not those of
Itzam-Yeh himself (Fig. 4:25b).* He, like the Hero Twins, was responsi-

ble for keeping the cosmos in its proper order. But in all his glory, the

plumage of Itzam-Yeh hovered over his head like the sword of Damocles,

reminding him and his people that the coin of power has two sides. The
job of the king was to intercede with the gods and ancestors in order to
sustain the balance of the world. Properly used, this power preserved
cosmos and country. Improperly used, like Itzam-Yeh's arrogance, it

became empty strength and a danger to all around.

Itzam-Yeh

World Tree

THE HEART OF SACRIFICE

a. Izapa Stela 25: Hunahpu loses -
his arm to Seven-Macaw gvg?ér'ﬁzz g\t:tlt? tl;let l(lleokin‘g a]l_),s lg ¢ When people walk into a museum to S€€ Maya art, what they mostly
sm 3
on his head e see are beautifully adorned clay pots and plates. We se€ th<.>se things too,
but we also see 1n our minds the simple gourd bowls, plastic pl;:esiltubS,
. s arts
FiGure 4:25 Itzam-Yeh and steel buckets that hold the food offerings, the hopesf,l;nji d F?reied el’s
. a
of Maya farmers today (Fig. 4:262) pebr Wélki(:l:’ onzronony in 1986, the
. : ‘a- er )
grandmother, Great White Pecc d thei students, even noticed that during the Ch’a o n: e hacology Pro-
Tapir, and eventually defeated t;?’; :n bt‘ glr Vg-andfather, Great White villagers of Yaxuna porrowed blfz:;llc felt ;;;r;s o bown ourd  otls
™~ Twins set out to in bird. With their new guides, the ject to write their names carefuty on . 1
pretend to cure th ’ i . de the offering a persona
\] came 10 his home. th e. e wounded Seven-Macaw. When they holding their maizeé gruel. In this way, they .ma - o yphic
| b e, they heard him complaining loudly about the pain i covenant just as the Classic Maya lords did with their lovely & yP
eeth. tendi n .
Moo rae1 1end‘xng to be shaman healers, the twins fooled Seven- inscriptions around the rims of their vessel‘S- o spends
replace th .owmg them to remove his bejeweled, broken teeth and Plates and pots aré€ good to pray with premsely because everyoth P 0
them to r: Ny gmwfld. white maize. They also persuaded him to allow a lot of time looking at plates and cups Ml o Zf ewfen};
Seven-Maca ovz tge Is_;l ning metal from his eyes. Blinded and helpless universal metaphors for sharing life between peogle. Nowa ;Y:lmw -
- W dled. unahpu retrieved hi ’ . d h husband, she may we
: s arm s mad at her
maﬁcally restored it to its place. and the grandparents Y“k:t:llf Izl’aya ;?TZT ;f the kitchen where everyone eats. Maya meais
] . . t , an C ’ . .
d ,we saw in our description of sak-a’, ground white maize i sar(:eoa delz commonsense {llustration of the sharing of life betv?'een p: :foz
1 : . ’ a ] : ‘aul
Zn uring and important ingredient in the sacred gruels used i lsz 1s an o odspThe vogsels Maya Lobility used in antiquity for offerngs o
escribed on Classic-period pots and in modern rituals. S in o 1\Zrlngs and?i ini{ were just fancy versions of the same things every;)ln; useat.m
: : . Seven- r ecor:
tried to declare‘hlmself a god by means of material wealth anfin h ac'a“; the family meals. But just as the Pe°Ple of Yaxunfrl, throug d vlates inti
force. The Twins transformed him through attack nap ysica dY - g them on the altar, ransform thell‘. pots and p .
something comparable to a sacrificial : and trickery into them and placing © blessing, SO the ancient Maya regarde
rificial offering. Seven-Macaw personified precious offerings suitable for ) o
what the Maya farmer feared to find in hi 2w personiiie ch more than pretty CTOCKeTy:
decked ' . in his own lord and king: a false god their pots and plates 2% ™3 fferings of sustenance was a magical
ed out in the trappings of power. When the Hero Twi The plate that received the © ering hout Classi
Seven.Macaw. they opened th wins defeated p , Kinds of plates were used throughout (1assic
, they opened the way for the eventual creation of human- instrument. Three primary
019 213

L —



MAYA COSMOS

b. lak, hawat
wolnte . e, sakl
P footed plate” “cens‘:a,:"”

FIGURE 4:26 Offering Plates, Ancient and Modern

Maya history— .
a p{ate Vﬁ:;yth;la;e?:t I::laali: ;t}}ll angleci sides called a lak* or sak lak,”
stone awate,” and a bucket made

for a llszcg)v:inma: ::k l‘;k or sak .lak tun” (Fig. 4:26b). We have :i:ll;);nz
material things m?d:; :eci):;tl:vl:l:i kinds of plates were more than just
Lakandon Maya think of thei; offeri;;V ;’Z:sna:‘;‘:,ii,nan: s tone. Today the
‘sustenance to the gods. They are called lik kuh, 1gat Sines :Vho transfer
is remarkably close to the old Yukatek month nanfe ke god,, i term th:lt
We will see how they bring those pots to life in Ch: m k’u, “pot god.”®

It took epigraphers a long time to figure out whatlj;er X '

c§lled their most important category of living vessel. Ant . 'anment MaY.a
B'lshop Landa’s informant, however, gave us a vital. clueonlo.Gaspaur Chi,
dlscox.rered when he wrote the month Kumk’u in the sixv: . ]l:if recent ¥
he tried to help the confused Spaniard by spelling oute illlle ::)lftut;y!;
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ame of this month. He had to do this

because the traditional form of the glyph spelled OP (Fig. 4:27a), which
ry Chol and Pogom name for the same month.
glyph for this month with their
was the word for “in the center
gan but as in “heart of some-

Yukatek Maya pronounced the n

was the sixteenth-centu
That is, the Yukatek speakers shared the
Chol cousins, but not the word for it. Ol
of” and “heart,” not in the sense of an or

thing.”

O% was the name of the Classic-period god pot, but more important, it
was the name of one of the most important portals used in the vision rites.
In fact, an altar from El Peru tells us that the crack in the turtle’s back
from which First Father sprang in his rebirth was yol ak "the heart of
the turtle” (Fig. 4:27b). Seen from above (Fig. 97¢-d), the turtle’s crack
is the quadrifoil door that has symbolized the portal to the Otherworld
from the beginning of civilized life in Mesoamerica.

a. Landa's glyph for Kumk'u and the Classic-period

version

athe heart of the

b. u yol ak,
c name

turtle" is the glyphi
of the cartouche in the
center of El Peru Altar

d. the Twins resurrecting their

om the crack tather from the crack, which

d rise fr

c. the Maize God IlS€
in the carapfictl: e Thvlvs is how the crack appears in both side and top view
appears in 1€ vie

GuRE 4:27 The Ol Portal

Fi
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a. Tikal plate with the 7- b. the “Ni

Tiks with . the “Nine” super-

gl;pl; rz::] location in the natural location ;\:/'I:iez‘;eg:dhif . .of ll}e
floating in ch'ulel bowl cafing fn @

180y
V:,T

7Y (5 2 A
5 o N

Vision Serpent emergi
. ging from the o on
(drawings c.d. © John and Donald Hale};l)ate Serpent floating in ch'ulel

FIGURE 4:28 Images on the Lids of Cache Vessels

So we thi .
vicion rit::lzl:r :h:;;hf ofifenng” plates the kings and nobility used in
painted plates often di 1go po's .and portals to the Otherworld. Their
world (Fig, +28a.b) zft_"‘}’ed the lrnages of locations in the supernatural
up out of the plates ;md o a-lso painted fabulous Vision Serpents rising
food in, god out of this ;:?a:yg ff’f rging gods in their gaping mouths:
head of First Father as the Maize Glo:i:yisr:lgni: tt};sss ::lo“;d the severed
the Otherworld (Fig. 4:28c-€).*® All of these plates o e dlnd of plate in
all reached for the covenantal heart of the matteripe;le. an pl Pf)r.tal,
sustenance with the gods. : sharing life-giving
A special form of the offering plate, called the Quadripartite God b
:;:der; researchers,sn rose eparkling in the night sky at tl'I:e p;aie v?rheri
o ;:ezzlci sctrso;sed the Milky Way in the cosmic imagery of Creation.
that it g . ave never found an actual example of this pot with all
contained, which suggests to us that, like the World Tree, its
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physical forms were metaphors—real pots with objects in them that
represented the things symbolized in the images. The artists showed the
power in the plate personiﬁed by a skeletal head attached to its bottom.*
This plate’s special contents, as artists showed them in painted and carved
representations, signaled its function as the holy of holies, the Maya
Grail. These contents included three basic objects: a stingray spine or
shark’s tooth; a bound and tasseled device with crossed-bands or a
“kimi"—death—sign worn by gods and spirits as a pectoral; and a spon-
dylus shell. The stingray spine was for drawing blood, and we have plenty
of these from actual offering vessels. The pectoral device was worn
consistently by wayob, the soul companions from the Otherworld and also
by the god Chak when he danced as the axwielding executioner. We have
aeological contexts, but this one might have been

made out of knotted cloth. And the shell was an almost universal offering

in burials and a caches, perhaps because it represented chulel, the “soul-

stuff” of the universe that sacrifice brought forth. We have in this special

plate, then, the stingray spines representing the objects that made the
sacrificial cut, the blood-red spondylus shell representing the chulel given
in sacrifice, and the pector spiritual trans-

al adornment representing the
] 1
formation that was the result of and ultimately

lots of pectorals in arch

dressing as a god, dancing,

sacrificing.
This plate was the exemplary :
Raised-up-Sky as 2 big bulge 1n the Milky Way where the Scorpion

constellation, another image of a bloodletter, was inside it. This conjunc-

tion of the ecliptic with the Milky Way gradually .rose westward in 'the
sky as the Milky Way turne tion. When the Milky

d to its east-west post
Way was In the east-west Cosmic Monster position, the conjunction with
south, the place of death, to east, the dawning

the ecliptic shifted from . .
de the tail of the Milky

th art-of-heaven plate then ro
place. The g% westward), and so the Maya

Way as the Cosmic Monster (which faces . : :
artists showed it. When the Milky Way was in this Cosmic Monster
position at midnight on Creation night, August 13, the Three Stones of
the Hearth appeared next to this heart of heaven in the eastern sky. Here
the stones emerged to ¢ nter of the sky for the

ake their journey to the ce
e of First Father’s rebirth. The appearance of the Three Stones in
beginning

of our Creation, an appearance that conjoins
f the heart of heaven, the 0}, from the western to the
ky, from the side o

f death to the side of life.
fashioned plates deco

offering. It rested at the base of the

miracl
the sky marks the
with the shifting ©
eastern side of the s

The palace artists rated with images that actually
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show the Ol portal open and in use. On one such plate (Fig. 4:29a), a
Vision Serpent is portrayed as if it were erupting up out of its surface. On
another (Fig. 29b), the plate god is shown sitting on the portal as the
World Tree springs up from the plate. Others (Fig. 29¢c-d) show the same
tree rising from the plate or erupting from the stingray spine itself. Even
more telling are the images (Fig. 29e—f) that show the maize tree, flesh
of god and humanity, or the jeweled square-nosed serpent representing
the soul flowers of the tree actually replacing the stingray spine of
sacrifice. People and gods opened the portal in the plate with sacrificial
offerings, and through this heart of heaven flowed the miracle of birth
and life for both gods and people.

The souls of infants came through the Ol portal to find the bodies
growing for them in the wombs of Maya women, making them the
progeny of the plate of sacrifice at the heart of everything. The Palace
Tablet of Palenque tells us that K’an-Hok-Chitam, the second son of
Pakal, was born from the “heart of the center of the Primordial Sea” (yol
tan K'ak-nab) (Fig. 4:30a) and that his white-flower soul (sak-nik-nal)

b: the plate e. flower replaces
sits on the the stingray spine
portal (Palenque Temple 14)

a. Vision Serpent emerges from the
offering plate

f. maize replaces the
stingray spine (Palenque

c-d. World Tree springs from the plate Temole ot tie Crot)

FIGURE 4:29 The God Plate, the Portal, and the World Tree
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SR L - ‘ \‘/,
) - 2 1o g )
iyt 5
A ) \ ‘ﬂ & » N ) 7 F
he was yol tan na-22-mi k'a.k-nab N 1 £ b
born the portal P.nmor- <
(from)  of the dial Sea ) S
center ’ AL e R D? :
INA2/E ST Yo A= g
LR XA 4 ) g
oy S —
24 e = -
- % 1+ T
the “soul” of
a.-b. references to K'an-Hok'- c. Yaxchilan Lintel 13, Bird-Jaguar's
C.hit.am's birth on the Palace Tablet son being born from the snake

FiGURE 4:30 Birth Through the Mouth of the Snake

came from a Vision Serpent (Fig. 4:30b). Exactly this kind of birth 1s

tel 13 of Yaxchilan where Bird-Jaguar’s newly born son

shown on Lan pent held in his parents’ hands (Fig.

. o Ger
emerges from the jaws of a Vision S

4:30c).” . -
Th)e cosmic path of infant souls can be found embedded in some ritu

tudent
that Don Pablo still performs in Yaxuna today. Grace Bascou;l)el,na(:1 thse?n
:ned nurse, spent severa
£ medical anthropology and a traine . ths
OYaJr:lilz: village during the spring of 1992. What follows 1 her description

b
k of shamans; kex
s to the sacred wor
of a Lo K'ex ceremony- Lo refer

. . it
means substitute. As 1t does among the highland Tzotzil Maya, here I

refers to curing of affliction.

DON PABLO’S CURING CEREMONY

(as told by Grace Bascope)

see if ] wanted to go with him to Santa

D.o n Pablo CaI:se a::igg ::, I:: ;oLo K’ex for an infant. The baby was a

N'Iana. There ’We rionths old. The mother said he had been sick for a

e fla'c bfor}:or:xltl;ls He sounded congested in his chest, but he was happy

Z\;ppel a(;ful, He didn’t have a fever to the touch.k —_—
The mother sat holding the baby 1n a hammock at one en

facing southward toward the door. Don Pablo and the father went outside
acin
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and made sak-a’, maize gruel. The father had already made little round
vine hoops and harnesses in which to hang the gourd bowls that would
hold the sak-a’. Don Pablo stretched a rope over the baby’s hammock,
parallel to it, and attached it to the walls on either end. On this rope he
suspended the thirteen little gourd bowls. At this point Don Pablo closed
the door of the hut.

The kaz is a small seed pod about the size and shape of a large walnut,
although its thick skin is smooth. Don Pablo took several of these kazob
and cut off one section of the sphere of each one, making them look like
tiny gourd bowls. He placed thirteen of these in the shape of a cross on
the floor perpendicular to the baby’s hammock, and between it and a
little table where he had his large gourd bowl full of his sastunob, his
stones of light. He also placed on the floor six candles, two at the er;d of
the cross closest to the baby, two at the far end next to his table, and one
at the end of each arm of the cross. He then filled each of the,tiny kax
bowls with alcohol (because he didn’t have any of the correct cane liquor).

Don Pablo’s little table stood about three meters in front of the mother
and baby in their hammock. On the table, he had placed his “lights” in
a bowl of alcohol, a small switch of leaves to sweep the baby, and ag candle
whose light he would use for seeing with his principal cryst’:al Beside tht;
gourd bowl he put another stone, smooth, oval, and golder'l brown 1in
color. Don Pablo told me he got it from a cenote and that it is shaped like
a ﬁ‘sh. He had told David some years ago that he uses it especially for
1c:’:ull)';ng:Iabies. He also placed a little tied-up paper of dried herbs on the
az;mi.n i t:rlz:l:rn g::ihtehcle;eb ;o the father with instructions on how to
ki m e ht s e et e e e,

mel e white cotton. He called it the sakbe,
thfe white path.” He strung the thread carefully along the rope with its
t.hu'teen gourds suspended over the baby’s hammock. He passed five
times back and forth along the rope so that it was coveretf with five
strands of the white path. Then, from the middle gourd bowl on the rope
he ran the thread down onto the floor and covered each of the little kIsz,
bowls, passing once over each arm of the cross and then onward to the
top of the cross. From there, he passed the thread up onto his little table
and into his large gourd bowl filled with his “lights.”
All these preparations meticulously checked, rechecked, and com-
pleted, Don Pablo seated himself on a low log seat behind tl;e table. He
washed his hands, arms, neck, and face with a little alcohol. He siéhed
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and let his face relax. He then waved his hands over the large gourd bowl
and prayed. Then he took up his principal light and looked through it at
the candle on the table. He looked through three stones in all, frowning
with concentration. He smiled and picked up the smooth yellow stone and
the little switch of leaves. Holding these in his right hand, he went to the
hammock where the mother was holding the baby and rubbed the child
around and down the head, from the chest out the arms,
e heels of the feet to the toes. He paid special
em most carefully with the switch and the
stone. At the end of each movement, he shook the switch as if shaking

nto the cross of tiny kaz bowls. Next he moved the switch
y in a clockwise motion NUMErous

with the leaves,
down the legs, and from th
attention to the feet, rubbing th

something off o
and the stone above the head of the bab

times, saying prayers as he did.
Don Pablo checked the Jevel of alcohol in the kaz bowls of the cross

to make sure they were still full, then returned to the table to pray and
rincipal sastun. Going back to the baby, he prayed over 1t
over the baby’s head and blew on the
he cross on the floor three times.

examine his p
for some time. He cupped his hands

top of it. Then he shook his switch at t > tme
For a third time he returned to the table, prayed, and consulted his light.

After this he began to take down the white thread, startin.g wiFh the
end in the large gourd bow] that contained his lights and working his way
to the end of the little bowls suspended over the baby’s hammock. He put
the thread into the large gourd bowl in which he and the father had made
the sak-a’ He was careful not to allow any of the thread to touc.:h the lfilorln
or any other object while he was taking it dowr}. He put the thn"t:en 'gl e
kaz bowls into the big gourd bowl, and emptied .all the sc'zk-a rc;r: le
thirteen small bowls suspended on the T0pe int.o this same bl(,;g 1g)our1 owl.
Last, he put the switch of tz'itzilche’ lea.ves into the g<l)ufr thov:)rtilers _

Don Pablo put three of his lights in his pocket, l.)ut ; t het thers
the alcohol in the gourd bowl on his table. Leaving the hu

walked down the road about 2 hundred meters, climbed
) pa little hill into the bush. There Don Pablo

and the father moved rocks away from 2 Jittle hole in the side of tl:le hl::]
Thev put the contents of the bowl into this hole and re-covered 1t W1
o ompanied these

i ith prayers.

lo acc actions w1 . .
rocks. Don Peb :ned to the house. Don Pablo replaced his sastunob‘ in .the
We then retu hind the table. Consulting his principal

compound, W
a stone fence, and went u

1 be
bowl of alcohol and agail sat
light again, he smiled and pronounced that all was well.
g , * * *
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How much does Don Pablo understand of the ancient numerology and
symbolism of this ritual? Grace isn’t sure and neither are we, although we
know that Don Pablo is a conscientious and well-prepared practitioner.
We can see the thirteen suspended bowls as the thirteen constellations

Itzam-Yeh

path, the umbilicus, folding back five
of the Creation story, the place where
attached to his umbilicys (Fig. 2:31).
then goes through the cross and into the
cord that runs arounq the Wakah-Chan
4). Don Pablo’s cross is adorned with six

times, just like the “first five sky”
the Maize God floats like a baby
Don Pablo’s white Path of thread
bowl of magical stones, like the
Tree on Izapa Stela 95 (Fig. 2:2

drawing of a pib na from a pot

] ] 1) inside the

ib nail (kunil) inside tt
'tll‘l:nfple of the Cross§ the wing of
Iizam-Yeh is still visible on the
right side of the entablature

White-Bone-Snake

r the debris

raised platform unde

an
d. Pib na (“underground inner Sa“f‘:‘v'i"moalceogised
uses (Fig. 4:31) Temple 1 the

d with
great Cosmic Bjrq Ttzam. . platform sculptec -Bone-Snake
entrances as places where iz, N am Yeh Overing ahoye their image of the Vglgtgires of
the inner s ) as Materializeq At Copan (Fi 4:32) on the side a“swrs below (drawn
e ctum of Temple 14 Was adorned i}, the img g f X ) rgcalsep‘t'“‘;g;faph by Maudslay)

- _ er
- 1;; one-Snake, the maw to the Otherworld Also kp gery of the a FIGURE 4:32

“Way (Black-Transformer) this greay Portal allgyeg ZWn as the

. . . . e
madc‘a tz of sacrificia] offerlngs to be exehanged with the hf1man-
the itz of the Otheryoplq, 0 the cosmic ap
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The cosmic sap was and is dangerous stuff, and shamanic power can
be used as a force for evil as well as for good. Surely the ancient Maya
common folk understood this contradiction, even when they gazed with
envy ar'ld admiration upon their nobility decked out in the evidence of
pros;.)en.ty. We understand the Precolumbian Maya conception of soul
and its incarnation primarily through the words and images carved by
these elites on the objects they owned, the structures they built and the
tombs where they embarked upon the road to the Otherworld. 'I,'hese are
the people shown dancing in their wayob accompanied by gods and
an.ces'.cors in the Otherworld. These are the ones shown conjuring K’awil
bringing forth the Vision Serpents and nawals, sprinkling ck'ul into the:
world, and sending itz through the portal. We know that they undertook
these dangerous transformations on behalf of their people, and with their
people’s understanding and support. We also know that the descendants
of _these ancients are still perpetuating important aspects of this complex
spiritual and material view of the world. ’

.If the ancient Maya elites received itz, magic, from their encounters
with the Otherworld, they also accepted the responsibility to wield this
po.wer well and not fall into the trap of pride in wealth. The penalty for
failure .WB.S the withdrawal of the blessings of the gods famiie disiase
defeat in war, and exposure of the all-too-human fra,ilties th;t afﬂiC;
leaders, stripping them of charisma and power. Living embodiments of
blood and ch’ul, the ancient Maya elites grew up understanding these
responsibilities. It fell to them to pour out upon their people thegdivine
soul force that flowed freely when they sang the pathpof words, of
memo.ry, and of truth, embracing their ancestors and children in th 1’ d
of their gods. o

When we ha}v.e been able to participate in the ceremonies of modern
Maya communities—David at Yaxuna and Linda at several places in the
hlghl.ands, we have been given the opportunity to watch th:se things 1n
practice. Duncan Earle provided Linda with another such o onunitg on
the day after we went to the cave at Utatlan with Don Lucaipand his};on

A DIVINATION

(as told by Linda Schele)

Having spent the night in Chichicastenango, we all got up on Sun day
morning, ate breakfast, and prepared ourselves to visit the most famous
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market in Guatemala. Filling the central plaza of the town, its plastic-

covered stalls present an explosion of color and choices to wandering

customers—both foreign and local. We spent the morning moving down
one tiny people-choked path after another, then visited the western
church called Calvario along the way, and stopped at the stalls owned by
uncan’s. I bought more than I should have and
less than I wanted, but after a couple of hours I was so loaded down, I
couldn’t carry more. I thought we were going back to the hotel to drop

my loot, but Duncan, who was carrying as many of my purchases as I was,
led us through a high wooden fence on the road just down from the

church.

Passing through an open gate, we entered a bare courtyard and passed
into a narrow ally flanked by double-storied houses. There Duncan left
us, feeling uncomfortable under the gaze of the curious inhabitants. Not

many of the tourists who frequent the Sunday market at Chichicas-
private spaces like this. Duncan disappeared,

d down to wait politely while we watched the

special acquaintances of D

tenango venture into
and the rest of us settle

watchers.
After a while Duncan came bounding down a narrow stairway across
the alley and motioned for me and his wife, Erica, to come up. Dodging

electric wires and potted plants along the way, we climbed up to a nz.u'r.ow
porch. At the far end, a small elderly man with a K’iche’ woman sitting

next to him hunched overa small table. He looked around briefly, smiled
to acknowledge our arrival, then returned to an earnest conversation with
the woman. Duncan told me that his name 15 Sebastian Panjoj.** He is a

highly respected elder of the kind called a principal by his people. He was
also a very powerful Ah Q'ij, who is one of the four

also, I learned later,
alcaldes of Chichicastenango: At this moment, he was in the midst of a
divination for the woman-

lized that Duncan had arranged
to have a divination done for me.

Suddenly, I rea
I took off my pack, which has a little sea
Erica sat behind me on one

an directed me—behind Panjoj.
" s. The chuchkahaw’s wife

wher
of the small chairs used in many Maya home . .
d then watched us surreptitiously from their

and daughters greeted us an ‘ _ .
kitchen gDu ncan’s children played with a flea-ridden litter of kittens that
scooted from the children’s laps t0 the furniture in a frenzy of play. As
I sat there waiting I opened my journal and began to draw what I saw.

de woolen clothes. His

Ah Q) Panjoj wore dark maroon handma
s ended just below his knees and his short jacket had a high collar

t built into 1t, and sat down

trouser
225

Plate 15




MAYA COSMOS

that hid some of his graying hair. Beautiful embroidered flowers graced
the edges of the jacket, and flowers with sun daggers, an image that goes
back at least to Aztec times, decorated the flaps on his trousers. Duncan
told me that the more ornate the designs, the higher the rank of the
owner. Panjoj’s were ornate indeed.

At the corner of his porch, just beyond where his present client sat, was
a table about the size and height of an American card table. I could not
see everything that lay on it because it was crowded with papers marked
with his clients’ names and the rituals he had agreed to do for them, with
candles of various sizes, and with several jars holding bundles of tall white
lilies and freshly cut pine boughs. Tied to the ceiling beams, dried ears
of corn hung at the level of the lily blossoms. Pictures, many of them
faded with age, hung on the wall. I realized that they showed the Ah Q1)
in many different places and with important people in his community-

Ah Q’ij Panjoj was bending over a smaller table about the size of a
TV-dinner serving stand. It was covered with a handwoven cloth with
black-lined green stripes against a red background. An odd assortment of
rocks, coins, and other objects was piled two or three inches high along
the top and left sides of the table. If these coins had been paid by the
clients who had come to see him that day, then he had seen many people
already.® I saw coins from all over North America and Europe and a
sprinkling of anomalous objects from our world—a broken watch, a small
metal box. His magic stones were of many different shapes and kinds—
most of them dark, but some of them crystals. Some had special shapes
that could lend themselves to seeing faces or animals. I also recognized
fragments of Precolumbian axes and the little adze-shaped stones that
must have been used as tools.

This collection of stones and assorted trinkets were the ¢ abawilob he
had collected over a lifetime’s service as a chuchkahaw. Most of them he
had acquired during the 260-day initiation period when he had become
an Ah Q’ih. Many of the stones were of the type that the Maya identify
with lightning, and they helped him focus the lightning in his blood on
the work of divination. These stones were unimpressive at first sight, but
I realized that I had seen them before. The white stones and associated
green stones, the axheads and celts, the eccentric flints and incised obsidi-
ans I had been studying for twenty years had served the same function
for the ancient Maya. The k’awil of the Classic period lived on in Don

Sebastian.
When the Ah Q'Y finished his work with the woman, Duncan mo-
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tioned me forward to the little chair next to the table. Putting away my
sketchbook and pen, I took my seat and focused my mind. I did not intend
to be an objective observer of the divination, but a full participant. For
me to do anything else would be disrespectful.

The Ah Q'ij and Duncan spoke for a minute and then Duncan asked
for my question and told me to pay the diviner. I put five quetzals (the
equivalent of a dollar) on the table, and after a bit of back and forth in
English, Spanish, and K’iche’, we were all satisfied that he understood the
question I wanted answered. I won't tell you what the question was for
it was a private thing for me. The Ah Q’ij turned his leathery face toward
me and asked my name. He nodded his head, repeated it out loud, and
turned to his beans murmuring prayers I could not understand.

He gathered all of the bright red beans together in a single pile and
pushed them around by running his fingers through them with a turning
motion of his wrist. Then he gathered a group of them with his fingers
and pulled them away into a second pile. He did not count them, but
seemed to feel when he had enough. He arranged the beans and crystals
in groups of four until he had two rows lined up on the table. Throughout
it all he chanted the prayers and the day names, occasionally paus.lng as
he glanced down at a leg or hand. He was listening to the lightning n

his blood.
He gathered the beans together

quick succession, asking my nam
information from me. When he was done, h
me in Spanish. The answer was utterly unexpe?te.d, ‘ by sar
tory. Then Erica took my place and he made a divination for her. Here 1saw

the difference between the two divinations and came to understand .that the
diviner does not work by rote or formula. The process1S different with each
of his clients. While my divination had been quick and incisive, hers was far

more difficult. Time and again he stopped to ask her questi?ns, and then
rk with the beans. Finally he was done. He imparted her

d given me mine earlier.
tumbre he called

»: offered to conduct a ritual for us—a cos !
it—’-r:‘t)i F::ch;]ming twenty-one weeks. This ritual was 'codr:e;lnforc::l zl:
divination and to counteract the problems he had detecte rol\:% et
beans. Since I knew that a chuchkahaw ook on such responsibility a
. dily agreed and we arranged to meet

. : ] and health, I rea .
the peril of his 80;11 Jfrer lunch.® Each of us wrote our name on a piece of

im 3 hurc
him in th: ; « put on the larger table, and then we left for lunch.

and laid them out three more times in
e each time but requiring little other
e explained the divination to
but eminently satisfac-

resumed his wo
divination to her just as he ha

paper tha
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We did not find him again until three that afternoon, for he had been
seeing people continuously throughout the day. I paid him for the long
round of prayers he had agreed to do for us, knowing that a chuchkahaw
could not neglect his obligations without bringing illness and disaster on
himself and his family. He also had to buy special tallow candles, copal
incense gathered from special trees, and aguardiente or white lightning
to pour out in prayer. According to traditional values, diviners cannot
become rich from their work. The fees they charge the supplicant covers
onl.y the cost of their time and the materials used in the prayers.” To be
a diviner, especially a very powerful one, is a heavy responsibility and one
that does not bring wealth to the practitioner, unless he enters into the
practice of witchcraft.

Dodging the flower sellers sitting on the round steps outside the
ch‘urch, Duncan, Erica, and I followed our guide into the church. I was
raised a Protestant and have not actively practiced religion for ove1: thirt
years so I wasn’t sure of what to do. There were simple wooden pews 01)"1
either side of the central aisle of the church. Six low concrete llzttforms
ebout .ﬁve inches high, three feet wide, and five feet long lay onpthe floor
in e line down the center of the church. Huge, very old paintings or
cabinets containing the statues of saints lined the walls, a pairp facin geach
other across the nave at each of the six stations. The retablo andg altar
filled the east end of the church behind the low chancel rail. A small t ble
set on the nave side of the rail. Thus, combining the front .table withathe
six ﬂoor platforms gave the church seven stations for prayer and ritual
leading from the altar to the entry portal. o o
kneTlile Ath’1] led us ‘to the platform closest to the chancel, where we

01'1 the floor behind the platform and facing the altar. He pra ed
over Erica for a while, then took three candles, and motioned witlrll) th);m
over her head as he chanted another complex series of prayers. These
prayers were in K’iche’ so I couldn’t understand him. When h)e wes done
he touched the top of Erica’s head with the candles, then touched l’;
shoulder in turn. He held one side of the candles to,her i : 1:2 tila: Z;e
could kiss them. Turning them, he then presented the othzr side to her
lips. He bent over the platform for a moment as he lighted them from
an already burning candle; he gave two to Erica and one to Duncan

Next he went to the table by the chancel rail, prayed, lighted a cand.le

and set it on the table where he left it burning. Moving to the station 0;
Santo Tomas, the patron saint of Chichicastenango, on the southern wall
of the church, he lighted another candle and set it before that saint as he
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prayed. Afterward he crossed to the northern wall and did the same at a
station he called Justicia or Justice. He came back to us and performed
the same series of prayer and ritual for me, only using two candles instead
of three. When his prayers were completed, he returned to us and took

Erica’s two candles and Duncan’s one. He heated the bottoms on a

burning candle and then stuck them to the platform. He placed my two
candles beside them, leaving five candles burning in a row. To complete
the ritual at this station, he poured aguardiente, a strong form of locally
around the base of the candles and along the edge of
d ourselves and then went to the third platform
he skipped the second

made moonshine,
the platform. We crosse
where the process began again. For some reason,

station.
Then we went to the fourth, fifth, and sixth stations in their turn. The

ritual at the third platform, he told us, called upon the communal dead,
while the one at the fourth contacted all the dead chuchkahawob. A cross
stood next to the final station. There he prayed to San Pedro, the patron
saint of diviners, and San Ramos, but most important, he left a candle and
prayers at the cross that evokes all the days of the sacred calendar.
My knees have badly deteriorated from the years of climbing the high
kneeling and the getting up and down at
d more painful for me as the ritual pro-
ot kneel, but had to sit cross-legged.
leep, but I moved to relieve the
e sixth and final station, I gave
electric sensation flowed

steps of pyramids, so that the
each station became more an
ceeded. By the second stop, I could n
At the fifth, I felt my legs begin to go to s
pressure and keep my blood flowing. At th

in to the experience and held my position as an
om hips to heels. Finally,

through my legs and expanded to £ill my legs fr
my legs and feet went numb. In the Western side of my mind, I knew
I was feeling nerves protesting when the blood supply was cut off. But in

the other side of myself, which I have tried to cultivate for the last decade,
the mind that is open t© experiences that have no rational explanation,
I wondered if this was not the lightning in the blood that the chuch-

kahawob use to make their divination. It occurre
West must feel the sam the chuchkahaw, only we describe

) : :
them in a different way- n’t pay attention to them until

ause us pain—-—and e

e sensations as
Most of all, we do
they ¢ ven then we avoid them if we can.

In the months since it happened, I have thought a lot about my
experience- I think I understand why such divination helps the clients of
the Ah Qij. The questions he asks his clients can be as subtly penetrating

as those of a trained and experienced psychiatrist. But most of all, the
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di.vination gives clients a chance to focus on their problems, to share them
w1t¥1 other people, and to receive advice that often links them back into
their community and the greater cosmos. In our world, medicine ad-
dresses the body, while divination and healing in the Ma’ya world work
with the mind and spirit. I suspect both are necessary for good health, b
we have trouble dealing with the second. o
I also saw the gzbawilob in action and can now picture how the
anonymous.stones and trinkets in Maya offerings and graves were once
us'ed by their owners. I had participated in a process of divination th 1
millennia old. I know that the details of divination vary toda fat .
cc?mmunity to community across the Maya world. And there areys roT
differences between the methods used by Sebastian Panjoj and th dl'lre'} ’
ers of the ancient world. Nevertheless, the underlying i]n{cent' the lvm-f
sacred stones that have living power in them; the counting of ,th eduse .
lolck pe?ple into the basic structures of the cosmos; 1:heg use :f s?::sr:?l
fhzce?f incense, prayfar: fl(fwers, and other sacred things to reinforce
efficacy of the divination—all link back to practices th
years old ousands of
D .
pmc::;car;lh:‘:;z ;gl::;:dl)t:nnslebthj ’rolz of sacrificial offerings in the
‘ ebastian burned for us w de f
the tallow of special bulls sacrificed in Chichicastenango’ o n'la " ot
- ' ) go’s most 1mportant
:;hf;);; Zt:ha:. sTaher:: 1saclaven a cofradia that has the special responiibility
it metors cre . tallow ca.ndles.. They are the candles everyone 1n
Chaoste oo | use in these sacred rituals. Sacrifice was different in the
NS tiv, or people' drew })lood from their own bodies and gave the
e o ptives to .sanctlfy their most important rituals. Today the bulls
e :Z t;:t Chichicastenango, San Juan Chamula, and other communi-
nes el lpeople who participate in the ritual, as well as providing such
. gs as tallow candles. Yet I think the idea is the same. The bull gi
his life Fo nourish and sustain the people in an exchange tl:l t 'e ) g;",]fs
t}‘1e ancient story of Creation in which the Maize Gog di ; e the
itk of humanity. ied to enable the
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ENSOULING THE WORLD
AND RAISING THE TREE

A DEDICATION AT IXIMCHE’

(as told by Linda Schele)

In July 1991, my Kaqchikel friend, José Obispo Rodriguez Guajan, now
known as Pakal-Balam to his friends, invited me to go to Iximche’, the

ruins of the Kagchikel capital destroyed by the Spanish soon after the
of the Maya of the Guat ds in 1524. We had

emala highlan
already been there together a year and his family had

before when he
taken me and my friends Nora England and Nikolai Grube on 2 wonder-
ful visit after a workshop on hieroglyphic writin

g we had given to a group
of Maya. It had been the first time I had seen a Postclassic highland site.

I learned a lot about how those very late sites were SO alike and yet so
. 2 : ?

different from their Classic-penod prototypes On this trip we werent
but to attend the inauguration ceremony for a new

the ruins
d been organized by a group of Tekpan women.

at ha

Pakal’s mother, Was one of the women in the group,

he invited me and our mutual friends to come to the ceremony. On a
I found myself in 8 rented car driving up the

bright Sunda morning,
ne ¢ .can Highway into Tekpan to find the Rodriguez

conquest

going to see
weaving c0-0P th
Since Dofia Juana,

more than seventy-four

r and a man of
y little sedan and headed

Pakal’s fathe
piled into m

me. The rest of us
m Tekpan to Iximche’. After twenty

road that led fro
g travel over rim-deep ruts, we rolled into the

Don Rodrigo,
years, stayed at ho

for the washboard

minutes of pottom-bumpi
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f’;zsi); rparkmg lot a.lt.Iximche’, which was full of cars belonging to both
threadee;mony Pa:I'tIClpants and the normal cadre of Sunday visitors. I
o hm}‘r car into a slot and parked on the grass. Then we made our
i; to the snej of the ceremony just outside the entrance to the ruins and
neo to ;he Iximche’ museum. The women had lighted fires in a nearb
f;;;e: t I:rees tolcook their meat and heat the tubs of freshly madi
baner plat :St av:l(()lu mc: be wals{ltled down by liter bottles of Coke and Pepsi.
hungry hordes whopi:,:all:i ins, and plastic forks lay in ready piles for the
A band of musici uf eat when the ceremony was done.
ORI dlans Tom Tekpal.'l, sporting two huge marimbas and
museum. Behir,ld ’che:r :}?eg;fil?iq::d;ncsnlumgms under the porch of the
hu : . . olored wares of the co-op we
in ?ri:: O}tsth":l:it: V;faShed exterior wall. Rows of metal folding Pf’:haijsv ‘::
waiting for eve I; ay, sloon to be' filled with the audience milling around
wife, Marta Regnze :rl:e LO ar.r1Ve, My friend Federico Fahsen and his
culture, came out fr(;m t: ad- st e‘n (.ied her tenure as the minister of
included people from T - Caplta? to join us for the ceremony. The crowd
capital, and tourists wh ekpan, friends and guests from Antigua and the
I had never been t © Iv{vere ].ommg the celebration out of curiosity.
two decades of my wo(l)‘kain ?::::ilizerflonjl’ ;f ihis type, but over the
other simi ) erica, I had sat through dozens of
occasions lzira: ;Z‘:l:;:es from Mé}fi(.:o to Honduras. Traditifnally , these
gives long, flowery an:-aln o P.’Ohtmian and petty officeholder in town
ence waiting im a;- 1usually inane speeches to a long-suffering audi-
myself for exactlp ;em Y for. the food and drink to flow. I had braced
Oh, there were tiu: ei;aercr::dk:zieoiperiormance here—but I was wrong.
except for ; ches, but they were mercifully short—
g oo g e bt o L i
1 one before he ended hi
ef;:hteh i‘ a;f))irnitatiz to the Maya women who had organi::dssflzcgo?:}i
from anything I had ceremony changed into something very different
g I had anticipated or yet experienced. The marimba band
struck up a song—and the women of the co-op appeared d im .a an-
finest formal garb. They wore their best Coﬂes—yaids ; ressed in thelr
cl?th wrapped around their waists many times and bOl-l:(;l g, f;llnely.r woven
with woven cinch belts. Their normal huipils—blouses w'ttlig o ‘plml:e
complex patterns woven or embroidered into them—I l ?‘Stoundlng d
formal capes they wore only on speci 1 i 2y hidden under
pecial occasions. Woven from un-
bleached-cotton threads, the dark brown capes were accented by brilliant
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lightning, lines, flowers, and shapes of all
sorts blazing in bright whites and hues of undiluted intensity. Delicately
woven white cloths, decorated with brightly colored bands, lay folded
doubled and redoubled on top of their heads, balanced there only by the
women’s natural grace and long experience.

They danced out from behind the corner of the museum in a double
line, swaying to the complex rhythms of the marimbas, carrying baskets
full of wrapped candies to throw into the audience at the end of the

first 1 was embarrassed at seeing adults of such unstudied
cing in front of a gawking audience like

d T have always felt terribly awkward
only time I've ever enjoyed
conscious restraint

patterns of zigzags representing

ceremony. At
dignity and personal presence dan
us. I am very tall for a woman an
when I have tried to dance. In fact, the

dancing was when a little alcohol help liberate my self-
ited abandon. Yet there I was, watching this collection of

into uninhib
ce of friends and strangers. I was a little

women dance before an audien
embarrassed for them.
Gradually I began to realize

were not untried girls dancing,

forces in Tekpan and leaders in their communities and families. The

heir thirties and the oldest in their sixties—and they
rarely felt such a concentra-

h and pride. I have only
f people as In these women.

rted to another time and
weeks later when I stood
suddenly transformed

+ was really happening here. These

wha
but women of respected status, economic

youngest were int

were people of wort
tion of power focused in a single group ©
Then, in a moment of insight, I was transpo
place, just as I would be at Momostenango three
on the Six-Place. Dofid Juana and her colleagues
Lady K’abal-Xok and Lady Sak-K'uk’, the wives and mothers

Like their predecessors of fifteen hundred years

fy a moment of beginning in

for me into
of Classic-period Kings:

en were dancing to sanctl

ago, these wom

their world.

I do not know ifa
d her partners i
o know even 1

¢+ that these women w
al custom of today-

ould dance in the manner of Dofia

11 modern Maya W
odern

n the co-op- 1 have not seen enough m

£ all highland Maya would do it the same way,
ere not following prescribed rituals
dictated by specific loc I perceived that together they
had invented, perhaps recalling ceremonies they had witnessed in child-
hood, a new ceremony they thought woul
purpose- And not only did they dance, but the

More important, they chose to bless their enterprise
of the local church but near the hallowed portals built by their ancestors.

Juana an
ceremonies t
but I suspec

d be appropriate for their
y read from the Popol Vuh.
not on the grounds
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They did what seemed right to them'—and what they did linked in-
stantly and directly into a way of understanding the world and making
it proper that comes from Precolumbian tradition.

When Dofia Juana, her children, and the Maya living throughout the
Yukatan Peninsula dedicate new houses, inaugurate new organizations
bless the things they make, and pass on their land to their children the);
do these things in ways that were time-worn when the Spanish l;nded
on Cozumel Island. The ancient Maya danced, read from the myth of
Creation, and gave their blood and other precious things to vest with soul
the objects they made. For them, the beginnings and endings of things
were occasions of rich and complicated pageant and ceremony.

Beginni'ngs were important because of the way the Maya thought of
the material world. They believed that places and things made by the
gods during Creation were imbued with sacred force and an inne:’ soul
from the beginning of time. In contrast, places, buildings, and objects
made by human beings had to have their inner souls, their c,h ulel, 1]1t in
thfam during dedication ceremonies. As long as peopl’e used these og'ects
this power was safe, even though it grew through use. But when an o]b'ec;
was no longer to be used, this living force could become dangerous. It ;lad
to be contam.ed or released in special termination rituals that pr;Jtected
the co@umty. The rituals Maya designed to accomplish these acts of
enso'ulmg and terminating objects and places represent a significant
portion o.f the Classic inscriptions and the archaeological recorg

In their texts, the Classic Maya described the action of dedic;ltion in

” ¢ ” 6«

to circumambulate (through
t cens ” “to deposit plates full of
o set something in the ground.” People gave proper names

sev “
eral ways—*to make proper,” “to bless,

” «

the four quarters),” “to cense with smoke,

offerings,” “
to objects like temples, shrines, houses, stelae, altars, and ritual accoutre-
mo.ents according to the images represented on themf They brought these
things to life with pageants in which participants danced lag ed ball
held rich feasts, took blood from their bodies, and sent m(;sfa Zs to th(;
Oeherworld on the tongues of the pecple they sacrifced, all 1o bring
sanctity to the newly made thing.* They deposited PI‘ECim;.s caches that
remade the Primordial Sea under the floors of their buildings: jades,
spondylus shells from the sea, the red pigments cinnabar and specular
hematite, mercury, eccentric flints, obsidian. Sometimes great fires were
lighted and jade was thrown in to shatter into hundreds of pieces. And

when everything was done, the object had its soul. These deposits were
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accompanied by ritual and symbolic sequences that reestablished the
conditions of the first act of Creation.

So the formulae for dedicating buildings involved far more than sim-
ply digging a pit and concealing valuables, however exciting those are for
the archaeologists who discover them. The Classic Maya knew that
cleansing, preparing, and propitiating were vitally necessary to create
ensouled and pivotal places, around which the business of living and
governing, of praying and playing, could revolve. The ancestors and the
gods required properly made spaces in order to come into the world of
people and help those they favored. To conduct life and ritual in a poorly

prepared space was unthinkable for the ancient Maya, as it is for their

descendants today.
We think dedicat:
because excavation shows us that caches of special s
odifications of any significance in the urban
centers. We also think that during the Preclassic and Classic phases of
Maya civilization, the widely shared cosmology prescribed a widely prac-
ticed program of dedication rituals. We envision a grand and elaborate
cycle of performances spanning many days, sometimes even longer peri-
ods. In the royal capitals, these festivals expressed the universal under-
standing of the Maya people that nothing important is just made. It also

has to be born.
We have only hints of the compl

The Maya recor
But because they also dep
portant cormponents in the archaeo-

jon rituals pervaded Precolumbian Maya experience
acred objects accom-

panied most architectural m

ex range of the activities involved in

ded them in their inscriptions and

these great rituals.
osited offerings,

showed them in paintings.

these rituals yield one of the mo .
logical records of Maya cities and towns. Our view of these pageants 1s,

however, fragmentary, SO that we must piece together our picture puzzle
by combining the archaeological, inscriptional, and visual record from
different cities. By joining come aware of one of the
essential Classic-period ceremonial cycles, the re-creation of Creation.
This cycle periodically affirmed that the cosmos lived, just as the dancing
Tekpan women at Iximche’ affirmed the living truth of their own history

st 1m

them together, we be

and practices.
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MAYA COSMOS

CHAN-MUWAN’S DEDICATION AT
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One of the most detailed depicti f
ct . . . /A = s
was painted on the walls of thP hlons of Ma.ya house-dedication rituals 2/ b (0 Er‘v ry ® = R BB
- spnall but i . e three rooms in Temple 1 at Bonarnpak’ ,( W e Q‘.%i\}‘ rﬁ:“’ \fr-j,‘; V, g
ut important capital of the western lowl . . I@N &\_’%‘a\ ¥ SN 5/;4/ o MY &4
of the Usumacinta River. At King Ch ands on the Mexican e B KA ((!L\ W P }l‘» g‘{ ‘;ﬂ“"‘w‘_\“"{)\
. 11, - ? . AP " R ¢
g Chan-Muwan’s behest, his artists _ l . A};"é ?}};;‘ !Qy‘é’!‘%}’)‘élmn“t‘\ \&)
N X e ] \¥‘ " _j — =

depicted a com )
plex series of even 1
ts that celebrated his son’s formal
)
|

presentation as the heir and the ensouling of the temple itself. The p ) pin SO ) ,' g j" LSS T
g L Yeawiiz N<Y et

=

artists divided the compositi

position of Ro ; )
om 1 into double registers so that Hoom 1, north wall " e ad
a. Room 1, north wa , upper register s owing the adornin

they could dep: i ]
y epict two important historical events at once. In the upper

register of th
gt e eastern, southern, and western walls, they painted the

z;esge?;a(';lon of the, young heir of the king to fourteen high-rankin lords
Tl.le 03.4 ;O K’an 2 K’ayab or December 14, A.0. 790.* :
sec ’ 1 of .

ond event, Chan-Muwan’s dedication of the building itself,

took pl .
place two hundred and thirty-six days later, on November 15, A.D. ‘
! TN

. on t a da .

register showing the

artists depicted thi
s sec .
ond event, the ensouling of the temple, in the b, Room 1, south wall, lower

entire upper
\ The nalzgti zone ofsthe north wall and on the entire lower register
ve scenes’ concen .
trate on two moments in the long cere- el
Ficure 5:1 The Bonampa urals

mony— -
T})Ie ;:;e firessmg of t.hree dancers and their public performance
ing threesls;?i :e;e (I;’lg. 5:1a) shows a group of people busily accou-
e elaborate feathered costumes of the dance. Attend-
large feathered battle standar

ants on a lower
terrace open bundles and chests and then pass their ‘
dards anticipate the war that mus
le sacrificial victims can

ather dancers, W€ see a proc

ds attached to long staffs. The battle stan-
+ follow the first phase of the dedication
be taken for later ceremonies.

contents up to thei
p eir counterparts above. One attendant ties wrist cuffs on
| rites so that suitab
ession of musicians’ and

the central dancer’s ar i .
straightening out the 1’;:::}11’1;15 Z;lot};el‘ paints his skin. Various people aré
a .
into another dancer’s belt. A gro aCkaE:k that is about to be inserted To the let o ﬁle fe1 £ gods (Fig. 5 3). The first five wear tall white
' up of bystanders watch dancers cast in the roles O gods . 5:3).
among themselves. atch as they talk headdresses and painted Jeather skirts and they shake large magical gourd
The same three lords reappear in the lower regi ; rattles.’ Behind them, 2 drummer beats on @ chest-high drum, accompa-
the accompanying text calls literally a feather dailzt"er(FI‘)'erf(;mllamngh}?t nied by three other musicians who counterpoint his rhythm on turtle-
: ) e . 5:1b). t i ]

right of the dancing rulers, we see thirteen lords—all of1 fh ) 0l oef l shell drums beaten with deer antlers. Two other mem, hidden .by the
em vassals | turtle-shen players, carry more feathered battle standards, echoing the
e wall. The masked dancers come next, followed by

den trumpets. At the very end of the

d objects in a bundle.

scene on the opposit
ans sounding large woo

ying sacre

::nr(l;us ;anks (Fig. 5.12)—“in an informal processional array, talking
L g:l t;‘crlnsel]:es lwh1le they move toward the dance area. The first man

1ne holds a : . : . s
floor. The si attle standard, which he points